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      Being the new girl is never easy—even when you’re twenty-one and in college, in the final year of school. Months from earning a degree but having it all snatched away when your university cuts funding for your sport.

      And therefore your scholarship.

      So, I did what any self-respecting young woman would do: packed up my bags and moved from the south to the Midwest, all to attend a university that could—and did—offer me the financial aid that would keep me on the road to earning my degree.

      Barely.

      But still—every bit helps, yeah?

      Which is why I’m standing outside a shitty-looking, dilapidated fraternity house on a Friday night, staring dubiously at the front door.

      “Why am I doing this again?”

      “It’s part of the initiation,” one of the members of the track team tells me.

      Oh.

      Right.

      I cock one eyebrow. “You mean hazing?”

      “Shh.” A few of them hush me, hissing out on the sidewalk as we stand around while they prep me.

      “You can’t go saying that word out loud!” Veronica—Ronnie, they call her—explains with a hiss.

      “Why? Because it’s bad luck, or because it’s true?”

      Hazing on university campuses is against the nationwide student code of conduct among sororities, fraternities, and unquestionably athletic organizations.

      “It’s just fun. We want you to get to know people since you’re new—and what better way than at a party?”

      If that were the case—if they actually wanted to introduce me to people—there are a million better ways to go about it. They would let me go inside and mingle like a normal person instead of going in to pull a childish prank like the one they want me to participate in tonight. I’m already embarrassed and I haven’t even walked through the doors yet.

      “Wow. So like, I’m going inside to meet the welcoming committee?”

      It’s clear they don’t appreciate my sarcasm or my sense of humor, nor my impression of an airheaded valley girl. Instead of laughing off my comments, Ronnie crosses her arms and huffs.

      “No one is forcing you to do this. You can go home.” Her long lean arms—the ones that have been turned golden by the sun—extend, pointing to the street behind us. “We’ll call campus security and they can escort you so you’re not alone.”

      Gee. So much for team camaraderie and no man left behind.

      We all know I have to do this. They all know I’m on scholarship and cannot jeopardize my spot on the team, not a team like this one. Not this late in the game, not while I’m staring down the nose of only one more semester—I don’t know what strings my father pulled to get me here at this point, but if I lose this chance to have my education paid for…

      It’ll take me at least another couple of years to finish.

      I’ll have to quit most of my classes and work full-time to pay for the few I’d be able to afford. And those I’d have to take at night.

      “I just don’t understand why we’re at a fraternity party. You said it was going to be on Jock Row.” Not Greek Row.

      I’m glancing up at the house’s façade, eyes searching and scanning for Greek letters but finding none. Nothing but old, weathered siding that needs to be painted and crooked shutters flanking the front windows.

      The girls all laugh.

      “This isn’t a frat house, dumb-dumb—it’s the rugby house.”

      Rugby house? That’s a new one.

      “This is Jock Row, not Fraternity Row.” Chelsea Newbauer chimes in from the back of the pack, hair Texas sky high, glitter eye shadow catching the light from the dim porch lamp.

      “And we need you to go inside and find the…” Ronnie hesitates, about to reiterate the rules of the lark they’re playing on me. “The ugliest guy you can find and ask him on a date.”

      Why?

      WHY.

      The whole thing is just. So. Freaking.

      MEAN.

      “What!” I’ve heard the catch before, but hearing it again is so cringe-inducing I panic. My tone says it all; I’m horrified.

      “You’ll live through it.” Tamlin rolls her eyes. “We all had to do it and so can you.”

      Okay but…

      …but.

      Why.

      It’s so mean-spirited—not to mention so unethical and just makes me want to curl up in a ball and die. Or puke. Or hide.

      So rude.

      So embarrassing.

      So everything that’s wrong with college these days.

      This is how my peers get alcohol poisoning. This is how they end up in hospitals. This is why they do shit they shouldn’t be doing.

      Peer pressure.

      And here I stand like a turd, debating my options.

      I thought my backbone was stiffer than this; I thought I was a leader.

      My parents would be so ashamed that I’m stooping to this level to save face and blend in at my new school.

      You’re not physically going to hurt anyone, Georgia.

      The boy will live. He will walk away unscathed, minus some minor bruising to his ego, probably.

      Hopefully.

      Besides, they told me he—whoever he is—won’t even know what I’m up to.

      Still, I make one last-ditch effort to weasel my way out of the task.

      “Can’t you come up with something else? I’ll sing in the cafeteria if you want me to. Tap dance in the quad.” Does this school have a quad? If they do, I’ll find it and—

      “Sing in the cafeteria?” Someone scoffs. “The Gammas do that during sorority pledge week.”

      “And none of y’all get in trouble?”

      Ronnie taps her foot, sole clicking on the pavement from impatience. “First of all, the longer we stand here debating this, the longer it’s going to take once we’re inside. If you want to draw it out so it takes an eternity, that’s your problem, not mine. Secondly, it’s not the end of the world.” Her blood red nail points to the house. “March inside and find a guy, ask him on a date, and bring his sorry ass over so we can make sure you’ve completed your mission. After that, you can run home and crawl into bed and forget the entire thing ever happened.”

      My mission.

      Ha!

      “The guy doesn’t even have to know what you’re up to.”

      But I will know what I’m up to, and the dozens of them will know what I’m up to.

      My gut clenches.

      See, the thing is: I don’t have to do this.

      I know I don’t.

      Logically and realistically, I know I can walk away right now and go home—that would be the right thing to do.

      Nothing will happen to me other than…

      …these girls not accepting me as one of them.

      Treating me like a bottom feeder for the remainder of my time here.

      And while I don’t need to be their best friends (let’s face it, who wants friends like this), it will certainly make life easier.

      Crap.

      Crap, crap, crap.

      “We can’t stand out here all night. My feet are getting sore.” Tamlin flashes her gams, feet buckled into heels that have to be four inches high. How she walks in those is beyond me. “Don’t tell me I wore these shoes for nothin’.”

      Tamlin is from the south, too, but her accent is thicker than mine.

      “Fine.”

      “Remember,” says a vaulter named Clarissa, “he has to be ugly. Like, you wouldn’t want to bang him.”

      Ugly.

      “Would you please not use that word?” My good conscience shivers. “I’m not here to bang anyone, let alone a guy inside this house. I’m here for a degree.” And I’ve almost got it.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah, move it along Miss Smarty-Pants.” Ronnie nudges me toward the house. “Blah blah blah, study, study. We get it.”

      Having had enough, I stalk toward the door, long hurdle runner’s legs taking the pavers in stride, stomping angrily up the ramshackle steps.

      As if I wasn’t nervous enough, one of the boards is rotten and needs to be replaced, causing me to misstep and almost trip the entire rest of the way forward.

      The front door swings open before I can reach for the knob, noise and bright light blinding me.

      Behind me, ten members of the university’s women’s track team press against my back, smiles pasted on their faces, simpering salutations streaming from their mouths.

      “Well, well, well, look who it is,” a tall guy says, ushering us inside. “Ronnie Baker, fastest girl in town. Haven’t seen you out in an age.” He leans down to kiss her on the cheek.

      “Aww, Nate, fastest girl in town? You’re so sweet.” She reaches up to itch the bottom of his stubbly chin. “Where’s the keg? Back deck or kitchen?”

      His mammoth hand points. “Back deck.”

      She blows him a kiss. “We have a curfew this weekend so we won’t be staying long. Training starts Monday.”

      “But you’re here now.” He wiggles his eyebrows and slides an arm around her waist. “Let me have one of the rookies get you something to drink.”

      Nate’s arm rises, and he cocks a finger until two brooding lummoxes amble our direction; he promptly gives them instructions to fetch ten cups of their finest cheap beer on tap.

      I assess them.

      Both tall.

      Both average.

      One smiling, one frowning.

      The girls watch me watching the boys, smirks aplenty.

      My head shakes. No. Neither of them will do because, dress them up? They’d be passably handsome.

      Unfortunately for me, I have to stand here awkwardly scanning the room like a creep, eyes darting here and there, narrowly avoiding eye contact with a few dudes trying to meet mine.

      Not today, bro. Not today.

      Not him.

      Not him.

      Not that guy. Or that one.

      Not the guy behind the makeshift bar dealing cards to a few girls.

      And most certainly not the freshly shaved prep with the pink polo shirt standing in the corner—way too good-looking.

      Every single one of these guys seems too confident.

      Too big, too cocky.

      Too in shape to be unattractive.

      I won’t lie, one of the things that attracts me is a guy who takes care of his body the same way I take care of mine; he doesn’t have to be perfect, but if he’s not eating slop for every meal and exercising?

      I call that a win.

      Why would they bring me to a house full of athletes? It’s just setting me up for failure! These guys are all attract—

      Wait.

      Who is this now?

      A giant mountain of a guy has just entered the living room through a side doorway, plastic beer cup suspended halfway to his lips.

      He’s smiling down at something another guy is saying, and I catch a gap in his front teeth.

      I squint: is that a gap, or does he actually have missing teeth?

      His cheek is noticeably bruised, and his bottom lip has a gash. The closer he gets, the more dry blood I can see on his face—as if he couldn’t be bothered to wash it from his skin properly.

      Shaggy hair that could use a trim.

      Rumpled shirt, like he rolled out of bed to join the party.

      Of course, that alone does not an ugly man make—he’s not. Not really. But the combination of things—the bumps, the scars, the hair, the clothes—certainly make him a fitting candidate for my task.

      Perhaps tomorrow in the morning light, he’ll have shaved and thrown on some clean clothes.

      But for tonight, he’s not looking all that cute.

      Ten out of ten would not bang him.

      “Be right back,” I tell Ronnie on the sly, stepping forward toward my mark, anxious to end my own misery, striding toward the other side of the room so I can breathe—the teammates at my back are not a comforting force. They’re stifling and breathing down my neck like a gaggle of micromanaging biddies eager to watch me crash and burn.

      I will not allow that to happen.

      With more confidence than I’m feeling, I do a quick lap of the room, giving my teammates the show they obviously want. A quick glance over my shoulder tells me only about half of them are paying attention—Ronnie, Tamlin, and Clarissa all have their eyes glued to me.

      Ugh.

      My target pays me no mind—obviously, since he has no idea I exist or that I’m in the same room, watching him.

      I notice several other sets of eyes watching him, too, and give him another once-over.

      He’s tall—one of the tallest guys in the room.

      Big.

      Broad.

      Did I say that already?

      Muscular but not in a gym-rat sort of way.

      But man, that shirt he’s got on…

      He clearly gives no fucks.

      I toss my hair—I have it down so it falls straight down my back, though the dark strands are normally kept in a messy top bun. My hair is also usually an air-dried disaster. Bedhead. Rushed.

      I am no supermodel myself, but I do alright, though it’s been an age since I’ve actually been on a first date.

      You don’t have to go out with this person. Ronnie’s voice echoes in my head. The goal is to ask him out and bring him to us so we know you’ve done the thing.

      Okay. Right.

      I don’t have to go out with this guy.

      He looks like a man, kind of—more mature than the rest of them. How is that possible when we’re all around the same age?

      I feel like a stalker hunting its prey, my second lap around the room almost complete.

      Such a creep, Georgia!

      Good gracious, what would your mama say about this?

      She’d be dang pissed.

      A short perky-looking girl says something to make the guy laugh; he tilts his head back and bellows out, Adam’s apple bobbing, stubble covering his entire neck.

      He needs to shave.

      Beards aren’t really my thing, but then again, I was raised by a father who wore a button-down dress shirt and tie daily to the office. The first thing Dad does every morning when he wakes is go to the bathroom to shave.

      No mustache, no beard, never any stubble.

      I cock my head, gathering more details before realizing I’m wasting time; he’s the most unattractive guy in this room if I’m judging him against the guys in this room.

      Not that he’s all that unfortunate-looking. It’s just…

      I have this one job—one goal. One mission.

      He’ll do.

      He’s what I need to get my tush back out the door, back home in bed, and back in the good graces of my team.

      Mustering up my courage is hard; it feels much like being in a national championship. Waiting for the starting pistol to go off at the start of a race.

      Sweaty palms.

      Beating heart.

      I’m not short by any means, but he towers over me when I’m finally close enough to touch him, giving him two taps on the arm when his attention is free from onlookers.

      The last thing I want is to draw attention to myself or have anyone overhear me.

      I would die.

      Not sure if he felt me the first time, I tap him again, more firmly.

      He turns.

      Looks down at me, at my finger, still poised on the tan skin of his arm.

      One of his bushy brows rises in question.

      “Hi.”

      Hi? Is that the best I can do? I’m here to charm the pants off the guy and drag him over to my group of friends.

      No, not friends.

      Not now, probably not ever—not after tonight.

      It’s not too late to leave, Georgia.

      “Hi,” he says back.

      This already is going horribly—I can’t even engage the poor guy in conversation, briefly wondering what he and the blonde girl were cackling about earlier.

      “So, I’m new here and was wondering—”

      “Where is here?”

      He has an accent I cannot identify, or maybe it’s the crowded house and the music blaring in the background causing me to strain at the sound of his voice.

      “Here. This is my first semester here. At this school.”

      “Ah. Welcome then.”

      His eyes are green—the muddled green you would find in a vintage oil painting—and up close, the gash in his lip has obviously caused it to be swollen. The bruise on his cheek—the entire left side of his face—is about four different colors. Purple, black, yellow, and brown.

      Not cute.

      Perfect!

      “So, I’m new here and was wondering if you’d like to show me around.”

      Those green eyes blink. “Now? It’s dark outside.”

      Yeah, he definitely has an accent.

      Shit, is he…British?

      He can’t be.

      What would a guy from the UK be doing in Midwestern America?

      “No—later. Like as a date maybe?”

      “A date?” He glances around. “You’re asking me on a date?”

      I nod, affirmative. “Yes.”

      “Are you barmy? Is this a jest?”

      “First of all, I have no idea what barmy means. But no, this isn’t a jest.”

      He sounds fancy—not at all like the Eliza Doolittle cockney British. More like “tea with the queen” British.

      “Barmy means…” He searches for the word. “Crazy.”

      “Are you calling me crazy?” I blurt out, hating the fact that I’m asking when he clearly wasn’t telling me I’m nuts, he was asking. Big difference.

      “You asked me on a date, so you must be.”

      Aww, the poor guy! No wonder he called me barmy; he must be wondering why I would randomly walk up to him and ask him on a date when we hadn’t exchanged more than two sentences and the lamest salutation I could think of.

      Hi.

      Ugh!

      “I did ask you on a date.” I hesitate. Can hardly believe I’m standing here doing this. “So what’s your answer?”

      “Where are your mates? They must be here somewhere.”

      My mates? “You mean my friends?”

      “Yeah.” He’s staring at me as if I’m the odd one.

      “Um.” I crane my head and look through the crowd. “They’re by the back wall.”

      “Lead the way.” He gestures with his free hand—the other one is holding a beer—for me to push my way through the crowd toward my teammates.

      Lead the way? That’s a weird way to put it, a strange thing to say, and why did he ask where my friends are? What kind of guy asks that when you ask him on a date?

      “Are you going to follow me?” I ask, clarifying.

      “The entire way.” His eyes shift toward the back of the room, and I do an internal happy dance.

      This was way too easy!

      Phew!

      I barely had to spend any time groveling or begging!

      Granted, I’m cute—I know this. I’m not a brat about it by any means, but even so, I assumed it would take more sweet-talking to get this strapping brute of a guy to agree to my nonsense.

      It’s as if he could see straight through me.

      Although, he didn’t actually agree…

      Did he?

      Did he say yes?

      Shit, I don’t remember.

      Maybe he changed the subject too soon? I’m racking my brain during the short walk to Ronnie and the girls, and they all seem to be uncomfortably looking everywhere but at me.

      The wall, the floor.

      Tamlin has her back to me, facing the staircase, glancing this way and that. And is Clarissa sneaking off? It looks like she’s crouching, but I can’t be sure…

      “Hallo, Ronnie.” The guy’s voice is deep. “Do you think I’m daft?”

      “Ash, I am so, so sorry. We, um. We…”

      Ash? Is that his name?

      I begin wringing my hands—suddenly none of this is going well, and I work overtime to click together pieces of a puzzle that I’m clearly missing.

      This guy knows my teammates and they all seem horrified I’ve dragged him over here.

      But isn’t that the point?

      Wasn’t I supposed to?

      “You think we don’t know all about your little hazing pranks?” The guy—Ash they’ve been calling him—crosses his arms, muscles bulking up without even needing to be flexed.

      His right bicep is covered with tattoos.

      “That’s not…we’re here to party! Wooo,” one of the girls whoops. “We just want to have a good time like everyone else!” She has to practically shout from the back of the group; it’s that loud in here and getting louder.

      “You’re going to need an umbrella, ladies, because your bullshite is pissing it down.”

      Um.

      Okay.

      Crap, how do I…

      …fix this?

      I feel responsible, as if this were all my doing. I’m the one who approached him, I’m the one who asked if he wanted to go out with me, and if he knew about the prank then he knows I asked him on a date because he’s not cute.

      Where is that hole I want to crawl into?

      “Ash, don’t be mad—we’re so sorry, she’s new. She didn’t know.”

      “You think I’m ugly, eh?” His question is directed at me, and for a few seconds, I waffle trying to reply.

      Stutter as if I’m just learning how to speak.

      “N-no! No! I…I was in a rush and w-wanted to get it done and there you were and you…no. No, I don’t, I…we…”

      I sound like I’m pandering. So foolish.

      So immature.

      It does nothing to smooth his ruffled feathers.

      He is steaming mad, glaring down at me. “You don’t come into my house and make me look like a cockwomble under my own roof.”

      Cockwomble?

      He’s so utterly British-sounding—I want to hear him talk more.

      “Is this your roof?” I turn my head. “Y’all live here? It’s a mess.”

      Why are boys such slobs?

      Everyone’s eyes bug out of their skulls at my audacious inquiry.

      “Oh my god, Georgia, you can’t just ask someone if they live here.” Ronnie swats at me, sounding thirty shades of embarrassed, her cheeks blazing red. “No, he doesn’t live here. He’s being rhetorical.” Her gaze finds his again. “We’re sorry, Ash. We’ll leave. We’re going.” Her hand grabs me by the wrist. “Come on, Georgie.”

      I’m pulled out of the house, down the steps to the lawn, where we congregate on the sidewalk.

      “What is going on?” I blurt out. “I did exactly what you wanted me to do—why are y’all acting so mad?”

      “Because, Georgia! Do you know who that is? Do you have any idea?” It sounds like she’s accusing me of something.

      My eyes roll. “Obviously not.”

      “That’s Ashley. Dryden. Jones.”

      I’m silent after her stilted pronouncement.

      “Am I supposed to know who that is?” Then, “Wait…is his last name hyphenated?”

      “Yes it’s hyphenated,” she hisses. “He’s British, for god’s sake. That’s what they do when they’re rich.”

      “Okay but…why are you mad at me?” She looks madder than a fox in a henhouse, which is only making me more and more confused. “You told me to go inside and find a guy who’s…who is…” I can’t even say the word ugly.

      “Ugly.”

      “I know what we told you, but you weren’t supposed to choose him!” She’s hissing again, getting worked up into a snit.

      “Ronnie, I don’t know who any of those people are.” I’m using my most placating voice. “How on earth was I supposed to know to not choose him—you didn’t give me pictures to look at of any guys who were off limits.”

      I haven’t started my classes yet! I wouldn’t know Ashley Dryden-Jones from a hole in the chemistry classroom wall.

      “This isn’t an episode of The Bachelor, Georgia—you don’t get a wall of photographs to study! Ugh!” She throws her arms up and stalks off in the opposite direction from whence we came, her gaggle of followers doing what they do—following her. “This is a nightmare!”

      That seems a tad dramatic, but this whole evening has been. And for the record, it was a dumb idea anyway—these are practically grown women. They should know a prank like this was eventually going to backfire.

      The good news is, I don’t know that guy inside and will probably never see him again. I may lie in bed tonight hating myself for putting him in that awful position, but at least I won’t have to look him in the eye while I do it.

      Ugh, he looked shocked and hurt, kind of.

      I trail along behind my teammates, bringing up the rear with my incessant questions.

      “Can someone please explain why this is a big deal?”

      “Ash is like, blue-blooded or something.”

      I’m not sure I’m understanding her. They’re all really overreacting to this. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “We’re never going to be invited back into that house after tonight, no thanks to you!” Tamlin sputters, high heels clicking furiously on the pavement. She trips on a crack and stumbles. “One time, a few years back, the baseball house kicked a girl out for jockblocking, and she was never allowed back inside.”

      That sounds extreme.

      “Never?”

      “Well…maybe not never, but they did ban her for like, a few weeks.”

      “For cockblocking.”

      “That’s what we said, isn’t it?”

      No, they said jockblocking, which I guess must be a made-up word to describe someone who’s preventing you from having sex. Jockblock must be the term they use on Jock Row, egomaniacs that they’re turning out to be.

      I don’t like these girls at all. Not a single one of them—they’re acting like mean sorority girls, not Division 1 athletes with a code of conduct and a There is no I in team attitude to uphold.

      They’re nothing like the young women on the team where I spent three and a half of the best years of my life, and it makes me homesick being here tonight, standing in the shadows of the trees lining the street.

      Listening to them ridicule me.

      Without another word, I turn and head the opposite direction, striding on the long legs that brought me here.
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      That pretty girl thinks I’m a munter.

      Ugly.

      I lie in bed after leaving the party the moment the group of girls walked out the door of the rugby house, barely remembering to grab my jacket from the kitchen before ducking out.

      I had to drive home—my place is on the outskirts of campus, not on it—and I might be in great shape, but I have zero desire to hoof it through the dark streets in the middle of the night.

      Folding my arms behind my head, I stare up at the ceiling, head resting on a white pillowcase embroidered with my initials.

      A D J

      Ashley Arthur Calum Dryden-Jones.

      The fifth.

      Thank bloody god Mum left my middle names off the pillow; that’s some posh bullshite for a student at uni in America, but they’re the only things I had when I moved, and there seemed no sense in replacing perfectly good linens.

      The furniture came with the house, and I could bring nothing but a few suitcases when I enrolled in school here, moving clear across the globe in an attempt to seek some semblance of normalcy.

      Some semblance of normalcy.

      Ha.

      I chuckle to myself knowing the guys on my team would ride my arse for sounding like a massive wanker. None of them seem to have any grace when it comes to grammar, all sounding like goddamn simpletons most of the time.

      The only indication they’ve any intelligence at all is the fact that they were accepted by and enrolled at this university to begin with.

      “You think I’m ugly, eh?” I quietly repeat the words I said to the girl to myself in the dark, remembering the look on her face and the stutter in her voice.

      She’s not from here, either. Some weird accent inflected her tone the same way I know it inflicts mine, hers sweet though. Except I have no way of identifying it.

      I haven’t lived in the States long enough.

      But she said y’all, and I think that’s a Southern thing. Then again, I could be wrong.

      Brunette hair, blue eyes.

      Taller than most girls, I’d sized her up before she asked me on that damn date, calculated her to be about one hundred seventy centimeters.

      Not sure what that is in American. I’m shite at conversions.

      And her voice…

      Airy and sweet.

      It doesn’t fucking matter, Jones—she thinks you’re ugly.

      She was asking me out on a lark, some stupid track ritual they’ve become famous for in our circle. See, that’s the thing about athletes—we all hang out together. Eat in the same cafeteria on campus, work out in the same gym facility, use the same trainers.

      Have the same friends.

      Therefore it stands to reason I’d have heard about the hazing some of those blithers go through; rugby is just as bad, only I’m not a big enough cockup to participate.

      Even the extreme frisbee team hazes their members, and they’re not considered an actual sport. Those idiots make each other drink beer from the frisbee, and did you know you can fit three beers on one before it spills over?

      The women’s track team? They haze their freshman members by having them find the ugliest guy they can—usually at a party—and ask him on a date.

      They never actually go on the date, but any unsuspecting arsehole who believes their invitation is a flipping moron who deserves to be embarrassed.

      Bloody imbeciles, the entire lot of them.

      That girl—whoever she is—can kiss my giant British arse. And the look on her face says she probably would have; she seemed that humiliated.

      I was the one who was supposed to be humiliated, but guess what? It doesn’t work that way, sweetheart.

      You have to wake up pretty goddamn early to toss one over on Ashley Jones.

      Still.

      It’s her wide-eyed expression I see when I close my eyes. Toss and turn throughout the night, grateful I never have to see that pretty, perfect face again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tuesday

      

      

      I lift the water bottle to my lips and chug, hungry as a mother as I forgot breakfast—usually I toss a bar or two in my bag, but this morning I ran out the door too quick.

      My stomach growls as I shift in my seat.

      I barely fit in the thing. It’s made for people like…everyone else.

      Normal-sized humans.

      Someone grunts as they bump into me in an attempt to head down the aisle I’m blocking.

      Not intentionally, that’s just how things work when you’re a hundred and eighty-seven centimeters.

      Legs. Everywhere.

      “Oh.”

      At the sound of the gasp, I glance up.

      It’s the girl from Friday night.

      Georgia.

      She’s startled to see me, stopping in her tracks, my knees pressed against the seat in front of me, blocking her passage and preventing her from getting down the row of seats.

      We’re in a lecture hall for this class, much like an auditorium. About twenty rows look down at a miniature stage where the professor stands holding a laser pointer in one hand, her glasses in another.

      She’s wiping her eyes and looks tired. Must not have gotten to bed early for the first day of the term.

      Semester they call it here.

      I keep forgetting.

      “Are you lost?” I ask her, slightly annoyed that she’s still standing above me, staring like a deer caught in headlights.

      “Um, no? This is Business Communication, isn’t it?”

      Yeah, but it’s a 400-level class. “This is a class for upperclassmen, not freshmen.” I can’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice and wonder what the hell my problem is. “You need an academic advisor or another professor to sign off before you can register for it.”

      I was in a perfectly jovial mood five seconds ago before she rammed her knees into my legs.

      “I am an upperclassman.”

      “Then why were they giving you shite Friday night?” Don’t they normally just haze underclassmen?

      “Because I’m new. I…just transferred here. This is my first semester here, but I’m a senior.”

      That makes no sense.

      “That’s weird. Is that normal?” I’ll never figure out the wonky shite they do here in the States.

      Never.

      “Not really, no.” She shifts on her heels, books clutched in her arms. “Only a lunatic would transfer their senior year, but I had no choice.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say ‘We all have a choice,’ but I bite it back.

      “Listen, uh—Ash. I just want to apologize for Friday night. I…it wasn’t at all what you thought. I didn’t walk up to you because…because…”

      She can’t say it, and I don’t blame her.

      Ugly is an ugly word.

      “It’s fine.” It’s not fine, but I let her off the hook, wanting her to walk away. “You don’t have to stand here chatting me up.”

      “Oh. Right. Um…okay, sorry.” She glances over her shoulder. “I’ll just go sit, um. Somewhere else.”

      “Brilliant. You do that.”

      She looks me over for a few extra seconds before shuffling away, weaving down the row and plopping down five seats away just as the professor at the front of the room introduces herself—and her teaching assistant, Kelly—and fires up the screen hanging on the wall like a giant billboard.

      I refuse to glance down the aisle to see if she’s looking at me.

      That would be a total rookie thing to do, and I’ll not be led around by my cock for a girl with a stunning face but a cruel heart.

      “…every fifth person will be in your group,” the professor is saying as her TA hands around the syllabus. “Go ahead and start counting off, starting in this first row, then reorganize yourselves into your new groups.”

      I begin mentally counting seats to see who’ll be in my study group, glancing down the row to find the girl glancing back at me—she jerks her head forward to avoid my gaze.

      Bollocks.

      The last thing I want is to be stuck in a fucking group with her for an entire semester.

      She thinks I’m ugly.

      Thing is, I know I’m not friggin’ ugly. Plenty of women hit on me. She wasn’t the first—though hers was a jest—and she won’t be the last. And it’s not like I’m a choir boy. I’ve had plenty of fucks.

      I guarantee you none of them were out of pity.

      The point is, I don’t suffer from self-esteem issues, and the last thing I would have expected was for some naff of a girl to single me out at a party to make fun of me.

      “Once you’re in your groups, turn to page four of your syllabus and go from there. Today will just be a warm-up and introductions, then we’ll begin coursework on Thursday.”

      I flip to page four of the stapled leaflet and groan.

      
        	Introduce yourself.

        	Give a fun fact.

        	Major, city you call home, hobbies.

      

      Bloody hell, what is this—a playdate? I have to be stuck in a class where we grab arse the entire time? When will we be doing actual work?

      The teacher’s assistant is now pointing out spots around the room for the new groups to gather—ones go here, twos go there, and so on and so forth, until everyone is standing and collecting their things to shuffle about the lecture hall.

      I stay put, rooted in my spot.

      They want me to join their group, the fives can come to me.

      I can tell who the fives are because the four of them that congregated in the spot where the TA put them are whispering and pointing my direction; clearly they recognize me, and clearly they’re having a debate about how to proceed.

      The girl still hasn’t risen either; that would require her to squeeze past me to get down front, and she looks determined to avoid me.

      Good.

      Let her stay trapped there.

      Below us, the fives seem to have reached a consensus and are once again gathering up their things, filing up the steps toward me one at a time.

      Reluctantly, the girl at the front of the line says, “Are you a five?”

      “Yeah.”

      She glances over at the girl, Georgia. “Is she?”

      I nod. “Pretty sure.”

      If she has questions, she doesn’t ask them, instead plopping down in a seat next to mine, leaving one spot in between, the other three doing much of the same. The two blokes go to the row in front of me, sitting and twisting their bodies around to face me.

      Georgia rises and shuffles over, dragging her feet.

      Literally.

      I can hear the soles of her sneakers scraping the hard concrete floor.

      “Hi guys.”

      Her hair is in a low ponytail today, large gold hoop earrings twinkling from each lobe.

      She’s cute for being such a little shite.

      The Indian girl sitting nearest to me shuffles her syllabus. “It says we’re supposed to make introductions.” She has an American accent. “I’m Priya. I’m a business major with an emphasis on public relations. My hometown is Chicago, no I’ve never lived in India, yes I love mehndi and use henna on my hands, yes I speak Hindi.”

      Okay then.

      “What are your hobbies?” the guy in front of me asks.

      “Shopping and reading. I’m also getting my pilot’s license.”

      “Whoa, that’s awesome” they all seem to murmur breathlessly.

      Priya flips her long, glossy black hair. “My father is a pilot and it’s just something I’ve always wanted to do, so last year I started taking classes. There’s a small airport nearby. I take my classes there.”

      More impressed oohs and aahs.

      “So that’s me.” She shoots me a pointed look. “What’s your story, Mr. Tough Guy?”

      Mr. Tough Guy. Ha.

      “My name is Ash,” I begin. “Ashley. Go ahead and have your crack of fun.”

      People usually have something to say about my name considering in America it’s primarily a woman’s name, but in Britain, it’s a man’s name that goes back centuries.

      But no one in this group laughs, so I clear my throat and go on. “I’m obviously not from here.”

      This time, they laugh, and I tick off a few facts about myself, counting them off on my fingers as I go.

      “I play rugby. Senior. Surrey, England. Fish and chips.”

      “You forgot to tell us your major,” Priya reminds me.

      “Business. Will probably go to grad school, but I won’t get that degree in the States—I’ll do it back home. We’ll see.”

      Surprise raises the brows of two of them.

      They wait for more, but there is none.

      Everyone turns to face Georgia.

      She clears her throat self-consciously and blushes. “Hi, my name is Georgia. I’m from a tiny town in Texas, and this is my first semester here. They cut my scholarship for track so…here I am. Uh. My major is business, like most of yours, and I’d love a career in public relations.” She pauses a few seconds whilst she thinks. “I’m on the track team and run hurdles. I love baking and can’t function without caffeine. Uh…I love Target?”

      The girls in the group giggle.

      “That’s me. That’s it. I mean, I could talk for days, but I’ll stop, ha ha.”

      Fuck she’s cute.

      “Wait—if you’re a transfer student from Texas…do you live in the dorms or are you in a house off campus?”

      Georgia blushes again. “I’m in the dorms. Orientation for track two weeks ago was only the second time I’ve been on campus, so…” Her shoulders rise up and down.

      “That sucks,” Priya announces. “Which dorm?”

      “Lucas Hall—I think it’s mostly older students? I think. I’m not sure, I don’t pay attention to anyone.”

      “Yeah that’s mostly older people,” the other girl clarifies. “I have a friend who lived there last year. It’s not totally horrible.”

      Georgia gives her a grateful smile.

      All heads swivel to the bloke directly in front of me.

      “I’m Jamal. Junior. Second baseman on the baseball team. Major is economics, I’ll probably study contract law.”

      Baseball team?

      I knew I recognized him.

      We fist-bump.

      “I’m from Jacksonville, Florida. Like comic books, sports, grilling out.” Jamal shrugs, ending his introduction. “That’s about it.”

      On to the next dude.

      “What’s up, I’m Brian. Canton, Ohio. Political science except I’ve changed my major twice so I won’t be graduating any time soon and my parents are going to kill me.”

      Sucks to be Brian.

      My mum and dad would flip—no tolerance for extending my stay, though they’ve been gracious enough not to row with me about moving from the UK to America. Not yet, anyway.

      I know if it took me longer than four years to earn my degree, they’d have something to say about it, and that something would be less than charitable.

      Yup, sucks to be Brian.

      He better get a move on. No sense in dallying.

      What’s his holdup? He trying to be in school the rest of his life? I like it here, but dang—I’m not staying any longer than I have to.

      “I’m Nalla, and I’m local. Well, sort of local—I grew up about forty-five minutes from here. I used to live on campus, but now I commute so I can work after class. I work for my parents. They own a printing company, do mostly clothing. I don’t love it, but whatever.” Nalla shifts in her seat. “My major is mass comm and marketing. I love drawing and art museums and graphic design.”

      We all look around at each other, done with the task and the introductions.

      “Now what?” Nalla says. “Do we just sit here, or…”

      Georgia scrunches up her face. “I think the professor said once we were done we could leave and then we’d pick up on Thursday with the actual assignment? We’re supposed to read page blah blah blah in the syllabus.”

      Did she just say blah blah blah instead of actual page numbers?

      The fives rise up around the same time other groups begin to finish, saying goodbye and peace out, see you on Thursday.

      Only Georgia and I are left standing in our row.

      “Do you…” I can hear her clear her throat. “Should we get coffee or something?”

      “No.” I hoist my backpack up off the ground and shove my papers inside.

      “Please? Let me take you for a coffee. Or a sandwich? Everyone has to eat, right?”

      Yes, but not with each other. “Stop trying to make this better.”

      I turn and walk away, leaving her standing there staring after me.
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      I brought him cupcakes.

      Cupcakes I made from scratch, which was almost impossible to do given the fact that I live in the dorms.

      I had to beg a favor from Tamlin, who lives off campus in a not horrible house with three other girls and a not horrible stove.

      She had muffin tins, too, which helped.

      Baked goods.

      That ought to thaw Ashley Dryden-Jones’s loathing for me.

      Ashley.

      An old, romantic name for such a huge goliath of a guy.

      It suits him in a way—not that there is anything romantic about him. Still, it’s a contradiction, and I like it.

      He’s not terrible, just…

      Not friendly toward me.

      He was perfectly pleasant—even cheerful—with the rest of the fives in our business class, but there was no love lost for me.

      The tension was real.

      I felt it every time he glanced in my direction but looked right through me instead.

      Ouch.

      That did hurt.

      I didn’t mean to hurt him the way I did; who would have thought a big guy like him would be so sensitive? Which just goes to show: I know absolutely nothing about guys.

      He felt slighted, as if I meant to humiliate him in front of my friends. And sure, maybe things would have looked that way from his point of view, but surely it wouldn’t kill him to hear me out!

      If he freezes me out during this class—during this group project—it’s going to drive me bonkers.

      So what are you going to do about it, Georgia?

      Will he ever forgive me?

      I have an entire semester to try to earn his trust, beginning with these cupcakes, which honestly should be muffins since it’s early in the day and probably not the right time for sweets.

      They’re even in the cutest little box, one I scrounged up in the dorm’s recycling center and covered in cute wrapping paper before plunking the baked goods inside.

      Lovely little presentation.

      I’ve done my hair today, taking a flat iron to practice so I could tame my locks afterward—even adding mascara and lip gloss. More makeup than I had on Friday night, not that he was paying me one bit of attention.

      Dolling up is a strategy that could backfire on me, of course—the last thing I want is to look like ‘one of those girls.’ The snooty kind who flirts and teases and plays games.

      The high-maintenance kind who judge people by their appearance.

      That is exactly what you’ve done, Georgie.

      Exactly that.

      Stop reminding me! I tell myself.

      Ashley Dryden-Jones is in the same spot he occupied during the last class: fifth row from the back of the room, fourth seat in. I had to climb around him to get to my seat Tuesday, but today, I ease my things over before settling into the second seat in.

      Not too far and not too close.

      Close enough to talk if he changes his mind about me.

      The other members of our group file in one by one, joining us by filling in the seats behind us and in front.

      The two guys greet me and the other girls but fist-bump Ash.

      Typical.

      In the seat in front of me, Brian twists around, his eyes straying to the cupcake box on my lap.

      “Sweet, are these for us?”

      It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to slap his grasping hand away from my box when he reaches for it without waiting for an invitation, greedy fingers already going at a cupcake. You know those claws in a game where you put money in and try to extract a stuffed animal with a mechanical hand that drops from the ceiling?

      Like that.

      “Sorry, no.” I jerk the box back, out of his reach.

      The entire group stares expectantly at me.

      Nalla licks her lips. “Who are they for?”

      “Um…” I glance around nervously, gaze accidentally flitting to Ash before I can stop it, giving myself away.

      They dart over to him again.

      He who ignores me and pretends I don’t exist.

      “Yeah, who are they for?” Brian echoes.

      “I made them for a friend.”

      “What friend?”

      Oh my god, Brian, what do you care who they’re for?!

      While Brian is arguing, Jamal is doing a count of the cakes and announces, “There are six of them, and we’re your friends,” making me want to bang my head against a desk. “These should be for us.”

      If there were a desk nearby, I would bang my head on it.

      My intention wasn’t to share; my intention was to hand them to Ash in a feeble attempt at amends, and now the whole plan has gone to shit thanks to these nosey groupmates of ours.

      Ugh!

      Why is nothing working out for me the way it was supposed to? Why has everything gone to shit since I moved here?

      My so-called “friends” who turned out to be bullies and who I’m stuck with until I make new ones.

      This boy who hates my guts and won’t even look at me.

      The cupcakes remain on my lap, a total magnet for Brian and Jamal, who have made it their mission to ignore the professor at the front of the room and attempt to get them off my lap.

      If I set them down, they’ll be gone.

      But if they see me handing them over to Ash at the end of class, they’re going to think I’m…in love with him or something, bringing him treats when I wasn’t willing to share with them.

      Down in front, someone dims the lights—probably the TA—and the projector glows to life, the size of a small movie screen down in front.

      “Ways we are terrible. At. Communicating,” Professor Drexler says, marker squeaking the entire time she’s writing on the board next to her projector. The slide shows a list of ways we need to communicate to effectively navigate in business, but she wants us to list the ways we’re bad at it. “Go ahead and work this through in your groups, and then we’ll go around the room and see how many we have that overlap and seem to be common themes.”

      The lights flip back on, though let’s be honest, it probably wasn’t necessary to dim them to begin with.

      “We suck at communication because we’re always on our phones.” Nalla kicks off the discussion. “Should I write that down?”

      “I nominate Nalla to take notes,” Jamal teases, shooting her a wink.

      She rolls her eyes but opens her laptop and clicks open a new document with nary a sigh. “What are some others?” She glances up at us through the lenses of the computer glasses she’s got perched on her nose.

      “Lack of eye contact,” I blurt out, shooting a sharp glance at Ash, wondering if he’s making the connection or if it went right over his head.

      “Lack of directness,” Priya says smartly with a nod. “No one says what they mean—it’s nothing but guesswork.”

      She’s not wrong.

      “Social media’s given everyone a case of the dumbs.” That from Jamal, and he’s also not wrong. “Get off your damn phone.”

      “How about—underexplaining,” Priya adds.

      “Totally.” I’m nodding. “And overexplaining. That’s horrible too.”

      “Agreeing with something you disagree with. Is that bad communication?” Nalla nibbles on her bottom lip.

      “I think so, because isn’t agreeing with something you disagree about dishonest? Plus, if you can’t speak up or can’t speak your mind, that’s a breakdown in trust.”

      Beside me, Ashley Dryden-Jones snorts through his nose.

      A loud, obnoxious snort.

      Everyone looks at him.

      “Dude, what was that?” Brian asks him.

      “I find it ironic that she’s talking about a breakdown in trust when she does shite all the time she doesn’t agree with.”

      Of course, he says all this in a swoony British accent that has both Priya and Nalla melting a little. And, not going to lie—my insides get a bit warmer.

      All heads swivel to me.

      Cupcakes still in my lap, I pop the top and offer them up to the group. “Brian, would you like a cupcake?”

      Ashley’s nostrils flare. “I thought those were going to be for me.”

      Ha! As if. “Why would you assume they were for you?”

      “Coz you’ve been trying to kiss my arse since Friday.”

      Kiss his arse? Please!

      I’ve been trying to be nice. I haven’t…I…

      Fine. I’ve been trying to kiss his ass—I feel horrible, and there’s nothing wrong with trying to make amends.

      Brian takes a cupcake before the chance slips away; so do Jamal and Nalla, who licks her fingers clean before resuming taking notes on her laptop.

      “Where’s mine?” Ashley wants to know.

      “I changed my mind.” The lid snaps shut.

      Our groupmates make mmm and nom-ing sounds while they lick frosting and bite into the moist cakes.

      “So a girl can shite on a bloke then he can’t catch a fairy cake? Got it.” He leans back in his chair, crossing muscular arms.

      The gash on his mouth seems to have healed, along with the bruising on his face, dark blotches fading.

      He still needs a shave.

      “Did you just call this a fairy cake?” Jamal holds his up for inspection, eyeing it this way and that.

      “That’s what it’s called, innit?”

      “We call them cupcakes,” Jamal tells him, licking the frosting from the side. “Dang girl, this is good.”

      I sit up straighter under his praise, three cupcakes left in the box.

      Priya took a pass, I’m not eating one, and I haven’t let Ashley take one yet; granted, they’re all technically for him, but…

      He stares at me.

      I stare back.

      “You’re right. These were for you.” I hold the entire box out to him and he takes it, setting it on the floor next to his feet.

      “What the hell is going on right now? Do you two know each other from outside of class?”

      “We’ve met,” Ashley confesses, but with zero explanation or further detail.

      “Soo,” Nalla says, “is this some messed-up foreplay?”

      Ashley presses his lips together.

      Nalla laughs. “Guess that answers that question.”

      “We should keep moving,” Brian tells everyone, taking the role of leader. “We’re going to run out of time before she starts calling on groups.”

      He’s right, so we hustle, coming up with a few more answers before our time is up.
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      “Hey Jones, you going to be at the house this weekend?” One of my teammates jogs up beside me on the field, his face streaked with mud from practically getting beaten into the ground during our game.

      We’re both covered in a ruthless cocktail of dirt and blood, our hard-fought victory just minutes behind us.

      “It’s Wednesday, Stewart—piss off.” Does anyone know what they’re doing this far in advance?

      “I have someone I want you to meet.”

      For some reason, the guy is always trying to set me up with his girlfriend’s mates—don’t know if that means we’re best mates or what, but he needs to stop.

      I don’t need a girlfriend.

      I won’t be here after the semester ends; I’ll be heading home to Surrey to work for my father, a goal I’ve always had. The last thing I need is some American girl getting attached and being left behind when I leave.

      When my visa expires.

      “Mate, stop trying to find me a bird. If I wanted to date, I’d find one myself.”

      He trudges along next to me as we walk to the rented school shuttle; it was an away game and will take three hours to get home.

      We toss our duffles in a pile next to the cargo doors then head for the steps.

      “I know, but Allie wants to find a couple to double date with, and her friend Ariel thinks you’re cute.”

      I glance at him over my shoulder. Some girl named Ariel thinks I’m cute? That’s a brilliant change considering Georgie would prefer a paper bag over my head.

      I’m tempted to text Georgie and share the news—rub it in her face; too bad I don’t have her phone number, nor will I go hunting for it.

      Not.

      Bloody.

      Likely.

      Tossing my backpack into a seat near the back of the shuttle, I plop down and let my body relax, though it’s still covered in grime. We weren’t playing at a university or college stadium as we do on our campus—this school didn’t have a rugby field, so our match was at a big park.

      No stadium, no showers.

      It feels like I’m spending the entire ride in a soiled nappy.

      My mobile rings. It’s my mum.

      I swipe to accept the call and hold the mobile to my ear. “Mum, why are you awake? It’s one in the morning.”

      She’s in Great Britain (obviously), and there’s a six-hour time difference.

      “Couldn’t sleep, love. Dad was up making calls with the partners in Beijing and I could hear him from the study. He talks too loud.” Mum yawns. “Wide awake so I thought I’d call. How’s my boy?”

      I hate when she calls me her boy; makes me feel like a tot.

      “I’m good.” I glance out the window as the bus pulls away from the park. “Just finished a match so I’m bloody whelped.”

      “Language,” she scolds, though I can hear her smiling. Mum is classy and sophisticated, and I’ve never heard her curse a day in my life.

      “Sorry.”

      She doesn’t have these problems with my younger brother Jack. Serious, studious, does what both my parents expect. Attending uni where he was supposed to—University of St. Andrews—and has had the same steady girlfriend he’s had since secondary school.

      Lady Caroline Standish-Biddles, hailing from London and a real stiff—what do I care, though? I’m not the one shagging her.

      Mum yawns again, which makes me yawn.

      “Do you suppose you could check in more often?” she asks me. “And would it be a terrible burden to pop home for a long weekend? We’ve forgotten what you look like.”

      That’s a lie; she and I video-chat plenty. She always calls ghastly early or ridiculously late. I’ve been in the States four years and we still haven’t managed to coordinate the time difference.

      “Pop home?” I give it some thought, head resting on the window of the bus. “I’ll think about it. Maybe.”

      I guess it wouldn’t hurt to grace them with my presence sometime soon.

      “What else have you been up to, darling?” I hear sheets rustling. “Oh—Elizabeth Townsend is still single.”

      I roll my eyes. Stewart and his girlfriend aren’t the only pair trying to match me off. Mum is the worst yet, always bringing up girls I’ve known since primary school, none of them my type.

      City girls whose goal is living in a swank London flat, raising babies and lunching.

      So insipidly English.

      “Is she?” Shite, why did I say that? Now she’s going to prattle on about Elizabeth bloody Townsend, and I have no interest in hearing about her. If Mum goes on and on about it, she won’t stop with me—she’ll purposely mention our conversation to a friend of Mrs. Townsend, who will tell Elizabeth I asked about her, then out of the blue Lizzie will no doubt drop into my messages.

      That’s just the way these things work.

      “She is. Elizabeth was with her mum at the flower show in Chelsea and let it slip she didn’t have a date yet for the gala at Albert Hall.” Mum clears her throat.

      I roll my eyes and glance back out the window.

      We’re still quite a ways from campus—I’d rather not spend the ride talking about some girl I have no interest in.

      “I’m not flying home so Lizzie Townsend can dig her claws into my arm and hold it like her ankles are broken.” Or like she has shackles on me. No thanks. “I’ll come home to see you and Dad, but not to date some spoiled—”

      “Ashley.”

      “Socialite. I was going to say socialite. Jeez, give me some credit.”

      “Jeez?” She repeats it as if she’s never heard the expression. “Ugh, you sound so American. What are they doing to you over there?”

      “Doing to me?” I laugh. Never ever have I felt more normal than when I finally moved here for uni. I’m not going to stay, but at least I discovered who I am.

      I am not the family I was born into. I am not stuffy and serious.

      I’m whip-smart, but money won’t be the only thing I live for at the end of the day.

      Not that Mum and Dad do, but neither of them were bred to be lower class, and it shows. I’m not calling them snotty, but…they’re posh and snotty. Mum has a kind heart and means well, but her father was knighted by the king in the late forties and she was raised a lady, whilst Dad…

      Inherited his role as Baron Talbot as a lad, grandfather having died before I was born and passing everything down to his eldest, as is the custom.

      Plenty of land, artwork, some money.

      Dad is old school, still goes to his clubs in London to rub elbows with the blue bloods of society. Still has a cigar room at the house where he shuts himself off. Still believes children are to be seen and not heard.

      Sent both us boys to prep school, aka boarding school, for a proper education and to be raised by students and faculty.

      “Are you still there, darling, or have we been cut off?”

      “I’m here, sorry. You were saying?”

      “I was asking if you’ve been dating anyone in the States. Anyone you fancy?”

      “No, there’s no one I fancy, Mum.” Not even a little, and you can’t count that pest Georgia from my business class even if I can’t get her off my mind.

      It’s only because she insulted me that she’s in my thoughts and nothing else, although the cupcakes she baked as a peace offering were fantastic. I ate one once I was home even though I’d acted like I was going to throw them all in the trash.

      No, I don’t mention that to Mum, even to complain.

      Besides, if I told her Georgia asked me out because she thought I was ugly, Mum would be on the first flight across the ocean to wring Georgia’s neck.

      She thinks I’m the most handsome devil in the world, scars and all.

      “That’s alright, you have time. And it’s best you don’t form any attachments in America.”

      She loves to remind me I’m not staying here, that this is just a whim they’ve agreed to instead of me taking a gap year.

      “I know that, Mum.”

      She yawns.

      “You should get to sleep. It’s late.”

      She sighs. “You’re right.” It sounds like she’s leaning back against her pillows and settling in. “Send me a message later, sweetheart. Mummy loves you.”

      Mummy loves you.

      “Love you too, Mum.” I smile before disconnecting the call and tuck the mobile into a pocket of my duffle bag, resting my head against the seat back and closing my eyes, too.
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      How have I agreed to come out again after the travesty of last weekend?

      Oh, that’s right—I did this to myself because I still feel like an asshole for insulting that poor guy to his face.

      Ashley blah blah Mr. Fancy-Pants British guy himself.

      The guy with a girl’s name.

      I’m not with the girls from the track team tonight; I’ve managed to convince Nalla and Priya to come along since they know Ash already, and also I’d love to become friends with them.

      From what I’ve already learned about them in Business Comm, they’re both right up my alley when it comes to good people: funny, nice, outgoing, and smart.

      Plus, when I casually mentioned getting together yesterday after class, both of them piped up that they were sick of being stuck at home on the weekends.

      Both are juniors, but it doesn’t sound like either of them have best friends at school, and lord knows my new teammates aren’t working out the way I planned.

      I nervously fiddle with the belt loops of my high-waisted jeans, watching up the road for both Nalla and Priya—we’ve agreed to meet in front of the rugby house and I’m early, my apprehensive nerves vibrating.

      Ashley Dryden-Jones wants nothing to do with me, and here I am about to ambush him in his own house.

      Well, not his house—but on his turf.

      I should be ashamed of myself and just leave him be, but my pride and conscience won’t allow me to.

      I hate when someone doesn’t like me.

      I have to make it right.

      It’s eating me alive that I hurt his feelings and wounded his pride. I knew it was wrong and yet I did it anyway, and now I have to live with myself.

      Worse, I have to see him twice a week in class.

      Hear that ridiculous accent.

      Watch his smug mouth as he knowingly ignores me.

      I know he ate those cupcakes; he wouldn’t have taken them home otherwise—not when he could have dumped them in the trash on his way out of the lecture hall.
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      I notice as soon as she walks through the front door of the house—not because Georgia is overly tall, or even overly stunning, or because she’s with the two girls from our business class group.

      I notice her because…

      It’s Georgia.

      She pissed me off and got me butthurt—an American phrase I’ve latched onto—and now she’s on my radar.

      In my class.

      Up my arse.

      Needling me twenty-four seven because she’s trying to get back on my good side.

      Which, according to her, doesn’t exist as she thinks I’m fug.

      I’d be lying if I stood here and pretended I don’t find Georgia attractive. Lying if I said it didn’t sting that it’s one-sided.

      Georgia is beautiful in that pure, girl-next-door kind of way. The kind of pretty where you imagine someone with wildflowers and wind blowing through her hair, sun hitting her face in the summer, floral summer dress, and what the hell am I going on about?

      She’s done up tonight, long hair falling in a straight sheet, the same way it was that Friday we met.

      She wears it pulled back for class, I’ve noticed, probably coming straight from practice and in a mad rush.

      From my vantage point, I can see her scanning the room, searching.

      For me.

      Crossing my arms, I lean against the plywood makeshift bar a few of my teammates erected in the corner of the room, waiting for Georgia’s eyes to land on me, knowing full well she’ll be embarrassed to be caught.

      I’m not daft—I know she’s here on a mission to redeem herself; she gave that plot away when she baked me cupcakes and brought them to the lecture hall.

      Yummy, delicious cupcakes.

      They were good, but not so bloody good I’m going to forgive her for being an insensitive arsehole.

      “Yo, Britain.” I get jostled by a giant hand as Stewart calls me by the nickname he sometimes uses. “Don’t get mad, but Allie brought her friend tonight.”

      Eh? What does his girlfriend bringing a friend to a party have to do with me?

      “Isn’t America a free country?”

      “You know, so we can double.”

      “Double what?”

      Stewart—whose first name is Braeden—rolls his eyes like I’m slow on the uptake and reminds me what a double is.

      “I told you about the double date after the game, remember?”

      “What I remember is telling you I didn’t need to be set up.”

      That’s what I said, right? I can’t remember what I had for breakfast, let alone something I said to the lad a few days ago.

      Stewart drinks from the plastic cup in his hand, beer foam covering the tip of his handlebar mustache. He’s wearing aviator glasses and a khaki green flight suit, looking quite douchey as usual.

      “It’s one date, and Ariel—”

      “Are you mad? I don’t need to be set up.”

      “Bro, you have to put yourself out there.”

      “I am out there.”

      Georgia’s head bobs among the crowd, still taller than most of the girls in the room. Easy to spot and keep track of.

      If a bloke wanted to pay attention to her.

      Which I do not.

      “You’ve been here four years, dude, and I’ve never seen you on a date. You need to get a life.”

      “I have a life.” One that includes more responsibility than he could ever dream of. The duty behind a title I’ll inherit, land, which means I won’t be single forever—I’ll need to get married, have a wife and heirs.

      It’s the British aristocratic way.

      Stewart sips at his beer.

      I ignore him and signal for Pauly, the “bartender”, to pour me one from the keg, too. No sense in standing here idly, letting Stew harass me about women.

      Two girls walk up, one with bright flaming hair—some of which I’m sure is fake—and one putting her arm around Stew’s waist and going up on her tiptoes so she can kiss him on the cheek.

      Shite. They were supposed to be in the bathroom; how did they find us? More importantly, how the hell am I going to disappear without coming off as a rude wanker?

      “Hi, I’m Allie. We haven’t met, but I’ve heard so many good things about you.” The blonde sticks her hand out to shake mine, and I stare down at it, wanting to be rude.

      My good breeding won’t allow me to.

      “Ash.”

      Allie separates herself from Stew long enough to thrust her red-haired friend in my direction.

      “This is my friend Ariel.”

      I have no idea what to say; it’s bizarre every time a girl is shoved on me and I know I’m supposed to act interested. That’s the intention, but this isn’t the outcome.

      One, Ariel isn’t my type.

      Too much makeup, too much lipstick, too much hair.

      Fine, I’m a shallow bastard, sue me—but I like a woman I can take shooting in the country or lie around casually with, who feels comfortable enough in her own body that she doesn’t have to hide behind layers.

      Two, Ariel looks like the goddamn Little Mermaid. Yes, I know what that is—I wasn’t born living under a bloody rock—and no, I’m not interested in dating a cartoon character.

      Clearly she dyes her hair red, and it’s a shade too bright.

      Too, too, too.

      Much too everything.

      My mother would have a fit.

      Not that it’s Mum’s choice, but you don’t waltz a girl into a family like mine without a care for their opinion, not when you care about their opinion.

      And I do.

      Luckily, Ariel does not try to shake my hand. “Hi, Ariel.”

      I’m not a conversationalist, and no one says anything, which makes this entire thing awkward. Not even Stewart, who hasn’t been able to shut up about setting me up.

      “You know what would be fun?” Allie finally chimes in, bubbling with the idea I know she’s had brewing for weeks. “Stewart and I thought it would be so fun if we all went on a date. You, me, him, and Ariel.”

      There are so many things wrong with that sentence I don’t know where to begin.

      Ariel’s cheeks get pink, which looks terrible against her hair.

      “Mates, it’s probably not a good idea.”

      Allie nudges her friend knowingly. “See, Ariel—I told you he has a sexy voice.”

      I can hardly believe they’re having this conversation in front of me, as if I weren’t standing here, my eyes roaming the room, searching for any semblance of an escape, finding it in the form of an approaching Georgia.

      She’s closing the gap, on her way over, oblivious to my distress, not that I’m giving off any signals.

      I’m cool and collected as usual. Only the pit in my stomach betrays me.

      “We could go wine tasting this weekend and then go to the vineyard,” Allie hurries to add.

      Wine tasting and a vineyard?

      The fuck kind of combination is that?

      It sounds ghastly, just friggin’ ghastly.

      “I already have plans this weekend,” I blurt out.

      “Doing what?” Stewart wants to know. “We have a game and then what are you gonna do? Jerk off the rest of the afternoon?”

      Georgia comes to a halt just as the blubbering nodcock is asking about masturbating, eyes widening as only eyes can when a person hears something shocking. Not what she was expecting when she walked up, but there you have it.

      My friends are twats.

      Nothing I can do about it.

      “Hi,” Allie greets her, giving her a classic once-over, looking her over from top to bottom then back up again.

      “Hi,” Georgia says sheepishly. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

      “You’re not,” I push out, stepping closer. “I’ve been waiting on you.” Without thinking, my arm goes around her. “Babe.”

      Stewart, Allie, and Ariel gape.

      “Did you just call her babe?” Allie laughs in an attempt to make light of this new development.

      “This is Georgia,” I explain. “I can’t do the double date with you because I’ve got a date with her.” I kiss the top of her head as if it were the most natural thing to do, and if she’s stunned, she isn’t showing it.

      She hasn’t even bristled beside me.

      What a poker face this bird’s got!

      I’m impressed.

      “I owe him” is all she says, voice good-natured.

      I owe him.

      She’s referring to the bet, the dare, whatever you want to call the night she asked me on a date as part of her track and field initiation hazing bullshite.

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” Allie suddenly announces. “Ariel, come on.” Loyally, Allie takes her friend by the arm and hauls her off, glaring at Stewart; I imagine they’re headed to re-strategize in the bathroom.

      “I don’t understand—why didn’t you say something about having a girlfriend?” Stewart wants to know, his dander in a bit of a huff.

      Because she’s not my girlfriend!

      “I did. I told you numerous times I wasn’t interested in a double date.”

      “Numerous times,” he repeats, scoffing. “Could you not sound so goddamn stuffy for two seconds?”

      Sorry?

      “And besides, I wouldn’t have kept bringing it up if you’d said you have a girlfriend.”

      Is he going to keep saying it?

      “I’m not his girlfriend,” Georgia blurts out at the same time I say, “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      She elbows me.

      I scowl.

      “What? It’s okay for you to say but not okay for me to say it?”

      Georgie rolls her eyes.

      “Well…” Stewart’s voice drifts off as he thinks out loud. He scratches behind his ear. “We can still double date—Allie might be pissed for a while about Ariel getting the shaft, but she’ll get over it. She really wants to go to that apple orchard.”

      He’s never going to let this go.

      Never.

      “Apple orchard?” Georgie asks, perking up. “The one in Lake Country?”

      “Yeah, that’s the one.” Stew warms to the conversation to sell her on the idea. “They have a vineyard and Allie’s been wanting to go and look cute and drink wine and shit, but I ain’t going to be dragged along by myself.”

      Georgia glances up at me, still a good six inches shorter, tucked away under my arm, no effort to peel away. “I could do that. It sounds fun.” She lowers her voice. “Plus…I owe you.”

      Well, technically I guess she does, not that I would ever hold her to it or lord it over her—not when I’ve been purposely trying to avoid her.

      Look at the mess I just made: she’s beaming up at me as if she’s just won some kind of victory—or won me over.

      That is not the case. All is not forgiven because I need a favor for three seconds.

      “Okay you two, get a room.” Stewart feigns a gag, although I bet he’s been wanting to tell someone to get a room for a long time and has been waiting for the perfect opening. “Tone it down. I’m not used to seeing this blockhead with a chick, and now I want to vomit.”

      “Sod off, Stewart.”

      “Okay, but it’s cool if I tell Allie you’re going apple picking with us, right?”

      I don’t know shite about American women, but I know this: that Allie girl wants Georgia and me to eat poisoned apples, not pick them with her.

      “Can I speak to you in private for a second?” I glance down at Georgia, at her jeans, her sweater, her hair. Give my head a jerk and point toward the front door.

      “Outside?”

      I lead, she follows to the covered porch, screen door slamming behind us.

      It’s cold out tonight and I feel guilty for dragging her outside, but we can’t talk inside; it’s too loud and full of people. Anyone could overhear what I’m about to say.

      “You don’t actually have to go to the apple orchard. The whole thing is ludicrous.”

      “Oh.”

      I study her. “Do not tell me you’re disappointed.”

      This is me we’re talking about, the guy she came on to out of necessity and desperation. The guy she’s stuck in class with twice a week, who she can’t escape from.

      Her shoulder rises and falls. “I wouldn’t hate going. If you wanted to.”

      “I don’t want to,” I blurt out. “It’s an apple picking farm.” I can’t say it enough; the entire idea is bollocks. I’d rather get trollied and left naked in the middle of campus than go to an orchard. Not that I’ve ever been to one—an actual vineyard? Yes.

      In the South of France? Yes.

      Tuscany, Italy? Yes.

      Midwestern America?

      Why is this even a question?

      Not to make myself sound like a snob, but come on, let’s be real.

      “Right. Of course you don’t want to go.” Georgia is looking down at her shoes, downcast. “I was a jerk and…I don’t blame you.”

      The truth is, she did nothing thousands of men before her haven’t done. Hazing rituals are common—and not just here in the States. Try being a young bloke at boarding school in England and you’ll see how snotty bastards actually behave when no one is watching.

      When they’re in no danger of being caught.

      Snitches get stitches…

      “Okay. So no date.” She looks oddly disappointed.

      I’m confused—is she trying to win her way back into heaven by doing a good deed: a pity date with me?

      “No date.”

      Her shoulders sag, or maybe it’s the dim glow of the lights on the porch that need new bulbs. They flicker.

      Georgia bites down on her lower lip, white teeth playing peekaboo. “Okay.”

      I stuff my hands inside the pockets of my jeans and slouch. “Thank you for being cool back there.”

      “Um. You’re welcome. It’s fine, really.” She gazes back inside the house through the screen door with a frown. “What was that all about, though? Should I be worried?”

      “No, you shouldn’t be worried.” I should, though; once Stewart finds out I lied about Georgia being my date, he’ll insist I double date with Ariel.

      “I don’t need more girls pissed at me—that Allie looked like she wanted to murder me.”

      Probably because she does. “She’ll get over it.”

      “Will she though?”

      “No.” I laugh. “I play rugby with Stewart, Allie is his girlfriend, Ariel is her best friend—they have grand plans for the four of us.”

      “Ariel. With the red hair.”

      “Uncanny likeness, yeah?”

      “Do you think that’s her real name? I mean, what are the odds?”

      “Maybe her parents are Disney freaks.” I sound so American right now; Mum would be having fits if she heard me. “With red hair.”

      “Maybe.” She’s nibbling her bottom lip again. “You know your friend is going to hound you about this.”

      Oh, she’s reading my mind now? Ugh.

      “What are you getting at?”

      “I just think…you should let me make it up to you. I’ll be the best fake date you’ve ever had.”

      The only fake date I’ve ever had. Never have I bloody ever had to blackmail a woman to spend time with me.

      “I…don’t know.” I hesitate. “I don’t want to send mixed signals.”

      “Mixed signals?” She laughs. “Trust me, I know darn well you can’t stand me and want nothing to do with me. I know this would only be a favor. I promise I won’t go falling in love with you.” Her eyes get wide when she realizes her gaffe. “I didn’t mean it like that. I meant—because you don’t want me to like you.” She pauses. “I mean, you don’t like me. I know that. I won’t—”

      I hold a hand up. “It’s fine. I get it. You won’t fall in love with me.”

      “So long as you don’t go falling in love with me,” Georgia teases unnecessarily. “Not that you will. I’m only kidding.”

      She gulps.

      “Alright.” I glance at the house, through the crowd and toward Stewart. “Want me to walk you home? I don’t feel like going back in.”

      “Um. I have friends inside…” Pause. “Nalla and Priya, but I can see if they’re ready to go? Hold on.”

      I nod as she darts through the door, back within minutes, seemingly out of breath, brushing the hair back from her face.

      “I’m good to go—they want to stay.”

      Of course they do—this party is hoppin’. It’s bouncing, or whatever they say, and I haven’t known the two other girls long, but they definitely seem like they’re ready for a good time.

      Wordlessly, Georgia and I set off down the steps toward the sidewalk, awkwardly walking in silence the first block—I’m assuming we’re heading in her direction because she hasn’t told me to go the other way.

      We stroll along quietly until Georgia asks, “What part of England are you from? I can’t remember.”

      “Surrey.”

      “How far is that from London?”

      “’Bout fifty kilometers.”

      “Um…I don’t have the conversion rate down.” She laughs.

      I think for a few seconds, doing the math. “Roughly thirty or so miles, I wager? My parents have a flat in London but don’t spend much time there.”

      “Why do they have a place there if they don’t go there?”

      Because that’s what aristocrats in England do. The townhouse in the heart of the city has been in our family for generations—you don’t give that up unless you’re desperate for cash or want to trade up.

      The family seat in the country, too.

      Gets passed down from generation to generation, and someday, it will all be mine, along with the taxes and other debts.

      But I digress…

      “They don’t go often, but sometimes my brother and I will use it if we want to visit friends from school. Or whatever.”

      Fundraisers, charity balls.

      “Or whatever, he says,” Georgia scoffs, trudging along, not asking any more questions.

      It goes from awkward to more awkward.

      It occurs to me that she might not feel safe. She’s agreed to walk home with me, but it’s dark, I’m huge, and we’re alone.

      I stick my hands in my pockets, shoulders slouched.

      Shoot her a sidelong glance, tempted to lecture her on what a dumb decision it was to walk alone with a strange guy who outweighs her by probably a good hundred pounds.

      For an aristocratic Brit, I’m stockier than most. The bulk of lads I went to school with haven’t seen an honest day’s work in their puny lives, weight rooms not a priority, and the blokes I played rugby with were never as large as I am.

      Smaller by half.

      Shorter.

      Leaner.

      More suited to the sleek gentleman’s club of their fathers than a rugby field.

      My mates from home play cricket, a posh sport, or ride polo ponies on the weekends—something I’ve never been partial to myself.

      Few of them have ever had a tooth knocked out from an elbow jab or a knee to the face.

      I’ve had both.

      It’s a bloody miracle my mum never banned me from playing, and Dad enjoys having a son who’s more masculine physically than his peers’ offspring.

      He may be stuffy and proper, but he’s proud to have raised a strong son.

      His heir.

      Georgia and I trudge along, cars passing every few minutes, slowing to gawk at the pair of us on the sidewalk.

      It’s still considered early—just eleven o’clock—students getting dressed to go out and party.

      We approach campus, coming to a crossroads at the next stoplight.

      “Uh…now which way?” I ask, glancing left then right.

      “Straight. I’m up another five blocks.”

      “Five blocks? Did you walk all this way?” I look down at her feet. “In those shoes?”

      She looks down too. “What’s wrong with my shoes?”

      Nothing is wrong with them. They’re just…high. Who the hell wants to walk all that way in blasted heels?

      Women.

      I’ll never understand them.

      It would have helped if Mum had had a girl and I hadn’t just been stuck with Jack and Dad—little more estrogen in the house would have served us all well.

      Georgia sighs, probably out of boredom because we’ve barely spoken and now I’m ridiculing her choice in footwear, one city block behind us and four more to go.

      My lips part, and I let slip a somewhat personal question. “How do you like it here so far?”

      “It’s fine—not what I was expecting.”

      “How so?”

      “Well…” She pauses. “For starters, I didn’t think the girls on the track team would haze an upperclassman. I’m not a rookie, and it was uncalled for.”

      I laugh at how ridiculous she sounds. How disgruntled.

      “Didn’t you ever haze anyone?”

      Her sharp look answers the question before she does. “No, Ashley, I didn’t. It’s against the honor code.”

      Ha.

      The honor code is a joke and everyone knows it. Everyone breaks it at some point, especially the second they step into an off-campus house party.

      Duh.

      “Where did you come from, the land of make-believe? This isn’t a fairy tale—you don’t think athletes at your old uni were initiating teammates? C’mon now.” My snort punctuates the sentence.

      “I’m not an idiot—I know they were, but as far as the track and field team went…no. Not that I saw, thank god. It makes me sick.”

      Pfft.

      “Not sick enough,” I mutter under my breath, just loud enough for her to catch.

      She halts in the middle of the sidewalk to face me, hands on her hips.

      “Good. I’m glad you’re bringing this up, because it’s the only thing I can think about. I’m sorry, okay? I was just trying to…get it over with that night so they’d leave me alone. It had nothing to do with you—it wasn’t personal.”

      Nothing to do with me? Is she delusional?

      When a pretty girl walks up to you at a party and asks you on a date as a dare because she’s been told to find the ugliest bloke at a party—it’s personal.

      “But that’s where you’re wrong.” I continue walking, hands still jammed into my jeans. “Think a bloke isn’t going to take offense to your little prank? I’ve seen it done before, and it’s not fucking funny.”

      She hurries to catch up to me, hand pulling at my arm, latched onto my bicep. “You were the first guy I saw standing in that room! You’re like, three feet taller than every last one of those guys, okay?”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      But I’d be lying if I said her observation isn’t oddly satisfying and doesn’t stroke my ego, even just a little bit.

      “Ashley, stop.”

      I stop.

      Face her.

      Hands out, beseeching, she’s in the middle of the sidewalk again, staring at me, defeated look on her face.

      “I don’t know what else to say—I don’t know how to apologize. I don’t think you’re ugly, and I don’t think you’re stupid.”

      Stupid.

      Wait, what?

      “Who the hell said anything about stupid? Was that part of the bet, too? Am I missing something?”

      She facepalms herself.

      “No one said anything about you being—” She inhales a deep breath. “It was a figure of speech. I’m nervous. I’m frustrated I put you in this situation, and I wish I could go back and do it all over again.”

      Do it all over again.

      Now there’s an idea.

      I look back down the road toward where we came from, eyeing the path we just walked. Past the administration building on campus, up toward the ramshackle rugby house.

      What would she do differently if we could go back—if it hadn’t played out this way? What would she have said to me, if anything at all?

      “Alright.” I nod.

      Georgia looks confused. “Alright what?”

      “Let’s do it over again.” I have to know what would change if we had a redo, because the truth is…

      I like Georgia.

      “Like—go back right now?”

      I pull my left hand from my pocket and check the gold watch—a family heirloom—encircling my wrist for the time.

      “It’s still early.”

      Her brows shoot up. “You want to go back and…role-play?”

      I shrug. “Sure. Why not?”

      She bites her lower lip, thinking. We both know if she truly wants to make this right, she has to walk back to the rugby house with me tonight and do it all over again.

      “Sans your bitchy friends from the track team, of course.” I smirk. “You game?”

      Her spine straightens. “Lead the way.”
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      This time when I spot Ashley in the living room of the party house, I have a chance to really study him, in no hurry to rush over and pantomime my way through this charade he’s asked me to play.

      Still a giant mountain of a guy, he engulfs the bulk of the space surrounding him with a commanding presence I didn’t have the peace of mind to notice the first time we met.

      A plastic beer cup has materialized as if by magic, suspended halfway to his lips.

      Ashley’s smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes, but he’s grinning at something another guy is saying, and I catch sight of the gap between his front teeth I’d forgotten was there.

      His dark, shaggy hair could still use a trim, but it’s endearing just the same, having been kissed by the sun. Makes him look younger, more approachable, although he still needs to shave.

      The bruises from the last party have long faded, replaced by fresh ones; he must have had a game recently, and I briefly wonder if our team won.

      His team.

      Ashley is very popular. Our peers are gathered around him, everyone seeming to want his attention.

      I don’t know if it’s the British accent people love or the rugged, rogue-like appearance. Maybe how big and bearlike he is.

      Mustering up my courage is a challenge; putting one foot in front of the other to approach him again somehow feels harder than the first time because I don’t have a clue what I’m going to say.

      The last time I had a game plan.

      Get in, get out, get on with it.

      This time, I have to be myself. I have to be honest. I have to…

      What do I want from him? How would I have reacted to him if I’d met him the normal way, heard him speak, seen the gap between his teeth?

      Would I have flirted? Been shy?

      Would he have given me the butterflies I’m feeling now, from nerves?

      My palms are sweaty.

      My heart is beating wildly enough that I feel it in my throat.

      As I approach, he lifts his head, gazing in my direction, small smile bending the corners of his mouth.

      White teeth peeking from behind his lips.

      He’s…

      Cute.

      Really cute, and how am I just now noticing?

      Dummy, you noticed the second you met him. You just wouldn’t admit it.

      I don’t have time for a relationship—I’m here to work.

      Get in, get out, move on with my life.

      I don’t belong at this school any more than Ashley Dryden-Jones does, and it’s beginning to show.

      Our eyes meet.

      One of his brows goes up.

      He’s teasing me, the wretch—ugh!

      I tilt my chin and smile. The beer I swiped off the bar top (that was obviously poured for someone else) meets my lips and I swallow, relishing the cold liquid courage and wishing it would work its way through my system sooner.

      Another sip.

      Another step.

      His friend Stewart is nowhere in sight, nor is Allie or her best friend, and my body relaxes with relief. Phew—I do not need to be dealing with them on top of him tonight. This is stressful enough.

      “Hey,” I say by way of greeting. Groan inwardly because it sounds sophomoric and lame.

      He thinks so too, rolling his eyes. “Hi.”

      Is that the best you’ve got? His face says it all.

      Dammit!

      Yes, that is all I have.

      The group around him waits. One of the guys is not-so-subtly checking me out, and maybe it’s my imagination but I notice Ash scowling.

      It lasts a brief moment, but the expression was there, I’m certain of it.

      Well, well, well, if this isn’t an interesting development.

      He’d only scowl if…

      No.

      Stop that, Georgia. He isn’t into you.

      How would you know? You ruined it, so even if he did, do you think he’d admit it? Guys hate rejection, and I…

      Well, we know what a doozy I committed.

      “Who are you?” asks the guy checking me out.

      Shorter than Ashley by far, he’s openly studying me with interest. Scarred cheek, missing tooth on the bottom, bloody lip.

      Either he got into a fight recently and lost, or he plays a sport.

      Hockey maybe?

      Rugby?

      Seems likely.

      “I’m Georgia,” I say.

      “Can we get you a drink?” the boy asks, though it’s evident I already have one in my hand. He’s being polite, and I appreciate it. “I’m Tyler.”

      “Thank you, I—”

      “She doesn’t accept drinks from random strangers.” Ashley interrupts us before I have a chance to reply.

      “She doesn’t?” Tyler isn’t the only one who appears baffled. “How do you know? We only just met her.”

      So true.

      “It’s common sense, and she looks like a girl with loads of it.”

      A reasonable explanation and quick-witted. I’m impressed by how fast on his feet he is.

      Bravo!

      Or wait, don’t they say brilliant in London? Though I’ve never been.

      “I’ve got a beer, Tyler, but thank you for asking.” I hold it higher so it’s eye level.

      Tyler is pretty cute, and based on our limited interaction, polite.

      But I’m not here to flirt with anyone. I’m here to start over on the right foot with Ashley.

      A few people wander off, bored with the conversation, and the small gathering around Ashley thins, bodies shifting away until I find myself standing next to my mark.

      I hadn’t noticed before, but when he moves, the cotton of his shirt exposes an inked collarbone, a surprise to my wandering eyes.

      “Do you have tattoos?” I blurt out.

      “Yes.”

      “Um…aren’t you going to show me?”

      “Show you?” he says. “Ma’am, I don’t even know you.”

      That’s right—we’re role-playing, but I suck at it.

      “You’re wretched at this.” He laughs. “So horribly bad—it’s like you’re trying to fuck it up.”

      Gee, thanks.

      “I’m not though!” Pause. “Okay I am bad, but it’s hard just walking up to random guys and being all casual and cool.”

      “Fail.”

      Tyler—who’s still standing there—watches us.

      I clear my throat. “Is that a tat I see on your neck?” Jeez, I’m so redundant.

      “Yes.” Where are you going with this? his gaze asks.

      “Do you have tattoos anywhere else?”

      “Yes.” He pulls at one of the long sleeves of his polo shirt, tugging it up to reveal a colorful forearm.

      “Both arms or just the one?”

      “Both.” Ashley hesitates. “Do you like it or not?”

      Yes—oh yes I like it.

      A lot.

      “I don’t mind it.” Nonchalantly, I shrug, noting with satisfaction that Tyler has given up too and faded away, and now it’s just the two of us standing alone in a room full of people.

      “I’m Georgia,” I tell him, as if introducing myself for the first time.

      “You mentioned that earlier.”

      I did? I feel my nostrils flare. He’s intentionally being difficult. “My friends all call me Georgie. Or George.”

      That causes his brows to rise. “Are you saying you want us to be friends? Or are you just pointing out a fun fact?”

      “Both.” I laugh. “Unless you don’t find that fact to be fun.”

      “Georgie. That’s…” He searches for a word. “Cute.”

      Cute.

      Ordinarily, cute is the last descriptive word I’d want to be called, but considering this is Ashley we’re talking about and this is me, and he thinks I’m ugly on the inside…

      Butterflies flutter in my stomach.

      He wasn’t calling me cute—he said my nickname was cute, yet somehow it feels the same.

      A compliment.

      “Do you…” I struggle with another question. “Come here often?”

      Ashley blinks. “Eh? I go here.”

      He doesn’t understand, and it dawns on me that they probably don’t use that idiot pick-up line in Britain.

      “Um—that’s a cheesy pick-up line, sorry.”

      He blinks again. “Are you…trying to pick me up? I’m really heavy.”

      My eyes roll.

      “But are you?” he presses.

      He’s watching me now with renewed interest, and I can feel my cheeks getting warm. No doubt they’re a glorious bright red.

      “Do you want me to?”

      “You can’t answer my question with another question. It’s called evasion.”

      Well, duh.

      Being honest is being vulnerable, and the truth is, I’m not sure what it would mean to want to ‘pick him up.’

      I’m too busy for a boyfriend.

      Too…

      Scared.

      He’s leaving at the end of the year and so am I, so getting involved would be so, so stupid.

      “Judging by your enthusiastic silence, I’m going with a big, fat no.”

      He chugs down his beer, avoiding my gaze, but he can’t hide the dejection in his eyes. It wasn’t supposed to be this way.

      Again.

      This isn’t why we walked back to the rugby house!

      “Please,” I scoff. “You’re not interested anyway, even if I was.”

      Ashley lowers his cup.

      Licks the beer off his lips.

      Shrugs.

      Shrugs?

      Are you kidding me? I want to shout.

      “Ugh!” I let out, frustrated, conversation going nowhere. Setting my beer cup down on the nearest surface, I roll my eyes again at Ashley before stalking away in the direction of the front door.

      Push through it in a huff, as only a girl can do, letting the cool air soothe me when I’m outside on the porch.

      Inhale.

      Exhale.

      The door slams a second time, and I turn, Ashley’s behemoth body silhouetted by the light pouring out from inside.

      “You’re just going to walk out?”

      Yes.

      No.

      “I need to think.”

      He’s silent. Watches as I walk to the far end of the porch and lean against the railing, butt perched.

      Slowly, he approaches.

      “It was just a simple question, Georgie.”

      Georgie.

      And in that accent, too.

      It has me wondering…

      …what would it be like to date a guy like him?

      He takes up the space next to me, shoulder brushing against mine as he mimics my stance against the banister.

      Our hands, braced on the wood for support, touch.

      What is he doing?

      Surely he doesn’t…

      Isn’t…

      Why is he touching me?

      Why this self-doubt, Georgia? Why are you like this?

      “Do you want a ride home?” comes his low British rumble.

      “Ride? What are you going to do, give me a piggyback ride all the way down the block?” I force out a laugh.

      “See that black truck down there?”

      I crane my neck, turning my head to peer down the street.

      A sleek back pickup is parked behind a white Jeep.

      “Yeah I see it.”

      “That’s mine.”

      It takes a few seconds for his words to sink in.

      “You just walked me home!” I damn near shout. “You had a truck here this entire time?”

      He laughs, a pleasant sound that makes the butterflies waken from their spot in my stomach.

      “Come on. I think it’s fair to say this isn’t going the way we thought it would.”

      Understatement.

      “Nothing is going the way I thought it would,” I grumble, following him across the porch, down the steps, and to his truck.

      The locks automatically beep, echoing in the night, and I pull open the passenger side door.

      “If you’re British, how did you get a truck here?”

      “Um. I bought it.” He buckles himself in. “What did you think I did, flew it across the ocean?”

      “Yes?” God, why am I still talking? “How can you buy a car when you’re British and not a US citizen?”

      Ashley laughs, putting the truck into gear.

      “With cash? The same way you Americans do when you go overseas to get a better deal on a foreign car?”

      People do that?

      Dang.

      “I’m sorry—I’m just not thinking straight. It seems I lost my case of the smarts.”

      And having said that just makes me sound less intelligent. A case of the smarts? Oy.

      “Your flat is up here, yeah?” He’s going the same way we walked earlier, past the administration building. “Up five blocks?”

      “Yes, I’m over on fifteenth, second place once you turn left.”

      He keeps driving. Stops at the stop sign, glancing left and right.

      “This is the dorms.”

      I unbuckle when he parks, giving him a lilting little laugh I can’t keep from escaping my lips. “I know.”

      “Why are you in the dorms? Aren’t you a senior?”

      “Yes, but I’m an out-of-state transfer and didn’t know anyone here, which made it impossible to find a roommate for a house.”

      “The dorms suck.”

      “Well no shit.” I laugh. “But it’s not like I have other options.”

      I glance over at him, the streetlights from the well-lit block illuminating the cab and casting a glow on his sun-kissed skin.

      Making him appear more…

      Rugged. And handsome.

      Larger than life.

      Sexy as hell.

      “You’re stuck here for the rest of the year?”

      “Seems that way, unless someone magically takes pity on me and lets me crash in their spare room, which doesn’t seem likely to me—does it seem likely to you?” Everyone has made their friends at this point.

      The goal when you get a house is to fill it with as many people as you can so your rent is cheaper—the odds of me finding a group who still needs a roommate are slim. And the odds of me finding a college kid living alone, with room to spare?

      My odds of winning the lottery seem better.

      “That’s bollocks.”

      Bollocks.

      Such a British way to say ‘load of crap.’

      “What’s bollocks?”

      “That you live in the dorms and you’re what, twenty-two?”

      “Almost, but not quite.” My hand is gripping the handle of the door, ready to push so I can climb out, not that I’m in a rush. I’m enjoying this. “I had a house with a few girls at the school I transferred from. It was a dump, but at least I had a kitchen and an actual living room, you know? I can’t even make mac n cheese if I want to.”

      Ash wrinkles his nose. “What’s mac and cheese?”

      I gawk at him. “You don’t know what mac n cheese is? Stop it.”

      That can’t just be an American thing, can it?

      “Haven’t heard of it. What’s it, cheese and…”

      “Pasta.” Sort of.

      Shitty pasta, but noodles just the same.

      “What kind of cheese?” he wonders.

      “Um. The powdered kind.”

      “Huh?” More confusion on his part.

      “It, uh, comes in a bag?”

      He squints. “Is that a question?”

      We both laugh.

      “I should make it for you. You can’t live in America and not have eaten mac n cheese at least once.”

      His nod is slow. “Okay.”

      “Okay.”
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      515-555-9070: I’m hungry.

      Me: I’m sorry, who is this?

      515-555-9070: It’s Ashley, from class? I got your mobile from the group info…

      Me: Ahh!!

      Me: Hi

      Me: If you’re hungry, why aren’t you eating? Why are you telling ME?

      Ashley: I’m on a bus back from a scrimmage and thought a home-cooked meal of this cheesy mac sounds pretty good right now.

      Me: First of all, lower your expectations and stop calling it a home-cooked meal. It comes in a box. It’s junk food.

      Ashley: And second?

      Me: You want me to come over and feed you?

      Ashley: Sure.

      Me: Don’t go turning this around to make it sound like I’m inviting myself over to cook for you. Just so we’re clear—YOU are asking ME to come over…?

      Ashley: It’s only 5. Are you busy?

      I glance down at the fuzzy socks on my feet and the worn afghan on my legs and grimace.

      Me: No. My new friends were busy tonight.

      Ashley: Or hungover.

      Me: Lol or hungover. I didn’t ask.

      I chew on my thumbnail, thinking.

      Me: If you actually want me to come make mac for you, I’d have to run to the store. When will you be home?

      Ashley: Home and out of the shower by six?

      Me: Okay.

      Me: What’s your address?

      Ashley: Want me to pick you up?

      Me: No, no, I can walk. It’ll still be light out.

      I throw back the blanket and rise, walking three feet to my closet and peering inside.

      Ashley: 2213 Decker Drive

      I vaguely know where Decker is.

      Me: Is that a house?

      Ashley: Indeed.

      Indeed.

      Who talks like that?

      Me: Six works.

      I try not to sound too enthused, but the fact of the matter is, I’m kind of excited.

      Ashley: It’s a date.

      It’s not though. He’s being a brat.

      Me: It’s macaroni and powdered cheese, not a date.
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        * * *

      

      He’s not dressed yet.

      Not entirely.

      Sure, he’s wearing a shirt. And yes, he’s wearing pants—but the shirt is not buttoned and the pants are hanging perilously low on his hips, and I swallow at the sight of his damp hair.

      The smattering of hair on his chest.

      The bare feet.

      The ink covering his smooth collarbone.

      One scar.

      Two.

      “Hey.” He throws the door open wide enough so I can step inside, into an actual foyer.

      Foyer?

      It’s not a large one by any means, but it is unusual for any off-campus housing. There’s even a small table off to the side with a bowl for keys, mirror hanging above it.

      “Was just getting out of the shower, excuse the mess. Kitchen is through there, give me a sec and I’ll be right back.”

      Give me a sec—he’d sound like your average, typical American college boy if not for the posh accent.

      Definitely doesn’t sound like Eliza Doolittle with her cockney, more like Prince William.

      Refined.

      Classy.

      Instinctively I find the kitchen—it’s in the usual spot—through a formal dining room that’s loaded down with sporting gear that’s been tossed onto the dining table.

      At the back of the house, I glimpse a view of his truck parked in the driveway next to the window.

      I’m perplexed.

      Why does he live here? Most college students rent shitholes—houses that should be condemned. Houses the landlords let fall to disrepair because…it’s college kids and they (the landlord) don’t give a rip.

      One time, my friends Kath and Brooke had a bat in their house—do you think the landlord cared to come have it removed?

      No.

      They had to whack it themselves with a tennis racket with the help of a few brave fraternity boys.

      This rental hasn’t seen an airborne rodent a day in its life.

      I set the grocery bag in my arms down on the kitchen island, surveying my surroundings.

      Dark woodwork.

      Black stone counters.

      Hardwood floors.

      It’s not huge, but it’s super nice and only adds to the many layers that seem to be the onion of Ashley Dryden-Jones.

      I unpack the grocery bag: three boxes of mac n cheese.

      One half gallon of milk.

      One pack of salted butter.

      Hot dogs, because why not sweeten the full American experience?

      I’ve also thrown in a small carton of chocolate milk and brought something else I doubt he’s had: orange push-up sorbet pops.

      A childhood classic, at least in my house growing up.

      The combo is a bit gross, I’ll admit, but he can eat them later, my treat.

      Rooting around for a pot, I find one and fill it with water, light the burner on the stove. Start the water to boil, waiting for Ash to appear, fully clothed this time (except if I’m being honest, half-naked Ashley is one hell of a sight to look at).

      My back is to the door when he enters the kitchen, and I pause, wooden spoon in my hand as I turn.

      He shaved.

      Not entirely—he still has hair on his face—but he’s definitely cleaned up the scruff on his neck and cheeks, his facial hair tidier than it was when he pulled open the door.

      He’s removed the pants and thrown on board shorts.

      Feet still bare.

      Hair still damp, combed to the side.

      Cute.

      Very cute.

      He grins at me, coming closer. “Make yourself at home,” he teases.

      Ha ha.

      “Sorry, but I wanted to get crackin’.”

      “Crackin’,” he repeats. “Is that a Southern word?”

      “No? It’s just a word.”

      I blush.

      He takes a seat at a counter stool. “Would you like a…some assistance?”

      Assistance.

      A regular guy would say Would you like some help?

      So proper it makes me wonder more about his upbringing—where he’s from besides Surrey, England.

      I don’t ask.

      Instead, I go back to the pot of water. “I’m good—this is hardly labor intensive.”

      And not at all healthy, I might add. The last thing either of us should be consuming if we’re watching our intake for sports, although he probably has to eat thousands of calories, burning them off during his matches.

      “What are these?”

      I turn to see him manhandling the pack of hot dogs.

      “Hot dogs.”

      “Ah.” He turns the package this way and that.

      “Are you being serious? Everyone knows what a hot dog is.”

      Besides, it’s written on the package. Or wait, maybe it says Ballpark Franks…

      “I’ve never done” is his only answer.

      “I didn’t think so—that’s why I brought them.” So smart of me. Too, too kind.

      “They look bloody disgusting.”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “I didn’t say you look bloody disgusting—relax. I said the wieners do.”

      I face him, holding the spoon out. “Please don’t say wiener.”

      “Why?” He laughs, gap tooth playing a friendly game of peekaboo.

      “You know why.”

      “No, actually, I don’t.”

      “Wiener, peen…” I can’t say penis, turning crimson when he watches me expectantly, waiting for me to finish my sentence.

      Too bad I’m not gonna.

      Water boiling, I crack open all three boxes of mac, remove the flavor pouches, and pour in all the elbow macaroni noodles.

      “Really, Georgie? Three boxes?”

      I cock a brow. “Trust me, I can eat an entire box myself—the two of us can eat three.”

      “Plus these wieners.” He’s still holding them. “What are you going to do with these?”

      “Cut them up and put them in once the pasta is done cookin’.”

      “Yum—I can almost feel my body rejecting the mechanically processed meats. What a lucky lad I am.”

      That makes me laugh. “Your body is definitely going to feel something after eating it.”

      “And you eat this shite?”

      “Grew up on it.” I stir with a smile. “It was a staple in the Parker household—my mom used to work full-time when I was younger.” I pause to look at him. “What about your parents? Did your mom work?”

      He seems to hesitate, choosing his words. “No, Mum didn’t work. Doesn’t.”

      “So was she a stay-at-home mom?”

      He blinks. “Sure, we’ll call it that.”

      That’s an odd reply.

      “What about your dad?”

      He nods. “Investments.”

      His answer is curt.

      “So your mom must have made meals every night then, since she was around.”

      Ashley watches me a few more seconds. “Not really.”

      I lay the spoon down and lean against the counter. “What does that mean—not really? You just said she was a stay-at-home mom.”

      “No, you said that.”

      But he didn’t deny it. “You know I have a million questions for you now, don’t you?”

      Ashley tips his head back to laugh. “You can ask—doesn’t mean I’ll answer.”

      Smartass.

      I hold my hand out so he can hand me the package of hot dogs, opening drawer after drawer of his fully stocked kitchen to find a knife or scissors.

      Slice the plastic open, laying it on the cutting board I found leaning against the backsplash.

      Take out five hot dogs and begin cutting them into bite-size pieces. Nostalgia has my mouth watering, the excitement for this childhood fare growing.

      “Have you considered culinary school,” comes his droll commentary as I cut.

      Ha ha. Big guy is a comedian.

      “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” I notice the push-ups still on the island, probably half melted. “Shoot.” I point. “Can you put those in the freezer, please?”

      “Let me guess, the theme of this grand affair is orange?”

      I roll my eyes again, not appreciating his sarcasm regarding my effort to do something fun.

      Ignoring him, I measure out the butter and milk, find a colander for straining the noodles.

      Pour him a glass of chocolate milk.

      Slide it across the counter like a bartender. “Save that for dinner,” I warn. “Also, it’s great for hangovers.” I wink.

      “Noted.”

      I think he’s amused by me, but it’s hard to tell. Ashley Dryden-Jones has a poker face like no other—dare I say it’s better than mine?—and he’s not afraid to use it.

      “This place surprises me,” I say, grabbing two bowls out of a cabinet.

      “Why?”

      “Because. It’s…so much nicer than what I’m used to.” Although it’s not so far off campus to be part of the residential area—an area you won’t find any students living in.

      “Oh.” He’s quiet for a few. “Mum found it. Er, I think she had a realtor—they only let me live in the dorms for a semester…said…I’d…”

      His sentence trails off.

      “Said you’d…what?”

      Ashley takes a breath. “Said I’d lived in enough dorms and should live in an actual house if I wasn’t going to uni at home. I think Mum felt guilty.”

      “Guilty?”

      “I haven’t lived at home since I was ten.”

      My eyes almost bug out of my skull.

      “What?! Why?”

      “Boarding school.” His massive shoulders shrug. “It’s no big deal, Parker—that’s the way it’s done.”

      Parker.

      He called me by my last name.

      Is that a good thing or a bad thing?
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      Georgie bristles when I use her last name; I’m teasing, but she doesn’t know that, her cheeks turning that now familiar shade of pink.

      I embarrass her a lot.

      Not on purpose. She’s just so easily frustrated.

      “Boarding school is common, but Mum thought after graduation I’d take a gap year and live at home. I think she was expecting to, I don’t know—do the things mums do, like cook for me and fuss, not that she’s ever cooked for me.”

      “Why didn’t you take a gap year?”

      “Taking a gap year just prolongs the inevitable, don’t you think? I knew what I wanted to study. I didn’t need a year to soul-search or travel.”

      Waste of time, though the majority of my mates did it, all of them now a year or two behind me in earning their degrees.

      I want to work, not sit on my arse.

      I can’t play bloody rugby the rest of my life, either.

      “That makes sense.” Georgie sighs. “Do you like living alone?” is her next question. The little minx just cannot help herself.

      So nosey.

      “I don’t mind it.” But it is lonely. I’m not entirely used to it. After years of dormitory living with hundreds of other blokes then straight to university housing, being in a single family home alone certainly is…

      Quiet.

      Wouldn’t mind a roommate, though preferably not one of the jackarses I’m mates with.

      Sloppy. Dirty.

      Wally Feinstein tried hitting me up to rent out the second bedroom, but I’ve been to Wally’s current flat and it’s a sty.

      As in: pigsty.

      Yeah, no—hard pass.

      If I had a roommate, it would be someone neat and tidy who’d pick up after themselves, who might even be willing to, I don’t know—feed me now and again.

      “Why are you so silent all of a sudden?” Georgie asks, staring at me anew.

      I blink back at her. “Nothing.”

      She laughs. “I didn’t ask what’s wrong, I asked why you were so silent.”

      Her laugh is pleasant, just like I find her.

      Perhaps…

      No.

      She’s not living here, you bloody sod. Put it out of your mind.

      But she’s shacked up in the blasted dorms—she’d jump at the chance to get out.

      Oh, you’re a martyr now, eh? Since when?

      I clamp my lips shut.

      “You’re a strange one, Ashley Jones.”

      Just Jones.

      She clearly knows nothing about British blue bloods if she’s going to go about stripping me of surnames.

      I watch intently as Georgie fusses about the kitchen, pulling utensils from drawers and napkins from the holders, adding milk and butter and bags of orange powder to dinner.

      That cannot be good for us.

      She dumps in the wieners and mixes it all together, one gooey pot of technicolor pasta and fake meat.

      Mum would be fit to be tied and wouldn’t be caught dead preparing this. Or having Cook prepare it, I should say.

      Mum’s not much of a chef—doubt she even knows how to boil water—but I can proudly say I mastered that art in the dorms at Stowe, the prep school where I spent the latter half of my life.

      A bowl is set before me, steaming and…

      Suspect.

      “Here’s a fork and a spoon—not sure which you’ll prefer. I like a fork myself.” She’s babbling. “Bon appétit!”

      Georgie stares.

      Clearly she’s waiting for me to take the first bite.

      Reluctantly, I load up my fork.

      “Get a hot dog in there,” she advises.

      I stab one with the tines. “Bossy.”

      Georgie shrugs. So?

      Cringing—because surely this is about to kill me—I put the fork to my lips and put the morsels in my mouth, closing to chew.

      It hits my tongue.

      Hmm.

      Cheese.

      Salty hot dog.

      Noodles.

      I stab myself another bite, needing a second go for a proper assessment.

      Inhale.

      Chew.

      Huh—not terrible.

      Georgie is waiting for me to say something. Anything.

      Hasn’t yet taken a bite from her own helping.

      “Well?”

      It’s as if she’s a Michelin-starred chef waiting for a critic to weigh in on her talents.

      I slowly nod. “Not bad.”

      Her brows rise hopefully. “Really? You don’t hate it?”

      “Trust me, I’d tell you if I hated it.”

      “True.” Happily she begins digging into her own mac n cheese.

      “You said you ate this a lot?”

      “As a kid, yeah.”

      “Huh.” This would have been perfect dorm food at Stowe when I was a lad. Easy. Few ingredients.

      Pot. Water.

      Butter.

      Milk.

      So simple.

      I accidentally make a pleased “Mmm” sound, which really gets Georgie excited.

      “Yay!” she practically squeals. “I’m so happy you like it.”

      “Easy there, tiger,” I tell her with a mouthful, which is uncouth, even for me. “I said I like it—I didn’t say I want to marry it.”

      It’s been a while since I’ve needed to use the manners drilled into me by Mum and the deportment classes at school.

      Wretched etiquette—the last bloody thing a teenage boy wants to learn about and sit through, not that we sat through the lessons quietly.

      Many a demerit was earned in those boring courses.

      Georgie takes a drink of chocolate milk and I do the same, raising the glass to my lips.

      I’ve not had this either.

      I chug.

      It’s still cold and tastes delicious. “Mm.”

      Chug the entire glass down, licking my lips.

      Georgie beams. “I was afraid I was going to poison you. I’m so glad you like it—even the hot dogs.”

      “The wieners?”

      “Stop.” She laughs good-naturedly. I wonder if she’s ever in a bad mood; she always seems jovial. Upbeat.

      Except that first night we met—that night she definitely looked as if she was going to piss herself.

      Scarfing down the remainder of what’s in the bowl—plus the remainder of what’s in the pot—I rise to clear my spot, taking everything to rinse in the sink.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Georgie says, worry in her voice.

      But she’s not a maid and didn’t come here to clean up my mess.

      “You cook, I clean.”

      She smiles, biting down on her lower lip.
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        * * *

      

      That night, long after she’s gone, I lie in bed thinking about the roommate thing—then thinking about her.

      Georgie.

      Roommate.

      Roommate, Georgie.

      If she were to move in, nothing could happen. She would be off limits.

      So what? You’re moving and so is she—she doesn’t want a relationship. Not one with you.

      Does she? I wouldn’t have a clue.

      When we were done with dinner, we sat out on the patio next to the small bonfire pit I made with blocks from the Home Depot, laughing about our parents and friends and teammates.

      Mostly our teammates.

      Hers sound like twats.

      Being with a girl is so completely different than hanging out with lads.

      It was calm.

      Nice.

      When she talked about how she barely knows anyone but has befriended Nalla and Priya from our business class. How bored and lonely she is in the dorms…

      I grab the mobile off the nightstand before I can change my mind.

      Me: I’ve been thinking.

      Georgia: Oh boy—that sounds serious.

      Me: I am serious.

      Georgia: That was a figure of speech. You’re so literal.

      Georgia: What’s on your mind, Jones?

      Me: I’ve been thinking—what if you lived with me?

      Georgia: Lol

      Me: What’s so funny?

      Georgia: You. That was so random and came out of nowhere—are you drunk??

      Me: I’m lying here thinking about it, and it makes perfect sense.

      Georgia: Uh—what? You don’t even like me. Why would you want me to live with you?

      Me: Who said I don’t like you? You fed me, twice. All is forgiven.

      Georgia: You’re way too easy then…

      Me: Most blokes are.

      Georgia: Are you actually being serious right now? I can’t just move out of the dorms, you know. I pay to be here.

      Me: You voluntarily pay to sleep, bathe, and eat in the same room, probably with a bunk bed.

      Georgia: I don’t BATHE in my room.

      Me: Right. You shower in a communal room wearing thongs.

      Georgia: I don’t wear a thong in the shower!

      Me: Shoes. Shower shoes.

      Georgia: Oh—is that what you meant by thong?

      Me: Yes.

      Georgia: Touché, touché.

      Me: I’m not jesting.

      Georgia: Sorry, you sprang this on me out of nowhere; I’m still not convinced this isn’t a prank.

      Me: Do I look like I’d pull an elaborate stunt like this? You’re the one who’s into hazing—I haven’t done it since secondary school.

      Georgia: Gee, way to keep bringing that up.

      Me: The truth will set you free.

      Georgia: I’d only consider living with you if rent was equal to or less than what it’s costing me now, plus utilities. I’m really…strapped for cash.

      Strapped for cash.

      Is that slang for broke?

      Must be.

      I’m too lazy to google it though.

      Georgia: I don’t know what it comes out to per month, I’d have to do some math. And I’m terrible at math.

      Me: Okay.

      Georgia: Um. What did you have in mind for rent?

      Me: I hadn’t gotten that far ahead in this grand master plan of mine.

      Georgia: LOL. Well when you have it figured out, let me know.

      Me: Okay. In the meantime, do some math.

      Georgia: **eyeroll**

      Me: You better cut that out—you’re going to eye roll yourself into another dimension.

      Georgia: **winks** See you in class.
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      I’m chatting with Nalla and Priya when Ashley plops down in a seat behind me, long legs smacking the back of my seat.

      His legs are spread—he has to spread them or he wouldn’t fit—his knees so high above my seat back I’d bump my head against them if I leaned back.

      Priya nudges me with her foot, brows raised.

      Scribbles on a sheet of notebook paper and slides it in my direction.

      He’s all up in your business.

      I roll my eyes. No he’s not—what would make her say that?

      Oh yeah—I left the party with him last Friday. Not that anything happened…but girls and their active imaginations.

      When I tell them he invited me to live with him, they’re going to freak.

      In the past few weeks since classes started, I’ve gotten closest to these two, not wanting to spend any more time with my teammates than I have to.

      When the professor begins her lecture at the front of the room and we all give her our full attention, I’m still well aware of Ashley’s presence behind me.

      It’s like sitting with my back to a wall, except one that’s breathing and staring holes into the back of my head.

      I know he’s watching because I can feel it.

      Me: Stop staring at the back of my head.

      Ashley: I’m not.

      Me: Okay, what did the professor just say?

      I don’t know what she said either because I’m also not paying attention, but he doesn’t have to know that.

      Ashley: Something about business.

      Ha! I knew it. He’s not listening.

      Me: LOL quit staring at the back of my head. Do you think I’d want to live with a creep who does that? I can imagine waking up and finding you in a chair in the corner of the room watching me sleep.

      Ashley: That’s fucking weird and wouldn’t happen. Plus all the bedrooms have locks.

      Ashley: Maybe I’d have to look out for YOU. How do I know you’re not a pervert?

      Me: You don’t.

      I snicker. That’ll give him something to think about.

      And besides, I’d worry less about me being a pervert and more about me potentially being a murderer. For all he knows, I’m a few screws short of a full tool box.

      I sit ramrod straight, staring ahead, doing my best to listen to the lecture. The professor and her TA are giving us an assignment to work on in our groups—we have to take an everyday object that we all use and create a business plan to market it—and I scribble notes.

      I don’t hear a pen behind me or laptop keys, so I crane my head around. Does Ashley not care that we have specific things that need to get accomplished for this project?

      “Why aren’t you taking notes?” I hiss, sounding like a nag.

      He pulls a face. “I took a picture with my mobile?” He holds up his cell, flashing me the screen. “Isn’t that what everyone does?”

      He has indeed taken a photo of the notes the TA has popped up onto the wall with the projector.

      Oh.

      Well.

      I guess that would make life easier—much more so than painstakingly writing it all longhand like my mom had to do when she was in college.

      I blush, embarrassed by my own naivety.

      I’ve always done it this way, never once having considered taking a picture of the stupid board at the front of the room so I wouldn’t have to take actual notes.

      Ashley snickers behind me.

      Ashley: Hey.

      Me: What?

      Ashley: Have you looked into breaking your lease with the university?

      Me: Um. Not yet.

      Ashley: Good thing I googled it for you. Figured you’d be lazy about it.

      Me: Gee thanks.

      Ashley: I wasn’t wrong tho, was I.

      Ashley: All you have to do is put it in writing and fill out a termination contract 30 days in advance, and they have to approve it. There are fees, but they’re not horrible. I could knock those off your first month’s rent.

      Why is he doing this?

      Why does he even care?

      It’s almost like…now that the idea is in his head, he’s not going to let it go and he’s hell-bent and determined to make it work.

      Me: Um. Is that it?

      Ashley: Other than cleaning and going through the checklist. Seems pretty cut and dried.

      Ah. Well then.

      Easy for him to say—he’s not the one potentially moving. He’s not the one who has to tell his parents he might be moving in with a guy.

      My parents…

      Completely forgot about them and how they’d react, although they trust me so it might not be a big deal?

      I’ve never been boy crazy. Spent most of my time concentrating on sports and school rather than my love life, which for the past two years has been virtually non-existent.

      Freshman year I briefly dated a Calvin but broke things off when he began pressuring me to have sex with him.

      Freaking Calvin—just couldn’t let things progress naturally.

      Jerk.

      I won’t be making that mistake again, and I can’t be distracted. God forbid I get stuck at this university longer than necessary because I allow myself to lose focus.

      Tragic.

      Ashley: The fees would be worth it to be temporarily broke for a bit and to live in an actual house rather than stay in the dorms.

      I spin around in my seat to gawk at him. “Could you stop googling things that pertain to my living situation?”

      “I’m trying to help you.”

      “No, you’re trying to help yourself to a new roommate.” I don’t want to tell him I cannot afford rent and fees on top of that if I move out of the dorms. The words are too embarrassing to say out loud.

      Ashley is privileged—anyone with a set of eyes looking at him can see that, and it’s not just the proper speech. It’s the posture and the mannerisms and now that I’ve been to his house…

      I don’t know what kind of life he leads back home in the UK, but it’s certainly different than my middle-class upbringing.

      “No, I’m trying to help you.”

      Why is he so stubborn? And why does he care if I live with him or not? It’s not like we know anything about each other, even though I’ve fed him and gone to his house.

      Perhaps he’s like a stray cat—once you feed them, they keep coming back.

      “Stop arguing with me,” I shoot back in a hushed hiss.

      “Do you want to live with me or not?” he grumbles, readjusting himself in the cramped chair space.

      “How would I know? I didn’t get the grand tour—I was only in the foyer and the kitchen.”

      I didn’t even use the bathroom, though I had to pee when I was there, afraid I’d fart or something and stink it up, and what girl needs that reputation?

      “Come over then and I’ll show you around,” he whispers, leaning so he’s in my ear. “What are you doing tonight? I have time.”

      Priya nudges me with her knee, still staring straight ahead, pretending to be listening to the professor when I know she’s been eavesdropping on us this whole time.

      What sane girl wouldn’t?

      “I’m supposed to have dinner with Priya and Nalla, sor—”

      I get jacked in the ribcage by a pointy elbow.

      “She’s good, we’re not doing dinner tonight—no one is hungry,” my new friend informs us in a rushed run-on sentence.

      Not doing dinner tonight? “Since when?”

      “Since no one is hungry.”

      I gaze at her oddly. What is she doing, playing matchmaker?

      We aren’t going to date, Ashley and I. We are potentially going to be roommates—there’s no need to throw us together.

      She’s being so weird.

      “Maybe tomorrow we can do dinner instead, yeah?” She sets about ignoring me, not-so-subtly passing a note to Nalla old-school style, on a sheet of torn-out paper folded into a triangle.

      Who does that anymore?

      “It’s settled then.” Ash nods. “Come over around six?”

      The professor ends her lecture and the lights come on, everyone standing to leave, including Ashley and my groupmates.

      “I didn’t agree to come over!” I say to his back, Priya and Nalla coming round to stare at me, wide-eyed.

      “What are you doing? Be quiet!”

      “What? I don’t want to go over to his—”

      Nalla rolls her eyes. “Stop it, you do too—you just don’t want to admit it.” She grabs me by the arm and leads me down the aisle from her row in front of me. “Do us all a favor and take the dumb tour. We’re living vicariously through you now.”

      I lower my voice. “I am not dating Ashley Dryden-Jones, and I certainly wouldn’t be dating him if I was living with him. You’re both crazy.”

      “If you do not go to his house tonight, you are dead to us.” Priya’s nose turns up. “He was googling for you—what guy does that?”

      We’re exiting the lecture hall, no Brian, Jamal, or Ashley in sight.

      “Who does that? Meddling helicopter friends, that’s who.”

      “Oh, so you’re friends now?”

      “Can you invite him to the next slumber party?” Nalla laughs. “Better yet, you can invite us to the next slumber party when you have it at his house when you move in.”

      “Ugh—he’s not even near enough to campus. I’ll be stuck walking everywhere,” I protest, trying to pull a protein bar out of my backpack.

      “Walk? Who’s walking? You can run. Aren’t you on the track team for a reason?”

      “Being on the track team does not make me okay with hoofing it to campus from off-campus housing.”

      “Um—from your swank off-campus housing, hello!” Nalla laughs again. “Didn’t you just get done telling us how gorgeous it was, and now he’s asking you to move in with him so he’s not lonely?”

      “He never said he was lonely.” I feel the need to correct her, though in all honesty, I do believe one of the reasons Ashley asked me to move in is indeed because he’s lonely.

      Probably bored.

      “Please, we all know he’s bored. Probably anal retentive too if he’d rather live with a girl than one of those buffoons he hangs out with on the rugby team.”

      Priya flips her black, glossy hair. “That just means he’s smart.”

      “That boy is so cocky he knows you’re going to show up at six even though you said you’re not going.”

      “We all know she’s going to show up at six.” Priya smirks. “Georgia isn’t fooling anybody.”

      Nalla gasps. “Hey—maybe we should come with you.”

      “No! You are not coming with me.”

      Nalla snickers. “So what you’re saying is, you’re going to his house later.”

      I see what she did there.

      “We can say we need to work on the class project,” Priya adds her own horrible suggestion.

      I shake my head vehemently. “First y’all want a slumber party, now you want to come do the class project at his house? Y’all are out of your dang minds.”

      “Oh my god, I love it when you talk all Southern.”

      I roll my eyes and wave when we hit the split in the sidewalk, the two of them going one direction, myself going the other.

      My phone pings as I take the first step into the dorms, the place I’ll be calling home for the next several months, and I hesitate, pulling it out of my pocket.

      Groan.

      Ashley: So, 6?

      Me: You’re so annoying. Has anyone ever told you that?

      Ashley: No

      Me: I find that hard to believe.

      Ashley: Is annoying another word for tenacious?

      Me: Only you would use a word like that.

      Ashley: Only you would be offended by the use of a big word.

      Me: I’m NOT OFFENDED.

      There’s a long pause between messages, a full seven minutes before he replies again.

      Ashley: See you at six.

      Rolling my eyes, I scan my keycard and pull open the entry door. I have no mail, but I do need to clean, so I check out the vacuum cleaner at the front desk and haul it up the stairs to the third floor.

      Thank goodness I’m in shape.

      Ping!

      Another message.

      Ashley: Do you want to eat when you’re here? I can order something.

      Wait.

      He’s willing to order me food?

      Okay, maybe I could drop by for a bit—it wouldn’t kill me to look around and get a free meal in the process.

      A girl’s gotta eat.

      I toss my keys on my miniscule desk when I get inside my room, bag drops to the ground, arm coming up so I can check the watch on my wrist.

      A few hours until dinner and a tour, perfect time to take a nap. Cleaning will just have to wait.

      My shoes get kicked off and I slide onto the bed.

      Close my eyes.

      They pop open again a few minutes later only to stare at the springs of the bed above me—Ashley wasn’t wrong about the bunk beds.

      I sleep on the bottom one, using the top as storage for some of my shit, dumping things there that don’t have a home or take up too much valuable real estate in this tiny room.

      Imagine having an entire house.

      And an actual kitchen where I could cook and buy healthy food and store it in an actual fridge.

      This dorm fridge holds nothing. Nothing but water bottles and small, compact things, when what I really want to grocery shop for is celery and carrots and giant, crisp apples.

      I sigh, rolling over on the mattress, staring into my closet—the one that’s only three feet away. Glaring at the pile of shoes, at the four feet of hanging space, at the bath towels folded on the top shelf.

      It’s like living in a matchbox.

      I’m not complaining, it’s just…I feel too old for this, having lived in the dorms when I was a freshman. I’m twenty-one; I’m not supposed to be going backward. I’m supposed to be moving forward.

      But…

      Moving in with a guy I hardly know is not the solution.

      It would be impulsive and…

      And.

      And.

      I rack my brain, building a case and an argument with myself.

      Don’t be sexist, Georgia—just because he’s a guy doesn’t mean you can’t move in with him. Men and women can be platonic roommates. Millions of people do it every day.

      Is that the only thing holding you back? His gender?

      Fact: if Priya or Nalla needed a roommate, you would jump at the chance to move out of this place! Hell, your shit would be packed and you’d be out the door before they even got the invitation out.

      So why are you hesitating?

      Because deep down inside you’re a huge chickenshit.

      I lie here a little longer, texting one of my teammates, Trichelle, who wasn’t there the night of the party when I met Ashley and needs to know what size t-shirt I want for an order she’s putting together with one of the managers.

      I regret going out that night.

      Things could have been different…if I hadn’t been hazed and they hadn’t treated me like a rookie. If they hadn’t been disrespectful and…honestly, vile—maybe I could have stuck out the year having a little bit of fun with a few of them.

      Now I want nothing to do with them.

      I go to practice, go to the meets, come home.

      Train, compete, repeat.

      I stopped socializing with them after that first Friday night. I have nothing to say to them, including the girls who just stood by idly watching. But the truth is, more than anything, I’m still angry with myself.

      I should have walked away, but I didn’t.

      Should have told them to piss off, but I didn’t.

      Should never have gone into that house in the first place.

      What kind of role model am I?

      If I had a younger sibling, I would be ashamed if they knew how I behaved.

      So ashamed.

      I’m usually not so mopey.

      This isn’t like me at all, and I wonder if I’m depressed about the decision to come here, to transfer—not that there’s anything to be done about it now.

      My bed has been made, and I have to lie in it.

      I lie here longer, restless, having a million things to get done but no motivation to do them now that it’s been decided I’ll be going to Ashley’s for this so-called tour.

      Tour.

      Ha!

      He could have shown me around the other night, but he didn’t. Then again, he didn’t want me to live with him then, did he?

      Must have been the magical way I threw together that macaroni and cheese.

      Sexy, I know.

      Changing out of the athletic clothes I had on earlier, I swap out my leggings for actual jeans and a hoodie (with a T-back tank top and sports bra underneath) for a somewhat more presentable sweatshirt.

      Pink.

      Not as loose as the one I had on, less baggy. Pink sneakers and who am I trying to impress wearing cute clothes, a date? Lord.

      It’s nearly six o’clock and since I have to walk, I slide a messenger bag over my head, adjusting it across my chest, and pop my keycard and phone inside. Grab a white ball cap on my way out the door, pulling it down over my long, straight hair. I know I look cute, and I know guys like a girl in a baseball cap, but that’s not my motive, I swear.

      Er.

      Yeah.

      It takes me a good ten minutes to shuffle my way to Ashley’s, trying to clear my mind along the way but finding it impossible.

      When he pulls his front door open, I know the reason why.

      Wow.

      He is so cute.

      Which…could be a problem. How am I supposed to live with a guy I’m secretly lusting after all of a sudden?

      Shit.

      “Hey.” I give him a feeble little wave, the end of my sleeve flopping.

      Ashley pulls the door open wide so I can step inside. “Sorry the butler is not here to do a better job greeting you.”

      “Very funny. You probably do have a butler where you come from.”

      The silence is awkward, speaking for itself.

      “Do not tell me you have a butler where you come from.”

      He nods. “Okay, I won’t.”

      I put a hand on his arm to stop him from walking away. “Stop it, you do not.”

      I need more details.

      He shrugs. “It’s a big house and there’s no doorbell.”

      “You have a butler because your house has no doorbell.”

      As if there’s any good response to that statement.

      We’re in the entryway, and unlike last time, I take the time to survey my surroundings shamelessly—after all, that is why I’m here.

      It’s cute.

      Tile floor and a staircase leading to a second-level landing, one overlooking the space.

      Newer beige carpet goes to the second level, and all the other flooring looks to be hardwood. Dining room to the right—which I’ve already seen—formal living room on the left, which he seems to be using as an office. A desk sits centered there, faced away from the wall opposite the large picture window, an old-school desktop computer (complete with a tower) in the center of it all.

      Outdated gold chandelier dangling above.

      “Mr. Fancy-Pants,” I tease.

      “Just a Mr. Fancy-Pants looking for his Mrs. Fancy-Pants,” he jokes back, though the smile is wiped from his face as he realizes it sounds like he’s looking for a wife. “Uh.”

      I laugh nervously, letting him off the hook. “I know what you meant.”

      This is awkward for me, too.

      “So that’s the dining room.” He points. “This is the living room but my office? Kitchen through there, but let me show you the den.”

      Den.

      Who says den anymore?

      Through the office we go, under an arched doorway to an area off the kitchen I didn’t see when I was here having dinner before. It’s a sunken room with double pocket doors and dark green painted walls. My eye catches the massive television hanging above the brick fireplace.

      Brown sectional sofa.

      Wooden coffee table.

      Lots of comfortable-looking pillows.

      The whole room just screams Stay a while and cuddle! and an ache forms in my stomach as I imagine cold nights relaxing in this room after a hard day on the track field.

      Maybe in front of a burning fire.

      I clear my throat. “Cute.”

      Ashley snorts. “It’s not cute, it’s manly.”

      “Sure it is.”

      He flips the light off and doubles back toward the entry to the stairs.

      “I’ll show you the room I have available.”

      That makes me laugh. “Spoken like a true landlord.”

      He doesn’t glance back at me, just continues climbing the steps to the landing—but I do catch a low chuckle. He can’t hide that, but he can try.

      The room he shows me is bigger than I was expecting it to be—much larger than my entire dorm room and—

      “Here’s the bathroom.”

      SAY WHAT NOW?!

      What?

      “It has a bathroom?”

      “There’s no tub, just a shower, but—”

      Who even cares!

      I practically shove him out of my way, beelining for this glorious private bathroom, not unlike the one I have at home at my parents’ house.

      Glass-enclosed shower stall.

      Single sink with a decent-sized counter for all my makeup and crap. Lower cabinets for storage.

      Toilet.

      It’s basically the Taj Mahal of student living—not many people can lay claim to a private bathroom.

      The rest of the bedroom is furnished, which is another delightful surprise and means I wouldn’t have to hunt down furniture, thus saving time, money, and effort.

      Whoa—you’re getting ahead of yourself, Georgia. Slow your roll.

      Sorry not sorry, the bathroom is seducing me.

      My own sink?

      My own shower?

      “What other treasures are you hiding from me in this house?” I giggle, walking back into the bedroom from the bath.

      “Closet?”

      Ooh, I hadn’t thought to look in the closet!

      There’s another door in the room and I go to it, yanking it open unceremoniously.

      Angels sing the hallelujah chorus.

      Flowers begin blooming outside, the sky opens up, and did I mention angels singing?

      “How is the closet this big?” I twirl inside, arms stretched wide. It’s so much larger than what I need! I barely have enough to fill half of it!

      I’m tempted to do a cartwheel.

      “You look like you’re about to have an orgasm,” Ashley says behind me, filling the doorway with his huge body.

      I whack him in the arm without thinking twice.

      “Could you not?”

      Ugh. Honestly.

      “You don’t bring up sex to your potential new roommate. It’s tacky.”

      “I wasn’t bringing up sex. You do know you can have an orgasm without shagging someone, don’t you?”

      He’s mocking me, and I blush at the casual reference to masturbating.

      Speaking of which…

      How thin are these walls?

      “Yes I know you can have an orgasm without…shagging someone. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.” And I’m not a virgin, although I might as well be.

      I just used the word shagging instead of bang, which is so British-sounding of me.

      I wonder if I’ll start using British words in everyday life when I move in with him, or start speaking with an accent like Madonna did when she lived in London.

      If I move in with him.

      If.

      Ashley seems pleased that I’m happy with the bathroom, closet, and bedroom, chest puffed slightly, cocky grin stretched across his mouth.

      “I don’t think there’s anything else to show you.” He pauses. “Oh. Yeah, there is. Follow me.”

      Back down the stairs, through the dining room, through the kitchen, out the side door and past his truck parked next to the house.

      There’s a detached garage out near the backyard, and he punches the code for the keypad on the door, pushing through once it beeps and blinks green.

      It’s a small at-home gym.

      Weight bench.

      Free weights.

      Rowing machine.

      Treadmill and elliptical.

      Mirrors line the back wall, another wall is painted charcoal gray, a dry erase board with his goals hanging on it. A calendar. Charts. Next to all that, other equipment: jump ropes, resistance bands, yoga mats.

      It’s neat as a pin.

      Clean.

      Organized.

      “Um. What is this place?”

      Who is this guy?

      He’s living like a man in his mid-thirties with his shit together and his life on track and I’ve never been more confused.

      Is this how they raise them up in England? To be self-sufficient and self-starting and not fuck around when they’re in college, unlike their American counterparts who love getting drunk on the weekends and pissing their time away?

      “This is the gym.”

      “I know it’s the gym, I’m just…wow. This is…insanely cool.”

      I walk to the bench press and straddle it, lying on my back, hat falling to the ground as I stare up at the ceiling.

      My head looks to the side. “Is that a fridge with water bottles inside?” It’s a small refrigerator with a glass front, stocked with water bottles and sports drinks.

      “Yeah. You want one?”

      He’s so hospitable, and I wonder if he’s this nice to everyone.

      “No thanks.”

      But honestly.

      I’m impressed.

      “There’s no membership fee to join.”

      “I use the gym at school,” I scoff, somewhat uncharitably. He’s being nice and I’m being a brat because I’m not sure what to do with myself.

      “Yeah, but sometimes it gets crowded or the machine you want is occupied.”

      “This isn’t a sales pitch.” I glance around, feigning indifference, as if I see garage home gyms like this daily. To be fair, I’ve never seen a garage home gym as badass as this anywhere, online included.

      “I’m just pointing out fact. If I want to work out at ten at night, I can.”

      I frown. “If I worked out at ten, I would be wide awake until three.”

      “Huh. Maybe that explains why I’m awake until three.”

      He winks at me before picking up what looks like a twenty-pound weight and beginning to do hammer curls.

      Biceps strain, and I have to look away. “Would you stop?”

      He blows out a puff of air as if the action is strenuous.

      He is definitely showing off.

      Ashley’s arm bends, and he kisses the bulging muscle. “Welcome to the gu—”

      “Do not say gun show.”

      When he flexes again, I lose it, erupting into a fit of giggles and practically falling off the weight bench. I reach down, scoop up my hat, plunk it back on my head.

      Ashley sets the dumbbells back onto the rack.

      “Should we eat?”

      I thought he would never ask, and my ears perk up.

      Now we’re talking! “You were serious about feeding me?”

      I didn’t see any food sitting out when we passed through the kitchen just now, although it did smell good.

      “Duh, we both gotta eat.”

      He’s becoming a real vocabulary slouch living in the States, and I don’t know much about his mom, but I bet she wouldn’t approve of his slang.

      Entering the kitchen again, Ashley goes straight to the oven, pulling it open and peering inside.

      Stands and pulls open a drawer, retrieving two red hot pads.

      Spellbound, I watch him slide a pan out of the oven: simmering chicken and vegetables, the smell hitting my nose in steamy ribbons.

      “It’s not exciting, but it’s healthy.”

      “Any food that’s not from the cafeteria or that I don’t have to prepare myself is basically gourmet. I’ll eat anything.”

      The pan gets set on the center island.

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “It’s…” Was that a compliment? “I appreciate you feeding me. That’s my point.”

      Ashley’s back faces me as he digs out utensils, grabs plates. “I learned to cook at school.”

      “Boarding school?”

      He stirs the veggies with a wooden spoon. “Indeed.”

      Who says indeed instead of yes?

      This guy.

      “Well it smells delicious.” I glance around. “Should I grab anything else?”

      “Salt and pepper?”

      I shoot up, opening the cabinet next to the stove until I find the condiments. Place them on the island, feeling like I need to be doing more.

      Snap my fingers. “Napkins!”

      “Thank you.”

      “What about water?” I ask, fishing glasses out of the cupboard.

      “Please.”

      Ashley Jones is so polite.

      More polite than any human I’ve ever met, which only makes me wonder about his upbringing.

      Boarding schools.

      That must mean he was taught etiquette? Don’t they do that there? Drill manners into them?

      I also wonder what kind of boarding school—aren’t there varying degrees? There must be, though I don’t have any knowledge about it. I’d do a search on the internet if I wanted to know more about him, but going down a rabbit hole right now would be weird, wouldn’t it?

      We eat in silence after he’s done serving us, both starving.

      Chewing.

      It doesn’t feel strange at all not to be talking—the silence is easier than I would have thought.

      Comfortable.

      Companionable.

      Is that a thing? It should be.

      The dinner he’s cooked is decent: simple chicken that’s tender, veggies that taste fresh from a farmer’s market. As if he’d go vegetable shopping for little ol’ me—yeah right.

      “Your place is really great, Ashley.” I lick my lips and wipe them with a napkin, sitting back in my chair.

      “But?”

      I can’t imagine what he’d want for rent on a place like this, and asking seems so rude. The fact that I’m too scared to even ask is ridiculous—this is business, not personal. What fool enters into a contract without knowing the details?

      I set down my fork. “But I just don’t think I can afford it.”

      Brows shooting up, he mirrors my pose, leaning back in his chair, setting down his fork.

      “How do you know? You haven’t even asked me what the rent is.”

      My mouth opens.

      Closes.

      I feel like a guppy trying to breathe out of water, so out of my element.

      Negotiating isn’t my thing; numbers aren’t my thing.

      I’m terrible at math and fractions and debating.

      “I just assumed…” I want to bury my head, but there’s no place to hide.

      “What are you paying now?”

      “Um.”

      Ashley cocks his head to study me. “Georgie, have you even tried to figure it out?”

      “I’m bad at math,” I utter weakly.

      If a guy’s eyes could bug out of his skull, his would be doing it now as he gawks at me.

      “Do you want to move out of the dorms or not? I already told you how easy it would be. All you have to do is give them written notice by filling out the form. It’s idiot-proof.”

      Is he calling me an idiot?

      Hard to know with that British accent; it seems to make everything he says sound like he’s a bit bored.

      “Yes I want to move out of the dorms, it’s just…” I pick up the fork again and begin pushing carrots around my plate—like a child. “Like I said, I can’t afford rent and cable and utilities and…and trash removal. And…snow removal.”

      “Snow removal,” Ashley deadpans. “Are you being serious?”

      I shrug.

      “Georgia, if you don’t want to live here, have the balls to say it.”

      I do want to live here—that’s the problem!

      Frustrated with myself, I stab the orange carrot that’s loose on my plate and pop it into my mouth, chewing to avoid responding.

      I’m making a mess of this the same way I make a mess of everything.

      “I told you to find out how much the dorms cost.”

      His tone annoys me, and I shoot him a sharp glance. “I know that, Dad, but thanks for reminding me. Again.”

      Ashley is still leaning back in his chair, belting out a laugh—at my expense, mind you—mouth wide open, white teeth flashing. They’re not all straight and perfect, but they’re perfectly dazzling.

      “Dad?” He snorts. “That’s brilliant. Oh I love that.” He’s chuckling to himself as he wields a steak knife and cuts his chicken the proper way instead of sawing into it with his fork as I did with mine.

      I blush. “Glad I could amuse you.”

      “You do amuse me, Georgie Parker, or I wouldn’t want to live with you.”

      I can tell he’s thinking, constructing a statement in his mind by the way he’s staring at the window, squinting and chewing in the way people do when they’re thinking about what to say next.

      He swallows.

      Dabs at his mouth.

      “I’m prepared to beat whatever you’re paying now by two hundred dollars.”

      “You don’t know what I’m paying now.”

      “So?” He smirks. “Neither do you.”

      Touché. “This isn’t a time for sarcasm, Ash, but I appreciate the effort.”

      “Isn’t it though?”

      I huff stubbornly. “Do you honestly think you can seduce me by lowering my rent by two hundred dollars?”

      “Uh, you’d be a nodcock not to accept it. And I’m not seducing you—this is a business arrangement only.”

      My cheeks flush. “You know I didn’t mean that literally.”

      “I know you didn’t,” he says, taking another bite of chicken. “But I like seeing you get red.”

      Oh my god, why is he like this?

      “Use of the garage gym, a fully furnished bedroom—and that mattress is new, by the way. No one has slept on it.”

      “I was going to ask that—why is the room full of furniture when you live here alone?”

      “Mum keeps intending to come for a holiday, and she refuses to sleep on a mattress ‘soiled by college children.’ Her words, not mine. But, the one time she did visit, she booked a room at a swank hotel.” Ashley rolls his eyes. “She did take me to Target and Costco when she was here, which seems like an American mum thing to do.”

      It is. “My mom takes me grocery shopping when she visits, although…” I clear my throat. “She hasn’t been here yet. It’s too far.”

      Too far.

      I want to facepalm myself.

      Why am I telling him about my parents being too far when his are clear across the ocean? Do I sound like I’m whining? Or ungrateful?

      “You’re not a first-year anymore—this is what happens when you become an adult. Mum and Dad cut the cord. You feel rubbish because you’re still living in the dorms.”

      Rubbish?

      What the hell is that all about?

      “Don’t give me that face. You know it’s true.”

      My mouth gapes open, but I snap it shut because it’s bad manners.

      “Georgia?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Is there a reason you don’t wanna live here?” Ashley has a piece of broccoli on his fork ready to pop into his mouth. “Are you…I don’t know.” He shifts almost uneasily in his chair. “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

      It’s as if the idea just crossed his mind—that a young woman may have doubts and reservations about living with a big brute of a boy she barely knows.

      Granted, students in college do this all the time, live with people they wouldn’t know if they passed them on the street.

      This sort of thing is normal—but the thought that Ashley may be too physically intimidating to live with?

      Makes perfect sense.

      He can’t bring himself to eat the broccoli until I answer his question. Know how I know? The fork hovers in front of his lips, suspended in midair, his mouth slightly agape.

      “I’m not afraid of you. And I’m not afraid to live with you.” I pause. “You’re just a giant teddy bear.”

      For a second, he doesn’t seem to know what to say. Then, “A teddy bear.”

      He’s so good at even, expressionless replies, his question sounds like a statement, face blank.

      “You know—big and broody but soft on the inside.”

      He blinks. “I’m soft on the inside.”

      I shrug. “If you weren’t a big ol’ softie, you wouldn’t feel so sorry for me that you’d make space for me inside your home.”

      Ashley’s face scrunches up as if those are the most ridiculous words he’s ever heard. “Firstly, I don’t feel sorry for you. Secondly, I had the space for you inside the house—I didn’t make it for you. Thus, I’m not a softie.”

      “Thus you’re not a softie.” I laugh, almost spitting out the water I was about to take a sip of. “Thus.”

      “Don’t make fun of me.” He scowls.

      “Sorry, it’s just—so cute.”

      “Cute.”

      “You know you make statements out of everything you don’t like when you’re irritated.”

      “You’re daft,” he says, smile forming on his face. I know he’s cracking and that he’s not mad at all, only has a few ruffled feathers because I made him feel less badass than he’s used to feeling, which is his problem—not mine.

      “Daft? I like it.”

      “It means crazy.”

      “Still like it. It’s so British.”

      He shakes his head, slightly disgusted with me. “There are far better words if you want to sound distinctly British.”

      “Such as?”

      “Bollocks.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s a curse word.”

      “Blimey.”

      I snort.

      “Wanker.”

      “Mmm,” I hum. “That one I like—it sounds like wiener.” I give him a once-over. “What’s the British word for dick?”

      He chokes on his broccoli, sputtering as if he’s never heard the word dick in his life. “Warn a chap before you say a thing like that.”

      “You’re acting like a prude.” I lean in, squinting at him. “Are you a virgin?”

      “That’s none of your bloody business.”

      Now I lean back, studying him. Shit. What if he is a virgin and I just invaded his privacy?

      I clamp my lips shut.

      He’s right, it is none of my bloody business—but that doesn’t mean I won’t lie in my bunk bed tonight wondering about the answer.

      “So. The word for dick?”

      “Dick.”

      I don’t believe him. “That’s boring.”

      Ashley sighs. “You could go with knob in a pinch.”

      Knob?

      Eh.

      “I don’t love it.” I sniff.

      That makes him laugh, and he tips his head back, loudly cackling.

      I smile into my water glass, pleased to have amused him, the gap in his front teeth glinting at me in the most attractive way.

      Ugh, look away, Georgie. He may be your new roommate.

      Oh, who are you trying to fool—you know you’re moving in here.

      That doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate how cute he is when he’s smiling and laughing.

      “Adorable.”

      That has me sitting up straighter in my seat, spine straight. Did he just call me adorable, or is he calling my disdain for the word knob adorable? Either way, it hardly makes a difference—so whatever the knots in my stomach are doing, and the fluttering of my heart…they can stop it any moment now.

      “Georgie, I won’t nag—I’ve no wish to beleaguer the point. You keep me posted.” His fork digs into his dinner again, knife slicing into the meat.

      My whole body stills; I know I have to make a decision, and I ought to do it now.

      No time like the present.

      “I want to live here.” My nod is definitive. “Yes. I do.”

      His mouth forms a straight, bemused line. “Don’t sound so enthused.”

      “I am! I am, I’m just—phew!” My puff of breath is weightless. “It’s a big decision!” I phew again as he looks on, staring as if I’ve lost my mind. What is it he called me? Daft? “I’m daft.”

      Ashley laughs. “I’d say you were a bit mad.”

      A bit mad.

      Love that.

      “Are you comfortable sleeping in the same house as your MAD ROOMMATE?” I laugh my best evil scientist laugh, tossing my head back, ball cap falling to the ground for the second time in one night.

      “I’m confident you won’t slash me in my sleep.” As if the idea is so preposterous he can’t keep the grin off his face.

      Hiding my own smile, I swipe the hat from the ground and plop it back on my head.

      “I hate to ask because I don’t want to spiral you, but do you kind of know when you want to move in? It’ll be easy—I have that truck and can get a few mates to help out.” He chews. Swallows. “Stewart has a truck as well.”

      One his girlfriend would probably run me over with, Ariel in the passenger seat.

      I consider this. I’ll go online and give my thirty days to the university. They already have my money for the semester and I won’t be getting any back for at least a few weeks, but technically there is no reason why it can’t be soon that I move in with Ashley.

      Officially.

      And if he is willing to help me move my stuff out of the dorms…

      “Why are you being so nice?” I blurt out.

      He looks up, watching me. “Why are you being so suspicious?”

      Hmm. I cluck. “Why are you answering a question with a question?”

      “Why are you?”

      He has a valid point.

      “This is getting us nowhere.”

      “Nope.”

      “But seriously. Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Honestly?”

      No, I want you to lie.

      Instead of being sarcastic, I nod. “Yes, honestly.”

      “It’s fun.”

      It’s fun? It’s fun.

      What an odd thing to say!

      “How is it fun?” When we got off on the wrong foot? When our friendship started in such a fucked-up way—a way I’m ashamed of?

      He must be better at forgiveness than I would be in his position.

      “I like seeing you flustered. It’s entertaining,” says the cat to the mouse.

      “Entertaining.”

      Ashley grins at me. “See? Now you’re doing it.”

      “Doing what?” I frown.

      “Making questions into statements. Fun, innit?”

      I groan. “You and your strange ways of having fun. Are all boys like this in the UK?”

      That earns me a laugh. “Hardly. The chaps I grew up with have no sense of humor, and if they did, they’d have been hazing right alongside you that night. My mate Charlie loves a good toilet prank—at least my humor isn’t lame jokes. I’m funny.”

      He’s not though.

      Not really. Not haha funny.

      I’m typically laughing at his expressions when I’m laughing, his reactions to things I do and say—not the words coming out of his mouth.

      So we have that in common, I suppose; we’re amused by each other.

      He rises and takes my plate, stacking it on top of his. “Whenever you want to move in, say the word—except Saturday. We have a match and I won’t be around.”

      This weekend?!

      He’s thinking this weekend already?

      I was thinking soonish, but…

      Not this weekend.

      “Next weekend?” God, what am I saying? I want to snatch the words back. “Or at the beginning of the month?”

      “It is the beginning of the month.”

      “I meant next month. The beginning of next month.”

      He pulls a face at me. “Now you’re just making excuses.”

      Am I?

      He’s probably right.

      No, not probably—he is.

      Ashley sets our plates next to the sink and I join him with our water glasses. Toss our soiled napkins in the garbage that’s at the end of the counter.

      Start the faucet so the water gets warm enough I can wash the dishes.

      “You don’t have to do that.” He turns the faucet off. “Come on, I’ll get you home.”

      Get me home?

      “But—”

      “Cleaning lady comes early tomorrow.”

      Say what now?

      Hold up.

      “I’m sorry—what?”

      Surely he didn’t just say—

      “Cleaning lady comes tomorrow,” he parrots in a droll tenor.

      I must be losing my mind, or did I just win the proverbial college housing lottery?

      “You have a cleaning lady? Why?”

      He’s grabbing his truck keys off the counter by the door.

      “It’s Mum’s thing. She won’t have me sleeping on dirty sheets, and she knows I won’t change them regularly.”

      Okay, that makes some sense? But only if you’re rich—the rest of us mere mortals get by doing our own chores, our own laundry. Doing our own dishes, cleaning our own places.

      And if we don’t, we sleep on dirty sheets and live to tell about it.

      My friend Adam went an entire semester never vacuuming his room and never changing his sheets, and Adam is turning out just fine, thank you very much.

      Do girls want to sleep on that? No.

      Do guys care? Also no.

      Ashley’s mom must be really controlling if she’s hiring people to manage his life all the way from England.

      “Would this cleaning lady clean my stuff? I can’t afford to pitch in and pay her.”

      His shoulders rise and fall. “She can leave your stuff be if you’re not cool with it.”

      I don’t think I am—it feels like it would be taking advantage, and I have no desire to do that. Don’t want to wear out my welcome from the start and not pull my weight. Now I can’t even pitch in by scrubbing the floors, though I’m sure they’ll get dirty enough for me to spot clean.

      “Thanks. It’s great though that you have…um. A person.”

      Weird, but whatever. None of my business.

      “Melody—that’s her name—is brilliant. She’s actually older, kind of like my mum away from home.” He smiles. “She and her husband have me over sometimes if I’m not home on holiday. Thanksgiving I went for dinner and watched the game with her family. It was quite the coze.”

      That surprises me. I’d think a guy his age would spend a holiday like Thanksgiving at a kegger. I know he spends plenty of time at the rugby house, but maybe it’s because he’s…lonely?

      Which is where I come in.

      He doesn’t want to live alone any more than I do.

      Ashley remembers where I live without me having to tell him, but duh, it’s the dorms, and you’d have to be an idiot if you got lost finding them.

      When he pulls up to the curb, his arm goes up to rest on the back of my seat, his eyes glancing toward the building.

      “You need me to come up and check everything you’ve got so I know how much manpower we’ll need to get you moved out?”

      The thought of giant him in my tiny space makes me sweat.

      “Nah, I think we’ll be good. There’s nothing massive—no bed, no couch. Will just be a few boxes and clothes.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      He knows I’m being polite but isn’t going to call me out on it.

      I nod. “I’m sure, but thank you.” Pausing, I’m quiet for a second. “And thank you for…everything, Ashley. The tour, the food, the—”

      “Don’t make this weird.” His laugh reaches his eyes as he teases me.

      “I’m trying to be nice!”

      “You are nice. It’s nice. Now get out of my truck.”

      My mouth falls open.

      “And close your mouth—it looks like you’re trying to catch flies.”

      What nerve!

      What a…

      What a…a…an ass!
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      “Hey, Mom. Is Dad with you?”

      I decided to call my parents as soon as I got out of the shower, while the excitement was fresh in my mind, at a time I knew they’d both be home.

      In fact, I can predict what they’re doing right now at the precise moment I called, so predictable the Parkers are.

      My parents are watching one home improvement show or another—probably a ‘design on a dime’ setup since they’re both avid do-it-yourselfers on a shoestring budget. The house I grew up in has had a major overhaul since my mother started bingeing those shows, forcing my father to watch, and every weekend, it’s a new project.

      Build lockers in the mudroom.

      Install shiplap in the kitchen. Tile the bathroom in the hallway after tearing out the linoleum. Swap out the lighting, add cans. Paint the kitchen cabinets instead of ripping them out and replacing them.

      The list goes on and on—my parents never stop, and they’re always watching home improvement shows.

      It’s exhausting going home.

      The last thing I want to do on a weekend off is mulch the landscaping, or clean the screens, or build raised flower beds, or put up a floating shelf.

      Sometimes a girl just wants to lie on the couch and loaf.

      Like a normal person!

      “Hey sweetie, yeah Dad’s here. We’re just getting ready to watch Fixer-Fix-Upper.”

      I smile picturing them sitting side by side on the beige couch, jumbo size popcorn bag between them. “Well, just so he’s close by…there’s something I wanted to talk about.” Hastily I add, “Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad.”

      My mother audibly relaxes. “What’s going on? How is school?”

      We text during the day most days, but it’s not the same as getting an actual phone call.

      “School is good, classes are good—it feels like an eternity and I’m excited to get done, but everything is fine. I don’t hate it.” But I don’t love it. “I just got out of the shower and I’m snuggled in my pajamas.” Which are hideous, by the way.

      I make up a few more things to appease my parents as they ask about track and extracurriculars and my workout routine, hurrying through because I know they had to pause their show and will be impatient to hit play again.

      “Anyway, the reason I’m calling is to tell you I’m moving out of the dorm—I found a roommate, isn’t that great?” I force myself to sound peppy as I inwardly cringe, knowing what’s about to come next.

      “Oh good! You’re able to break your lease with the dorm?”

      “It’s not a lease with the dorm, Mom—it’s a lease with the school. Technically. And yeah I can break it. I filled out the form online before I called. It was really easy and they’ll send me a check for the months I’m not living here within fifteen days after the RA checks me out.”

      I hear the popcorn bag crunching and crinkling as one of them digs their hand into it.

      “Who are you living with, dear? Some girls from the team?”

      I still haven’t told either of them about the hazing incident, or the fact that I can’t stand the captain.

      “No, it’s not anyone from the team. It’s someone from class.”

      I cringe when she asks, “Really? Who?”

      “Well. That’s why I’m calling.” I clear my throat uncomfortably. “This is going to surprise you, but I want you to trust me.” Wait, that sounded horrible. “What I meant was, it’s nothing to worry about.”

      “You’re not moving into a crack den, are you?” My dad laughs in the background because they’ve obviously got me on speaker, both of them sharing the joke.

      “Dad,” I scold, waiting for the pair to stop giggling at themselves.

      “Sorry, pumpkin. What were you saying?”

      My stomach is a ball of nerves, and they’re not making it any easier by cracking jokes—I just have to spit it out and be done with it. Rip the Band-Aid off, as they say.

      One.

      Two.

      Two and a half…

      “My new roommate is a guy.” I blurt out the news, instantaneously holding my breath.

      I hear the sound of chewing.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh,” Mom says. “We thought there was more to the announcement.”

      More to the announcement? “So you’re not mad?”

      Crunch, crunch. “Mad about what? Are you dating the guy?”

      “No, I’m not dating the guy—I would have told you I was seeing someone.”

      More crunching.

      “Hello?”

      “Sorry, Dad hit play and they’re installing concrete countertops in this old farmhouse. I was thinking we could do a bar in the basement…” Her voice trails off as the wheels in her creative mind begin to churn.

      “Guys, I’m trying to talk to you.”

      It goes quiet on their end as Dad hits pause on the remote.

      “And go,” Mom says again.

      I open my mouth, floundering. I shared my big announcement and they had little to say about it, so… “I just thought you’d be upset.”

      “Do you want us to be upset?”

      “No, I want you to be okay with it.”

      “Is this one of those things you used to do in high school, where your friends would ask you to do something and you would say ‘My parents said I can’t go’ even though you never actually asked us if you could go?”

      She’s chomping away on popcorn, chewing and chatting with her mouth full.

      “Is Mom right, pumpkin?”

      Er. Maybe.

      Although I’m not quite sure what I would have done if my parents weren’t on board with me living with Ashley. Would I back out? Was I looking for a reason to?

      “No, I’m glad you’re okay with it because he’s a decent guy. He’s really busy so he won’t be around much, and it’s a great house. My room has its own bathroom and a walk-in closet.”

      “Oh that’s so nice, dear!” Mom croons absentmindedly, and I decide it’s time to end the call and put her out of her misery. She loves me to death, but she doesn’t worry about my well-being; they have faith in my common sense.

      “When are you moving in?” Dad wants to know.

      “Um, next weekend I think? Soon.”

      “That’s great—we know you wanted to get out of the dorm. It will be nice to be out your senior year. Make some memories with your new friends.”

      “I’m excited.” I think…

      “Well good. If you need anything, let us know.”

      “I will. Thanks for being cool about me living with a dude.”

      “A dude? Are they bringing that word back again?” Dad asks.

      Mom and I both laugh.

      “I don’t think it left, Dad.”
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      Georgia is moving in with me.

      Holy shite—I’m going to have a roomie, something I haven’t done since first moving to the States, living in a dorm for one whole semester before I decided I’d had enough communal living to last a lifetime.

      I glance up at Andy Klein, the bloke spotting me on the bench press, then over at Stewart, who’s on the squatting machine.

      “Can I borrow your truck this weekend?”

      Stewart stops what he’s doing to stare at me, breathing heavy. “Sure, but…why? You having issues with yours?”

      “No. Georgia is moving in and I don’t think all her shite will fit in mine, so it would be nice to have—”

      Stew’s eyes bug out of his skull. “Georgia is moving in! You just started dating! Have you even been out yet?”

      Shite, I forgot he thinks she and I are a couple.

      “We’re not together anymore, but she needs a place to stay.”

      Andy snorts. “You’re adopting strays now? Cool, I could always use an upgrade. I can have my shit out of my dumpy apartment tonight.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not adopting strays, bugger off.”

      Stewart still looks perplexed. “So you’re not dating but you’re letting her move in with you? How did she pull that off? I’ve been begging to live in your place for three years.”

      “Because she has a set of tits.” Andy laughs.

      “You think I’d let someone live with me because she has boobs?” They’re so immature. I shake my head, the weights still on the rack above it. “She’s clean—neither of you wankers pick up after yourselves.”

      “I can try.” This from Andy, who’s nudging me to get on with the workout by lifting the weights off the rack so I’ll do my reps. “Give me a chance.”

      “You’re not living with me, mate. I would have asked by now.”

      I push up, puffing out a breath, the bar clenched in my grip, heavy.

      Up, one.

      Down.

      Up, two.

      Down.

      I do six presses more before Andy helps me rest the bar back on the rack. Breathe in and out, reaching for the water bottle next to the bench. Squirt it in my wide-open mouth, chugging.

      “Good job,” he coaches. “If you have a girl living with you, can I come hang out there more? Like, work out in your garage?”

      “You’re not going to come over just to leer at Georgie.”

      “Leer? What the hell does that mean?”

      “Gawk. Stare. Pant after. It’s weird and it’s my house, not a breeding ground.”

      “Right, but you’re the only one who’s living co-ed, and she is single, right?”

      Stewart listens on. “Wait—if you’re not dating her, you can do the date with Ariel.”

      Could he not? “Please don’t start that shite with me.”

      “But—”

      I hold my hand up, prepared to get up off this bench if he starts talking about double dates and that girl with the flaming red hair.

      “If I lend you my truck, do I get to hang out with you at your house?” Andy wants to know, interrupting us both.

      Why are they both like this? And Andy doesn’t have a truck, he has his mum’s old Suburban, which I guess would work.

      “You’re not lending it to me, you’re helping Georgia move.” I feel the need to clarify.

      He’s quiet a few more seconds. “And I’m not allowed to ask her out?”

      “I didn’t say that.” I pause. “You don’t even know what she looks like, you arse. How do you know you want to ask her out?”

      “Stew said she was hot, and Tyler said he saw her at one of the parties and you cockblocked him, so I figure she must be. Besides, you wouldn’t live with a troll.”

      I’m insulted. “I’d live with a troll—looks have nothing to do with it.”

      “Would not. You only like hotties.”

      Only like hotties? “Based on what?”

      Where is he getting this from?

      “Based on the fact that you’ve only gone out with hotties.”

      “I don’t go out with anyone, so your argument is invalid.”

      Stewart and Andy are not to be deterred.

      “Remember that one blonde, Jessica? You dated her for half of sophomore year because her parents own the bar downtown and you wanted free drinks.”

      “I was an arsehole back then, and it was a coincidence that she happened to be good-looking.”

      Stewart snorts. “You’re so full of shit.”

      “She had a great personality.” I laugh. “It’s not my fault her mum and dad own the one place we hang out.”

      “Used to hang out. You fucking ruined it when you broke up with her.”

      Dammit, he’s right—we can’t go to that pub anymore because I broke it off with the owner’s daughter, but in my defense, she became a wee bit obsessed with me to the point that she wanted to get married.

      Bloody married.

      To me.

      At twenty years old.

      She was cracked, so I broke up with her, which caused a ripple of outrage in the rugby community since I ruined it for everyone.

      I was doing her parents a favor, for the love of Christ. Her father would have killed me if we’d gotten engaged.

      Killed.

      I haven’t dated anyone since, not really. Shagged, yes. Dated, no.

      And even shagging random young women holds no excitement anymore, no matter how many come on to me.

      The number of them that solicit me at parties blows my mind, but not enough to let any of them blow my cock. Probably because most of them seem desperate. Cleat-chasing girls wanting nothing more than a popular boyfriend they can brag about.

      I know my appeal; realized it soon after arriving here, girls asking me to repeat my words, cooing about my accent, touching me when I spoke, giggling and laughing at things that weren’t bloody amusing.

      Not by a long shot.

      I dated a few of them but never connected.

      Guess I have one foot out of America’s door already, ready to move on to the next chapter.

      So why is it annoying me that Stewart and Andy are talking about Georgia as if she’s some random girl up for grabs at a party? She’s going to be my roommate; they need to treat her with respect.

      My house isn’t a goddamn pick-up joint.

      The last thing I need is Andy and whoever coming by unexpectedly to hit on Georgia; it’s not what she signed up for.

      “Can you help out this weekend? I’ll buy you a pint.”

      “At an actual bar, or do you mean taking me to the house and giving me free beer?”

      I laugh because he’s got me there. “A pub. And I’ll feed you, too.”

      “I wanna be fed!” Stewart whines.

      The look I give him is bemused. “You had your chance and you blew it by nagging me about Ariel. Unless she changed her hair from Flaming Hot Cheetos to normal, I’m still not interested.”

      “That’s her natural hair color.”

      Is he daft? “You’re so full of shite right now.” I laugh. “Like hell it is.”

      Stewart considers this, staring blankly at the floor before looking back up at me. “Yeah, you’re probably right. It does seem really red.”

      No shite, Sherlock.

      That girl’s hair is a technicolor nightmare.

      “So Georgia Peach is moving in this weekend? What day?”

      I ignore his nickname for her with a frown. “Well…she already has a key and the door codes, and some of her stuff is already in the bedroom, but officially I think Saturday.”

      “It’ll be just like one big slumber party.”

      “It’s going to be the exact opposite of a slumber party,” I grumble, annoyed.

      “Lies. You’re living with a girl now. Allie will come over and stay for days, and it’s like living with a wife.”

      “Living with Georgia is not going to be like living with a wife. She’s paying rent, you blighter.”

      “What are you going to do if you accidentally see her naked?”

      Now why did Andy have to go and say a thing like that? I hadn’t thought about it, nor should I, but now that he’s brought it up…

      “Nothing.” I’ll do nothing. And besides, “She has her own bathroom, so it’s never going to happen.”

      “Right. Sure it’s not.”

      It’s clear neither of them believe me based on the looks they’re shooting each other.

      “I don’t think of her like that.”

      She’s pretty and all, but I’m not a walking, raging hormone; I can control my thoughts and my dick.

      “Sure you don’t think of her like that.” They roll their eyes. “And I’m Father Andy and he’s Friar Tuck and we’re all just a bunch of monks doing the lord’s work.”

      “Speak for yourself, dickwad,” Stewart argues. “I ain’t no monk.”

      “Okay, so…” Andy goes on. “What if she’s accidentally naked in the kitchen when you come home?”

      Andy is such an idiot. “First of all, why would she be naked in the kitchen?”

      “She was showering and got hungry.”

      As if that makes perfect sense.

      “I would walk back out of the room so she could put clothes on.”

      “Okay, but what if she sleepwalks into your room at night?” He seems to be enjoying this game of make-believe, dreaming up scenarios that are never going to happen, not in a million years. Isn’t stopping him though.

      “Who sleepwalks anymore?”

      “I sleepwalk,” he boasts.

      “Since when?”

      He thinks, eyebrows furrowing. “Oh! Once when I was seven, I got up in the middle of the night and pissed in the bathroom cabinets all over my sister’s hairspray and makeup.”

      “So, fifteen years ago.” He’s exhausting me now. “Good story, bro.”

      “Maybe I still do and no one is around to tell me,” he reasons.

      “The point is, Georgia isn’t going to sleepwalk into my room. You’re delusional.”

      “Don’t tell me that isn’t your fantasy.”

      “I’m going to lock my bedroom door to make sure it doesn’t happen.” Ha ha.

      “You wouldn’t dare.” Stewart looks horrified.

      Finally, I rise from the bench, reaching for my water bottle and towel, standing, planting a hand on my hip. “Are you helping me or not?”

      “Yeah.” Andy grins. “I’ll help you.”
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      We have her moved in no time. She had less stuff than I did when I moved here to the States, and we didn’t end up needing anyone’s help but our own to get the rest of her things moved inside.

      Standing at the threshold of her bedroom door, I watch as she glances around the room then groans.

      “Ugh, I don’t have sheets for a double bed! I’m such an idiot!”

      The bed is already made with the things Mum bought—throw pillows and all—and I point to the setup, confused. “What’s wrong with this stuff?”

      My new roommate looks crestfallen. “I can’t use your stuff. That’s so rude—I’m already taking advantage of your hospitality.”

      “This isn’t hospitality. You’re paying rent.”

      Rent I’ve given her grace on, which I’ll receive once her reimbursement check comes from the university registrar’s office.

      “Still. I totally forgot. I’ve been racing around like a maniac with practice and meets and school, and I spaced on running to grab new sheets. I only have this stupid twin size.”

      I’ve no idea why she’s so frazzled, but she needs to chill. “You’re stuck with these until you get to Target, so unless you fancy sleeping on the bare mattress, I suggest you relax.”

      She watches me silently, then breaks into laughter. “God you are so British.”

      “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.”

      “Sorry, you just sound so serious and your sentences are so proper. It’s nice. I wasn’t being a jerk.”

      She’s smiling, so I believe her.

      “I won’t bug you—holler if you need anything.”

      “Oh hey, Ash?” I pause in the doorway as she calls my name. “Thank you.”

      A nod is all I give her before moving down the hall to my own room, keeping it open on the off chance she does need something or has a question but going into my closet to change out of my sweatpants and into shorts and a tee so I can hang and watch TV before bed.

      Or maybe I should go into the living room and watch it so she—

      Shite.

      What am I thinking, going into the living room so she can sit and watch TV with me on her first night here?

      Maybe we should go out. Maybe we could go…I don’t know, celebrate or something. Or would that be weird?

      Going to the bar to get drunk and celebrate—such a girl thing to do.

      Then I’d have to spend the entire night talking to her, which would be weird. Like being on a date.

      The date she still owes me, maybe—not that there’s any chance I would call in that favor, not whilst she’s holed up down the hallway.

      The apple orchard…she seemed so jacked up to do it. Perhaps it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, and they probably have pie there.

      I would do a lot of things for a slice of apple pie.

      It dawns on me that I’m thinking about her in friendly terms, which is good—we can be friends.

      A girl friend.

      A friend that’s a girl.

      I’ve not had one of those yet, and Lady Louise Channing Winthrop doesn’t count. The daughter of the earl who lived next to us, she would come by to play with Jack and completely ignore me in the process.

      No, I wouldn’t consider her a friend.

      Nuisance was more like it, hanging around so Jack would fall in love with her.

      Joke’s on Louise because he didn’t.

      Georgia is easy, a lot like a bloke. Athletic. Funny. Low maintenance. Doesn’t get all decked out and crazy when she’s at parties.

      She would probably kill me for thinking all that—what girl wants to be compared to a guy?

      I hear her moving things around, shuffling this, shifting that, a box being pulled open.

      Her door closes.

      Opens a few minutes later. She must have changed clothes and wanted privacy.

      The toilet flushes.

      The sound of music gently flows toward my bedroom, and I pause from shaving to listen.

      It’s a girly song about summertime love, a ballad that surprises me coming from her—I’d expect something upbeat. Techno, even. Or country since she’s from the south.

      Georgia hums, and I hear that down the hall, too.

      She sounds happy, but she’s not humming on key, which makes me smile to myself as I drag the razor blade across my skin, finally removing the stubble I’ve been growing for far too long.
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      “Ash?”

      I crane my neck out the door, most of the lights downstairs off or dim.

      I lost track of time unpacking my things, most of which I already found a home for. The only messes left are the desk and office supplies I tossed haphazardly into a box without actually organizing any of it.

      That will come back and bite me in the ass when I’m searching for a pen.

      I’m hungry and would love a snack. Fingers crossed he won’t mind me rummaging through the fridge for fruit, or something crunchy?

      I’ll go grocery shopping tomorrow, but for now…

      Crashing in the den sounds like heaven.

      It’s Saturday, and I officially live in a house.

      I could twirl and do a happy dance to commemorate the moment, but instead I’ll hit the couch and binge on munchies and a movie—maybe I’ll even be able to convince my roomie to join me.

      “Ash?” I say again as I descend the stairs, the light off in his room but the door wide open. He must have snuck downstairs while I was in the shower.

      “In the den,” comes his voice from the hollows of the house, and I follow it to the kitchen.

      “Do you mind if I eat something?”

      There’s a long pause. “No I don’t mind, and you don’t have to ask every time you want something.”

      I hear exasperation in his voice and make a mental note: Stop sounding so needy and stop asking for everything.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him I’m sorry.

      And don’t apologize.

      “Thank you!” I call out, yanking open the fridge and peering inside to study my options.

      Hmm.

      These options aren’t as great as I thought they were going to be. I can’t even find an apple.

      There is a bag of baby carrots, so I take those along with some celery, then hunt down the peanut butter in the small pantry next to the fridge.

      Bingo!

      Not wanting to sit and shove peanut butter down my face in front of him on my first night here, I spoon some onto a plate. There.

      Perfect snack.

      After I finish putting things back, I make my way into the den, the TV on the wall bright, casting a glow on all the walls and…

      Ashley.

      Is it just me, or does he look crazy…handsome?

      Plopping down on the opposite side of the couch, I try not to stare directly at him, but he’s lounging here like some Greek god come to life and I’m so utterly…

      I tilt my head. “Why do you look different?”

      He shrugs. “Dunno?” Lifting a hand to his face, he rubs. “I shaved?”

      Why.

      Why did he have to go and shave?!

      Blissfully unaware that my insides have gone completely haywire and batty, he smiles, a dimple flashing in his right cheek.

      Gap in his teeth winking.

      One dark eyebrow devilishly rising.

      Oh my god, Georgie, look away.

      LOOK AWAY.

      I don’t look away.

      I look at his legs, propped up on the ottoman before us. The thick bulge of his athletic thighs. The t-shirt pasted to his hard chest.

      His damp hair sticking this way and that, as if he just ran his fingers through instead of a brush.

      Fuck.

      Fuck, fuckity, FUCK!

      Is the universe kidding me right now?!

      I bite into a carrot—a carrot that essentially gets lodged in my dry throat, my ability to swallow completely gone.

      The carrot is loud.

      “Taste good?” he asks, chuckling in the dark room.

      “Yeah?”

      Another chuckle. “Sounds like it.”

      Oh my god.

      Shoot me now.

      I have nothing to say to that because there may be drool coming out the side of my mouth, mind going in a billion BILLION different directions, wondering how on earth I’m supposed to spend the rest of the year shacked up with this…this…

      Hottie.

      Like, I noticed he was cute.

      That’s a given.

      Maybe it’s the way he smells—the fresh woods and whatever body wash he must have used permeating clear across the couch and up my nostrils like Pepé Le Pew in a Warner Brothers parody, and if my ass wasn’t planted on the couch, my feet would leave the ground to follow the smell.

      “What are you watching?” There. That sounded normal enough, tone even, eyes to the front of the room.

      My voice didn’t even crack—high-five!

      “Nothing really, just a documentary on race car driving.”

      Inwardly, I groan.

      “Do you want to watch something else? We can change the telly, I don’t mind.”

      I sneak a look at him while he hands me the remote, eyes scanning his forearm: the tattoos covering his skin, the bicep full of color.

      Swallowing, I clasp the remote in my hand and settle back against the cushions, self-conscious about the fact that I’m wearing pajamas with no bra—not that he’s glanced at my body.

      Not even once.

      Still, it feels vulnerable being alone in this house with him wearing just clothes intended for bed.

      Clearing my throat, I glue my eyes to the television screen; it practically blinds me with its size, giving off so much light I squint toward it. The room is dark, but the TV is hella bright.

      I point the remote at the TV, arm suspended in the air.

      Pull it back so I can stare down at it, learning the buttons. It’s so different than mine and I… “Have no idea how to work this. What do I push if I want to find the guide?”

      “You push guide.”

      Ah. Duh.

      I scroll through the shows, not really finding anything I like, then hit exit, settling back into the documentary about car racing, tossing the remote onto the center of the massive couch, between us.

      “We don’t have to watch this,” Ashley offers again.

      I yawn. “No really, it’s fine. I’m content just sitting here resting. I’m exhausted.”

      Exhausted but not quite ready for sleep, I tip my head back against the couch cushions and watch the story unfolding on the screen in front of me—the documentary Ashley was so interested in when I busted in with my dumb bag of carrots and stupid peanut butter that I can no longer eat because they’re loud AF.

      Get over it, Georgia. He doesn’t care.

      And if he does, he’ll make fun of you for it.

      This isn’t a guy I need to worry about; I don’t have to worry about how I look—he’s going to see me looking my worst in the mornings.

      I don’t have to worry about going to the bathroom—I can take a poo in my own bathroom and he never has to smell it.

      I don’t have to worry about chewing too loud, or eating too much, or looking cute while I’m doing it because he has no interest in me anyway, nor I in him, and even if I did…

      Roommates don’t date roommates.

      That’s gotta be a rule somewhere…

      It’s around eleven o’clock when his phone rings, and I half expect him to decline it but he takes it instead, lifting the phone to his ear with a smile.

      “Hallo, Mum. Why are you up so early?”

      Hallo, Mum.

      Ugh, that accent.

      I pretend not to eavesdrop, but it’s impossible—he’s four feet away.

      “You’re what? Doing a fitness bootcamp?” He pauses for a few minutes, head slowly nodding. “Are you cracked?” Then, “Sorry, Mum. I shouldn’t have said that. I meant, are you mad?” Another pause. “Bootcamp? With who?” His mother speaks on the other end of the line and he listens. “Uh-huh. Yeah.” More silence. “Engaged? They’ve only been together six months.” He’s quiet. “I know but…six months? Be real.”

      She must be lecturing him because then he says, “I know, Mum, when you know you know, but he’s twenty-four for bloody sake. The last time I saw Alfie Langley he was taking a piss off the bridge at the Townsman Arms he was so plastered.”

      Watching him is hilarious—it’s obvious he’s doing his best to school his tone and his inflection as he chats with his mother, and he’s doing a fantastic job of it; he’s only cursed once that I could tell, and used the term piss, which seems just as offensive, especially if his mom is as stuffy as he’s made her sound.

      I shift on the couch and pause his show so he doesn’t miss any of the good parts.

      “You can watch it,” he whispers over to me. “Who am I talking to? That was my roommate.” Pause. “Yes, I have a boarder now. Did I forget to tell you?”

      Ashley glances over and sticks his tongue out at me playfully as he teases his mother, pulling a face and crossing his eyes.

      “Just today. We were watching the telly when you called.”

      The telly.

      Lord I love that so much.

      “Her name is Georgia.” Pause. “Yes she’s a girl.” Ashley rolls his eyes and laughs. “No we’re not sharing a bedroom—this house you rented me has two bedrooms, remember?” Pause. “We met at a party and wound up in the same class.” Pause. “Business class. Yes, I’m studying.” Pause. “No I’m not dating anyone.” He’s quiet then as she speaks, glancing over at me as I watch him. “Yeah, she is.”

      Yeah she is…

      What.

      Yeah SHE IS WHAT?

      He’s talking about me now, I JUST KNOW IT. What are they SAYING?

      Did his mom just ask if I’m cute?

      Or pretty?

      Or funny? What could she have asked him?!

      “It’s not like that, Mum. Relax.” He pulls the phone away from his ear and glances at the screen. “It’s been fifteen minutes—don’t you have to go? You’ll be late.” Pause. “I love you too, Mum. Say hello to Dad and Jack.” He rolls his eyes toward the ceiling dramatically. “Yes, and Caroline too.” He covers the microphone with his hand and whispers, “But not really Caroline—she’s a tit.”

      A tit?

      What the hell kind of insult is that?

      If I had been taking a sip of something—my water—this would have been the moment I spit it all out, spewing it onto the floor.

      Ashley is funny, funnier than I’d thought he was.

      He and his mom chat a few moments longer, a smile on his face the entire time, the dimple in his chin winking at me—mocking me, really—as only a dimple can.

      How did I not notice he has one? The beard wasn’t that bushy.

      When he disconnects the call and sets the phone back down, he chuckles. “Mum is doing a fitness bootcamp.”

      I’d gathered that from my eavesdropping. “What time is it back home?”

      “’Bout five? She’s up early. Normally she dozes until late morning.”

      “Ooh la la.”

      Ashley nods. “She’s quite the princess, but she’s got that empty nest.”

      Sounds like she’s had an empty nest most of his life considering he was shipped off to boarding school, but I keep my mouth shut about it and the words to myself.

      Besides, he seems well adjusted enough, and it seems like he and his mother have a great relationship. I don’t think this is the first time they’ve spoken in the past twelve hours or so that I’ve been moved in.

      “How often do y’all talk?”

      He considers this. “A few times a week. I think she’s lonely.” Ashley leans over and riffles a few carrots from the bag, popping one in his mouth. “My brother Jack lives in London and doesn’t go home often, and Dad works a load. It’s nice that she’s joined a gym and not just a charity club where they fundraise and it’s a group of one-uppers who only want to show off who has the most Botox.”

      His chewing isn’t nearly as loud as my chewing, or maybe I’m just too self-conscious about it. Either way, there is no chance I’m jamming any more carrots in my mouth.

      Not risking it.

      Ask me a week from now and perhaps I’ll change my mind, but I didn’t sign up for this version of Ashley Dryden-Jones. I signed up for the hairy, sloppy version.

      “Mum is lovely,” he adds, and my heart softens.

      Mum is lovely.

      Not sure what it is about that sentence, but if I were ice cream, I’d begin melting down the sides of the cone and into a puddle.

      “How old is your brother? Do you only have the one?”

      He nods. “Jack is younger and he’s already working for Dad during the summers whilst I stay here playin’ rugby. Not sure if he resents me just yet…I’ll know when I go back.” He chews on another carrot. “Are you close with your family?”

      “Yes, I’m an only child so we’re close, but my parents aren’t the type to just swing by. Even when I was in the same state, they still rarely came and visited. They spend lots of time together.”

      “Did you tell them you moved out of the dorm?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you tell them you’re living with a bloke?”

      “Yes.”

      He waits patiently for more information, and when none is forthcoming, he prompts me. “And?”

      He’s worse than a girl!

      “And…they’re fine with it. They had nothing to say about it.”

      “Nothing to say about it.”

      There he goes, making questions into statements. “Nothing.”

      “Why?” Suddenly, Ashley rises from the couch, pushing himself up to grandstand, twirling in a circle. “I’m one hundred eighty-seven centimeters—a strapping lad. They’re not worried?”

      “Worried about what?” I feign ignorance.

      I know exactly what he’s talking about; he wants me to tell him how big and scary he is and how terrified my parents may be that I’m living with a giant lummox of a male.

      “This!” He gestures up and down his body with his hands as if presenting himself as a top prize.

      “What about it?” I take a carrot and stick it in my mouth, mostly so I don’t bust out laughing. He’s trying so hard to be a badass.

      He flops back down. “What kind of parents aren’t worried you’re living alone with a man?”

      A man.

      I laugh, chewing.

      He scowls.

      “They trust me, and therefore, they trust you.” Pausing, I think back to the conversation he just had with his mom. “What did your mom say when you told her your new roommate is a girl?”

      That trips him up. “Nothing.”

      Liar! She definitely had something to say about it because if I remember correctly, he told her we met at a party and had a class together, then he said he wasn’t dating anyone—then he looked over at me and said, “Yeah, she is.”

      She is WHAT?

      “Mum had nothing to say about it either.”

      “Nothing at all?” I roll my eyes. “Then what had she asked when you replied, Yeah, she is?”

      Ashley snickers. “You little eavesdropper.”

      He’s right.

      I’ll never let it go.

      I shrug, having no comeback. “If you wanted privacy, you should have left the room.” I pronounce it prih-vuh-see. “What did she ask?”

      He looks at the television, giving that his attention, trying to ignore me.

      “Come on, tell me!” I throw a pillow because I’m a girl but also acting like a child, throwing a mini tantrum to get what I want.

      “What’s stopping me from lying and just making something up?”

      “You’re too honest for that.”

      “Fuck. You’re right.”

      I raise my brows. “So?”

      “Why do you care? The conversation was ten minutes ago.”

      Because she asked him something about me and he said, “Yeah, she is,” and I want to know what it was.

      Is she single? Yeah, she is.

      Is she smart? Yeah, she is.

      Is she a hard worker? Yeah, she is.

      So many possibilities—I want to know which one!

      “She asked if you were attractive and I said yes.”

      Except that one.

      That I did not see coming.

      “Oh.”

      Attractive.

      Is that British speak for cute? Or pretty?

      Or hot?

      Ashley hmphs, unresponsive, crossing his arms and staring back at the TV, carrot sticking out of his mouth like a cigar.

      The point is, he thinks I’m attractive.

      And he admitted it to my face.

      Calm down, Georgia. He was making conversation with his mother; she asked him a simple question and he answered, and it’s not as if you’re a troll.

      I am cute. I am pretty.

      I am attractive.

      Somehow, though, it feels like a small victory.

      We sit in silence for a few more minutes until I lose interest and stand, excusing myself for bed with a yawn. Checking the kitchen door to make sure it’s locked and putting away the plate I used for my snack, checking the front door to make sure that’s locked, too.

      “No one is going to break in,” he calls from the den.

      Hasn’t he ever heard of college students getting shit-faced and walking into the wrong house?

      Trust me.

      It’s happened.

      In my room, I’m finally ready for bed and flop onto the mattress, staring at the ceiling with the lights off. Only my phone lights up occasionally with a text from Nalla or Priya, who’ve been asking about my day all day. How it went, what Ashley’s like so far, if the house is clean, blah blah blah.

      A note from my mother, who’s checking in on me and wants me to call her in the morning.

      Through the pitch-black darkness, I stare, rolling over to face the door, phone on the nightstand.

      It pings again, lighting up, and I reach for it, expecting one of the girls.

      It’s not.

      It’s Ashley.

      Ashley: Are you still up?

      Me: Yes? What’s up…

      Why is he texting me when he’s only just down the hallway?

      Ashley: You tired?

      Me: Um. Kind of? But I’m excited I get to sleep in tomorrow.

      No practice on Sunday, obviously.

      Ashley: Should we do something?

      Me: Uh—like what?

      Ashley: I don’t know, I was thinking we could go hiking. The Ice Age Trail in Dunhaven.

      Is he serious?

      Hiking is my favorite.

      Me: That sounds fun.

      Ashley: Cool. It’s supposed to be nice out, not hot, so we don’t have to rush out in the morning. We can get coffee and breakfast on the way out of town.

      Me: Cool.

      God, now I’m repeating what he said.

      Ashley: Get some sleep and I’ll see you in the morning.

      Me: Good night.

      Except I don’t sleep. I lie here for hours, wondering what I’ve gotten myself into. Living with girls is one thing; living with boys is another, and I don’t know if I’m going to be able to prevent my mind from wandering when I see his tattooed arms and have to look at that gap in his teeth when he smiles.

      We have class together.

      We live together now.

      Way too late to admit he’s growing on me in the way a roommate shouldn’t, and it hasn’t even been twenty-four hours.
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      “What do you want?”

      We’re in the drive-thru at a coffee shop bright and early. I couldn’t sleep in, and even though I tried to stay in bed longer, I climbed out and went downstairs to find my roomie already in the kitchen planted at the counter.

      With no shirt on.

      All tattoos and ripped muscles, downing a bowl of cereal, surprise on his face to see me standing in the doorway so early.

      “I thought you were sleeping in,” he said, wiping milk from his mouth and sitting up straighter from a slouch.

      He removed his elbows from the counter, too.

      Too bad he was half naked or the manners meter would have skyrocketed.

      “Couldn’t.” I stood there in just a tank top and shorts, having gotten up in the middle of the night and changed because I got hot, then went to check the thermostat in the hallway only to find it set at seventy degrees.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I was self-conscious not to have been wearing a bra.

      “I’ll go change and then we can go?”

      Ashley nodded, and a few minutes later we were pulling out of the driveway and heading out of town.

      First stop: coffee.

      I can’t choke down the regular stuff, so I order something iced—apparently a little too frou-frou for Ashley’s taste because he snorts, ordering himself an espresso shot, which comes in the cutest, smallest cup.

      “Oh my god, this is adorable,” I can’t help saying when he passes our order to me as the barista hands them out the window.

      I hold up the tiny cup then peer inside. “There’s barely anything in it.”

      What a waste.

      “It’s just a shot.”

      “What do you do with it?”

      He laughs. “Sip it?”

      “Sip it.” Hmm. “That won’t take long. I like to take my time and baby my drink.” My hands are wrapped around my latte, nursing it even though it’s cold.

      And the cup is beginning to sweat already.

      “Sometimes,” I muse out loud, staring out the window watching the scenery pass by, “I’ll get a warm latte in the afternoon with a warm cookie and it’s the world’s best thing.”

      I turn in time to see his brows go up. “Surely not the world’s best thing?”

      “Mmm. There is nothing better than a warm cookie, I am telling you.”

      “Nothing?” he mutters with another snort. “I could think of a few better things.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say Like what? but I stop myself—he isn’t talking about sex, is he?

      He could be talking about the new Stars Wars Legos being released, or lying on a hammock on a beach somewhere. Winning the last match of the season, or soaking in the hot tub or the ice bath in the university’s training room.

      Yes.

      That’s what he means.

      Ashley Jones is far from getting fresh with me.

      We’re friends and roommates and nothing more.

      My hair is in a ponytail, ball cap pulled down over my head so I wouldn’t need sunglasses. I’ve got on a sports bra and a tank top, a pair of cropped black leggings and sneakers.

      Ashley looks over a few times—it feels like he’s sneaking glances, but that can’t be it either.

      I’m a mess even though I’m put together.

      Fresh face.

      No makeup.

      The same way he saw me last night.

      Leaning forward, I turn the dial on the radio, not in the mood to force conversation when the drive is so peaceful. Find a station that plays newer songs, setting the volume at a low decibel, just loud enough to hear.

      Shoot a few of my own furtive glances Ashley’s way, studying his masculine silhouette, the chiseled, defined jawline. The overnight stubble on his cheeks casting a sexy shadow. The content set of his mouth.

      He has sideburns growing on the sides of his face, and rather than being turned off by them, I like it.

      It feels slightly badass with a touch of I don’t give a shit on a guy who’s just here for the education and the experience and doesn’t worry what other people think of him.

      He’s a decent guy.

      I like him.
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      “Should we take a selfie or something?”

      Georgia’s question is hopeful, and her face is too as she shields her eyes from the sun.

      It’s taken us nearly two hours to get to the top of the cliff we’ve been climbing, the view spectacular.

      We’ve parked our arses on a giant boulder overlooking the city, near enough to the treacherous overhang to be stunning, noshing on the protein bars Georgia produced from the black backpack she brought on the hike.

      “A selfie?” Why are girls like this?

      “Please?”

      “You want to pose for a picture with me? Why don’t I just take one of you?”

      Georgia considers this. “It’s such a pretty view.”

      Pretty view.

      She sure is.

      It.

      It sure is, not her.

      Jesus, Ash, get a grip.

      She’s busy retrieving her mobile and poking away on the screen with her finger, pulling up the camera and holding it as far out in front of her as she can.

      “You need to get closer.”

      Yeah, no.

      My body stays rooted to the spot.

      No need to move, as she does it for the both of us, scooting herself across the rock until we’re both in the picture.

      “Would you smile?”

      “I am smiling.” I’m not though—I’m gritting my teeth, gap taking center stage, causing me to frown.

      This fucking gap.

      Never used to be there; I stopped wearing my retainer a few years ago because what jackarse wants to wear a retainer to bed, and the gap appeared over the course of time.

      “Maybe you should hold the phone—your arms are longer.”

      They are indeed.

      I outweigh her and am taller than her by at least eight inches, arm span like a set of wings, and now she wants me to take her mobile and take the picture with it.

      The picture I didn’t want to be in to begin with.

      “Fine.”

      It’s dwarfed in my hand now as I extend my arm, thumb on the camera button—and when I snap the first selfie, Georgie smushes against me closer still, beaming up with that killer smile of hers.

      I smell her.

      She smells like sunshine and whatever fruity lotion she put on, her hair almost in my face. Up my nose.

      It’s impossible not to take a whiff.

      Before I know it, Georgia’s arm is sliding around my back, her hand throwing out the peace sign as I hit the dumb little camera button.

      “Would you smile? You look like you have to take a shit.”

      My mouth falls open, and for the second time since meeting her, I’m caught off guard—the first time being that night she approached me at the rugby house to ask me out on a dare.

      And here she is telling me I look constipated.

      I smile.

      “Okay never mind.” She laughs. “It looks like I’m holding you here against your will.”

      Her face is still facing the camera; this time she schools her expression so it matches mine and I snap away until she eventually snatches her mobile back to inspect the photos.

      She doesn’t move over, doesn’t give me the space we had when we sat down, probably because she’s so busy going through the shots I took.

      “This one is cute.”

      The picture is thrust in my face.

      “Cute?”

      I sure as hell don’t look cute, but she does—then again, does it matter what my face is doing? Do girls care?

      Another group makes their way to the top—four people, two couples—doing what we did when we made it. Looking around and oohing and aahing at the view.

      Georgia offers to take their picture because she’s in the mood, I guess.

      I watch as she laughs and places them, as if she’s a professional photographer that’s been hired. Moving one girl so her arm isn’t blocking her girlfriend, shifting the guy so he’s to the right. Over a little. No, that branch is in the way—everyone take one step to the left.

      Georgia is a natural with people, rearranging the foursome for the second time, oblivious to me idly standing by, their laughter echoing through the valley.

      We’re up high where the air is clean and the overlook goes on for miles and miles and miles.

      “They’re from school,” she says, rejoining me, dusting the gravel off her knees because she knelt down to play photog. “Mostly liberal arts majors.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Uh—music and art and I think…psychology? Gosh, I’m not actually sure, but they all seemed really nice.”

      I glance over.

      The group is still taking pictures, selfies mostly, the couples holding hands and doing lovey-dovey shit that makes me look away quickly.

      No one needs to see that shite, least of all me.

      There’s a picnic table at the far end away from the group and Georgia heads in that direction, reaching it before me and climbing to sit her arse on the tabletop, trainers on the sitting bench.

      I join her as she stretches her legs, noticing that they look smooth.

      She’s tan from being in the sun, on the track, legs long and toned in all the right places.

      Muscular but feminine.

      She flexes and her calf muscles tighten.

      I avert my damn eyes so she doesn’t catch me staring; the last thing I need is for her to see me gawking at her—I don’t need her moving out because she feels creeped out.

      It’s only been a day, but it’s already fucking fantastic having someone else in the house—less lonely.

      Less silent.

      Less monotonous.

      “Thanks for bringing me up here—I love anything with a scenic view.” She glances over. “And thank you for breakfast.”

      I picked up her coffee and the croissant she ordered, plus the extra granola bars she wanted for her backpack on the off chance we got hungry on our way up or down the bluffs.

      “You’re welcome.” Is it just me or do I sound like I’m grunting?

      “What are you up to tonight?”

      “Sundays I usually lie around watching the telly, but I did that last night, so…I don’t know. I haven’t been downtown lately.”

      Downtown to the bars.

      Kind of fun if enough people are out.

      “What’s your favorite?”

      “Pub? Probably Nomads.”

      It’s a little divey and loud, but they have peanuts in buckets on the tables and it’s usually busy with a fun crowd. Having a pint or two to knock off at the end of the week does my body good.

      “I’ve never been there.”

      Is she angling for an invitation, or is she simply telling me she’s never been to Nomads? It’s hard to know with females.

      Some of them have ulterior motives.

      “Wanna come?”

      Georgia hesitates. “You want to hang out with me?”

      I mean…she’s as good as any of my mates, and less drama, too, which is saying a lot. Stewart and Andy and the lads are great, but they’re so fucking sensitive. And if I hear one more word from Stew’s gob about dating or anyone from the team yapping about rugby on our days off, I’ll go stand in front of a moving bus.

      Nope.

      Georgia will do just fine as a sidekick.

      “It’s Sunday so I probably won’t get pissed.”

      She tilts her head. “Does that mean mad or something completely different?”

      “Drunk,” I explain. “Trollied. Rat-arsed.”

      “Rat-arsed?” she repeats. “Um, that’s maybe my new favorite word.”

      That has me laughing. “You can’t just say it whenever you fancy.”

      “Whenever I fancy? Love that, too.”

      Wow. She’d be so easy to court, or romance, or whatever people call it. Putty in my British hands.

      Or not.

      Georgia is a hard one to figure out—plus, we have that roommate thing going on.

      “What else do you fancy?” I ask, curious.

      She shrugs, thinking. “Besides running? I love the water—paddle boarding and wake boarding and…I don’t know. Swimming? Um. Christmas?”

      “Christmas is one of your hobbies?”

      “Duh, it’s magical. Who doesn’t love it?”

      Okay. Moving on… “What else?”

      “I love traveling but haven’t had the chance—or the money.”

      “Where would you go tomorrow if you could go anywhere?”

      “In the United States?”

      I nod. “Sure.”

      “Vegas.”

      “Vegas!?” What an odd choice.

      “Is that weird? I’ve never been there, and it seems so fun.” She shrugs. “Plus it’s not that expensive and there’s so much to do.”

      She’s not wrong about that—it’s not that expensive and there’s a fuck ton to do, loads of trouble one could get in.

      “It’d only take a day or two to drive.”

      Indeed; a couple blokes and I drove there when I was a freshman, fresh off the plane from Britain; they tried to hire me a prostitute, too, but I hardly need to pay someone to suck my dick, do I?

      I don’t think they realize prostitutes aren’t as novel to lads in the UK as they are in America. The idea of paying to bang made me want to throw up; it didn’t make me hard.

      “Where would you go if you could go anywhere? Anywhere at all?” Georgia asks in kind.

      Not Vegas, I want to retort. “Somewhere warm.” With a beach and hammocks hanging beneath palm trees.

      “Like Florida?” she counters with a laugh.

      “Too many tourists. I’m sick of them—that’s why I stay out of London when I’m home.”

      “So maybe the west coast?”

      I shrug. “It’s not in America, but Greece is warm.”

      Her eyes practically bug out of her skull. “Greece! That sounds so…fancy.”

      “It’s warm and a stone’s hop from London.”

      “What a stone’s hop?”

      “I don’t know, ’bout three hours?”

      “That’s it? That doesn’t sound terrible…”

      “It’s not a long flight and it’s worth it—bluest water you’ve ever seen.” I woolgather, feeling a bit homesick if I’m being honest, remembering the trips we would take around the holidays, Mum, Dad, Jack, and I—down to Greece after Christmas, usually when my brother and I were home from school. “Yeah, I think I’d like to go back sooner than later now that you mention it.”

      “Sounds like a dream.” She sighs, probably not on purpose, a far-off look in her eye as she gazes out at the view before us.

      I gather Georgie didn’t come from privilege and didn’t have buckets of money growing up, which is why she had to transfer so late in her college career. She had to follow the money because she didn’t have it in the bank and neither did her parents.

      So me talking ’bout Greece and her wishing on Vegas…

      The two of us sit here a little longer, listening to the birds and the wind and the rustling of the trees. Watching the foursome as they sit at the edge of the cliff, arms around each other.

      Georgie removes her baseball cap, pulling the elastic band from her hair. Braids it in one thick rope falling down her back.

      I stand on the picnic table bench and look down at her. “Ready to split?”

      She looks up. “Sure, we can go.”

      It’s going to take some time to hike back down the bluffs, an hour to get home—maybe stop and grab another coffee—and I may like a nap if we’re going to Nomads for a drink.

      Georgia leads the way down.

      I watch her braid swing back and forth, back and forth against her back as she navigates the stones and rocks and occasional branch on the hiking trail.

      Jaunty.

      Cute.

      Do my best not to focus on that hair, swinging there, daring me to feel it to see if it’s as soft as it looked when it was down around her shoulders.

      Fuck.

      Focus, Ash.

      Focus.

      Words I know I’ll be repeating to myself for the remainder of the year, already regretting the decision to ask her to live with me.

      I never did learn the easy way…
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      I wasn’t planning on doing both my hair and makeup to go to a divey little college bar, but here I am anyway, looking cute and feeling rather fine…doing a twirl for Ashley when I entered the kitchen earlier.

      He got us an Uber so we could drink, though it’s the end of the weekend and we both not only have class tomorrow, but also training.

      I have to be up at five in the morning to run laps at the track, and I’m already dreading it. Already counting the hours of sleep I’ll get based on the time I hop into bed later.

      If we’re back by 10, I’ll get six hours once I take my makeup off and rinse in the shower.

      If we’re back by 11, I’ll get five hours.

      If we’re back by…

      And so on.

      The smell of my perfume filled the entire car ride on the way to Nomads—and not in a terrible What did you do, bathe in it? kind of way. I caught Ashley sniffing the air in my general direction after we buckled ourselves in, noting with satisfaction that he didn’t comment.

      We’re downtown relatively early—most students start heading out around ten, but we want to be home by then—so there are plenty of spots to sit when we arrive at Nomads.

      Sidling up to the bar, we choose two stools at the far end, the perfect place for people watching as co-eds begin to slowly trickle in.

      Ashley’s knee bumps into mine as we settle in, the contact searing my skin through my jeans.

      His elbow jostles my ribcage.

      “Sorry,” he mumbles, larger than life and not nearly as compact as I am, constantly bumping into me each and every time he moves.

      It’s not his fault he’s huge, but it’s unnerving when he touches me.

      I’m not supposed to get butterflies when he bumps me.

      I’m just. Not.

      Ashley is hungry and orders some food—loaded nachos and mozzarella sticks—and my stomach growls thinking about greasy bar appetizers, also wondering at the same time how clean the kitchen could possibly be.

      I’ve watched one too many bars-gone-bad reality TV shows for my own damn good.

      “I’m gonna go to the bathroom—can you order me whatever you’re having?”

      Ash nods, patiently waiting for the bartender to acknowledge us even though it’s not crowded in here at all. Just a few dudes playing pool in the adjoining room and one or two other people at the counter does not a busy bartender make.

      I find the bathroom easily, the women’s slathered in a vomit-inducing shade of pink paint I can’t imagine looks any better the more intoxicated a person becomes.

      As I’m pulling my jeans down past my hips so I can use the toilet, my eyes lock onto the bright, colorful artwork on the back of the pink stall door.

      Sitting, I pee and scan the flyer at the same time, scanning the words with excitement.

      
        
        NEW & exclusive Heart Hotel and Casino

        All expenses paid

        $1000 spending cash

      

      

      Are my eyes playing tricks on me or am I staring at a sign to win a trip to Vegas on the back of the bathroom stall?

      WHAT ARE THE ODDS?!

      I was just talking about wanting to go to Vegas!

      There’s a small, white square with a code for scanning on the bottom and I fish the cell out of my back pocket, all the while trying not to drop it in the toilet beneath my butt. Open the camera and take a photo to access the contest link.

      I read it over, read it again, already memorizing the rules, terms, and date they choose the winner.

      The poster has been up for some time, the contest ending next week.

      I never win anything, but I enter anyway, filling out the form from my phone while on the toilet, Ashley waiting at the bar for me to hit the loo.

      I climb back up on my barstool, excited.

      “Guess what I just did.”

      Ashley stares at me, waiting, large hand wrapped around a pilsner glass of beer.

      I wait for him to say What? or at least take a guess, but he doesn’t.

      He raises his brows—both of them.

      “There was a poster on the back of the bathroom stall for a contest. The prize was a trip to Las Vegas.”

      “Let me guess,” he says at last, drolly. “You entered to win.”

      “Duh! It was easy—all I had to do was click to enter and fill out some information.”

      “You realize you’re never going to win, right?”

      Why would he say such a thing? “Think positive! It could happen.”

      He’s right though; it most likely won’t—I never win anything, and the probability of a trip to Vegas, which is my DREAM?

      Statistically very unlikely.

      “When have you ever heard of anyone winning a trip to anywhere?” the party pooper asks me, chugging from his glass and wiping the foam from his upper lip.

      “Never, but miracles happen. Stop being such a downer.” I got a beer too, but it’s not my favorite, and now I’m no longer in the mood to drink.

      I raise my finger at the bartender, and she comes over. “Can I get an iced tea—and a water, please.”

      Scowling at my roommate, I push my beer forward glumly.

      Ashley laughs. “Fine. You’ll probably win.”

      I glare at him. “I don’t appreciate your sarcasm. It has no place at this table.”

      “We’re not at a table, we’re at a—”

      “Stop being so literal. Just stop.”

      He’s being so annoyingly realistic right now, even with the hot British accent.

      “What did I say wrong?”

      “Nothing.”

      He studies me for a few seconds, disbelieving. “When girls say nothing is wrong, it means something is wrong.”

      That’s a stereotype, but in my case it’s true.

      I’m irrationally irritated because he doesn’t think I can win a trip I probably will not win.

      “You’re the expert on girls now?”

      “No, not at all, but don’t lie and say nothing is wrong.”

      I glance over at him, taking a sip from the cold glass in front of me, just a baby sip.

      “Have you ever had a girlfriend?” I blurt out the question, honestly curious since I brought up the subject of girls.

      “No.”

      I’m on a roll now being crabby, so I might as well ask, “Is there a reason why?”

      “Not particularly. Just haven’t found a girl I want to turn into a girlfriend—not that Mum hasn’t tried to set me up.”

      “How would you date someone from England when you’re halfway around the world?”

      “Video chats? Plus…” He fiddles with the napkin under his glass, tearing it apart tiny piece by tiny piece. “I won’t be halfway around the world for long. I move home at the year end.”

      “That’s right—I keep forgetting you’re not from here.” I laugh. “I mean, the accent is a good reminder…and so is the fact that you’re so proper.”

      A bit stiff and rigid at times, but not unbearable.

      “I don’t think anyone has called me proper before. Dodgy, yes—proper, no.”

      “Not to your face, but I reckon there are plenty of people who think you sound like Queen Elizabeth when you’re speaking.”

      “I do not sound like Queen Elizabeth.”

      He sounds so offended.

      “Prince Charles then?”

      “Stop it.”

      I sigh, content, and pick up a mozzarella stick, breaking it in half. “I’m glad we’re doing roommatey things together.”

      “Roommatey things.” That gets him grinning. “Like two chums, eh?”

      “Exactly like two chums. Two bros.”

      “Hey, hey, not so fast.” Ashley makes a gagging sound. “Don’t be comparing us to bros.”

      “Why are you being such a party pooper? I was teasing.” I put the cheesy stick in my mouth and bite down. “I didn’t even ask you to fist-bump me or anything.”

      “What’s a party pooper?”

      Is he being serious right now, or do they not use that expression in Britain?

      “A party pooper is you—i.e., someone who doesn’t want to have fun. A Debbie Downer.” I do my best to explain, but even my explanation sounds lame. “Someone who doesn’t think I’ll win a trip to Vegas.”

      Plus, he doesn’t seem to give a shit what the definition is; he only knows he doesn’t like being called a name.

      His face contorts when I pull the end of the mozzarella stick from my mouth and an ooey-gooey string of cheese follows.

      “Did you just use i.e. in a spoken sentence?”

      I continue chewing, conscious of the fact that he probably has better table manners than I do. “Can you not change the subject? I’m being serious.”

      “Wait—why am I a party pooper because I’m telling you not to get your hopes up about winning a vacation to Las Vegas? A vacation, by the by, that is mid-semester. You”—he points to me—“can’t go anywhere. You”—points again—“are on scholarship. You can’t jet off willy-nilly whenever you please.”

      I toss my hair, affronted. “I can if it’s over the weekend and we’re not traveling.”

      Ashley snorts. “And who are you going to take? How many people is it for?”

      “Um. Two.”

      Another snort so indignant I take offense.

      “I should take you if I win just to torture you.”

      “Deal.” He nods. “I’m so utterly confident you won’t win the trip that if you do, I’ll gladly go and let you drag me around—we’ll see and do whatever you wish.”

      Whatever I wish.

      Music to my ears.

      That would be a dream!

      “There’s this landmark in the desert called Seven Magic Mountains—these colorful rocks someone painted. Kind of like Stonehenge. They look so cool, and I want to go and take pictures.”

      Ashley gets out his phone, and I can see with a glance over his shoulder that he’s googling Seven Magic Mountains.

      “This isn’t a landmark—it’s an art installation, and never compare it to Stonehenge again.”

      “See? Party. Pooper.”

      “I’m not trying to crush your dream, Georgie. I just want you to manage your expectations.”

      How about he lets me worry about my expectations and stops being such a fun ruiner.

      “Okay Mr. Cold Bucket of Water.”

      He looks confused again, and honestly, this language barrier where he doesn’t understand—or refuses to understand—my dumb jokes is wearing on my nerves.

      So frustrating.

      All I’m trying to do is have a laugh and a daydream along with my beer and snacks; is that too much to ask?

      I switch from the cheese to the nachos, scooping up meat and slimy orange sauce, stuffing it into my mouth.

      “If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be,” Ashley says at last, joining me in the appetizers.

      We settle into another companionable silence, the music blasting from the speakers the only voice I want to be hearing right now.

      Why am I so crabby?

      What’s my problem?

      And why does he have to touch me every single time he moves? Could he be any bigger?

      Ugh.

      Our fingers meet when I reach for the nachos again, and I rear back like he’s scalded me, his big hand hogging the platter and causing my eyes to run up the length of his forearm.

      His tattoo-covered forearm.

      “Your parents sound conservative—how do they feel about your tattoos?”

      He chews.

      Swallows. “Well.” Wipes his mouth with a paper bar napkin. “At first Mum almost had a heart attack—knickers were twisted about it for weeks, and I’d only gotten the one on my shoulder.” He takes a swig of beer to wash down the rest of the chip in his mouth. “Then I got another one at the end of my freshman year. It felt like something to do, you know?”

      “It just felt like something to do? Who goes and gets tattoos because they’re bored? Lunatics, that’s who.”

      That causes him to laugh, head tilting back, exposing his throat and the ink low on his collarbone. I can see glimpses of it peeking out above the neckline of his plain t-shirt.

      “I’m not cracked in the knob. I like how they look.”

      “Has your mom seen your arms?”

      “Yeah, we FaceTime and she’s seen them. Thought she was going to faint when I got the one that says Mum.”

      “How cliché.” I chuckle.

      “At least I don’t have a motorcycle—that would put her over the edge. They’d commit me.”

      “What’s your brother like?” I wonder out loud, free to dig into the chips now that his fist isn’t hogging them.

      “Jack is…the opposite. Very proper lad, as you’d say. Buttons to the neck, same bird since we were in school, probably going to take a gap year after finishing college.”

      Bird?

      “What kind of bird?”

      “I don’t know—she’s blonde. Her name is Caroline, quite a bitch actually.”

      “His bird is a bitch?” I laugh. “What the hell does that even mean? It squawks too loud? Does it bite?”

      Ashley considers me. “Are we talking about the same thing?”

      “I don’t know—are we talking about an actual bird?”

      He shakes his head. No. “His bird. His girlfriend? Caroline.”

      I squint in his direction though he’s right in front of me. “Is bird one of those British terms that doesn’t mean the same thing in America?”

      “Quite.”

      Ahh, that makes sense andddd I’m an idiot.

      How embarrassing.

      “That’s a strange word for girl” is the only thing I can say, because I feel foolish.

      He shrugs. “I didn’t invent it.”

      That he did not.

      I go back to the original subject. “How old is your brother?”

      “He’s younger—twenty.”

      “And he’s home with your folks?”

      He shoots me a look. “He lives in London.”

      I know nothing about London or what it takes to live there, but I do know it’s freaking expensive. How does a twenty-year-old afford it? Yikes.

      “That’s right, I think you mentioned that.” Pause. “Has he come to visit you?”

      “Yeah, he’s come to visit. Caroline wanted to see Chicago, so they came in for a few days then rented a car and drove up to see the city.” He plucks a mozzarella stick from the basket. “I think it’s her secret dream to have a place in America, too—she’s hoity-toity and has aspirations never to work a day in her life.”

      This bothers him, I can tell.

      “That’s too bad.”

      Another shrug of those massive shoulders. “It’s Jack’s problem, not mine. I’m not the one dating someone who wants to be showered with gifts and have a membership to Annabelle’s.”

      “What’s Annabelle’s?”

      He’s still chewing. “The poshest club in the entire city of London. Costs a bloody fortune to be a member.”

      Oh.

      “She can dream on. It’ll never happen—Jack will never have that kind of blunt.” Chew, chew. “He won’t inherit.”

      But I will.

      The words aren’t spoken out loud, but they’re there as if he said them.

      I wonder what all of it means, my overactive imagination building a story in my mind about Ashley’s background using the information I have: his sophisticated accent. The house he lived in alone, with the granite countertops and spare bedroom—with its own bathroom.

      The brand new truck.

      The boarding schools.

      The talk of inheritances and exclusive clubs where you need memberships.

      Out of my wheelhouse.

      I knew girls growing up who lived like that, blue-blooded Southern belles whose families had been in the area for generations. Snotty, stuck-up girls who were members of country clubs and looked down their noses at people.

      Noses they had surgically altered. Faces they had fixed, personalities they could not.

      Not a world I want to be trapped in.

      “Is that why you moved here?” I suddenly blurt out.

      “Is what why I moved here? Annabelle’s?”

      I giggle. “No. Did you move to the States to get away from your responsibilities? The people?”

      His nod is slow. “Yes, I think so.” He starts up again, plucking at the mangled napkin he’s already picked apart and destroyed. “Not all of it’s bad—it just gets tiresome. I don’t want to do lunches and garden parties and fucking charity events the rest of my life. That’s not who I am.”

      But that’s what I was born into.

      “But you’re going to work for your dad?”

      He nods again. “I happen to love numbers and finance, so I think it will be a good fit. And if it’s not…” His shoulders rise, blasé. “I used to go to the office with him sometimes if I was home on holiday, and I always loved it. He’d set me up with my own desk and have me calculate figures, and clients would come in to talk stocks.” Ashley stops talking. “What about you? What’s your family like?”

      “My parents are your average Americans. They both work full-time, long hours. Yard work on the weekends. I grew up in a little house, no room for a dog, but it’s a cute place.” I think about how all this may sound to him, this description of my parents and upbringing. “No fancy clubs or charity events, if you don’t count the fundraisers at school so the soccer team could get new uniforms.”

      “You play football?”

      “I did for a bit—that’s how we discovered how fast I was. Then when I started getting scouted for track and field, I had to decide what I wanted to focus on—no one wanted me getting hurt on the soccer field, and track was the safest choice for a scholarship.”

      “Was it? Couldn’t you have gotten good enough at football to get a better scholarship for that?”

      “Maybe? I didn’t love it though. The rules stressed me out. I couldn’t remember half of what they were, where I was supposed to be on the field, who went where during a goal kick.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Anyway, my parents didn’t have any money set aside for me. I did what I had to do, and soccer confused me, so I quit.” I drink from the water glass the bartender set down earlier. “I love playing a sport—I get to travel.”

      “And see the inside of hotel rooms?”

      “Mostly.” I can’t help laughing.

      He’s right; we travel, but it’s not like we get to play tourist. Track and field isn’t exactly a sport that garners any type of fanfare—no one actually gives a shit about it except the athletes and coaches.

      It brings in almost no money.

      We have almost no spectators.

      It’s a sport that comes and goes with little or no notice.

      Similar to rugby, I imagine—such an obscure sport to play.

      “How long have you played rugby?”

      Ashley makes a humming sound deep in his throat. “Since I was in secondary school. Rugby and lacrosse.” He grins, flashing the gap. “How predictably British.”

      “It’s fascinating. I love it.” I wink at him and wish I could take it back, because his eyes widen and he looks away—as if he’s not sure what to make of my flirty little gesture.

      That makes two of us…

      It’s awkward for a bit as I rack my brain for something else to say, or talk about, or ask him.

      “Do you have any pets?”

      There. That’s a good one.

      “Mum had a few yippy dogs for a time. They’re dead though.”

      Um. Okayyy.

      “I didn’t have to put up with them since I was at school, although one of them—Buttercup, a Pomeranian—hated me with a passion. Bit me twice, the lil’ fucker.”

      I giggle. “Say Buttercup one more time.”

      His brows furrow. “That’s enough out of you, missy.”

      I think he’s teasing me back, but it’s hard to tell; he still looks tough. Rough around the edges with the beard stubble and black shirt and inked-up arms.

      I cannot believe I walked up to this guy those weeks ago and had the nerve to ask him on a date.

      The audacity!

      But then again…

      Look where we are now. Sharing snacks after a morning hike, living down the hall from one another.

      Never in a million years.

      My watch beeps and I glance down at the notification.

      Ronnie: Heads-up: Coach is doing checks. She’s giving everyone 30 min.

      Shit.

      “We have to go,” I say with a sigh. “My coach is doing a random curfew check tonight.”

      They like to make sure we’re not out partying sometimes so that we’re in top condition for the upcoming week; they’re going to want a live selfie of me at home, with the date and time stamp on it.

      “Gotcha,” Ashley says, already reaching into his back pocket and pulling out his wallet. Takes out a few bills and tosses them on the counter.

      I reach into mine, too.

      He stops me as I rise from the barstool. “I’ve got it, Georgie.”

      Blushing, I give him a shy smile. This isn’t a date; he doesn’t have to be paying for my drinks. I feel like in the past few days, all I’ve done is take and take and take from him.

      Imagine if I did win that trip and I could treat him to a weekend away—a weekend of fun, on me. To show him my gratitude for all the nice shit he’s done for me.

      “Thank you.”

      We rise, gathering our stuff, and make for the door.

      Ashley did all the things tonight a guy does when he’s on a date: pays the tab, gets the door, puts his hand on the small of my back to guide me outside.

      He’s not doing it on purpose; the good etiquette is deep-rooted in him.

      Still, I can feel his warm hand on my spine, the polite hand that simply cannot help itself.

      And tonight, when I lie in bed—after sending the coaching staff a photo of myself taking my makeup off in the bathroom, scrunching my face up and sticking out my tongue—I can’t help but wish it had been a real date, pondering what it would have been like to kiss him when we got out of the truck.
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      My truck smells like Georgia’s perfume.

      House, too.

      The fridge is stocked with her food, little reminders of her presence beginning to scatter throughout the house: her shoes by the back door next to mine.

      A snuggly blanket on the couch in the den.

      Fuzzy socks on the floor.

      A bra left in the washing machine.

      The bra I didn’t need to see or touch, but it was clinging to my sweatpants when I pulled them out of the dryer—a baby blue confection like nothing I would have pictured her wearing.

      Nothing chaste or prim about it.

      Sheer.

      Lacy.

      Not sure why, but I imagined her in something white. Or gray. Sports bras as everyday attire, not that I was imagining her in underwear, but maybe bras that come in a three-pack from Costco or something—not lingerie from Victoria’s Secret.

      I think about that bra later in the day when I’m rushing to a communications class. Think about it again when I’m running laps around the field for practice. Think about it in the locker room at the field house after I hop out of the shower and am lacing up my trainers.

      “Ash, bro—do you have a spare set of cleats I can borrow?” A chap by the name of Will comes up behind me, already dressed. “Andy said you’re a size thirteen too, and I busted the toe out of mine tonight.”

      I shoot him a look over my shoulder. “Yeah, I have a spare pair.”

      A few of them, actually; it’s no hardship to lend one out.

      “Cool—can I come grab them?”

      “Now?”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’ll see you before practice tomorrow as I’m coming straight from a doctor’s appointment—having my balls checked out.”

      I stare at him blankly. “You are not.”

      Will laughs. “No, I’m not—I’m getting tested for STDs.” He laughs again. “Just started dating this chick and she won’t have sex with me until she knows I’m clean.”

      Makes sense.

      I finish tying my second trainer, standing and pulling a hoodie over my head. “Yeah, you can follow me home. I can grab the cleats for you.”

      I’m not in the mood to have anyone over—the guys tend to linger—but if he needs them before tomorrow and I have zero reason not to give them up…

      “Cool. Preston and I will follow you.”

      Preston?

      Ugh.

      Oh shite, that’s right—Preston is Will’s roommate, and Will drives the kid everywhere as if he were his chauffer.

      I grab my duffle bag and we walk to the parking lot, my two teammates and me throwing greetings at other athletes coming in and out of the building to get their workout in.

      They tail me to my place, and I have no choice but to invite them in considering they’re both breathing down my neck at the side door to the kitchen.

      “Do you have food?” Will asks as soon as he steps inside, heading straight for the fridge.

      When he pulls out a large container of strawberries and sets them on the counter then goes for the cut-up cantaloupe, I begin shaking my head.

      “You can’t have those. Sorry, put it back.”

      “Why not?” He stares down at the containers with longing. “I’m hungry.”

      “They’re not mine, they’re my roommate’s.”

      Preston sits himself down at the counter and makes himself comfortable. “Since when do you have a roommate?”

      Since when does he keep track of my business?

      “Since last weekend.”

      He scrunches up his face. “You have a dude living here who eats that much fruit? Bro.”

      “He is a she. My roommate is a female.”

      “Whoa. Hold up—you’re living with a chick?” Will cranes his neck to look around, as if Georgia will magically appear.

      And she does.

      She chooses that moment to walk through the kitchen door, hair down, breeze making it blow up around her like she’s got a goddamn wind machine following her around.

      Pink cheeks.

      Pink lips.

      Surprise widening her eyes.

      Crap.

      “Oh hey.” She shuts the door behind her, kicking off her shoes and moving them out of the way. “Hi.”

      I grunt. “That’s Preston and his roommate, Will. They stopped by but were just leaving.”

      “We weren’t just leaving.” Preston grins. “Sorry, Will was going to eat your fruit, but Jones here wouldn’t let him.”

      “Aww—that’s nice of you,” she says with a smile. “But you can have some, really I don’t mind.”

      She can’t afford for these arseholes to be eating all her food, especially the fruit—that shite is the most expensive thing at the damn grocery store.

      I glare at Will until he shrinks two sizes and leaves the barstool to put the strawberries and cantaloupe back in the fridge. He looks back at me, gesturing.

      I roll my eyes. “You can make a sandwich.” All of that shite is mine: the bread, the turkey meat, the mayo and mustard.

      He groans, not happy, but begins plucking the stuff out and putting it all on the counter, throwing a sandwich together for himself, never mind us.

      “What’s your name?” Will asks Georgia.

      “Georgia.”

      “Cute.” He says it in a way and looks at her in a way that wouldn’t make you guess he just started dating someone he’s going to the doctor tomorrow for.

      Wanker.

      “You’re tall for a girl.”

      “Um. Thanks?”

      “How did you meet this scrotum?” Preston asks her, reducing me to a ball bag with absolutely no shame.

      It makes Georgia giggle prettily. “We met at a party—at the rugby house.”

      “And you’ve been best friends ever since.”

      Another giggle. “Something like that.”

      “Are you single?” Will comes out with it, not mincing words, taking his first bite of my bread and meat, leaning his hip against my counter, gazing at my roommate with interest.

      “Yes I’m single.”

      Both my teammate and his mate look from me to Georgia, then back again, gazes flitting back and forth.

      “You’re single and he’s single and you’re not…” Will’s voice trails off.

      “Hey,” I demand. “Watch it.”

      His free hand goes up. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m just asking if you’re banging or if she’s available to take on a date—calm your tits.”

      If he’s trying to sweet-talk her, he has a shitty way of going about it. Banging and tits in the same sentence? That’s how he intends to approach her for a date?

      What a fucking twat.

      Even I have more wherewithal than that when it comes to women.

      “I’m standing right here,” Georgia says, advancing into the kitchen with a roll of her eyes, backpack still slung over her shoulder.

      She snatches up an apple and tosses it in the air as she walks out of the room.

      I hear her seconds after, clomping up the steps to her room.

      “Way to go, idiot.” Preston smacks his roommate on the arm.

      “What? I was just asking a question.”

      “Now she thinks you’re a pig.”

      Will shrugs. “Plenty of fish in the sea, my friend. I cast a wide net.”

      I only stand there a few more seconds before springing into action, heading to the laundry room off the kitchen. “Let me grab those shoes for you so you can be on your way.”

      My tone leaves no room for discussion, but that doesn’t mean shite with these blokes sometimes.

      Stubborn and oblivious as fuck.

      I fetch the spare cleats—conveniently, they’re hanging on a hook where I spy them immediately—and walk them back to Will.

      “Here.”

      He stands and takes them. “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem.”

      Will nods to his roommate, giving him the universal signal for ‘Let’s get out of here.’

      Fine by me; I’m knackered and want to put my pajamas on and watch the telly before heading to bed, and I don’t need these buffoons cramping my style more than they already have in the past fifteen minutes.

      I bound upstairs, stopping by Georgia’s room before going into mine.

      Give a knock.

      “Come in.”

      She’s on her floor, legs crossed, mobile in hand. I must have interrupted her playing on social media.

      Also—she’s in leggings and a sports bra and nothing else.

      “Hey.” She greets me with a smile. “Your friends gone?”

      “Those aren’t my friends,” I clarify. “Well, Will is on my team, but his roommate is a blithering imbecile. I stake no claim to him.”

      Georgie laughs. “Plenty of blithering imbeciles walking around campus. Not your fault.”

      It’s not, but…

      “What are you working on?” I blurt out, despite the fact that it’s obvious she’s not working on anything, just tinkering on her mobile.

      “Eh, nothing really, just looking at Instagram. I have to shower.” She lifts her arm and smells her pits, something I’ve seen lads do but never a girl.

      I must look appalled because she begins cackling out a laugh.

      “You should see your face. Oh my gosh, it’s hilarious.” More laughter. “I’m sorry, that was bad manners, but I couldn’t resist.”

      I scoff. “I don’t judge anyone for their breaches of etiquette—I just can’t help the fact that I’ve had deportment drilled into me from the womb.” That sounded so fucking stuffy. “Try being on the rugby team surrounded by Neanderthals. You sniffing your pits is nothing—I watch blokes walk around naked scratching their nut sacks on the regular.”

      Should I have said that? Was that crossing a line?

      I’m trying to treat her like a lady but also my roommate, and the line is confusing. She’s not one of the guys, but we’re also not romantically involved so I don’t have to impress her.

      But.

      I want to.

      Damn if I don’t.

      “Are you hungry? I have a rotisserie chicken in the fridge from yesterday that’s still good—you’re welcome to it.”

      Georgie leans back, resting against her bed. “That does sound good. I think I’ll take a shower before I eat, then hang out downstairs.” She looks up at me from the floor. “Wanna watch a movie or something?”

      “Yeah, I could do that.”

      She pokes her mobile with the tip of her finger. “It’s almost seven…let’s meet on the couch in forty-five minutes?”

      “Cool.”

      Cool?

      I have got to get back to Britain—I’m losing the one and only edge I have over these American blokes: class.
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      Georgia isn’t wearing anything revealing when she comes back down to the den; in fact, she’s essentially wearing what amounts to a paper sack. Or scrubs.

      Baggy.

      Loose.

      Worn and ratty, even.

      Fine, so maybe baggy and ratty is a bit uncharitable—but the point is, she isn’t trying to impress me or lure me by putting on an outfit that’s sexy or revealing.

      She does look cute though.

      Real cute.

      Gray university sweatpants. Red track and field t-shirt from her old school. Bare feet.

      Hair piled on the top of her head in a messy bun.

      I busy myself on the couch unfolding the blanket, all the while sniffing the air for traces of fresh shower and body spray.

      She’s still wet.

      Her hair is wet, I mean.

      When she’s seated on the other side of the couch, I toss her the remote and tell her she gets to choose the show; we watched what I wanted to Saturday, the night she moved in, the one and only time we’ve watched the telly together.

      Georgia holds the remote up, pointing it toward the TV, biting on her bottom lip.

      “I’m not sure what I’m in the mood to watch. How about a thriller? Wait, no—that might give me nightmares.”

      On she goes, flipping through the menu of regular channels. Clicking over to cable, then to the subscription accounts.

      She settles on a movie that was just released, still hedging, not wanting to choose something that’s a stinker, something I’ll hate and give her total shite about later.

      Which I will if it sucks.

      We settle in, all the lights off downstairs except the one above the stove, the room taking on the feel of a small theater.

      I put my feet up on the ottoman.

      She puts her feet up on the ottoman.

      I have a blanket. She has a blanket.

      It’s all very cozy and oh so platonic.

      The movie she’s chosen is fine; if we’re being real right now, I’m barely paying attention. I’m thinking about rugby and the match we just lost, the shitty way I played—which is unlike me—the call from Dad about Jack and how he’s faring at the office.

      My parents are nagging me about when I’ll be home, pushing me to get on a flight as soon as graduation is over and start the life I’ve been bred to live.

      Every day closer we get to graduation, the inquiries increase.

      Mostly Mum.

      Dad cares, but he’s got his head buried in too many social functions and work to ride my arse about it like she does.

      Not much either can do all the way from jolly ol’ England; it’s not as if they’re hopping on a plane to help me pack my shite, either. If they intend to drag me home immediately at the end of the semester, they’ll have to work a bit harder for it.

      It’s not as easy to ignore Georgia sitting there, looking quite fetching in her attempts to be camouflaged. She’s even wearing a bra, which hasn’t escaped my notice.

      Who wears a bra when they’re home in their pajamas?

      Not that I know anything about women and their nocturnal habits, but aren’t undergarments uncomfortable? Don’t women usually tear them off as soon as they walk in the front door?

      So maybe it’s a sign that she’s not as immune to me as I thought she was. Or maybe she just doesn’t want me staring at her boobs, because chances are at some point her nipples are going to harden because it’s cold in this room, and I’ll be able to see those through the thin t-shirt material and that would be awkward.

      I won’t be able to stop myself from looking—I am only human after all, and it’s been hella long since I’ve been laid.

      Nipples.

      Tits.

      Crap. The thoughts have me shifting uncomfortably, dick stirring inside my sweatpants rather inconveniently, and I promise I’m not usually a pervert.

      Is this me being a pervert, or is this me fighting off an attraction I didn’t think I had?

      Fuck.

      Do I have a crush on my roommate? She hasn’t even been here a blasted week!

      This can’t be happening.

      My cheeks redden with a blush, something I haven’t done since one of the teachers at boarding school caught me jerking off in my dorm room when I was supposed to be outside for a routine fire drill.

      It was horribly uncomfortable for both of us.

      Almost as uncomfortable as I feel right now, the twitching in my pants inconvenient and—if it gets any bigger—embarrassing.

      I can’t get up. I have to sit here and stop thinking about boobs and bare skin.

      Georgia giggles at something on the telly, and I readjust.

      “You didn’t think that was funny?” Her voice cuts through the tension she doesn’t realize is there.

      “Huh?”

      “Are you even paying attention?” she accuses, pausing the program.

      “Of course I’m paying attention.”

      “What just happened then?”

      “I didn’t realize there was going to be a quiz.”

      “You’re right.” She lowers the remote, unpausing it. “Sorry. I didn’t mean…never mind. Sorry.”

      She says it twice, and I feel like a miserable cow.

      “Don’t apologize. I’m just preoccupied.”

      “Anything you want to talk about?”

      “Nah, I’m good. Just had one of those days.”

      She sets the remote down and leans forward as if to rise from the couch. “Do you want me to get you anything from the kitchen? I was thinking about a snack.”

      “Uh. Sure.”

      She’s watching me expectantly.

      “Whatever you’re having is good.”

      Happily, she bounds off, shuffling about the kitchen whilst the movie plays—I have no idea what’s happening on screen, nor do I care. I only know that what’s happening in my pants is not okay.

      For two more hours I sit like this—two—relief coming only in the form of me climbing into bed once the movie is over, pulling the covers over my body.

      Huffing and turning this way and that, unable to find a comfortable spot to rest my head.

      Since when is this pillow so lumpy?

      Restless and suddenly crazy horny, I say, “Fuck it,” before shoving down the band of my sweatpants, over my hips, kicking them to the bottom of the bed along with my boxer briefs.

      My hand sneaks down my stomach the short distance to my stiff cock, the voice in my head rationalizing what I’m about to do.

      This is not about her, this is not about her, this is not about her.

      Except it’s Georgia I see when my eyes slide closed, hair down, shy smile on her lips the night she walked up to me at the rugby house. Behind my closed lids, she’s only wearing a sports bra, tits pushed up, skin tan from all the running she does outside.

      Her lips are pink.

      No, no, no—her lips are not pink!

      They’re…they’re…

      Chapped.

      Beige. Plain.

      Nothing plump or sexy about them.

      You bloody liar.

      There’s absolutely nothing I can tell myself at the moment to get my mind off of my roommate, who is no doubt fast asleep or snuggled in bed just down the hall, oblivious to my lecherous thoughts of her.

      This dick will not go down without a fight.

      I feel like such a creep.

      I feel like such a fraud.

      I feel like I’m letting her down thinking of her this way, in the least friendly way a man can think of a woman. Out of the friend zone, out of the roommate zone, and into my bed.

      I would never cross the line.

      Never.

      But I can close my eyes again and lose myself in the daydream…one where she’s walking through my bedroom door, slowly moving toward the bed, pulling that baggy red t-shirt up over her head and tossing it to the ground.

      Nothing wrong with that, is there?

      “I thought I heard you say my name,” Georgie is saying, parting her lips as she comes closer, hips swaying—even wrapped in those ridiculous gray sweatpants, her body is gorgeous.

      Every delicate curve.

      Every feminine, toned line.

      “Did you need me for something?” she asks, glancing back at me over her shoulder, facing the door whilst she shimmies, arse out, bending at the waist to push those ugly gray sweats down over her hips.

      I watch, lips parted, cock throbbing in my lap.

      Hand leisurely stroking as she puts on a deliberate show before me, standing in a thong and that sheer bra I found stuck to my pants in the laundry room, dark nipples flirting with me—making me harder.

      Her arse wiggles.

      I yearn to smack it.

      It looks smooth, but I won’t know until she gets it over here whether or not she’s shaved—not until I can caress it, palm itching to run the length of her flesh.

      Damn she’s pretty.

      So strong and confident.

      “What are you doing under those blankets?” she teases in a soft voice, walking over, bra and panties magically on the floor.

      Her breasts aren’t big, but they sway, my eyes lowering to the place between her thighs.

      “Naughty boy…have you been having dirty thoughts about me?”

      Georgia climbs on top of the mattress, arse in the air, sliding her hand along my stomach…down over my pelvis…until she’s gripping my shaft, dragging that hand up and down slowly. Painfully slow.

      Up and down.

      Down then up.

      I tilt my head back as she strokes, my eyes still closed, mouth falling open from the pleasure.

      “Oh fuck, Georgia.”

      Yeah, just like that—stroke it, baby.

      Harder.

      I’m biting down on my lower lip, teeth gnashing, wanting to thrash my hips to make myself come quicker, the stroking barely enough to satisfy me.

      Frustrates me more.

      Wanting to be inside.

      Her face.

      Her body.

      Her long, delicate fingers wrapped around my girth.

      “I want this in my mouth,” she whimpers, lowering her head—hair in the way, obstructing the most perfect view God ever created: the sight of her glorious lips about to suck my dick.

      “Suck it,” I whisper, spellbound by the sight. Reach for her hair, gathering the silky tresses in my hands so I can watch. “You’re so sexy, baby.” I croon the encouraging words over and over. “So sexy.”

      “God I love your dick, it tastes so good. Mmm, it’s all I want,” she moans, slurping like it’s a popsicle and I’m her favorite flavor.

      Only in a man’s fantasies is a woman insatiable for his cock—it’s one dream I never want to wake from.

      I move my hands behind my head, resting back so I can watch her do all the work. Watch as her head bobs up and down on my cock, deep-throating it without choking like a true champion.

      It’s wet, warm, and intoxicating.

      “Oh fuck, Georgia.” The groan escapes my throat.

      I want to take my hand and place it on the back of her head for encouragement, but she barely needs it.

      “Yeah…yeah…” Don’t stop, don’t fucking stop.

      Brown hair.

      Blue eyes.

      The pert little nose with its smattering of freckles.

      I fucking love freckles, each and every last one of them.

      “Oh fuck, Georgia.”

      Yeah Georgia…fuck me.
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      “Oh fuck, Georgia.”

      My eyes fly open at the sound of my name—I’m not asleep but a lil’ bit out of it, so at first I thought I was imagining it.

      I tilt my head, listening hard, straining to hear it again.

      Not a whisper.

      Not a muffled tone.

      Definitely louder than it was the first time I thought I heard it.

      Surely I’m not dreaming it; I’m wide awake.

      Aren’t I?

      Perhaps I am losing my mind? Even I can admit I haven’t been the same since I transferred here, and this is a new house I’m living in. Could it be haunted? That would explain the noises.

      The voices.

      “Georgie, fuck…oh fuck…”

      Hold up—that’s definitely my name. But why would a ghost be mumbling my name? I’ve only lived here a few days—hardly enough time for one to take a liking to me, yeah?

      I chuckle at the absurdity of my thoughts, pushing them aside.

      “Georgie, fuck.”

      I sit up in bed, the sounds coming from the next bedroom through the wall. Have to be.

      Which means…

      Is…

      Is Ashley moaning my name?

      He can’t be. There is no freaking way.

      None.

      Impossible.

      I sit paralyzed, silent—not moving a muscle, so stunned at the thought that I hold my breath, barely breathing.

      Why would he be saying my name? What possible reason?

      Is he in distress?

      What if…

      What if something is wrong?

      I throw back my covers and slide out of bed, tiptoeing across the carpet like a cat as if he’d be able to hear me, creeping to the door and cringing as I turn the door handle.

      It creaks.

      Shh, quiet!

      Quietly, Georgia! Stealth-like.

      I peek my head out slowly to find his door closed.

      Cock my head and give another listen.

      There it is again.

      My name.

      I am not imagining this—but come on, what on earth is going on in his room!? The moaning cannot be normal, can it? Is he having a freaking nightmare already? We only just came up to bed an hour ago after watching that movie!

      It sounds like a softcore porn is being filmed in his bedroom, and there’s no doubt he’s jerking off based on the sounds he’s making while visualizing—

      I gasp.

      Oh my god.

      Oh no.

      Oh no, no, no, no.

      He’s not.

      He can’t be.

      Heart racing, I step back inside my room, shutting the door as quietly as I can with how horrified I am, throwing myself back onto the bed and lying on my back.

      My skin burns from the sounds I can now only vaguely hear.

      Ashley, Ashley, Ashley—the walls are thinner than you realize.

      And he’s more into you than you realized.

      I bury my head in my pillow, giggling hysterically.

      But.

      WHAT THE HELL DOES THIS MEAN?
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      The next few days I hardly see my roommate at all; he’s all but ghosted me, if you don’t count the fact that we live under the same roof and sleep down the hall from one another.

      He must be avoiding me.

      Not surprising, since he was jerking off and calling out my name the other night.

      I’m sitting in the grass watching Veronica do the high jump at the end of the stadium field, the vault set up in the end zone. So far she has made it over the bar every time with ease, an impressive feat considering she’s not that tall and not that fast.

      If it weren’t for Ronnie’s bad attitude, I would admire her more. I would want to be her friend. Unfortunately, her attitude stinks, and if she weren’t my teammate, I wouldn’t be sitting here now clapping and cheering for her victory.

      She lands on the mat, on her back, barely getting over without knocking the bar off the rack. I think the next time she runs, leaps, and goes over may be her last, and she is the last event of the day, which means I will get to leave and go home.

      Actually…

      I think Ashley has a match today, too. I think I remember seeing it written on the calendar he keeps on the fridge, his schedule scribbled in black dry erase marker in sloppy letters and numbers I can scarcely make out.

      If I’m remembering correctly, his is at home too.

      Perhaps the rugby team needs cheerleaders the same way we do to motivate us.

      I was right.

      Ronnie is done.

      She hasn’t been able to make it over the pole without knocking it off, finishing her for the day.

      Fortunately for our team and the points system kept for track and field events, Ronnie has scored enough points to put our team in first place and probably make us the winners of this meet.

      Which puts us in the top three for our entire division.

      I push myself off the ground, wiping grass off my ass and the back of my legs, heading over to our coaches, who congregate near a bench with all the water and the trainers. They usually go over the day, giving us notes and sometimes criticism while we’re standing around, and they tell us what time to be at our team meeting the following morning.

      Early.

      I hate having to wake up at the ass crack of dawn to sit in a meeting when I’m barely awake and retaining little to no information, but that’s just the way it is.

      Practices before class and sometimes in the middle of the day to stay conditioned is what it takes to compete at this level.

      I don’t bother going to the field house to shower and change out of my clothes, heading for the locker room. I have a spare set in my locker so I won’t have to wear my track uniform to Ashley’s rugby game.

      That’s where I’m headed, and I want to make sure I have time to get there before it’s over.

      I want to see him play.

      He’s been ignoring me for days, and I miss him. In an odd, weird way, I miss him.

      The house has been too quiet.

      He cannot avoid me forever.

      If ambushing him is what I have to do, ambushing him is what I will do.

      Googling the rugby schedule on my phone, I walk toward the outskirts of campus, following the sidewalk to the park where I’ve seen rec leagues play; there’s a big field for intramurals, and I know I’m in the right spot a few minutes later when I come through a row of residential houses and the field appears.

      It’s filled with dirty giants.

      Grunting, shouting, dirty giants, tossing around an oblong ball that kind of looks like a football but isn’t.

      I walk the perimeter of the field to the opposite side where guys in our school colors sit, lining a wooden bench, bleachers behind them.

      The crowd is sparse, but loud—and I lean over to ask a guy seated nearby what the score is and who’s winning. I know absolutely nothing about rugby.

      The score is three to one, our game.

      Good.

      Still, I have zero clue what’s happening on the field, transfixed as a mass of players begins piling up when one goes down, climbing over each other, elbows and knees flying.

      Faces get smashed.

      Mud everywhere.

      One guy’s nose begins to profusely bleed as he steps away from the pack, and for the love of all that is holy, what the hell is going on?

      I’d compare the sight to a cross between the Scottish Highland games and an actual brawl—it’s not a fight but it looks like one?

      I’m so confused.

      Not sure what I was expecting, but this was not it.

      No wonder Ashley is so damn tired all the time, bumps, bruises and scrapes on every part of his body. The black eye he had that first night we met, the scar on his left eyebrow, the cut lips.

      Sheesh.

      It’s a shocker he still has all his teeth. Honestly.

      I lean over to the same guy who gave me the score to ask, “Does rugby have halves or quarters?”

      He gazes back at me like I have three heads. “Halves.”

      “How many?”

      Another odd look. “Two.”

      “Okay, thanks.” I should have googled it instead. “Um. Where are we at in this game?”

      “Ten minutes left in the second half.”

      “Awesome. Thanks.”

      I rest back against the cold metal bleacher behind me, doing my best to identify Ashley on the field.

      In a strange way, all the players look the same.

      Big.

      Covered in mud.

      Why are they covered in mud—it hasn’t rained outside. Do they drench the field with water before each match? There’s no other explanation for it!

      What an odd game this is.

      Only a few of them are wearing helmets with ear guards. The others are insane, no doubt, not afraid of having their brains addled by an errant knee to the cranium.

      Most—from what I can see at this vantage point—are wearing mouth guards.

      Spit. Blood.

      I lean over again. “Excuse me—sorry. Would you happen to know which player is Ashley Jones?”

      My bench partner scans the field, squinting. Searching. “Uh, yeah, he’s number nine I think.”

      Number nine.

      Tall, muscular, filthy.

      Clearly out of his damn mind because he has no safety gear on his head, hair mussed and shooting in different directions, perspiration dripping down his forehead.

      I can see it from here.

      Ew.

      So sweaty.

      So gross.

      He’s dodging and weaving on the field, headed straight for the kid with the ball, a messy tangle of competitors running like a herd of bulls through the wilderness.

      They huddle.

      “What on earth are they doing?” I wonder out loud to no one in particular.

      “That’s a scrum.”

      Oh. Okayyy…

      I stop asking questions; it’s pointless—I will never grasp the rules of this game.

      My head whips back and forth as I watch the action down in front of me, occasionally googling how things work so I can leave the poor guy next to me alone.

      Mostly I just watch Ashley.

      Check him out as he runs, huddles, takes hits.

      His calf muscles are ridiculous.

      Sweaty arms a work of art.

      He is a wet dream personified out on that playing field, and he jerked off to the thought of me the other night.

      Some girls would be disgusted by the idea of their roommate fantasizing about them to wank off, but not me, not when I harbor my own dreams of him.

      And there he is, looking all kinds of masculine and rugged and badass.

      When I sigh out loud, I receive a few looks, giving an awkward smile back in return.

      Oops.

      I fiddle with my phone.

      Type out a message in my group chat with Nalla and Priya.

      Me: I’m at Ashley’s rugby match—have you ever been to one? This is crazy.

      Nalla: I haven’t but isn’t it just like football?

      Me: Um, kind of? But with no pads and they’re jumping on each other and it’s CRAZY. Someone just lost a tooth and none of them seem to care!

      Me: It’s barbaric!

      Priya: I dated a rugby player once. He used to pour beer into a frisbee and drink from it. That relationship didn’t last long, but he always wanted to go down on me, soooo…I stuck it out LOL.

      Nalla: Those are goals.

      Me: Would it be weird if I admitted right now that I’ve never had a guy go down on me?

      Nalla: WHAT?!?!

      Priya: Girl, you are missing out. We’ll go out this weekend and find you someone.

      Me: Lol stop it, we are NOT doing that.

      Priya: OH that’s right, you’re going to sit around your house waiting for your roommate to accidentally walk out of his bedroom wrapped in a towel.

      Nalla: …and then tell us all about it.

      The person who said girls aren’t as perverted as guys was a damn liar, because we are—at least my two new friends are, and you’d never know that by first glance at them.

      Prim and proper is how I originally would have described these two. Studious. Serious.

      The more I learn about them, the more I’m proven wrong.

      They’re upbeat and fun. Goofy and playful.

      And.

      Sex positive, apparently.

      Me: First of all, I would NEVER kiss and tell. Even if I was kissing.

      Priya: Which you’re not because you FRIEND-ZONED YOURSELF.

      Me: You can’t friend-zone yourself…can you???

      Priya: Yes, you can, and you did it by moving in with the boy.

      Nalla: Haha there’s nothing BOYish about Ashley Jones.

      Me: And SECOND OF ALL…The odds of me seeing him naked are slim to none.

      Nalla: Actually the odds are pretty high you’re going to see him naked if you’re living together—they just shot up exponentially.

      Me: I DON’T WANT TO SEE HIM NAKED.

      Priya: Oh. Well that’s a bummer…

      Nalla: Totally.

      Priya: But for real, you would tell us, right? If you kissed him?

      Me: Yeah, probably LOL.

      Priya: Good because we’d tell you. By the way, who’s winning the game?

      Me: I think we are, it’s almost over.

      Thank god.

      My stomach is starting to grumble and it’s definitely nearly dinnertime and I have no idea what I’m eating. Or maybe Ashley and I can go somewhere once he’s taken a shower.

      That would be nice. Then neither of us have to cook.

      Or DoorDash? Be lazy and have something delivered?

      My phone beeps again and I palm it, glancing down, expecting Nalla or Priya or both, smile already pasted on my face.

      Those two crack me up.

      I’m so happy the three of us are friends.

      The notification is from a number I don’t recognize and that’s not in my contacts.

      Huh.

      I click it open.

      212-555-9093: Georgia Parker, you are the grand prize winner of the all-expenses-paid trip to fabulous Las Vegas, courtesy of Moonlight Travel!

      Another text immediately pops up.

      212-555-9093: No purchase necessary. Reply YES

      to redeem your prize; some exclusions apply, see terms & conditions for eligibility. To opt out of these messages, reply STOP.

      Opt out?! Who in their right mind would opt out!?

      I won!

      I won the trip to fabulous Las Vegas!

      “Holy shit!” I shout, leaping up from my seat on the bleachers, causing a few people to look around, startled.

      “Did I miss something?” asks the guy who told me the score.

      “No. No, I…” I stare down at my phone, dumbfounded. “Oh my god!”

      Overwhelmed with enthusiasm and excitement, I do what any rational person would do—I rush the field, despite the fact that the players are still congregating near the sidelines. I have no idea whether or not the game is actually over and I don’t care, so obliviously happy and excited I start screaming Ashley’s name, arms in the air, waving frantically like a madwoman.

      Waving my phone.

      If this was an actual stadium on campus, security guards would be taking me down with a taser to prevent me from getting to the players and possibly doing them harm.

      I’m acting crazy and I don’t care!

      “I won the trip!” I shout. “Ashley, I WON THE TRIP!”

      I spin in circles.

      From behind me, I hear someone mutter, “Is that girl okay? She looks unstable,” but it doesn’t stop me from leaping toward my roommate.

      I scream out an excited shout. “I WON!”

      I close the remaining few feet; everyone is staring at me now, but I don’t care, I DON’T CARE, I DON’T CARE.

      I am going to Las Vegas!

      “Dude, you can’t come on the field—the game’s not over yet,” one of the guys says.

      Ashley rushes over to meet me.

      “Georgie, are you okay?” He’s obviously confused judging by the way he’s holding on to me and staring into my eyes—as if he’s checking for signs of a concussion.

      “I won. I won the trip to Vegas!” I dance around again, his friends and teammates looking on, breathing heavy with the exertion of their sport.

      I’m breathless. Ecstatic.

      Ashley hesitates. “You won?”

      “I won!” I say it again for about the twelfth time, the sound of it never getting old, wanting to go home and pack a suitcase right this minute.

      “Holy shite, no way!”

      “That’s what I said!” Why isn’t he picking me up and spinning me in circles? This is the most wonderful news! “We’re going to Vegas!”

      “What’s the big fucking deal?” I overhear a few of the guys talking like I’m not three feet away. “It’s Vegas, not Bali. That chick is crazy.”

      Another one says, “Is that his girlfriend?”

      “I think so.”

      “No dude, that’s his roommate.”

      I’m hopping up and down like Tigger, and in that moment, the excitement overwhelms Ashley too. He sweeps me off my feet and spins me around—the way I had envisioned him doing.

      I begin laughing as he spins me in circles, feeling myself get dizzy but for all the right reasons.

      And when he starts running with me while shouting “We are going to Vegas!” at the top of his lungs? Stewart and Will and a few other guys from his team all begin chasing after us as he carries me, running the perimeter of the playing field.

      Whooping and hollering.

      It’s the most ridiculous wonderful feeling I’ve ever felt.

      Fun.

      “I’m so happy right now I could kiss you!” I laugh, arms around his neck so I don’t fall on my ass to the ground, though I don’t doubt he’s strong enough to carry me.

      I’m not worried he’s going to drop me, and it feels really good to be in his arms, having him hold me.

      There’s nothing romantic about it.

      Lord he’s strong.

      “Put me down—you’re so gross!” I squeal with a laugh, the dirt on his arms and hands getting all over my legs and body as he dashes across the grass.

      “We’re going to Vegas!” his buddies shout. “Road trip!”

      The referee begins blowing his whistle and shaking his head, doing crisscross “foul” hand motions like this is all part of the game. The whole thing is out of hand and out of control. I wonder what’s going to happen when Ashley has to put me down and return to the game.

      Shit.

      I interrupted.

      I caused a huge scene, which is so unlike me!

      “Road trip, road trip,” one of the behemoth teammates is chanting. “Road trip!”

      “You’re not coming along!” Ashley shouts back with a wide, gap-toothed grin.

      Is it bad that I want to snuggle him?

      “Like hell we’re not!” Stewart says as he runs in circles around us. “When do we leave?”

      Good question.

      I can’t wait to find all that out; first thing I’ll do when I get home tonight is click the link, enter all my information, and discover all the details.

      Tomorrow.

      Next week.

      I’ll be ready.
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      I’m going to get shite for what happened today at the match for the rest of my life. Definitely for the rest of the season.

      I watch the last of the mud slide down the drain, water pouring in to chase after it, my head bent in exhaustion after a long day.

      “Jones, you still in there?”

      Stew is standing next to the stall, leaning against the tiled wall, staring in impatiently.

      “Clearly I’m still in here—you’re staring right at me, you tosser.”

      He laughs. “We want to talk to you about Vegas.”

      We? Vegas?

      “Go away.” Water sluices down the back of my neck, down my back.

      “What are the actual dates of the trip? I want to let Allie know.”

      Is he fucking serious right now?

      “Mate, I don’t know the dates. She just found out tonight that she won, and even if I did know, do you think I’d tell you?” They’re not coming.

      I cannot imagine a trip with these wankers around, driving me more insane than they already do. Who wants to vacation with these idiots?

      “Should I just text Georgia myself then, orrrr…”

      Why hasn’t he walked away? “Are you still standing there?”

      “Duh.”

      “Leave me in peace, I’m tired.” And my muscles ache—not just from carting Georgia around the field in my arms, but from being hit so many times during the match.

      I feel like I’m stuck in the body of an eighty-year-old man sometimes.

      Stewart eventually relents, or maybe I just ignore him long enough that he gets bored and walks away, leaving me to my thoughts.

      A part of me wants to stroke myself off to relieve a bit of this tension I’m feeling, but I’m in the locker room and there are still enough people around that if anyone caught me, they would think I was a giant pervert.

      Which I’m not.

      Usually.

      My mind obviously drifts to Georgia and the look she had on her face when she came running at me today out on the field. At first when I saw her I was alarmed—honestly, the mere presence of her at my game threw me for a loop.

      I saw her walking toward the field when we were mid-play but thought my eyes were deceiving me. We hadn’t discussed her coming to watch, so the fact that she showed up…

      …was a surprise indeed.

      Then, when I saw her climbing down the steps of the bleachers and hurrying toward me, practically running, I panicked.

      Who wouldn’t think the worst when their roommate came rushing out at them in the middle of a conference rugby match? I thought someone had died. Or had a heart attack. Or there was an emergency. Maybe the house had caught fire?

      Who even knows.

      The last thing on my mind was good news.

      The very last thing I would have expected from her was her gallivanting onto a playing field filled with dirty rugby players. Very uncharacteristic of her, but kind of a turn-on.

      Never would’ve thought she had it in her to be that impulsive.

      I like it.

      Georgia Parker comes across as serious, a bit prissy at times, and proper—if I’m being honest. Both characteristics I’m used to coming from Great Britain.

      She looked absolutely thrilled when I hoisted her up and spun her around. Laughing and giggling like a kid when I began sprinting with her around the field, hooting and hollering. And then, when my mates joined in…

      Hilarious.

      Absolutely hilarious.

      Still, there is no bloody way I’m going to allow any of those halfwits to tag along on my holiday with Georgia. Never have I ever seen a more bumbling group of cockblocking twats.

      I’ll have to lie, of course—no way is Stewy going to let this go.

      I rinse the rest of my body and stick my arm out of the shower stall, fingers feeling around for the towel I left hanging next to the curtain, drawing up empty.

      That fuck.

      I had a towel, didn’t I?

      It was there a minute ago…

      Goddamn Stew, he stole it.

      Shutting off the water, I stand there, dripping wet, letting the droplets fall before stepping out onto the cold, concrete locker room floor. Eyes settling on a smirking Stew, who now has what I assume is my towel wrapped around his head turban style, the rest of him fully dressed.

      “You prick.”

      Dick swinging, I walk to the towel rack and snatch two more up, wrapping one around my waist (it barely fits) and using the other one to sop up my hair.

      “When is Vegas?” Phil Jefferson starts, but I raise a hand in the air to silence him—and everyone else.

      “Don’t start. Don’t anyone bloody start on the Vegas trip. None of you blithering knobs are going. Not a one of you.”

      “You sound like you’re from 1812.” Someone laughs in the corner. “None of yee blithering knobs are going.”

      “I don’t sound Scottish, you moron.”

      I set about ignoring them all; it’s damn near impossible. They’re gathered around, discussing all the things they’re going to do on their fictional trip. Gambling and shows and drinking at the pools on the Vegas Strip. Strippers and showgirls.

      My lips press into a straight line.

      I just won’t bring it up anymore; if they don’t know the dates we choose, they won’t be able to tag along, will they?

      Nope.

      In a bit of a rush to get home, I hurry through the task of dressing, each piece of clothing getting damp from the water still clinging to my skin.

      “Can I get a ride home?” someone asks, and I immediately shoot them down with a no. I’m in no mood to make small talk or be a prisoner to more Vegas chitchat in the comfort of my own vehicle.

      “Oh come on, man!” he shouts after me. “We have to plan our trip!”

      That puts a smile on my face, and I smile again as I toss my black duffle bag into the passenger seat of my truck, body relaxing once I’m behind the wheel and buckling myself in.

      Georgia is at the counter when I walk in the door, a sight for sore eyes, beaming for all she’s worth.

      She gets up and runs over to hug me, then bounces up and down on the balls of her feet, still buzzing with energy.

      “Oh my gosh, can you believe it? I could pinch myself.”

      “What have you found out?” My bag gets dropped to the ground. Shoes come off too.

      There are take-out containers of Chinese food on the counter, rice and whatever else she ordered, my nose twitching from how good it smells.

      “We can pick our dates—it just has to be within a certain time frame. We book the flights and send them the receipts for that and get reimbursed. Rental car is paid for, we can leave whenever we want, four-night maximum. There’s a drink package at the hotel, food is paid for, and it includes tickets to one show.”

      She makes an eek sound, positively red-faced.

      “This is your dream come true.”

      Vegas. Of all places.

      Lord she’s way too easily impressed.

      I wonder how she’d feel about the Eiffel Tower in Paris.

      Or Big Ben in London.

      Or the great pyramids of Egypt.

      She’s getting all that in one place in Vegas.

      I pause, the realization dawning on me—my privilege dawning on me. She doesn’t think she’ll ever see the real things in person so she’s willing to settle for what are basically theme park imitations.

      Dang.

      Now I feel like a colossal arsehole.

      “You still want to go, right?” she says hurriedly, pulling out a barstool at the counter for me. “I mean—I know we made the bet that I wouldn’t win, but if you don’t actually want to go, I totally understand. You’re busy. Plus it’s the middle of the semester—this is crazy.”

      She gives her head a little shake.

      “I’ll go.”

      “I don’t want you to feel like you have to.”

      That almost makes me roll my eyes; she practically bamboozled me into this trip in the first place by betting me she wouldn’t win and using my attendance as the stakes.

      “Do I look like the type of bloke who gets forced into doing things he doesn’t want to do?”

      Georgia rakes her bold gaze up and down my body, landing on my legs, tattooed arms, and chest before returning to my eyes.

      “No?”

      I sit at the island and begin spooning up rice, broccoli, beef, and shrimp. An egg roll, sauce. Load it up as if I haven’t had a meal in days and the food is going to run out.

      “Thanks for dinner.”

      She nods, helping herself to food. “I thought it was a good way to celebrate—not having to cook. Not that I cook, ha ha.” Georgie is babbling nervously. “I’m just so”—she squeals—“happy!”

      I lower my head to fork rice into my mouth, hiding my smile.

      “So when do you want to go?” I chance asking, knowing the question is going to create an onslaught of more rambling.

      “As a matter of fact, I already checked my schedule because if I have to wait five months, I’ll die. Plus, it’s so hot in Vegas in the summer, so like, soon. If you can go—soon, that is.” She giggles nervously. “I feel like I’m being a freak.”

      Kind of.

      But I don’t mention it; don’t need to make her feel self-conscious.

      “My season isn’t done until the end of the semester, but I can tell you what weekends we don’t have matches. I think there’s a bye week coming up.”

      Georgia nods, staring at her mobile. “And I’m free two weekends from now, and then next month.”

      Another squeal.

      My glance shifts to the fridge—to the calendar hanging there with my schedule—eyes trying to read it without having to haul my arse off this stool.

      I give Georgia a look. “You checked to see when I was free, didn’t you?”

      She blushes prettily. “I might have.” Laughs. “I’m sorry, but I’m so excited. I couldn’t help myself!”

      “It’s fine.” Pause. “So, when can I go?”

      She clears her throat. “Well, it just so happens you’re also free in two weeks—but if that’s too soon, I get it. I mean who just goes on a trip in two weeks without any notice?”

      Plenty of people, I want to point out, at the risk of sounding like a pompous windbag.

      “I can seriously go in two weeks?” Shite, that does feel soon.

      But if we wait any longer, there’s a chance I’ll change my mind, get lazy, and want to stay back, forcing her to scramble and find someone else to tag along on this free ride.

      “Yup.” Her head dips in a nod. “You’re free in two weeks. Unless there’s something you forgot to put on your calendar?”

      I don’t forget anything, and there’s hardly anything else to put there.

      Rugby.

      Class.

      Those are the two things I do, rarely deviating.

      Parties don’t count; those are last minute. I don’t have parents who pop in to school to visit, no holidays to go home for.

      It’s too much work.

      Too far.

      Too expensive, not that cost has ever been a factor.

      Lucky me, born with a silver spoon in my gap-toothed mouth.

      That sobers me up.

      “And we’re sharing a room?”

      “Yes, but…I think I read that the room has a sleeper sofa?”

      “Um. What’s that?”

      She cocks her head. “A sleeper sofa? It’s a couch that converts into a bed. Haven’t you seen one?”

      Um, no. We never had those at the two-hundred-year-old estate where I grew up—wouldn’t have gone with the gilded décor.

      “No.”

      “Oh. Well, the room has one and we can toss a coin to see who has to sleep on it.” She gives me a megawatt smile. “I can’t afford to put you in your own room.”

      Pretty.

      So goddamn pretty and happy.

      “It’s fine—I’ll suffer through it.”

      I bury my head again, wanting to avoid her huge blue eyes and the freckles on her nose and her pink lips.

      How the fuck am I supposed to spend a weekend with her in Sin City and not think sinful things about her?

      You’ll survive; it’s only a few nights. “How long will we be there?”

      “How about two nights? We can’t really miss any classes, and we definitely cannot miss practice.”

      Nope, we can’t.

      Plus, Vegas is fine in small doses.

      Two nights will be plenty before it becomes too much.

      “Sounds good to me. Can you text me the dates so I won’t forget?”

      She picks up her mobile, head tilted down. “There. Sent.”

      More smiles. More giggles.

      She’s so utterly cheerful it’s practically oozing out of her pores. “Should we watch a movie tonight, or…” Her eyes travel my face. “Oh gosh, your lip!”

      Reaching forward, her fingers go to the corner of my mouth—to the gash there. It’s already been cleaned and dressed, but I imagine it looks terrible.

      The new cuts always do the first few hours, blood-stained skin and all that.

      I jerk my head away from her prying fingers, knowing if she touches me, it’ll sting my skin worse than any cleat could.

      “It’s good—I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? It looks terrible. I could…”

      “No, I’m good. It’s good.”

      Everything hurts, but I’m fine.

      She pulls her hand back, withdrawing to the stool. “If you’re sure.”

      I nod. “I’m tired. I think I’m just going to head to bed after we’re done cleaning the kitchen.”

      Georgia nods slowly. “You’re so right—it’s been an eventful day.”

      “Hey.” I stop. “How did your meet go today?”

      I feel like a dick for not asking about her events—I forgot she had a track meet.

      She seems pleased I remembered. “Good. I killed it.”

      “Didn’t doubt it.”

      We move about the kitchen after we’re both finished eating, loading dishes in the dishwasher, wiping down the counter, putting the cartons in the fridge.

      I refill both our water glasses before flipping the kitchen lights off as we head for the stairs.

      At the top, Georgia pauses.

      Nibbles at her bottom lip. “Thank you. I’m…”

      She hesitates, blushing again, pausing bashfully.

      “You’re…?” My hand goes to the banister, hand holding it whilst I wait.

      “I shouldn’t have rushed the field today—I’m sure I looked like a lunatic, but I got the text while I was sitting there and I just could not help myself.”

      She did indeed look like a lunatic but, “A happy lunatic.”

      Her grin right now is worth the trouble she caused me today—I fail to mention how I got my arse chewed out by the coaching staff. The referee called a foul on our team, unsportsmanlike conduct, penalizing me for running with her around the field.

      Like any of it fucking matters.

      Not right now—not with that look on her face.

      The way she’s looking at me now, all starry-eyed and…

      And…

      I shake my head.

      Nah.

      It’s just a look; no reading into it as anything else. Georgia Parker is not into me. Isn’t attracted to me. We established that on day one.

      “Good night,” I say at last.

      She leans forward, planting a soft kiss on my cheek, not far from the gash in the corner of my mouth.

      “Night.”

      How the hell am I supposed to sleep with my skin searing where her mouth has been?

      Lying here with the image of her face, the look she had on it when she came running toward me earlier.

      For the past week, since that night I jerked off to the thought of her and imagined what she might look like naked with her mouth on my hard dick, I haven’t been able to sleep. Haven’t been able to look at her without undressing her with my eyes.

      Haven’t been able to distract myself from thoughts of her.

      Just like I’m doing now.

      Alone in my room like every goddamn night, same old same old.

      Same shite different day.

      I can’t stop my hand sliding beneath the covers, only this time instead of fantasizing about Georgia coming into my bedroom here at the house, my imagination has her sliding into my bed in Las Vegas at the hotel.

      How the hell am I supposed to make it through the nights with her in the same room, sharing a shower, sharing a bathroom, sharing a bedroom. Really nowhere to have any privacy.

      Nowhere to take a shit.

      Am I seriously supposed to take a crap and stink up the bathroom like I do every single morning around nine o’clock with her sharing a room with me?

      Fuck no.

      Focus, Ashley.

      Focus on not being a total pervert. Focus on not totally lusting after your roommate.

      She trusts you.

      You’re going to get through your two nights in Vegas the same way you’re going to get through the rest of the entire semester with your hands off the merchandise. She did not move in with you so you could seduce her—not that you’ve seduced anybody in your entire life.

      You will not be starting with her.

      I pull my hand back out of my drawers, feeling guilty.

      As if I’m doing something wrong. I might just be paranoid, but for some odd reason I feel like she knew the other night when I was jerking off and saying her name. There’s no way she could’ve heard me calling out, could she?

      I don’t think I was that loud.

      I’m pretty sure my voice didn’t carry down the hallway—then again, I was lost in my daydreams of her and how good it felt stroking myself off.

      You have to get a grip, man, and not on your dick.

      Maybe I should try dating.

      Agree to that date with Ariel. I might not be attracted to her, but it never hurts to put myself out there. Practice makes perfect even when it comes to dating, right?

      I stare up at the ceiling before giving up my thoughts to reach for the remote hiding somewhere on the bed, hand feeling around for it in the dark. Hit the power button for the telly mounted on the wall and lay my head back against the stacked pillows.

      There’s not a whole lot I’m interested in watching, but it beats closing my eyes and only thinking about one thing: Georgia down the hall in the next room over.

      Wondering what she’s doing in her own bedroom.

      Wondering if she’s masturbated at all under my roof since she’s been living here. Does she use toys? Or does she just use her hand like I do?

      Half an hour into a television series I have yet to catch up on, there’s a soft knock on my door. Alert now, I sit up, putting the remote on the bedside table.

      “Come in.”

      The door creaks open slowly and it’s dark in the hallway, but Georgia’s little nose is the first thing I see as her hands push the door open gently.

      “Are you awake?”

      Duh. I told her to come in, didn’t I?

      “I’m awake.”

      “Oh good.” The door opens wider. “I thought I heard the TV. I couldn’t sleep either.”

      She heard my telly?

      Shite, I don’t even have the volume up that loud.

      Georgia lingers in the doorway tentatively; it’s obvious she wants to talk.

      I relent. “You can come in if you want.”

      That’s all the invitation she needs, entering my bedroom and going around to the opposite side of the bed, climbing up and under the covers like a little kid snuggling in her parents’ bed.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” I mutter, moving over so she has more room—and so she’s not touching me. The last thing I need is to lie here and get a boner because neither of us are wearing many clothes and I’ve just spent the past hour thinking about her mouth on my body.

      So fucking awkward.

      Georgia flops to her side, propping herself up on one elbow to study me in the dark. “What are we watching?”

      She’s definitely not tired.

      “This show is about three roommates and they find a fourth named Jess. It’s funny.”

      I don’t know why I’m explaining this shite to her; I’ve seen her watching New Girl a few times when I’ve come in. Clearly her question was rhetorical to get a conversation started.

      Her head rests on the other set of pillows stacked on the bed. “Your bed is really comfortable.”

      Usually, yeah—but not when I have someone lying in it who I’ve been wanting to shag for the past week, making things awkward for me.

      “I shouldn’t be awake this late…I have to be up at five for a workout.”

      Same.

      Correction: I don’t have to be—it’s not required—but I like to get my workout in as early as I can to avoid a full gym and to knock it out so I have my evenings free.

      “I’ve always been a morning person,” I finally say. “What about you?”

      “Mmm, not really, although I was never allowed to sleep in growing up. My parents always had chores they needed me to do, even on the weekends. So I think the latest I was ever allowed to sleep in was maybe eight? On a Sunday if we didn’t go to church.” She pauses. “I used to hate it, but I guess that’s what created my work ethic, although I could have done without having to load the wood box in the winter.”

      “We weren’t really able to sleep in either at school. They were pretty strict, though most of my mates were spoiled and useless.”

      Pampered blue bloods, the lot of them. Or the sons of wealthy mobsters, corporate tycoons, and finance moguls.

      Like my dad.

      A mere baron but rich as fuck.

      “What reasons would they have had for waking you up?” Georgia wants to know, boobs pushed up and plumped up over the neckline of the white tank top she’s changed into for bed.

      I avert my eyes. “Mostly practice. I played lacrosse when I was in school, some lads had to work in the stable yard, things like that. We took turns working in the refectory. Cafeteria, I mean.”

      “Did you have to wear a hairnet?” she teases.

      “And rubber gloves.” I wiggle my eyebrows and laugh.

      “Apron?”

      I nod. “Definitely an apron.”

      We both focus on the show for a while, and I put my arms behind my head, lacing my fingers together. Georgia is still lying on her side, cuddled down.

      “My hands are so cold. I wish I could wear mittens to bed,” comes her soft voice.

      “Let me feel them.”

      One of her palms slides across the mattress, across my cool sheets and over to my hand.

      It feels like ice.

      “Damn, roomie, you’re not joking.”

      “My feet were cold before I came in here, but they’re getting warmer. Sometimes I wear socks to bed, which I know is lame, but still.”

      I have her hand in mine, sandwiching it beneath my ribcage and the mattress. “Here, let me have the other one.”

      She scoots over so she can give me her other palm, and I rub it—rub it like I’m warming it over a campfire, the friction creating heat.

      Georgia watches me in the dark, the glow from the telly casting shadows on her face.

      “Thank you.”

      After her hands are warm, she doesn’t move back to her side of the mattress, instead lying where she is, in this spot, studying me quietly.

      Eyes drifting across my bare chest.

      Leisurely, she removes the hand from under my side, her fingers slowly trailing across the ink on my collarbone. Tracing the line that goes from one side to the other.

      It’s a tattoo of ivy I got when I turned eighteen, one I hid from Mum and Dad, knowing they’d lose their bloody minds if they found out about it.

      The ivy wraps around a banner with the words Do all things with intention in Latin. Other tattoos on my body include a cross, an old ship with sails, a bleeding heart, and a few random ones I got whilst I was a bit too inebriated to make good decisions.

      The tip of my roommate’s fingers gives me goose flesh as it kisses along my skin, outlining the objects that were designed in black.

      I wonder what’s going through her head right now; it’s impossible to tell by the somber expression on her face. Furrowed brow as she concentrates, intent.

      “I like this one,” she whispers, meaning the family crest I had done last year. It reminds me of home. The Dryden-Jones history. Loyalty to England.

      I clear my throat but otherwise don’t reply.

      I can’t.

      My skin and body are humming, positively buzzing with energy.

      It takes everything inside me to lie still and not move, wanting to touch her but fighting the temptation.

      I don’t want to scare her or freak her out.

      Everything feels like it’s moving in slow motion, and all I can do is watch. I wish I could watch Georgia tracing my tattooed skin the way I was watching the television before; it certainly feels more exciting.

      My heart is racing as if I just played an eighty-minute rugby match at full speed. I swear if she lingered long enough over my heart, she would feel it beating out of my chest. Actually, I wonder if she already can.

      Her eyes give nothing away.

      I can barely tell what she’s thinking, if she’s fascinated or disgusted or marveling at the sight of the art on my body.

      “When did you get this?” she asks, referring to the bleeding heart. “What does it mean?”

      “It’s, um…just a symbol for how I put my heart and soul into everything I do. I never half-arse anything. I always give my full arse.”

      That makes her laugh, eyes lighting up. She bites down on her bottom lip as if she’s feeling shy. Still, her hands never stray from my skin.

      Georgia suddenly has this look on her face I can’t describe or identify as she inches closer to get a better look at me. It’s like she’s trying to memorize the lines in my face. Her hand moves from my clavicle and my chest up to my face, hovering centimeters from my cheekbone.

      “Is it okay if I touch you here?” she wants to know.

      I’m not sure what she’s asking, because she’s already been touching me this entire time. But maybe she thinks somehow touching me on the face is more intimate than touching my chest. Either way, I’m okay with it.

      “Sure.” I hold my breath.

      The fingers that were running along my collarbone are now running along the scar on the side of my face. Thumb and forefinger. Georgie’s eyebrows rise for real when she brushes over the gash at the corner of my mouth, the one I earned in last week’s game that bled and was sore for days.

      “Did this hurt?”

      Goddamn right it did.

      I chuckle. “Not as bad as the one I got last year, when a cleat caught me in the corner of the eye.” But that faded, thank god, and didn’t leave a scar.

      Her mouth forms a little O of surprise. “You got kicked in the face by a shoe?”

      That’s what a cleat is, yeah. “It happens.”

      She leans in closer, so close I can feel her tits pressed against my chest. “I cannot believe it didn’t leave a scar.”

      “There’s a tiny one, barely noticeable. Then again, I have scars on top of scars, so who can even tell what’s what.”

      “I can’t believe they don’t make you wear helmets.”

      Me either, sometimes. Rugby is fucking dangerous.

      Fun, but dangerous.

      Georgia’s forefinger traces my eyebrow. “Have you ever had a concussion?”

      “Several.”

      She hums in disappointment, lips pursing in displeasure. “They should make you wear helmets.”

      “I don’t think one would fit on my head.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Are you saying you have an inflated ego?”

      “You don’t think I do?”

      “Not at all.” She scoffs at me. “Not even a little.”

      “Is that a bad thing?”

      Georgia pulls her head back to look me in the eye. “In a world where every guy just wants to get laid and acts like a douchebag, no—it’s not a bad thing. It’s a good thing. Why would you think that?”

      I shrug. “I get a lot of shite because of the accent. I think some people mistake it for me being pompous.”

      “Pompous.” She giggles. “Proper, but not an ass.”

      “You’re proper too, you know.”

      “Am I?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm,” she seems to purr, still only inches from my face. “You think I’m a good girl?”

      I inhale another breath, her words holding a bit of daring.

      A challenge to agree with her statement, her wanting to prove me wrong.

      I’m not going to, though. I’m not going to say a word. I’m just going to let her believe what she wants to believe instead of starting this conversation with her.

      The truth is I do think she’s a good person despite the rocky start we had. And I understand why she did it, because I understand what peer pressure feels like.

      I know now that she’s not a shallow person; she’s funny and upbeat.

      She’s kind and generous and sweet.

      And speaking of sweet, her breath smells like peppermint. Her skin smells like almonds and shea butter—the same lotion she left on the kitchen counter yesterday that I rubbed on my arms thinking it was hand cream.

      “I think you’re a good person, yes.” I swallow, not wanting to use the phrase good girl—it somehow feels too sexy and intimate and I highly doubt she’d be pleased.

      I don’t think most young women appreciate being called girls, or cute, or nice. Or good.

      Makes them feel dull and boring, though that’s not at all what it means.

      “Good person,” she repeats, letting out a breath. “So not the bratty asshole you met at the rugby house?”

      “I don’t hold that against you. You have to let that go. Unless, of course…” I look her over. “You plan on hazing someone again.”

      “No!” she hastens to say. “I would never—shouldn’t have to begin with, you know that. That’s not me and I haven’t hung out with those girls from my team since.”

      I noticed she separated herself from them but wasn’t sure of the exact reason. I had my suspicions, and now they’ve been confirmed.

      Georgia’s fingers boop me on the nose, a smile on her lips.

      After she’s done touching the healing cut on my mouth, her finger roams to explore other places. She runs the tip along the bridge of my nose—that has been broken at least three times—then over my eyebrow once more, seemingly loving the fact that they’re bushy if the upturned side of her mouth is any indication.

      I wish I could read her mind.

      I wish she would tell me what she’s thinking so I wouldn’t have to lie here trying to guess.

      I kind of wish she would kiss me right now.

      “I probably shouldn’t be touching you like this…now I feel weird.” I don’t hate that she’s finally telling me what’s on her mind. “I’m sorry.”

      “You know,” I slowly start. “You apologize a lot instead of owning your shite. You don’t have to apologize or say you’re sorry for touching my face. All you’re doing is looking at my cuts and bruises. It’s not a big deal. It’s not like you’re doing anything wrong.”

      “Do I do that? Apologize too much?”

      “You do it enough that I notice,” I say, not wanting her to feel bad. But she does say I’m sorry a lot—more than she knows. “Not that it’s a big deal. There are worse things in the world for someone to do, and apologizing isn’t one of them. Doesn’t even top the list of offenses.”

      “You’re right, that’s true. If it’s the worst thing I do besides accidentally asking the wrong guy on a date…” She’s teasing now, beginning to look tired, eyelids doing that saggy little thing they do when someone is weary.

      Georgia pulls away to lean back against the pillows she was resting on earlier, a small smile on her face as she regards me from across the mattress.

      “What should we do while we’re in Vegas?” Her face is set into a peaceful calm, her tone almost a whisper.

      Not sleep in the same bed, I want to grunt out. “I think it would be cool to lay out at the pool for a few hours at least.”

      It’s nice here, but it must be really warm in Nevada, and splashing around in cool water with a drink in my hand sounds bloody fantastic.

      Besides, I can’t remember the last time I’ve been in water that wasn’t the shower, or from a cold hose at a summer house party.

      “That would be fun. I’ll make sure to pack my suit.” Georgia yawns. “I should start making a list.”

      “You have everything sorted out?”

      “With the contest people? Yes, I actually had a phone call with them earlier because I had a few questions, and they were nice. I had to give them the names of the two people going—you and me—and she emailed me a form I have to fill out, for taxes I think she said.” That makes her groan. “I had no idea you had to pay taxes on prizes, did you?”

      “Sort of. Not that familiar with American laws though.”

      “Gift tax.” She pulls a face. “If I had won a car, I would have had to sell it just to pay the dumb tax.”

      “Are you sure you want to go on this trip, Georgie? We don’t have to—we can take a road trip instead.”

      She levels me with a stare. “I’m not not going.”

      Alright. Okay.

      I back off as she yawns, closing her eyes before laying her head back down. Wait…it doesn’t look like she’s in any hurry to leave—is she planning to sleep here then, in my bed?

      Do I tell her she can’t stay?

      I’ll never be able to sleep if she’s lying here breathing, smelling delicious, and looking amazing.

      After a few minutes of silent debate, I glance over only to find her already snoozing, looking adorable and pretty, curled up in my blankets, quilt pulled up to her chin.

      It doesn’t take me long to drift, either.

      It’s pitch black when I wake in the middle of the night. I’m not sure what time it is, but it must be late because the sun hasn’t started to come out yet. No sense in getting up or even checking my mobile, and I don’t have to pee…

      There’s a body pressed against my front side, an arse pressing against my cock, and I lie still, motionless, afraid to move an inch.

      Afraid I’m going to get aroused and she’s going to wake up and think I’m doing something inappropriate.

      I try to roll over—only to discover I’m already as far over on my side of the bed as I could possibly be, my roommate having rolled in my direction at some point in the middle of the night, hogging all the room.

      Who knew she was a bed hog?

      Never would have guessed it.

      Unsure of what to do, I continue to lie still, motionless except for my breathing, and now I’m not sure where to put my hand, which I’ve had resting on my hip. It’s uncomfortable, to say the least, and I feel like a sardine stuffed in a can.

      Maybe I should sleep on the sofa in the living room?

      Or Georgia’s bed.

      We both have to get up early anyway, and if she wakes and I’m not in bed, she isn’t going to think anything of it, like that I abandoned her in the middle of the night.

      She will be none the wiser if I get up and leave so I can get sleep.

      Georgia moans softly, wiggling on the bed, rolling onto her back now and throwing an arm above her head. She stays this way for a few minutes, restful.

      Quiet.

      Peaceful.

      It’s too dark for me to see her face or watch her chest rise and fall from the motion of her breathing, but the side of her is still pressed into me and it feels good. Feels great to have someone lying beside me, actually. Definitely not something I’m used to, but it’s something I could get used to.

      Perhaps there’s something to be said for having a girlfriend.

      Not that I’m against having one. It’s just that I never…

      Have.

      A few more excruciating moments tick by, and all I can hear is the sound of my own breath in the still of the night, until Georgia rolls toward me. Softly moaning. But it’s a content moan, not a bad dream that has her tossing and turning.

      Sighing.

      Her arm goes out, seeking my hip, hand running along the curve of my waist. Down my side to rest there.

      “Ashley,” she mutters, and I’m pretty bloody sure she’s still asleep. “You feel so good.”

      So good?

      I’m not doing anything but lying here!

      Fuck.

      I should have gotten out of bed when I had the chance to slip away.

      Still could, except this time, since she’s wrapped her arm around me, surely she’d wake up.

      There’s a war battling inside me now: the willpower to keep my hands off of her versus the yearning to put my hands on her skin the way her hand is on mine.

      I let her snuggle into me further, loving the warm heat of her body even though I’m fucking burning up, her tits crushing my chest.

      I breathe in and out then in and out again, trying to steady my pulse. Trying to make my heart rate go down so it’s not racing at one hundred miles a minute. I wonder what would happen if I actually put my arms around her too.

      Would it be the worst thing in the world to hug her? After all, she is my friend. And isn’t that what friends do? Comfort each other?

      Besides, she is in my bed and she is the one holding me.

      Hesitantly, I bring my arm up and weave it through hers so we are actually kind of sort of hugging.

      Is this how it’s done?

      Or wait, are we spooning? Or were we spooning before when she was facing the opposite direction, away from me? I have no idea; I’ve never done it.

      Only heard about it from my mates who love spooning because it leads to forking.

      It’s a damn miracle and an exercise in patience, but I manage to drift off to sleep again with Georgia draped over me, stiffy in my boxers.
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      “I can’t believe I’m in Las Vegas.” I’m staring out the window, gazing down at the lit-up Strip from our hotel room, the blinding lights already aglow even though it’s not dark out yet.

      “Yup, it’s the stuff dreams are made of,” Ashley says sarcastically, slinging his suitcase onto a sofa at the far end of the room.

      I let the curtains fall away and turn to face him. “Are you being sarcastic?”

      “Me? No.” He laughs, unzipping one of his bags.

      He’s brought three, and I was surprised to see he’s a bit of an over-packer—I assumed he’d bring a duffle bag or a backpack jammed with clothes, but that’s not the case.

      Two checked suitcases and one carry-on, plus a backpack.

      Where the hell did he think we were going, the moon for a month?

      Honestly.

      “It looks like Disneyworld down there,” I tell him, wanting to spin in circles but afraid he’s going to laugh at me.

      “Have you been to Disneyworld?” he asks, not looking up as he riffles through his bag. He retrieves a pair of flip-flops and throws them down to the floor, slipping out of his sneakers and into the sandals.

      “I haven’t.” I blush when I admit it; going to Disney feels like something I should have already done in my life. “But I want to.”

      Ashley glances up. “Las Vegas, Disney—what other wonders of the world are on your bucket list?”

      “Um.” My little hum of indecision is a delighted one. “Niagara Falls. The waterparks at Wisconsin Dells. Er, I’d love to see Big Ben.”

      His smile seems rueful. “Those seem like very reasonable places to want to see. Easy.”

      Well, easy is a relative term. It’s easy if you have the money to go gallivanting about the world to the tourist traps on my list, yeah. Not easy if you have to count every penny and go into debt simply to get a college education and a “free” trip to Las Vegas.

      I will probably regret accepting this prize because of the cost that will come later, but for now, I’m going to enjoy the view and the company.

      It’s been two weeks since I slipped into his bed and fell asleep, rolling over and into his arms, which I was only vaguely aware of at the time.

      I woke up alone, which didn’t surprise me; he was hesitant to have me in his bedroom to begin with. I could see it in his eyes. Was it because he wants nothing to do with me other than the occasional wet dream, or because he wants nothing to do with me, period?

      Maybe he isn’t actually turned on by me.

      Maybe the fantasy he had the other night was just a fluke.

      We have dinner plans tonight for a steak restaurant I’ve seen on television, and I was lucky enough to borrow a few dresses from Nalla and Priya, who are around the same size as I am, albeit shorter.

      I pull them out of my suitcase and walk to the closet, hanging them up.

      “Ah, you’re one of those.” Ashley chuckles.

      “One of what?”

      “The kind of traveler who hangs up all their shit like they’re moving in.”

      “I am not!” I glance into the closet where I’ve already hung up some shirts. “I don’t want them to get wrinkled.”

      “You put socks and underwear in the drawers.”

      “So?”

      He shrugs. “You’re moving in and making yourself at home.”

      “Stop making fun of me—it’s not a crime to be excited.” I’m giving him my most ferocious scowl. “We’ve been here ten minutes…don’t be a cockblocker.”

      “I can’t be a cockblocker—there’s no sex involved.”

      “You’re cockblocking my vacation vibe.”

      “Your vacation boner.” He laughs. “I can see it from here. How can you walk with that thing between your legs?”

      Whoa, whoa, whoa—hold the phone!

      I look at Ashley in shock, holding a dress I was about to hang in the closet. This is the first time he’s said anything even remotely sexual—to my face at least. The jerking off doesn’t count.

      I don’t even know what to say!

      “I see I’ve rendered you speechless.” He’s laughing at me again, now shuffling toward the bathroom with a toiletry bag.

      “You just said cock and boner—what do you expect? You’re usually the perfect gentleman.”

      “Still am.” He’s in the bathroom, setting his things on the counter. “Using those words doesn’t mean I’m not the perfect gentleman. We’re on vacation and you invited me here as your friend, so I’m going to act like one of your friends.” His head pops out. “Don’t you girls talk like that?”

      Uh, well yeah. “You’re not one of my girlfriends.”

      It’s a not-too-subtle reminder, and I hope he hears me.

      And I certainly do not want to keep him in the friend zone. Come to think of it, I don’t exactly remember how he got there in the first place, or who put who there.

      It’s gotten so convoluted thanks to that freaking dare.

      He pops his head out again. “Then what am I?”

      “You’re…” My mouth gapes open like I’m a trout. “You.”

      It isn’t the most brilliant answer, not by a long shot, and I’m not even sure what I mean by it.

      “Right.”

      He disappears again and my shoulders sag, having lost the opportunity to say something a bit more profound. A bit more…flirty. Something, anything to get out of this hole I’ve dug for myself.

      For the next half hour, he busies himself by freshening up then giving me use of the bathroom. It has two sinks, but I need a shower in the worst way and to do my hair before we head to dinner.

      Standing under the hot spray of the beautiful all-glass shower, I turn and look into the mirror above the vanity. It’s wall to wall, and I can see myself clearly through the clear stall, the steam not having risen enough to obscure my view.

      Running a hand across the flat of my stomach, I run it back up again, hands cupping my breasts. Tip my head back to wet my hair.

      I watch myself lather up and rinse off, something I don’t do at home. The mirror is far too high above the counter to get a good view of anything, let alone my boobs or belly or…other things.

      Not gonna lie, it’s an intoxicating view, and I’m sorry to be in here by myself, imagining that Ashley would be turned on by the sight of my naked body.

      Of course he would; what man isn’t turned on by naked flesh?

      I towel off before stepping out. The cold tile floor and the marble walls have me shivering, so I make quick work of drying myself.

      “I’m wrapping myself in a towel if you need to get in here,” I call out in case he has to pee; I don’t want to completely hog the bathroom the way I hogged his bed.

      He’s reminded me of that fact no less than a dozen times.

      Little scorekeeper, that one.

      Tsk, tsk.

      It takes me much longer to blow-dry my hair than it normally does, probably because I’m screwing around in here, using all the things provided by the hotel instead of my own stuff—the blow dryer, the fancy folded towels that have been laid out, all the styling products.

      Lotions.

      I make a mental note to take the tiny sewing kit and the shower cap before we check out, even though I’ll probably never use either of them. So cute though—I have to have them!

      My hair gets curled.

      My makeup? Minimal.

      It’s hot and muggy outside on the Strip, and the last thing I want is my foundation and mascara to run because I end up sweating it off. I’ve been doing some research online and everyone says there’s so much walking in Las Vegas it doesn’t pay to wear really high heels and a lot of makeup—your feet just end up killing you and your makeup melts.

      The dress I’ve chosen for tonight is already hanging on the hook behind the door, and I slide it off the hanger so I can step into it.

      It belongs to Nalla.

      Bright hot pink with spaghetti straps, and the neckline dips into my cleavage, no bra needed. With a wrap-style waist, the hem hits at mid-thigh.

      It’s sexier than I would’ve expected to see inside her closet while I was scouring through it, and it was even more surprising that I would choose it to bring on this trip. But this is me taking a chance, me trying to do something different. And perhaps this is my attempt to make Ashley see me in a completely different way than just as his roommate and friend.

      Shoes come next.

      Nude wedges that belong to Priya.

      This is a special trip, and I want to feel special.

      Pretty.

      Sexy even.

      Anxiously I slide a few gold bracelets onto my left wrist and watch myself in the mirror as I fasten hoops into each of my ears, one at a time.

      I’ve forgotten to put on lip gloss and sift through my travel bag for a pretty pink color. I don’t have much makeup, either, and both of my friends were kind enough to lend me some of theirs, too.

      I’m hopeless.

      Nervous.

      Filled with excitement and anticipation—what is he going to say when I open the door and step out into our hotel room?

      I’m about to find out.

      Sucking in a breath, I let it out as I pull the door open and take the first few steps forward.

      He’s seated on the couch, flipping through a magazine before glancing up. Sets it down, wiping both hands down the legs of his dress pants before rising.

      Dress pants.

      He’s changed into slacks and a pressed baby blue shirt. The sleeves are rolled to his elbows, tattooed arms flirting with my attentive perusal.

      I’m oddly flattered he made such an effort to look nice, hair combed back, stubble trimmed.

      Oh god.

      I bet he smells amazing.

      “You look…” He pauses, searching for an adjective. “Pretty.”

      I give a twirl, something I’ve wanted to do since we arrived, wanting to pinch myself.

      “Thanks, so do you.”

      So do you? Ugh.

      “Ready to go?” He’s gathering up his wallet and cell and is stuffing them in his back pockets.

      “Yes, just let me grab my purse.” I waste no time taking my ID and cash from one bag and putting them into a small, pink clutch—the bag that coordinates with this sexy, cute dress.

      I catch Ashley watching me out of the corner of my eye and pretend not to notice, wanting him to look but still getting a knot in my stomach.

      A few hours down, thirty-something more to go…

      I can get through this. I can keep my hands off him. I can pretend we’re buddies.

      Yup.

      I do it every day. This shouldn’t be any different despite the close quarters.

      The elevator ride to the lobby is quiet, like we’re two strangers riding down together, trying not to stare or make eye contact.

      My fingers fiddle with the chain on this purse, wanting to stay busy.

      The sidewalk is insane.

      Packed.

      Swarming with people.

      The street? Jammed with traffic—cars and taxis and tour buses, bumper to bumper. Honking. Shouting.

      Music streams from somewhere above and I glance up—a three- or four-story video plays for the entire city, promoting the artist in residence at that hotel.

      Someone isn’t watching where they’re going and smashes into me; I tip, unsteady on these heels I have little practice walking on and should have left in the room.

      “We have to go this way,” he shouts close to my ear, helping me right myself. “You okay?”

      I nod.

      “Follow me.”

      Watching his strong back, muscles flexing with his every motion, I do my best to stick with him. It’s not impossible, not until we come to a landmark hotel with its famous fountain dancing out front.

      Everyone stops to watch, causing congestion.

      I get bumped into the back of Ashley again, crowd in front of the casino’s giant water show enormous and growing larger still now that the water is shooting up in sprays.

      Tourists of every nationality are crowded here for videos and photos, elbows and shoulders knocking into us from every angle.

      A hand grapples for mine.

      I look down and follow the arm it’s attached to: Ashley’s.

      Large and strong, he has a firm grip on me as we move through the throng, not wanting to call a cab since traffic is horrific too.

      “So we don’t lose each other,” he calls over his shoulder.

      Right.

      So we don’t lose each other.

      I crash into a ton more people because my head is down as I walk, staring at our connected hands, the sight and weight of his in my own palm making my heart soar.

      He never lets it go.

      Not when we’ve made it out of the mob of people, not when we enter the restaurant.

      When we stand there, waited to be seated, he drops my hand but immediately places his on the small of my back as if that’s where it belongs.

      I sigh happily, trailing along behind the hostess when she leads us to our table, a private spot in the corner, away from the noise and hustle and bustle.

      Must be part of the contest prize, one of the best tables.

      “Are we celebrating something special?” the server asks when we’re seated, setting a menu in front of each of us as another one fills the water glasses that have already been placed on the table. “An anniversary perhaps? Date night?”

      “Oh, we’re not a couple,” I feel the need to blurt out, pointing between Ashley and myself like an idiot.

      Why, Georgia—why? Just keep your mouth shut—this is why he thinks you’re not interested and you’re making it worse!

      “I meant—we’re not celebrating anything special.” I sip from the water glass to stop myself from talking, face flushing with embarrassment.

      “Can I start you off with a drink?”

      I sneak a peek at Ashley.

      His face is unreadable, his gaze trained on the menu he’s now holding in both hands, eyes roaming the pages. Mouth set in a neutral line.

      “Sure,” he says. “I’ll do a Guinness.”

      My top teeth meet my bottom lip, biting down indecisively. “Um, I’ll do a glass of white wine. What’s good?”

      The server gives me a few options and I choose one, not actually having a clue what I ordered but sure I’ll love it just the same.

      “What looks good?” I ask, picking up my menu and opening it like a book.

      “Everything.”

      Steak. Lobster. Pasta. Soup.

      Dessert.

      It’s all here and ours for the taking; we won’t even have a bill to pay at the end of the meal.

      The lines on the page in front of me might as well be in a language I can’t understand because I’m barely reading them. I just told the server we aren’t a couple and aren’t celebrating anything special; I think I just killed the whole vibe.

      We’re quiet until the server comes back with our drinks; I take a healthy sip from my glass as soon as it’s set down, needing the liquid courage. Wanting the courage to turn this evening around.

      “You look handsome,” I blurt out. “Blue is your color.”

      Actually, any color is his color, but I’m not about to say that.

      “Thanks.”

      Yup. He definitely has a wall up.

      I lean forward in my seat, resting my elbows on the table, noting as Ashley’s eyes roam from my face to my cleavage.

      Interesting.

      So he’s not so immune to me after all…or maybe he’s not so immune to a nice pair of boobs. Does it matter whose body they’re on? I wish I knew.

      He’s never actually seen much of my bare skin—if you don’t count me in a sports bra, which I don’t, because that thing flattens me out to unflattering levels.

      Okay.

      Okay, this is good. This I can work with.

      He is a man after all…

      Feminine wiles I can do.

      I think.

      I mean, it’s been a while, but I think I can flirt and be sexy if I try hard enough.

      Leaning forward even more, breasts resting on the table, plumped up as if I’m wearing a push-up bra, I smile innocently.

      “How’s your beer?”

      He shifts in his seat. “Cold.”

      “Looks foamy.”

      “It’s supposed to be at the top.”

      “Is it?”

      “Aye.”

      He’s being cheeky, a good sign.

      I lean back, drinking more wine. I feel like we’re on a first date but one that’s not going well.

      There’s a strange tension between us I cannot figure out; we’re “just roommates” so he shouldn’t have been offended by me telling the server we’re not a couple.

      We are not.

      And he shouldn’t have been offended I told the server we aren’t celebrating anything special because we are not.

      We are two friends here for the weekend.

      So why is he being weird?

      Because he likes you but doesn’t want to cross the line, the voice in the back of my head says. You’ve been fooling yourself this entire time if you think he isn’t interested. Moving in with him was such a huge mistake.

      I rack my brain for a conversation starter and settle on: “Would you rather cut off a toe or cut off a finger?”

      He looks at me surprised. “That…is so random.”

      It is. “Pick one.”

      “Easy—a toe. But I don’t really use many of my fingers anyway. What about you?”

      “One hundred percent a toe.” I pause. “Wait—do I get to choose which toe, or will the mob be choosing for me?”

      “Um, this was your question—but the mob will make that a harder choice with the addendum: they pick the toe but you get to pick the finger.”

      Oh, that does spice things up.

      “I’m still going with a toe. I can wear close-toed shoes, or if I’m feeling particularly sassy, I’ll get out my mob-amputated toe, pull up my pant leg, and force everyone to see it.”

      “Are you in a shady Italian restaurant with your toe now? This whole scenario seems really extreme. You took it to another level.”

      “I felt like it warranted more detail.”

      He watches me over his pint glass. “I had no idea you were like this.”

      “There’s a lot about me you don’t know.”

      “Apparently.”

      Beneath the table, I bob my foot. “Your turn to ask a question.”

      It takes him a few moments. He’s silent while he thinks, but eventually he says, “Okay. Would you rather go to prison for six months, or be in a coma for an entire year?”

      Oh, good question—I like it. “Prison.”

      “You answered that really fast. No hesitations?”

      I drink some wine. “No. I’ll just use the time to write a memoir, depending on my commissary allowance and access to notebooks.”

      He nods. “I could keep money in your commissary account as long as you maintained the ‘We’ll be together when you’re finally free’ illusion. Then when you get out, I’ll tell you you’ve changed.”

      “Well yeah, prison is going to change me. I’m harder now—I’ve seen too much on the inside.”

      I shoot him a smile, and he laughs. “You’re a weirdo.”

      “Am I?” My shoulders give a careless shrug. “What about you? Prison or coma?”

      “Coma, then I wouldn’t have to remember a thing about the time that’s passed.”

      “But what if you wake up and have amnesia?”

      “And have to learn everything all over again…” He plays along.

      “And I pretend to be your fiancée even though we’ve never gone out a day in our lives, and you take me home to your family.”

      “How will I remember my family if I have amnesia?”

      “From the pictures in your wallet.”

      Ashley laughs. “No one has pictures in their wallet.”

      “My dad has a picture of me—a small two-by-three—in his wallet from when I was in fifth grade, buck teeth and braids. That’s the only way they could show off their photo gallery back in the day.”

      “So one of your demands as my fake fiancée is that I keep your photo in my wallet?”

      “Well, obviously we’d have to go get a few taken. Print off some selfies at the pharmacy.”

      “Specifically in the likely event that I’m going to slip into this mysterious coma and need it to identify you.”

      “Exactly. Ergo, we’d have to take a few to print them off for your wallet.”

      “You said all that with the sole purpose of using the word ‘ergo’ in a sentence.” He rolls his eyes at me. “Fine. Let’s take a selfie.”

      Now? “Here?”

      “Don’t girls like taking selfies wherever and whenever they fancy?”

      “Most of them.”

      Ashley raises his shoulders.

      I stare, blinking—inhaling a breath before pushing back my chair and rising from the table, hobbling over to stand next to him with my phone.

      I hand it to him after poking open the camera. “Here, you take it. Your arms are longer.”

      “Pity’s sake,” he grumbles, sounding ever so British.

      I squat behind him and smile, not sure what to do with my hands. It would make a better photograph if I had my hands on him somewhere, his shoulders or…

      “Maybe get closer,” he instructs in that deep voice.

      I move closer, face next to his, boobs almost falling out of my dress, smile thanks to the wine.

      One whiff of him fills my nose with aftershave and spice and whatever deodorant he’s wearing, making me want to plop down in his lap—or kiss the back of his neck.

      Touch him.

      Ash has gotten his hair cut, and his stubble isn’t shaven but he’s cleaned it up.

      He looks rough and handsomely rugged and smells divine.

      Like a hunky athlete.

      He snaps a few more pictures and I pull a goofy face before returning to my seat next to him. Drink most of the wine in my glass out of frustration—I’m making this weirder than it has to be.

      Stop overthinking it.

      Have fun.

      Be fun.

      Be flirty.

      I smile across the table at him when he returns his gaze to me, but I can’t for the life of me tell what might be going on inside his mind.

      “Is keeping a neutral expression on your face one of the things you learned at school?”

      “Pardon?”

      Oh god, why the hell would I ask a thing like that?

      “Your face—I can’t tell what you’re thinking.”

      Ashley is quiet for a few more moments, lips parting as he gathers his thoughts. Takes a sip of his beer. Leans back casually in his seat, resting his elbows on the arm rest.

      “You don’t want to know what I’m thinking.”

      “I don’t?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      Ashley continues watching me, and I can see that he’s weighing his options as if I can suddenly read his mind. If he’s completely honest, he might turn me off. If he says nothing at all, I’m going to continue wanting an answer.

      There is no winning this one, and he knows it.

      “You want to play yes and no?” I ask him.

      “Sure.”

      “You have no idea what that is, do you?” My laugh is playful as I keep drinking wine.

      “No.”

      “I ask a question and you just answer yes or no until I discover what’s on your mind.”

      That shuts him up.

      “Do you still want to play?”

      A nod. “Yes.”

      “Okay.” Good. “Hmmm.” I twiddle my thumbs. “Are you thinking that you’re wondering where the server is so we can finally order dinner?”

      They’ve brought us a basket of bread with a plate of olive oil and vinegar but haven’t asked what we’d like for supper.

      “No.”

      “Do your thoughts have anything to do with food at all?”

      “No.”

      “Interesting.” If I was in a swiveling chair, I’d be going in slow, methodical circles, like an evil villain in a movie. “Very interesting.”

      Ashley rolls his eyes.

      “So you’re not thinking about food.” Tap-tap go my fingers on the tabletop. “Are you thinking about school?”

      “No.”

      “The house? Did you leave anything on before we left?”

      “No.”

      “Are you thinking about rugby or any of the players on your team?”

      His grin is slow coming and mischievous. “No.”

      So ‘no’ to food, school, his teammates, rugby, the house…

      Which just leaves.

      Me.

      “Do your thoughts have anything to do with this trip?”

      I sense the hesitation as he says, “Yes.”

      Now I remember why I love this game so much; it’s an innocent way to find out what’s on someone’s mind without them having to divulge it all at once with an uncomfortable confession.

      I try to remain cool. “Are you happy with the hotel room?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does it bother you that there is only one bed?”

      He smirks. “No.”

      My stomach flips.

      “Did it bother you when I told the server we aren’t a couple?”

      Ironically, the server chooses that exact moment to make an appearance, sidling up to the table with her tablet to take our order.

      Steak, medium. Mushrooms.

      Baked potato.

      Yes, we’d love an appetizer. Yes, I’ll also have soup.

      I don’t have to eat it all and obviously I’m going to want dessert—I’m on vacation after all, one I don’t have to pay for, and I intend to live it up.

      Cautiously, I weigh the wisdom of my next few questions, knowing full well I could spoil the mood completely by asking them, more than I’ve already done tonight.

      They’re too direct and too honest, but at least I’ll know.

      “Were you quiet before because you were thinking about me?”

      A pause as his beer glass freezes halfway to his lips. “Yes.”

      I won’t lie to myself and pretend I didn’t already know that—I knew what he was going to say before the question left my mouth, but somehow hearing him admit it does something to my insides.

      My pulse quickens.

      “Do you…” I swallow nervously. Lick the wine from my lips. “Want to pretend for the weekend that I’m not just your friend?”

      The longest, most silent hesitation I have ever had the misfortune to hear.

      “Yes.”

      Oh god.

      “Do you…” I gulp, going for my wine glass. “Do you want to pretend for the weekend that I’m not your roommate?”

      Ashley stares. Stares and stares, studying my face, eyes boring into me.

      He nods slowly.

      Deliberately.

      I lean back, feeling buzzed.

      Feeling…exuberant.

      I’ve been living with this person for three weeks and I already have him figured out, already know what makes him tick. What drives him and motivates him and disgusts him.

      Dishonesty. Lack of enthusiasm.

      Laziness.

      Ashley loves ambition and has it in spades.

      He’s passionate and driven and aims to graduate on time, go back to Britain, and start working his ass off.

      The only code I have not cracked is his personal life: if he wants to date, does he want to fall in love, does he want to have kids and his own family someday.

      We haven’t discussed it.

      “Now it’s my turn to ask you questions,” he tells me, chugging down the remaining inches of his Guinness, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallows, foam in the corner of his beautifully scarred mouth.

      His lips are gorgeous, or maybe I’m tipsier than I thought.

      Either way, they’re speaking to me and I have to focus and pay attention.

      “Questions about what?”

      He’s suppressing a sigh. “What you’re thinking about right now.”

      “Fair enough.”

      The server appears and takes our empty glasses. “Would you like me to bring you more of the same?”

      We both nod and wait until she’s gone before speaking again.

      “Go on.”

      My roommate tilts his head. “If I hadn’t been able to come with you on this trip, would you have wanted to come?”

      Whoa.

      Whoa, whoa, WHOA.

      He just threw down the gauntlet, didn’t he? Put it all out there for me to give him the truth and nothing but the truth with that one sentence, which doesn’t seem very telling but is.

      One word—one yes or no—is going to sum it up for him better than anything else he could have thought of to ask.

      I wait until the server sets our drinks down, watching her walk away before giving him a wide set of eyes.

      It’s a wonder they haven’t bugged out of my skull as I sit here, trying to figure out how to respond.

      No: I wanted it to be you and only you because I’ve been harboring a secret crush on you since the night I moved in.

      Yes: I would have easily invited someone else along, one of my female friends, without a second thought.

      He waits.

      I stall.

      Whatever I say next is going to change the course of this dinner, this night, this weekend, and our lives when we get back home. I’m about to make it better, or worse, or more awkward than it’s already been, and I have no actual way of knowing which of the three it’ll be until I open my mouth and say the word.

      Yes.

      Or no.

      “No,” I murmur breathily. Because I don’t think I would’ve come on this trip without him; he is the person I had in mind when I was daydreaming about this vacation, and he’s the only person I would’ve wanted with me. Period.

      Ashley doesn’t say a word, just reaches for his glass again and takes a healthy sip, watching me from above the rim. I can feel his gaze like I could feel his hand on the small of my back when we were walking through the restaurant to our table, the intense gaze filling my body with tingles the way a body should react when you’re insanely attracted to someone but too afraid to say something.

      Nervous energy.

      Electric energy.

      Flirty, alive energy.

      We are in the city that never sleeps, the city of sin, having a reckoning we should have had before I moved into his house and down the hall. If I had been honest with myself before this moment, maybe things would be different and he would be here as my date and not just as a friend.

      But I have a feeling that’s all about to change.

      His entire posture has changed.

      Part of me wants him to reach over and take my hand; it might have been strategically placed on the table, palm resting flat, gold bracelet circling my wrist and winking at us both.

      “Alright,” he says at long last.

      What does he mean by that?

      For the rest of dinner, we cast furtive glances at each other, almost shyly tiptoeing around the sudden shift I caused.

      No. Alright.

      When the server comes to clear our last remaining dinner plates, I no longer feel like dessert even though it would be included with the meal.

      “Do you want to take something to go and we can eat it later in the hotel room?” Ashley asks smartly, savvier than I am at travel, having done it a thousand more times than I have.

      “Great idea, yes.” I adjust the napkin on my lap, folding it before finally setting it on the table next to my discarded dessert spoon.

      “Cheesecake might sound good in a few hours.”

      He orders one slice to go, and another of chocolate cake, both of which appear soon after in pretty gold boxes, placed inside a black bag with utensils and napkins.

      Fancy.

      It feels decadent.

      Too decadent, but something I could get used to if it happened more often. The dessert, I mean—not the way Ashley is watching me from his spot at the table.

      When we stand at the end of our meal once the server has brought us our takeaway cheesecake and chocolate cake, Ashley crosses to my side of the table and does that thing where he leads me to the lobby, hand at the small of my back. And who would have guessed that of all the things in the whole wide world I would love the feel of so, so much, it would be a man’s hand in that spot.

      It’s all I can do not to shiver.

      Once we reach the street, we stand there taking in the lights and the loud sounds of traffic.

      Ashley leans over to talk in my ear. “Want to explore?”

      Do I? Not really. It was a travel day, and we’re going to spend tomorrow by the pool and walking around (I’m sure) plus trying our hand at a few tables in the casino—then another dinner plus a show?

      “I think we should maybe head back, since it’s already ten and we have a long day tomorrow…” I hope he doesn’t think I’m a wet rag for wanting to get a good night’s sleep—in a city that never rests.

      “Perfect.”

      He has our dessert bag in one hand and grabs my hand with the other, following the neon sign of our hotel, lit high above in the Vegas night. It’s a beacon and we don’t need directions to get back, though we still have to dodge and weave our way through people on the sidewalks, then again past the fountain.

      I make a mental note to get a photo tomorrow when the lighting is better.

      Unlike earlier when we were headed toward the restaurant for our dinner reservations, Ashley does not keep holding my hand after we make our way through the bustling crowd. He releases it once there are less people and we’re in the turnaround at the hotel.

      I’m filled with disappointment and confusion, which seems to be the new theme with me.

      We ride the elevator to one of the highest floors, and I haven’t lost the buzz from my one and a half glasses of wine during dinner, smiling like a fool as the elevator car makes its way up.

      Smile still when I’m following behind him down the hallway and we enter the room.

      Ashley sets the bag on a nearby counter, along with the room key, then begins unbuttoning the cuff of his dress shirt.

      “Do you want to use the bathroom first or should I?”

      “You go ahead first,” I tell him. “I want to look around outside.”

      The view is spectacular—more awe-inspiring than I would have imagined—overlooking the entire strip, so high up in the sky the sounds from below barely carry toward me. The balcony is private, with a chair and table, plus loungers for lying around.

      At the far corner there’s a hot tub.

      “Ashley, there’s a hot tub out here!” I call out, giddy with glee at my new discovery.

      Turning to the distinct sound of a bottle being popped—a cork—I catch sight of the spray of bubbles sloshing to the carpet.

      I thought he was going to change?

      “Fuck,” he curses, holding two champagne glasses in his other hand.

      Laughing, I join him, stepping back inside the room. “There’s a hot tub on the balcony—it’s in the corner. I don’t know how we missed it when we were in here before.”

      “We were rushing.”

      “Should we put on our suits and go sit in it?”

      The idea holds more appeal to me than the dirty, bustling streets and sidewalks below. Even the casino, which we have prize money to spend in.

      “Love that idea.” He sets the champagne bottle and the glasses down. “Let’s put suits on and sit outside. I’ll bring the bubbly.”

      Perfect.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Nineteen

          

          
            Ashley

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure what I expected Georgia to be wearing when she came out onto the balcony, but a string bikini wasn’t it.

      And I wasn’t sure what I was expecting her body to look like; I’ve seen enough of it to have a remote idea, but her body in a bikini wasn’t it.

      She is all bouncy tits and long legs.

      I watch as she struts toward the hot tub, and I’m bloody grateful I’m already sitting in it, bubbles rising around me. There’s a shelf for the champagne and glasses—I’ve poured us each a glass—the lights beneath the water a soft blue.

      I turned them down low so it wouldn’t distract from the view, the balcony railing clear plexiglass and unobstructed.

      It’s incredible and worth the headache of finagling my schedule to be here with Georgia.

      Speaking of Georgia…

      She’s mid-straddle, slowing easing into the water, fingers brushing the surface as she lowers her arse in.

      Normally I would avert my eyes; instead I watch every inch of her body sink into the water, until she is submerged to her shoulders. Her breasts rise to the surface, wet and glistening, so I distract myself by taking a champagne glass off of the shelf behind me and handing it to her.

      Otherwise I’ll stare.

      She’s bloody sexy.

      Black bikini, wet skin.

      “Oh my god, this feels amazing.” Her head tilts as she takes a long sip from the glass in her long fingers. “Look at this view. This is stunning.”

      “It is.”

      Except I’m not talking about the view. I don’t give a shite about it.

      I’m talking about her.

      She’s stunning.

      I thought so the day we met, and I think so now.

      Do you want to pretend for the weekend that I’m not your roommate? Do you want to pretend for the weekend that I’m not just your friend?

      Yes.

      I hate champagne but drink it anyway in hopes that it calms this fucking nervous shite-storm going on inside my stomach.

      I don’t like it—it doesn’t feel natural.

      Not to mention, those two questions she asked this evening at dinner keep lingering in my goddamn brain.

      Do you want to pretend for the weekend that I’m not just your friend?

      What the hell did she mean by that?

      Was I supposed to read into it or take it at face value?

      Either way, the sentence plays on a loop in my mind.

      “Let’s play a game.”

      I groan.

      “Another one?” I don’t know if I can handle her version of ‘games’—they seem to have me admitting to shite I would rather ignore.

      “Yeah, why not? Or do you just want to talk like regular people?”

      “You want to play the yes and no game again? Because I’m tapped out on questions.”

      Georgia laughs. “No. What if we play truth or drink? You have to answer with the truth or take a drink.”

      “That sounds easy enough.” Now I’m grumbling like a baby.

      “How full is that bottle?” She laughs again, already sounding tipsy.

      “Full enough—unless you plan to pass on all the questions, then we’ll have a problem because I didn’t see another bottle lurking anywhere.”

      Except the mini bar, and I’m not too keen on pilfering that supply unless it’s an emergency. I’ve seen what liquor from inside those things cost, and I highly doubt Georgia would be cool with paying that. I also doubt it’s complimentary as part of the prize.

      “You go first,” she tells me, a little drunk with power.

      “No—it was your idea, you go first.”

      “Ugh,” she huffs. “Let me think for a second.”

      I hope she starts with an easy one, eases into the hard questions I’m certain she’s going to hit me with. She might look innocent and unassuming, but behind those pretty eyes lies a mind I’m realizing is extremely complicated.

      There are things on that mind she wants to talk to me about, and these dumb games are the only way she knows how to do it without feeling foolish.

      “Okay don’t forget—you have to answer honestly or drink.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Quit stalling.”

      On the horizon, millions of lights twinkle and glow. The fake Eiffel Tower of a nearby hotel begins to flicker, just like the real one in Paris does every night for an hour.

      I’ve seen the real deal with my own eyes—this little one is no comparison.

      “Do you ever regret coming to the States for school?”

      “No,” I answer without hesitation. “I like it here.”

      “Like it, or love it?”

      I cock my head. “Don’t be greedy—it’s my turn to ask a question. You’ll have to save that for your next one if you want to know.”

      Her mouth drops open at my cheeky retort.

      I smirk. “Are we allowed to drink if we’re not drinking to pass on a question?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t think so. Wait—is that your question?”

      “No, I was just wondering.”

      “I think no, or we’ll run out.”

      “Maybe, maybe not—I don’t plan to pass. I’m going balls to the walls on this one.”

      “Ooo, is that so? Okay tough guy, we’ll see.”

      The sound of a helicopter chopping through the air distracts us both for a second, and we watch as one comes around the corner of the hotel, flies toward a different hotel, and hovers near the roof before lowering itself.

      “That is so cool,” Georgia says breathlessly, leaning both elbows on the side of the hot tub to watch.

      I agree. “I love watching planes land and take off at the runway,” I say. “I wish they’d let people park near the runway—wouldn’t it be neat to lie on top of a car and just stare up and watch them fly over?”

      “That would be a fun first date, wouldn’t it? Like, a picnic on top of the car or in the bed of a truck?”

      “Are you a romantic, Georgia Parker?”

      She looks at me, surprised. “Uh, yeah? Aren’t most girls hopeless romantics?”

      My mother’s not.

      Caroline, Jack’s girlfriend, isn’t. She will always give him a list of gifts she wants, hates the element of surprise (or maybe doesn’t trust him to buy her what she wants). Either way, she’s a spoiled brat and not at all romantic.

      I shake my head. “You don’t seem like the type of bird who’s romantic.”

      “I don’t?” Her face scrunches up in confusion. “Maybe that’s just because you don’t see me like that—I’m just your roommate, and in the few weeks I’ve lived with you, I haven’t gone on any dates or anything so you’ve never seen me like…all dolled up and stuff.”

      “You were dolled up tonight.”

      Her nod is slow. “I was. But it wasn’t a date. I mean—it was, but not a romantic date.”

      Her statement is followed by a long, stroppy pause, the night air punctuated by sounds from below and a few shouting voices from people celebrating nearby in another hotel room.

      Far be it from me to point out that the date wasn’t romantic because she kept inserting her foot into her mouth by letting everyone who approached our table know we weren’t a couple, it wasn’t a date, it wasn’t a special occasion.

      Georgia may be many things, but subtle isn’t one of them.

      She’s tripping all over the situation like a bull in a glass shop.

      “You keep pointing that out.” I grind my teeth a bit. “For no reason.”

      From my vantage point, I can see her lips press into an embarrassed line as she finally clamps her mouth shut.

      “Is this part of the game, or should we keep going?” I’m losing my patience with her—this constant reminder that we’re nothing but roommates is all fine and well because it’s true, but it’s also growing tiresome.

      “Whose turn is it?” Her voice barely carries across the hot tub.

      “Mine.”

      She nods quietly, and now I feel like a colossal arsehole.

      Dammit!

      Best make the question fun.

      Okay. Fun question, fun question.

      “Uh…do you regret transferring here?” There. That’s decent, and I want to know the answer.

      “I used to—not that I’ve been here all that long. I know things take time, but honestly, after that night you and I met, I wanted to leave. I hated it here. Didn’t like those girls, blamed them for what happened even though it was my fault. But…” Her fingers reach for some of the floating bubbles. “Not anymore. I’m happier and it’s getting easier.”

      “That’s good. That you don’t hate it anymore, I mean.”

      She smiles across the water, the blue glow casting shadows on her skin—probably on mine, too.

      Her turn.

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      Whoa, Nelly—that escalated quickly, but the answer is easy. “No.”

      It’s impossible to read her expression from here, but judging from her silence, she was expecting me to elaborate.

      Now it’s my turn, so she’ll have to hold her horses. “What’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever done?”

      Georgia snorts. “That’s easy—letting Ronnie and the girls haze me.”

      Now I’m snorting. “Please, that cannot be the dumbest thing you’ve done. Haven’t you ever…I don’t know. Pranked someone and had it gone wrong? Or slept with someone and felt gross about it afterward?”

      “No.” She laughs. “And this isn’t a debate. You asked, I answered, now we move on.”

      Fine.

      Sullen, I wait for her next question, desperate for a chug of alcohol, wishing we had something stronger than the fizzy gold piss.

      “Why are you single?”

      Her question is bold and unexpected, and it seems now we’re getting to edgier inquiries that’ll make this evening more interesting.

      “I’m single because I don’t do casual.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t do casual? Sex? Or just casually dating?”

      I don’t answer because she got her one ask. “This isn’t a debate. You asked, I answered—now we move on.”

      Her mouth pops open. “Stop throwing the rules back in my face.”

      “I don’t make the rules, I only follow them, love.”

      Love.

      I use the word intentionally and watch her intake of breath—the breath she tries to hide by taking a chug of champagne. I let it pass without mentioning because neither of us have even drunk any of it and it’ll wind up going to waste if we don’t.

      Seems this is one game of honesty we’re not backing down from.

      Georgia tilts her chin up. “Your question.”

      Fine. “When was your first snog?”

      “My first what?”

      Shite, that’s right—they don’t call it that here. “Kiss. Your first kiss.”

      “Oh.” She laughs nervously. “Um, seventeen?”

      Seventeen? How had blokes not kissed her sooner—are they mad?

      “Is that your final answer?”

      Georgia’s laugh sounds bashful and cute. “Final answer.”

      I nod.

      Wait.

      “When was your first snog?” she copycats, giggling because she used British slang.

      “Sixteen, I think. Victoria Channing on holiday at her parents’ house party.” It wasn’t any good. I biffed it up, having zero clue what I was going on about. Too much tongue, too much spit. Victoria roasted me to a few mates and I still haven’t lived it down.

      Have I gotten better at snogging? Who knows.

      It usually only happens when I’m shagging someone random after a long dry spell, too sauced to boot.

      Desperate isn’t a word I use, but…

      If the shoe fits.

      “Do you want to snog me?”

      Is she trollied? I thought we were sobering up since we haven’t had a drop since dinner, if you don’t count our tiny, secretive sips.

      “You just asked two questions in a row.” I can’t help but blurt out.

      “Is this you refusing to answer?” She counters.

      Is it? No it’s not me refusing to answer, it’s me trying to play by the rules.

      “Now that’s three.” Suddenly cheeky, the minx raises her brow. “Give me an answer or you have to drink.”

      Fuck.

      She’s a feisty little thing, putting me on the spot like this.

      If I say yes, she might think I’m a sodding pervert. If I say no, she’s going to think I don’t want to snog her. If I choose not to answer, she’s going to make up her own assumption and—

      I’m overthinking this.

      Just answer the bloody question, you twat.

      The little savage dares me to puss out and not respond; just look at her over there, smirking at you, so cocksure.

      Wipe that smile off her face.

      Do it.

      “Do I want to snog you?” I repeat to draw it out. “Do I want to kiss you?”

      She rolls her eyes, irritated.

      “Sure. What warm-blooded bloke wouldn’t want to kiss you?”

      There.

      Diplomatic without being too candid, without spilling my entire stomach of guts.

      I’m not here for a bloodbath; I’m here to go hot-tubbing.

      She sits still on the opposite bench, boobs practically floating surface level, glass clasped between a few dainty fingers. Her hair is piled on the top of her head, and if the lights were up, I’d probably see her face flushed a bright red.

      Thank god she can’t see me looking at her tits in the dark—not that I’m getting a good look, but they are wet and reflecting the blue light.

      Whatever.

      They’re fantastic tits.

      “Your turn.”

      It is that.

      “Do you want to snog me?”

      Georgia hesitates, bobbing slightly in the water. “Sure.”

      Sure?

      Sure? What the fuck. “Would you knock it off? All you’re doing is repeating what I already said.”

      “Well it’s not like there are a million ways to say it!” She laughs, breaking the tension. “Sheesh, I’m not a thesaurus.”

      “No one uses those anymore. It’s called google.”

      “You’re so literal sometimes it makes me want to…throttle you.”

      Throttle. A good British word if I ever heard one.

      It’s her game now.

      “Do you want to kiss me…now?”

      Well done, Georgie, you’ve gone and made me blush down to my toes, which were already hotter than Hades in this hundred-degree water.

      Do I want to kiss her now, do I want to kiss her now…

      Here, in the jacuzzi.

      I’m not sure if my head nods or my mouth opens or if sound comes out, but I at least attempt to say yes, not entirely sure she heard me over the sounds of the jets.

      “What was that? I saw your lips move but nothing came out.” Georgia cups her ear with her free hand.

      She’s going to make me say it again.

      What a shite.

      “Yes.”

      Her lips make a surprised O, and it occurs to me then she might have thought I wouldn’t want to kiss her, now or any time at all.

      “Oh,” she says as she breathes out. “You do?”

      I don’t respond because that would give her two questions in a row and it’s my turn.

      “Do you want to kiss me now?”

      Georgia bites down, upper teeth scraping her bottom lip, white teeth winking at me.

      “Yes.”

      What to do now? Curb our enthusiasm and continue sitting on opposite sides of this hot tub? Or do I cross over and do something about it?

      It’s a game of chicken, both of us rooted to our respective benches in the hot tub, the tension as thick as the steam rising from the water.

      We could cut through it with a dull knife.

      “Come here,” I say, setting my champagne flute down on the shelf behind me.

      Georgia floats through the water, then stands in the middle to wade over to my side.

      I watch the water drip from her stomach and bikini top.

      She reaches behind me to set her glass down, too, so it’s out of the way and we don’t spill. Then she plops down on the seat beside me, shoulders exposed, damp hair clinging to the nape of her neck.

      We stare at each other, thinking the same thing: Are you going to make a move or am I?

      Slowly we gravitate toward one another, our breaths mingling as we get closer and closer; I freeze when Georgia touches the tip of her nose to mine. Brushes it back and forth in a move so caring and gentle I’m taken aback.

      Playful and cute.

      Unexpected.

      It’s been a really long time since anyone has looked at me this way, least of all a young woman. I didn’t realize I missed it, because how can you miss something you never had to begin with? After tonight, if nothing else happens besides this kiss, I don’t think I’ll ever stop thinking about it.

      I’m the one who touches our lips together, tentatively at first because that’s what the mood calls for, then pressing them together gently.

      My body is humming.

      Alive.

      And we’re not actually kissing yet.

      Everything about this moment is different than all the other lips that came before hers.

      Georgia tilts her head so that when I cover her mouth with mine, our noses don’t bump, lips pressing. One chaste kiss. Another.

      Another until our mouths open and our tongues timidly meet, shyly at first then growing bolder. She tastes like champagne and sweat, and warm Vegas air.

      Was it necessary to fly all this way to have this moment?

      Probably.

      I never would have put a romantic hand on her at home, and she would have continued tiptoeing around the house to ignore whatever vibes were building.

      We kiss like this for a while, open-mouthed, my hand rising from the water to cup her face, fingers wrapped lightly around the back of her neck.

      Georgia leans in closer, boobs smushed against my skin, hand on my thigh beneath the water, kissing me sweetly.

      Then.

      She pulls back.

      Moves to climb on top of me, the pair of us shifting so Georgia can wrap her legs behind my back as her arms wrap around my neck.

      We kiss, tongues mingling, getting acquainted in a way we haven’t known each other before. It’s intoxicating, especially with the lingering alcohol on our tongues from the champagne we’ve completely forgotten about and don’t need any longer.

      My hands are on her spine, slowly moving up…then down her gloriously wet skin, pulling her into me so she’s flush against my body, my hands now cupping her arse.

      Squeezing the cheeks that fill my palms.

      Running my fingers under the fabric of her swimsuit bottoms, grazing the smooth globes of her derrière.

      She’s smooth from head to toe, freshly shaven legs I can’t keep my hands off. Silky from the fluid water we’re in.

      Georgia’s hands roam my broad shoulders, fingernails lightly brushing my skin, thumb playing with the dips in my collarbone as her mouth sucks on my tongue.

      Why does she feel so good?

      Goddamn this hot tub was a good idea.

      Georgia moans in my ear when I move her over my swelling shaft, the thin fabric of my trunks and her suit doing nothing to mask the pleasure.

      I kiss the side of her neck, licking her wet skin.

      Suck the curve of her shoulder.

      Palms spread wide, I trail my hands up her ribcage, thumb brushing the undersides of her breasts. Her side boob.

      Down her ribcage.

      Up her ribcage.

      Down her back.

      Up her spine, fingers now dallying with the ties of her swimsuit top.

      I pause, debating.

      Hesitate so long it causes Georgia to stop kissing me and shift back a bit, to look me in the eyes.

      “What if…” she whispers uncertainly. “What if we put the roommate and the friendship stuff aside and have fun this weekend without thinking about it?”

      Does that mean she wants me to take her top off?

      Still watching her, I let my thumb and forefinger pluck the string of her bikini top loose so that it falls away. Work my way to the tie around her neck and release that, too. They were tied in simple bows and it’s easy.

      She’s on my lap naked from the waist up, hands in my hair.

      Georgie’s lips part when I slowly drag my hands up her stomach and cup her breasts, softly playing with her nipples. She tips her head to the side, watching me.

      Gorgeous.

      Inhales a breath when I pull her forward so I can take one in my mouth and suck, the hands in my hair now plowing through the strands, her nails raking into my scalp.

      She moves her hips, dry-fucking me and eventually causing the water around us to slosh.

      We kiss.

      I cup her breasts and tease her nipples.

      We kiss.

      I run my hands all over her smooth, wet skin.

      We kiss until the timer in the hot tub goes off and the water goes dark and only the lights from the city shine onto the balcony.

      My dick is solid as a rock, and I can’t say I’ve ever been more excited to be making out but not shagging—I feel like a teenager at a party. I feel like an adult on a holiday with my bird, though she’s not even close to being my girlfriend.

      Eventually, Georgie pulls back and climbs off. “I’m getting cold.” Leans in to kiss me once more, this peck more chaste.

      She stands in the middle of the hot tub skimming the water for her bikini top, which has sunk to the bottom.

      “I’m going to rinse off.” She yawns. “Then you wanna…watch TV in bed?”

      The question is asked as she climbs out, arse practically in my face, a little glance over her shoulder as water drips from her body, her index finger hooking her bottoms to pull them out of her crack.

      Do I wanna watch TV in bed?

      Does a frog bump his arse when he hops?

      Georgia disappears through the sliding doors, and soon I hear the water running in the shower.

      Everything about this evening so far has been unexpected: the weird mood at the restaurant, the game in the water, the make-out session I never could have predicted.

      You could have bet me five million dollars in the casinos downstairs that she would kiss me, and I would have bet against you and lost my arse over and over and over again.

      I hoist myself out of the water, shoving my soggy swim trunks down over my hips then hanging them over the hot tub to drip dry. Pad into the room wet since we didn’t think to bring towels outside.

      Luckily, the room has a vanity stocked with several fluffy white towels, and I snag one, wrapping it around my waist.

      Patiently, I wait for Georgia to finish rinsing so I can take my turn—the last thing I want to do is climb into the bed smelling like chlorine.

      Climb into bed and watch telly…

      Is that all we’re going to do? My hands were just all over her tits for Christ’s sake, and now we’re going to sit and watch the telly?

      I give the bed a cursory glance as Georgia walks back out the bathroom door, a puff of steam after her.

      “It’s all yours, sir.”

      She’s wrapped in a plush white robe with the hotel logo emblazoned on it, and she’s wearing matching slippers. I can’t help watching her for a few moments before heading into the shower as she goes to her suitcase and peers inside.

      Surely she’ll be in her usual t-shirt and shorts when I reemerge. And surely there’ll be a pillow barricade erected on the mattress with all the decorative pillows, too—the fact that we made out and I felt her boobs means nothing when it comes to bedding down, this much I know.

      Never make assumptions.

      “I’ll be quick,” I tell her.

      She nods, smiling at me over her shoulder. “’Kay.”

      All I can think about whilst I’m inside the shower stall is the fact that Georgia was just in here buck naked—I might have seen her bare breasts, but I have yet to see her pussy. And for a brief moment, I wonder what it looks like. Whether or not she has it waxed, or leaves it au naturel the way a lot of girls are doing right now—or so I’ve heard.

      It’s not something a lot of the dudes on the rugby team are a huge fan of, but it’s what the girls are doing.

      Not shaving or waxing it all off.

      Georgia’s shampoo and conditioner and a tiny bottle of body wash are sitting on the ledge, and she’s used one of the hotel washcloths—she has it folded neatly into a tiny square and hanging over the rod.

      I take her shampoo and unscrew the top, taking a whiff. I’m not going to use it; I just want to know what it smells like.

      It smells like her.

      You are not giving yourself a one-hand shandy with Georgia in the other room, arsehole. Plus, you never know…

      Never know what, you pervert.

      With a shake of my head, I make quick work of shampooing my hair even though it didn’t get wet and lathering up my body with the soap supplied by the hotel.

      When I’m done, I shut the water off, towel-dry myself before stepping out onto the cold tile floor, and once again wrap myself in the white terrycloth towel. I brought my boxer shorts into the bathroom so I can just slip into those once my skin is dry and not have to go rooting around for them buck-arse naked in front of Georgia.

      I’m cocky, but I’m not a thirst-trapping showboater.

      Reentering the room, I try to remain indifferent to Georgia watching me when I open the door. She’s already planted herself in bed, firmly on the left side, farthest from the door. I can’t see much of anything so I’m not sure what she’s wearing, but she’s definitely not wearing her usual t-shirt—I know this because her shoulders are bare.

      No fucking way is she naked.

      There is no fucking way.

      Still, my pulse quickens thinking about the possibility that she might be naked when I pull back the coverlet and slide in on the right side.

      The TV is on and she’s flipping through the channels.

      “I signed in to Netflix so we can watch a movie and not have to buy one. Is that alright?”

      She’s so cute.

      “Of course it’s alright. Thanks.”

      I have nothing else to do except get into the bed, but first I shut off all the other lights inside the room, lock the deadbolt on the door, and flip the little chain. Better safe than sorry. I’ve seen one too many horror movies that take place in Las Vegas, where someone’s dead body turns up stuffed under one of the mattresses.

      I fumble my way back to the bed and pull back the covers on my designated side, the crisp white linen cold when I slide in. I’m relieved to see that Georgia has in fact not erected a pillow barrier the way I thought she might just so I don’t get the wrong idea.

      Georgia props herself up on an elbow, facing me from her side of the bed, and my eyes do a quick perusal of her upper body. She’s wearing a cream-colored tank top—but it’s one of those fussy fancy ones made out of a satin fabric.

      Or silk, or one of those lingerie materials I know nothing about.

      Suddenly a cold toe touches my leg from somewhere beneath the sheets.

      “Oh my gosh, I am so sorry. My toes are so cold.” She giggles. I’m not sure if she did it on purpose or if it was truly an accident, but it seems to me like the kind of thing a girl would do when she’s trying to touch you without being too obvious. Now probably wouldn’t be the time to remind her that my hands were just all over her body—including her arse.

      I wonder what she’s got on for bottoms.

      Pants? Shorts?

      Panties?

      Her toes give another wiggle.

      “Are you looking for an invitation to stick your feet between my legs?” I laugh.

      Georgia shrugs.

      I never would have guessed her for the coy type, but here she is flirting with me like a pro.

      She scoots closer across the mattress in my direction—it’s a huge bed, probably a California king with plenty of room for several people—wiggling her way over until our bodies are almost pressed together.

      Until I’m staring down at the reality of what she’s wearing under the covers.

      Just.

      A.

      Pair of.

      Panties.

      She gives me a pair of doe eyes, looking innocently up at me at the same time she gingerly places her feet between my legs to warm them up, my body a hotbox of fire. They don’t feel all that cold to me anymore, but I’m not going to complain that she’s touching me voluntarily while wearing only a thin scrap of silk and a skimpy thong.

      “Is this okay?” I swear she’s nibbling on her lower lip on purpose. What is she trying to do, seduce me?

      “It’s fine—you’re good.”

      “Thank you. Shouldn’t take long to warm me up.”

      Her smile is innocuous enough.

      Her eyes lower until they’re staring at my chest, dead center, and she raises a hand to begin tracing my clavicle with the tip of her finger. It’s so light it almost tickles.

      Her palm skims down the center of my chest and over my hard pec muscle.

      Over to my bicep, down the arm that is just lying at my side, her thumb pressing against the skin of my forearm as if testing its strength with touch.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would think she was marveling at my skin and my body. And maybe she is. Turns out I don’t know her as well as I thought I did because I never would have expected her to behave the way she behaved tonight—and that’s a good thing. If she’s out of her comfort zone, she’s doing a great job hiding it. I know I am.

      All of this is new to me; I’ve never even had an actual girlfriend, only young ladies my parents have thrown in my direction, hoping I would fall in love with one of them and settle down and stay in England—anything they could do to keep me home. Pretty, well-bred girls.

      Yes, funny girls, too.

      None of them were enough to get me to stay, and none of them were good enough to get me to commit. So I never had a girlfriend.

      Never had anyone I could call my own, or call when I needed to talk, or laugh, or cry—because I’ve done plenty of that too. I’m not perfect. I fuck up a lot. And wouldn’t it be nice at the end of the day to have somebody to talk to? Someone who loved me for all my flaws?

      “Can I confess something to you?” she says in a quiet voice.

      “Of course.”

      “I love the gap between your teeth.” Her finger rises to trace my bottom lip. Pulls it down a tad to expose my teeth—I must look like I’m cringing, or a bear snarling.

      “You do?” She does?

      The gap is one of the things about myself that I hate, the one thing I can’t stand seeing day after day when I look in the mirror.

      “Yes. I think it’s very…” Her eyes shift up to glance at me shyly, and she swallows. “Sexy.”

      “It is?”

      Why do I sound so dumb? I can do better than two-worded sentences, just not at the moment. Not with her finger on my mouth and her tits pressed against my chest and her body in nothing but those scraps of sexy clothes.

      Georgia leans up to kiss me softly on the lips, one corner of my mouth then the other. Plants another kiss on the Adam’s apple in my neck. My jawline.

      Her palms don’t stop moving, but they’re not bothering me. They’re caressing me slowly, and if my cock wasn’t growing harder by the second, I may just be able to fall asleep to her soothing hands.

      “Anything else besides the gap?”

      A hum comes out of her throat as she ponders. “Your eyebrows, and…I like your tattoos.”

      Really? She’s never said much about them.

      I feel heat rising to my face, pleased by her praise. I’m not naïve; I know girls fancy the tattoos because strangers tell me that all the time. Men too. But who cares about them when I have Georgia Parker tracing them with her finger whilst we lie in bed together.

      There’s hair on my chest, and she must like that too because she lowers her head and kisses my nipple. Tongue darts out, licking it. She blows until it’s hard.

      Fuck.

      I can’t help but be mesmerized, watching as my roommate runs her hands all over my body and licks my heart and nipple. Nuzzles my chest with the smooth skin of her cheek. She seems to really enjoy touching me and I am here for it, not wanting to move a muscle. Letting her do and touch and taste and look at whatever she wants.

      It’s almost impossible not to reach out and touch her too. I can’t see her breasts, but her cleavage is mouthwatering, and I want to know what she looks like in her thong.

      I kick at the blankets so they fall—at least the top half covering her upper torso—letting my eyes look their fill. Finally giving in and putting my hands on her, pulling her in. Running them down the curve of her spine to cup her butt cheeks in my giant palms.

      She gives a throaty little moan. “I could eat you up.”

      Whoa.

      Whoa Georgia.

      “I’m going to eat you up,” I vow in her ear, nipping at her lobe with a low laugh, intent to make my way down her body and between her legs.

      I inch away.

      Roll her so she’s on her back and in the center of the mattress, beginning the journey down her body toward the foot of the bed, noting that her legs spread of their own accord—the perfect landing spot for my face.

      She is wearing a thong, as I suspected; it’s the same color as her tank top but almost entirely see-through. Where the hell has she been hiding underwear like this? In a magic drawer somewhere? What else is she hiding in that bedroom of hers? She’s barely decorated.

      Georgia is already making little delighted moaning sounds of anticipation, breath hitching when my large shoulders part her thighs.

      I let my finger trail down the center of her pussy, over the thin fabric of her underwear.

      I wouldn’t have pegged Georgia as the kind of girl who waxes herself bare, and I’m not sure why that surprises me. Probably because I wasn’t thinking of her in a sexual way before she moved in.

      Leaning forward, I cover her pussy with my mouth and let the warm breath warm her slit. She moans quietly, dark hair fanned out on the white pillow.

      She’s beautiful.

      She’s smart.

      And she’s mine for the weekend.

      If there’s one thing I’m good at other than rugby and being big and strong and brooding, it’s going down on a woman. I might not have had a lot of experience with sex and kissing and romance, but I have plenty of experience with oral. I think it’s because I never thought I was that good-looking, though women always wanted to date me—blame it on the scars and bruises on my face, or the gap between my teeth that made me feel mostly unattractive as a teenager.

      So I got good at eating girls out.

      My finger soon joins my mouth, hooking itself into the edge of her panties, pulling them away from her skin. Pushing them aside and causing a wonderful friction that I know is going to drive her wild.

      “Oh my god…” She gasps. “That feels so good.”

      Georgia raises herself up on her elbows so she can watch me put my mouth on her pussy, and she does that thing she always does when she’s excited—she bites her bottom lip. It’s a tell I’m learning about her; she does it when she’s nervous or turned on.

      And right now I think she’s probably both.

      Opening yourself up like this to somebody you hardly know, even if you’ve lived with them for a few weeks, is a vulnerable position to be in, and we’re not even home. We’re in a strange city surrounded by millions of people and a hotel room up in the sky.

      It’s a weekend for adventures and great sex.

      My tongue licks at Georgia.

      At the sensitive nub between her legs, licking and sucking until her legs begin to shake. I have to hold them open because she’s trying to close them, and I want them on my shoulders. I want them to remain open so she comes hard when I want her to and not a minute before.

      I’m about to discover whether or not she’s one of those girls who come quickly, who takes a little bit longer, or who doesn’t come at all.

      Georgia takes her time.

      Her head lolls from side to side, almost thrashing from urgency, her delicate hands clutching the pillowcase.

      I’m torn. Do I watch her in the throes of ecstasy? Or do I continue to lick and suck her clit into submission?

      I do both, raising my eyes as my tongue lashes out to flick her sensitive spots—the spots I’ve already been that had her moaning out loud and calling my name.

      She says it again. “Ashley…”

      And again as I suck.

      “Ashley…Ashley…”

      I used to hate my fucking name. When I moved to the States, everyone made fun of it, but hearing Georgia say it whilst I’m fucking her with my mouth?

      Brilliant.

      “Oh god…” She uses the lord’s name in vain for the second time tonight, calling up a prayer that he’ll finish her off.

      God isn’t going to save her now.

      I’m going to be the one to do it.

      Me.
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      Ashley went down on me.

      That’s the first thing I think about as I’m lying here, legs spread, his head between my legs.

      My fingers go to his hair, sifting through the strands he just made tidy with a trim in time for our trip, lazy strokes on his scalp as I lie here in post-climax bliss.

      He’s still between my legs, hands gently running back and forth along my inner thighs. Occasionally he licks at my crotch, though he’s done going down on me, having made me come a few minutes ago.

      It surprises me that he hasn’t climbed off me, or the bed, to wash up or retreat. Or get in a position to sleep.

      Ashley Jones is a cuddler—I can see that now in the way he’s watching me, content in the spot he’s at, happy to be touching me.

      He’s a giver.

      I know he’s hard; I can feel the erection on my leg, but Ashley makes no move to do anything about it. He’s not rubbing it and he certainly isn’t pushing me to blow it.

      Or stroke it.

      But I’m a giver too, and I did say I wanted to use this weekend to do what we wanted with each other, not to act like roommates and friends—see where the wind blows us.

      “Come here,” I tell him, patting the spot on the bed next to me.

      It’s completely dark in the room, the TV having shut off automatically (how convenient). If not for the light streaming in through the windows, I wouldn’t be able to see him at all.

      Ashley shifts his large body and crawls up the mattress toward me.

      I lean over to kiss him when he settles down into his sleep spot, a firm kiss with tongue, despite the fact that he just went down on me.

      I taste myself.

      I taste his tongue and the champagne he drank in the hot tub, mixed with a little beer too.

      He’s so very masculine, his five-o’clock beard stubble scratching my chin as we make out. I feel myself getting turned on again, though my nerves are still tingling from my orgasm.

      I’m so turned on by him.

      He’s so freaking sexy.

      Bloody sexy he’d say in that accent I’ve grown to dream about in my sleep. I hear it in my daydreams.

      For some odd reason, I get the feeling that when it comes to relationships, I’m much more experienced than Ashley despite my own inexperience. He’s much more reserved when it comes to women than I am when it comes to men—I think I probably put myself out there more because in the end…I am looking for love.

      Maybe not exactly at this second, but someday I do want to get married and I do want to have kids.

      And honestly…I don’t even see myself working full-time when I have them; I see myself being a mom and going to soccer games and volunteering in the classroom in my free time.

      I think that would surprise him.

      I have a feeling there are many misunderstandings between us stemming from that first night we met—but I can see that his perspective of me is changing each and every day, the more and more time we spend together.

      The more I open up to him and show him what I’m really like.

      Ashley, for all that he tries to be aloof and withheld, is actually more of an open book. He wears his heart on his sleeve and his thoughts show in his expressions. Whenever he doesn’t like something, his brow will furrow and his mouth will draw into a straight line.

      Easy to read.

      Easier to understand the more I know about his past.

      While I kiss his beautiful mouth and face, I gently run my hands through his hair, somewhat cradling his head—he’s half smushed into my boobs as my other hand works its way down his stomach.

      His rock-hard abs.

      I circle my index finger around his belly button—it’s an innie—and feel his body stiffen in anticipation…he knows what’s coming and he’s prepared for it.

      Round and round and round my finger goes, in slow, slow circles…

      It occurs to me then that maybe my feelings for Ashley run a bit deeper than “I really like him, maybe I want to date him.” He’s lying in my arms, letting me cradle him, eyes closed, lips pursed. Loving every minute of the affection.

      Our kisses get deeper.

      He moves me as my palm travels over his pelvis, tips of my fingers brushing the hair above his cock—moves me so I’m lying on my back.

      Braced over me, he looks down into my eyes.

      We watch one another even as my hand finds and grips his shaft, finding a rhythm that has his nostrils flaring and his breath quickening.

      His body gives a quick shudder.

      I lean up to kiss his mouth as I stroke him, working him two ways, with my tongue and with my hand.

      It’s been ages since I’ve given a hand job and I know it’s not what most men dream of when they think of foreplay, but this is my comfort level. I can’t remember the last time I was intimate with someone; it’s been ages since my last hand job and longer since my last blowie.

      They intimidate me.

      The way Ashley used to intimidate me.

      Maybe that’s what was holding me back from admitting I was attracted to him; he’s a giant.

      I didn’t want to get rejected by someone I admire for his strength and determination and the drive to succeed. He’s seen and done more worldly things in one year than I’ve done in a lifetime.

      I could certainly use the practice when it comes to men’s penises, so it may take a little more alcohol than I’ve consumed tonight to put his dick in my mouth.

      Practice makes perfect, but only if you’re not a chickenshit.

      Ashley bows his head as I work my hand over his hard-on, breathing labored.

      “I want to fuck you so bad.” He groans.

      It’s not a question and it’s not a request, and I don’t think he’s telling me for any other reason than…the words slipping from his mouth, unfiltered honesty.

      I nod.

      I want him to fuck me so bad.

      I know it’s probably going to hurt because it’s been a long time, really long, and I’ve only had sex with one other person, but I trust him and desire him and want this next time to be with him.

      I want him to fuck me.

      Him.

      No one else.

      “You’re so beautiful, Georgia,” he murmurs into my mouth. “So fucking beautiful.”

      My heart sings. Zips alive, beating fast.

      His voice sounds tortured, as if saying the words pains him in a way—as if he wants to yank them back and save them for himself instead of giving them to me.

      “You feel so good,” I say, letting go of his dick and running my hand from his front to his backside, pulling him in by the ass, palming his clenching cheeks.

      The solid glutes.

      “I love the way you make me feel,” I tell him, hoping I make him feel the same way, too, wanting it to be so.

      If anyone deserves to feel desired, it’s the boy on top of me.

      I’m glad we’re not drunk; I’m glad I’m going to remember this entire evening start to finish.

      Being drunk and having sex would be so uncharacteristic for me.

      Ashley’s dick is flirting with my pussy as he drags it up and down the slit, making me slicker by the second without any actual penetration.

      I can barely stand it.

      Judging by his moans and grunts, he can’t either.

      We’re adults.

      We can have sex if we want!

      Why shouldn’t we?

      “Ashley?”

      “Yeah, babe?” His mouth is at my ear, the low timbre of his voice wreaking havoc on my senses.

      “Do you want to…”

      Once more he drags the tip of his dick back and forth over my lower region, and I desperately want him to slide it inside.

      “Do I want to what?”

      Do you want to be inside me? Do you want to fuck me? Do you want the same thing I want?

      Duh.

      Of course he does. He’s hard and dry-humping you.

      “Do you want to be inside me,” I croak, almost choking on the words, turning red with embarrassment at my boldness.

      The sentence seems to spur him on more, his head dipping to my shoulder, hair damp against my neck.

      When he lifts it: “Are you on the pill?”

      My head shakes. “No.”

      He curses.

      “Do you have protection?”

      “Condoms?” He shakes his head. “No, I…” His sentence trails off. “Wait, maybe I do have one in my billfold.”

      His billfold.

      So British.

      He clambers off me and out of bed, bare-assed and magnificent, his thick muscular thighs gleaming and flexing in the light from the neon signs outside. Damn he’s got an incredible body.

      “Uh—how long has that been in your wallet?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know, like—six months?”

      Technically I don’t think you’re supposed to fuck with a condom that’s been in a wallet that long—they get hot or something. I also don’t think you’re supposed to put them in wallets to begin with, but the last time I looked that factoid up was never.

      Ashley goes to the pants he’s discarded on the floor, lifting them up off the ground and riffling through the pockets to retrieve his wallet. When he finds it, he immediately opens it, flipping through in search of protection.

      I lie watching from the bed, amused and aroused, rubbing my thighs together in anticipation.

      He holds something up in the dark, a small plastic square. “Found one.”

      Thank god.

      How disappointing would it have been to get this worked up and not be able to have sex? As much as I want to get laid, it’s not worth the price of an accidental anything.

      Baby. STD.

      You name it.

      The probability isn’t likely, but tell that to anyone who’s ever been surprised.

      Ashley beelines straight for the bed, bounding onto the mattress on all fours; we’re both laughing now, all tangled in the sheets.

      He kisses me again, caressing my face with his large warm palms, and I bask in that calloused skin like it’s the sun warming my own.

      I tear open the condom in his other hand.

      Together we slide it on him, doing the best we can in the dark, giggling at how clumsy we both are.

      “Are you ready?”

      Am I ready? “Are you?”

      “Yes.”

      But I don’t think either of us is prepared for how it feels when he slowly slides inside me, both of us holding our breath, both of us gasping at how good it feels, each of us staring at the other wide-eyed once he’s buried all the way in.

      I part my lips to speak, but no words come out.

      I try to say his name.

      His lips move, too.

      Oh…

      This is how it’s supposed to feel, isn’t it? When you love someone.

      When you truly, madly care.

      This doesn’t feel like sex at all, but how on earth can that be true?

      It’s not supposed to make my heart bleed deeper.

      He isn’t fucking me at all—he’s moving deliberately slow, one hand sliding beneath me to pull me in. And when our lips and mouths and tongues touch, that feels different, too.

      What is this?

      What is happening?

      He says my name again, but this time, it’s aloud through the kiss.

      This is not how this is supposed to be…

      We are not supposed to feel this close.
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      We were not supposed to have sex last night.

      Right there, Georgia moaned with a hitched breath. Don’t stop.

      I roll over on the bed and gaze at her sleeping figure; her hands are tucked under her chin and her eyes are closed, snoozing peacefully.

      She’s still naked.

      I’m still naked.

      How did we get naked?

      There is only a sliver of light peeking through the blackout curtains, which I had the foresight to close last night after we had sex, but it’s plenty to see around the room.

      Look at her face.

      Glance at the clock—it’s seven fifteen.

      Shite. Nothing will be open for a few hours, the entire city probably passed out drunk.

      I roll to my back, arms behind my head, staring at the ceiling as I’ve done hundreds of nights at home, alone in bed. Except this time I’m not alone—I’m with the object of my recent fantasies and I’m not sure what to do about it.

      What if she doesn’t want me to touch her?

      I sure as hell am not going to wake her up.

      She’s not typically surly in the morning on those days we’ve been in the kitchen at the same time, but what do I know; maybe she’s faking the bubbly personality.

      Another thirty minutes pass, filled with many more glances at Georgia.

      Last night wasn’t how I imagined sex with her to be—

      “Good morning.”

      Georgia has her eyes open and she’s slowly blinking at the light filtering through the curtains.

      Blinks toward me, focusing.

      She smiles groggily.

      “Morning, sunshine.” Gross, did those words just come out of my mouth?

      “I feel hungover.”

      “That’s because you’re a little lightweight.”

      “Yeah, who knew.” She scrunches up her forehead and yawns. “I would probably feel better if you weren’t so far away.”

      Her arm moves across the mattress, hand reaching for mine, twining our fingers together.

      It’s all the invitation I need to close the gap between us, moving toward her and lying on my side so I can run my hands over the bare skin of her back.

      “That feels so good,” she moans in a tired morning voice, face pressed against the pillow, still looking sexy as hell.

      Her eyes drift closed.

      Georgie’s hair is matted in the back, a combination of sex hair and bedhead, the long strands sticking out every which way but still looking adorably fetching.

      A smile plays at her lips as she cracks her eyes again then slowly rolls to her back even as my hand travels along her flesh; my palm has no choice but to run from her back to her stomach.

      I lean down, kissing between her breasts. Kiss the tip of each puckered nipple, trailing my hand down over her lower belly to her inner thigh where the skin is soft and sensitive. Her hand comes up and buries itself in my hair as she watches me touch her.

      “How do you feel about morning sex?” she whispers sleepily.

      “Is that an actual question?” Still… “We don’t have any condoms.”

      And the last time I checked, the pull-out method was a fucking terrible idea.

      Georgia worries her bottom lip, but then almost immediately her eyes light up again with an idea. “Um, this is Vegas. Maybe…maybe we could call the front desk?”

      “Fuck me sideways, Georgie—that’s brilliant!”

      She preens under my approval, and I peck her on the lips before catapulting my body across the bed to reach for the phone, scrambling for the button that will connect me to the concierge.

      It rings three times before someone answers.

      “Front desk, how can we assist you this morning, Miss Parker?”

      “Hi. I’m wondering if you have any condoms you can send up? Seems we’re out.”

      The person on the other end doesn’t hesitate. “How many?”

      I glance over my shoulder at Georgia wriggling around in only the bright white sheet and give her a thumbs-up to let her know we’re in business.

      “Ten?”

      Georgia lets out a snort behind me. “Wow. Someone is optimistic.”

      That’s me. I’m someone.

      “We’ll send someone up to room 2417 right away, sir.”

      Sir. That makes me chuckle.

      I disconnect the line, launching back onto the bed, mattress bouncing under me. It has Georgia bursting into a giggle fit.

      “Ten condoms? What the hell are you trying to do, make it impossible for me to walk?” She puts a hand over her bare crotch and feigns a shudder.

      “We’re in our twenties—how is ten rubbers too many for twenty-four hours of shagging? Should I call back and tell them to bring twelve, to err on the side of caution?”

      “Shagging.” She smiles. “There are some words I do love hearing you say. Shag, fancy, bloke.”

      “Shag. Fancy. Bloke,” I repeat, putting my hand back on her body, palm grazing her flesh to cup one of her amazing tits.

      Fuck me if her eyes don’t go soft on me. “But that wasn’t just a shag last night, was it?”

      Her finger beckons me over and I get closer, somewhat mystified. Where did this confident, sexy as hell, seductive Georgia come from? Has she been under my nose this entire time but I was too big of a pussy to realize it?

      She kisses my lips.

      “Just admit it, Ashley Dryden-Jones—you like me like me.”

      I do like her like her but don’t have the guts to say it out loud. Bit of a pussy I’m turning into.

      Still rallying against that strong rejection vibe.

      We’re talking when a knock sounds at the door, and I snag a towel from the vanity as I walk toward it, covering my junk with it but not doing a great job of being modest.

      One eye to the peephole confirms it’s room service, the dude in the hallway glancing up and down the hall as he waits for me to open the door.

      I crack it open and he wordlessly hands me a brown box, not making eye contact when he says, “Will there be anything else?”

      Yeah. “How long is the wait for food, thereabouts?”

      “I’d say half an hour?”

      Cool. “Thanks, we’ll probably see you in a bit.”

      He nods. Stands there.

      Oh bugger, he’s waiting for a tip. “Hold on mate, give me one sec.”

      My billfold is on a table next to the door, in the little kitchenette that makes up the entryway to the room; I’m able to easily slide him a five through the crack in the door so he’ll get the hell out of the hall and I can get back to tossing off a morning shag.

      “Do we still want to go to the pool today? Or the Magic Mountains, or—”

      “Bugger sightseeing. Bugger the pool,” I say, diving for her beneath the covers. “Let’s just stay here until we have to be at dinner.”

      I could seriously watch Georgia lie in the middle of a bed all day long. This bed, the bed at home.

      Any bed.

      She’s thumbing through a room service menu with a sheet barely covering her skin.

      No shame in her game, that one.

      “What do you want to eat?”

      I purposely let my gaze wander to the center of her thighs and cock one of my eyebrows.

      “I can see a couple things I want to eat,” I say, only half joking.

      “Ew.” She laughs. “Stop, that’s gross.”

      Instead of setting the box of condoms on the bedside table, I open it to peer inside—I want to see what standard-issue hotel rubbers they brought us. There’s a variety in every color with the hotel’s logo emblazoned on each one. Always a chance to advertise, I guess. Doesn’t surprise me, and I wonder if they will be free or if they’re going to charge us.

      Still, it’s saved us a trip to the pharmacy.

      Who knows where we’d even find one in this city?

      “I think I’m going to get scrambled eggs and a fruit platter.” She drags her finger along the menu as she thinks out loud. “And I think oatmeal? Everything sounds good. Doesn’t that sound good?”

      I’m not particularly a fan of oatmeal, but I do like fruit. Have her order me some bacon and sausage, my own order of eggs, and pancakes.

      Why not?

      I’m a growing boy.

      We lie around laughing and chatting until another knock sounds on the door, room service having arrived a second time with a loaded cart. It’s laden with food because I ordered so goddamn much, and I organize the plates on the bed—consolidating a few since the kitchen puts each item on its own giant plate—so Georgia doesn’t have to get up or lift a finger to eat her breakfast. Even go so far as to lay the napkin on her lap for her like the maître d' at the restaurant last night—she’s pulled the sheet up to her breasts and begins immediately forking the fruit, taking tiny bites.

      Closes her eyes and moans.

      “Oh my god, this is so good, I didn’t realize how hungry I was.”

      I plop down beside her, bare arse on the bed, cheeks out. I’d never sit on my bed bare-arsed, but anything goes when I’m at a hotel. No rules apply.

      Leaning casually on the mattress, braced up by my elbows, I start with the bacon and with the scrambled eggs, one of my free hands rubbing Georgie’s leg as she eats her breakfast beside me.

      It’s an oddly domestic moment.

      We are so comfortable in each other’s presence—even at our most vulnerable—it almost feels like we’ve been doing this for months or years. It almost feels like we’re an actual couple. It doesn’t feel like this is the first time we’ve been naked together, or the first time we had sex. Which makes me wonder: what would it be like if she and I were…

      …a thing?

      I chew on the end of a piece of bacon, gnawing whilst I think, still stroking Georgia’s leg.

      “Oh, I’m getting so full,” she says, putting down her fork and pushing the sheet off of her body. I take my hand off her leg so she can roll off the bed, toward the bathroom. Her feet hit the ground and her arse wiggles.

      “I’m going to use the bathroom and brush my teeth—be right back.” She gives me a little smile as she disappears behind the closed door.

      Satisfied by my own breakfast, I begin stacking all the plates and clearing the mess whilst she’s doing her thing, picking up the napkins, placing everything back onto the room service cart. I push it toward the door so it’s out of the way, taking a healthy swig of water that’s been sitting there, swishing it around in my mouth.

      I should definitely brush my teeth, too.

      Georgia doesn’t take long, so I slip in the bathroom after her to take a piss and brush my teeth, eyeballing the gap in my mouth quizzically from another perspective.

      The imperfection is something Georgia likes about me.

      I clench my teeth together and stare at it in the mirror.

      Bruises have mostly all gone away, cuts are healed. A few light scars here and there and I’m no worse for wear.

      There’s mouthwash on the counter and I swirl it around—I want to feel minty fresh when I finally fuck her again.

      The morning sex foreplay has been drawn out so long my body starts to buzz with anticipation, knowing that soon, I’ll be getting my rocks off.

      Lowering my head, I run the cold water on the tap and splash my face.

      Blot it dry with a towel.

      Clenching my teeth again, I give myself one more cursory glance before flicking off the light and rejoining her in the bedroom.

      “Hey stranger, what took you so long?” Georgia asks, patting the spot on the bed beside her. She’s lying on her side on top of the covers, playfully flirting at me with her eyes.

      I crawl up the bed to join her on all fours, up over her body as she moves to her back to accommodate me.

      “You are a vision, Georgia Parker.” I kiss her shoulder.

      She blushes. “A vision? I’ve never been called that.”

      I wager there are plenty of things that’ve never been said to her that she’s been missing out on all these years, but then again, she hasn’t really dated anyone either so any little thing I say, I want to make sure it’s sincere so she never has room to doubt me. I brush the hair back from her shoulder after kissing it to make room for my lips at the base of her neck. It’s something I noticed she loves—any time I put my mouth anywhere near her jawline, she begins to purr like a kitten.

      Soft, butterfly kisses lightly touching her skin make her shiver.

      “I wager there are things I could say that would make you blush more than you are right now.”

      “Oh yeah? Like what?”

      “Like…the first time I saw you wasn’t when you walked up to me at the house party.”

      Her eyes go wide at that information.

      “I saw you walk in when you first got there.” How could I not have noticed her? She’s a head taller than most women and beautiful to boot with her long brown hair and big, innocent eyes. “Saw you looking around the room.”

      “I was looking for you,” she murmurs.

      She was looking for me; she just didn’t know it. But isn’t that how these things work?

      Fate and destiny and shite, all that mushy stuff?

      “You walked in and I thought you were so fucking pretty.”

      Georgia does blush again, tilting her head slightly.

      Coyly.

      “You did?”

      “Why are you surprised by this?”

      It’s light outside and we’re having this moment stone-cold sober.

      What if we put the roommate and the friendship stuff aside and have fun this weekend without thinking about it?

      What if, what if, what if…

      I wouldn’t be saying any of this if we weren’t in Vegas, no fucking way.

      “I would never assume I was anyone’s type, physically.”

      “Bollocks.” I laugh, kissing her lips. “You’re probably everyone’s type.”

      “You’re just saying that because you like me.”

      Georgia has a point; maybe I am just saying it because I like her—but that doesn’t make it any less true.

      “What else you got? That didn’t make me blush.”

      She’s lying—it did make her blush; she usually does when the attention is on her.

      “One of my favorite things about you, as I’ve recently discovered, is your boobs.” The word tits almost leaves the tip of my tongue, but I don’t want to be unnecessarily crude.

      “You’re a breast man?”

      I am now. “And an arse man, and a leg man.” I run a hand down each body part as I say it. “I’m an everything Georgia man.”

      “Stop it,” she demurs, pursing her lips as an invitation for a kiss.

      I drop my head, lowering myself above her, pressing our fronts together, my hard dick rubbing against her pussy.

      “Where did you put those condoms?” She already wants to know, impatient.

      “Eh, they’re around here somewhere,” I tease, knowing they’re in clear sight on the table next to us.

      Georgia lifts her pelvis to rub up on me. “Maybe you should grab one now.”

      She’s wet—I can feel it.

      “Right now? You don’t want me to…” I bow my head and glance down through our bodies, to the valley between her thighs.

      “You don’t have to go down on me, just…” Georgia rubs against me again. “I’m already so turned on.”

      “Should I tell you about the fun day we have planned instead?” I drag my cock up and down her pussy, smiling into her ear. “Pool time—you in a sexy swimsuit.”

      “That does sound nice.”

      She inhales when I flirt with her entrance.

      “Have a few drinks, then come back and change for dinner.”

      Her lips are puckered and pouty. “Stop teasing me, or I’m going to roll over and fall back asleep.”

      No one wants to fall back asleep.

      She’s not fooling anyone.

      Still, unwilling to call her bluff, I scoot and reach to the table for the rubbers, pluck a blue-wrapped prophylactic from the box, tear it open with my teeth.

      No ceremony here.

      No sexy way of sliding it on to draw out the tension.

      Nope, we unroll it onto my dick, check to make sure Georgia is good and slick before I ease myself inside.

      We moan simultaneously when I do.

      She tips her head back. “Why does this feel so good?”

      I don’t know—I don’t have an answer for her because I’m baffled, too. Sex with her was supposed to be about sex, not the way it’s making us feel, but apparently it’s got us questioning our sanity after having shagged each other.

      There is no way in hell we can go back to school and go back to the way things were before this weekend.

      Not possible.
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      “You’re so sexy—like a Viking. I could ride you all night, you hot British piece of Viking ass.” A loud smack echoes in the air as my hand connects with the flesh of his butt cheeks.

      “I’m your husband now, you can shag me whenever you want. Are you going to move your shite into my room when we get home, wifey? I love you, you’re so beautiful.”

      “No, you’re beautiful. Come kiss me with that gap, you hottie. Put that mouth on me…”

      “Where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “Here?”

      His mouth kisses my hand, sucking the ring I have on my fourth finger…

      With a gasp I bolt up, immediately assaulted by blinding light.

      My outstretched arm tries to block the sun—dear lord, why is it so freaking bright in here?

      I want to die.

      How much did we drink last night? How sad is it that I don’t remember?

      I press a hand to my forehead; it throbs like there’s been a hammer taken to it, and I can’t tell what day it is. Why can’t I feel my face?

      Plus.

      I have to pee.

      Rolling my head to the side, I gauge the distance to the bathroom by cracking a single eyelid open and staring at the wall.

      Why is the bathroom a million feet away?

      I roll back toward the middle of the bed, squeezing my lids shut again to block out the sunshine; it’s determined to break in and wake my ass up and get me moving.

      “Ugh, what time is it?”

      It must be early; I rarely sleep late even when I have nowhere else to be. I’m a morning person who usually eagerly hops out of bed at the first sign of light, so why does it feel like Ashley and I slept the day away?

      Clock, clock, where is the clock…?

      Must be on Ashley’s side of the bed.

      He’s on his back, arm slung across his eyes, mouth gaping open (a tad unattractively). No drool, but still—he looks like a dead fish.

      And he’s wearing a ring.

      It’s absolutely impossible not to notice, black against his skin, circling a finger on his hand where a ring never existed before.

      I squint as I inspect it, leaning in closer on the off chance I’m hallucinating.

      “Are you wearing a ring?” My voice is raspy. “Did you have that on yesterday?”

      He moves, but barely, removing the arm from across his face, confused and bleary-eyed.

      “No, I’m not wearing a ring. What are you going on about?”

      I pick up the hand and give it a tiny shake. “Ring.”

      He looks at it, doing his best to focus on the solid band now circling his left hand.

      “What the bloody hell? Where did this come from?” He fiddles with it, twisting it in circles. Slides it off and holds it up to his eye, staring into the hole.

      He looks over at me, gaze trailing down my arm to the same spot on my body.

      “What the bloody hell is that?”

      “What the bloody hell is what?”

      “That.”

      He points rudely, and I follow. On the fourth finger of my left hand sits a diamond ring so big my eyes actually bug out of my skull, and I imagine I look like a cartoon caricature from an old Warner Brothers movie gaping down at it.

      I thrust my hand in his direction. “Ashley, what is this?”

      Does it sound like I’m having a slight panic attack? Because I am. I shake my head, but the ring doesn’t budge.

      He’s wearing a ring and I’m wearing a ring.

      We’re in Las Vegas.

      “It looks like a bloody wedding band—engagement band—I don’t fucking know. Why are we both wearing rings?”

      He sounds far less horrified than I do, but then again, he’s probably still half out of it having just been woken out of a deep, hungover sleep.

      “Are we still drunk?” Ashley wonders out loud. “Is it still last night?”

      Last night.

      So many things happened last night.

      We began the day off at the pool as we’d planned—after a few rounds of morning sex—lounging around with poolside service and plenty of alcohol under the hot beating-down sun.

      Held hands as we lay napping. Kissing. More napping, more alcohol, more food.

      There were dinner plans in the mix somewhere—a quick meal at the hotel’s newest restaurant—then to the theater for their critically acclaimed aquatics show. We had priority seating, which came complete with a server and—free booze.

      I don’t recall having that much.

      Stumbling, laughing.

      Kissing in the lobby against a slot machine. Ashley stuck a quarter in but didn’t end up winning anything. Kissing at the casino bar where we promised ourselves one more drink only.

      One more and then we’d go back to the room and to bed.

      Well. Go back to the room and have sex.

      But then we passed the wedding chapel on the second level en route.

      Visions of that chapel flash in my mind: two French doors flanked by large floral arrangements. A side office with a young woman inside who greeted us when we stuck our heads in to ask questions.

      Beth.

      No, Gretchen.

      No, Meredith…

      Doesn’t matter. She was perky and upbeat and way too good at her job, and before we knew it, Ashley and I were caught up in the excitement, too.

      What two drunk young adults who just spent the day cuddling and kissing and drinking and being pampered wouldn’t be?

      I cover my mouth as realization sets in with a tiny gasp.

      “Oh my god, Ashley. We didn’t.”

      We can’t have.

      But the memories begin flooding me like a tidal wave of cliches, plowing me into the sand, and facts cannot be ignored.

      I take you, Ashley, to be my husband, yup I sure do…oh my gosh, isn’t he dreamy?

      Drinks at dinner, drinks with dessert. Drinks at the show, drinks at the casino. Drinks, drinks, drinks when I hardly ever drink at all.

      Never like this.

      “We’re not married,” he says firmly, shaking his head. “This can’t be legal. I’m not from America.”

      Ha! I don’t think that matters. They issued us a marriage license and took our information and…

      “Really? Not married? Then why are we wearing rings? Don’t you remember anything that happened?”

      Because I’m starting to.

      “I knew it was you the second I laid eyes on you, Georgia Parker.”

      “I think I love you, Ashley Dryden whatever all your names are, and I don’t think it’s because I’m drunk.” I looked over at Meredith. “I’m not that drunk.”

      “You’re pretty drunk,” she said ruefully.

      “I have two middle names too, you know,” Ashley told me, hand on the small of my back—it’s my new favorite place to be touched by him.

      “What are they? What are your names?”

      “Ashley Arthur Calum Dryden-Jones.”

      “That is so fucking sexy.” Hiccup. “I love you.”

      “You love me? I love you.”

      “You do?”

      We began kissing until someone cleared his throat—the clergyman at the front of the small chapel. “I don’t mean to break up the fun, but we do have a line of people waiting and a schedule to keep.”

      The rings came from the adjacent jewelry store that carried every kind of gem, stone, band, and color you can imagine. How convenient.

      The store wasn’t at all what I would have expected—nothing like the dinky wedding chapel jewelry stores you see on television where the only thing they have available for purchase amounts to a tin-foil wedding band.

      Nope.

      This was an actual jewelry store.

      “Pick anything you want, Lady Dryden-Jones,” Ashley told me with a flourish toward one of the cases.

      “Lady?” I giggled. “You sound so proper.”

      “I am proper—and I’ll have a title, and that makes you a lady.” He hiccupped. “Pick any ring you want.”

      Any ring? La-di-da, weren’t we fancy!

      I gazed into the glass. “Why don’t we play a game—you pick out my ring and I’ll pick out yours so it’s romantic.”

      He rolled his eyes. “You and your games.”

      It didn’t take me long to choose Ashley’s band; I went with a black titanium ring I didn’t know was titanium at the time. I was too drunk to care, and picking rings was fun! I only knew black suited him.

      “Do you take me to be your husband?” He walked over and slid a gold band on my finger, a pear-shaped diamond resting on top.

      “Ashley! This is huge!”

      “No wife of mine is going to wear just a plain band—those are for pussies.”

      Hiccup.

      “’Sides,” he slurred. “I can afford it.”

      He could afford it? He could afford a forty-thousand-dollar ring?

      I was too drunk to ask questions and giddy at the sight of a giant rock on my finger. I’d never worn jewelry and this seemed like an ostentatious way to start, but drunk people make horrible decisions when they don’t take anything seriously…

      “We can’t be married. Oh my god, we did not get married.”

      “I would normally agree with you, but…” He holds up his hand then reaches for my arm to hold up mine.

      “What do we do?”

      Ashley—my husband—tries to sit up in bed but gets dizzy and lies back down.

      “First thing we should do is sup. I need something to soak up this alcohol. Chocolate milk, maybe.” He groans. “Then…I don’t know, just don’t panic. It’s not a big deal.”

      Not a big deal. Not a big deal?!

      Is he insane?

      “Ashley, the cost of this ring alone could feed a third world country—or pay for four years of my college education. Or…or…I don’t know, but what’s it doing on my finger! Did we rob a bank? How can you say this is not a big deal?”

      He puts a hand over his forehead. “I just meant—we’ll figure it out. There’s a solution to everything. Let’s just…” His other hand makes a ‘Keep it down’ motion, and I take a slow, measured breath to calm myself—the way I do after a track meet when I need to lower my heart rate.

      Typically I walk around the track, but in this room, there’s nowhere to go.

      “The good news is, we did it together, so it’s not a fuckup you have to go at alone.”

      Why doesn’t he sound freaked out?

      It’s almost like…

      He isn’t upset.

      Does he not care?

      He’s married—to me.

      We’re twenty-two and we’re married and we’re in college, why isn’t he FREAKING OUT ABOUT IT.

      How is he so calm? Just lying there with an arm slung over his eyes to block out the sun streaming through the giant, panoramic windows.

      “Were you even that drunk last night?”

      I eye him accusingly, all calm, cool, and collected on his side of the bed.

      He moves his arm to stare over at me. “There are a million ways to commit to you, Georgie. I think getting you pissed and married is a bit extreme, eh?”

      “Commit to me?”

      “Date you.” He covers his face and mumbles, “Whatever.”

      Suddenly, his phone begins buzzing on the nightstand, the vibration so intense the cell starts a merry hop across its surface.

      Ashley grapples for it. “Shite. It’s my dad. He almost never calls.” His finger hits the green button to accept it. “Hello, Dad.”

      The greeting is followed by a long silence.

      “Um. Yes, I’m in Las Vegas. Still working through the details of the transaction.” Pause. “I don’t know, my trust fund maybe? It’s mine to do with what I wish.” Pause. “Yes, Dad, I realize that. No, I’m not being purposefully obtuse.” More silence. “Why did you tell Mum about it before you talked to me? There’s no need for her to be hysterical.” Long pause. “No, I’m not being purposefully obstinate.”

      Ashley glances over at me.

      “I’ll sort it out and call you back.” Pause. “Yes, I promise, and no, I’ve not done anything illegal.” He rolls his eyes at that. “No, I am not being blackmailed.”

      He rolls his eyes at that, too.

      “Yes, Dad.” There’s another long stretch of silence. “I’ll try, maybe once this semester is over.” Pause. “Okay.” He nods. “Yes.” Another nod. “Give my love to Mum.”

      The call ends, and he sits on the bed next to me with the cell in his hand before tossing it on the bed covers and flopping back onto the mattress.

      “Well…my parents saw the bank notification for the rings. Not going to be able to hide it from them.”

      I bury my face in the pillows to wallow. “Oh my god. They are going to hate me!”

      “They’re not going to hate you. This isn’t your fault.”

      “I’m the American girl who married you and ruined your life!”

      Beside me, I hear his deep chuckle as his hand goes to my back. “First of all, you didn’t ruin anyone’s life—I was there too, remember.” He laughs again. “Actually, neither of us remember.”

      I peek at him. “What’s the second thing?”

      “We should order food. No good can come from discussing this if we’re hungover and hungry.” He reaches for the hotel phone, punching the room service button and waiting. “Hi, we’d like to order breakfast.” He nods at me, whispering, “Do you just want the same thing you had yesterday or were you craving something different…Mrs. Dryden-Jones.”

      “Oh my god, do not call me that.” My nervous laughter is loud. I’m surprised he has the energy to make jokes—at least my parents will never find out. They don’t have access to my piddly bank account, and if they did it wouldn’t matter because it’s practically empty. “Order me whatever you want.”

      I hide under the covers, embarrassed.

      “We can’t have sex without a condom—just because you’re Mr. Parker doesn’t mean I can’t get pregnant.”

      I hide deeper.

      “I’d be your Mr. Parker if you wanted me to.”

      “Really?”

      “No. Technically I don’t think I could. I’m the heir to a title…”

      Heir to a title, heir to a title…

      “Ashley?” I say his name the second he’s off the phone.

      “Hmm?”

      “What did you mean last night when you said you’re heir to a title?”

      He shifts on the bed, back resting against the headboard. Shrugs. “My father is a baron—it’s not as posh or grand as an earldom, but it’s a title I’ll inherit when he passes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It just means he’s a peer among the aristocracy and so will I be, and so will my wife.”

      Um. He needs to speak English. “Okay.” I’ll definitely be googling peer and aristocracy later when I’m alone. From the bathroom on my phone most likely, ha ha.

      Ashley sneaks a peek at me. “How would you feel about that?”

      How would I feel about that? He’s asking as if we’re going to stay married and will have a life together away from here.

      “There’s nothing to discuss. We can’t stay married.”

      My head is still reeling—from the alcohol and the wedding rings and the news that Ashley is some British nobleman’s son.

      “Why can’t we?”

      Is he insane? Seriously, has he gone and lost his mind overnight?

      I glare at him. “We are in our twenties. And we are not in—”

      In love.

      But we said it to one another over and over last night. Me to him and him to me.

      “I love you, Georgia.”

      “You love me? I love you.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      Jesus, what a mess. What if I told him I love him and I don’t? I hadn’t considered it before—that I could fall in love with him—because we were only just roommates. There was nothing romantic about our situation.

      There was never a chance we were going to date or be in a relationship.

      And now we’re married?

      What weird, alternate universe are we living in where Ashley Jones, the future English Baron Von Waffle House Whatever wants to stay married to me? A simple girl from small town USA?

      He’s still drunk.

      “I love you.”

      “You love me? I love you.”

      People say a lot of things when they’re three sheets to the wind, and apparently last night, we said them all. Did it all. Drank until we walked ourselves into a walk-up wedding chapel, stood before the chaplain, and said a few vows I’m almost positive we wrote ourselves while we waited in the pews for our turn.

      “Georgia, stop thinking about it. We’ll figure it out.”

      Such a sweet boy.

      So handsome and good.

      It would be impossible not to fall in love with him.

      Maybe I am falling for him.

      Maybe I already have.

      I scoot toward him so I can rest my head in his lap; he begins stroking my hair with the hand bearing the ring. When I move my head so I can look up at him, he’s staring down at that hand. At the ring.

      At me.

      He lowers his head so he can kiss me; for two people who just caused a giant headache for themselves, we’re acting as if we haven’t a care in the world.

      We kiss until room service comes.

      Ashley kisses me again, feeding me fruit off the plate. Feeding me eggs from a fork. Buttering a warm croissant and breaking off small pieces before setting them on my tongue. Scooping a bit of whipped cream off the top of the pancakes then sucking it off of my tongue.

      We have sex sitting up, me on top, making out while I ride him. Staring into each other’s eyes, wedding bands still circling our fingers.

      I won’t deny that seeing them on our hands is somewhat…intoxicating.

      Sexy.

      We have to figure this mess out before I get entirely too used to it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Twenty-Three

          

          
            Ashley

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you wearing a ring?”

      Conner O’Reilly is staring me down on the practice field, the rugby ball gripped between his giant, mammoth-like paws.

      One quick glance down at my hand reveals I forgot to take off my wedding band—Georgia would kill me if she found out, doubly so if she found out someone noticed.

      We agreed we weren’t going to wear them, at least not in public. Well, she decided we weren’t going to wear them anywhere at all, period. She’s still on the annulment kick whereas I want to take the time to think it through because there are consequences to the actions from our Las Vegas vacation turned drunk impromptu wedding.

      “So?”

      “Is that a wedding ring?” Conner wants to know, now jogging beside me as we run laps around the small field we use to run plays on.

      “No, dipshit, it’s a chastity ring.”

      He laughs as we’re joined by a few other teammates, who fall into line behind and around us for their warm-up run.

      “Why would you be wearing a chastity ring?” Stewart appears from the left, already huffing and puffing as if we’ve gone forty miles.

      He hasn’t even made one lap.

      “Did you mean purity ring?” someone else cuts in, also breathing a little too heavily for the short amount of running we’ve done.

      “Yes exactly,” I agree. “Big thing back home, everyone wears one.”

      “That’s cool,” Conner allows. “Maybe I should get one since I’m not boning anyone right now. It would probably be a babe magnet—everyone wants what they can’t have.”

      “No one wants you.”

      “That’s my point. They’ll sense my desperation.” He laughs. “Maybe if I made myself unavailable, the babes would be lining up at my door. Like reverse psychics.”

      “It’s reverse psychology, you moron.”

      We run on.

      “No amount of wearing a purity ring is going to make anyone come to your yard,” Andy says, coming up from the rear and passing us both to take the lead. He was a long-distance runner in high school and can out-stamina us all on the field.

      He passes by, leaving us to bicker.

      “So what does this purity ring entail? Where do I get one?”

      I shrug and jog. “Dunno, my mum sent it,” I lie, not feeling the least bit guilty.

      They would roast the shite out of me if I told the truth, told them the ring is in fact a wedding band, that I got hitched in Vegas—the vacation I hid from everyone so they wouldn’t show up and ruin my fun.

      In hindsight, if I hadn’t done that, I probably wouldn’t be married.

      Not a single one of these blokes would have allowed it, and I wouldn’t be in this mess.

      On the other hand, for some perverse reason, I’m not entirely keen to put an end to it, either—and there’s my rub. I’ve never even had a girlfriend before and now I have a wife and I want to keep her?

      That’s so fucked up beyond any measurable reasoning, and yet I can’t describe why I’m not ready to let go yet.

      It would be so simple to get the annulment and then court Georgia properly. Do it the way they do it in the States: take her to the movies, take her to a football game, take her to dinner. Buy her gifts on Valentine’s Day—shite like that.

      Even more curious? Georgia doesn’t seem as offput by the entire situation as she should be. Hasn’t had any meltdowns, hasn’t panicked about it, hasn’t screamed or yelled at me the way I’ve been waiting for her to.

      She’s been reasonably calm for a girl who’s gone and gotten herself married.

      When she walks in the door from practice later on in the evening, after I’ve cleaned myself up from my own training, she drops her duffle bag next to the door in the same spot she always does.

      “Lady Dryden-Jones, did you want me to order us dinner or were we just going to fend for ourselves?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Please stop calling me that.”

      I shrug. “I’m only calling you that because that’s what you are.”

      We’ve been home six days, and Georgia hasn’t returned to her own bedroom, sleeping in mine every night as if that’s been her rightful spot in the house all along.

      Still, she’s been loathing it when I call her Lady Dryden-Jones, which oddly I love the sound of.

      Lady Dryden-Jones isn’t the actual way to address the barony title—it’s Lady Talbot, and that is, and will only be, my mother. The wife of a baron’s first son has the courtesy title of “the Honorable” until her husband inherits his title, but the look on Georgia’s face when I call her Lady is so priceless I cannot make myself stop saying it.

      Besides, Mum’s not around to hear it.

      Georgia, who is theoretically now my wife, strides over and plants a kiss on my mouth, swatting me on the arse.

      We’ve not taken the steps to annul the marriage, but we did agree not to wear our rings.

      “Watch yourself or you’ll get caught being too domestic.”

      Too domestic.

      Is that a thing?

      “What should we do for dinner?”

      “Mmm, I’m not all that hungry just yet. Maybe a salad, I don’t know. I actually have some homework, and we have to video-chat later with Nalla, Priya, and the rest of the group so when we hand in our final project, everyone has their part completed.”

      I shove a cucumber slice in my mouth. “Ugh, fine—I’ll go work out until you’re done and then we can eat.” I wipe my hands on a nearby towel.

      Bzzt, bzzt.

      Bzzt, bzzt.

      No object makes that annoying sound except my mobile, and it’s buzzing on the counter next to the stove.

      I raise it to my ear.

      “Mum. What’s going on?”

      “You’re married?”

      “I…we…were sauced when we did it.”

      “Sauced,” Mum repeats, sounding scandalized. “My son went and got married without telling me, without a proper ceremony, and he was tossed while doing so.” I hear a sob on the other end of the line and glance over at Georgia.

      “It was a lark, Mum. We’re handling it.”

      Across the kitchen, Georgia mouths the word “Lark?” in my direction. I shrug at her. What the hell else am I supposed to say?

      “What do you mean handling it?”

      “Annulled. We just haven’t had the time to take care of it.”

      “Annulled?” My mother screeches so loud I have to yank the mobile away from my ear.

      “Mum, calm down—you don’t have to yell. What time is it there?”

      I mentally do the time-zone math and come up with roughly eleven o’clock, London time.

      “Don’t change the subject. Your father is having fits.”

      My father probably is indeed having fits, but not the same kind as the ones my mother has most likely been having if her semi-hysterical tone is any indication.

      “How did you know I got…” I don’t want to outright admit I’ve been lying to them, but Dad already knows about the cash missing from my trust fund. I’m just not sure how they discovered I went and got myself a wife. “…hitched?”

      “How did we know? How did we know? We know everything you do. Your father had our barrister follow the money trail. You didn’t think we wouldn’t get to the root of you withdrawing money from your trust, did you? Darling, marriages are public record, and he already knew you were in Vegas.” Mum takes a long, dramatic pause, calculating my transgressions. “Vegas! An annulment. Young man, I could die. What am I supposed to say to the ladies at my club? How am I supposed to show my face?”

      I sigh. “No one has to know, Mum. You’re not supposed to tell anyone anything.”

      Her long, drawn out silence says it all. She’s told plenty of her friends; the damage has already been done.

      “Mum?”

      “Does this girl make you happy?”

      “That isn’t the point. We were pissed and didn’t think it through. She wants to get an annulment.”

      “Who is she? You won’t even tell me her name. My daughter-in-law.” Mum sobs again.

      “Her name is Georgia. Please stop crying.”

      Georgia, who’s been leaning against the counter listening, makes a sad face.

      “Come home,” Mum demands. “Both of you—bring her with you.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea…”

      “Why? I want to get to know her.”

      “Because we’re…” I swallow. “Not going to stay married.”

      “Well I want to know what kind of girl my son is willing to marry since you’ve never brought a single woman home. You won’t let me match you up with anyone. Who is this girl?”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say She’s just a girl, Mum, but I think Georgia would take issue with that. She is not JUST an anything—I love her and married her, drunk or not. She is my wife.

      I hesitate. “It’s not that easy to just hop on a plane and come home, Mum. We have classes still.”

      “Well when?”

      “A few more weeks.”

      “As soon as you have a break. Now. Next week, I don’t care, just get your sorry arse on the next flight and bring your wife.” More sobbing. “Oh I can’t believe I just said that. Your wife. My son is married and he didn’t invite his mum to the wedding.”

      When Mum latches onto something, she’s inconsolable, carries on like no other, and this is no different.

      Reminds me of the time the Honorable Winnifred Bennett won the Garden Bud Society Patroness of the Year after only being a member for six months when Mum had campaigned to win that title all year long only to have it ripped from her grasp.

      Took Dad three weeks and a trip to Fiji to soothe her ruffled feathers—I can’t imagine what it’s like at home for him right now in the wake of my shotgun nuptials.

      “Alright. I’ll talk to Georgia.”

      And at least one of us can fly home to my parents.

      I can do that for them; at this point I owe my family an explanation. Though it may take some serious convincing, I can’t imagine Georgia would pass up an opportunity to visit Great Britain.

      “Please do.” My mother’s sniffle carries through the phone. “I still can’t believe you would do this. It’s so unlike you—and taking money from your accounts for vanity purposes without telling anyone? What were you thinking, Ashley Arthur?”

      I’m not going to get into it with her over the phone; she and I both know the money is mine, inherited from Mum’s father, and I can do with it as I please.

      What I spent was a fraction of what’s in the account, a mere drop in the bucket.

      Best not to argue with her though. “I don’t know what I was thinking, Mum.”

      That’s a lie.

      I know exactly what I was thinking when I drunk-married Georgia, and it goes something like this: As soon as I saw her on the other side of the room at the rugby house, I wanted to know her. If she hadn’t come over to me, I would have eventually gone over to her.

      What she did was immature, but it didn’t harm anything other than my ego, and let’s be honest—it’s not that fragile.

      I’ve had enough smoke blown up my arse from random people growing up because of who my father is, enough women who make passes at me to know I’m not an ugly, unworthy piece of shite.

      So, it bothered me, but…one look at Georgia and all that irritation and ill humor flew out the window. Now she’s my wife and I kind of want to keep her.

      Just to see what it’s like, even though she hasn’t behaved like a wife once.

      “As soon as your term is over, you are coming home. Do you understand me, Ashley Arthur Calum Dryden-Jones?”

      “Yes, Mum.”

      “Repeat it to me.”

      I flush, not wanting to repeat any of that shite with Georgia still standing at the counter listening to every word I say, but Mum isn’t going to end this phone call until I do.

      “I’m coming home as soon as the term is over.”

      I sneak a glance at her and her brows rise, a raisin cookie halfway to her mouth.

      “Not a day longer at that school, do you understand? You are coming home and you are bringing your wife.”

      “Mum…” Another glance at Georgia lets me know she is in fact very intently listening. “I told you I’d ask, but I can’t make any promises.”

      “Is she with you now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Please put her on the line.”

      “Mum…”

      “Ashley Arthur.”

      I lower the mobile after she uses two of my names and cover the receiver with my hand.

      “Mum wants to speak with you.”

      Georgia makes a choking sound, cookie going down the wrong pipe, and coughs several times. She’s bright red and takes a drink of water from the glass I poured myself before she came through the door.

      “She wants to talk to me?” She swallows, wiping her crumby cookie hands on her athletic shorts. “Um. Okay…”

      Slowly, as if walking in a funeral processional, Georgia comes to me and holds her hand out for the mobile.

      “Hello?”

      She pauses, listening carefully as Mum speaks, her face still red from choking on the cookie, embarrassment, and humility. I can’t for the life of me imagine what the hell Mum is saying to her, and waiting to find out is proving to be torture.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Georgia nods. “Thank you.” Pause. “Yes, he is.” She glances over at me, meek smile on her face; it’s a confusing smile, one I can’t read. Is that a pity smile or an encouraging smile or an—

      “Are you sure, Mrs.—uh, Lady Jones, um…” She flounders, unsure how to address my mother. “I don’t think it would be…” Mum must have cut her off because her voice fades, sentence unfinished. “Are you sure?” Pause. “That’s only in a few short weeks. Maybe I could make it work, but—” She gets cut off again, and frustration that my mother is talking over Georgia has my chest constricting. “Of course I will.”

      She’s quiet for a few more moments, then, “It was good speaking with you, too. Have a good weekend, ma’am.”

      Georgia is so polite, and I stare at her wordlessly as she hands me my mobile, placing it in my palm.

      I bring it to my ear.

      “She hung up.” My roommate-wife laughs, though it’s a sound laced with nerves and tension.

      An anxiety cocktail, if you will.

      “Well?” I say. “What did my mum say?”

      “I’m sorry, but…can we talk about it later? Please? My head is spinning.” Georgia leaves the room with two fingers pressed to each of her temples. “I’m going to take a bath.”

      A bath.

      Okay.

      Yeah, sure—I can wait until she’s done with her soak to learn my fate. To know what she and my mother spoke about, what Georgie thought she could maybe make work.

      She’s going to fly back to Britain with me.

      She just needs more time to get used to the idea.
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      “Here you go.”

      Georgia looks up at me as she soaks in the tub, surrounded by so many bubbles I can’t see her tits.

      “Thank you.” She takes the wine glass I hand her and doesn’t hesitate to take a small sip, closing her eyes when she leans her head against the edge of the basin. “I think I needed this.”

      “I think we both do.”

      The past six days haven’t been nearly as stressful as the phone call from my mother. We have basically all but ignored the looming annulment hanging over our heads, and leave it to Mum to bring it crashing down on us like a cold bucket of water poured on a coach after a winning match.

      Neither of us say much whilst we’re in the bathroom together, bubbles making a crackle-pop sound as they gradually dissolve. Eventually the water gets cold, and Georgia asks for me to pass her a towel.

      I hand it to her and give her privacy, going to my closet to grab sweatpants and a t-shirt—something to change into after my shower.

      “I think what we both need is to go to bed early.”

      She nods, wrapped in a towel.

      Climbs into bed with me an hour later wearing flannel shorts and a tank top, long hair dry and combed straight.

      She sighs and lies facing me, resting her chin in the palm of her hand.

      And.

      She’s wearing her wedding band…

      …which she’s done only a few times since we’ve been back.

      “What? It’s pretty and I might never have a ring this beautiful again,” she said to me the night I caught her wearing it whilst typing a mass comm paper.

      It glittered and sparkled under the light from the lamp on her desk.

      I watched from the doorway and she put her hand out, turning it this way and that as it reflected prisms onto her bedroom walls.

      “Your mom would like to meet me.”

      I nod. “She does—they all do. I’m afraid she…” Let’s see, how do I put this. “Mum may have told a few people I got married. I’m not sure why, but I think she lost hope that I would.”

      Georgia gapes at me. “Lost hope? You’re twenty-two!”

      Her expression of horror makes me laugh, and I reach out to brush away the hair that’s fallen into her eyes.

      “It’s just that generation,” I explain, to little avail.

      Georgia is having none of it. “That generation? Your parents aren’t ninety years old, they’re what—fifty? Maybe? Why are they so consumed with getting you married off that they’d let you settle for someone they haven’t met?”

      I pull her over.

      She’s a feisty one.

      “What else did Mum say?”

      “She’d like to meet me, and she’d be happy to fly me over. First class, of course, so I’m comfortable. As soon as the semester is over.” Georgia pauses. “She wants to have a gathering.”

      “A what?”

      “Tea, she said, with a few friends.”

      “Tea with a few…no. Absolutely not. She’s most likely going to ambush you with a hen night—probably invite Jack’s stuffy girlfriend Caroline, who you will be bored to tears of, plus she’s a raging bitch.”

      Georgia’s mouth falls open. “Ashley! I can’t believe you just said that!”

      “What? The part about the hen night or the part where I call Jack’s girlfriend a bitch?”

      “All of it.” She laughs, and I relax. Phew, she isn’t going to be mad at me for cursing, though now that she’s pointed it out, I feel a hair guilty.

      “Sorry, but—she is. Dodgy, that one, just after Jack’s last name.”

      “At least she’s not the sort to get trashed out of her mind in Sin City and marry her roommate.” Georgia puts her head down on my arm and lets out a gigantic sigh. “I think going home with you would be a huge mistake.”

      “Why?”

      I mean—obviously, but I want to hear her reasons.

      She lifts her head to look at me. “Because, your mom is going to get attached and get her hopes up, and then everyone will be disappointed when the marriage is annulled. We’re twenty-two years old, for crying out loud. This is insane.”

      “Plenty of people get married in their early twenties.”

      I keep forgetting the fact that Georgia and I haven’t said we love each other since the night we eloped. Drunken professions of love we’ve not repeated since.

      Which…

      Doesn’t bode well, does it?

      But it can. My parents got married when Mum was eighteen and Dad was twenty-three, bound mostly by duty and all that malarky because of his title but also madly in love. It was a different time even though it was only a couple decades ago.

      Plus, according to Dad, Mum wouldn’t put out until they were married, and he wanted to shag her.

      “Did she say anything else?”

      She must have—Georgia hardly got a word in edgewise.

      My roomie-spouse kisses the tip of my chin. “Much of the same thing, how they want to meet me and they can’t believe we ran off without a proper wedding.” She giggles out a low laugh. “As if we were secretly dating to begin with.”

      We weren’t, not even a little.

      “I want to date you.”

      She glances up, our faces inches apart. “You do?”

      “Of course I do. I know it’s a bit late for it, but do you want to be my girlfriend?”

      “Ashley…are you just saying that so I don’t feel bad for getting drunk and marrying you?”

      “What? No.” What a weirdo. “No, I want to date you. Why do you think I went on that foolish trip to begin with? I was mad attracted to you—I didn’t see any other way to go about it, not with you living here.”

      “You didn’t want to cross the line.”

      “No, it would have been…bad form.”

      “Bad form,” she deadpans before laughing. “God, you are so cute.”

      “So what do you think? I can take you out tomorrow for a proper date. We can get dressed up, have dinner.”

      Georgia dips her head shyly. “Okay, sure.”

      “But don’t you think our first date was dinner in Vegas? That counted, yeah?”

      She nods. “I would think so—the entire time we were sitting at the table, I felt like a jerk for telling the hostess we weren’t a couple even though we weren’t. It felt like I’d kicked you in the nuts or something.”

      Kicked me in the nuts or something.

      I laugh. “I did wonder why you kept going on about it, but whatever. It wasn’t a big deal—wasn’t a lie.”

      “But still…I couldn’t stop babbling. I was so nervous.”

      “So was I.”

      “Were you?”

      “I’m always a bit nervous around you. Can’t you tell?”

      “No. No, you always seem cool—you’re not the easiest person to read. We should have played poker while were in Vegas. You might have won.”

      “I’ve never played poker a day in my life.”

      “Hmm. Well, we both sure do like to gamble.”

      She’s being metaphorical, kissing the corner of my mouth, my bottom lip. Her hands slide over my bare waist and begin running up and down my spine.

      Georgia loves touching me, and I’m here for it all day every day.

      “Roll to your back,” she instructs softly, and I comply, rolling so I’m staring up at the ceiling, moving my hands so they’re behind my head.

      Georgia gently trails her fingers along my sternum, tracing my collarbone—one of her favorite places to touch me. It’s gentle, like a whisper, breezing along my skin faintly.

      I can tell she’s concentrating, as if trying to learn the lines and curves of my body even though she’s touched me countless times already. We always have the lights on, too, so we can see each other, vulnerable and bare and thrilling.

      I’m wearing navy sleep bottoms tonight, already having discarded my t-shirt, but nothing underneath. No boxer briefs or underwear, so when her hand slips beneath the waistline of my pants, I inhale a sharp breath of anticipation.

      Fuck yes.

      Honestly, my thighs quake a little when she begins moving her body lower, positioning herself to suck me off, something she hasn’t done yet.

      I’ve gone down on her plenty, but she’s never blown my cock.

      I watch her head move lower, hands fumbling for the drawer of my bedside table; there’s lube there, and apparently she’s keen to fetch it.

      Squirts plenty on her palms, giggling nervously when she makes a sticky mess, dripping some on my thigh.

      God she’s adorable.

      “I apologize in advance for not being a pro at this.”

      “Babe, don’t.” Don’t bloody apologize. “You cannot fuck this up.”

      She rolls her eyes, the unsexiest thing to do when you’re about to give someone a handy slash blow job, but it’s classic Georgia to do so.

      “If you say so.”

      I do say so.

      Her hands encircle my dick before her mouth touches the tip, moving in a circular motion at the base.

      My lips part, watching her lower her head.

      Yes, yes, bloody hell YES.

      Fuck yeah.

      Fuck, fuck yeah.

      Georgia licks the tip, humming as if she’s sucking on a sweet, sugary lollypop. I’m not a fucking moron—I know it doesn’t taste like one, but I’m willing to suspend reality for the next five to twenty minutes or so and pretend she’s enjoying it as much as I am.

      Her hands work the base as her mouth devours my dick as far as her throat will let her.

      She bobs up and down, in classic BJ mode for the next few seconds…up…down…up…down, a little humming inside her throat while I watch.

      Then.

      From out of nowhere, Georgia removes one of her hands, reaching behind her. Produces her small, pink, bean-shaped vibrator, pushing the tiny power button until it begins a low buzz whilst sucking away, not missing a beat.

      “What are you doing with that?” I ask nervously.

      “Shh, no talking,” she tells me.

      I fall in love with her again when she places that pink, vibrating wonder behind my cock…right at the base, above my balls. It buzzes on low, sending a shockwave of pleasure through my entire bloody body.

      I need to hold on to something.

      If I were standing, my knees would buckle and I’d be on the ground.

      My thighs spasm when Georgia resumes sucking.

      I’m going to explode all over the bloody fucking place, I just know it, oh my fucking god…

      “Holy shite…shite…oh my god…” I might be crying, I don’t know it feels so fucking…fucking…

      Pardon my French, pardon my language, shite…

      I need it to stop.

      I need to come.

      I need…

      She sucks harder. “Mmmhmm.” She nods knowingly.

      The little devil knew this would send me over the edge, putting an end to the blow job in a matter of minutes.

      Less than five fucking minutes, I’d wager.

      The she-devil.

      “Fuck I love you,” I blurt out. Love-bombing during a blow job—not my finest moment.

      Still.

      I mean it.
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      I’m not doing this for the sole purpose of seeing England.

      I’m not.

      Fine. I mean…that’s part of the reason—which isn’t a big secret—but not the entire reason I accepted the Dryden-Jones’ invitation to visit.

      I’m nervous as hell.

      Halfway across the ocean, I got nauseous and wanted to throw up, blaming my knotted-up stomach on plane turbulence.

      One hour before landing at Heathrow International Airport, I wanted to rock myself in a corner and turn the plane around, spending fifteen minutes in the bathroom fixing my hair and putting on lotion and brushing my teeth.

      Ten minutes to landing, I stare out the window, watching for castles and looking at the English countryside, vying for any glimpse of Buckingham Palace or Big Ben or the city of London.

      My heart races.

      Across the lowered partition between our seats in first class, Ashley takes my hand and squeezes it.

      My sweet, caring boyfriend…

      …who I happen to be married to.

      We have to figure out a way out of this mess, but if I’ve tried to bring it up once, I’ve broached the subject a thousand times—he’s just not ready to have the conversation, and lord knows I can’t hire an attorney to do the work for me.

      Plus, we had exams.

      Finals to get through, then graduation, though neither of us walked in the spring ceremony.

      Walking in a cap and gown is the least of our worries right now.

      I thought the Dryden-Jones would meet us at the airport, but I was wrong; they sent a car, giving me more time to fret and worry on the ride to their home.

      Home?

      Ha.

      The house Ashley grew up in couldn’t be called a house—I believe he referred to it as a hall? Talbot Hall something or other, a stately “stone pile” in his family for generations.

      Stable yard. Grand entrance with pillars flanking the end of the drive that goes on for miles, through—what did he call it…a park? Talbot Park. Deer and sheep graze. A pond with a fancy building next to it looking like something out of Pride and Prejudice.

      I don’t know if I could get used to this…

      Or perhaps I could.

      Ashley is the spitting image of his father, tall and large. Lord Talbot (as I discover he’s called) is more personable than I was expecting him to be.

      I thought I’d be meeting an ogre. A man who was going to lecture and look down his nose at not only me, but his son, displeased with his life choices and shouting about the shotgun Vegas wedding.

      Not so.

      I’m baffled by the entire scene.

      Warmed by it, too, if I’m being honest.

      Guilt settles in my stomach; I still haven’t told my parents, and Ashley’s are celebrating this as if it were wonderful news.

      My parents are going to flip out.

      There will be no chill with Susan and Bill Parker.

      None.

      Seriously, I can already hear my mother screaming and crying. Not even a chance to appear on a home improvement television show would calm her down.

      As supportive as they’ve always been, I cannot see them supporting this.

      As it stands, they do not know I’m in England. They think I’m visiting a friend before coming home for the summer and working like I always do, at a law firm in town where Dad’s best friend is an attorney.

      I am shocked by Ashley’s family.

      Shocked.

      Even his brother Jack is here, sitting at the dining room table sharing jokes.

      Jack clears his throat and all eyes turn his way. “Since we’re sharing news and having a spot of fun at Ash’s expense, I thought I’d share a bit of news myself.” He shifts in his chair, obviously uncomfortable. “Caroline and I…”

      “Oh god don’t say it,” Ashley mutters under his breath, just loud enough for me to hear. “Please don’t say you’re engaged.”

      “Caroline and I broke up.” Jack plays with one of the many forks resting next to his dinner plate. “Well, I broke it off with her, and she threatened to castrate me.” He laughs. “We’re done.”

      Lady Dryden-Jones sets down her wine glass. “Jackie, why did you not tell us anything!”

      “I’m telling you now. I had to sort it out—I knew she would be hysterical, and she was.”

      “Rightly so—that girl was expecting to marry you,” Lord Talbot gruffly declares, though he doesn’t seem to care one way or another.

      “She was a stiff,” Ashley adds. “He’s better off.” He looks at his brother admirably. “Well done, Jack. Well done.”

      “Ashley! Boys.” Their mother looks distraught. “Jack, I thought—”

      “I know what you all thought, Mum, but it’s over. We’re done.” His head gives a definitive nod, ending the discussion. “I want what Ashley and Georgia have.”

      Whoa.

      Whoa, whoa, whoa.

      Ashley and I are not the poster children for a happy couple. We are a hot mess.

      “With all due respect, Ashley and I barely know one another. I wouldn’t call us the model of the perfect relationship.”

      “But that’s why it’s so perfect! You see?” Jack is getting excited, almost coming out of his chair. “You’re a bloody disaster, and that’s what makes it so brilliant!”

      “Bloody disaster.” Ashley scoffs at his brother. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “You went and got leg shackled in the single dirtiest city in the blasted United States—you wouldn’t call that a disaster?”

      “Hey now,” I put in, feeling slighted myself. “Las Vegas is not the single dirtiest city in America…it’s maybe the third dirtiest city.”

      Okay, that came out all wrong.

      I should stop talking.

      “I’m giving you a compliment, mate—relax. It’s a good thing. You have yourself a wife.”

      Ashley runs a hand down his face, frustrated. “Listen, we—Georgia and I—the whole wedding thing was…”

      A mistake.

      A bad idea.

      An accident.

      The list goes on and on, and I wonder how he’s going to finish the sentence.

      Everyone waits.

      “The whole wedding thing was…is…” He falters and tries again. “The whole wedding thing is something we still have to sort out. Don’t go hitching your star to our wagon.”

      “Hitching my what to your huh?” Jack laughs. “You’re daft.”

      “Don’t copy me.”

      “I’m not going to copy you. I just…need to be single for a time.”

      Single for a time.

      They’re all so polite and articulate.

      We sit in the dining room for what feels like hours, talking. Ashley argues with his mother while his dad comes in and out of the room, taking phone calls then returning. Leaving again while his wife and son disagree on the state of our union.

      It’s a strange place to be, sitting here listening in as if I weren’t here.

      Wanting to observe.

      Agreeing and disagreeing with many of the things being lobbed back and forth.

      I’m tired when we finally go upstairs to Ashley’s giant bedroom. There’s a fireplace in the center, with a couch and a love seat. Two leather chairs—an entire sitting area! Dressing room off in one direction, bathroom in the other.

      The bed is a dark, wooden canopy with forest green fabric, like something you’d see in a bed and breakfast, matching green wallpaper behind it on the walls.

      It’s dark and masculine, everything an English bedroom should be.

      And just when I think I have him all to myself…

      The bedroom door blows open and Jack struts in, making himself comfortable at the foot of the bed as Ashley himself slides in on his side.

      I pull the quilt up to my neck.

      “Bugger off, mate—we’re knackered. Jesus, Jack, go away.”

      Jack flops down on his back, ignoring both our objections. “Caroline won’t leave me alone.”

      “Ugh!” Ashley buries his head beneath the covers with a groan. “No shite, mate—she’s mad. I told you that when you started dating her.”

      Above the covers, I laugh.

      Could I live without his brother barging in on us? Yes.

      Am I enjoying his misery? Also yes.

      “What should I do? She dropped in at my flat last week, just rang her way up and the doorman let her in.”

      “Did you try telling the doorman she’s not allowed up anymore, you idiot?”

      “Well no. That doesn’t seem very nice—Caro practically lived with me.”

      My boyfriend’s snort is loud and undignified. “No, Jack, she fancies herself living in a London flat—she didn’t fancy herself living with you in the flat.” Ashley reappears, red-faced from lack of air. “Why did you finally break up with her—and don’t say my wedding.”

      “Your wedding.”

      “Jack! What the fuck.”

      “What! When Mum told me you’d gone and tied the knot with an American girl, it made me wonder if I truly wanted to marry Caroline, and the answer was no. She’s not…” His voice trails off.

      “Nice?”

      “Stuff it, arsehole.”

      “Well she’s not. She’s a monster and we both know it.”

      I put my hand on his arm to stop him from talking—so his brother can speak.

      “Sorry, Jack. You were saying? She’s not…”

      “She’s not fun. Caroline isn’t fun. We haven’t laughed in ages, and all she cares about right now is social media. Her mobile is always out and she complains nonstop. I’m not saying she’s a bad person, she’s just not…”

      “Pleasant to be in the same room with.”

      “Ashley!” I scold him with a laugh. He needs to stop interrupting.

      “We’re not the same people we were four years ago when we met.”

      “Amen.” Ashley applauds, actually applauds, his slow clap echoing throughout the bedroom. “Now get the fuck out.”

      His brother disregards him. “When are you moving home?”

      “In a few weeks.”

      Jack and I both look at him. “That soon?”

      He nods. “That soon.”
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      That soon came too soon.

      I miss him.

      Ashley is gone and I miss my roommate.

      My friend.

      My husband.

      Weird.

      So, so weird.

      We haven’t gotten the marriage annulled yet—we said we’d wait. Give it time and see how we felt after he went home to England and we had some time apart.

      A long-distance relationship is not something I predicted or saw for myself; it wasn’t something I wanted.

      And.

      It does suck.
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        Two months later…

      

      

      “Jack? Do you have a second?”

      I knock on the door to my brother’s bedroom.

      I’ve been staying at his flat since moving home—on his sofa—not wanting to live with Dad and Mum. They’re so far out in the country, away from the hustle and bustle and the city.

      Young people.

      No offense to them, but they’re old.

      Did I want to stay in the States with Georgia? Of course I did, but…I have to work.

      Life had to go on.

      Now that I have my degree, I have to fulfill the promise I made to my dad, his company, and—well, it’s time to start earning a living for myself.

      I can’t chase a girl I’ve only known for a semester around America; it wouldn’t do. Granted, I married this girl, but still—it hardly counts.

      She hasn’t even told her mum and dad as far as I know.

      Jack is on his laptop in the middle of his bed, back against his headboard. He takes his glasses off when I come in, setting them on the comforter.

      “What’s going on?”

      I shuffle in and rest on the end of his bed. “I don’t know, I’m just…” I lift one of my shoulders in a shrug.

      “I can see that. Does this have anything to do with your absent wife?”

      “She’s not my wife.” I fiddle with the band on my left hand, having worn it since I left her at school, after packing my belongings and hers, stacking her boxes near the door so when her parents came, all they would have to do is load them in the car.

      It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

      Some of it we sold online, some of it was left at the curbside.

      For now, the house will remain empty until the lease is sublet.

      “I mean…she is though.”

      It’s been nearly two months since I was in the same room as Georgia. Sure, we video-chat and sext and do all those things—but it’s not the same.

      Soon, we have to shite or get off the pot.

      Fill out the paperwork or don’t.

      Georgia keeps saying she wants the annulment, but has she done anything about it? No.

      I don’t think she’s even gone online to look at the paperwork.

      “Brother, what are you going to do? You should see yourself—you’re miserable.”

      Am I miserable?

      I miss her.

      I miss every last little thing about her, including the annoying stuff, like the loud way she eats carrot sticks, or how she sometimes would snore at night and steal the blankets.

      Dumb, little things.

      But am I miserable?

      A long-distance relationship is not something I predicted or saw for myself; it wasn’t something I wanted.

      And.

      It sucks.

      “Mate, you should talk to Dad,” my brother says at last. “You need a plan—you can’t keep on like this. You’ll make yourself sick.”

      I glance over at him; he’s stopped working on whatever he was working on and is giving me his full attention.

      I never really took Jack seriously—he’s just always been my kid brother, in the background, a few years younger, so not really crossing my path. When I was finishing school, he was beginning.

      We never hung out unless we had to, forced together by our mother, not bonding like I’ve seen my American mates do with their siblings because they lived together and played together.

      Jack and I were in boarding school, and not even at the same one.

      This is the first time he’s given me advice.

      “You think I should talk to Dad?”

      “I think…” He takes the laptop off his thighs and sets it on the bed beside him. “You should go to the States and figure out your shite with Georgia. You have to get closer or spend time together, one of the two.”

      Wow.

      Wow—this is unexpected coming from him.

      “You have to do something. You can’t do this much longer, mate. Living here—I don’t mind it. Stay as long as you want. Mum and Dad pay my lease anyway. But you’re walking around on autopilot, refusing to date other people…”

      He’s given me something to mull over, that’s for sure.

      And I do.

      It’s all I can think about for days.

      Going through the motions, I go to work. I’ve started at my father’s firm as an entry-level associate. Yesterday he was actually in the office; he’s here in town, staying in his flat after leaving the office, in London for the week before going back to the country to be with Mum, a habit he got into when I was a lad.

      We had lunch.

      We had a chat.

      I ring Georgia for a video chat, seated in my cubicle at the office, hoping I’m not interrupting while she’s in the middle of something or having dinner—but this is fresh on my mind and it has to be said.

      Dad and I came up with a plan. Or, he did, and I’m about to lay it out on the line with my ex-roommate slash girlfriend slash wife.

      She picks up almost immediately and I sigh with relief, smiling when I see her gorgeous face.

      It looks like she’s at home, in bed.

      Her parents’ place, since she moved home after graduating. Can’t afford a flat of her own, working a shite job while looking for something better.

      “Hey babe, are you at work?” She’s adjusting herself on the bed and getting comfortable, fluffing the pillows behind her so she’s propped up for the call.

      “I am. Just had a chat with Dad.”

      “That’s nice—what time is it there?”

      She still hasn’t figured out the time change, can never tell if it’s day or night or afternoon when she calls me. Sometimes she’ll ring me at one in the morning thinking it’s dinnertime, or at four AM thinking it’s noon.

      But maybe she won’t have to figure it out much longer. Not after what I’m about to propose.

      “It’s just after lunch. One thirty.”

      “Oh good. I’m heading into work soon, though I don’t know if they’ll have much for me to do. I might get sent home early, which sucks since I need the money.”

      “Sorry babe, that is a pisser.” But it’s also a great segue into the next part of the conversation. “Dad and I were talking and—well. I’m just going to throw this out there since it’s been on my mind.”

      Neither of us have been able to sleep, texting each other at all hours of the day and night, making the situation that much worse. Making me miss her more.

      There aren’t enough messages and video chats that can fix being an ocean apart.

      “You know how much I miss you,” I begin.

      Georgia nods. “I miss you, too. I miss you like crazy, but…” It hardly matters when you’re thousands of miles away.

      “See, Georgie, that’s the thing. I can come back—Dad is willing to let me come back to the States. He’s giving me six months to work remotely, to figure out what we’re going to do, you and I.” I begin rambling, speaking a mile a minute, her smile fading the more I babble. “We can get a place for the next few months, and we can fill out paperwork—whatever you want to do. I can work from home and you can keep looking for a better job or internship, and six months is plenty of time to sort through the tangle. What do you think?”

      She hesitates.

      Speaks slowly. “You would do that?”

      “Yes.” Of course. “When Dad suggested it, I almost fell out of my chair. They really liked you when you were here, Georgia, even if we cut ties at the end of it all and go our separate ways.”

      I’m never going to find another girl like her, but I would try.

      “But I’d only have six months. That would be it. And I…my life is going to be here, Georgia. I can’t make promises about that. I’ve always wanted to work for my dad and take over his business with Jack, and I don’t think that is ever going to change. But I’m willing—no. You’re important, and…shite. I love you. I don’t just want to leave you there. I want…”

      She’s nodding along as if she understands, but she can’t possibly know that my heart is thumping out of my chest and my palms are sweating and I keep watching for someone in the office to walk by and overhear me pouring my heart out like an idiot.

      Shite, someone actually could be listening; these walls all have eyes and ears and will probably talk, too.

      “I can’t ask you to come back here, Ashley. You have a job there and your parents are important and—”

      “You’re not asking me to come back, Georgie. It’s what I want to do.”

      Her head gives a little shake. “I know, but…”

      One of the executive assistants is approaching from behind me, stopping my girlfriend’s next few words.

      At a leisurely pace, Beth strolls along with a notebook in her hand, obviously pretending not to notice I’m on a video chat with a young woman.

      Georgia and I wait until she’s out of sight, and I lean in closer to the monitor.

      “Look, I should go. Think about it, okay? I’ll only come back if you want me to.”

      “Of course I want you to…it just feels so selfish. You’d be giving up everything to come back here and—what? Watch me work at the same basic job I’ve had for three summers while I scramble to find something better? Or an internship that barely pays anything? I’m still going to be stuck living with my parents.”

      “Have you told them yet?”

      She’s quiet. “No.”

      I get it.

      She sees no sense in getting them all worked up if we’re not going to stay together. It can just be a distant memory swept under the rug, and twenty years from now, she can tell the children she has with someone else that Once upon a time, when Mom was wild and crazy in college, she married her roommate in Vegas.

      Then again, I wasn’t planning on telling my folks either—they found out by accident because they have access to my bank account.

      My girlfriend nibbles on her lower lip, something she does when she’s anxious.

      “Don’t fret about it just yet, okay? Just think it over. I’ll text you when I’m home tonight.”

      “Okay, I’ll try not to.”

      I can see that she’s lying—she’s one hundred percent going to worry herself about it all day long, but there is nothing I can do about that.

      “Goodbye, babe. I love you.”

      “I love you too.”
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      It’s been a while since my chat with Ashley about him coming back to the States to spend time with me and get this mess sorted out, and it’s consuming me. Eating me alive, taking away my appetite, filling me with guilt.

      My mother notices.

      Sits herself down on the couch with me one night, not reaching for the remote control as she usually does to watch her home improvement shows.

      Back when I moved home, she made it clear that the television was hers to commandeer, and if I wanted to watch my own shows, I could do it in my bedroom on my laptop.

      It’s my home, but it’s not my home.

      A strange place to be.

      “What’s going on with you?” Mom asks, turning her body to face me. I have my phone in my hand and was texting Ashley, our usual daily I miss you and How was your day?

      What’s going on with me? Where do I begin?

      Where do I begin?

      With the truth, I suppose.

      The truth makes me want to vomit, but that’s neither here nor there, and it won’t help me now. I have a boy who wants to come here to be with me and help me work through this so I’m not alone, and how do I explain why he is coming all the way from England to do it?

      “So, you know how I moved in with that guy at school?”

      “Yes. The guy with the girl’s name.”

      I nod. That’s the one. “He’s from England. He’s home now, and we were talking—”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re pregnant,” she jokes.

      “No.” I shake my head and actually manage a laugh, although she’s not going to be any more pleased with my actual news than she’d be if I told her I’d gotten pregnant out of wedlock.

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to say, It’s nothing like that, but the truth is, it’s sort of like that. “He and I took a trip to Vegas a few months ago, before school was done.”

      “Okay…” She’s not following, obviously.

      “And you know how it is.” I give her an expectant look, hoping she’ll rush in to fill in the blanks. “Lots of drinking.”

      “Did you end up getting arrested?”

      I give a wry smile, wishing it were that simple. “No, I would have called.”

      “Did he do something to you while you were there?”

      “Ashley? God no, he’s the perfect gentleman.” I clear my throat. It’s now or never. “The kind of perfect gentleman you…um…get drunk and…um. Marry.”

      Mom tilts her head. “I’m sorry—I’m not following.”

      “We got drunk and got married.”

      Silence.

      Silence.

      Followed by more silence.

      “Say that again?”

      “We got married?”

      “And you were drunk.” A statement, not a question.

      I nod. “Yes.”

      “And have you heard of such a thing as an annulment?” Her face is unquestionably getting red, and her lips are pursing. I didn’t think she’d be cool about this, but I didn’t think she’d act so stoically, either.

      “Yes, of course.”

      “And you haven’t gotten one?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Why not? Do you love him?”

      “Yes, I love him.” But not enough to marry him, for crying out loud. This wasn’t part of my plan! Not that I had a plan, exactly, but this wouldn’t have been anywhere in or around it.

      “You’re in love with someone you lived with even though you told your father and me not to worry, you got drunk and married your roommate in Vegas, and you’re just now telling us about it.”

      Um.

      That pretty much sums it up.

      Ashamed, I nod.

      She says nothing.

      More of nothing.

      A silence so deafening I almost want to check for a pulse; I swear I hear the ticking of a clock somewhere in the distance.

      My mother is silent for so long I actually begin to worry.

      “Mom, please say something.”

      Her mouth opens.

      Closes.

      Opens again, but she’s looking above my head and out the window behind me. “I don’t know where to start, Georgia. I’m so…I’m so…” Are her fists clenching? “I don’t know what to say.”

      She sits, as silent as I’ve ever seen her, and I wish to god she would please say something.

      Anything.

      I would even be able to handle it if she started yelling right now, or crying, but her not saying anything at all is freaking me out. I knew this was a terrible idea and I knew I shouldn’t have told her.

      “Mom…”

      “What do you want me to say?” Her tone is controlled. “Do you really want to know what I’m thinking right now? Because I don’t think you do.”

      “Yes! Yes, please.”

      “Fine.” Her lips press into a tight line. “I think that…you’re an adult, and therefore, it’s time to start acting like one.”

      I sit there, shellshocked.

      “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean.”

      Mom goes on to explain. “I have to talk to your father about this, and he’s going to be disappointed too, but I speak for both of us when I say…perhaps it’s time for you to move on.”

      Move on?

      “Yes. Perhaps it’s time for you to move out and spread your wings. You went to Vegas, you got drunk, and you got married. And from what you’re saying, you didn’t get an annulment, which would’ve been the responsible thing to do as soon as you got back to school, but you didn’t. For whatever reason, you’re dragging your feet. I don’t know why, but there must be something about this boy that you like enough not to separate from him.”

      She’s absolutely right of course; she usually is. But just because I haven’t gone and gotten an annulment yet doesn’t mean I’m attached to Ashley in some way that would make me want to stay married to him at twenty-two years old. It’s not like I’m purposely putting it off, am I?

      “Do you want me to move out?”

      Mom shrugs casually…coldly. Pulling an expression I’ve never seen on her before.

      “You’re married. You should go figure your life out. You have a husband somewhere and you’re sitting in my living room, wallowing.” She stands, brushing her hands on the front of her jeans. “How does thirty days sound? That’s what most landlords give their tenants.”

      Tenants? “I don’t pay rent.”

      “Exactly,” Mom says as she leaves the room.

      I am at a loss.

      Too stunned to say anything, to go after her and beg her to forgive me. My chin begins to wobble a bit. In the back of the house, I hear a door open and keys jingling—an indication that Mom has left the house.

      I remember when she and Dad would fight, she’d take the car and drive around, sometimes stopping at the Dairy Queen to get an ice cream. She’d sit in a parking lot and stare off into the distance until her nerves had settled, and I wonder if that’s where she’ll go now.

      Welp. She’s definitely telling Dad.

      They almost never punished me when I was growing up; I had enough self-loathing to do the job for them. Disappointing my parents would eat me alive, and not a lot has changed since I was younger.

      I drag myself to my bedroom and flop down on the bed, tears at bay until I’m well and truly alone. The one person I want to call is sound asleep and halfway across the world.

      You should go figure your life out.

      You have a husband somewhere.

      Figure it out.

      I should.

      It’s been months since the wedding, since we packed up our things and said our goodbyes on the steps of Ashley’s house at school.

      Months since we made love and kissed.

      I hardly know him, but it’s like I’ve known him all my life and what am I doing here?

      I cannot allow him to come here. I can’t ask him to give up his job or the role he plays in his family. But I also can’t afford to go there—I have no money for an apartment and clearly no job prospects in England.

      Well, I have none here either.

      Tears continue to flow down my face, pillow getting soaked, my nose beginning to run. I hear both my parents come home a little while later, and then a knock at my door.

      I wipe my nose with the sleeve of my pajama top and sit up as Dad walks in, Mom leaning against the doorframe.

      She doesn’t look mad anymore, just…unreadable.

      “Mom told me your news,” he begins.

      I wait as silence fills the air.

      “We’re really disappointed, Georgia Margaret.”

      Disappointed? A bold understatement, I’m sure.

      “We’re disappointed by the fact that you didn’t tell us, and we’re disappointed that you were foolish enough to get so drunk in a city where you could have been kidnapped—”

      “Or murdered,” Mom adds from the doorway.

      “Or murdered. We may not have known for who knows how long, not to mention you’ve never mentioned being romantically involved with this boy—excuse me, this man to whom you are married—let alone brought him home to meet us. You’ve had ample opportunity.”

      The list of offenses is humiliating.

      I can’t tell if Dad is done with his spiel or not, so I keep my mouth shut and continue listening as they stew, him pacing in my tiny room, wearing holes in the carpet.

      “Your mother and I talked, and she’s right—you have to figure your shit out. We love you, buttercup, but you’re married.” He seems to choke on the word, voice cracking. “We think thirty days is fair.”

      If I have to be out in thirty days, there’s no way Ashley can come here. Not to this house, not to stay, not even for a night.

      What a mess.

      “We’re doing this because we care, sweetie,” Mom says. “You can’t hide out here. You go to work and come home and don’t leave your room—and I hear you on your phone. I hear you crying.” She pauses. “It’s time.”

      “Shit or get off the pot is what Grandpa Parker told me when I graduated from college. Make a decision. Rip off the Band-Aid.”

      Dad and Grandpa love metaphors.

      I give a feeble nod, thankful that my bottom lip doesn’t tremble when I say, “No, I get it. I understand.”

      When Mom eases her way into my room and comes to sit next to me on the bed, wrapping her arm around me, Dad comes to join, sitting on my other side.

      “You’ll do the right thing,” he says.

      Mom kisses me on the top of the head. “Get the annulment, sweetie, and move on.”

      Tell me how you really feel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Ashley

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twenty-nine days more…

      

      

      “Jack, can you get the door?”

      I listen for the sound of his footfalls, but there are none.

      “Jack?”

      I know he’s here; he stuck his head in the bathroom this morning when I was on the loo taking a dump and asked if I wanted a coffee while he was running errands, but it’s been hours and he should have been back long ago.

      I’ve been seated at his kitchen table for a while now, paperwork from the office printed and scattered, along with a real estate sampler of housing and flat rentals.

      The pen in my hand has been busy circling proper places to let.

      I set it down when the doorknocker gives another metallic clank.

      No signs of my brother.

      Fine.

      I’ll get the door myself, not that it was a problem to begin with, but it’s his flat and probably his delivery—assuming that’s what it is since we’re not expecting company.

      Armed with a budget, I’ve been trolling for a place of my own so I can get out from under Jack—it’s impossible having phone sex with my girlfriend whilst sleeping on the couch with my blasted brother in the next room.

      His favorite thing to do? Bust out of his bedroom with absolutely no warning whatsoever and try to catch me with my hand down my pants.

      No thank you.

      I get up from the table and shuffle through the house. Parlor, hallway, front entry, hardly checking to see who’s outside before unlatching the lock and pulling the door open.

      Georgia is standing on the veranda.

      Down on the pavement stands my brother with three giant suitcases in his hands and a stupid smile plastered on his face.

      Georgia.

      Suitcases.

      Georgia.

      Suitcases.

      It takes me half a second longer to gather my wits, stepping outside to grab her and lift her up.

      “I missed you,” she says, face buried in my neck, lips kissing below my ear.

      “I missed you, too,” I reply breathlessly, emotions I didn’t know I had welling up inside me. “I can’t believe you’re here. I was getting annoyed at my brother for not getting the door. Bloody irritating it was.” I kiss her lips. “But it was you.”

      “I wanted to surprise you.”

      The sky is dark and threatening rain, so I usher her inside. “Get inside, let’s…” I glance down at Jack on the pavement. “Hold on, let me help him—you go in.” Bounding down the steps, I embrace my brother. “You arse! How long have you known she was coming?”

      He shrugs, hefting two of Georgia’s bags. “Couple weeks. I wager she has loads to tell you.”

      I nod, grabbing the third suitcase and having Jack go up the stairs first.

      She doesn’t travel light, this one.

      My brother and I get her things inside, setting everything by the door. When I find Georgia, she’s on the couch with her shoes off, rising again when I walk into the room.

      I turn to my brother.

      “Mate, can we use your room for a bit?”

      He grunts. “No shagging.”

      My girlfriend laughs. “We’re not going to shag, I promise you!”

      “We’re not?” I tease, knowing full well we have to talk. I have a million questions in my mind at the same time. I do want to kiss her so bad, but not with an audience.

      Soon we’re settled on his bed, facing each other, holding hands and kissing. She puts her arms around my neck and leans in, pressing her forehead to mine.

      “I missed you so much.” She sighs, emotion lacing her voice. “I can’t believe I’m here.”

      Speaking of which…

      “What are you doing here, Georgia? Not that I’m not excited by the surprise, but did something happen? What’s going on?”

      Her head bows. “My parents…ugh. I don’t want to make them sound like assholes because it’s my fault, but they basically kicked me out.”

      “What?” I exclaim. “Why?”

      “The three of us—well, mainly my parents—have done a lot of soul searching the past month, and they really want me to find myself and figure out what I want to do. They want…” She clears her throat. “Me to grow up. Them ‘kicking me out’ of the house was them kicking me out of the nest so I could ‘fly.’”

      Georgia keeps using air quotes.

      “It’s actually really embarrassing. I told them about us.”

      I can feel my eyes get wider at her pronouncement. “You did?”

      “Yes, and it didn’t go as great as I’d hoped. Or maybe it went exactly as I thought it would—I don’t know. It was horrible, I was so embarrassed, everything was so awkward.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They started treating me different—my mom mostly. Dad does what Mom wants, so he was avoiding me. Pushing for the annulment. Pushing me to get a better job.”

      “Is this why you’ve been pretending the conversation between us never happened?”

      The one where I said I would move there for six months so we could figure things out.

      “Yes. After our call that day…I eventually told my parents, and that’s when things went south, and honestly, Ashley…” Her head dips and she avoids my gaze. “I couldn’t ask you to do that. To give up everything and come to America when I was being foolish and immature. It would have been selfish. Everything you have is here.”

      That’s where she’s wrong.

      “Everything I had was in the States.”

      She lifts her head to look at me. “What do you mean?”

      “You. Georgia, you know I don’t give a fuck about the job and the money and everything else.”

      My girlfriend lifts her chin. “There is no way in hell I was going to ask you to leave your job, your supportive family, your legacy, to come hold my hand while I had my head up my ass.” She pats me on the cheek. “But nice try.”

      I let out a breath. “In any case, you’re here.”

      “I am here.”

      Which begs the question, “How? How are you here? I’m so glad, but…”

      She’s broke.

      “I’m not proud of it, but…I was able to get ahold of your mother and told her what’s been going on. And I told her about the conversation you and I had. Then the one I had with my own parents.” Georgia nervously brushes some errant hair behind her ears. “Then we talked a few days later, then again. Your mom is very caring and eager to…make this work for us in any way she can. So she flew me out here.” A blush forms on her cheeks. “I quit my job and I packed up my things and—I’m here until we work this out. For a month or for three, or six. However long it takes.”

      “What about the annulment—doesn’t that have to be filed in the county where you were married?”

      “Yes, but we can do all that online if that’s what we choose to do.”

      “What are you saying? That you aren’t sure it’s what you want to do?”

      “I’m saying…we rushed into this marriage because we were drunk, but maybe we don’t have to…rush out of it.”

      I almost tackle my girlfriend-wife onto my brother’s bed, her back on the mattress, hair now fanning out all over the place. Our mouths meet, tongues mingling for the first time in a million weeks.

      “You taste so good,” I moan, hand grazing her boob through her clothes.

      Georgia laughs. “No I don’t—I taste like airplane and airport.”

      “You can’t taste like airport. That’s not a thing.”

      “Well I’m gross—hardly fresh and minty. Jack didn’t have any gum in his car when he picked me up.”

      He wouldn’t.

      My brother is neat as a pin and wouldn’t want a gum wrapper lying about.

      There’s a knock on the door, followed by a cheeky, “Yoohoo, kids, your time is up!”

      I groan. “By the end of today, we’re going to have found a new place to live. Come on.”

      I stand, grab her hand, and lead her to the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Georgia

        Another month later…

      

      

      My fingers race across the keyboard of my laptop and I pause to look out the window, seeing nothing but the other identical row houses on the street where we now live.

      It’s an incredible place, not far from Jack’s—way above the pay grade of anything I’ll be able to afford in this lifetime, but this is what Ashley wanted and who am I to object?

      I have an office. We have a dining room—it’s empty, but it’s a dining room just the same—a den with the TV, two bedrooms upstairs, and a bright and airy kitchen.

      I’ve adjusted well and have begun speaking to my parents—we video-chat regularly, and they’re happier knowing I finally have more focus.

      Right now, I’m working for the Dryden-Jones family, with Ashley’s cousin Emily in the marketing department. I was hesitant to take advantage of the nepotism, but no one seemed to mind and everyone seemed to expect it.

      Until I find my dream job, I’m at least making some money and contributing to the household.

      And as for Ashley and me?

      Well.

      For now, we’re just boyfriend-girlfriend, although legally we’re technically husband and wife.

      The rings are put away, but every so often, I like to take mine out of the safe and wear it, the big, shiny stone making my heart skip a beat every time.

      It’s so beautiful.

      Lady Talbot—Ashley’s mother—on the other hand, loves referring to me as her daughter-in-law, introducing me to her friends and such, and although it’s not a lie, it still feels strange. And wrong.

      I still feel too young.

      Even so.

      Ashley and I are still married.

      Downstairs, I hear a door open and close. Stretch in my desk chair and smile when my boyfriend comes bounding up the stairs.

      He’s been jogging—has a pick-up game today with a bunch of his old mates from boarding school, and he’s always conditioning. They will be playing rugby in the park, the same one he does his runs around.

      That’s Hyde Park, if you were wondering, and I still pinch myself that I live so close by.

      He smooches me on the mouth, and I taste a bit of sweat.

      “I’m going to shower, and then I want…”

      He’s in the mood.

      I can see it in his eyes, but then again—when isn’t he?

      “Why wait until you shower?”

      “Babe, I’m gross.”

      “So?”

      He pulls at my hands until I’m standing, and I laugh when he begins tugging at the hem of my old, ratty track t-shirt from high school.

      Gently pulls me until we’re in the hall and in the bathroom, leaning to start the water in the shower with its see-through glass walls and white tile.

      I tug at his running shorts.

      He pushes down my pants.

      I lift his tank top.

      He grapples with my thong.

      Our mouths meet and we kiss as if it’s the first time—every time. I get a shiver up my spine the second his lips touch mine.

      Still have dreams about him.

      And my heart still races when he says my name, or when I see his name on my phone. Or…or…

      “I missed you,” he moans when my hand circles his shaft.

      “You’ve only been gone an hour.” And we had sex before he left. “What time is your game today?”

      “Noon.”

      That’s in an hour.

      “Wouldn’t you know it? We have plenty of time.”

      
        
        The End
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