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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    I never expected Nate Ryder to change my life the way he did. 
 
    Hell, I never expected to fall in love with the one guy who made my life a living hell for five years, but here I am. He’s the perfect example of something I never knew I needed.  
 
    He’s my rock. My salvation. He’s exactly what I need when my life goes up in flames.  
 
    I thought the worst was over. I thought I was safe to move on from the horrors of the past few weeks, but I have never been so wrong. 
 
    If I knew my life would spiral out the way it did, I would have just stayed in bed with the covers pulled right over my head, but this time, it’s not only my life spiraling out of control. It’s theirs. 
 
    Nobody messes with my boys except for me. 
 
    This time it means war. 
 
    This time I’m pulling up my big girl panties. 
 
    This time they’ll learn not to mess with Tora Roberts and the Ryder brothers. 
 
    This time we’re putting them down and that’s where they’re going to stay. 
 
      
 
    WARNING: The Broken Hill High Series is a Young Adult / New Adult Romance filled with LOL moments, teenage angst, and of course, all the swoon worthy moments I know you’re all dying for. This series is recommended for mature readers due to cursing and sexual content. If this offends you, then steer clear of this bad boy romance! 
 
    For everyone else, dive in and have fun! 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “You’re cheating,” Jesse yells as he sits up straighter and focuses harder on the screen before him. He scoots forward on the couch and leans onto his knees, hoping that getting closer to the TV is going to help him win 
 
    “Am not,” I argue as I continue pressing the buttons on the PlayStation controller like a boss while whooping his ass. “I can’t help it that I’m better than you.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” he demands while trying to make his assassin shoot me down. “No one is better than me.” 
 
    My ninja princess performs a beautiful fan kick that has his assassin’s gun flying right out of his hands. I laugh as she charges forward and throat punches him before swiftly kicking his ass. “That was a dick move,” Jesse grunts as he tries to recover his character. 
 
    “So was trying to shoot me,” I tell him as my phone sounds on the coffee table for the hundredth time. 
 
    “You deserved it,” he grins, chuckling to himself. “Try and get out of this one.” 
 
    His character throws a grenade my way and I laugh as my ninja princess pulls out a sword and uses it as a baseball bat to launch the grenade right back at him.  
 
    “Fuck,” he grunts as my laughter becomes too much.  
 
    My eyes pool with tears and makes the TV go all blurry. “Shit,” I laugh while trying to use the backs of my hands to wipe the tears away without losing the game. I blink my eyes over and over again, but it’s not working. All I manage to do is give Jesse an opening to decapitate me. “Not fair,” I demand. “I couldn’t see.” 
 
    “Nope,” he cackles. “It’s not my fault you cry like a girl.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and toss the controller on the couch beside me before grabbing my phone off the coffee table. I find four unread text messages. Three from my best friend Brooke, and one from my mom. 
 
    I go to read them when Jesse starts setting up for a new game. “How’d you get so good at this?” he questions. “I thought for sure it’d be an easy win. I had a plan. I was going to rub it in your face and gloat about it all night.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin as I roll my eyes. “I bought a PlayStation for dad last year, thinking it could give us something to do together, but he pushed it aside and said ‘I don’t have time for this childish nonsense’,” I tell him while mimicking my father’s voice. “So, me and mom started playing, and I swear, she’s so good at it. She must practice every day while I’m at school.” 
 
    “Shit,” he groans. “Your mom is so fucking hot. If she wasn’t my mom’s best friend, I’d be trying to hit that.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I cringe, hating that he forgets that I’m not actually one of the boys. I grab a cushion off the couch and launch it at his face. My aim is perfect and the cushion smacks him right in the middle of the face, the best part, he never saw it coming. 
 
    “What was that for?” he grunts as he rips his eyes off the screen.  
 
    “For putting the image of you trying to get with my mom in my head,” I tell him. “I’m going to have nightmares for weeks.” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders and laughs. “Don’t worry, I’ll be dreaming about it too,” he says with a dirty wink, making my skin crawl.  
 
    “You’re so gross.” 
 
    A sparkle hits his eyes and I know that whatever he’s about to say is going to make him giggle like a little school girl. “It was worth it to know you’ll be dreaming about me while you’re sleeping in my brother’s arms.” 
 
    Just as I thought, he bursts into laughter while I do my best to hold mine in. “You’re such an idiot,” I grin as I get back to checking my messages. 
 
    Brooke – What are you doing? I’m so bored! Maxen has a family lunch and I’m stuck grocery shopping with my mom. 
 
    Brooke – OHHHHHH YEAH!!!!!! PARTY AT PHOENIX’S PLACE TONIGHT!!! You in??? 
 
    Mom – Hi honey, just checking in. Haven’t heard from you today. Love you xxx. 
 
    Brooke – HELLO!!! You’re such a skank ass bitch! Stop screwing your boyfriend and talk to me!!! Are we partying with the cheerleaders or what? 
 
    I look up at Jesse. “What’s going on tonight?” I ask. “Brooke says Phoenix is having a party.” 
 
    Jesse pulls his phone out of his pocket and checks something before looking back up at me. “Looks like it,” he says as he hashes out a text on his phone. “I wouldn’t mind a bit of Phoenix tonight. She likes to get wild. She’s a screamer too.” 
 
    “That was information I didn’t need to know.” 
 
    At that, Jesse looks up again and looks around the massive den. “What happened to Nate?” 
 
    I turn around and scan the room as my brows pull down. I could have sworn he was asleep on the opposite couch. I must have really been getting into that game. “Eh,” I shrug. “I didn’t even realize he’d left.” 
 
    “Great girlfriend you are,” Jess scoffs. 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh as I push myself up off the couch and start replying to Brooke’s message. 
 
    Tora – We’re in! Come over if you’re bored. 
 
    I hit send and she responds instantly. 
 
    Brooke – Be there in twenty!  
 
    I walk straight from the den and through the house towards the garage. After living with the boys for over a month now, I’m pretty damn certain that Nate is either in here playing with his car or down in the home gym, and seeing as though he worked out this morning. I’d put my money on the garage. 
 
    I hear music coming through the wall and round the corner to find the internal door slightly cracked. I gently push it open and lean against the door frame as I watch Nate leaning over the hood of his car looking at… well, I actually have no idea in hell what he’s looking at, but I know that he looks damn good doing it. 
 
    I stand and watch him for a moment but it doesn’t take long for him to sense me here. “Are you going to keep staring or are you going to get your fine ass over here and help?” 
 
    I grin to myself as I continue watching him. “I’m good here.” 
 
    His eyes darken as he turns around and leans against the hood of his car. “You have two seconds to get your ass over here,” he warns with a smile playing on his lips even though he’s trying his hardest to maintain his bad boy image. 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest and make a show of getting comfortable. “And if I don’t?” I question. 
 
    He licks his bottom lip as he watches me. “Then I’m going to make you.” 
 
    I can’t help the wide grin that spreads across my face. I love it when Nate is in one of these playful moods. It’s so exciting. I never know what he’s going to do and that alone spurs me on. “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle in the same way that Jesse’s did as he digs into his pocket and pulls out his phone. “You’re not the least bit curious to know what I’ve got hiding on here?” he questions. 
 
    The smile on my face falters as I watch him. I mean, Nate Ryder is the king of getting what he wants and blackmail is not beneath him. Though, the guy claims he loves me so he could be bluffing. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt me, not anymore at least. But embarrassing me? That I have to watch out for. 
 
    To call his bluff or not?  
 
    He starts typing away on his phone and I find myself taking a step forward. “What are you doing?” I ask. 
 
    He grins up at me, but the mischief in his eyes keeps me glued to the spot. “Why don’t you come over here and see?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Nuh-uh. I’m not falling for that.” 
 
    “Falling for what?” he questions innocently. 
 
    “Your wicked charm.” 
 
    I watch him abandon his whole plan of attack as he reaches back and places the phone down on the hood of his car. He slowly walks towards me as his dark eyes begin to smolder. He growls low in his throat as he gets to me and reaches out before pulling me hard against him. “Baby, you haven’t seen wicked yet,” he tells me. 
 
    Within a matter of seconds, his lips are on mine and my legs are wrapped around his waist as I’m pinned against the garage wall. He kisses me deeply and I melt into him. I still have a hard time believing this is all happening. A month ago, he was the guy who made my life a living hell, though turns out every mean thing he ever did was to either protect me or help me in some way. 
 
    This is crazy. Not in a million years would I think I’d be falling hard for Nate Ryder, but here I am, putty in his hands. Every day over the past month has been better than the last… and the sex. Wow. It’s incredible. It’s passionate and intense. Sometimes slow, sometimes fast. It’s hard and desperate, while other times it’s gentle and sensual.  
 
    He reads my body like a map and every single time he gives me exactly what I need even when I don’t know I need it. Surely, it couldn’t be this good for everyone, right? Otherwise, the world will stop. People would be locked up in their bedrooms, a mess of limbs all the damn time. 
 
    My hands slip under Nate’s shirt as he gives my ass a good squeeze. I’ll never get tired of feeling his muscled body under my fingers. He growls low in his throat and presses himself into me, showing that he needs me just as bad I need him. 
 
    My fingers bunch into the fabric of his shirt and start pulling up when a groan beside us has me freezing. “Ugh,” Jesse cringes. “Get a room.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Nate grunts as he moves his lips to my neck. 
 
    I suck in a breath as the pleasure is nearly too much. “Have it your way,” Jesse says in surrender as he walks past us and over to the bar fridge before pulling out a beer. “But you should know, your precious girlfriend didn’t notice you left the den over an hour ago.” 
 
    An hour ago? No way. Ten minutes tops. 
 
    I feel Nate’s grin against my neck and instantly tense. “Really now?” he murmurs in a tone that tells me I should tread carefully. 
 
    I shake my head and run my nails down his chest. “He’s lying,” I tell him. “He’s just upset because I whooped his ass.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Jesse laughs. “I won that fair and square.” 
 
    Nate ignores him as he pulls back and looks down at me. He playfully narrows those dark eyes on me and I see that familiar sparkle that has my insides clenching. “My own girlfriend didn’t even realize I was gone,” he says with a wicked grin as he shakes his head. 
 
    I recognize the look in his eyes and I know I need to get out of here fast. If I wasn’t squished between his body and the garage wall, I’d be running as fast as my legs can take me. A grin rips across my face. I absolutely love it when Nate is like this, though, because of his sheer size and strength, I never win, but it’s always fun trying. 
 
    Knowing there’s not a lot I can do, I play along. I walk my fingers up his stomach and chest while acting as innocent as possible. “You know, I can’t help it that the PlayStation is more interesting than you.” 
 
    “Tell me,” he says, trying to hold back laughter. “What else is more interesting than me?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s plenty of things,” I tell him. “Writing a ten thousand word essay. Watching grass grow. Eating plain rice cakes. Watching a documentary on doing your tax returns.” 
 
    “Really? What about your precious books? Are they more interesting?” he questions as his hands lower to my waist. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I grin. 
 
    “Your car?” 
 
    “Definitely.”  
 
    I hear a car coming down the driveway and look up to see Brooke behind the wheel. Nate looks up, takes her in then looks back to me. “What about Brooke? Is she more interesting than me?”  
 
    I press my lips together and nod. “Sorry, big guy.” 
 
    His hands tighten on my waist. “Alright, that does it,” he says before lifting me and throwing me over his shoulder. He slaps my ass as he walks back in through the house. “Let’s see how interesting a swim is.” 
 
    “What?” I shriek as I start kicking my legs around. “No. Put me down. I take it all back. You’re so interesting, it blows my mind every day.” 
 
    “Too late,” he laughs. 
 
    “No,” I yell out. I look up when I hear laughter coming from behind us to watch Jesse and Brooke watching the show. I look to Brooke. “Help me.” 
 
    The back stabbing bitch grins and shakes her head. “Cow,” I grunt. 
 
    Nate pushes out the back door and I wrap my hands around his waist, interlocking them at his stomach, hoping that if he can’t get me off him, he might just give in. 
 
    He gets closer to the pool and I hold on even tighter, especially as his hand comes up over my ass and takes my phone out of my back pocket. Oh no. He means business. “No, no, no, no, no,” I start chanting as I feel my doom coming closer and closer. “Please. I promise I’ll be the best girlfriend ever.” 
 
    His only response is his deep, booming laughter. 
 
    As he gets to the poolside, I expect him to start tugging at my hands and trying to pull me off, but instead, he dives straight in. I squeal out as we go hurtling towards the water, take a deep breath, and clench my eyes. 
 
    We hit the freezing water and I swim as fast as I can up to the surface. “Oh my god,” I gasp as the water rocks right through my body. “It’s freezing.” Nate can’t respond as he’s laughing too hard, but a second later, he pulls me back into his arms and refuses to let me go. “You’re such an ass,” I murmur as he tries to kiss me. 
 
    “An ass that you can’t get enough of,” he tells me. 
 
    I roll my eyes and let him drag me over to the edge. Nate sits me up on the side and my legs dangle into the cold water as he stands between them, looking up at me. I can’t help but swoon over the way the little water droplets cling to his hair and face as he watches me. I mean, wow. This guy is simply breathtaking, he always has been, but now that he’s not a dick, I can fully appreciate it. 
 
    I lean down and kiss him deeply as his hands circle around me. “What do you say we skip the race and the party? I want to take you to bed and never leave.” 
 
    “That’s fine by me,” I tell him. 
 
    “Ahhhhh, yeah. That shit ain't going to fly,” Jesse says from somewhere behind me. 
 
    I turn around to find him and Brooke leaning up against the pool fence. “I agree,” Brooke calls over to us. “I’m not missing a perfectly good party so you two can screw like rabbits.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Nate says as he pulls me even closer. "I'll screw her like a fucking queen.” 
 
    Oh damn. That sounds good. I grin down at him. “I’m in.” 
 
    He smirks back up at me with that cocky grin that I love so much. “I don’t care,” Jesse says. “You can stay if you want, but either way, the Camaro is racing tonight. With or without you,” he adds before pulling Nate’s keys out of his pocket at waving them around. “I’ve always wanted to race it.” 
 
    Jesse gives Nate a grin before turning around and running back inside. Nate’s eyes go wide as he realizes his younger brother is more than willing to go through with it. “Fuck,” he grunts. Nate launches himself out of the pool and races in after his brother as the pool water rushes off him. “Get back here, you little shit.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin after them. These were the boys I knew from my childhood and every now and then, they show me that those little boys still live within them. 
 
    Brooke laughs as I get myself out of the pool area and run in after them. My wet feet slide along the tiles and Brooke latches onto me to hold me up. I hear the sound of Nate’s Camaro starting up and push myself a little faster. If Jesse manages to move his car even an inch, it isn’t going to go well. 
 
    We get into the garage to find Jesse in the driver’s seat, revving the engine while Nate stands at the front of the garage, blocking his only way out. “I fucking dare you,” Nate challenges with his hands on his hips. 
 
    I see the determination in Jesse’s eyes to bowl him over, though, he’d never do something like that. Maybe to some dickhead who’d done him wrong, but never his big brother. 
 
    The stare off remains with Jesse stirring shit and Nate calling him on his bullshit for what seems like forever when Brooke walks forward, shoves her hand through the window and cuts the engine. “If you wanted to see who has the biggest set of balls, why don’t you just stand side by side and drop your pants? I’ll judge and we can get this shit over and done with.” 
 
    Jesse laughs as he gets out of Nate’s car. “I’m game,” he says. 
 
    “I’m not dropping my pants for you,” Nate grunts as he walks forward and punches his brother, giving him a dead arm. “You’ll like it too much.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Jess says turning to face me and Brooke while he reaches for his belt. “I’m still happy to drop my pants.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I say, shoving a hand over my eyes. “You really need to find yourself a girlfriend.” 
 
    “No thanks,” he laughs as he does his belt back up. “I don’t need some bitch bringing that kind of drama into my life. I’m good.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and turn back to Brooke. “Come on,” I tell her. “If you want to go to the race, then you better start getting ready now, otherwise you’ll never make it.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” she says before tossing Nate’s keys to him. He plucks them out of the sky and follows us inside. 
 
    We all head up the stairs together and Nate follows me and Brooke into my room. Brooke heads towards my closet while I go to the bathroom. 
 
    Nate follows me right in before closing the door and locking it behind me. “What are you doing?” I question as he reaches for my shirt. 
 
    “Finishing what I started,” he tells me before ripping the shirt over my head and crushing his lips to mine. He walks us into the shower and turns on the taps. A second later, he buries himself deep inside me and gives me that release I’ve been craving all afternoon. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    We drive down the dirt road towards the racing track with all the guys and Brooke piled into Jesse’s Range Rover behind us. The place is absolutely packed, even more so than usual, but I have to admit, I’m not surprised. This is just the way it is when the teenagers of Broken Hill know the Ryder brothers are going to be somewhere. 
 
    Nate is the local celebrity around here with his bad boy reputation, good looks, and what he can do behind the wheel of a car, so it’s no surprise that everyone has shown up to watch him race. Though that’s the same everywhere I go with the Ryder brothers. There’re always people around wanting their attention, wanting to know where they plan on partying for the night, wanting to be the girl who either one of them takes home, wanting to be the guy that the boys spend their time with. 
 
    It’s ridiculous really. Their popularity knows no bounds and since I entered their world, that attention has moved onto me, and to be honest, I don’t really like it. I mean, I wasn’t a doormat before, but being in the spotlight as Nate’s girlfriend is intense. I can’t even touch my stomach without a rumor starting that I’m knocked up and it’s only been a month. 
 
    The girls have started showing their bitchy side, wanting to try and phaze me out, hoping that I’m too weak to survive being his girl. But it’s funny, the way Nate treated me over the past five years gave me a tough skin, so when it comes to teenage douchebaggery; I can handle just about anything. 
 
    We drive further down the dirt road and rather than driving his car over towards the rest of the parked cars, Nate dives straight towards the crowd of people. Naturally, they all part like the legs of every cheerleader in Broken Hill and Nate ploughs straight through them. Nothing new there. “Dick move,” I laugh. 
 
    The corners of his mouth lift up as he looks over at me. “I know,” he smirks. 
 
    I roll my eyes and shake my head as he brings his car to a stop near the front of the track, giving us the best view.  
 
    Nate cuts the engine and gets out of the car. I can’t help but notice that he left his packet of cigarettes behind and smile to myself. He’s been cutting down a lot lately and I know he’s doing it purely because I don’t like it which is great and all; I just wish he was doing it for himself. 
 
    Nate stops at the front of his car and leans against the hood before looking back over his shoulder and giving me a ‘what the fuck are you doing’ look so I hurry myself up. I grab my phone out of the center console and push my way out the door. I slide the phone into my back pocket of my jeans before walking around the front of the car to Nate. 
 
    The second I step into his side, his arm instantly slides around my waist and he pulls me into him, making the butterflies go apeshit in my stomach. You’d think that feeling would have started to fade by now, but it hasn’t, and I absolutely love it. 
 
    “What were you doing?” he murmurs as his eyes focus on the blue car currently speeding around the track. 
 
    “Nothing,” I tell him as his hand slides down from my waist and slips into the back pocket of my jeans. He removes my phone, solely so his hand can take possession of my ass. I nod towards the race. “Is this guy good?” 
 
    He lifts his shoulder in a bored shrug. “He’s alright. He gave me a good run a few months back, but he’s nothing special.” 
 
    “Who are you against tonight?” 
 
    He cranes his neck around, searching out his opponent when he indicates across the track to a white Camaro. I gasp as I take it in. It’s exactly the same car as Nate’s, just in white. “You’ve got the same cars.” 
 
    “Yep,” he says. “Tonight is going to come down to who’s a better racer.” 
 
    “True,” I smile. “But I bet he hasn’t built his car as good as yours, though.” 
 
    He scoffs as he smirks down at me. “You’re just pointing out the obvious, babe.” 
 
    “You could at least pretend to not have such a big ego.” 
 
    His eyes flame as he watches me. “Now, what fun would that be?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and have to give him credit for not making a joke about what else of his is big as our group of friends finally make their way over to us. “Sup, fuckers?” Maxen cheers with his arm thrown over Brooke’s shoulder and a half empty beer in his hand. 
 
    They expertly weave their way through the crowd of people desperate to get their attention and come to a standstill beside us. Jesse leans against the hood of Nate’s car and looks out towards the track. “Shit, man,” he says. “You’re up against Noah.” 
 
    “You don’t need to sound so nervous,” Nate grunts. 
 
    Jesse looks over my head at his brother. “I’m not,” he defends. “It’s just going to be a close one.” 
 
    Parker scoffs. “Noah’s good, but he’s not that good.” 
 
    Nate puffs up his chest with his friend’s encouragement. “True,” he smirks. 
 
    “Jesus,” I laugh as I look around the boys. “It’s no wonder Nate has such a big head.” 
 
    “You don’t think I’ll win?” he questions as he looks down at me. 
 
    “I know you’ll win,” I grin. “I’m just pointing out that you could stand to deflate your ego a little.” 
 
    “That’s never going to happen.” 
 
    I go to tease him some more when Brooke’s ‘oohing’ and ‘ahhing’ draws my attention away. I turn to find her attention solely on the blue car that continues speeding around the track with expert precision as it whoops its opponent’s ass.  
 
    The driver approaches the final corner and hits the gas as he drifts around the dirt bend with the sound of the engine drowning out the crowd’s roar. “Wow, he’s good,” I murmur as he completes the corner and flies down the final straight. 
 
    Nate scoffs with distaste beside me and has me wondering who the hell the driver of the blue car is. The guy shoots forward through the finish line and hits the brake. I watch as a cloud of dust shoots up behind him and a moment later, he comes to a stop before people everywhere start cheering and heading his way. 
 
    With the amount of attention and cheers the guy is getting, he’s clearly popular and I watch with interest as the door opens and the guy climbs out. My back stiffens as a strange familiarity comes over me. I’ve seen this guy before. 
 
    I narrow my eyes as I try to place him when it all comes back. He’s the guy I’d thought was hot a few weeks ago at Nate and Jesse’s party. Though, I can’t quite place his name. It started with a J. John maybe? Jake? Jackson? Yes. Jackson. That’s it. 
 
    From what Nate had said that night, the guy is a real douchebag and is the definition of trouble. He came over to me with the arrogance of an asshole and insisted I leave with him, even after Nate had claimed me with his arm around my waist and his fingers dipping into the top of my shorts. I still recall the way my skin burned under his touch that night. It was intoxicating. Nothing has changed. 
 
    Distaste starts to spread over me as I watch Jackson with his friends. I recognize a few of them from the public school and I’m assuming by the way they’re all hovering around him like he’s some kind of king, means he’s the Nate of the public school. The designated bad boy. And judging by the way Nate is scowling across at him, there’s no love between these two. 
 
    “I take that back,” I tell Nate. “He handles his car like a pussy.” 
 
    “That’s more like it,” he grunts before pulling his hand out from my back pocket. 
 
    “You’re up, Nate,” Tyson says from beside Jesse. “Show that fucker there’s only room for one kickass Camaro around here.” 
 
    Nate grins as he walks around to his door. I look back and watch as he opens the door and leans against the open frame. “What are you doing?” he says. “Get your ass in the car.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt as I stare at him. “I’m not racing with you.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Get in.” 
 
    “No way in hell,” I tell him as I step back into Jesse, wanting to get as far away from those hypnotic eyes that could make me do just about anything. I mean, I’ve been with him while he was racing twice now and while it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, it’s absolutely terrifying. “I’m staying right here.” 
 
    His eyes soften and he gives me the bad boy version of puppy dog eyes which is so damn hot. “Please?” he smiles. 
 
    I shake my head as I walk around to him. I step right up into him and tilt my chin up. “You’re on your own for this one,” I tell him as his arms circle around my waist. 
 
    “It was worth a try,” he murmurs as his lips come down on mine. He kisses me deeply and I melt into him. All too soon, he pulls away and drops down into his car. I step back to allow him to close the door and a moment later, the engine comes to life with a deafening sound that sets off a few car alarms. 
 
    A grin rips across my face as I look down at him through the open window. “Go get ‘em, tiger,” I say before the laughter claims me. 
 
    He shakes his head and winks before pushing his car forward through the people and heading down towards the starting line.  
 
    I squish myself beside Brooke and take her drink out of her hand before taking a sip. “This is going to be a good one,” she says, practically bouncing on her toes. 
 
    “I know,” I say nervously. I mean, I know he’s going to win, but I can’t help the jittery nerves that flow through me.  
 
    Jesse comes up on my other side and throws his heavy arm over my shoulder. “He’s got this is the bag,” he tells me as the white Camaro pulls in beside his matte black one, revving his engine to try and intimidate Nate, though, that shit will never work on a guy like Nate. He has balls of steel. 
 
    “He should be racing for keeps,” Parker says. “He could use that heap of shit for spare parts.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Jesse laughs. “He better fucking win. Ty put money down on this race.” 
 
    Their blasé attitude helps with my nerves, right up until the skanky blonde in hooker heels, a skirt with her ass cheeks hanging out the bottom, and a set of fake tits squished into a black, string bikini steps between the two cars. She walks forward and holds up a handkerchief, ready to start the race. 
 
    My back stiffens with anticipation and has Jesse nudging me. “Chill out. Our boy’s going to kill it.” 
 
    “I can’t help it,” I tell him. 
 
    A moment later, the handkerchief comes down and Nate takes off like a bat out of hell. The sound of the Camaros is deafening and the dirt spilling up behind them is incredible. The crowd goes nuts and it’s clear they’re all cheering for their favorite bad boy as Brooke latches onto my hand. She squeezes it and I squeeze hers right back. 
 
    Jesse and the boys holler out all sorts of obscene shit as Nate pushes his car in front of Noah’s. They hit the first corner and Nate cuts it in while Noah goes a little too wide and puts distance between them. 
 
    I can’t see Nate’s face from here but I don’t doubt he’d be grinning and shaking his head at Noah’s rookie error. Nate takes off after the bend and leaves Noah behind in a cloud of dust. From there, his win just becomes more and more inevitable. 
 
    My body starts to relax and I start jumping up and down, screaming out Nate’s name. I mean while being in the car during the race is an experience I’ll never forget, being out in the open and watching every tiny little detail as it plays out is incredible. I can see the way the dust comes up as Nate’s tires spin under the harsh spotlights and how Nate manages to outsmart his opponents and expertly races the track.  
 
    Being out in the crowd and being a part of the atmosphere during his race is intoxicating. Everybody watching the same thing and cheering for the same guy. There’s nothing better. 
 
    Though, I could be wrong, watching him cross the finish line and turning the white Camaro brown with dust is pretty damn good. A smile is permanently etched on my face as Jesse and I scream out for Nate. “Fuck yeah,” he laughs as he grabs my hand and hauls me away from Brooke. 
 
    I struggle to keep up with him as he bounds down toward the finish line, pushing everyone else out of his way in his need to get to his brother. “Did you fucking see that?” he throws over his shoulder. “He smoked him.” 
 
    The smile on my face is starting to hurt my cheeks and the laughter hasn’t stopped. “Hell yeah, he did.” 
 
    We get down to the race track which is when I notice the rest of the group have followed down behind us. 
 
    Nate gets out of his car and the cocky grin on his face as he searches me out has my panties bursting into flames. I mean, how the hell did I ever get this lucky? Girls all over Broken Hill would sell their souls to the devil to get the slightest taste of what I’ve got. 
 
    Jesse barrels into him and knocks him back into the side of his car with his momentum before he claps him on the back. The rest of the guys join in and celebrate as Brooke and I stand back, terrified to get in the middle of that muscle sandwich. 
 
    Nate groans and pushes the guys off before he reaches out and pulls me into him. I stretch up onto my tippy toes and grin up at him. “That was hot,” I tell him. 
 
    He presses his lips down onto mine as his hand winds down around my body and grabs my ass. “You’re fucking wet, aren’t you?” he murmurs against my lips for only me to hear. 
 
    “Take me home and find out.” 
 
    He groans low in his throat as he kisses me again, and a minute later, Brooke is there pulling me off him. “Come on,” she says. “Stop being such a hussy. I need another drink and then we're going to that party.” 
 
    I pout as she rips me away from Nate. I’d forgotten about Phoenix’s party in all the excitement. All I want to do is go home to Nate’s bed and never come out again, though, it’s going to have to wait until we’ve partied the night away. After all, I have all the time in the world to enjoy Nate. 
 
    “Go with them,” I hear Nate say as we start wandering off into the rush of bodies. A moment later Max is there and scoops Brooke up and over his shoulder. She squeals out but the squeal is taken over by her laughter as she smacks Maxen’s ass. 
 
    “Put me down, you big ass,” she says. 
 
    He spanks her ass and leaves her there as he leads me up to Jesse’s Range Rover where Brooke has stashed all her girly drinks. Max finally puts her down and she dives into the car to get her drink.  
 
    I wait patiently as she rifles through her things and sticks her hand out of the open doorway, passing me a drink. I gratefully accept it and wait again as she touches up her lip gloss. 
 
    As I wait, I feel someone’s eyes on me and I can’t help but look around all the abandoned cars. I find the culprit a few cars down with his arm over some girl, watching me curiously. Jackson grins at me when he notices I’ve caught him staring before giving me a knowing wink and setting his attention on the girl. 
 
    A shiver runs through me and I start to feel dirty. I don’t like that he remembers who I am, though, I was probably the only girl he’s ever set his sights on that he never got, add that to the fact that Nate is my boyfriend and all that does is make me a target for sick games. Though, I’m kind of hoping he doesn’t give a shit and he’s just trying to get a rise out of me, which has clearly worked. 
 
    I shake it off and pay attention to the drink in my hand as Brooke finishes doing whatever the hell she’s doing. 
 
    We get back down to the crowd and find everyone after they moved away from the finish line. Though it’s not hard, we just follow the noise. 
 
    We watch a few more races and after Nate declares that he’s done here, we head out and twenty minutes later, he pulls up onto the front lawn of Phoenix’s house, not giving a shit about the people who have to scram out of his way. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Nate and I step through the door to Phoenix’s place and all eyes turn our way before a flurry of activity takes over. Some people scram out of Nate’s way, terrified of becoming his next victim while others hurry towards him, desperately wanting his attention. Drinks are thrusts into our hands, fists are bumped, and backs are slapped. 
 
    I’ve gotten used to this over the past month but I have to admit, it’s weird. I used to be able to walk into a party with my friends and have a few guys ogle our bodies and give us creepy bedroom eyes before leaving us alone to enjoy our night, now everything is different. The title of Nate’s girlfriend comes with a shitload of baggage, though people are quickly realizing that I’m not as easily swayed as they had hoped. 
 
    I constantly have a string of girls wanting to be my friend but it’s clear it’s to get closer to Jesse and Nate. On top of that, I get the guys trying to move in and give me extra special attention, hoping they appear as being nice but all that does is piss off the boys and start a shitload of fights, though, Jesse absolutely loves it. Any excuse to swing a fist and he’ll take it. 
 
    We walk deeper into the party with our friends on our heels as Nate leads me towards the drinks table. I’m still working on the drink that Brooke had given me earlier so I decline when Nate tries to hand me another. He shrugs and helps himself to a beer just as the rest of the guys do.  
 
    Brooke and I escape the boys’ clutches and search out our best friends, Courtney and Bec, and naturally, we find them plastered up against a few guys who neither of us recognize. We dive in and pull them away before they squeal in excitement that we’re finally here. 
 
    The party gets ridiculously busy. Every corner of the massive house is packed inside and out, and when there’s literally no more room on the dance floor so, the four of us make our way outside.  
 
    I spot the boys sitting around a bonfire, each with a cold beer in their hands and a few empties at their feet. I laugh to myself before grabbing another drink of my own. As if sensing my eyes on him, Nate turns around and focuses those dark eyes on me. The second they connect with mine, I feel a jolt fly through me, pulling me to him. It's almost like an invisible hand is reaching out and dragging me towards to him. 
 
    I step in his direction when a large body walks past and shoulder charges me. Pain shoots through my shoulder and I stumble back into Brooke who reaches out to steady me.  
 
    I look up, trying to find the idiot who couldn’t possibly take a second to look where he was going before taking a step, only to find a smirking Josh Henderson looking down at me as he tries to shoulder his way through the throng of people. 
 
    Fear and rage rocks through me. I haven’t seen Josh since he attacked me in a broom closet and recorded it a few weeks ago before being expelled from Broken Hill High. The head cheerleader at the time, Elle, had put him up to it, but backed off once Jesse threatened to ruin her. Though, after Josh still went through with the plan, so did Jesse. 
 
    I never knew what happened to him after Nate beat the living shit out of him, but he clearly still holds a grudge, and honestly, so do I. I’d give anything to be able to get revenge on him but that’s not me. 
 
    Rumor has it that he enrolled at the public school but he hasn’t been in touch with any of the people he used to hang out with, so no one really knows what happened. Though, all I know right now is that he’s standing right before me, or at least, he was a moment ago. 
 
    Within the blink of an eye, Nate has the back of his shirt in his fist and is ripping him back away from me before pushing himself between us. Nate is practically shaking with rage and I put my hand on his back, instantly settling him.  
 
    The smug smirk vanishes from Josh’s face as he goes to step into Nate, only he backs right off when Max, Jesse, Ty, and Parker surround him, along with everyone else at the party. 
 
    Nate steps into the center of their circle and gets right in Josh’s face. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing here?” 
 
    Josh doesn’t respond, only flicks his eyes around the circle, trying to find an escape, but he should know better. There’s no escape from these guys. Once they have their target in sight, they always go for the kill. That’s what makes them so feared around here, even feared by Josh. 
 
    He had always been scared of standing up to Nate, even when he destroyed his parent’s backyard. That all changed the second I shot him down. He suddenly didn’t care about what Nate would do to him. He had me set in his sights and Nate wasn’t going to stop him. Only, he didn’t bet on me fighting back. 
 
    Josh focuses his gaze on Nate and it almost seems harder, like the past few weeks have changed him. He used to be carefree. He was the quarterback of our football team and well, now he’s nothing. He has nothing to lose. 
 
    “That’s none of your goddamn business,” he grunts as he raises his chin, meeting Nate’s challenge and refusing to back down. 
 
    It’s then I notice that every single body around us has come to a stop and every eye is on us, while people from inside are glued up against the windows, trying to get a glimpse of a fight. 
 
    Shit. This isn’t good. 
 
    “You made it my business when you touched my girl,” Nate growls low in his throat, making everyone lean in so they can hear what’s going on. 
 
    “Oh. So, that whore is officially your girl?” he laughs. “Good luck with that one. The bitch doesn’t put out.” 
 
    I see Nate’s fist clenching at his side and I see red. I storm through the boys' circle and break my way in, ready and prepared to teach this fucker a lesson. Only, Nate has another idea as his arm shoots out across my chest like a steel rod, blocking me from putting him down, all without removing his eyes from Josh. 
 
    “You owe Tora an apology,” Nate says with venom, though I’ve seen enough of these fights over the years. This is Nate giving him one last chance to make it right and back down. 
 
    “Yeah,” Josh laughs. “That’s never going to happen.” 
 
    His eyes flick down to me before they travel the length of my body which is Nate’s breaking point. “Hey,” he calls as he removes his arm from across my chest.  
 
    Nate rears back as Josh lifts his eyes from me. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Nate’s fist slams into Josh’s jaw, sending him flying back towards a wall of muscle known as Tyson and Parker. Only he doesn’t crash into them, they simply step away, letting him fall to his ass as he latches onto his throbbing jaw while Nate casually stands there, watching the scene play out before him with a cold as stone look across his handsome face. 
 
    Josh looks up at Nate and his jaw clenches as rage pours out of his eyes. Nate feints forward and I watch in amusement as Josh’s eyes widen in fear and he scrambles to his feet before pushing his way through the circle of muscle and disappearing. 
 
    There’s a mixed reaction from the onlookers, some laughing, some booing for the missed fight while others take the opportunity to try to gain the boys' attention while they’re amongst the rest of the world rather than holed up by the bonfire. 
 
    As usual, Nate tunes them all out and turns to me. His hand comes up and grazes over the shoulder which Josh had barged into you. “Are you alright?” he murmurs as his hand on my shoulder comes up and runs down the side of my face.  
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “I’m fine, though I’m kind of pissed I didn’t get to hit him.” 
 
    “That’s not you, babe,” he says. “You’re not a violent person.” 
 
    “Who knows?” I grin. “Maybe your wicked ways are starting to rub off on me.” 
 
    A heavy arm is thrown over my shoulder. “Babe,” Jesse laughs. “If you wanted something to rub off on you, you should have told me.” 
 
    “Dude,” Nate grunts as he slams his palm into Jesse’s shoulder, knocking his arm off of mine. “That’s my fucking girlfriend you’re talking to.” 
 
    “I know,” he laughs. “It makes messing with you so much better.” 
 
    People start grunting and groaning and I look across to find Phoenix barging her way through the crowded people in her hurry to get to us. “What the hell is going on?” she demands before she backtracks when she sees who she’s talking to. “Oh, um. Shit,” she cringes. “What’s going on over here? Someone said there was a fight.” 
 
    Nate narrows his eyes on her and steps forward. “You let Josh into your party,” he states, demanding answers and needing someone to place the blame on. 
 
    “Josh?” she gasps as her eyes flick to mine. I mean, it’s no secret what he did to me a few weeks ago. It was the biggest news to hit the school in ages. “I didn’t know he was here. I swear. If I knew, I would have gotten rid of him.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like I’ve done that for you,” he says with a stone cold attitude that, if he wasn’t Nate Ryder, would have the head cheerleader losing her shit. 
 
    Her eyes harden and narrow on his for a split second before she reminds herself who she’s talking to. She plasters on her fake smile and turns to me. “Are you ok?” she asks as she reaches out and strokes her hand down my arm. “That would have been hard. I’m sure you’d need a drink after that.” 
 
    I resist cringing at her fake bullshit and pull my arm back from her. This whole being the most powerful girl in school shit is getting old and I’m getting sick of fake bitches like this always trying to creep up my ass. I mean, is it that hard for people to be real? I’d respect them a lot more if they were just honest and stated what they want rather than trying to be my friend when a few weeks ago, they wouldn’t go out of their way to say boo. 
 
    Phoenix must be one of the fakest girls in school. Only a few weeks ago, Elle was her best friend, until Jesse exposed her dirty threesome secret and she dumped Elle like she was yesterday’s business. Elle hasn’t been seen out in public since. In fact, I was surprised she had the balls to show her face at school after that. Though, the world she once knew is now completely different. She doesn’t talk to anyone, or maybe no one talks to her, terrified that Phoenix will shun them if they do. She now sits at a table by herself at lunch. It’s kind of sad really. 
 
    I let out a huff and decide I’ve had enough. “I’m fine,” I tell her before testing the waters and stepping up into her. “This party is getting boring. We’re out.” 
 
    Her eyes widen a fraction before she schools her features and slaps on a scowl. I turn on my heel and stalk past her. I don’t need to turn around to know that Nate and Jesse are right behind me with the rest of our group following. 
 
    We’re just about at the front door when Jesse calls out. “Party at my place.” Nate and I groan, but either way, it’s the perfect punishment for Phoenix for being such a poor party host. 
 
    Shit. Maybe Nate and Jesse are rubbing off on me a bit. 
 
    Two seconds later, Phoenix’s party is non-existent.  
 
    Jesse laughs the whole way out the door as Phoenix rushes around, trying to convince all the party goers to stay, but when a Ryder brother declares a party at their home, you know that’s where you want to be. Though, I kind of wished he hadn’t. It’s Jesse’s birthday next weekend and I know there’s going to be another party then, and no doubt, it’s going to be huge. 
 
    Nate and I get into his car and not a moment later, he’s flying down the street and pulling into their long driveway. He opens the big garage and pulls in before looking around to make sure his parents aren’t home as I’m sure their idea of a Friday night isn’t having hundreds of teenagers destroying their home. 
 
    Jesse pulls into the garage beside him and brings his car to a stop before Nate hits the button to close it. 
 
    With the cars safely tucked away, we all head on into the house. Jesse walks to the front door and opens it wide for all the people making their way down the driveway while Maxen works on cranking the music. Parker and Nate pull a keg from somewhere, while Brooke and I work on ordering a shitload of pizzas. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the party is going nuts and I’m curled up on the couch with the girls in the den, all of us with a glass of champagne in our hands as we laugh about the way Courtney had missed the edge of the couch and landed flat on her ass, tipping her drink right down her dress. I didn’t even groan knowing I’ll be the one mopping up the sticky floor in the morning. 
 
    Our laughter only gets worse when Phoenix walks past the opening of the den, acting as though she’s having the time of her life at the party that should have been hers.  
 
    It’s after two in the morning when Courtney and Bec disappear and Brooke falls into Maxen’s Lap. I’m far too tired to get up off the couch and am quickly falling asleep, though, I don’t want to sleep on the couch during the middle of a party. That’s just asking for trouble. 
 
    Nate appears in the opening of the den and pulls me up into his arms. “You look tired,” he tells me. 
 
    I smile up at him as I rest my head against his chest. “Exactly what a girl wants to hear.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he chuckles as he reaches the stairs. “You’re fucking beautiful and you know it.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as a yawn rips through me. If I had my way, I would have been in bed hours ago, but I didn’t want to be a party pooper. Nate opens the door of my bedroom and flicks the light before we both look straight towards the bed, making sure it’s not being used by anyone. He closes the door behind us and locks it before dropping me down onto my bed. 
 
    I grab the hem of my shirt and pull it up over my head before slipping my jeans down my legs. I mean, there’s nothing worse than sleeping in skin-tight jeans. A moment later, my head goes crashing down on my pillow and I moan out in relief as I close my eyes. 
 
    I open them back up to watch Nate shrug out of his shirt in that weird way boys do when they throw a hand over the back of their heads and pull it off. His eyes smolder as he watches me, while he works his belt buckle and pops the button of his jeans, allowing them to fall down with the belt buckle clattering to the ground. 
 
    He slips into bed beside me and reaches out to pull me back into him, the same way he has done every other night for the past month. I melt into his body as he curls around me.  
 
    Another yawn rips out of me before I close my eyes and snuggle in deeper. “Where do your parents go every weekend?” I ask as I enjoy the darkness of the room while tuning out the bass thumping up through the floor from the party below. 
 
    I feel Nate shrug at my back. He goes quiet for a moment and I wonder if he’s fallen asleep or if he’s thinking it over. “I don’t know,” he finally says. “I’ve always assumed it was a date night kind of thing.” 
 
    “I thought date night was Monday nights?”  
 
    “Fucked if I know,” he grunts before pulling me in a little tighter and running his fingers through my hair, knowing it helps me to sleep. “Every night seems to be date night with them lately.” 
 
    “Does it bother you?” I ask. “You know, that they’re not here much.” 
 
    “Not really,” he says. “I think it bugs Jesse though.” 
 
    I nod my head. I can understand that. While Jesse has a tough exterior, he’s like a marshmallow on the inside. He doesn’t like to let it show and tends to cover it with his bad boy persona and humor, but once you get to know him, it’s as obvious as the sky is blue. He loves fiercely and he hurts deeply. Nate though, he’s similar but much more of a closed book, he also loves fiercely and he while he has the ability to hurt deeply, he prefers to get even. 
 
    “Why do you ask?” he murmurs into the dark room. “Are you missing your parents?” 
 
    “I’m always missing my parents,” I tell him, hating that they’re so far away in Australia caring for my sick Nanna. “But that’s not what made me ask. I was a little more curious about how you guys are always getting away with having parties? I mean, you guys never get caught.” 
 
    “Oh,” he says. “I was wondering where you were going with this, but believe me, we’re not always that lucky.” 
 
    “Really?” I giggle. “You guys get in trouble? Does daddy bend you over his knee and spank you or do mommy’s precious little boys get a stern talking to? Lose your allowance? Go to bed without dinner?” 
 
    “Shut up,” he laughs. “But if you must know, mommy’s precious little boys get the ‘I’m very disappointed in you’ speech.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I laugh as I turn in his arms to look up at him. “That must be horrible.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s a real killer,” he says as he lowers his face to mine and gently kisses me. “Jesse can’t stand it and ends up sucking up to mom for the next week.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you wait until nobody is around before you grovel on your knees for forgiveness and promise that you’ll never do it again, only, you always do it again, or at least, Jesse does it again and you take the blame.” 
 
    I feel his smile against my lips before he presses another kiss to them. “Go to sleep, Tora,” he tells me before kissing me once again. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I walk through the school corridors on Thursday afternoon with a stomach growling for its lunch. I’m just about at the cafeteria. I’m so close I can smell the food and it’s the only thought in my mind.  
 
    Food. Food. Food. Glorious food. 
 
    I push through the big double doors of the cafeteria and inhale deeply. I briefly glance around to see the boys aren’t here yet, but all my girls are and what’s better is that they’re saving me a spot in the line. 
 
    I practically skip over to them. “Thanks,” I say as they reach the front of the line. Courtney leans forward and grabs a handful of trays before handing them out. I graciously take one and get ignored by Brooke whose attention is solely on the selections before her. 
 
    We make our way down the line and I settle for a salad sandwich before grabbing a bottle of water. I turn around to find Nate and Jesse walking through the door, and as usual, Nate’s eyes are already on mine. He sends me a flirty wink and I can’t help the blush that rises on my cheeks. He laughs at my reaction which has Jesse also looking up. 
 
    Jesse looks across at me before he rolls his eyes and flips me the bird. I flip it right back and laugh to myself as the girls meet me at the end of the line. We walk over to our table and leave the boys be for the day. I mean, I see enough of them at home, today is about my girls. 
 
    As I sit down, I can’t help but notice the table in the very back of the room looking extremely lonely. Elle sits by herself with her head down and not a single soul paying her any attention, though, I bet she’s hoping they don’t. After all, she’s made nearly every single person in the room’s life a living hell at one stage or another, and now she doesn’t have the security of the cheerleaders to back her up. She’s now the one on the other end of the bullying and I bet she’s regretting her decisions to alienate her classmates over the past few years.  
 
    She’s all alone in every way possible and I should be happy about that. It was her idea for Josh to get me alone and to attack me. She had planted the seed and convinced him to film it. They were going to post it on every social media account they could get their hands on and I would have been destroyed. All for what? Turning down the quarterback and refusing to bend to the cheer captain’s will.  
 
    Well, I certainly showed them as neither one of them are the captains of anything anymore. Josh is out of here and Elle is regretting every decision she’s ever made. Though, I had a little help from Jesse when it came to Elle. 
 
    But now, watching her all alone, I can’t help but feel for her. I never had an issue with her before the whole Josh thing happened and she had backed right off after Jesse had threatened to expose her. I don’t like seeing people being left out or hurting and that’s exactly what’s happening to her now. 
 
    “Earth to Tora,” Bec says, clicking her fingers in my face. “What’s going on in there?” 
 
    I flick my attention back to the girls to find them watching me with a strange curiosity. “Oh, ah. Nothing,” I say before I grab my sandwich and dig in. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Are you serious?” Courtney groans. “Did you really not hear a word of that?” 
 
    I press my lips together and shake my head. “Sorry,” I say as a grin starts to spread over my face. “I was distracted.” 
 
    Court rolls her eyes before lifting her fork to her mouth and jamming her salad in. She chews it for a moment and swallows. “Let me guess,” she says. “You were giving the designated bad boy bedroom eyes and planning your afternoon escape to the empty science lab?” 
 
    “No,” I laugh. “But it’s not a bad idea.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” she groans. “What I wouldn’t give to have a Ryder brother sharing my bed every night.” 
 
    “First off,” I say. “Nate is taken, so there’s no sharing his bed. Secondly, you don’t want to share a bed with Jesse. He’d chew you up and spit you out. I could see you with Parker, though.” Courtney’s cheeks instantly flush and she looks away as Bec bursts into laughter. “What?” I demand. “What am I missing?” 
 
    Bec can’t control her laughter and goes to talk when Courtney ribs her, trying to shut her up, but a chance at embarrassing her best friend is too good to pass up. “She slept with Parker two nights ago.” 
 
    “What?” Brooke shrieks. “Since when? I didn’t even know you were interested in him.” 
 
    “I know,” Courtney groans as she slaps her hands over her face in embarrassment. “It just kind of happened.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean, you slipped and fell, and his dick just happened to land in your vag? Over and over again?” 
 
    “Well… kind of.” 
 
    “Huh? What’s that mean?” I grunt. 
 
    “You know how I had a flat the other night?” I nod my head and she continues, “Well, he drove past and offered to help me change it, and I wasn’t going to say no, otherwise I would have had to wait for dad to come from the city. Anyway. I was trying to help him and we bumped into each other and I went to fall but he saved me,” she says with a cringe, “and then it just kind of happened.” 
 
    “On the side of the road?” Brooke gasps. 
 
    “No, in my car,” Courtney laughs as her face continues to flame bright red. “Can we get back to the whole football game thing now?” 
 
    “Football game?” I grunt. 
 
    “Who cares about the game,” Brooke says. “I want to know about Parker.” 
 
    “Tough shit,” Court replies. “I’m going to need a few drinks before I can spill the beans on that one.” 
 
    “Really?” I ask with wide eyes. “Is that because it was that good or that bad?” 
 
    Courtney’s eyes begin to sparkle and she can hardly look at us. Brooke nudges me. “I’d say it was that good.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I laugh. “Now, what’s this about a football game?” 
 
    “Tonight,” Bec says. “You know, we’re against Broken Hill Public tonight. It’s on every poster around the school. I want to go.” 
 
    “Really?” I groan as I look around the cafeteria and realize she’s right. There are about four or five separate posters advertising the game for tonight, all of which I haven’t noticed. “It’s just a bunch of sweaty guys running around, chasing a stupid ball.” 
 
    “Come on,” Courtney says. “Have a little school spirit. Besides, it’s our senior year, we’re supposed to get into this shit and cheer for our team. It’s called making memories.” 
 
    I look towards Brooke who’s trying to give me an encouraging look. “Oh, no. You too?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “I wouldn’t mind. I heard the public team are pretty hot.” 
 
    “I wonder what Maxen would think about that,” I muse. 
 
    “Shut up,” she says, elbowing me in the ribs. “We’re going whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan, only because the idea of having a bit of a perve is too good to pass up, though, no one is going to come close to the sexy, smoldering dark eyed beast across the cafeteria. “But our team better win.” 
 
    “Our team always wins,” Courtney says as she picks up her bottle of apple juice and takes a sip through a bright pink straw. “You’ll see. It’ll be worth it.” 
 
    “We should make an afternoon of it,” Brooke declares. “We should go back to Tora’s place where there are no parents or little brothers or sisters to get in our way and get ready together. Maybe give Courtney a few drinks so she can spill the beans on Parker.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “I’m in.” 
 
    “Me too,” Bec says. 
 
    We all turn towards Courtney who has stayed awfully quiet and I raise a questioning eyebrow. “Fine, but I’m not spilling too many beans.” 
 
    I grin across at Brooke. “We’ll give her vodka. She gets chatty with vodka.” 
 
    She grins right back at me and nods her head enthusiastically. “Damn straight, she does.” 
 
    We finish our lunch and I duck across to Nate’s table and go to sit beside him, only he catches me at the last second and hoist me down onto his lap before kissing me deeply. As usual, my panties turn into a ball of fire before completely disintegrating from my body, while the rest of me melts. “I can’t wait to get you home,” he tells me once he pulls away. 
 
    I cringe as my arms wind around his neck. “Yeah… about that,” I say, becoming amused by the way his face falls. “The girls and I are going to spend the afternoon at my place then go to the game.” 
 
    “The game?” he grunts. “You hate that shit.” 
 
    “I know, but they don’t,” I tell him. “Besides, I’m trying to be a good friend. I’ve been spending so much time with you lately that I’ve hardly seen them, only at parties.” 
 
    He nods his head. “Alright, but be safe. Josh could show up to that.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” I say. “As if he’d want to show up to watch the game he was supposed to be the star of.” 
 
    “I guess,” he muses as the end of lunch bell rings. 
 
    I climb off his lap and he sends me on my way with a slap on the ass. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile and want to dive back in for another kiss when Brooke hoists me away with a hard yank on my arm. “Come on,” she says with a groan. “You get to suck face all night. It’s time for Biology.” 
 
    “Fine,” I groan before I allow her to pull me along. We walk back up the hallway and quickly stop by our lockers before making our way towards our Biology class. 
 
    We push through the doors and collapse into our seats while discussing how Brooke plans on going all out for the game tonight, wearing school colors and all. The door of the classroom opens again and I can’t help but look up at the scowling girl walking through the door. 
 
    Ashley Samuels. Nate’s kind of ex. She still hasn’t come to terms with the fact that whatever was going on between them is over. In fact, it never really begun. She had some twisted idea in her head that Nate was going to fall madly in love with her and they were going to drive off into the sunset in his Camaro, where in reality, Nate was using her for sex and kept her around as it held of all the other girls from pining for his attention. Little did she know that he was already mine. He’s always been mine. I just didn’t know it. 
 
    Her scowl doesn’t lift from me for one single moment as she walks from the door, across the classroom, and falls into her chair. Only then, does she pay attention to her friend, Heather, who sits beside her.  
 
    “Geez,” Brooke murmurs under her breath. “When is she going to back off?” 
 
    “This is Nate Ryder we’re talking about,” I remind her. “He’s the hottest guy in Broken Hill. The day she backs off would be the day she dies.” 
 
    “True,” she grunts as the teacher makes his grand appearance. The class falls into silence and I do my best to concentrate on his lecture. After all, I’m thinking about getting into Marine Biology or becoming a Lawyer, so good grades in this class are kind of a requirement, you know, just in case. 
 
    School finishes two hours later and I meet Brooke at her car as Nate had driven me this morning. Actually, he’s been driving me every morning which means my little R8 has been a bit neglected. 
 
    Courtney and Bec show up a moment later and we pile into Brooke’s car before she peels out of the parking lot, cutting off Jesse who has to slam on his brakes to avoid giving her car a new paint job. 
 
    We pull up into my driveway and I remind Brooke of the new code for the gate, not that I’ve used it much lately, but a second later, the metal gate starts peeling away and we head down to my home. 
 
    I unlock the door and pull it open allowing the sense of home to take over, along with it, a hollowness in my chest, reminding me that I haven’t seen my parents in nearly two months.  
 
    The girls pile through the door behind me and each of them dump their belongings on the entryway table before heading through my home and rummaging through the empty fridge. “There’s nothing to eat here,” Brooke complains. 
 
    “Well, duh,” I say as I walk past the kitchen and towards the den. “I haven’t lived here for weeks. What did you expect?” 
 
    “Shit,” she groans. “We should have crashed Courtney’s place.” 
 
    “Nah,” Courtney grunts as she falls into a couch. “My little brother is having his friends over this afternoon. You made the right call coming here. We’ll just order in.” 
 
    “Fine,” Brooke replies from the kitchen before I hear the sound of glass bottles clinking together. I flick on the TV and bring up the Kardashians and get comfortable when Brooke comes in with a warm bottle of lemonade from the cupboard, a bottle of vodka, and a bunch of cups shoved under her arm. “You ready to spill the beans yet?” she says with a wicked smile. 
 
    “No,” Courtney whines as Bec hops up and helps Brooke pour out the drinks. 
 
    “Tough titties,” Brooke declares as she starts passing out drinks. “Start talking.” 
 
    She hands one to me and I decline, realizing that one of us is going to have to drive to the game and back, even though I’m secretly hoping that the girls get a little too trashed on vodka that they’ll forget about the stupid football game altogether. 
 
    Brooke gets comfortable on the couch beside me and turns all her attention on Courtney. “I’m waiting,” she declares. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” Courtney says as she throws back the whole drink. “So, Parker pulled up beside me and got out to help change my tire even though I told him it was fine because my dad was going to come. He gave me this really sexy boyish smile and waved me off before getting the spare. He flirted the whole time, and I swear, watching him change that tire was so damn hot,” she says as her cheeks start to flush with the memory. “I mean, how do guys just know how to do this stuff?” 
 
    “Get to the good stuff,” Brooke laughs. 
 
    Courtney rolls her eyes as Bec lounges back in the couch with her feet up, listening to the story I’m sure she’s already heard a million times. “Alright, alright. Keep your knickers on,” she laughs. “So, he was doing everything and I was trying to be really helpful, you know, like getting the tools and holding the little bolt things so they didn’t get lost, but he didn’t realize I had them. So, he turned to find them at the same time that I leaned in to hand them over and I smacked my head into his and fell back,” she explains as she points out a little bump on her forehead. “I got him pretty good.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I laugh. 
 
    “It’s so not funny,” she demands. “It hurt like a bitch. I had tears in my eyes from it. It was so embarrassing, but anyway, I was falling and he completely saved me from crashing into the gutter, and in doing that, he lost his balance and we both ended up going down. So, not only do I have a lump on my head, but I also have a graze on my ass.” 
 
    “Shit,” Brooke laughs. “Let me see.” 
 
    Courtney gets up and turns around before pulling up the back of her shirt and wriggling her shorts down a bit to give us a good view of the bruise and graze that cover the back of her hip and ass. “Wow,” I grunt. “That’s a good one.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agrees. “So, I was in the gutter and he was on top of me, and we both burst out laughing which is when he just…,” she goes quiet and gets lost in her head. “Kissed me.” 
 
    Brooke starts squealing in her excitement before she leans forward and adds a little vodka to her already strong drink. “What? And then he just fucked you in the backseat of your car?” she questions.  
 
    Courtney looks away and it’s clear that’s exactly what happened. “You make it sound so vulgar,” she says. “But yes, that’s technically what happened, though, I wouldn’t call it fucking. It was kind of slow and intense.” 
 
    “My, oh my,” Brooke laughs. “Are you saying that Parker Jones made love to you?” 
 
    Courtney grabs a cushion and launches it across the room at Brooke. “I told you,” she grins. “It was special.” 
 
    “So…,” Brooke questions. “Are you guys together or dating or something like that?” 
 
    “No,” she says. “I haven’t talked to him since. I don’t know. I mean, I wouldn’t mind dating him, but I’m not sure he’s up for losing his man-whore status.” 
 
    I’d definitely agree with that. Parker Jones is known for his conquests in the bedroom and he’s damn proud of it. I can’t see him giving that up anytime soon. It would have to be one hell of a special girl to get him to change his beastly ways. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh as I turn to Bec. “You have to make it even now,” I tell her. “It’s either Jesse or Tyson. Who do you pick?” 
 
    “Ugh, no thanks,” she groans. “While it’d be fun, I’d probably get an STD from them.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Brooke laughs. “You can share Max.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks,” she laughs before refilling her drink. 
 
    An hour later, the pizza arrives and we spend the next hour eating, drinking, and getting ourselves pumped up and dressed in school colors for what should hopefully be one hell of an exciting football game. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    I drive Brooke’s car with the girls giggling in the backseat as I pull into the student parking lot of Broken Hill High. The place is already packed, though I’m not surprised, the game starts in all of two minutes and we have to haul ass so we don’t miss kick off. 
 
    We find a space that’s possibly the furthest spot from the field and get our butts moving while me and Bec hold up Courtney, who’s drunk just a little too much, but insisted she was still fine to come along. After all, she wanted to look at the hot guys with the tight asses. 
 
    The closer we get to the field, the louder the noise is. This must be one of the biggest games in Broken Hill which brings nearly everyone in the community. I swear there must be at least someone from every single household in Broken Hill here tonight. 
 
    As we approach the grandstand we look up into the crowd and try to figure out where the hell we’re going to sit when a group of juniors sees me and instantly starts shuffling aside. “Geez, pays to be Nate Ryder’s girlfriend,” Brooke says under her breath as we start making our way up the grandstand. 
 
    “It sure does,” I laugh. We get to our spot and I give the kid a smile and say a quick thanks before taking a seat and looking out onto the field. 
 
    The cheerleaders from both schools are doing their thing and to be honest, they’re pretty damn good. Well, the public’s team is better. They’re more about dance, crazy tricks, and making it interesting. Our team is more about trying to be sexy and shaking their asses. Either way, the crowd is cheering right along with them. 
 
    A voice comes over the speakers and introduces the public team to the field, and naturally, half of the crowd go nuts while the other half start booing, which actually just makes it that much louder. 
 
    It’s hard not to get into the school spirit as the first team comes running out onto the field. I find myself on my feet just like everyone else. Hell, I’m even cheering for the wrong team. That is until their final player appears and I realize the person seems very familiar. 
 
    Chatter spreads over the whole crowd and Brooke leans into me. “Is that Josh?” she questions. 
 
    It’s hard to tell from this far away but it sure does look like him. “I mean, it makes sense for him to go to public.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she says. “And to join to the team. He was after a scholarship, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agree as my eyes follow his every movement. “But no college team is going to pick him up with after sexual assault charges and an expulsion.” 
 
    “True. He royally fucked that one up.” 
 
    Indeed, he did. I’m surprised he’s even been allowed to play. 
 
    Our team gets announced, and again, everyone goes nuts. I don’t bother watching them come out as I’ve seen it a million times before, so, I just keep scowling at Josh, that is until he passes one of his teammates and I get that same recognition again. 
 
    Is that Jackson? I go to ask Brooke about it when I realize that she actually has no idea who the guy is, so I lean over to the junior on my other side. “Hey,” I ask. “Who’s that kid? Number 44?” 
 
    He looks across at me before following my gaze down to the field. “Oh, that’s their quarterback. Jackson Millington,” he supplies, trying to give me as much information as possible. “He’s good.” 
 
    I nod my head as I watch him running around the field. “Thanks,” I murmur. I hadn’t expected that which was silly of me. Of course, Jackson is their team quarterback. 
 
    I mean, the longer I sit here, the more I find reasons that I don’t want to be here. I find myself wanting our team to absolutely annihilate and pulverize them. 
 
    The teams line up, preparing for kick-off and I watch with interest as Josh gets benched which brings another round of chatter through the stands. When Josh was playing for our team, if he had been benched, it would have been a massive deal, but I guess all sorts of things are changing for him now. He probably has to earn his position on the team, no matter how good he is, or it could be a form of ongoing punishment. 
 
    The game starts and I find myself tuning him out and watching Jackson on the field. He really is good and is putting our team to shame, though, the rest of his team doesn’t quite hold up to his level and our team starts pulling through. 
 
    It’s going to be a close one, and to be honest, Josh used to be our shining star, but now we have this other kid who seems to be able to hold his own, but I’m pretty sure he’s a junior. 
 
    I find myself watching the game with absolute interest and anticipation the further the game goes on. Brooke cheers and squeals beside me while throwing her hands up in the air every time our team scores a goal, but each time they do, the public team follows it up with one of their own. I mean, if I was a nail biter, I’d be feasting on them right now. 
 
    This game is ridiculously good. I don’t know why I’ve avoided it all this time. My eyes flick between the clock and the field. They only have a few minutes left, and so far, the teams are tied, but during this game, I’ve learned that could change in the blink of an eye, though, Jackson has been playing the whole game and he can only carry his team for so long. 
 
    The last thirty seconds appear on the clock and I watch with wide eyes as our team slowly makes their way back down the other end. “Come on,” I yell towards our team even though I hardly know any of them. 
 
    The cheerleaders are going apeshit along with everyone else as the public team truly fight for it, but they’re exhausted, and our team is refusing to ruin their so far undefeated season. 
 
    Ten seconds left and they’re nearly there. The player with the ball charges forward and it’s clear he’s going for it. It’s all or nothing. He sidesteps some big guy on the other team while giving it everything. His teammates are right behind him ready and waiting if he needs them. He feigns left to avoid being sacked before charging right with the ball firmly under his arm. 
 
    Another two come at him and I grab Brooke’s hand, desperate to see how this plays out. Only the kid does this weird spin thing and a bit of fancy ass footwork before clearing them both and diving across the line as nearly every player on the field comes after him. He slams the ball down on the ground just as the buzzer sounds. 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Brooke screams as I jump up and down. 
 
    “Holy shit, that was so good,” I say as I try to calm my racing heart.  
 
    “Did you see that?” Courtney yells while leaning around Brooke to be seen and heard as Bec whoops and spills her drink everywhere. “That was incredible. Best game of the season so far.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh, and honestly, I’m surprised by my school spirit. Our team cheers and celebrates down on the field as the cheerleaders rush towards them. People start spilling out of the stands and I turn back towards the girls. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Really?” Bec questions. “Let’s say hi to the guys first.” 
 
    “Since when are you interested in talking to the football team?” 
 
    A grin rips across her face as she grabs Courtney’s hand. “Since now,” she declares before pulling Courtney behind her and dashing down the stands and onto the field. 
 
    Brooke lets out a huff. “We’re stuck here now.” 
 
    “I know,” I groan as we slowly make our way down the stands behind the crowd.  
 
    As we get to the bottom, Brooke grabs my hand and hauls me off to the side. “I got to pee,” she tells me. “Then we can go and find those skanks.” 
 
    “Alright,” I say as I allow Brooke to drag me along.  
 
    Once she’s done, we walk back down to football field and start scanning through all the bodies. The place is a flurry of activity with people wanting to get out of here, while others are already starting to party.   
 
    Brooke talks endlessly about Maxen while we walk mindless around the people, trying to find Bec and Court. Josh stalks past and I find myself glued to the spot, especially as he sends a heavy scowl my way. He stops in his tracks and turns my way when one of the players from our team walks past and calls out to him. “Hey Josh, how’d you like warming that bench?” 
 
    His scowl turns lethal as he turns his glare on the guy. “Shut the fuck up, Reed,” he growls before looking back at me and continuing to stalk forward. 
 
    Shit. A heavy glare sets itself over my face as I silently beg him to leave me the fuck alone. I don’t want to deal with this right now, though, my only saving grace is that Brooke is with me and there’s a shitload of people around, so it’s not like he can try anything. 
 
    I force myself to find my backbone and open my mouth to tell him where to go when someone cuts me off. “Hey. Tora, right?” 
 
    I look across to find Jackson approaching with a cocky grin on his face and turn back to Josh who instantly stops. His eyes flick between me and Jackson a few times before he turns and walks away. 
 
    A breath leaves me and I turn back to Jackson. “Um, yeah. Hi,” I say, curious what he could possibly want as Brooke looks between us, probably wondering why the quarterback of the public team is talking to me and knows my name. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asks as his eyes travel up and down my body. He steps right into my personal bubble and grins down at me. “You want to party tonight?” 
 
    “No, thanks,” I say as I step back away from him. “We’re busy.” Brooke’s eyebrows pull down and I silently beg her not to but in, knowing she hates passing up a good party, though, partying with this guy is not a good idea. 
 
    “You sure, babe?” 
 
    “I’m not your ‘babe’,” I tell him. “And yes, we’re busy.” 
 
    His eyes narrow as he considers me for a moment. “That’s right, you’re fucking Nate, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.” 
 
    He steps into me again and leans down to me. “You’re right,” he says as his breath hits my neck. “It’s not, but if you’re looking to screw someone who actually knows what he’s doing, then you know where to find me.” 
 
    I bring my hand up and push against his chest, putting some distance between us. “I’m good,” I tell him as Courtney and Bec finally reach us. 
 
    He grins that cocky grin and winks down at me. “Your loss, babe,” he says before stalking away with his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Brooke demands as I grab her hand and start hauling ass to the parking lot. “Um, excuse me?” she says, not taking no for an answer as the girls follow my lead. 
 
    “It was nothing,” I tell her when she won’t let it go. 
 
    “That didn’t look like nothing,” she says. 
 
    “It was nothing,” I repeat. “He’s just some loser who hit on me at Nate and Jesse’s party a few weeks ago. He’s just like Josh; a loser who can’t handle rejection.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says. “You never told me about that.” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders as out into the parking lot and head for Brooke’s car. “It wasn’t important and besides, that was the night you first got together with Maxen. I wasn’t going to ruin it to complain about some douchebag trying to hit on me.” 
 
    “Well, aren’t you just the best friend ever?” she grins. 
 
    I wink and burst into a fit of laughter. “You know it,” I say digging through my bag for the car keys and unlocking it. A moment later we pile in and Brooke turns the music right up, saving me from having to discuss Jackson any further. 
 
    We pull up at Bec’s house a few minutes later before we drop off Courtney, who luckily, seems to have sobered up. 
 
    Next up is Brooke’s place. “I’ll pick you up in the morning,” I tell her, seeing as though I’m still driving her car. 
 
    “Alright,” she says as she pushes out her door and rushes towards the house. She turns at the last minute and blows me a kiss before disappearing into her home. 
 
    I get my ass out of there, desperate to get home and into Nate’s arms. I drive down the Ryder driveway ten minutes later, completely exhausted. All I want to do is get something in my tummy and climb into bed. 
 
    Tomorrow is going to be a huge day. It’s Jesse’s birthday and I have a feeling he’s going to be excited; and no doubt I’ll be up until the early hours of the next morning partying with him and probably the rest of Broken Hill. 
 
    I park Brooke’s car out the front and get my ass inside. The whole downstairs area is covered in darkness so I flick on a few lights and help myself to some dinner before turning them off again and heading up to my room with my plate of food. 
 
    I stop by Nate’s room and push the door open to find his room completely empty. Hmm, maybe he’s down in the gym or out. 
 
    Music comes blaring from Jesse’s room and I make my way down there. I knock on the door before pushing it open to find Jesse lounged back on his bed playing on his phone. He looks up as I come in. “What’s up?” he questions. 
 
    “What’s going on? Where’s Nate?” 
 
    “He went out with Parker,” he grunts as his attention goes back to his phone. 
 
    My eyebrows pull down at his tone. “What’s up with you? Why didn’t you go with them?” 
 
    He grins at me as his eyes begin to sparkle. “Well, if you must know, I was buried deep inside a nice warm pu-” 
 
    “STOP. STOP. STOP. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “He was gone when I got home,” he laughs. 
 
    “Where’d they go?” I question. 
 
    He looks back at me and pushes himself up on his elbow. “When it’s Nate and Parker, you can never be sure. But my guess would be pulling some fucked up pranks.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “What kind of pranks?” 
 
    “Last time they beat the shit out of some kid. The time before that they threw smoke bombs through the window of a public party and smoked them out.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp. “I classify that as a little more than ‘pranks’.” 
 
    “They have a rivalry with some of the public guys. Though, I don’t get why they went tonight. It’s usually a one for one kind of thing and they were already one up.” 
 
    “Huh,” I grunt as I start picking at my dinner. “What do you think they’re doing?” 
 
    “No idea,” he shrugs again. “But I’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it.” 
 
    A small smile plays on his lips. “Nate likes to brag, but deep down I think he prefers me not to go. It’s his twisted way of protecting me. He doesn’t like it when I do stupid shit. He thinks I’ll go too far and end up in jail.” 
 
    I nod my head, that makes sense. Nate is always looking out for his brother. Taking the blame for things when he had nothing to do with it. He wants Jesse to go far in life, but Jesse’s all about having fun and living life to the fullest, not caring about the consequences. He doesn’t care about his future, though, I’m sure that will change eventually. 
 
    “I don’t blame him,” I grin. “Though, orange will look good on you. It would really bring out your eyes.” 
 
    “Shut up,” he laughs. 
 
    I push my way further into his room and drop down into his desk chair and get stuck into my dinner. “What do you think about the whole rivalry thing?” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me,” he says. “They’re smart about it. They’ve never been caught.” 
 
    I shake my head. Not sure how I feel about this. I mean, I always knew Nate was capable of doing stuff like this. Hell, I’ve seen the kind of shit he does at parties. He and Jesse are usually the life of the party, but going out to spitefully get payback for something reminds me that under the sweet little nothings he whispers in my ear, he’s still the dangerous bad boy he’s always been. I just hope he’s not doing anything that he’ll regret later in life. I don’t want to be visiting him behind bars. 
 
    I finish off my dinner as I contemplate what’s going on and eventually the tiredness gets the best of me, so I make my way back to my room. I pull off my clothes and crash down into my bed before reaching over to plug my phone into the charger. 
 
    I instantly fall asleep but am woken a little while later to the feel of Nate slipping into bed beside me. “Shh,” he whispers. “Go back to sleep.” 
 
    Too late. 
 
    I roll in his arms and curl into his chest. “Where were you?” I question on a yawn. 
 
    “Nowhere, babe,” he says. “Just settling a score.” 
 
    “Your rivalry against public?” I murmur as my eyes close once again. “Jesse said it wasn’t your turn to settle the score.” 
 
    His body stiffens for the slightest moment before he relaxes again. “Believe me. The second Jackson looked at you and got up in your face tonight, the ball was in my court. The fucker sealed his fate with that move.” 
 
    “Jackson?” I question. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    “I know everything when it comes to you,” he says as he pulls me a little closer and presses a kiss to my temple. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    His chest shakes with silent laughter and I feel his lips pull into a smile against my skin. “You don’t want to know,” he murmurs before his hands start running through my hair. “Go back to sleep. I’ll tell you about it in the morning.” 
 
    “Ok,” I murmur as another yawn sneaks up on me. “I love you,” I whisper into the night before realizing that I’ve just said it out loud for the first time. 
 
    “I love you too, Tora,” Nate says as the darkness claims me, allowing me to fall back into a deep and very welcomed sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I hear yelled excitedly through the house at what feels like earlier than dusk. 
 
    “Shit,” Nate groans beside me as he pulls me in closer and nuzzles his face deeper into the pillow. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” I ask with a groan of my own. 
 
    Nate brings a hand up and rubs it over his eyes. “It’s his birthday,” he explains on a yawn. “The fucker never sleeps in on his birthday. He gets too excited.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I moan. 
 
    “Just wait until Christmas,” he warns me before we hear a loud bang. “Shit,” Nate groans again as he reaches for the blanket and pulls it up to cover my chest. “In three. Two. One.” 
 
    The door is busted open with such force that it slams against the wall as Jesse barges his way through in. “Get up, fuckers. It’s my birthday,” he announces with a cheesy grin across his face before he flies over the top of me and squishes himself in between me and Nate.  
 
    Jesse puts his arm around me and I do my best to keep the blanket up. “So,” Jesse says to me in a tone that he reserves for messing with his older brother. “I’m seventeen now. You can officially dump this dick and start climbing in my bed.” 
 
    “Fuck off,” Nate laughs as he grabs his brother and hoists him away from me before tackling him off the side of the bed. The brothers laugh and end up ripping the blanket right off the bed. I let out a squeal, slap my hands over my tits, and run across the room to my closet hoping Jesse didn’t get an eyeful of my ass. 
 
    Nate and Jesse laugh but I don’t find it quite so funny. I grab my robe and pull it over me before walking back out and realizing that Nate has Jesse face down in the carpet so they must have been laughing at that as Jesse’s far too preoccupied to have seen my nudie run. 
 
    I let the boys go as I duck into the bathroom to pee and brush my teeth. When I come out a few minutes later, they’re lounging on my bed with both their chests filled with red marks from where they’ve roughed each other up. Though I’d dare say from the amount of redness covering Jesse’s chest, Nate won this round. 
 
    I walk over and grab my phone off the charger and get a glimpse at the time. “Shit, Jess,” I groan as I drop down beside him. “It’s only six in the morning.” 
 
    “I know,” he grins proudly. 
 
    I shake my head and lean against him as my eyes threaten to close again. “You’re lucky it’s your birthday.” 
 
    “No,” he says. “You’re lucky it’s my birthday.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt. “Why am I luc-” 
 
    My words are cut off as Jesse grabs me and throws me over his shoulder before rushing out of my room and heading for the stairs. “Shit,” I gasp. “Put me down.” 
 
    “No way,” he laughs as he hits the top step. 
 
    “Shit,” I shriek again as he bounds down them. I hold on for dear life. I mean, all it would take is a slightly misplaced foot and we’ll both go tumbling down the stairs. Luckily, he makes it to the bottom, but he doesn’t stop there. He rushes through the house with far too much energy and all I can do is hold on for the ride, thankful that I already peed. 
 
    A moment later, he pulls me off his shoulder and drops me into the couch in the den as Nate leisurely make his way in. “Why’d I have to get carried?” I groan. “Why couldn’t Nate go over your shoulder instead?” 
 
    Jesse looks to his brother and I see the sparkle in his eye as he thinks about what I just said. “Don’t even think about it,” Nate grunts as he drops into the couch beside me. 
 
    “So,” I say, looking to Jesse. “What now?” 
 
    The sparkle still remains in his eyes. “Breakfast,” he says as though it’s the most exciting thing in the world. 
 
    Not a minute later, Trish and Cade Ryder appear in the entryway of the den. Cade leans up against the wall as Trish walks straight in and over to her youngest son. Jesse stands up and Trish pulls him in for a big hug. He melts into her, making it as clear as day that under his bad boy exterior, he’s a big marshmallow. “Happy birthday, my love,” she whispers before giving him a big kiss on the cheek and pulling him back by the shoulders. “Now,” she says with a knowing grin. “What’ll it be?” 
 
    Jesse’s face lights up. “Everything,” he says like a little school boy. 
 
    Trish lets out a sigh. “I was afraid of that.” 
 
    My eyebrows pull down in confusion as she walks out of the room with Cade following behind. “What was that all about?” I ask, looking to Nate. 
 
    He lets out a sigh. “You’ll see,” he tells me before pulling me into him. 
 
    Ten minutes later, the smell of bacon and eggs with a side of pancakes and hash browns fill the house and I suddenly get it. On his birthday, Jesse gets whatever breakfast he wants, and it just so happens to be a big one. Realizing how much Trish and Cade are going to have to cook for him, I get myself up off the couch and walk into the kitchen with Nate and Jesse following behind. 
 
    Jesse sits up on the counter and watches with an excited grin as we all slave around the kitchen, making everything perfect for his birthday breakfast. 
 
    Half an hour later, we sit around the table, chowing down one of the yummiest breakfasts I’ve ever had. “So,” Trish says, gaining Jesse and Nate’s attention. “I’m not even going to pretend to be naive this year. I’m fully aware that you intend to have a party tonight, so you have our blessing to go ahead and invite your friends over. Your father and I have planned a night’s stay in the Mountain’s Resort,” she explains. 
 
    Jesse instantly loses his mind. “Have I ever told you that you’re the coolest mom out?” 
 
    “Wait,” she says, cutting him off before he gets too excited. “I have already notified the neighbors and the police are aware that there will be a party. I don’t want any underage drinking, my house is not to be destroyed, and I want the place spotless by the time we get home.” 
 
    “Are they rules or guidelines?” he grins. 
 
    “Rules,” Cade demands, taking the reigns and giving Jesse a stern look. 
 
    “Alright, alright. Rules it is,” Jesse says, though I have a feeling the underage drinking rule is going to be broken in a very serious way. 
 
    We finish breakfast and Nate and I get stuck with cleaning up while Trish and Cade go and pack for their night away. By the time we’re done, it’s time to start getting ready for school and I head for the stairs. “Where are you going?” Nate questions as he grabs my arm and pulls me back to him. 
 
    “Um…. I’m getting ready for school. What else would I be doing?” 
 
    “We’re not going to school,” he says. 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    Jesse walks over with a grin. “Yep,” he announces. “Call your friends. We’re spending the day partying at Broken Hill Lake with the jet skis.” 
 
    My eyes widen in excitement. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” he says. “There’s no way in hell I’m spending my birthday stuck in classrooms.” 
 
    Fuck yeah. Today is going to be awesome. I pull my phone out of my pocket and open the group message between the four of us girls and send off a text. 
 
    Tora – NO SCHOOL TODAY!!!!!! Meet me at Nate’s place for Jesse’s birthday. We’re spending the day at the lake!!! Can one of you pick up Brooke on the way? 
 
    Brooke – HELL YEAH! 
 
    Bec – Can’t wait. I’ll get Brooke. 
 
    Courtney – Shit. Parker’s going to be there, isn’t he? 
 
    Tora – Probably!! 
 
    Bec – Chicken shit! Wear your black string bikini and you won't even have to talk about it. 
 
    Courtney – Shut up! I’ll be there in twenty. 
 
    With that, I throw my phone down and race up the stairs before hurrying through a quick shower. As I walk out of the bathroom, I find Nate in my bedroom rifling through my clothes. He pulls out a white bikini and holds it up with a grin. “I think you should wear this one,” he tells me. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” I question as I walk forward with a grin of my own. “And why’s that?” 
 
    “You know why,” he says with that familiar sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    I drop my towel and take the bikini top from him before throwing it over my shoulder and stepping up into him. I reach for his shirt and pull it up over his head and look down at his sculptured body. He runs his hand down the side of my body with flaming eyes and I suck in a breath at his touch. It’ll never get old. 
 
    Nate’s lips come down on mine and I melt into him as I reach for his pants. I undo them and free him from inside before wrapping my fingers around him and pumping up and down. 
 
    He reaches down around me and grabs the back of my thighs before lifting me into his arms. He goes to walk us over to my bed before Jesse calling out from downstairs rings out loudly through the house. “Yo, Nate?” he yells. 
 
    Nate turns around and silently steps into my closet before closing the door behind us. He presses me up against the door and a moment later, he pushes into me. 
 
    I moan out and Nate swallows the sound with another kiss. 
 
    “Nate?” Jesse calls from the hallway. 
 
    Nate pulls out and slams back into me as my nails dig into his back. He picks up the pace and we hear the sound of his bedroom door opening before Jesse calls out for him again. Next up, the sound of my bedroom door opening. “Nate?” Jesse says. “Tora, you in here?” 
 
    Jesse groans and pulls the door closed as Nate smiles against my lips. We hear Jesse racing back down the stairs which is when this quiet bullshit comes to an end and Nate gives me what I need. 
 
    We emerge out of my room twenty minutes later, finally dressed and ready for the day. We find Jesse down in the garage with the doors wide open and all the boys standing around, hooking up the jet ski trailers to the back of their cars. 
 
    Nate jumps in to help while I find Bec and Brooke in the kitchen, throwing a whole lot of food and drinks into bags to take with us.  
 
    I find a cooler and haul a case of beer into it, knowing the guys are probably going to want a drink by the time lunch comes around. We take it all outside and throw it into the back of Jesse’s Range Rover when we see Courtney coming down the driveway. 
 
    With everyone here, we haul ass to the lake. Though, I have a feeling word of our little lake party is going to get out and it’ll quickly turn from a little party to a big one. 
 
    An hour later, I sit on a jet ski with Nate behind me, teaching me how to drive the stupid thing while nearly the whole senior and junior classes party by the lake. 
 
    I look back at the people and see Jesse laughing and having a great time. I can’t help but smile at the view. I’ve never been so happy. My heart is so full at the moment and while things with my Nanna aren’t great and I’m missing my parents. I can’t help but be extremely happy. I turn around to Nate with a smile and he gives me one straight back. “I know,” he murmurs, knowing me better than I know myself. “Be ready. Today has only just begun. It’s going to be a long night.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” I tell him. 
 
    “Good, now concentrate before you flip this thing.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I’ve had enough of driving. Why don’t you do it?” 
 
    A wicked grin overtakes his face as his dark eyes begin to sparkle. “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I laugh as I get up. I lean down and whisper in his ear. “I bet you can’t make me scream.” 
 
    He scoots forward on the jet ski and helps me balance as I step behind him and sit back down. He squeezes my leg and turns around to me. “You better hold on, babe,” he tells me. “You’re going to regret this.” 
 
    “Try me,” I dare him. 
 
    Literally seven seconds later, I’m holding onto him for dear life and screaming out in a mix of fear and laughter. 
 
    We get home late afternoon and the party follows us back, only now it’s tripled in size. Though, I knew that would happen. After all, this is Jesse Ryder’s seventeenth birthday. He’s the most popular guy in the junior class. 
 
    The party is huge and by nine at night, I’m exhausted but I still have all the energy in the world to continue partying with my boys. The party is now ridiculously big, but everyone here has enough respect for Nate and Jesse that it doesn’t get out of hand and the last two of Trish’s rules can stay intact. As for the underage drinking, well, that went out the window a long time ago.  
 
    Nate disappears with the boys somewhere and I find the girls pouring shots around the table. “Just in time,” Courtney cheers over the sound of the people and the music as I appear beside them.  
 
    “We’re doing Sambuca shots,” Brooke smiles before she finds a lighter and lights them up. “Drink up, girls.” 
 
    With that, we reach for a shot glass, blow out the flame, and throw the shots back. “Ugh,” I groan as the shot burns my throat. “Let’s do it again.” 
 
    “You’re on,” Brooke laughs as she sets up round two. 
 
    We take the shot and before I know it, Bec somehow manages to grab all of us at the same time and hauls us off towards the dance floor. 
 
    We get lost in the music and have a great time. Jesse comes and goes. Maxen dances with Brooke. Parker watches Courtney from across the room and Bec goes nuts. 
 
    Nate stays outside, I assume talking with his friends. He’s not a big dancer, but somehow, I know he’ll be able to see me from wherever he is. 
 
    We dance for what feels like forever and I end up with tears of laughter in my eyes when Jesse comes in and changes the music to an old school Britney playlist, making all the girls freak out and scream in delight. So, I’m not surprised when all the guys move away from the dance floor, leaving Jesse as the only guy amongst a shitload of happy, drunk girls. 
 
    He looks to me and winks as he realizes I’ve worked out exactly what he’s doing. He pretends to tip his non-existent hat to me and I roll my eyes. Game well played, Jesse Ryder. 
 
    With Parker and Courtney reacquainting themselves with each other’s tonsils and Maxen grinding into Brooke, Bec and I head outside for some fresh air and to get away from all the sweaty bodies. 
 
    My eyes lock on Nate’s the second we step outside and he winks, making my insides quiver. Bec and I head over to the manicured lawn and drop down into the soft grass with our drinks. We people watch and relax until my bladder starts screaming at me to be released.   
 
    I pull myself up off the ground and drop Bec off with Nate and Tyson while I go to pee.  
 
    As I make my way back to them, a hand locks around my arm and pulls me back. I turn to find Jackson grinning down at me. “I should have known you’d be here,” he tells me as he steps in close and places a hand on my lower back. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I grunt as I step away and remove his hand from my lower back. 
 
    “What do you mean, what am I doing?” he questions with that cocky grin. “I saw the way you looked at me at that party and then at the races. You’re curious about me. You want me, you’re just playing hard to get,” he says as he steps back into me. “I saw it again last night and it’s cool, you were with your friends so I wasn’t going to push it, but they’re not around right now, so there’s nothing stopping you.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I ask dumbfounded. “I’m not remotely interested in you.” 
 
    His eyes sparkle as though I’ve just set him a challenge. “Come on, babe. Just give in to it. No one’s judging.” 
 
    “You’re kidding right?” I ask. “You know I’m with Nate.” 
 
    His face scrunches up in distaste. “What are you doing with a guy like him? He’s going to drop you when he’s done with you.” 
 
    “And you wouldn’t do exactly the same thing?” I ask as I cross my arms and raise an eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” he scoffs. “I wouldn’t need to drop you because I wouldn’t be promising you anything. Girls who are with me know what’s up from the start.” 
 
    “And what’s that?” 
 
    “That I’ll show them a good time. That’s all they want and they know they’ll get it,” he explains. 
 
    “Look,” I say, stepping back as he’s somehow gotten closer again. “I’m sorry, you’ve gotten the wrong idea along the way. I’m with Nate because I’m in love with him not because I’m one of those skank ass girls looking for a good screw. When I say I’m not interested in you, I’m not playing games. I’m actually not interested.” 
 
    He looks down at me with curiosity. “Uh huh,” he grins before stepping closer and leaning in. “I get it. These are your people and you don’t want to be seen fraternizing with the enemy. It’s alright, babe. I won’t be the enemy for long.” 
 
    At that, he winks and walks away. I stare after him completely speechless. I mean, is he serious right now? I might have been interested that very first night I saw him, but that was before I realized he was a dirty cock sucking swamp turd. 
 
    I turn to face out the back door to find Nate’s curious eyes on mine and realize he’s just watched it all. I walk out towards him and he pulls me down in his lap. “Are you ok?” he questions. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say slowly. “That was the weirdest thing.” 
 
    “What did he want?” 
 
    “He thinks I’m into him,” I explain. 
 
    Nate barks out a sharp laugh. “What a fucking joke,” he says, shaking his head. “He knows you’re not interested. It was all a show for me. Why do you think he cornered you right in front of the door? He was trying to get a reaction out of me.” 
 
    I think it over and realize he’s right. It was all a show. He touched my back, he leaned in to whisper in my ear, he acted as though something was going on. “Why didn’t you stop him?” 
 
    “Because that’s what he wanted,” Nate explains. “He wants me to lose my shit and ruin Jesse’s party, and besides, it looked like you had it sorted.” 
 
    “I did,” I grin before I study him a little closer. “You never told me what you and Parker did last night?” 
 
    A guilty smirk crosses his face but it doesn’t last long as it’s replaced with pride and mischief. “Well, with the whole football team pre-occupied, we sort of broke into their school and stashed a few things in their lockers.” 
 
    “Nate,” I scold with wide eyes. “What did you do?”  
 
    “Relax,” he groans. “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Nate,” I say again, demanding answers. 
 
    He’s quiet for a short moment before he quickly glances around at who’s currently standing nearby us. “Their school has issues with drug use and possession and they’ve just started to crack down on it. Anyone caught with drugs will be getting an immediate suspension, so, we kind of planted a little evidence.” 
 
    “Nate,” I gasp. “You didn’t?” 
 
    A wicked grin spreads over his face. “Yeah,” he laughs. “We got a few of the football players, but don’t worry. They’ll probably just get detention. A suspension puts them out of the game for next week and the school can’t afford that right now, especially after losing to us last night.” 
 
    A thought occurs to me and I narrow my eyes in curiosity. “Where did you get drugs from?” I ask him. A wall comes down behind his eyes and I let out a sigh, realizing his lips are sealed on this one. “At least you didn’t try to smoke out another party.” 
 
    His eyes widen as he looks at me. “How’d you know about that?” 
 
    “How do you think?” I grin. 
 
    Realization hits him like a smack in the face. “Shit. That kid has such a big fucking mouth,” he says. “But trust me. If Jackson doesn’t stop fucking with you, he’ll be paying the ultimate price.” 
 
    I look down at him, realizing just how serious he is. I let out a heavy breath as he notices me watching him. “Jackson said you were going to drop me the second you’re done with me.” 
 
    Nate’s face hardens. “Do you think I’m about to do something stupid like drop the girl I’ve been in love with since I was a kid?” 
 
    A smile lifts the corner of my lips. “No, I guess not.” 
 
    “Good, because you’re fucking stuck with me.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’ll come and dance with me?” 
 
    “Not on your life,” he grins. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    I stand in the kitchen with Trish on Sunday night helping her with dinner. It’s been a massive weekend and I’m actually pleased that it’s nearly over. Jesse’s party didn’t finish until the early hours of Saturday morning and I was thankful that the boys hired a cleaning service to put the place back together rather than us having to do it. I mean, I’ve cleaned this place after a party once before and it’s not something I want to do again. 
 
    We practically spent all of Saturday in bed while Jesse was the only one to get up, and that was to let the cleaning ladies in. When we ventured downstairs after dinner time, Trish and Cade were home and the place looked immaculate. 
 
    My body is still struggling to keep up with me and I have to concentrate extra hard on what I’m doing, otherwise I’m sure I’ll be cutting more than just the onions, and a trip to the emergency room isn’t exactly how I was planning on spending my night. 
 
    I finish dicing the onion and use the knife to push it all off the chopping board into a bowl before grabbing another one with a cringe. My eye sting from the stupid onions but I’m determined not to let the little bastards get the best of me. 
 
    I chop the ends off the onion and my eyes well with unshed tears. I hate chopping onions. “Try breathing through your mouth,” Trish chuckles with an amused grin as she cuts up the chicken. “It makes it easier.” 
 
    “I’ll try anything at this point,” I tell her as I awkwardly wipe my eyes on the back of my arm. 
 
    Trish finishes off the chicken and calls out with a voice that sounds right through the house. “Boys. Get your buts down here and make yourselves useful.” 
 
    I chuckle to myself as I hear noises all over the house as the boys fall in line. Nate appears in the kitchen first, looking as though he’s been working on his car again, while Jesse comes in behind him looking like he was fast asleep. 
 
    Jesse yawns. “What do you wa-” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Nate demands, cutting off Jesse’s whining as he storms forward towards me, grabs me by the shoulders and checks me over as he takes in my tear filled eyes.  
 
    His eyes search mine for a moment before I hold up the onion. “Nothing,” I laugh. “It’s these stupid onions.” 
 
    “You’re ok?” he questions, just making sure. 
 
    “Yeah,” I smile. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He pulls me in quickly and presses a kiss to my forehead before pulling back and turning towards his mom. “What’s up?” 
 
    Trish is quiet for a moment as she watches us, and it’s then that I realize we haven’t actually said anything about our relationship to his parents.  
 
    Bomb dropped.  
 
    Can of worms opened.  
 
    Beans spilled all over the damn floor. 
 
    Her eyes grow curious before a soft smile gently lifts the corners of her mouth. She thrusts the chicken towards Nate. “Here,” she says. “Grill this for me.” 
 
    Nate takes the chicken from her as his eyes flick back to mine with an apology. Clearly, he’s just come to the same realization that I have and the bastard is going to waltz right on out of here, leaving me to deal with Mumma Bear. 
 
    A grin brightens his devilishly handsome face before he disappears out the backdoor with Jesse following behind with an evil chuckle. 
 
    I get back to my onions with flushed cheeks, ignoring Trish’s gaze which seems to pierce right into me. “You’re in love with him, aren’t you?” she questions softly. 
 
    At that, I place the knife down on the chopping board and turn to face her. I bite my bottom lip, unsure of where this is going to go and slowly nod my head as I look up at her. 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” she cheers as she throws her hands up and pulls me into a tight hug. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” 
 
    “Really?” I smile. 
 
    She pulls me back by the shoulders and lets go. “Yes,” she says. “I’m not blind. I know my Nathaniel has a way with girls, and well, I guess so does Jesse now too. But Nate has been pining over for you for so long, Jesse used to tease him so bad about it. I’m glad it’s finally happened. I couldn’t have asked for a nicer girl to reel him in.” 
 
    “Reel him in?” I question. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she chuckles. “I’m old, not stupid. I know my boys are assholes.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh with her. “They really are,” I agree. “But underneath the douchebaggery, they’re really good boys.” 
 
    She puts one arm around me and pulls me into her side. “They’re amazing boys, and to be honest, I’m so happy I won’t be finding random girls walking around my house in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I tell her. 
 
    Trish lets me go and dives through the fridge before pulling out a whole lot of mushrooms. She hands them over to me and I push the chopped onions out of the way. 
 
    I grab one and get started chopping while Trish collects the bowl of onions to take out to the boys. She looks back at me and smirks. “You’ve got to cut those mushies as small as possible. Jesse hates them and when they’re too small, he can’t pick them out.” 
 
    “Alright,” I laugh before I start dicing the mushroom.  
 
    I get distracted as I watch Trish out the window, making her way over to the boys. She places the bowl of onions down and gives Nate one of those proud Mumma smiles before pulling him into a big hug.  
 
    A smile rips across my face as I watch them. Trish starts rocking him back and forth and I laugh as he tries to push her away. She pushes up on her tippy toes and says something in his ear that makes him look oddly embarrassed and uncomfortable before his dark eyes flash up to mine through the window. 
 
    I don’t hear it but I can tell he’s groaning before he finally manages to get his mother off him. She laughs and turns on her heel before stalking back inside and joining me. Trish goes about the kitchen cleaning everything up while I finish off the mushrooms. 
 
    I hand them off to her once I’m done and she gets busy tossing a salad. With nothing left for me to do, I head out the back with the boys. I sit up on the outdoor dining table and watch as Nate cooks the grill like a pro. 
 
    With nothing better to do, Jesse comes and joins me on the table. “I heard you used to tease Nate about his little crush,” I grin. 
 
    “Ha,” Nate barks out. “Tease is putting it mildly. I’ve given him hundreds of black eyes from the way he used to ‘tease’ me about you.” 
 
    I look back at Jesse to find him shrugging with a massive grin on his face. “What can I say? I’m his little brother. It’s what we’re supposed to do,” he explains. “Besides, he was like a love sick puppy pining over you all the time. Someone had to call him on it.” 
 
    “Leave him alone,” I say, elbowing Jesse in the ribs. “He can’t help it that he’s wildly attracted to me. Any red blooded man would be.” 
 
    “What does that make me then?” Jesse questions. 
 
    “Broken,” I laugh. 
 
    He rolls his eyes as Nate looks back at him over his shoulder. “I can’t wait until you find some poor innocent girl that you can’t possibly live without. Payback is going to be a fucking nasty bitch.” 
 
    Jesse scoffs. “Who has time for that relationship bullshit?” 
 
    “You’re missing out, bro,” Nate says as he looks back at the grill with a cheeky grin. “Nothing beats a nice warm pussy to sink in-” 
 
    “Nate,” I yell, cutting him off as my cheeks flame. 
 
    Both the boys chuckle at my embarrassment, but luckily, Jesse gives me an out. “So, did mother dearest give you the ‘what are your intentions with my son’ speech?” 
 
    “No,” I smile. “It was more of a ‘thank god, you’re going to save his soul’ sort of speech,” I tell him as Nate looks back over his shoulder. “She’s happy she won’t find any of your conquests walking around the house in the middle of the night anymore.” 
 
    His eyes widen for a fraction of a second before he cringes. “Shit, I didn’t know she knew about that.” 
 
    “How could she have not known? My first night here you were practically screwing that girl on the couch.” 
 
    “There was no practically about it,” he informs me with a proud sparkle in his eyes. “I did screw her on the couch.” 
 
    “What? Which one?” Jesse demands as his comments start to sting. I mean, I know he’s screwed nearly all the girls in school, but I could really do without the mental picture, so I put it to the back of my head and try my hardest not to be jealous about something I already knew about. 
 
    Nate grins at his brother. “Which one do you think?” he teases, knowing Jesse has one particular couch that’s his favorite, though Nate’s just messing with him. He wasn’t on Jesse’s couch, he was on the one that I consider my favorite. 
 
    Jesse’s eyes widen in horror. “Fuck man,” he groans. “I sleep on that couch.” 
 
    “I know,” he laughs as he looks back at me. “What else did mom let spill?” 
 
    “Not much,” I shrug. “She called you both assholes, though.” Jesse gasps before sucking in a breath and cursing under his break. A second later, he jumps down from the table and storms off inside. “Where’s he going?” I ask Nate who’s been watching his brother’s performance. 
 
    “He’s about to suck up to mom in a big way,” he says, indicating with a nod of his head towards the kitchen window. I look up and watch Jesse walking up to his mom and putting an arm around her as Nate explains what the hell is going on. “When she calls us assholes, it’s time to pull out the big guns. It usually means she’s caught us doing something or she’s run into one of her bitchy country club friends whose son or daughter heard something and graciously passed it along while twisting the story in the process.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cringe. “Maybe you should be in there too.” 
 
    “Nah,” he says. “Mom knows I’m no angel. If she heard something and had a problem with it, she’d come and curse me out. Usually, she’s just pissed with her friends for sticking their noses where they don’t belong. Jesse though, he likes mom thinking that he’s still her sweet little baby. He gets away with so much shit because of it.” 
 
    “I can only image,” I laugh as I hop down off the table and walk towards him. “Speaking of your mom,” I say as my earlier curiosity slams back into me. “What was she saying to you when she came out here earlier?” 
 
    Nate puts his arm over my shoulder and pulls me in beside him as he works on the grill. “She was reminding me to use protection,” he smirks as my phone starts to ring in my pocket. 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I groan as embarrassment floods me once again. I reach into my pocket and grin at the caller ID. “Oh, it’s mom,” I announce before hitting the answer button. I bring the phone up to my ear with a smile. I haven’t talked to mom in days and haven’t seen her for over two months, though, FaceTime doesn’t count. She insists on doing that shit all the time, even though she generally struggles with basic technology. “Hey, Mom. What’s going on? How’s Nanna?” 
 
    “Oh, Sweetie,” she says as a violent sob comes tearing down the phone. 
 
    My eyebrows pull down as I look up at Nate. “Mom?” I question. 
 
    Nate looks down at me as he catches onto the tone in my voice, though his gaze is too intense and I tear my eyes away. I step out from under his arm and walk out into the yard. “Mom? Are you still there?” 
 
    A sinking feeling settles into my stomach and I feel as though I’m about to hurl. “Tora,” mom whispers. Though, I know that whisper. It’s the one you use when you’re terrified your voice will break if you speak any louder. It’s the one she uses when she’s trying to protect me from something. 
 
    “Mom,” I say again as my eyes flick up to find Nate’s heavy gaze on me. “What’s going on?” 
 
    I listen as she lets out a shaky breath and takes a minute to try to gain control of her emotions. “Honey, I’m so sorry,” she tells me with a sniffle. “Nanna’s gone. She didn’t make it.” 
 
    “What?” I breathe. 
 
    “Honey.” 
 
    “No,” I cry. “No. Are you sure? What did the doctor say? Maybe she’s sleeping,” I panic. “Mom, check that she’s sleeping.” 
 
    My heart sinks as my world is ripped out from under me. 
 
    Nanna. My Nanna. 
 
    Mom lets out a heartbroken sigh and I want nothing more than to feel her arms around me. “Tora, honey. She’s gone. It’s time for us to say goodbye.” 
 
    “No,” I whisper as I crumple to the ground and watch as Nate flicks off the grill and races towards me. My phone falls from my fingers as the tears begin to pool in my eyes. Nate catches me a moment later and wraps his warm arms around me, holding me to his chest as the grief completely overwhelms me. 
 
    “Tell me,” he begs, searching for a way to take away my pain.,  
 
    I look up into those eyes that I love and for the first time, I feel absolutely nothing. “She’s gone. Nanna’s gone.” 
 
    He closes his eyes as his head falls to mine, stricken that this time, he can’t take away my aching heart. “I’m so sorry,” he murmurs as his arms tighten around me. 
 
    With that, a sob rips out of my body and I crumble. Inside and out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I sit at the dinner table, staring at the glass of water before me as the thought that I’ll never see my Nanna again circles my head. How could this be? How could someone as pure as her be taken from this world? Doesn’t she know that I need her? 
 
    I feel empty. The last two months, I knew she wasn’t well. Hell, mom and dad even went to Australia to be with her so she wasn’t alone, but not once did it occur to me that this would be it. She’s had cancer before and she beat it. Mom even warned me a few weeks ago to prepare myself, but I didn’t believe it. Not one bit.  
 
    Nanna has always been so strong in my eyes. She’s a warrior. Larger than life. A survivor. I never thought I’d have to say goodbye. Yet here I am, struggling to wrap my head around the fact that she’s gone. 
 
    She’s always been there. I’ve always been able to pick up the phone and call her no matter what. No matter the time difference between here and Australia. She always made time for me.  
 
    She was the one person I’d talk to besides Brooke about Nate. She knew everything he ever did. She knew every wild emotion he’d make me feel. She used to tell me it was that stupid thing boys would do to get a girl’s attention and I never got a chance to tell her that she was right. 
 
    I’ll never get a chance to tell her how happy he makes me. I’ll never be able to tell her that her little girl has fallen in love for the first time. I’ll never tell her how all the bullying and horrible things he did were anything but. She’ll never know and it’s all because I’ve spent that last two months been being a self-centered bitch. 
 
    Everything over the past two months has been about me. It’s been about struggling to live with Nate. It’s been about mending and rebuilding my friendship with Jesse. It’s been about partying with the girls and getting drunk. I’ve learned how to drive a stick. I’ve indulged in book upon book. I’ve picked fights with cheerleaders and punched boys with bad intentions. Only a handful of times did I spare a thought for my dying Nanna. 
 
    I should have gone with mom and dad to Australia. I should have fought harder. I should have been there. 
 
    I’m nothing but a disgrace. 
 
    What would she think of me? Spending her last two months living a great life while she was suffering on the other side of the world. Mom had told me time and time again that Nanna was missing me.  
 
    She loved seeing photos of me and I had been taking as many as I could to put into a video for her, only every time I thought about putting it together, there was always something else that I wanted to do instead. 
 
    I’ve let her down and I’ll never forgive myself for that. How could I have been so selfish? 
 
    “How are you feeling?” someone asks at the table as I watch a drop of condensation slide down the side of the glass before pooling in the little puddle at the bottom. 
 
    I raise my sore eyes from the glass and realize the whole table is watching me, though, it must have been Trish talking. I try to think back to what she’s just said, but my mind is too cloudy and foggy to make sense of her words.  
 
    Not having the energy to give a shit, I give Trish a tight smile and get back to watching the condensation on the glass. 
 
    Nate moves beside me and I glance up to find him pushing my untouched plate of food closer to me. “Would you eat? At least a little?” he questions with concern in his deep eyes. He’s always hated when I don’t eat. I’ve had issues in the past and I don’t doubt that watching me struggle with my dinner tonight is just a reminder of that. 
 
    I look down at the plate before flicking my eyes back up at him, but seeing the way he cares for me has another round of tears spilling from my eyes. I reach for my fork, not wanting to let him down as well.  
 
    I push a piece of chicken around my plate for a moment but the tears in my eyes are making it nearly impossible to see. Nate reaches across and takes my hand in his before lacing our fingers and giving my hand a supportive squeeze. “It’s alright,” he murmurs into the quiet room. 
 
    The tears spill over and I turn to look up at him. “I was going to make her another video,” I cry. “But I was too busy. I kept putting it off.” 
 
    Nate pushes back out of his chair and reaches for me as both Cade and Jesse curse under their breaths. 
 
    I fall into Nate’s arms and he pulls me up out of the dining chair. He carries me out of the room and stops by the kitchen where he grabs a bottle of water from the fridge and the box of tissues off the counter. 
 
    He walks us up to my room and gently places me down on my bed before he pulls my shirt up over my head. He replaces it a minute later with a tank top and then slides my jeans down my legs as I wipe my tears on the back of my arms. 
 
    He pulls up the corner of the blanket and helps me to slide in under the covers before he slides in behind me. I lay my head down on the pillow and allow the sorrow to overwhelm me as Nate holds me. “She knew you love her,” he whispers into the silence of the night.  
 
    He holds me until the tears finish running their course and right up until I slip into a restless, disturbed sleep, never once leaving my side. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I wake in the morning and slip out from under Nate’s arm before trudging into the bathroom. The second I see my raggedy reflection in the mirror, I’m instantly reminded of the fact that my Nanna is no longer here. 
 
    My eyes are red raw and puffy from a night of crying into Nate’s chest and I feel like I’ve been run over a billion times by a steam roller. 
 
    When I come out of my bathroom, I find Nate sitting up in my bed and Jesse on the couch with his feet up as he plays a game on his phone. I walk back over to bed and climb in next to Nate before grabbing my phone and checking the time. “You two should probably go get ready for school,” I tell them. “You’re going to be late.” 
 
    “Right,” Jesse scoffs, not once taking his eyes off his phone. 
 
    “You’re nuts if you think we’re going anywhere today,” Nate murmurs beside me. “How’re you feeling this morning?” 
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “I don’t know,” I sigh into him. “I don’t really want to think about it anymore.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “What’ll make you feel better?” 
 
    “Ben & Jerry’s,” I grunt as I slouch back against the headboard. 
 
    “Heads up,” Jesse says from the couch as he leans down beside him and grabs something off the floor. A second later, one of those mini tubs of Ben & Jerry’s is launched through the sky. Nate reaches out and plucks the ice cream out of the sky before handing it to me and catching the spoon that Jesse launches next. “Had a feeling,” Jesse says a moment later. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say with a small smile as I look down at the chocolate fudge brownie ice cream and pull the lid off, not caring that it’s eight in the morning and ice cream is generally not a breakfast food. “I’m not sure this is going to be enough,” I murmur, pointing out the small size of the little tub. 
 
    “I know,” Jesse says. “I got back-up downstairs. 
 
    “Thank fuck for that,” I grunt as I dig the spoon into the creamy goodness. “You guys don’t have to stay,” I tell them. “I’ll be fine on my own.” 
 
    “Tora,” Nate demands. “We’re not going anywhere. I’m not about to leave you alone right now. So, if you like it or not, you’re stuck with us for the day.” 
 
    “Alright,” I say as I pick a movie. 
 
    I watch for a short while before I drift off into another sleep when the sound of my phone going off has me startling awake. I groan as I rub my sore eyes and reach over to retrieve it. 
 
    I find a text from Brooke and open it up before noticing that Jesse is passed out on the couch and Nate is also in a deep sleep, though, my rustling around has him stirring beneath me. 
 
    Brooke – Holy crap!!!! Where the hell are you?? So much is happening today! 
 
    I push myself up in bed a little and relax into the feel of Nate’s fingertips brushing over my shoulder as I realize it’s after lunch. 
 
    Tora – Home. It’s been a bad night. Nanna passed. 
 
    Brooke – Shit, Tora. Why didn’t you say something? I’m on my way. 
 
    Tora – No, don’t be silly. I don’t want you getting in trouble. 
 
    Brooke – Tough shit, hoochy. I’m already in the car. 
 
    I smile at her text as I shuffle over to the edge of the bed and put my feet down on the ground. “Where are you going?” Nate murmurs with his hand on my lower back. 
 
    “I’m going to shower,” I tell him. “Brooke’s coming over and I can’t spend the whole day holed up in bed.” 
 
    He looks at me straight on and seems to dig right down into my soul. “No one’s judging you if you do,” he tells me. “You just lost your Nanna. It’s fine.” 
 
    “No,” I say with a small shake of my head. “I feel pathetic refusing to face the world. Nanna wouldn’t want it. She’d want me to be happy and live life to the fullest.”  
 
    I go to stand but he pulls me back by my arm. “Tora,” he says again. “I think she’d understand. It only just happened.” 
 
    “Nate, please,” I say, pulling back on my arm until he lets go. “I’m alright. Staying in here all day is only going to make me think about it more. My eyes hurt and my chest hurts and all I want is to feel human again with a hot shower.” 
 
    I see the exact instant he gives in and gently nods his head just once, letting me know he’ll leave me alone for a bit. I give him a grateful smile and walk over to the bathroom as he throws the empty tub of Ben & Jerry’s at Jesse’s sleeping form, trying to wake the dead. 
 
    Jesse groans as the tub hits him right in the junk. “What the fuck, dude?”  
 
    “Tora’s up. Why don’t you go sort something for lunch?” Nate says. 
 
    Jesse sits up on the couch and leans forward on his knees. “Yeah, alright,” he says as I close the bathroom door. “What do you feel like?” he says a little louder so he can be heard through the wooden door. 
 
    The thought of eating has my stomach clenching and tying into knots but I don’t think I’ll get away with not eating again, not with these boys watching my every move. “I don’t know,” I tell him. “Just get whatever, but get double. Brooke’s coming and she’s always hungry.” 
 
    I don’t hear his response, but a second later, the sound of the door closing is heard through the quiet room. With that sorted, I pull my shirt up over my head and drop my pants before leaning into the shower. I wait a moment for the water to warm before sliding into the heavenly stream. 
 
    I let the water wash over my head and close my eyes, enjoying the feel of the relaxing water. Trying my best to feel like a regular human being again, I scrub myself, shave my legs, and even go as far as washing my hair. 
 
    When I turn the taps off, I feel somewhat like my usual self and grab a towel. I dry myself off before wrapping the towel around my body and pulling it tight.  
 
    I walk back into my room to find Brooke walking in. The second she sees me, her eyes widen and a gasp comes sailing out her pretty pink lips. She drops her bag and tosses her phone to the bed, unintentionally hitting Nate in the ribs. “Ohmigosh,” she rushes out as she hurries towards me. She throws her arms around me, loosening the towel with the movement. “Are you ok? Is there anything I can do?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I tell her as she holds onto me. “Just… I don’t know. Sad.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she says as she pulls back, making my towel drop. I catch it between my fingers, but not before I give everyone a peep show, though, Brooke’s seen it all before and Nate, well, he knows my body better than I know it myself. I’m just lucky Jesse isn’t here. I couldn’t imagine the comments he would have come out with.  
 
    I head off into my closet and let the towel fall completely off before searching through my clothes to find something comfortable. I get myself dressed in no time and walk back out a moment later to find Nate now on his feet. “Come on,” I say to Brooke. “I need to get out of this room.” 
 
    “K,” she says a moment later as both her and Nate follow me out of the room.  
 
    We walk down the stairs and I find a bag sitting at the bottom. “What’s all this?” I ask. 
 
    “I stopped at the gas station and picked up a few things for you. Magazines and chocolates. You know, stuff to help.” 
 
    I give her a grateful smile. “Thanks,” I say as I reach down and scoop the bag up. 
 
    She reaches out and takes my hand and together we walk out the back while Nate stops in the kitchen. Brooke and I take a seat in the outdoor couches and relax into the cushion as the sun soaks into our skin. “This is better,” I say with my eyes closed. 
 
    “How’re you doing?” she questions after being quiet for a moment too long. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh and run my hands through my wet hair. “If I hear that question again, I think I’m going to scream.” 
 
    “Alright,” she says with a tight smile. “Then tell me what you need and your wish is my command.” 
 
    “I need to get my mind off it,” I tell her blankly as Nate comes out the door carrying a few glasses of orange juice while Jesse follows behind with take out. 
 
    “Ok,” she says with a cringe. “There’s a new transfer at school.” 
 
    I look up at her in confusion. “And?” I prompt, not liking her cringe one bit. 
 
    “And he’s apparently taking over as the new quarterback.” 
 
    My stomach drops. “Oh no,” I groan. “Don’t tell me…” 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighs. “Jackson transferred and is now the star of the football team. It’s all anyone could talk about today.” 
 
    “You’re shitting me, right?” Nate grunts as he practically slams the orange juice down on the table. 
 
    “I wish I was,” she says. 
 
    Great. Not only do I have to deal with all the bullshit that comes along with being Nate’s girlfriend, but I also have Jackson Millington to look out for. How did I get so lucky? 
 
    I look across at Nate to find a heavy scowl on his face and nothing but confusion. “What’s up?” I ask as I nudge him with my foot. 
 
    He looks up at me and that confusion doesn’t dare move from his face. “He’s up to something,” he muses. “Jackson was in line for a scholarship. No way would he just up and leave his school on short notice like that. It doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “I guess,” I say, not really knowing anything about school sports. 
 
    Jesse starts rifling through the bag of take out and hands out burgers to everyone. “Our team is undefeated though, so really, he’d have a better chance at getting into a college team with us.” 
 
    “Yeah, but… I don’t know. Something doesn’t seem right about this,” Nate says. “He’s never been shy letting us know what he thinks of our school.” 
 
    “Here you fuckers are,” a voice calls from the doorway. I look up to find Maxen walking through the back door before he drops down beside Brooke and steals a bite of her burger. “What are you all doing?” 
 
    “What do you know about Jackson’s transfer?” Nate asks. 
 
    The boys instantly fall into a deep discussion and I tune them out, pleased that their conversation manages to make me forget about my grieving heart for just a moment. That is until Brooke gives me ‘the look’, you know, the one that says it’s time to stop fucking around and get serious. “So, what happens now?” she questions as the boys talk around us. “Does this mean your parents are coming back and you’ll be moving home?” 
 
    My eyebrows pull down as I look at her. “I don’t know,” I tell her honestly. “I haven’t really thought about it, but I’d assume so. They were only gone until… you know.” 
 
    She presses her lips together. “I guess it will be strange you not living here.” 
 
    I couldn’t agree more. 
 
    I slouch back into the couch as I look over at Nate. I find his dark eyes already on mine and realize that even though I love my parents deeply, I don’t want to leave here. The thought of not being with Nate every day is heartbreaking. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ he mouths, realizing that something is going through my head. 
 
    I shake my head ever so slightly, letting him know that now’s not the time. He simply nods his head once and gets back to the conversation with the boys as my world continues to unravel around me. 
 
    Eventually, Jesse disappears after he gets a phone call from some girl and Maxen takes Brooke home, leaving just me and Nate sitting out in the afternoon sun. He gets up and walks over to me before holding a hand out. I take it and he pulls me up to my feet and we head inside. 
 
    “What’s going on inside that head of yours?” he asks, clearly knowing that something other than my Nanna has been on my mind this afternoon. 
 
    I let out a sigh as he puts an arm around me and leads me into the den. “I just kind of realized that this means I’ll be moving back home soon,” I tell him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he says with a heavy heart. “I thought about that last night.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” I tell him quietly. 
 
    “I know,” he says. “But it will be fine. Nothing is going to change between us.” 
 
    “Everything’s going to change,” I argue. “I’ll be sleeping by myself and I won’t have you always there.” 
 
    “What?” he scoffs. “You think a locked door is going to stop me? Trust me, babe. You’ll never sleep alone.” 
 
    “Is that a promise?” 
 
    “Yeah, Tora. It’s a promise.” 
 
    I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding and finally let myself relax down into the couch. “Alright,” I tell him. “I can live with that.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry, my sweet girl,” my mother tells me through the screen of my phone as she sits in Nanna’s living room, looking incredible in her black designer dress, though, I don’t doubt she has a huge pair of black sunglasses that compliments her outfit to hide the red rims around her eyes. “I wish I hadn’t dropped it on you like that. I really wanted to be strong for you, but you are what makes me strong,” she explains. “And when I heard your voice… I crumbled.” 
 
    “It’s alright, mom. I’m sure it couldn’t have been easy,” I tell her. “At least you’ve got dad there with you.” 
 
    She lets out a sigh. “Yeah,” she says. “I couldn’t imagine having done this all by myself. Your father has been a godsend.” 
 
    “That’s good,” I say as I cross my legs under me in my bed. “How’re you holding up?” I ask, knowing that today isn’t going to be easy for her. It’s the middle of the night here, but for her, it’s the middle of the day and she’s about to bury her mother, the woman who gave birth to her and raised her into the incredible woman she is today. That couldn’t be easy. I’ve been lucky in life that I’ve made it seventeen years with never having to deal with death, apart from my Labrador, Trixie, a few years ago. And even though Trixie was very much a part of our family, this one just seems to cut right down in my soul. 
 
    “I don’t know,” mom says as a yawn rips through me. “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.” 
 
    I give her a tight smile, wishing there was something I could do for her. Anything to help take the pain away, but with her a million miles away, there’s not a damn thing I can do. All I want is to throw my arms around her and let her know it will be ok, but it will have to wait. 
 
    “What happens now?” I question in a small voice. 
 
    “Well,” she starts. “After the funeral, we’ll give ourselves the day to celebrate Nanna’s life and starting tomorrow we will have to sort through her things. I have a meeting with her lawyers tomorrow morning to go through her will, and hopefully, that’ll offer me some guidance on what to do with her home.” 
 
    My eyebrows pull down, a little unsure. “What do you mean?” I ask as a cramp makes itself known in my nether region. It’s that time of the month and I’ve been getting the worst cramps all night, so bad, in fact, that I couldn’t even bare for Nate to touch me. I’ve sent him to go and sleep in his room, despite all his objections. It’s strange though, I never get cramps. This is my first time dealing with it and it’s awful. I feel like I finally understand all those women who complain about it. 
 
    I groan inwardly, not wanting mom to see the pain on my face as I focus all my attention on hers. “Nanna has no other family out here. We’re it. We can’t hold onto her home for it to sit there empty. I don’t want to sell it but I don’t want to lease it and see someone else living in it.” 
 
    “Oh, I hadn’t thought of that,” I sigh with a heavy heart as I picture another family living in her home, enjoying her space. “What does Daddy think?” 
 
    “We haven’t discussed it in great detail,” she tells me. “But you know your father. He’ll want to sell it and close the book on it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say, pressing my lips in a tight line. “What would Nanna have wanted?” 
 
    Mom lets out a heartbroken sigh. “She’d want me to sell it to a young family who would love it the same way she did,” she tells me. “But I just couldn’t part with it. I grew up in this house too.” 
 
    “Maybe Nanna’s right. Maybe it does need to go to a young family. You’ll be back home and we won’t be able to look after it the way Nanna did. The gardens will overgrow, the rooms will get that stuffy unused smell, and leaves will forever be in the pool.” 
 
    “Believe me, I know,” she says. “It’s all I’ve thought about over the last few days. The house is filled with my childhood memories.” 
 
    “No, mom,” I say, curling an arm around myself. “The memories are already within you. That’s not going to change whether you own the house or not. At the end of the day, Nanna’s home is just a house and I think it needs to be enjoyed. Wait and see what her will says, who knows, maybe Nanna already has some plans for it.” 
 
    Mom lets out a heavy breath and gives me a smile. “You’re right. I should stop stressing about it.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I grin. 
 
    She rolls her eyes and silently watches me for a moment. “Alright, sweetie,” she finally says as I rub at my sore eyes, keeping them trained on her. “I should get going. I have to get over to the church to greet everyone, but I promise, I’ll be home in a few days.” 
 
    “Ok,” I sigh, hating that she and dad are still so far away, but it won’t be long. “Miss you.” 
 
    “Miss you too, baby girl,” she says giving me another tight smile. “You’ll be alright?” 
 
    I give her an encouraging smile. “Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I lie, not wanting her to worry about me any more than I know she already is. “You just focus on giving Nanna the best send off you can. I’ve got Nate and Jesse here refusing to leave me alone for even a second.” 
 
    “Oh good,” she laughs. “I told you those boys weren’t so bad.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Yeah, yeah,” I groan, hating to admit that she was right, though she doesn’t know the extent of just how right she is.  
 
    “Ok, I’ll see you in a few days. Try and get some sleep,” she tells me. 
 
    “Alright, mom,” I say as another yawn takes over me. “Love you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” she says before ending the call. 
 
    With a sigh, I bring my hands down and drop my phone into my lap before spreading my hand out over the empty space beside me. It’s the first time in over two months that I’ve slept alone, and to be honest, I’ve really gotten used to sleeping in Nate’s arms.  
 
    I hate that I sent him away tonight, especially when the hurt flashed behind his eyes. I know it kills him to not be here when I’m in so much pain, but the thought of being touched right now kills me.  
 
    I’ve never experienced something like this before, but all I know is that it’s awful. I want to go back to my regular period. The one that I barely notice is there, not this on that feel like some kind of monster has climbed up through my lady taco and is tearing me apart from the inside out. 
 
    As another cramp tears through me, I push my phone off my lap and scoot myself down my bed while trying to stifle my groans and grunts. I mean, if either Nate of Jesse heard me, they’d come flying in here in the blink of an eye. I can just picture it now. Nate would come with filled hands of pain killers, water, and a cold press while Jesse would barge in with the trashy magazines, ice cream, and probably a selection of tampons just in case I’d run out. 
 
    God, I love them. I don’t know how I spent five years hating them… well, actually, I know exactly how I spent five years hating them, and I hate that I missed those years with them, but it is what it is and now all I can do is try to make up for what we lost. 
 
    I get myself down on my pillow and have to roll onto my side and pull my legs up into the fetal position to help dull the pain, though it doesn’t help much and just makes me feel uncomfortable.  
 
    I grab my pillow and squish my head into it, groaning with every little movement. I lay awake in the dark room for hours suffering in silence, only the pain never goes away. If anything, it gets worse. 
 
    I feel around on my bed and find my phone. I hit the home button, lighting up the screen and squint at the brightness. It’s after four in the morning and I hate that I’ve spent the last few hours suffering in pain rather than thinking of my Nanna whose funeral is currently being held on the other side of the world. Though, with this pain, I can’t think of a damn thing other than the feel of my lower tummy trying to tear itself in half. 
 
    Silent tears start falling from my eyes as I reach for the nearly empty packet of pain killers. I have to do something about this. I can’t go on in this kind of pain. I start googling things that could help when I see a cool shower. 
 
    It’s worth a try. 
 
    I drop my phone back to the bed and get my hands underneath me before pushing up. Pain rips through my lower stomach and I realize this couldn’t be right. I mean, period pain couldn’t possibly be this bad. It has to be something more. 
 
    I swivel around on my bed and somehow manage to get myself into the bathroom. With one arm wrapped tightly around my lower tummy, I reach into the shower and turn the tap with a grunt of pain. 
 
    It’s been like this all day but has only started to get this bad over the last few hours. I mean, since Nanna died, I haven’t really been eating much and what I have eaten, hasn’t exactly been that good. It’s all junk food and sodas. Maybe my body is reacting to that. 
 
    I stand under the spray of cool water but it doesn’t help and standing up only seems to make it worse. I lean back against the cold tiles of the shower and slide down until I’m sitting in the corner of the shower. 
 
    Tears stream down my face and I know I can’t go on like this much longer. The pain-killers aren’t helping and this feeling couldn’t be normal. 
 
    After sitting for a while and trying to breathe through the pain, I reach up and latch onto the tap. I use it to help pull myself up off the ground before keeping myself hunched over as straightening out hurts like a bitch. 
 
    My hands begin to shake and I somehow manage to wrap a towel around my now shivering body. I get back out into my room and scramble around in the dark for my phone. I need help and I doubt I’ll make it up the hallway. 
 
    I have no choice but to curl back up in my bed and the second my head hits the pillow; my tears instantly begin staining it. I pull up my phone and go into my recent contact list and find his name right at the top. 
 
    I hit call and a second later, the sound of his phone going off in his room is echoing through the silent house. He answers the call before his tired voice comes through on my end. “I knew you’d come running b-” 
 
    “I… I… Something’s wrong,” I cry, through the phone, cutting him off with a voice filled with agony. 
 
    “Huh?” he says through the phone as I hear him moving around in his room. 
 
    A sob tears through me and before I know it, the door of my room is practically kicked in as Nate frantically storms in. He flicks on the lights and I clench my eyes closed at the sudden blinding light. His eyes widen as he takes me in. “Fuck,” he curses while racing towards me. He drops down to his knees beside the bed as he looks me over. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My…” I shake my head, unable to get the words out as I hold onto my sore lower tummy. “Please. Hospital.”  
 
    “Shit,” he grunts as he flies back to his feet in a panic. “Ok. Um… right. Ok. Hold still.” 
 
    He races from my room and I listen to him sounding like a heard of elephants running around his room, probably finding a pair of pants and a shirt. “JESSE,” he yells at the tops of his lungs as I hear the familiar sound of car keys. “Get up. Get mom and dad. Tora needs the hospital. Something’s wrong.” 
 
    “What?” Jesse responds as his own door is ripped open.  
 
    “Get mom and dad,” Nate repeats urgently. “Meet me out the front.” 
 
    A moment passes and next thing I know, both boys are in my doorway, Jesse looking confused while deep lines of concern are etched into Nate’s face. Jesse looks me over for a quick second before his expression becomes horrified and he dashes out the door. 
 
    “You’ll be alright,” Nate says as he walks forward. He grabs my clothes and pulls my top over my head before helping me struggle into my pants. Next up, he takes my phone off the bed and slips it into his pocket before bending down to me. “I’m going to pick you up, ok,” he warns me. 
 
    I nod my head and take a deep breath knowing this is bound to hurt. Nate scoops me up and the pain is unbelievable. I take quick breaths through my mouth as I cling to him, but nothing could have prepared me for the way it feels as he gets me down the stairs. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs, looking haunted as he presses his lips to my forehead. 
 
    I don’t respond, just keep my eyes trained on the front door. One step at a time.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Trish demands as I hear both her and Cade rushing in from the other side of the massive house. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nate says through clenched teeth. “She’s hurting. She needs the hospital.” 
 
    Cade and Trish catch up to us and both their eyes widen as they take me in. “Oh, honey,” Trish says as Cade races ahead to open the garage door for Nate. 
 
    “Put her in the Range Rover,” Cade says. “She can lay down.” 
 
    Trish comes around and opens the door of Jesse’s Range Rover while someone presses the button to open the automatic garage door. Jesse is suddenly there, helping Nate get me through the door of the Range Rover while trying not to jostle me too much. “You’ll be alright,” Nate whispers as they lay me down on the seat.  
 
    Nate races around to the other side of the car and gets in beside me so I can rest my head on his lap. Jesse dives in the driver’s seat and starts the engine. “We’ll follow, Trish says through the driver's side window before looking back at me. “I’ll give your mom a call on the way, sweetheart,” she tells me. 
 
    I go to tell her not to bother my mom, she’s already going through a lot today, but Jesse is already peeling out of the garage. 
 
    Jesse drives like a maniac as Nate runs his hand over my hair in a calming motion, silently letting me know that he’s here for me. 
 
    We pull up at the hospital and I do my best to help the boys get me out, ignoring their objections. Nate scoops me back into his arms and Jesse races ahead, hopefully, to warn someone that we’re on our way. 
 
    As Nate walks through the doors of the ER, the place becomes a scurry of activity. Nurses are rushing around, doctors in white lab coats are coming at me. A bed is pushed from somewhere. Nate is saying something. 
 
    I tighten my grip around his neck but he pulls at it, trying to get me on the hospital bed. “Please, babe,” he murmurs. “The doctors can’t check you like this.” Reluctantly, I loosen my grip and he lays me on my back.  
 
    I cry out as a stabbing pain hits me and I try to roll over to my side. Nate’s right there helping me, watching me with worried eyes, eyes that tell me he’d do anything to take the pain away. I pull my legs back up into my chest and try to curl around myself as best as possible. 
 
    Someone pushes the bed and before I know it, I’m pushed into a room where a doctor comes in and starts looking me over properly. People start poking and prodding at my stomach, sending blinding pain right through me. 
 
    Tears flow from my eyes as Nate talks to the doctor while squeezing my hand, but I don’t hear a word he says. Trish and Cade come barging through the door with Jesse, but all I can focus on is the feel of Nate’s hand in mine. 
 
    Please. Just make it stop. 
 
    The doctor presses on my stomach one last time, getting me right where the stabbing pain is and my body gives in. That’s all I can take as my world promptly turns to darkness and I pass out from the pain. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. 
 
    I blink awake as the grogginess takes over. What the hell is going on? Why am I laying in a hospital bed? And why the hell do I feel like I’ve been run over by a freight train? 
 
    I try to sit up a little but my stomach screams at me not to move, which is when I’m reminded of my night from hell.  
 
    I look around the room and find Nate in a chair next to the bed, leaning forward onto his arms, fast asleep. Trish is sitting on the couch with Jesse’s feet in her lap, who’s also fast asleep while Cade sits in a chair across the room, working on his laptop. 
 
    My mouth feels funny and I look across at the bedside table, searching for some water. 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” Trish gasps from across the room, making us all jump. “You’re awake.” 
 
    Nate sits straight up in his chair and continues up to his feet. His eyes come straight to mine before he looks me over, a second later, relief starts to seep into his heavenly eyes. He takes a step towards me and takes my hand in his. “How’re you feeling?” he asks as Jesse appears on the other side of the bed looking just as concerned. 
 
    “Not great,” I tell them both. “Sore. I could use some water.” 
 
    Nate nods his head as Trish flies to her feet. “I’ll get it, sweetie,” she says. “I’ll let the nurses know you’re awake. They’ll want to check on you.” 
 
    I nod as she exits the room and focus back on Nate. “What happened?” 
 
    “It was your appendix,” he tells me. “We got you here just in time. Any longer and it would have burst. You had to have emergency surgery.” 
 
    My eyes widen in shock. “What?” I gasp as I try to sit up. 
 
    His hands shoot out and lock onto my shoulders as he pushes me back to the bed. “You can’t move just yet. You need to heal.” 
 
    I reluctantly stay where I am and watch as Nate presses a button on the bed which raises me into more of a sitting position. “So, they just opened me up and took the bastard out?” I question. 
 
    “Pretty much,” he says as a softness seeps into his eyes.  
 
    “Shit,” I groan. “I have to call Mom.” 
 
    “Don’t stress,” he tells me. “She already knows what’s going on. The doctors wanted parental consent before going in for surgery. She’s already spoken to the doctor who performed the surgery and Mom has been giving her hourly updates, so it won’t surprise me if she’s on the phone to her right now.” 
 
    I nod my head. “I’ll call her anyway,” I say. “She won’t stop worrying until she’s heard it from me.” 
 
    “Ok,” he says as he leans down and takes my hand in his. He lifts it up and presses a kiss to the back of my hand as he sits on the edge of the bed. “You’ve got some nerve scaring me like that.” 
 
    A smile crosses my lips for the first time in what feels like forever. “I’m sorry,” I tell him as Trish comes barging back through the door with a nurse hot on her heels. “I promise. I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    A second later, Nate is ushered out of the nurse’s way and once again, the poking and prodding begins. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I beg with a whisper. “I’ve been stuck in this stupid bed for over a week.” 
 
    Jesse shakes his head. “No way. The doctor said you’re on bedrest for another week and you’re supposed to be taking it easy. Besides, Nate would kill me.” 
 
    I scoff innocently. “You’re not afraid of Nate, are you? What’s he going to do? Spank you and tell you what a naughty boy you’ve been?” 
 
    His face scrunches up in distaste. “That’s wrong on so many levels,” he grunts. “And for the record, when it comes to you, then yes, I’m definitely scared of him. He’d do just about anything to protect you, including ripping my balls off and feeding them to the wolves.” 
 
    “Please,” I beg. “I have to get out of here. There’s only so much Netflix I can watch. I need to get out. Please, please, please? I swear Nate will never know.” 
 
    His face scrunches up again, but this time it’s filled with indecision before regret takes over. “Sorry, Tor. Can’t risk it. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “So, you’re just going to go and have the best time ever at the best party of the year without me?” 
 
    “First of all,” he grunts as he reaches a few trashy magazines off the floor that I’ve already read a hundred times and dumps them on the side of the bed. “This is not the best party of the year. My party was the best party of the year. And yes, I’m going to leave you right here because you need to get better no matter how boring it is.” 
 
    I let out a huff. “Fine,” I groan as I cross my arms over my chest and sulk. “You may as well get me my Kindle then,” I tell him. “And a soda.” 
 
    A grin rips across his face as he drops down in an elaborate bow. “Anything for you, my queen,” he says, putting on a ridiculously bad English accent. 
 
    “In that case, take me to the party with you.” 
 
    “Anything but that,” he tells me. “Besides, Nate said he was going to go to the party. Can you imagine what he would do if he saw you there?” 
 
    “I know,” I groan. “It would be fun to see the look on his face though.” 
 
    A grin rips across Jesse's face as he finds my Kindle and picks it up. “Indeed, it would,” he chuckles with an evil smirk. “But either way, you and I both know that after his race, he’s going to show his face for all of three seconds before coming back here and making sure your pillow is fluffed enough.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I smile as a wave of lovey dovey goodness comes over me. I mean, he’s not wrong. Ever since the surgery, Nate has been my rock. Well… he’s always my rock, but he’s been making sure I have absolutely everything a girl could need or want while I’ve been in recovery mode. Chocolates. Tick. Blueberry Muffin. Tick. Trashy magazine. Tick. Books, books, and more books. Tick. Tick. Tick. 
 
    He’s been amazing and I absolutely love him for it. 
 
    The only problem is that he refuses to let me out of bed until the doctor has cleared me. The first night he insisted on coming to the bathroom with me, so I was forced to set a few boundaries. I had to compromise that he’d walk me from the bed to the bathroom door which is where he stayed while I peed, only to have him walk me back again when I was finished. Now though, he’s gotten a little better. He still insists on showering with me, though I have a feeling that’s more for his benefit rather than mine, seeing as though I struggle to keep my hands off him, especially when I see that broad chest. I mean, it just calls to me. If any girl tells you they can resist Nate Ryder’s naked chest, they’re lying. It’s as simple as that. 
 
    Jesse drops my Kindle on the bed beside me, pulling me out of my dirty thoughts. “Is there anything else, my majesty?” Jesse grins. 
 
    “No,” I groan, rolling my eyes. 
 
    “Good,” he says as he walks to the door of my room. “Then I’m out of here.” A moment later, he disappears altogether, leaving me alone for the millionth time this week. 
 
    I let out a sigh and make myself as comfortable as possible while silently cringing at the dull pain that shoots through me from the surgery, but don’t get me wrong, I’d take this pain a thousand times over the pain I felt that night. That was god awful. 
 
    I bring up my Kindle and start flicking through my ‘to be read’ pile but can’t find anything that holds my attention, so naturally, I find my favorite re-reads collection and dig in.  
 
    I’m halfway through my book when my phone starts ringing on the bedside table. I reach across and smile at the phone. “Hey,” I answer as the sound of a speeding car comes shooting through the other end. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Hey,” Brooke yells over the sound of the race. “Nate’s race is on. I wanted to give you the live feed.” 
 
    “Oh really?” I ask, brightening up for the first time today. “You should have FaceTimed. I could have watched.” 
 
    “Oh shit. I didn’t think about that,” she tells me. “Wait. I’ll call you back.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” I yell, hoping she can still hear me. “Nate’s too fast. By the time you call back, it’ll be over.” 
 
    “Shit, you’re right,” she says. 
 
    “What’s happening? Is he winning? Who’s he against?” 
 
    “Um… ok. Yeah. He’s winning, but it’s Nate; so of course, he’s winning. I don’t know the guy he’s against. I think it’s someone from public.” 
 
    “Is he winning by a bit or by a lot?” I question, desperately wishing I was there. I mean, since we officially got together, I haven’t missed a single race. I hate not being on the sidelines cheering him on. 
 
    “By a bit,” she tells me. “It’s a close one, but Nate’s got him,” she says before gasping and talking really fast. “The guy tried to cut through the inside of the corner but his tires are slipping on the dirt. He nearly hit Nate and he had to pull back.” 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp. 
 
    “No, it’s ok. All it did was piss him off. The guy spun out wide and Nate was able to hold back and shoot up through the inside. Fuck. Yes,” she screams. “Go, Nate.” 
 
    “What?” I demand. “What? What happened?” 
 
    “The other guy took too long to gain control after going wide and Nate left him behind in a cloud of dust.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” I cheer, wishing again that I could have been there. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” she laughs. “Literally everyone is cheering for him except for one person. 
 
    My eyebrows pull down as I try to work it out. “Who?” I question. 
 
    “Who do you think?” she laughs. “Jackson.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. I’d forgotten about that douchebag. I haven’t been to school in nearly two weeks and Nate hasn’t mentioned his name since Jesse’s party. So, I’d assumed all was good in the world, but hearing his name reminds me that he’s transferred to my school and is going to be another thing for me to deal with when I get back. “What’s the gossip there?” 
 
    “Nothing much,” she says. “He’s been crawling up the asses of the football team and it’s working like a charm. They all know he’s good, especially after the game the other week, so they’ve taken him in like their new king. The coach officially made him the quarterback.” 
 
    “Great,” I groan. “I guess that makes him the most popular guy in school by default.” 
 
    “Sure does,” she says. “It’s been fine though. He’s stayed away from Nate and Jesse so far, but the way Jesse watches them around school, it won’t be long before something goes down. You know how Jesse has a hard time holding his tongue.” 
 
    “I kno-” 
 
    Brooke’s laughing cuts me off. “Oh, shit,” she chuckles. “He heard me.” 
 
    “Who are you talking to?” I hear Jesse in the background. 
 
    “It’s Tora,” she laughs before I hear rustling and both their muffled voices. “No,” she squeals. 
 
    “Give me it,” I hear from Jesse. 
 
    Both of their laughter is heard again and I have to hold the phone away from my ear until I hear Jesse’s voice loud and clear. “Tora,” he says sweetly. “Our boy won.” 
 
    “I know,” I grin. “Doesn’t he always?” 
 
    “Yep,” he says. “Now, listen,” he tells me. “Whatever bullshit this she-devil has been telling you, it’s not true. I’m a good boy. You remember that.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Jesse,” I laugh. “I know you much better than that. I sleep up the hall from you, remember?” 
 
    “Shit,” he grunts before another laugh comes flying from his mouth, making me realize that they’re probably already wasted, though, not Nate. He’s sensible when he’s driving, which is generally all the time. It’s the cigarettes I have to worry about with him, but lately, he’s been cutting back a lot and while that’s great, I just hope he’s doing it for himself, not because I don’t like it. 
 
    I hear ruffling before more giggles and then finally Brooke’s voice on the other end. “Can you believe that twat bucket?” she chuckles. “I’m going to get him back for that.” Brooke goes quiet for a second before calling through the phone. “Hey, I got to go. We’re heading out to the party. Are you sure you can’t come?” 
 
    “Ha,” I scoff. “If you can convince Nate that it’s a good idea, then I’ll be there.” 
 
    “No thanks,” she says, slightly horrified by the idea. “You’re on your own with that one.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I grunt. 
 
    “I’ll come around tomorrow. Give you some company.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I smile. “Have fun and remember; sock that wang before you bang.” 
 
    “I know,” she says. “I’ll cover the stump before I hump.” 
 
    “That’s my girl,” I laugh. “See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Night,” she says before ending the call. 
 
    I put my phone down and get myself comfortable once again before picking up my Kindle. I search for my spot in the book but after all the reading I’ve done over the past week, my eyes feel as though they’re about to fall out of my head. 
 
    I put the Kindle back down and flick on the TV before hitting play on ‘Glee’ and grinning to myself at the guilty pleasure, especially when the little ‘Glee’ jingle plays. 
 
    I lay awake, watching the TV, struggling to fall asleep after not being able to burn any energy and end up watching ‘Glee’ until two in the morning when the door of my room is pushed open and a very sexy man comes through with eyes burning as he watches me.  
 
    “You’re not asleep,” Nate says in surprise. 
 
    I shake my head as I watch him cross the room and pull his shirt up over his head. My eyes instantly drop to his body and take in the show. “Not tired,” I tell him. 
 
    “Really?” he murmurs as he works on his belt buckle, not once removing his hooded eyes from mine. I nod as I fear if I open my mouth I’ll probably start drooling. “I can help you with that,” Nate promises me. 
 
    A moment later, his jeans drop to the floor, clattering against the ground with the weight of his phone, wallet, and keys. He slides into bed beside me and before I have the chance to even mutter a ‘missed you’, his lips are on mine, devouring me. 
 
    Desperate for more, I pull myself up against him, only to have him push me back down, not liking the idea of me moving around. “Please,” I beg, desperately needing to feel him under my body as after the surgery, he’s been treating me a little too precious. 
 
    He shakes his head and I see the wild need within his eyes and know without a doubt he’s craving it just as much as I am. “No,” he tells me, clearly have a shitload more self control than I do. “I can’t. Not yet.” 
 
    I swear, in this moment, I nearly break down and sob. “Please,” I whisper into the dark room. “We’ll go slow.” 
 
    “No, babe,” he says again. “I can’t be inside you and not give you what you need.” I let out a sigh, knowing a lost cause when I see one, but then he goes right ahead and surprises me as he rolls on top of me, being careful to prop himself up on his elbows. He pulls away from my lips and makes his way down my body. 
 
    My eyes practically roll back into my head with overwhelming anticipation of pleasure as he looks up at me with that wolfish grin I love so much. He tugs down my pajama shorts and slowly spreads open my legs like a buffet. 
 
    He wastes no time.  
 
    His tongue is on me a second later, sending a bolt of electricity up through my body and making me gasp out at his touch as I weave my fingers through his dark hair. That gasp is quickly morphed into a low moan as he continues working my body, which is what he does until my moans are turned into me calling his name while he rocks my world. 
 
    My fingers clench into his hair and I feel his grin against my skin, proud of his work as my orgasm sends me into a parallel universe.  
 
    My body relaxes into the bed as I come down from my high and try to calm my racing heart. Nate climbs back up my body and kisses me once before falling to the bed beside me with a smirk the size of Texas.  
 
    I push his shoulder and can’t help grinning back at him as I roll towards him and kiss him. I reach down between us, desperate to feel him beneath my fingers. He catches my hand in his, just like he’s done every other time this past week and shakes his head. “Not until you’re better, babe,” he says for the millionth time. “I promise, when you’re better, you can do whatever you want to me. In fact, I welcome it.” 
 
    Wicked thoughts start circling my mind and I look to Nate with a grin. “Whatever I want?” I question. 
 
    His eyes widen just a fraction before they narrow on me. “Whatever you’re thinking, the answer is no. Unless it’s kinky. I could get kinky.” 
 
    I burst out laughing and he smothers it with a kiss, not wanting to draw his parents’ attention to the fact we’ve been sleeping in the same bed for the past two months. “Come on, Tora,” he murmurs against my lips as his arms wind around my waist. “It’s late. Go to sleep.” 
 
    “Alright,” I groan, giving up on the hope of touching his body, though, at least with him here now, I won’t have a problem finding a peaceful sleep. 
 
    My eyes grow heavy and sure enough, I drift off into a peaceful, well needed sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    My phone screeching to life has me jumping awake in Nate’s arms. “What the hell?” I groan into the darkness as I reach across to silence the call, only my arm freezes mid-air as I squint at the bright phone and make out the caller ID. “Mom?” I question. 
 
    “What is it?” Nate murmurs behind me in his sleepy tone as he tries to pull me back into his chest. 
 
    Why the hell is Mom calling? She knows it’s the middle of the night here.  
 
    I grab the phone off the charger with a yank and quickly hit answer. “Mom?” I say as soon as the phone touches the side of my face. 
 
    “Tora?” she demands. “What’s going on? Where are you?” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt. “I’m in bed.” 
 
    “Where?” she rushes out. “Are you at home?” 
 
    “What? No. What’s going on?” 
 
    Nate props himself up on his elbow behind me as I turn to look at him with my eyebrows pulling down in confusion. I hit speaker so Nate can hear what this is all about. “Your dad’s phone has been blowing up from the security company. They’ve detected activity at home. Someone’s there.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp as my eyes lock on Nate, who’s suddenly flying out of bed.  
 
    “Are you sure you’re not home? Did you forget to set the alarm?” she questions again. 
 
    “Yes, mom,” I say, trying to ease her worry as Nate rips his jeans back up his legs. “I’m at the Ryder’s place. The alarm is definitely set. Remember, I changed the code and all.” 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” she sighs heavily. “The security company has phoned the police and your dad is on the phone with Cade. He’s going to head down there and sort it out.” 
 
    “Ok,” I breathe.  
 
    “Nate. Jesse.” I hear yells from the bottom of the stairs. “Get your asses down here.” 
 
    “I go to go,” I tell mom. “Cade’s downstairs ready to go.” 
 
    “What?” she gasps. “You’re not g-” 
 
    “Bye, mom,” I cut her off before hanging up the phone. I throw my phone down as I hear Nate rushing around, already halfway down the stairs and realize I have to be quick. I grab my pajama bottoms off the ground and yank them up my legs before grabbing my phone and hurrying out after them. 
 
    I come out of my room to find Jesse in the hallway who looks like death warmed up. “What the fuck is going on?” he groans before narrowing his eyes on me and rubbing a hand down his face. “Why are you out of bed?” 
 
    “Someone’s breaking into my place,” I explain. 
 
    “What?” he grunts before picking up his pace and helping me down the stairs. 
 
    I get halfway down when I find Nate and Cade at the bottom. “Fuck, no,” Nate growls as he reads the intention in my eyes. “Get your ass back upstairs and get back in bed. No way in hell are you coming.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” I tell him as Jesse continues helping me hobble down the stairs. “It’s my house.” 
 
    “I don’t care if it’s the queen’s house. You’re not coming.” 
 
    “Actually,” Cade says to Nate’s horror. “It’s not a bad idea. Tora knows her home. The police will want to know if anything was touched or taken and who better to ask but Tora?” 
 
    “No,” Nate says, shaking his head. “Why can’t she come back in the morning or in a few days? What if it’s just an animal?” 
 
    I get to the bottom step and walk towards him. “It’s not an animal,” I tell him as he reaches out to hold me up even though I can manage on my own. “We have surveillance. If it was an animal, the security company would have seen it. For them to blow up my dad’s phone, they know it’s a break in.” 
 
    His face scrunches up. “I don’t want you there, especially not if there’s some random person breaking in.” 
 
    “Come on. It will be fine,” I tell him as I try to soothe his worry. “The police will check it out first and you’ll be with me the whole time, besides, the person is probably long gone. This is my home, Nate. I’m not about to sit back and do nothing.” 
 
    He lets out a frustrated huff. “Fine,” he says. “But you don’t leave my side the whole time.” 
 
    I resist rolling my eyes. “Yeah, I figured that out already.” 
 
    He lets out another groan, clearly not happy with this as he leads the way to the garage. We all pile into Cade SUV with Jesse in the back beside me. His leg bounces in anticipation, but it doesn’t last long as we pull up to the driveway of my home. 
 
    The gate is already opened wide and I wonder how it got that way. Whether the guy who broke in knows the code, the security company, or if dad did it remotely for the two police cruisers that are pulled up in front of my home. 
 
    Cade brings the SUV to a stop and all the boys jump straight out. I follow on and watch as three policemen come striding out my front door. One of the cops look to Cade in recognition and walk forward. He holds his hand out to Cade, who accepts it with a shake. “Cade,” the cop says with a quick nod before looking to the boys and then finally me. 
 
    “Mick,” Cade says before nodding towards the house. “What’s the latest? Did you find anything?” 
 
    “At this stage; no. We’ve done our initial sweep and have not found anyone. Nothing looks out of place; however, we’ll be going back in for a more thorough search.” His eyes return to me. “You must be Tora?” 
 
    A shiver takes through my body and I cross my arms around my waist, trying to keep warm. I step forward with Nate’s hand on my lower back. “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “Right,” he says. “I’m officer Michael Holden. We’re responding to a call for a break in. Is there anything you think we should know? Or anyone you suspect?” 
 
    I shake my head. “No,” I tell him. 
 
    “Alright,” he says. “Once my men are finished searching your home and deem the premises safe, you may go in and check that everything is in order.” 
 
    “Ok,” I say, latching onto Nate’s hand. 
 
    Officer Holden nods once again before returning his eyes back to Cade. Cade leads him away for a quick moment and I watch as they talk while Officer Holden points out towards the house and the backyard. 
 
    Holden turns on his heel and walks back up the stairs into my home while Cade makes his way back over to our little group. “What was that about?” Jesse asks. 
 
    “So far, they believe the suspect entered the house through the back door,” Cade says. “There were some scratches on the back door but when the door didn’t open, a window was broken with a rock.” 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp as Nate cringes.  
 
    “At the moment, nothing looks to be out of place,” he says, pointing his gaze on me. “But as Mick said, you’ll have to check that.” 
 
    I nod my head as Nate turns to me. “Do you have any idea who’d want to do this?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I mean, there’s always Josh, and Elle has a stick up her ass about all the cheerleader stuff. It could be either one of them.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jesse says. “I think Josh has learned his lesson and this seems a little elaborate for Elle.” 
 
    “This isn’t the Josh who attacked you, is it?” Cade questions. “I thought we’d dealt with that.” 
 
    “We did,” Nate says. “The dickhead showed up at a party a few weeks ago, but we showed him the door.” 
 
    “Jesus,” Cade groans. “I can only imagine your version of showing him the door. Please tell me you didn’t put him in the hospital?” 
 
    Jesse grins to himself as I roll my eyes. “It’s a possibility,” Nate admits. “But I don’t actually know.” 
 
    “For fuck's sake,” Cade groans under his breath as he shakes his head. He looks back up at Nate. “You and I are going to talk about this once all this shit is sorted.” 
 
    Nate nods and I focus my attention back on the house. “I’m sure I could figure out how to look up the security footage,” I tell them. “That should help.” 
 
    Jesse scoffs “That’s if the person was stupid enough to get caught on camera.” 
 
    “I’ll help you with that,” Cade says. “I believe we have similar systems. Your father was bragging about his new security system last year, so naturally, I had to beat him and upgraded mine when the latest software was released.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. Dad and Cade have been at war since before I can remember. It’s always about outdoing each other, in a friendly way though. Usually, dad would come home and tell me how Cade had bought something and would start plotting what his next buy would be and I’d hate it. I wouldn’t want to know anything about what was happening in the Ryder household, but things have changed… a lot. Now, I’ll probably even help dad, maybe give a few good suggestions. 
 
    Nate grows anxious beside me and I don’t doubt he’s desperate to get inside the house and look for himself. I have a feeling the second the door opens, he’ll be running straight up to my room to check it over before he even considers looking through the rest of the house. 
 
    I can’t help but feel dirty. My home was broken into. My personal space violated. How am I ever to feel safe within the walls of my home again? I’m kind of hoping this was all some sort of misunderstanding, that maybe it was just a prank, but my gut is telling me otherwise. I mean, was someone here looking for me? Was Josh wanting to finish what he started? Or maybe someone was here because of my parents. Maybe dad is involved in something bad. Maybe mom overheard something at the country club that she shouldn’t have. 
 
    I don’t know and that feeling makes me feel sick. 
 
    Officer Holden comes back out with his colleagues and walks down the stairs as he looks at me. “Alright, we’ve done what we can. We’ve searched high and low and there’s nobody in your home, so if you wouldn’t mind having a thorough look around and letting me know if anything is out of place or missing. That could give us some sort of clue who this person is or what the person was after.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” I say. 
 
    “Excellent. We’re going to head back to the station and get started processing reports and what not,” he says before pulling out a card with his number on it. “If you have any information at all, this is my direct line.” 
 
    “Thanks, Officer,” I say as Cade holds out his hand again. The cops move towards the cruisers and get out of here while Nate practically races up the stairs, pulling me along behind him while trying his best not to jostle me around too much. 
 
    “I’ll head to the office and check the footage,” Cade tells me as Nate opens the front door. “Why don’t you start with the bedrooms? Make sure to check all your mother’s jewelry and your dad’s watches. If you’re not sure about something, take a photo and send it to them to double check.” 
 
    “Ok,” I nod. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Um,” he says. “Start with anything valuable. Your mom would have a lot of designer clothes. We’re hoping that whoever was in here was just after something quick and easy to steal to make a bit of cash. Anything deeper than that couldn’t be good,” he adds before taking off down the hallways towards dad’s office. 
 
    “Come on,” Nate says once his dad is gone. “If it was Josh, then maybe look out for little cameras too. 
 
    I nod as Nate and Jesse lead me up the stairs. We hit my room first and have a good look around. Jesse goes through my closet, looking high and low as Nate does a thorough check of the bathroom. I look through my room and ten minutes later, I’m confident that nothing is missing. 
 
    We search through every other room in the house in the same way and by the time we make our way back downstairs, the sun is peeking through the windows and my lower tummy is starting to scream at me, telling me I’ve been doing way too much, not that I’ll be telling any of these guys. I just need to get back to Nate’s place and swallow of few painkillers and maybe catch up on a few hours’ sleep. 
 
    We find Cade double checking the living area when we get downstairs. “Find anything?” Nate asks. 
 
    Cade straightens out as we approach. “No,” he says with a cringe as he looks to me. “I’m sorry, Tora, but while the security system was on, all the surveillance cameras were switched off.” 
 
    “Shit,” I curse. “Are you sure? I could have sworn I turned them on. I always make sure they’re on.” 
 
    He walks forward and squeezes my shoulder. “Sorry, love. They were definitely off,” he says. “We’ll have to find another way to catch the bastard. Was anything missing upstairs?” 
 
    “No,” I sigh, wishing there were something that could give me even a hint as to who this person was. 
 
    “We’ll get the guy,” Nate murmurs, trying to keep my spirits up. 
 
    “Why don’t you check through your father’s papers,” Jesse suggests. “Maybe it’s got something to do with his business.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I say with a shrug. “Even if it does, I wouldn’t know what I was looking at or be able to tell if something was missing from it.” 
 
    “That’s alright,” Cade says. “Your parents will be home in a few days, they can look through it all. Why don’t we get you home? I can call Mick from the car.” 
 
    I nod my head as I lean back against Nate. “Alright,” I say through a killer yawn. 
 
    “Careful,” Jesse grins. “Every time you yawn without covering your mouth, a ghost sticks his dick in it.” 
 
    “Ugh, Jess,” I groan. “That’s disgusting.” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders, not caring one little bit before leading the way back outside. I hurry around the house before double and triple checking that the surveillance cameras are turned on, before setting the alarm. 
 
    We head out to the car and pile in. Nate sits in the backseat with me and we’re barely even making our way back through the front gate when I start falling asleep on his big shoulder. 
 
    We pull up at their place ten minutes later and meet Trish at the front door. Cade rattles off the story and all the ins and outs of what happened while Nate scoops me up into his arms and starts making his way up the stairs. “Are you ok?” he questions. 
 
    I nod my head. “Little sore,” I admit. 
 
    A scowl sits heavy on his face and I don’t doubt that he’s trying his hardest not to tell me ‘I told you so’. He pushes through the door of my room and sets me down on the bed before rummaging through my drawer to find the painkillers. He gets two out for me and hands them to me with a bottle of water. “Thanks,” I say. 
 
    “We’re going to find this guy,” he promises me.  
 
    “I know,” I tell him, not doubting him for one second. 
 
    “You know I love you right, and the second this fucker decided to mess with you, he decided to mess with me too,” Nate says as he drops down in the bed beside me. 
 
    I curl into his side and close my eyes once again. “I wouldn’t want to be that person right about now.” 
 
    “Wise,” he tells me. “Now go back to sleep. I want you to get better so I can really show you how much I love you.” 
 
    “You mean; you want me to get better so you can show me what it’s like to have a man screw me to within an inch of my life?” 
 
    His whole body shakes with silent laughter. “Fuck yeah,” he says. “I want to bend you over the hood of my car.” 
 
    “I should be disgusted with your crass nature,” I murmur. “But I can’t fucking wait.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    A knock sounds at my door and I put my Kindle down on my lap as my eyebrows pull down in confusion. I mean, apart from Trish and Cade, no one knocks around here and Trish was only here ten minutes ago and not once had Cade actually come to my door. 
 
    The boys are at school, though they should be home in the next twenty minutes and if it was Brooke, she’d come barging her way through, not caring if anyone was in her way. 
 
    I look over towards the door as the handle begins to turn and wait patiently for whoever it is to make their presence know. The door is pushed the whole way open and my eyes widen in surprise before they instantly fill with tears. 
 
    “Oh, baby,” Mom chuckles as she races through the door and drops down beside me. She pulls me into her arms and I do my best to wipe the tears. “I missed you too.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I cry. “I wasn’t expecting you until tomorrow.” 
 
    “I know,” she says as she pulls back and wipes a stray tear off my cheek. “I just couldn’t stay away. Too much has been going on here. I mean, you had emergency surgery without me and had to deal with a break in. No child should have to do that.” 
 
    I hate to admit it, but her words make me crumble. I’ve missed my parents so damn much. I throw my arms around her and hold on for dear life. 
 
     “Come on,” she laughs. “Are you feeling ok? We can pack your things while you tell me all about the past few months.” 
 
    I throw the blanket back and cringe as my Kindle flies off my bed and clatters to the ground. “Shit,” I grunt. I forgot I’d put that there. 
 
    Mom hurries after the Kindle and double checks that I haven’t smashed the screen like I’ve managed to do five other times over the past two years. “Oh, honey,” she says, trying to be serious but failing to remove the happiness from her eyes. “You really should be more careful.” 
 
    “I know,” I groan. “I’m just really happy to see you.” 
 
    “Good,” she says with a firm tone. “So you should be. After all, I did house you in my guts for nine months before pushing you out and let me tell you, that was no easy feat… it was also very messy.” 
 
    “Ewwwwww,” I groan as I roll my eyes. I mean, I heard about it a few hundred times but it still manages to gross me out. “I don’t know how they ever let you into that fancy pants country club.” 
 
    “I know,” she laughs. “I wonder about it every time I walk through the door. Now, where’s your bag?” 
 
    I walk over to the closet, trying my hardest not to let on that I’m still in a little bit of pain. I mean, this moment is special and I want to be able to physically spend time with my mom, not just sit in bed and watch her slave around after me. I mean, it’s only been a few days since the break in so I’m mostly fine but there’s still just that last bit of pain that’s there to remind me that I’m human. 
 
    Generally, though, I’m feeling pretty good. I have another doctor’s appointment in a few days and I’m keeping my fingers crossed that he’ll clear me to go back to school. I mean, it’s been over two weeks since I last stepped foot into that school and it’s not like I’m getting behind in any of my school work. I’ve had nothing but time to keep up to date with it all. Brooke has been stopping by every day after school and dropping it off so I’ve been getting straight to it. You know, after I finish whatever book I was reading and whatever TV show I was catching up on. 
 
    “How have you been going living with two teenage boys?” Mom asks as she piles up all my school textbooks while I pack all my clothes into my bag. “Was it as bad as you thought it was going to be?” 
 
    “No,” I grin. “Nate and Jesse have been great. We’ve all become really close again. Like it was when we were kids.” 
 
    Mom puts a hand to her heart and gives me one of those ‘I’m so happy for you’ motherly looks. “Do you have any idea how happy that makes me? I hated when you and Nate would be at each other’s throats.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “We made up, so you’re good to come over and have your wine nights with Trish again. I won’t even complain about it, in fact, I’d encourage it.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes on me as she tries to work something out. “Good,” she finally says with a beaming smile. “I think I’ll take you up on that offer.” 
 
    I’m going to have to tell her about my relationship with Nate at some point, but I think it can wait. I’m not ready to sleep in a lonely bed yet and I have a feeling mom will be enforcing that rule. So, for that fact alone, I might keep that information to myself for a while. 
 
    I crouch down beside my bed and dive under it to unplug my array of chargers. I lean forward and hear the familiar crinkle of foil wrapping and look down to find a torn condom wrapper. My eyes widen as I flick my head around, double checking that Mom hasn’t seen a thing. 
 
    I grab the wrapper and desperately look around for somewhere to stash it and realize that anywhere I put it is going to be found by Trish. With nothing left to do, I slip it down my bra and cringe at the way the wrapper scrapes along my skin. I hope I don’t forget that one later. 
 
    We’re just about finished packing when the sound of the front door opening and closing followed by a crapload of teenage boys’ sounds loudly throughout the house. A smile rips over my face knowing that my boys are home. 
 
    I hear someone running up the stairs, taking it two at a time before Nate appears in the doorway. “Hey, Mrs. Roberts,” he says as charming as ever as he waltzes straight in and wraps my mom in a warm hug. 
 
    “Nathaniel, how many times have I told you to call me Kate?” she smiles, fond of the boy who used to torment me. “How are you, dear?” Mom asks as she releases him from the hug. 
 
    “Good,” he smiles with that boyish charm that has my insides clenching. He looks around the packed room before nodding in my direction. “Are you finally taking this hot mess off my hands?” 
 
    “Hey,” I gasp as I knock his shoulder. 
 
    He turns and gives me a panty dropping wink that has me turning away so my mother doesn’t see the reaction my body has to him.  
 
    “Yeah,” mom says with a teasing smile. “She has been a bit of a hot mess lately, huh? I guess the right thing to do would be to take responsibility for it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate agrees. “We’ll send you a bill for all the ice cream she’s demolished. You know, she can really pack that shit away.” 
 
    “Ice cream?” Mom laughs. “Have you seen how many books she reads? I stupidly allowed her to use my credit card on her Kindle account. She’s been going nuts being stuck in bed the past few weeks. Her reading habit is going to send me broke.” 
 
    “Hey,” I demand. “You insisted. I told you I was more than happy to pay for my own books and you refused. You can’t complain about it, you knew what you were getting into.” 
 
    “I know,” she groans as her eyes narrow on me yet again. “You haven’t gotten behind in your school work with all this reading, have you?” 
 
    “No,” I say. “I’m completely up to date. I’m still you’re good little girl.” Nate turns so mom can’t see him and raises a smug eyebrow at me. Again, I try not to flush and do my best to change the topic. “So,” I say. “Are you going to be the perfect gentleman and carry all this stuff down to my car?” 
 
    “Your car?” Mom says. “Don’t tell me you pulled up your big girl panties and you’re finally driving that thing?” 
 
    “Geez,” I groan. “What is this? Pick on Tora day?” 
 
    Mom wraps her arm around and pulls me into her side. “I’m sorry, sweetie. It’s just that I’ve missed you so much. I have a lot of teasing to catch up on.” 
 
    “Super,” I say with sarcasm. “Just remember; whatever you dish out, I’ll be giving straight back.” 
 
    “Look forward to it,” Mom grins. 
 
    I roll my eyes and grab a bag before moving towards the door. Nate grabs another and walks out before me. “Oi, fuckers,” he calls down the stairs to the noise coming from the den. “Get your asses up here and help get Tora’s shit out of here.” 
 
    Nate carries on down the stairs as though he didn’t just assault my mother’s ears with every curse word possible. “Geez, he really has a mouth on him, doesn’t he?” she murmurs beside me even though Nate can hear her perfectly well. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” I grin, not mentioning exactly what it is that he can do with his mouth. 
 
    As we get to the bottom of the stairs, a heard of boys come barreling up them and heads towards my room, ready and prepared to help me move my life back home. “We need this kind of service at home,” mom murmurs as Maxen comes out with a stack of textbooks. 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “It’s great. You should see when Trish does the groceries. It takes about three seconds, though, the majority of it disappears before it has a chance to hit the shelves.” 
 
    “I bet,” mom smirks. 
 
    After ten minutes, my car is packed and mom is chatting away to Trish in the kitchen. Nate and Jesse wait behind at my car and I can’t help the pang of sadness that settles within my heart. “Going to miss having you around here,” Jesse says as he wraps his arms tightly around me and squishes me nearly to death. 
 
    “Jesus,” I groan. “I’m not moving to another country. I’m just going to be down the street and it’s not like I won’t be here all the time anyway.” 
 
    “I know,” he says. “I’m just that irresistible.” 
 
    “Knock it off,” Nate says as he peels his brother off me. Jesse laughs to himself and heads back inside to Maxen, Parker, and Tyson, probably so they can work out who’s going to be screwing which cheerleader tonight so they don’t end up at the same door. Though that doesn’t apply to Maxen, he’s been a good boyfriend to Brooke, and is so far, surprising the crap out of me. 
 
    “I’ll be sneaking through your window tonight,” Nate tells me. 
 
    I grin up at him as he winds his arms around my waist. “You remember it’s on the second story, right?” I laugh.  
 
    “You think that’s going to stop me?” 
 
    “I hope not,” I say as I tilt my chin up towards him. He meets my lips with his own and absolutely devours them, making me wish mom could have caught a later flight. The second the thought enters my mind, I instantly feel guilty. I haven’t seen mom and dad in nearly three months. 
 
    Nate pulls back and studies me for a moment. “Everything ok?” he asks. 
 
    “Yeah,” I tell him. “I think I should probably spend the night with my parents.” 
 
    “Sooooo?” he questions. “You don’t want me to come over?” 
 
    “No, no. I do,” I quickly say. “But maybe late? Give me a chance to let mom and dad fuss all over me first.” 
 
    A grin rips across his face as he dips his head back to mine. He kisses me gently once before threading his fingers through mine. “You got it, babe. Just remember to unlock your window, I don’t want to spend the night stuck on the roof.” 
 
    “Ok,” I laugh. 
 
    Nate releases my hand and leans around me to open my car door. “Do you remember how to drive this thing?” he questions with a knowing sparkle in his deep eyes. 
 
    I can’t help but grin. I haven’t exactly had a need to drive lately as Nate insists on driving me around. I mean, it makes sense. We go to the same school, leave from the same house, and finish for the day at the same time. Of course, he’d drive me around. Now, though, I have to actually drive the car that I haven’t had enough practice with, you know, as the bastard is a stick. “I’ll manage,” I tell him, feigning confidence when in reality, my pulse is picking up and my mind is whirling with reminders of how to actually shift. 
 
    “Uh huh,” he grins. 
 
    Nate helps me down into my car as mom comes strolling out the front door with Trish on her heels. “Good news, honey,” mom grins as she hurries down the stairs. “I went ahead and booked my wine night.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I laugh. “I think I’m busy.” 
 
    “Nope. No way. You and me. Here. Friday night.” 
 
    I look up at Nate with a grin. “Friday night, huh?” I say as the pieces of my little puzzle fall into place. We’ll get the moms a few drinks, they’ll get carried away chatting, and I’ll be able to sneak out with the boys. Perfect.  
 
    I say goodbye to my grinning boyfriend and he closes the door behind me as mom climbs into her BMW. I mentally go through all the ins and outs of the car while I bring the engine to life and let out a breath as I work it all out. 
 
    I slowly take off and it’s as rough as shit. I cringe to myself and refuse to look at Nate in my rear view mirror knowing the smug bastard would be grinning to himself, probably with his arms crossed over his wide chest. 
 
    I’m going to hear about this when he comes over tonight. 
 
    Ten minutes later, I pull into my driveway with mom right behind me. I look around for dad’s car as he usually parks in the driveway, especially after he’s been away so he can easily get his bags from the car, only it’s not here. It must be in the garage already. 
 
    Mom parks beside me and I grab a bag only to have her hurry around and demand that I put it down. “Don’t even think about it,” she tells me. “Trish gave me the real story. I know you’ve been putting away those painkillers like jelly beans. So, you’re not lifting anything until you get the all clear from the doctor.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I groan under my breath. Why do I have to have such great people in my life who desperately want to look out for my well being? 
 
    “Come on,” she says, tugging on my arm. “I’ll get your things in a bit. I just want to get inside and relax for a while. It was a long flight, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” I say, having done it a handful of times myself. I mean, it’s not great. It’s long and boring and if you forget your Kindle, it’s even worse. 
 
    We get inside and mom dumps her handbag on the hallway table as she walks straight past and out towards the den. “So,” she says. “When are you going to spill the beans on Nate?” she grins at my wide eyes. “Don’t act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. I saw the way he was looking at you.” 
 
    “Ahhhhhhh….” 
 
    “You’re together now?” 
 
    I look around for anything else to talk about. “Ahhhhhhhh……” 
 
    Mom grins. “Give it up, chickpea. Trish told me weeks ago, but even if she didn’t, I would have worked it out pretty damn fast. You’re in love, aren’t you?” 
 
    My face instantly flushes as mom drops down onto the couch and pats the empty spot beside her. I can’t resist and flop down into her open arms. “Yes,” I say with a grin the size of Texas. 
 
    “I always knew you two would get together.” 
 
    “How’d you know that?” I scoff. “I’ve absolutely hated him for the past five years.” 
 
    “I know,” she grins. “And that makes it so much better.” 
 
    “Answer the question,” I tell her. 
 
    “Oh, fine,” she groans as she relaxes back into the couch, pulling me right along with her. “He’d watch you like you were the sun in the sky. I’d catch him all the time and it was always when you weren’t watching. It was the sweetest thing.” 
 
    “What?” I grunt. “And you didn’t tell me? What kind of BS is that?” 
 
    “The kind of BS that I wanted you to realize on your own.” 
 
    “Huh? I grunt 
 
    “If I had told you, you might have held yourself back and closed off your heart to him out of your sheer stubbornness, but this way it happened naturally, the way it was intended.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess,” I grumble. “I still would have preferred a heads up.” 
 
    “Well, tough luck,” she says with a proud smile. “Now, give me all the details. I’ve been dying to know how it all happened.” 
 
    A permanent smile sets itself over my face as I launch into my recap, giving only the details which any regular parents should know, you know, leaving out the details about how he took my virginity and has screwed me up against every available wall and surface in their house. 
 
    It takes me all the way until the end of my story to realize that the house is too quiet. No whir of the coffee machine. No light music playing in the study. No thumping footsteps from the second story. “Where’s dad?” I ask as all the options start going through my mind. I mean, it’s possible he went over to the police station to talk to Officer Holden about the break in. 
 
    Mom cringes and I see a strange hurt in her eyes. She lets out a breath as sorrow washes over her features. “Oh, honey,” she sighs as she turns to face me straight on. “I’ve been trying to avoid saying anything. I should have known you’d ask about it.” 
 
    “About what?” I ask, slightly confused. “Where is he?” 
 
    “He’s not coming,” mom says as she reaches out and takes my hand in hers. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I question. “He’s not coming home? He’s still in Australia?” Mom nods her head and presses her lips into a firm line as her eyes grow watery. “So, what?” I question. “Is he staying to finish up with the sale of Nanna’s house?” 
 
    She scrunches her face up. “Well… no.” 
 
    “Huh?” I grunt as I search mom’s eyes for some kind of answers. “What are you talking about? I’m confused.” 
 
    She lets out another sigh as a tear drops from her eye. Mom squeezes my hand. “I’m sorry, baby,” she coos. “He’s not coming back. His firm had an emergency in their London offices. He’s been reassigned there for a little while.” 
 
    “What?” I whisper as I search my mother’s face, waiting for her to tell me this is some kind of sick joke. “But…” 
 
    “I know, baby,” she soothes as my heart shatters. “It’s surprising for me too.” 
 
    My eyes begin to water and the second mom pulls me in, the tears turn into great big sobs. I crush my face into her chest and let her hold me as the tears roll down my face. “How can,” sob, “they do this?” sniffle, “Don’t they know he hasn’t been home?” 
 
    Mom runs her fingers through my hair, the same way she used to when I was a kid. “I’ve been asking myself the same question for the past forty-eight hours, but you know your father. He’ll come back as soon as he can.” 
 
    “And when’s that going to be?” I cry. 
 
    She lets out a heavy sigh. “I’ll let you know when I know.” 
 
    A few hours later, I lay awake in my bed with my eyes red raw and sore. My chest aches and my sobs are still coming in heavy. All I’ve done since the words came out of mom’s mouth is ask myself over and over again what it is that I’ve done wrong? Did I say something wrong? Did I not make him feel wanted here? Because I do, I want my daddy so bad. I need him. He’s my dad. Why didn’t he fight harder to stay? The last time there was an ‘emergency’ they took him away for ten months. What’s it going to be this time? A year? Two? 
 
    He’s the guy who taught me to ride a bike. He was there every time I needed him and now he’s not? How could he just turn his back on that? And my mom? She just buried her mother and now she’s lost her husband to his job… again.  
 
    The thought of not seeing him kills me. I love him so much, but right now, I hate him. I hate him more than when Nate would make me feel small and humiliated. I hate him more than Josh Henderson and Jackson Millington combined. I know things have never been great with dad, but in the end, he’s still my dad. 
 
    Rattling sounds at my window and I sit up with a gasp to find two brown eyes staring in. I clamber out of my bed and cross the room in a matter of seconds, desperate to get him inside and have his arms wrap securely around me. 
 
    I get the window open and he climbs in with a grin. “I knew you’d forget to unl-” 
 
    I dive into him, cutting him off and slam my head against his chest. His arms instantly curl around me, holding me tight. “Hey,” he says, pulling back so he can look down and see my face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    I look up and meet his eyes, and instantly he knows it’s something bad. My eyes well as I prepare myself to say it out loud for the first time. “It’s dad,” I tell him as the tears fall from my eyes. “He’s be reassigned. He’s not coming back.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Nate curses before his arm scoops under my legs. He lifts me into his arms and carries me over to my bed before climbing in beside me. I curl around him and lay my head on his chest where he holds me until the tears finally run their course. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Mom had been home from Australia for all of a week when an envelope from dad’s work arrived in the mail and it’s been sitting on the kitchen table for three days now, unopened and untouched. Both of us not wanting to know what horrors hide inside. Last time we got one of these envelopes, dad had no idea about it 
 
    “You’ve got to open it,” I tell mom as we sit around the table, staring at the stupid thing. 
 
    “No,” she says. “You open it. 
 
    “I’m not opening it. He’s your husband.” 
 
    “He’s your father,” she snaps back. 
 
    I let out a groan and push myself up from the table. “Where do you think you’re going?” she says. “I told you, neither one of us are leaving this table until it’s done.” 
 
    “I’m getting something to drink,” I tell her as I walk straight past the kitchen and to dad’s alcohol cabinet in search of the expensive stuff. “What do you think?” I call as I survey the options. “Whiskey, rum, bourbon or vodka?” 
 
    “I am not getting wasted with my seventeen year old daughter,” she calls back. 
 
    “Vodka it is,” I say, reaching in and grabbing the pretty bottle. I see a couple of shot glasses on top and decide to go without. I have a feeling we’ll probably go through the whole bottle, swigging from the top. I mean, I know I’ve missed three weeks of school and I’m supposed to be going back in the morning, but this seems a little more important. I can deal with the consequences tomorrow. 
 
    I walk back out to mom and put the bottle down on the table. “Drink up,” I tell her. 
 
    She looks horrified at the bottle I’ve put before her. “No. I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Mom,” I say, using a scolding tone that she usually reserves for me. “Opening this letter is going to suck. For both of us,” I tell her before indicating to the bottle. “We’re going to need this. Come tomorrow, we can pretend that it never happened.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes, deep in thought before surprising the hell out of me and launching forward before grabbing the bottle. “Fine, but not a word about this to anyone. I don’t need those bitchy Country Club mothers looking down on me for getting drunk with my teenage daughter, and besides, if you tell anyone, I’ll tell them you’re lying.” 
 
    “Deal,” I laugh. 
 
    She cracks open the lid and instantly takes a swig. “Ugh,” she sputters as her whole face scrunches up. “I forgot how awful this stuff is.” 
 
    “I know,” I laugh. “Isn’t it magical?” 
 
    She shakes her head at me before passing the bottle. I take a drink as we sit around the table, waiting for the clear goodness to take effect. Half an hour later, we stare down the stupid envelope, neither one of us willing to open it. “You do it,” I tell her as our eyes flick from one another and back to the envelope. 
 
    “Not this shit again,” she groans. 
 
    An idea strikes and without giving it a second thought, I reach forward and ‘accidentally’ knock over the glass of water sitting between us. “Oh, shit,” I gasp. I hurry to right the cup as mom reaches for the envelope. 
 
    “Crap,” she shrieks as the water starts soaking into the paper. She hurries to rip open the envelope as to not ruin the contents inside and before we know it, the papers are sitting before us. 
 
    A breath slowly escapes me as I lean back into my chair and stare at the papers. Well, shit. This is actually happening. 
 
    Unable to help my curiosity, I pick the papers up off the table and start scanning through them. “Just tell me the important things,” mom says. 
 
    I nod my head as I continue reading. “Ahhhhh,” I say as I scan through the next section. “He’s been relocated… blah, blah, blah,” I mumble. “They’re putting him up in a fancy ass house. All expenses paid. Ooh, a raise.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” she grunts before reaching for the vodka and taking a long, deep pull. “Come on,” she dares me. “Let me have it.” 
 
    I let out a sigh as I glance across at her to make sure she’s alright with me still reading. I continue scanning the papers until I get to the part and find myself gasping for breath. “What is it?” mom panics as she grabs my hand. 
 
    I toss the papers back on the chair and reach for the bottle before taking a long, deep pull of my own, feeling completely blindsided. “Minimum six month relocation with the possibility of an extension.” 
 
    Her eyes widen as she rears forward and snatches the papers off the table. She scans through until she finds the part I’m talking about. Her face falls in devastation. “I’m so sorry, honey. I knew this was a possibility, but I never… Shit.” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh, willing myself not to cry again. “It’s ok,” I tell her, trying my hardest to hide the pain. “We’ll manage. He’ll call when he can.” 
 
    “That he will,” she tells me, trying to be brave as she pries the bottle from my fingers and takes another drink. “I think we’re going to need another one of these.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more.” 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    A heavy pounding rattles my head. “Oh, shit,” I groan as I try to push myself up off the hard surface. I cringe into the beaming light shining in through the window and realize I fell asleep with my head on the dining room table. “Ugh,” I say, sitting up into the chair and rubbing the side of my face which I’m sure is probably bright red from a night of being squished into the hardwood. 
 
    Damn it. What day is it? Am I supposed to be doing something today? I hope not. 
 
    I clench my eyes closed wishing that the pounding will take a rest for at least a half an hour, just enough time to get some painkillers, get showered and dressed, and maybe have a little breakfast. 
 
    I hang my head and when I open my eyes, I see my phone laying carelessly on the floor. I reach down and scoop it up while cringing at the way my head spins with the movement. I hit the home screen and find nothing but texts and missed calls from Nate, Jesse, and Brooke. I cringe once again, hating that they’re probably all worried about me, though, if Nate was that worried, he’d probably come looking. 
 
    I scroll through all the texts with disinterest. 
 
    Brooke – What are you doing? I’m bored. 
 
    Jesse – Fuckkker!!!!! What’s up? 
 
    Brooke – Hello?????  
 
    Nate – Can you sneak out tonight? 
 
    Jesse – Fine. Didn’t want to talk to you either. 
 
    Brooke – You better not be ditching me for hot sex with your boyfriend! 
 
    Brooke – Actually, I take that back, I’m ditching you for hot sex with my boyfriend! 
 
    Nate – You alive? 
 
    Nate – Babe, what’s going on? 
 
    Nate – Tora? 
 
    As I finish scrolling, I come to one last text which came through about twenty minutes ago from Nate, which has me cringing all over again, though, for completely different reasons. 
 
    Nate – Fuck, Tora. I’m going crazy here. What’s going on? Are you alright? I haven’t heard from you all fucking night. Answer your goddamn phone before I come and bust down your door! 
 
    I hit reply when the front door swings open. 
 
    “Shit,” I groan when a very angry Nate comes storming through. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” he demands as he looks me over. “And why the fuck do you smell like a bar?” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan. “Shut up. You’re far too loud.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes, clearly not impressed with my hungover state. “Get your shit together, babe. We have to be at school in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “Damn it,” I groan as I push myself up out of the chair. “I need to shower. Can you find mom and make sure she’s not laying somewhere in a puddle of her own vomit?” 
 
    “What?” he grunts as I walk past him, holding onto my head.  
 
    I make my way upstairs not sure if Nate has followed me or not, but when I look down over the railing, I find Nate walking through the house with my passed out mother dangling from his arms. 
 
    He walks up the stairs as I head into my room and strip out of yesterday’s clothes before walking into the bathroom. I turn the taps and moan out as the cool water hits my skin. Now, that’s what I’m talking about. Though, if I was smart, I would have stopped to get some pain killers for this raging headache. 
 
    Nate appears in the bathroom doorway not a few moments later and makes himself comfortable on my vanity while he watches me shower. I mean, it sounds creepy, someone watching me shower, but with Nate. It feels right. 
 
    “Where’d she end up?” I ask as I wash the soap from my body. 
 
    “From what I could tell, she was heading for the couch but she didn’t quite make it that far. She was about two feet away, clocked out on the ground. She didn’t even wake when I picked her up.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cringe. “I swear, we didn’t intend on drinking that much,” I explain. “We opened the envelope from dad’s work.” 
 
    Understanding dawns in his eyes as he nods his head. “Is that what was torn to shreds in the blender.” 
 
    A smirk crosses my lips. “I forgot about that,” I murmur to myself. 
 
    Nate grows quiet and I look over at him to find his eyes piercing into mine. “Do you want to talk about it?” he asks just loud enough to be heard over the water shooting down on my body. 
 
    I shake my head and look away, not wanting to share with him just how badly my father’s relocation is still stinging. “Not yet.” 
 
    He pushes himself off the vanity and walks towards the shower as he plucks my towel off the back of the door. “Alright,” he tells me. “When you’re ready.” I give him a smile, hoping it manages to ease his worries, though I should know better by now. Nate Ryder won’t give in until my heart is happy and someone is bleeding for hurting me. 
 
    He opens the shower door and I turn off the tap and spreads out the towel for me. I step out into his arms and he wraps it around me before rubbing his hand up and down my back. “Come on,” he says. “I now have only seven minutes to get you to school.” 
 
    “I don’t want to go,” I whine. 
 
    “I don’t care. You’ve had too many absences lately. If you want to get into a good university then that means actually attending school.” 
 
    “Might I point out that you’re the one who had me skipping for the first time,” I remind him. 
 
    “There’s a fine line between living a little and being careless.” 
 
    “And you think I’m being careless?” 
 
    “What would you call getting wasted with your mom and skipping class due to a wicked hangover?” 
 
    I raise my eyebrow at him, clearly letting him know just how unimpressed I am right now. “I call it a necessity.” 
 
    He shakes his head and steps back. “Come on,” he says. “Go get dressed. You can curse me out in the car.” 
 
    I groan as I storm past him to my closet and get myself dressed before I storm back out and head down the stairs with Nate right behind me. I grab a banana from the fruit bowl and set out some painkillers and a glass of water for mom on the table. 
 
    Nate takes my hand and helps me out the front door before bringing out his rare gentlemanly traits and opening the passenger’s side door for me. 
 
    I duck down and climb into his Camaro before relaxing in the seat. He gets in and starts up the engine and before I know it, we’re halfway to school.  
 
    Strange nerves begin to settle within me the closer we get. The only time I’ve ever felt this way was my very first day here which is understandable, but right now, the reason behind these stupid nerves only serves to piss me off. 
 
    I mean, there’s a new quarterback who’s suddenly become the new king of the school, apart from Nate and Jesse of course, no one will ever take that title away from them, no matter how hard they try. Jackson is shady as shit and I hate that he’s here in my school, weaseling his slimy way into my life.  
 
    Nate had said that he was trying to get under his skin and I’m the perfect way to do that, which obviously, sucks for me. I hate people playing games and I hate it, even more, when I’m used as a chess piece. I know there’s some sort of ulterior motive behind this whole transfer bullshit, I just have to figure it out. 
 
    “What’s going on in that head of yours?” Nate questions after I’ve been unusually quiet. 
 
    “Jackson,” I grunt. 
 
    “Wow,” Nate grins. “Way to make a guy feel good about himself.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “You know I don’t mean it like that,” I say. “I just don’t get why he’s here. Has he tried to start anything with you?” 
 
    “Nope,” he says. “Though I don’t doubt that will change once you walk through the doors.” I groan, knowing exactly what he’s referring to. “I swear, Tora. If that bastard even looks at you funny, I’m going to put him down.” 
 
    “No need for the dramatics,” I smirk as I work on downing my banana. “Any gossip I’ve missed out on?” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders as he pulls into the school parking lot. “Like I pay attention to that shit,” he scoffs. “Besides, I’m sure Brooke would have filled you in on all that crap.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I didn’t talk to Brooke last night,” I tell him before giving him a stern look. 
 
    “Fine,” he grunts. “Trent Matthews got caught screwing Mikayla Watkins in the teachers’ lounge.” 
 
    “What?” I laugh. “Mikayla Watkins? As in Principal Watkins’ daughter?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he smirks. I double over in laughter as Nate expertly parks his car. He rolls his eyes as he opens his car door. “Come on,” he tells me before indicating with a nod of his head out the front window. “Your fan club is waiting for you.” 
 
    I look up and sure enough, Brooke, Bec, and Courtney are standing right in front of Nate’s car, smiling at me as though they haven’t seen me in years when in reality, I saw them two nights ago. 
 
    I push my way out of Nate’s car and meet the girls around the front before looking back at Nate who takes off in the opposite direction before giving me one of his signature panty melting winks matched with one hell of a gorgeous smirk. 
 
    We walk up to the school with Courtney filling me in on all the latest gossip about her and Parker which honestly, isn’t very exciting. Not a thing has happened between them since Jesse’s party and it’s absolutely killing her; which means she’s going to give me details on every single time he’s looked her way since then. 
 
    As we emerge in the hallway, I walk towards my locker with Brooke when a familiar wave of blonde hair walks by me, trying her best to be invisible. I can’t help but follow her movements. Elle seems depressed. I know I haven’t been here for the past few weeks, but this is clearly a girl who has fallen to the bottom of the Broken Hill High social ladder. 
 
    She avoids eye contact, she gets bumped into from every different angle, girls sneer at her while boys call her crude names. 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh. I can’t help but feel partially responsible. I know the whole Josh thing was her idea, but she backed off which is the very thing I can’t get past. Jesse outed her with her shameful secret in his bid to protect me and because of that, her whole life has been turned upside down. 
 
    I mean, maybe this is on my conscious. Karma is a real bitch and I don’t want it coming back to haunt me. Maybe it’s time to make things right for her. After all, her life is miserable. She’s not happy and it’s all to do with me. 
 
    She continues on and I turn into my locker. The thoughts of Elle’s demise instantly fade from my mind as I find the new quarterback leaning up against my locker.  
 
    Jackson Millington. Broken Hill High’s new golden boy. “What the hell do you want?” I ask wanting nothing more than to knock that smirk off his face as people from everywhere seem to stop and circle us, desperate to know how this is going to turn out. I mean, everyone knows about the rivalry between Jackson and Nate. It’s no secret. 
 
    He puts a hand to his chest and feigns hurt as he pushes up off my locker. “I just wanted to welcome you back.” 
 
    “Really, now?” I question, appearing as the bitch of the conversation. 
 
    “Well,” he smirks. “I might also want to know why you’ve been away.” 
 
    “Sick,” I grunt. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “At your locker?” he asks. 
 
    “At my school?” 
 
    His eyes narrow on me and it’s almost as though he’s trying to get inside, kind of like he’s trying to get a read on me. After a short moment, a knowing grin takes over his features and he steps forward and speaks to me in a low tone. “Don’t stress, Tora. I’m not here to cause trouble. I know you’re with Nate… For now,” he murmurs before continuing at my stare. “My mom had me transferred. The team here is stronger and I have a better chance of handpicking a college team.” 
 
    I raise a bored eyebrow as I cross my arms over my chest. “That’s to say any of the college teams would even be interested in you.” 
 
    His cocky smirk is back. “You better believe it, baby,” he tells me. “They already are. If you’re smart, you’ll stick with me. I could take you on one hell of an adventure.” 
 
    “When will you get it?” I tell him, making sure to punctuate every last word so the small mind of this football player can keep up with the big kids. “I’m not interested.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” he says with a sparkle in his eye that puts a chill right through me. 
 
    I step in closer, letting him know I’m not intimidated by his act. I mean, I’ve faced off against Nate Ryder for the past five years. I can handle this bullshit with my hands tied behind my back. The circle surrounding us seems to step closer as well, desperate to know what the hell is going on. “I see through you,” I tell him, “You’re nothing but a shady prick and whatever it is that you’re up to, just know, it won’t work. You’ll go down no matter what bullshit you try to play.” 
 
    “Baby,” he says. “If you wanted me to go down, all you had to do was beg for it.” 
 
    “You fucking wish.” 
 
    His grin doesn’t leave his face for one tiny second. Not when he looks me up and down, not when he licks his lips, and not when he steps around me with a wink, making sure to move past me so closely that our bodies press together. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Brooke whispers as she steps in beside me. 
 
    My phone starts blowing up in my pocket and without a doubt, I know that Nate has just heard what’s been going on in here and I know that within the space of three seconds, he’ll be tearing down the hallway, barging his way through the crowd, not caring who gets in his way. 
 
    Not a damn thing will get in the way of Nate Ryder checking on his girl. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Jesse opens the door of his home on Friday afternoon and the first thing we hear is the shrill laughter of our two moms ringing loudly through the house. “Huh?” Jesse grunts as he looks to me for some sort of explanation. 
 
    “Don’t look at me,” I tell him. “I’ve been with you guys all day.” 
 
    He grunts again in that annoying way teenage boys do and walks on into his home. I follow behind, searching out the noise to find mom and Trish sitting by the back window, watching the pool boy in action. 
 
    “Oh, there he goes again,” Trish says as they both tilt their heads to follow the pool boy’s ass as he bends low to scoop a leaf out of the pool, clearly having no clue that we’re here. 
 
    “I’ve got to get me one of these,” mom says in appreciation. 
 
    Jesse clears his throat and walks forward as he tosses his arm over my mother’s shoulder. “I’d be more than happy to volunteer for the position.” 
 
    “Jesse,” Trish scolds, horrified as my mother…. WHAT? Blushes? You’ve got to be kidding me. I mean, she legitimately blushed just now. 
 
    What the hell? I need some kind of warning when this shit is about to go down.  
 
    “Knock it off,” I tell him as he laughs and winks at my mother, making my stomach churn, and I’m sure, probably Trish’s as well. He removes his arm from mom’s shoulder and steps out of her personal bubble. “What’s going on?” I ask her. “I thought your girls’ night thing was later on.” 
 
    “It is,” she says proudly. “I ran into Trish at the Country Club and we decide to start early.” 
 
    “Ok…,” I say slowly. “And the pool boy?” 
 
    “Well,” Trish says with a shrug. “Why not take advantage of a free show? I mean,” she says, indicating outside. “Get a look at that tushie.”  
 
    “Huh,” I grunt as my eyes swivel out the back to the tushie in question. “I can get on board with this.” 
 
    Mom pats the space beside her and I happily take the seat. “Oh, Jesus,” Jesse chuckles. “You better hope Nate doesn’t get home to see you checking out the pool boy.” 
 
    Trish giggles and holds up her hand before clicking at Jesse. “Be a dear and fetch us a glass of wine.” 
 
    “What?” he shrieks like a teenage girl. 
 
    “You heard me, love,” she says. “Now, make it snappy. I didn’t give birth to you so you can sit around and look pretty.” 
 
    “For fuck’s sake,” he curses under his breath as he reluctantly turns on his heel and heads for the kitchen. 
 
    I turn towards my mom and give her ‘the look’. “What’s really going on? You never leave the Country Club before the sun goes down.” 
 
    “I know,” she says. “I didn’t want those bitches to find out that we’re all alone. They can be such hoity-toity cows about that stuff.” 
 
    “You’re just figuring that out now?” I scoff. “You know they’re bound to find or sooner or later, right? Dad works with Maddison Lockhart’s father and she’s the biggest gossip in school. She’ll tell her friend, Heidi who’s Lisa Hutchington’s daughter, and the whole world will know after that. It’s just a matter of time.” 
 
    “Great,” mom groans. “Just what I need.” 
 
    “Come on,” I tell her. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. I was thinking today that maybe this could be a good thing. Now’s the time to go out and do all the things that you’ve always wanted to do. I mean, I know you always wanted to take a dance class but dad would never go with you.” 
 
    “While it all sounds good,” mom says as Jesse comes back in with three glasses of wine, “But there’s just one flaw in your idea. I’m still missing a partner.” 
 
    Trish smirks. “Take Jesse. God knows he could use something like that.” 
 
    His eyes narrow as he looks at us. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    Absolute joy fills me as I allow myself to be the one to break the news. “You just volunteered to take my mom to a dance class. Once a week.” 
 
    “What?” he says with wide eyes before looking to my mom and letting out a sigh. “What kind of dance?” 
 
    “Ballroom,” she informs him. 
 
    “Shit,” he groans under his breath before pressing his lips together. “Fine.” 
 
    Trish and I look at each other in confusion before looking back at Jesse, trying to work out why the hell that was so easy. Though, I figure it out pretty quickly, unlike everyone else in the room. 
 
    I hear the garage door opening, telling me that Nate’s home and get to my feet as mom claps her hands together in excitement. “Really?” she asks him. “You’ll actually partner with me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says. “But you can’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “You got it,” mom laughs as I grab Jesse and haul him away from my mother. “Oh, honey,” mom says, stopping me from pulling Jesse away. I look back with a questioning gaze to find mom rummaging through her purse. “I stopped by the police station to get an update on the break in, and unfortunately there’s still nothing. It looks like this one is going to go unsolved.” 
 
    “Really?” I grunt as a wave of disappointment flutters through me. 
 
    “Yeah,” she sighs before holding her hand out. I look down and find a set of keys. “I had the locks changed,” she informs me. “You know, just in case.” 
 
    “Oh, good idea,” I say, reaching out and taking the keys from her. “Thanks,” I smile before latching onto Jesse’s arm once again. Mom nods as though she’s just offered me the world and I turn away, dragging Jesse along. 
 
    Jesse and I walk out to the garage and I do my best to put those thoughts to the back of my mind. I mean, I have something a little more important to deal with right now. So, we step into the garage and I gently close the door before slamming Jesse up against it and getting up in his face. “I know what you’re up to,” I warn him. “And you can forget it.” 
 
    A grin rips across his boyishly handsome face. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “You’re not sleeping with my mom,” I demand as I point my finger into his chest and probably stomp my foot. “If you even think about getting her in bed, I’m going to rip your balls out your throat and pulverise them.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he laughs. “She’s on my bucket list and once you’re on it, there’s only one way to get off it.” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” I hear Nate question from behind me. 
 
    I ignore him and narrow my eyes on his whore of a little brother. “I know you have this little rivalry with your brother. Like what he has to do, you have to do to, but this is taking it too far.” 
 
    Nate reaches for my arm and pulls me away from Jesse. “Ok, really? What the hell is going on here?” Nate asks, grabbing my shoulder and forcing me to turn to face him. 
 
    I let out a huff. “Your brother is going to try and seduce my mom.” 
 
    “What?” Nate laughs. “Let him try. You know he won’t get anywhere.” 
 
    “But that’s the problem,” I groan. “He will. Mom is going to get lonely without dad. She’s been drunk every night this week and we just caught our moms checking out the pool boy.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts in distaste as Jesse coughs under his breath that I was getting in on the action too. 
 
    “Yeah, not to mention, Jesse has just become mom’s dance partner.” Nate’s eyes widen but I keep on with my rant. “Mom is vulnerable and hurting, and she’s looking for a way to forget. What better way than wild teenage sex?” 
 
    Nate’s shaking his head before I even finish. “No, she wouldn’t.” 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” I tell him. “I know it’s gross, but if she drinks enough and Jesse charms her. It could very well happen.” 
 
    His eyes narrow before he looks over my shoulder at his smug brother. “Shit,” he groans. “Stay away from her.” 
 
    “Can’t,” he shrugs. “I’m her dance partner. She’s got a lovely heart. I’m not about to let her down as well. And besides, the heart wants what it wants.” 
 
    “Jesse,” I demand. 
 
    He bursts into uncontrollable laughter and doubles over. “Oh, shit,” he laughs. “You should see your face. As if I’d actually sleep with your mom.” 
 
    “What?” I ask in confusion, hoping I’m hearing him correctly. I look back at Nate and see a knowing smirk across his lips. 
 
    “Look,” Jesse says when he finally gains control of himself. “Your mom is hot, but she’s also my mom’s best friend and my brother’s future mother-in-law. I’m not about to go making babies with her. That’s way too much drama for me. Can you imagine Christmas dinner after that?” 
 
    “Oh, thank god,” I say as a breath of relief flies out of me. “So, why did you agree to the whole dance thing?” 
 
    A scowl flitters across his face. “How could I not? The woman just lost her mom and her husband was sent away. It would have been a dick move saying no.” 
 
    I step forward and throw my arms around the little turd. “Thank you,” I murmur. 
 
    He grabs my hands and pulls me off him. “Whatever,” he shrugs, putting on his ‘too cool for school’ act.  
 
    I step back into Nate when the sound of cars coming down the driveway draws my attention. I look up and see Maxen’s car and Parker following behind with Tyson in the passenger seat. They come to a stop and the boys pile out of the cars before hovering around Nate’s open hood, reminding me that he has a race tonight. 
 
    Seeing as though mom’s getting wasted in the dining room with Trish, I figure I’ll be here for a while and text Brooke, knowing she’s with Courtney and Bec. 
 
    Tora – Get your asses over to Nate’s place. The boys are playing cars and the parents are sloshed. Need some entertainment. 
 
    Brooke – Parker there? 
 
    Tora – You can tell Courtney that indeed he is. 
 
    Brooke – Be there in ten. 
 
    I sit with the boys, watching Nate do the usual check over his car and sure enough, ten minutes pass and Brooke’s Mercedes is driving down the driveway. I get up off the dirty garage floor and make my way out to the girls. 
 
    We collapse down onto the front lawn, gossiping and laughing as we watch the boys work. Well, I watch the boys work, I have no idea if the girls are too, but from the dreamy look in Courtney’s eyes and the light flush on her cheeks, I’d assume she is too. 
 
    Brooke gets up when Maxen steps away from the car and heads over to throw herself at him. She falls into him with a smile that she reserves for only him and he absolutely eats it up. “Geez, if only Parker would look at me like that,” Courtney sighs quietly between me and Bec. 
 
    “Have you even told him you like him?” I question. 
 
    “No,” Bec scoffs. “She’s too chicken shit.” 
 
    I turn my gaze on Courtney. “What if he likes you but he’s too chicken shit himself? Maybe he’s waiting to see if you want something more.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says. “I don’t think a guy like Parker is scared of talking to a girl about what he wants.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” I tell her. “Guys like Parker are used to telling a girl what they want in bed, but when it comes to actually connecting with someone, that’s foreign territory.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she says again as I look up at the garage and see the guy in question, stealing a glance our way. I shake my head to myself wishing that there was something I could do to push these two together, but it’s not my place. They need to work this out for themselves. 
 
    I lay back onto the grass and soak in the warm sun as the girls chat around me. A shadow falls over my face and I open my eyes to find Nate looking down at me. “We’re heading in,” he tells me. “You guys coming?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “I’m getting a bit hungry.” 
 
    “Good. Ty ordered pizza ten minutes ago.” 
 
    My stomach rumbles as Nate reaches down a hand and hauls me up to my feet. The girls follow along and we head inside and crash down onto the couches in the den. Parker flicks on a movie but none of us watch it as the room falls into conversation and laughter. 
 
    Mom and Trish come waltzing on in with boxes of pizzas in their hands and make themselves comfortable. I’d like to say it’s awkward with our parents hanging out, but with how buzzed they are right now, they’re the life of the party. 
 
    The pizza quickly disappears and the sun falls behind the hills, letting us know that we should probably start getting ready for the night. Mom and Trish disappear while the girls and I head out to Brooke’s car to grab their bags of clothes with whatever dresses and makeup they’ve shoved into it, and head back up to the room that used to be mine. 
 
    I don’t know what the hell the guys are doing as we get ready while music flies through the whole upstairs area, but I do know that whatever it is, it’s loud. 
 
    The girls laugh as hair is straightened or curled. Makeup is spread over the whole vanity in my bathroom and dresses and heels are thrown all over the room in our indecision of what to wear. 
 
    Once I’m ready, I walk out of my old room and go downstairs to find the boys. I stop by the kitchen and search through the large pantry for a little something to snack on when a large body comes up behind me and pushes me into the pantry with his hands on my waist. 
 
    The doors close behind us, throwing us into darkness as his lips come down on mine, masking my giggles. Nate picks me up and sits me on one of the shelves as my legs wrap around his waist, holding him close. 
 
    He kisses me deeply as his hands travel up my thighs, putting stars behind my eyes. I’ll never get enough of this.  
 
    I reach for his belt buckle and start undoing it, trying to keep quiet as possible as he slides his hands up over my ass and slips his fingers into the waistband of my underwear. He pulls the lacey fabric down over my ass and begins sliding them down my thighs. 
 
    I get him free and without wasting a second, I guide him towards my entrance. His body freezes as noise on the opposite side of the pantry catches our attention. He grins against my lips before pushing forward. I feel his tip, grazing my skin and use my legs to pull him in closer. 
 
    He’s so close and the fact that he’s not inside me right now is killing me and he knows it. His grin widens but when he hears his mother’s voice, it instantly starts killing the mood. “Yeah,” she sighs as we hear the sound of glass bottles clinking against the marble countertop. “I found out about a year ago.” 
 
    “Oh, Trish,” my mother’s saddened voice says, killing my vibe like a bucket of cold water being poured over my head. “I’m so sorry. You should have said something.” 
 
    “No,” Trish replies as Nate’s head cocks to the side while trying to work out what they’re referring to. “If I talked about it, it would suddenly become real. I quite enjoy living in denial.” 
 
    “Trish,” mom scolds. “Do the boys know?” 
 
    “No, I couldn’t find it within me to tell them.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetie,” mom says before I hear the sound of the fridge and a little more clinking. “I think we’ll be needing this one too.” 
 
    “Maybe a third,” Trish laughs. 
 
    “Does Cade know that you worked it out?” 
 
    “He sure does,” Trish says, making Nate’s eyebrows pull down. He looks to me with nothing but confusion in his eyes. “I couldn’t hold it in. I went apeshit on him. Trashed the house and everything.” 
 
    “And you still live with him?” mom says in disbelief. 
 
    “Of course. I couldn’t do that to the boys. They think the sun shines out of his ass. Besides, I don’t know what they’d do if they ever found out.” 
 
    There’s silence for a while and I wonder if they’ve gone. I meet Nate’s eyes again but mom’s voice has me freezing again, “How do they not suspect anything?”  
 
    “I’m a good actress,” Trish chuckles as their voices begin to fade away. “They think Monday night is date night when in reality, it’s actually therapy session night.” 
 
    “Oh, Trish,” mom chuckles before their voices completely disappear. 
 
    Nate and I stay hidden away in the pantry for a few silent moments before he reaches down and hands me my underwear. He begins putting himself back inside his pants and I reach for him. “Are you ok?” 
 
    He looks at me with a darkness behind his eyes that I haven’t seen since before things changed between us. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    “Nate?” I question. “I heard exactly what you just heard.” 
 
    “I know,” he snaps. 
 
    “Don’t you want to talk about it?” 
 
    He scoffs. “No, thanks,” he mutters before pushing his way out of the pantry and not sparing a glance back at me, leaving me sitting alone and wondering what the hell just happened. 
 
    I shake it off, hoping that whatever that was about is nothing, but let’s face it. Things clearly aren’t as they seem in the Ryder household. There are secrets here, secrets that the boys don’t even know and whatever they are, they’re big enough to cause issues in a marriage I’ve always thought was stronger than steel.  
 
    I just hope Nate cools down and comes around soon because I don’t like the way he just looked at me. It’s as though I was thrown back into the past and I suddenly became Nate’s punching bag once again. 
 
    I take a breath and hop off the shelf before quickly pulling my underwear back up my legs and hoping no one else walks in. 
 
    I step out of the pantry and go to head back up to the girls, wanting to be away from him for a while. As I reach the stairs, I see him walking into the garage alone and I can’t help but follow him. He clearly isn’t ready to talk about it and obviously is hurt and confused. We didn’t hear enough to know what’s going on but all we do know is that his mother is hurting while his father is keeping some sort of dirty secret. 
 
    Nate Ryder has been my rock over the past few weeks and now it’s time to return the favor. 
 
    I step into the garage and close the door behind me. He turns at the sound and I see it in his eyes, he’s prepared and ready to tell me to fuck off but I ignore it and walk forward. I crash into his body and throw my arms around him. “I love you,” I remind him. 
 
    Not a second later, his arms are curling around me and he holds on with everything he’s got. His head falls to my shoulder and I hear him desperately trying to calm himself. “I could fucking kill him,” he tells me. 
 
    “I know,” I murmur as I clench my fingers into the fabric of his shirt. “But you’re not. You don’t know the full story and until we work it out, you need to hold your shit together. If not for me, for Jesse. He idolizes your dad, don’t ruin that unless you truly have to.” 
 
    He grunts as his hand weaves into my hair. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs after he’s quiet for a little too long. “I didn’t mean to snap at you before.” 
 
    “It’s ok,” I whisper. “I snap at you all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says as he lets out another breath and finally manages to calm himself. “You’re a crazy bitch like that.” 
 
    I pull back and I can’t help but laugh at him. “And you’re an ugly, freckled, swamp frog.” 
 
    He grins back as he pulls me back in. “An ugly, freckled, swamp frog who wants to finish what we started before.” 
 
    I shake my head and tsk at him. “No can do, swampy,” I tell him. “You wasted all our time being a broody asshole. It’s time to go. You’ve got your race in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Damn it,” he groans before dropping his head back to my shoulder and letting out a huff. “Get the guys.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    We pull up at the race and as usual, the place is filled with bodies, even more so now that the word of an illegal race has started to spread around Broken Hill. I mean, it won’t be long until the cops are showing up and shutting this thing down. But don’t be fooled, all that means is a change of scenery. Someone else will open a new on one some other property which will probably be a good thing as it would give Nate a new track to play with and perfect. 
 
    Nate drives down to his favorite viewing spot, forcing people to get out of his way or risk being run over. Maxen drives behind us, this time not parking amongst all the other cars. Max comes to a stop beside us and as usual, the crowd starts to hover like magnets. 
 
    I let out a sigh as I lean back against the hood of Nate’s car. I mean, why can’t these people just go and hang out with their friends? Why do they insist on crowding around the boys? I know they’re irresistible and generally the life of the party, but it’s annoying as all hell and especially frustrating when all you want to do is relax and watch the race. 
 
    Tyson and Parker turn their backs on the crowds, making somewhat of a circle around us and blocking everyone out while hoping they get the point to leave us the fuck alone. Parker reaches out and pulls Courtney under his arm, making the wall between us and them even stronger, all to Courtney’s delight, of course. 
 
    I roll my eyes as her cheeks pinken and turn to Brooke. “Hey, I’ve been thinking,” I start. 
 
    She lets out a groan, cutting me off as all eyes fall to me. “This couldn’t be good.” 
 
    “Shut up,” I laugh, bopping her shoulder. “I was thinking of maybe… befriending Elle.” 
 
    “What?” she shrieks with wide eyes as a look of disgust crosses Jesse’s features. “Are you nuts?” Brooke demands. “I think you couldn’t possibly do anything stupider. The girl put the idea in Josh’s head to assault you.” 
 
    “Don’t act like I don’t know that,” I tell her. “It’s just… she tried. She told him to back off and she didn’t take it any further. She gave in and,” my eyes flick to Jesse, “we still ruined her.” 
 
    “So?” Jesse grunts. 
 
    “So, she has nothing. She walks around school in a deep depression. She gets bullied by nearly everyone. People treat her as though she’s invisible. I mean, she’s suffered enough. She’s lost everything. Is it that much to ask that we show her a little compassion?” 
 
    “Yes,” Bec scoffs. 
 
    “Well, too bad,” I tell them. “I wasn’t asking permission. I was asking advice.” 
 
    “Your funeral,” Brooke grunts before turning away with a stubborn huff. She stalks off and grabs Max, forcing him along with her.  
 
    I roll my eyes at her back as I lean into Nate’s chest. “She’s right,” Jesse says, stealing my attention. “I think you’d be stupid to get involved with her.” 
 
    My blood begins to boil and I find my frustrations coming up and surprising the shit out of me as it pours out like word vomit. “I’m not saying we have to be best friends,” I snap at Jesse. “I just think it shouldn’t be so fucking hard for us to be decent human beings and show her a little kindness. After all, it was our actions that took every thing away from her. We humiliated her in front of the whole school and she hasn’t been able to move on from that.” 
 
    Courtney grunts. “So, what? You want to resurrect the queen of darkness?”  
 
    “No,” I yell at them. “I want to be nice. Besides, what does it matter to any of you? I’m the one who got hurt. I’m the one who had to deal with that shit. Not you guys. This is my call.” 
 
    Anger pulses through me at my heartless friends. I mean, I’m the one who just lost her Nanna, I’m the one who was assaulted, I’m the one who had a parent walk out, yet I’m the only one who can manage a little kindness? 
 
    I turn in Nate’s arms and lean my head against his strong chest as I take a few breaths, fearing that I’ll try and yell at them a little more. “Come on,” Nate murmurs as he takes my arm. He leads me away from our group of mean douchebags to give me a chance to cool down before I cause a massacre. 
 
    “Are you ok?” he questions as he leads me around the maze of people.  
 
    I let out a sigh as I dig my feet in and look up at him. “Am I being stupid?” 
 
    He considers me for a moment before stepping into me and pulling me into his warm chest. “No, I don’t think so,” he tells me. “I think you’re showing what a strong person you are. You’re forgiving and kind and there’s nothing wrong with that. Showing compassion to someone who has wronged you only shows what an incredible person you are and makes me love you more.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I question. 
 
    “Positive,” he says. “Just because your friends are bitches, doesn’t mean you have to be.” 
 
    “And what about Jesse?” 
 
    A smile pulls at his lips. “He’ll get over it. Jesse is a grudge holder and a damn good one. He’ll get over it in his own time. When she can prove that she’s no longer a threat and makes it up to you.” 
 
    “Well, I doubt that will ever happen.” 
 
    “True,” he shrugs. “But being unable to see past his own anger is his flaw and it shouldn’t stop you from doing what you think is right.” 
 
    I nod my head as a race starts down on the track and I can’t help but look across at the dirt the cars kick up behind them. Nate watches right along with me and cringes when the guy in the lead begins to lose control of his car. “Moron,” Nate grumbles as he shakes his head. 
 
    I grin to myself and thread my fingers through his before tugging on his arm, letting him know I’m good to re-join our asshole friends. He walks with me but stops as someone calls out his name. “Nate,” the voice shouts over the noise. “Wait up.” 
 
    We turn around and I find some scrawny dude with a clipboard and wait for Nate to tell the kid to fuck off like he usually would, only he doesn’t. He raises his head and walks forward, dragging me along to meet the guy in the middle. “What’s up?” he asks the scrawny guy. 
 
    The kid looks a little sick at talking to Nate but apparently has a set of balls as he brings his clipboard up and starts talking. “The guy you were against tonight bailed,” he tells Nate. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunts. “What do you mean bailed?” 
 
    The kid seems to shake in his boots but doesn’t shrink away, unknowingly earning my respect. “I don’t know. He’s not here and you’re up next so he’s automatically disqualified.” 
 
    “So, there’s no race?” Nate grunts with anger growing behind his eyes. 
 
    “No,” the kid confirms.  
 
    “I didn’t come all this fucking way not to race,” Nate booms. “You better figure something out, Aaron. I’m up next and there better be someone there beside me.” 
 
    Aaron looks down at his clipboard with shaky hands. “Well, um… the guy you were up against two weeks ago. Braedon. He wants a rematch. Thinks he can take you.” 
 
    Nate shakes his head. “No way. That fucker nearly ran me off the track. Find someone who knows how to control his car.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” a smug familiar voice comes from beside me. 
 
    Nate, Aaron, and I turn towards the voice and my mouth practically falls open as a shiver goes through my body. Jackson Millington stands beside me with Phoenix curled under his arm, staring straight past me and locking his heavy glare on Nate’s in a challenge. 
 
    I shake my head as my hand tightens in Nate’s. “No,” I say, not trusting him for one minute. 
 
    “Ha,” Jackson laughs as he tears his eyes away from Nate’s and looks down at me. “What’s wrong? You scared. Don’t think your boy could beat me?” 
 
    “No,” I grunt as I step in front of Nate and glare up at Jackson. “That’s not it at all. He could beat you with his eyes closed, but you’re up to something. It’s as clear as fucking day.” I look down at Phoenix and see nothing but a knowing smirk, confirming what I already know. 
 
    Nate wraps an arm around me and pulls me back as he stares down Jackson. “You’re on,” he says before taking my hand and hauling me away. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” I demand when he stops in the center of our group. “Are you insane?” 
 
    “I had no choice,” he yells back at me. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jesse demands. 
 
    “Nate’s opponent bailed so he agreed to race Jackson instead.” 
 
    “What?” Parker and Jesse say in unison. 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff. “Fucking stupid.” 
 
    “I had no choice,” he repeats, annoyed at having to explain himself. “If I say no, I forfeit and Jackson wins. He challenged me. My only option is to race.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” I tell him. 
 
    “Neither do I,” he says. 
 
    “He’s up to something.” 
 
    “I know, but what was I supposed to do? Walk away with my tail between my legs like a fucking pussy? I’m sorry, but that’s not my style.” 
 
    The thought of Nate backing down to someone like Jackson doesn’t sit well with me. All my life I’ve known Nate to be larger than life. He’s always held the crown. He’s always been the fearless leader amongst mere mortals. Nate backing down to a challenge is simply unheard of. I let out a resigned sigh. “Just be careful, ok,” I tell him. 
 
    He pulls me in and presses a kiss to my forehead. “I will,” he tells me. 
 
    He looks up at Jesse and the two of them share some kind of unspoken message before he pulls away from me and gets behind the wheel of his black Camaro. I walk over to Jesse and stand beside him, watching as Nate drives down to the starting position. 
 
    “Nothing feels good about this,” I tell him. 
 
    “I know,” he says. “Jackson’s a good racer but he’s known for playing dirty.” 
 
    “Shit,” I grunt. This isn’t sitting well with me and nerves are bubbling up in my stomach. I could be sick watching his play out. “Tell me you’re not about to ask me to race with you?” 
 
    “No way in hell, babe. Not this time,” he tells me before driving off. 
 
    Nate pulls into his starting position and Jackson pulls up beside him. Every single person in the audience grows silent as they witness what’s sure to be the race of the year. Everyone here knows that what they’re about to see is a big fucking deal and not one person is willing to miss it. 
 
    People all around are madly typing out texts on their phone, wanting to share the year’s biggest gossip with all their friends. And this is before the race has even started. I’d like to see what happens when we finally have a winner. 
 
    I can’t help but look across to where Jackson’s car came from and find Phoenix smirking back at me. I narrow my eyes on her. The girl is nothing but an A-class bitch, only she plays innocent, especially around Nate and Jesse which really rubs me the wrong way. It’s almost like she’s hiding something, but she’s never placed herself on my radar enough for me to bother working her out. Though, if she’s hanging out with Jackson now, maybe I should try. 
 
    As if on cue, Jesse follows my gaze and locks eyes on Phoenix. His eyebrows pull down in confusion, especially when Phoenix’s stare moves from me to him, changing from a glare to a seductive lure, though, hopefully, Jesse knows better than to fall for this shit. 
 
    He scoffs beside me. “Been there, done that,” he says before looking back to the start of the track. 
 
    The crowd is going nuts and people are making bets left, right, and center, but all my attention is focused on one thing. 
 
    Nate sits behind the wheel, looking as calm as a cucumber, but I know deep inside, his mind is whirling with the endless possibilities, trying to predict how this race is going to go. Trying to get inside Jackson’s mind and figure out whatever bullshit plan he’s going to stir up. 
 
    Jackson searches the crowd as he waits for the race to get started which is when he locks that impenetrable gaze on me. He winks as though I’m in on his secret before howling with laughter and turning back to face the woman who walks up between their cars in the shortest skirt known to man. 
 
    She looks at Nate, confirms if he’s ready before doing the same with Jackson. 
 
    My nerves are shot. 
 
    Nate races for fun. He races because he’s good at it, but this right here, this isn’t fun. This is the ultimate pissing contest which could end with either one of them hurt or worse. 
 
    Jackson revs his engine like an arrogant asshole while Nate sits, playing it cool and studiously ignoring him. The woman holds her hand up and the crowd leans in closer with the anticipation of the race. 
 
    Her arm drops and the cars lurch forward with a speed ridiculously crazy for a dirt track, a speed which only a talented driver could possibly handle. I know I couldn’t even dream of doing what these guys are doing right now. 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse grunts beside me as I dive for his hand. I hold onto Jesse with all that I’ve got as I watch my heart and soul with wide eyes, speeding around the track. 
 
    They hit the first corner and they both make it around, though it doesn’t seem as steady as either one of them usually drive, making it clear that this means more to both of them than just winning the usual Friday night race. 
 
    Nate accelerates out of the corner a second earlier than Jackson and gains the slightest lead. Not a single noise comes from the crowd, not even a cheer or the occasional drunken idiot slurring out that he can do better. 
 
    Jackson gives it more gas, keeping right up on Nate’s ass, just inches behind him. The next corner approaches and Nate doesn’t dare back off. He hits the corner and slides around it like he has a million times before, only Jackson doesn’t do the same. 
 
    My eyes widen as Jackson focuses on a straight line towards Nate rather than getting his hunk of shit around the corner. He hits the gas harder and jolts forward before ramming into the back corner of Nate’s Camaro, sending him spinning out of control off the track. If he wasn’t in the middle of drifting around the corner, he would have been able to control a hit like that like I’ve watched him do so many times before, but this is different. This is not the kind of hit you recover from. 
 
    Time slows down and I watch in horror as Jackson drives off, continuing his way around the corner while Nate’s back wheel hits a rock. The momentum of his spinning car flies over the top of the rock, making the car flip once. Twice. Three times. 
 
    My stomach sinks. 
 
    People scramble to get out of the way, terrified for their lives. 
 
    My mind goes blank and all I can do is run. I run as fast as my legs can take me. 
 
    I run to check that he’s still breathing. 
 
    I run with my heart pounding, hoping I don’t have to go home and tell his parents that they’ll never see him again. 
 
    I run, hoping this isn’t the end. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    “No, no, no,” I scream as I barge my way through the crowd of people, not giving a single fuck if I hurt anyone on the way. Jesse runs beside me, his hand still firmly in mine as we focus every ounce of our beings on getting to the twisted metal across the track. 
 
    All I see is his broken and steaming Camaro which thankfully landed on its wheels. I race towards it, but Jesse is faster and ends up dragging me behind him. 
 
    We reach his car and find some guy trying to break the door off to get Nate out. Jesse grabs the guy and throws him aside to do it himself. “Shit,” he grunts, looking through the window. 
 
    Nate remains in his seat, bloodied and broken. I briefly wonder if anyone else around here got hurt but the thought is gone the second it enters my mind. I have to get him out of there.  
 
    There’s glass everywhere and every single panel on the car is squished and broken. Not one single window remains intact. Feeling helpless, I run around Jesse and climb up onto the hood and scramble over the broken glass, ignoring the way the hot metal beneath screams at me. 
 
    People stand around, some trying to help, others just gawking at the horror before them. I hear Brooke’s voice over the crowd. “Get down,” she yells. I know she’s screaming at me, but I can’t listen. Not now. 
 
    I kick out what’s left of the broken glass and slide into the passenger’s seat beside my bleeding boyfriend. Blood trickles down his face and his eyes are barely open, but he’s alive. He may be in worlds of pain, but he’s ok for now. 
 
    I dive across and try my hardest to release his seatbelt, but it’s jammed. “I need a knife,” I yell to anyone who’ll listen. My impatience gets the best of me and I scramble around on the hood for a broken piece of glass. “Don’t be stupid,” Aaron says before thrusting a pocket knife in my face. 
 
    I hastily grab it from him and work on getting Nate out of here. “Tora?” Nate questions shakily as I try to tear the knife through the fabric of the seat belt. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Bad,” I tell him, not wanting to sugar coat it. “Where are you hurting?” 
 
    “Fucking everywhere,” he groans.  
 
    My eyes rake up and down his body for the hundredth time in the last thirty seconds and confirm that apart from the massive gash to his head and all the cuts and bruises, everything else miraculously seems to be ok. No broken bones or glass shards piercing anything. I’m sure there’s probably something hidden beneath the surface, but so far, he’s one hell of a lucky bastard. “Hold on,” I tell him. “We’re going to get you out of here.” 
 
    “Is anyone hurt?” he questions with another groan as he tries to get himself out. 
 
    “Shhhhh,” I say, pushing him back into the chair. “Don’t move.” 
 
    “Tora?” he demands with a pained cringe. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I tell him as I get the seatbelt free. “I wouldn’t be surprised. There were a lot of people over here.” 
 
    “Shit,” he sighs. 
 
    I rip the seat belt off his body and look up to see how Jesse is coming along with the door. All the boys are still working their asses off and getting absolutely nowhere. “We’re going to have to go through the windshield,” Maxen says. 
 
    “Fuck,” Jesse says as he looks in to me. “How're his legs? Is anything holding him down?” 
 
    I’ve already checked, but I check again anyway. “No, you’re good to pull him out.” 
 
    “What about his neck?” Parker demands. 
 
    “It’s fine. We need to get him out,” I tell them, demanding that they hurry their asses up.  
 
    Jesse and Max climb up on the hood as Brooke and Courtney work on getting everyone to move away and give us some space. Bec demands a few people give up their hoodies and lay them down on the grass to make somewhere safe for Nate to lay. 
 
    The hood screams under the weight of the boys and I realize they’re going to have to do this fast. They lean down and try to stay out of the way as they each grab an arm. They pull hard, trying to lift his heavy frame out, but the steering wheel is in the way. 
 
    I do my best to help maneuver him around all the obstacles and get his legs out from under the dashboard. They pull him up through the windshield and I pray there are no glass shards left to scrape against his stomach. 
 
    He groans out as the guys get him up and help pass him down to Tyson and Parker on the ground. Jesse hops down after them while Maxen comes back and offers me a hand to help haul me up out of the car. 
 
    I take it greedily before scrambling down by Nate’s side, to find him telling everyone to fuck off and leave him alone. “For fuck’s sake, Nate,” I yell at him. “Would you just lay down for two minutes so we can check you over? You could have internal bleeding or a fucking spinal injury for all we know.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he tells me. “A little whiplash and a cut on my head.”  
 
    The second the words come out, my eyes flick back up to the blood oozing from the gash in his hairline and I search around for something to use to hold against it. I look up at Jesse. “Shirt,” I demand. His eyebrows pull down before realizing what I’m asking for. He throws it at me a moment later and I press it against Nate’s head, hoping the blood will slow soon. 
 
    “You’re drowsy as shit,” Jesse grunts as he kneels down on Nate’s other side. 
 
    “You would be too,” Nate snaps. 
 
    “Just, shut up and let us check you out first,” Max says from Nate’s feet. “Then we can work out how the fuck we’re going to make this right.” 
 
    Nate nods and goes quiet as he looks over my shoulder and focuses all his attention on his mangled car. His attitude slips away and my heart shatters for him. 
 
    That black Camaro was his pride and joy and now it’s nothing. I can’t help but look back and take in the view he’s seeing. 
 
    The car is completely destroyed. All the hours he spent putting this thing together. Shining it. Buffing it. Adding expensive music systems. Hell, learning how to drive. All for nothing. It’s a smoky mess. I doubt it would even be worth trying to save. 
 
    He’s going to have to start from scratch or just buy one already completed. 
 
    The days of Nate’s famous matte black Camaro are gone, along with it, the fantasies of hundreds of teenage girls over Broken Hill. 
 
    I reach out and take his hand in mine. His eyes slip from the car back to me and I see nothing but devastation. “It’ll be ok,” I tell him. “Even if I have to rebuild the bastard myself.” 
 
    He lifts his lip into a half smile to make me feel better about the situation, which is ridiculous, I should be the one trying to reassure him, though, I’m not sure that’s even possible right now. 
 
    People start to disappear as they quickly realize the party is over. Cars fill and leave the track, nervous about police and emergency services being called, not wanting be caught at a place like this. So within the space of five minutes, there are only a few cars left on the huge property, though, it doesn’t go unnoticed that one of those cars is Jackson’s. 
 
    We’re only able to keep Nate down for a few minutes before he’s forcing his way back up. I demand he sit down as I can tell from the way he wobbles that he’s still dizzy, but he’s not having it. 
 
    Someone finds him a bottle of water and he downs it in all of two seconds before looking at his brother, who’s staring at him with a fierce glare. “I don’t need an ‘I told you so’ right now,” Nate says. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have raced him.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that,” Nate growls. 
 
    “I’m just saying, man. Your ego nearly left me an only child.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Nate snaps. “Not now, Jess.” 
 
    Jesse lets out a heavy sigh before turning his attention on the mangled mess of metal. “What do you want to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “Why don’t you go home and get the trailer? We’ll figure it out from there.” 
 
    Jesse nods and goes to walk off when a smug voice calls from behind our group. “Fucking shame that is,” the irritating voice says. 
 
    Nate spins on his heel and it’s clear as day, he’s no longer dizzy, all that’s going through him now is pure rage. Jesse is beside him in the blink of an eye as the rest of the boys fall in line the same way they’ve done a million times before.  
 
    I go to stand by him, but he pulls me away and pushes me off towards the girls. Clearly, this is not somewhere he wants me to be right now. “Get out of here, Tora,” he tells me, not wanting me to be in the crosshairs if fists were to fly. 
 
    “Don’t talk to my girl like that,” Jackson says with a sick grin. 
 
    His comments are ignored as Jesse glares at him. “You got a lot of fucking nerve coming over here,” Jesse says, stepping out in front of Nate. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jackson says. “I was just coming over to check everything was all good here.” 
 
    “You mean you were coming over here to gloat about the fucking mess you’ve caused.” 
 
    “Caused?” he scoffs. “I was trying to win a race, just like Nate was. I didn’t cause shit. It’s not my fault the moron can’t control his ride.” 
 
    Nate shoves his hand up and barges Jesse out of his way before racing forward. “You rammed me off the fucking track,” Nate growls, ready and prepared to take the fucker out. 
 
    It takes all of the boys to hold him back and I have to grin at the way Jackson steps back out of Nate’s reach. A few of the lingering guys that I recognize from the public football team race in and grab Jackson, desperately trying to pull him away, knowing just how dangerous Nate can be. “An eye for a fucking eye,” Nate promises with a growl as Jackson is pulled away. 
 
    The public boys get Jackson in his car before my boys let Nate go. “Fuck,” he roars. 
 
    I race into him and place my hands on his shoulders. “Calm down,” I tell him, hating seeing him like this. He takes a deep breath and tries his hardest to let it go. “We’ll get him back. Like you said, an eye for an eye.” 
 
    He looks back to his car. “I fucking hate this.” 
 
    “I know, you do,” I say. “But losing your shit isn’t going to help.” 
 
    “It’ll make me feel better,” he grunts. 
 
    I roll my eyes and tug on his hand. “Come on,” I say. “Why don’t we go check out the actual damage and work out a plan while the boys get the trailer?” 
 
    He doesn’t respond but allows me to lead him over to the car. It doesn’t go unnoticed how he grunts under his breath and cringes with every step he takes. The guy is clearly in a shitload of pain and it kills me that he won’t take a moment to allow his body to catch up. 
 
    Jesse disappears with Tyson while the rest of us stay behind. Maxen and Nate manage to wedge the hood up before the boys start looking over the engine. “Sorry, dude,” Maxen says. “This is fucked.” 
 
    “I was afraid of that,” he grumbles as he reaches in and grabs something that’s clearly been dislodged from the rest of the engine. He turns it in his hands before tossing it back in. “Fuck.” 
 
    “What’s the damage?” I ask as I join him a moment later. 
 
    “It’s scrap metal,” he grunts. 
 
    “You can’t save the engine?” 
 
    He lets out a sigh and reaches up to grab the hood. “Nope,” he grumbles as the hood comes tearing down before dislodging from the car altogether and clattering off the side. 
 
    “What about the interior?” I ask. 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Most of it’s salvageable.” 
 
    With that, he pulls me away and we sit down on the side of the hill, just staring at the car the used to be so important to him. Nobody says a word and it’s almost as though we’re mourning for the loss of a family member. 
 
    An hour must pass when Nate lets out a sigh and pulls me into him. “So, what’s the plan then?” I ask him, hoping it’s not too soon. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says as he rests his head on top of mine. “The smart thing to do would be to start over. Buy a new one and do it up to my needs, but I’m pretty damn attached to this. I’m trying to work out what it would take to fix it. It kills me seeing it like this.” 
 
    “Why don’t you take it home and sleep on it? Right now, probably isn’t the best time to be making decisions.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    I rest my head more firmly against his chest. “You kind of scared me,” I tell him. “Are you still hurting?” 
 
    He silently nods his head and refuses to meet my eyes before letting out a heavy sigh. “I’m sorry,” he murmurs. “It wasn’t my intention to flip the car twice.” 
 
    I can’t help but scoff. “Three times, actually.” 
 
    “Shit,” he grunts. “I promise. I won’t do that to you again.” 
 
    “Do what? Race?” I question. He nods his head with a hint of sadness behind his eyes. “Don’t do that,” I tell him. “I want you to race. It makes you happy. I just don’t want you getting caught up with dickheads like Jackson and nearly killing yourself. Just… I don’t know, make better choices.” 
 
    “Alright,” he laughs as I spy Jesse’s Range Rover coming into view with a huge trailer on the back. “You’ve got yourself a deal.” 
 
    “And you’ve got yourself a trailer.” 
 
    He looks back over his shoulder and groans before shaking his head. “Damn it. Why’d he bring that one?” 
 
    I can’t help but grin to myself as he lets go of me and walks back toward his car. I spend the next hour, laughing quietly with the girls as we watch the guys work out how to get the car up onto the trailer without the car actually starting or a ramp to roll it up on it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    At school on Monday morning, the corridors are nothing but endless chatter about Nate’s accident. Everywhere I go, there’s someone telling their own version of the story. At the beginning of the day, it starts with a story pretty similar to the real one, but by lunchtime, the story pretty much reads like a TV drama. They had a fist fight before they challenged each other to a race, where apparently, I was the prize. Jackson was winning the whole time and Nate drove off the road to avoid the embarrassment of losing to Jackson. 
 
    I walk past Jackson in the hallway and can’t help but shoot a glare his way as he spouts his bullshit about Nate being in the wrong to a group of junior girls, who I’m pretty sure are in the dance squad. “There she is,” Jackson says a little too loudly as he points me out. “Why don’t you ask her yourself?” 
 
    I stop in my tracks and turn towards Jackson, ignoring the girls around him as I storm forward. “What do you want to know?” I demand. “How Jackson here rammed Nate’s car and pretended he didn’t do a damn thing? Or maybe how he destroyed a car that Nate spent over a year building? Hell, maybe you’re a little curious as to how he nearly killed my boyfriend?” 
 
    “Ahhh….” one of the girls cut in. 
 
    I ignore her as I continue tearing Jackson a new asshole. “Maybe you’d like to hear about how this douchebag won’t back off when I tell him I’m not interested even though I know it’s all a game to get under Nate’s skin. I mean, are you that threatened by him? You could have killed him.” 
 
    “Ummm,” another girl says, making my eyes tear away from Jackson with a huff. 
 
    “What?” I demand. 
 
    She twists her hands together, looking like she could be sick under my glare. “We just wanted to know if he’s ok? You know, any injuries?” 
 
    “Oh,” I say. “He’s fine. He got away with a gash on his head. His car wasn’t so lucky.” 
 
    They all gasp. “The Camaro?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt before turning and walking away. 
 
    “Whoa,” Jackson says as he hurries after me. He grabs my elbow and spins me around. “Where are you going?” 
 
    “Away from you,” I say, pulling my arm free. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” he says, walking with me when he realizes there’s no way I’m going to stop for him. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? Why the hell should I give you the time of day? You nearly killed my boyfriend three nights ago.” 
 
    “Do you seriously think I’m that bad?” he questions with a scoff. 
 
    I scoff right back at him. “Yeah.” 
 
    “Let me clear some things up,” he starts. “First, did it occur to you that I hit on you because I’m actually interested in dating you? You’re fucking gorgeous. You’re nuts if you think it’s only to get under Nate’s skin. That’s just an added bonus. Second,” he continues, “I didn’t almost kill him. I tapped the back of his car a little, and yeah, I agree, I probably shouldn’t have done that, but how was I to know he would spin out and flip his car?” 
 
    I scoff again. 
 
    “I’m not the bad guy you think I am, and certainly not the prick I’m sure your boyfriend keeps making me out to be.” 
 
    I keep walking and he grabs my elbow again. I stop and spin to face him. “You’re right, Jackson,” I snap. “You do that perfectly well on your own. You’re a liar. I saw the whole thing. You sped up with the intention to cause damage. I don’t care how big or small you were intending the damage to be, either way, it was a malicious thought and that tells me more than enough. And for the record, I’m not falling for the rest of your bullshit, so quit trying to convince me that your someone you’re not.” 
 
    With that, I turn and storm away, leaving Jackson behind. “I’m going to change your mind,” he promises me as he calls out for the whole hallway to hear. “You’ll see. You and me would be great together.” 
 
    I shake my head to myself. Does he think I’m stupid? Clearly, he’s looking for a way to get at Nate as us getting together would be the easiest and most painful way to do that. It would be like stabbing him the back and watching as the knife pierces straight through his ribs and tears his heart to shreds. He’s nuts if he thinks he has even the slightest chance. I mean, even if I wasn’t with Nate, I wouldn’t touch a guy like Jackson with a ten foot pole. 
 
    A bad mood settles over me and I walk into the cafeteria with a huff. My eyes lock on Nate and he gives me one of those half smiles that don’t reach his eyes, letting me know he’s ok, but still not great.  
 
    It’s been a shitty weekend at the Ryder household. Trish and Cade haven’t stopped digging into Nate after the crash. Though they don’t know exactly how it happened, they’re not stupid. They’re perfectly aware of the role Nate plays in our community. They know he’s the perfect bad boy, always up to fuck around. They know he didn’t destroy his car by falling asleep at the wheel like Jesse’s unthought through excuse suggested. They know he was up to no good. 
 
    Not to mention, Nate’s been in a foul mood with his parents because of the whole ‘secret’ thing. He doesn’t trust them right now. They’ve kept him locked out for the past year and that kills him. It was worse for Jesse though, wondering all weekend what the hell was going on with everyone. 
 
    I haven’t been able to be a great girlfriend over the past few days either. Nate’s needed me more than anything and I’m really trying to be there for him, but I have a mother who’s suffering a broken heart while I’m trying to nurse my own rejection.  
 
    Now, on top of all that shit, we have to deal with all this crap about the accident here. I mean, haven’t we dealt with this shit enough already? But no, everyone and their dog had to get the gossip on their favorite Ryder brother. I swear, there’s even footage going around, though, it works in our favor as you can clearly see Jackson ramming into the back of Nate’s car, what sucks is watching the way his Camaro flipped three times before finally coming to a stop. I’ve seen that three different times by three different people, so I wouldn’t be surprised if Nate’s seen it too. 
 
    I mean, when it rains, it storms, right? 
 
    I return Nate’s smile and walk over to him. I stand behind him and rest both my hands on his shoulders before leaning down and pressing a kiss to his cheek. “You ok?” I question, knowing today would be just as shit for him as it is for me, though probably a million times worse. 
 
    “I’ve yelled at five freshmen, scared a bunch of girls, and punched Trent Matthews in the jaw,” he informs me. 
 
    “Shit,” I sigh. “At least Trent is already on the shit list. He’s not about to go blabbing to anyone.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he agrees. “You alright? You look funny.” 
 
    “Fine,” I say, not wanting to make matters worse by telling him about my little conversation out in the hallway. “I’m going to sit with the girls.” 
 
    “Ok,” he murmurs as he twists himself and presses a gentle kiss on my lips. He pulls back and I remind him how much I love him before leaving him to enjoy what’s left of his lunch with his friends. 
 
    I walk across the cafeteria to the girls before dropping down beside Brooke. “Not sitting with the boys today?” Brooke murmurs as she bites into her sandwich. 
 
    “Nah,” I say, stealing an apple off her tray and biting into it. “I can guarantee they're talking about the accident or what to do about Jackson, and to be honest, I just can’t hear the story again.” 
 
    “Right,” she agrees with a groan. “I swear, everywhere I go, someone is talking about it or asking me if I was there.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, leaning forward and resting my head against the cool table. “It’s starting to give me a headache.” 
 
    I people watch in peace as the girls chat around me and find myself raising from my chair when I spot Elle sitting alone with a group of cheerleaders at her back, cat calling and quite honestly, just being a bunch of shitty bitches.  
 
    I don’t even realize what I’m doing until I’m already sitting down beside her. I feel the eyes of the room on me and I do my best to tune them out. Though, most of all, I feel Nate’s eyes, penetrating right through me. I used to feel awkward and uncomfortable with his eyes on me like that, but not anymore, now it’s more of a security blanket. 
 
    I sit quietly, eating Brooke’s apple when Elle finally gathers the nerve to question what the hell is going on. “What are you doing?” she grunts. 
 
    “Bringing you back from the dead,” I murmur as I finally turn my head to look at her. 
 
    Her eyes narrow on me and she looks around at all the people looking our way. “Excuse me?” she asks, confused. 
 
    “Look,” I say with a slight huff after the shitty day I’ve had. “I’m trying to be nice. Dating Nate has its perks, which means if people see me talking to you then they’ll automatically think you have my stamp of approval. They’ll start treating you like a regular human being again.” 
 
    “I don’t need your charity,” she snaps. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” I tell her. “I’ve watched you. You’re miserable. People are treating you the way you used to treat everyone else and I think it’s gone on long enough. You don’t come with the thick skin everyone else has had the chance to grow. You’re breaking down. I see it in the way you walk with your head down, the way you don’t speak a single word at school unless you’re called upon by a teacher, or the way you allow people to treat you like something they stepped in,” I explain. 
 
    She looks away as stubborn as ever and I reach out and touch her hand. “You don’t know how to be you without the help of a cheerleading uniform. It’s about time you learned who you are so just shut up and accept it.” 
 
    “And if I don’t want to accept it?” she questions. 
 
    “Then tough shit. I could have done something to stop Jesse from talking, but I didn’t, and that’s something I regret. Your life was impacted severely and I hate that I had a part in that, even though you kind of deserved it.” 
 
    She looks away again, probably unsure if she can trust me. 
 
    “Look,” I say. “Just because you’ve been a bitch, doesn’t mean that everyone else is. So, either take it or leave it, but without me, you’re going to cease to exist. The people of this school will make sure of it.” 
 
    I go to stand and she calls out. “Wait,” she says. “I don’t want to be an outcast.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I say. “Come and sit with me. You can get to know my friends and realize that the world doesn’t revolve around pom-poms.” 
 
    She nods her head and she follows my lead as I get up from the table and make my way over to the girls. Brooke looks at me with narrowed eyes while Bec and Courtney look extremely hesitant. I sit down and Elle slides her plate down beside me. 
 
    “Before you get comfortable,” Brooke starts. “You should know that I don’t like you. What you did to Tora was disgraceful and you should have been shot. What Jesse did wasn’t nearly enough, but Tora wants to make things right and because she’s my best friend, I stand by her, but if you put even one foot wrong, you’re out. I’ll let the wolves have you.” 
 
    Elle’s eyes widen just a fraction, making it clear that the last two months of being a social outcast has really changed her. She’s not the feisty cheerleader anymore. She’s quiet and jumpy, which also has me wondering what she’s been through over the past little while. I mean, she would have made plenty of enemies over the past few years and now without the whole school backing her up, anyone could have come after her. 
 
    Elle nods her head and reaches for her sandwich as the girls fall back into their conversation, though, it doesn’t go unnoticed that they’re being a little cagey on supplying details. 
 
    After ten minutes, the weight of everyone’s eyes begins to fade and it seems as though Elle finally starts to breathe. After a further ten minutes, she looks up and catches my eyes. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “No,” I tell her. “You didn’t, but like I said. Just because you’re a bitch, doesn’t mean that I need to be one too.” 
 
    She nods her head. “No one has ever shown me kindness like that before. I mean, I’ve had people always pining for my attention and doing things for me, but there was always an ulterior motive. Someone was always trying to get ahead, but you were legitimately just being nice.” 
 
    I press my lips together. “I mean, it could be a little something to do with clearing my conscious, and besides, karma is a bitch. I don’t want that shit on my doorstep.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I guess I got mine.” 
 
    “Couldn’t agree more,” I say with a grin. 
 
    Her eyes cast down before she lets out a heavy breath and looks back up at me. “Phoenix was the one who broke into your place.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp as my eyes widen in shock. The girls all have the same reaction and look at Elle with their mouths hanging open as I look straight up at the boys, silently begging Nate and Jesse to get their asses over here. 
 
    As if sensing my gaze, they look across at me. Jesse narrows his eyes as he studies me while Nate instantly gets up and makes his move across the cafeteria. Jesse scrambles behind him and soon enough, all five of the guys are crammed in on the table. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask Elle after getting the guys up to speed. “How do you know?” 
 
    “Being invisible also has its perks,” she tells me. “Nobody notices you.” 
 
    “Elle,” I demand, hurrying her up. 
 
    “They were talking about it in the locker room,” she says. “Phoenix was bragging about it and said that she has dirt on you.” 
 
    “What dirt?” Nate demands in a no bullshit tone. 
 
    Elle jumps a bit and looks across at him. “No. she didn’t say. I got the impression it was more for blackmail purposes. When we were friends, she was always talking about getting dirt on all the popular girls in case we needed to take them down one day.” 
 
    “Either way, whatever she uses the information for, she still broke into your home,” Jesse says. “She needs to be dealt with.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” I say as Nate and Brooke nod along. “I want to deal with this though,” I tell them. “This is a girl fight and it needs to be handled the right way.” 
 
    “You sure?” Nate questions, always wanting to be my knight in shining armor. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I say, more than ready to get at this bitch. I mean, who does she think she is breaking into my home and violating my space like that. This needs to be handled girl to girl.  
 
    I look across at Brooke and see the determination on her face. She’s with me and I know without a doubt, she’ll be coming back to my place after school to start putting together a plan. 
 
    “Whatever it is,” Elle says beside me. “I want in.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “What do you think she’s got?” Brooke asks as she lays on my bed, flicking through one of my trashy magazines the boys had gotten me when I was stuck in bed after the surgery. 
 
    I shrug my shoulders as my mind circles back to what Elle has said today at lunch. I mean, what did I ever do to Phoenix? And why the hell is she trying to dig up dirt on me? It doesn’t make sense. “I don’t know,” I tell her. “She said she already found something on me, but I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon. There is no dirt.” 
 
    “Could it be about your dad?” she questions, looking up from the page. 
 
    “No,” I say, slowly shaking my head. “That all happened after the break in, and besides, half the kids in school have moms or dads who are never here. It’s not exactly dirt, even though mom would consider it to be.” 
 
    “What are we going to do about it?” she asks, pushing the magazine aside as her interest in the destruction of a cheerleader takes over. 
 
    “Honestly, I have no idea,” I tell her. “I guess it depends on what kind of dirt she thinks she has. I mean, I don’t want to start a war with the most popular girl in school if her dirt isn’t worth it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she agrees. “I know what you mean.” 
 
    “I have this really bad feeling about it, though. You know, especially with Ell-” 
 
    The door of my room is barged open, cutting off what I was saying. Both mine and Brooke’s eyes fly towards the intrusion and widen in surprise. I step towards him but something tells me he needs a little space right now.  
 
    Nate stands in the doorway, looking as though he’s about to explode. “Fuck,” he curses as his eyes flick around the room and see that I’m not alone. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I rush out, studying his face while trying to piece together what the hell is going on. 
 
    He puts his hands in his hair and lets out a heavy breath. “I… Shit.” 
 
    “Nate,” I demand, walking forward and latching onto his shoulder. “What happened?” I ask as another question plagues my mind. “How’d you get here?” 
 
    “I,” he starts again before his eyes flick across to Brooke. 
 
    “Fine,” she groans, getting up off my bed. “I know when I’m not wanted. I’ll be downstairs, making myself a chocolate sundae.” 
 
    We watch her go and as soon as the door closes behind her, I look back up at Nate. “Care to explain what’s going on?”  
 
    “I lost my shit at my parents,” he tells me. “I don’t even remember half of it. All I could see was how fake they were being. I mean, I don’t know how I didn’t see it before. Mom hates him and he doesn’t give a shit. It’s all an act for me and Jess, and I just… I fucking lost it. I told them I knew something was going on and that they were hiding something,” he explains. “Mom looked horrified and dad started spouting some shit about me making up stories before changing the subject to me being a delinquent teenager.” 
 
    “Shit,” I curse as I wrap my arms around him, trying to soak up some of his panic. “Don’t worry about it. The truth is bound to come out sooner or later,” I add, hating that he’s so worked up about this. I mean, usually, he wouldn’t blink twice at something like this. 
 
    “I know,” he says with a cringe. “It’s just… Jess was there and I just burst his happy family bubble. He looked so fucking confused.” 
 
    Crap. “It’s ok,” I soothe. 
 
    He wraps his big arms more firmly around me and rests his head on top of mine as he lets out another breath. “I don’t know,” he says quietly. “It feels like everything’s falling apart.” 
 
    My heart breaks for him. After all the years I’ve known him, he’s never once admitted something like that. He’s the suffer in silence type and I wish there was something I could do to take away his pain and make everything ok. I mean, first his car and now his parents. His whole world is being flipped upside down, but if all I can do to help him is be the one constant in his life, then damn straight, that’s exactly what I’m going to be. 
 
    “It will work itself out. It always does,” I tell him, not really knowing what to say right now. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “This one feels different.” 
 
    I let out a heavy sigh and just let him hold me. “Whatever happens, I love you,” I remind him. 
 
    “I love you too,” he says with a slight smile in his tone. “I stole dad’s Porsche.” 
 
    “What?” I gasp as I pull back and look up at him to find him smirking right back. “Does he know?” His smirk grows wider. “Fuck. He’s going to kill you.” 
 
    “Let him try,” he scoffs. “The bastard's been hurting my mom.” 
 
    I shake my head as a commotion sounds downstairs. We both listen out and I wonder if it’s Cade storming in to get his prized car back. “Where the fuck is he?” Jesse's voice rings out through the whole house. 
 
    “Shit,” Nate curses. 
 
    “Upstairs,” I hear Brooke reply. “Tora’s room.” 
 
    A second later, we hear him running up the stairs and turn to face the door. It’s thrown open and we find a very confused and pissed off Jesse standing before us. “What the fuck was that?” he demands of his brother. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Jess,” Nate starts with a sigh. 
 
    Rage flashes over Jesse’s face and he storms forward. “No,” he demands, getting right up in Nate’s face. “Don’t give me that bullshit. Be fucking real with me for once. I’m not a kid you need to protect anymore. What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    Nate looks across at me, but I stay silent. This has nothing to do with me. This is completely his call. “Nate,” Jesse demands when Nate doesn’t respond fast enough. “The second you left, Mom lost it. She was screaming at dad saying it was all his fault and it’s time to come clean. It’s like they forgot I was even in the room.” 
 
    “Shit,” Nate grunts. “I’m sorry.” He walks back and sits on the edge of my bed, looking down at the floor as Jesse tries his hardest to calm himself down. Nate lets out another breath and looks up at his brother. “Tora and I overheard mom talking the other day,” he starts. “She was telling Kate that she and dad have been having issues for the past year. There’s some big secret that she found out and it’s destroying their marriage. They’ve been going to therapy every Monday night.” 
 
    “What?” Jesse grunts. “No. They go on their stupid date night.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate scoffs. “They’ve been lying about that. There is no date night. Mom’s been trying to keep things cordial for us, but she’s hurting.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jess groans as he falls back against the wall with his eyes cast down, looking absolutely torn and lost. “Are you sure? Maybe you misheard.” 
 
    Nate shakes his head. “Nah, man. I’m sure.” 
 
    “Well,” Jesse says, looking around, deep in thought. “What’s this big secret? What did dad do?” 
 
    I watch both the boys, absolutely hating this. I mean, both of them are always so strong, but right now, they both look lost and they’re hurting in a way I never thought possible for these two. They’re larger than life. Superhuman. Nothing is supposed to bring them down, yet here they are and all I can think about is how much I hate Cade Ryder for bringing this upon them. 
 
    A brief thought hits me that maybe my dad knows something about this. I mean, they have been best friends for over twenty years, surely he might know bits and pieces if not the whole story, but then, he’s in London and probably wouldn’t tell me anyway. 
 
    Nate shakes his head. “I honestly don’t know,” he tells his brother. “I wish I knew just so I had some answers, but I got nothing. I spent Saturday night going through dad’s office. It’s squeaky clean.” 
 
    Jess leans back against the wall and slides down until he’s sitting with his arms resting on his knees. Both boys remain quiet for a while and I wonder what kinds of things are going through their minds right now. “He’s not going to tell us,” Jesse finally says. 
 
    “No,” Nate agrees. “Mom wouldn’t either. We have to find out for ourselves.” 
 
    “How? We wouldn’t even know where to start,” Jesse says. “And your usual techniques of getting information probably isn’t the best way to go,” he adds, referring to how Nate likes to skip the whole talking things through part and skip right to beating the information out of people. 
 
    Nate goes silent again and presses his lips together. “I’d dare say he’s right,” I tell him, trying to lighten the mood. “Why don’t we wait until he’s gone to work tomorrow? Your mom will probably be at the Country Club with mine. We can come home early from school and do some digging.” 
 
    Nate raises his eyes to mine, still very deep in thought. “I guess,” he says. “But I’m not sure we’ll find anything. I tore his office apart. If he had something at home, it would have been in there.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t hurt to look again,” Jesse says.  
 
    “Fine,” Nate groans. “But you’re not coming,” he tells me. “You’ve had too much time off school.” 
 
    “What?” I scoff. “No way. We are not having this argument again.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he says. “I won the last one and I’ll win this one. You are not risking your future on this shit.” 
 
    “I’d hardly call it risking my future,” I grumble. 
 
    “I would,” he scoffs. “I doubt you’ll be studying law with a shitty attendance record.” My eyes widen for a fraction of a second. I’ve never told him I wanted to be a lawyer. In fact, I hardly know it myself. I’ve been umming and ahhing over it for the past year. Either become a criminal lawyer or study marine biology. I still haven’t made up my mind, but lately, I’ve been leaning more towards being a hotshot lawyer. A smugness seeps into his voice. “That’s right,” he says. “Don’t act like I don’t know.” 
 
    “How’d you know?” I question, narrowing my eyes on him. 
 
    He raises an eyebrow, adding another whole level to his smug asshole look before he leans forward and feels around under my bed, a moment later, he pulls out the textbook I’ve been studying for the past three months. I gasp as I look at it. “How’d you know that was there?” 
 
    “Good guess,” he grunts. “I saw it under your bed at my place, figured you’d hide it in the same place.” I swallow as I look at the law book in his hands. “Why didn’t you tell me you wanted to study law.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse scoffs with a horrified expression. “That’s like five years of study.” 
 
    “More like seven,” I tell him, making his eyes widen even further. 
 
    “Fuck that,” he grunts to himself. 
 
    I turn back to Nate and shrug my shoulders. “I haven’t really made up my mind,” I tell him. “And I don’t know. I doubt I could actually get in.” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous,” he says. “You have great grades.” 
 
    I shrug again and look away, letting him know I don’t really want to talk about it. So, I watch as he gets up and pointedly places the textbook down on my bedside table, front and center. I can’t help the little grin that comes across my face and neither can he, though, I don’t know if it’s there from being smug about figuring me out, or because he’s generally just happy that we’ve talked about it. 
 
    He sits back on my bed before laying back and pulling his phone out. “What are you doing?” I question. 
 
    “Looking up what you need to apply,” he grumbles as he studies his phone. 
 
    “Jesus,” I shriek as I steal his phone from his hands. “I already know what I need.” 
 
    “Then why aren’t you doing it?” he demands. “It’s already December.” 
 
    “Because I already have,” I tell him. 
 
    “Oh,” he says, looking slightly offended I didn’t say anything. “And?” 
 
    I reach out and take his hand, knowing he’ll get over it in a second. “And, nothing. It’s too early to hear anything yet,” I explain. “How did this go from your dad’s secret to drilling me on college?” 
 
    Nate shrugs as Jesse gets up off the floor. “Where are you going?” he asks. 
 
    Jesse looks back as he reaches for the door handle. “Downstairs,” he says. “Brooke was making a chocolate sundae and I feel kind of awkward being in your sex dungeon.” 
 
    I roll my eyes as I look to Nate. “I could go for a chocolate sundae.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes right back at me and pulls me up off the bed. “Then you better go fast before Jess eats it all.” 
 
    “Shit,” I gasp, realizing the error of my ways. We head down the stairs together and turn into the kitchen. My eyes widen in shock at how Jesse already has a bowl filled to the brim of chocolate sundae, topped with strawberries and cream. “How’d you make that so quick?” I shriek. 
 
    Brooke groans and narrows her eyes on Jesse. “Because he stole the one I already made for you.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes on Jesse before stalking forward. “Give it to me.”  
 
    Jesse lifts the spoon to his mouth and takes a massive bite of my ice cream as a wicked grin lifts the corners of his mouth. “Make me.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Nate groans under his breath. 
 
    I dive for him. 
 
    Jesse runs, laughing like a hyena as I race after him. He holds the bowl above his head and hurries into the den. He runs around the couch and I scoop a cushion up off it as I pass. I whack him in the back over and over again and chase him through the house, only stopping when I realize I can’t possibly beat him. 
 
    I return to the kitchen and drop down onto the stool beside Brooke before reaching out and stealing her soda. “Shit,” I grumble as I try to slow my breathing. “I really need to workout more.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do,” Jesse laughs as he walks back in. “That was pathetic. I was hardly even running.” He finishes his taunt by taking another spoonful of ice cream into his mouth. 
 
    I let out a huff as my breathing returns to normal. I hop off the stool and start digging through the refrigerator for all the ingredients to make a kick-ass chocolate sundae. I reach for the whipped cream and grin to myself as I eye Jesse leaning against the sink. 
 
    I pop the lid and straighten myself out. “Hey, Jess,” I grin. 
 
    He looks up from his bowl just as I let loose on the cream. It spurts from the top, covering him from head to toe in a matter of seconds. I burst out laughing as Nate grabs me and runs for our lives. 
 
    Jesse’s shriek echoes around the house and Brooke’s laughter instantly drowns it out. “No,” I hear Brooke yell behind us. 
 
    “Bring her back or Brooke gets it,” Jesse calls out. 
 
    Nate stops and we look over to find Jesse holding onto a squirming Brooke with the can of whipped cream aimed at her face. “Run,” she laughs. “Forget about me. It’s not worth it.” 
 
    Jesse grins and a second later, Brooke is covered. Nate puts me down and runs forward, determined to save my best friend from Jesse’s evil clutches. within seconds, we’re all covered in cream as we slip around on the tiles, grabbing onto one another to try and stay on our feet. 
 
    “What the hell is happening in here?” we hear a stern voice questioning. 
 
    We all stop and turn to find my mom standing in the kitchen, gaping at us like we’ve gone mad. 
 
    I’m about to stutter out an apology when Jesse steps forward with a mischievous gleam in his wicked eyes. “Well, hey there, Mrs. Roberts,” he says with the can securely in his hands.  
 
    Mom starts shaking her head. “No,” she says in horror as she takes a step away from him, followed by another. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    He grins wide. “Too late.” 
 
    “RUN,” I yell. 
 
    Mom takes off with a scream and Jesse follows behind. She laughs and I can’t help but laugh with them. I haven’t seen mom this happy in ages, and to think it’s because a delinquent teenager is chasing her with a can of whipped cream. 
 
    We hurry after them, desperate to save my mother from Jesse’s torturous game, but let’s face it, this game won’t be over until my mother is covered from head to toe. 
 
    Ten minutes later, we stand around the pool, looking at the cold water below. Nate holds my hand beside me. “We just have to do it.” 
 
    “Or we could all get naked and get in the shower,” Jesse suggests. 
 
    “For the last time,” Brooke says. “I’m not getting naked with you.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nate grunts. “I see your dick flopping around enough as it is. I don’t need to see it more than I already do.” 
 
    “Thanks,” mom grunts on my other side with a horrified cringe. “I could have done without that mental image.” 
 
    “No problem,” Nate laughs. 
 
    “Alright,” she says. “On three. One. Two. Three.” 
 
    I take a deep breath and launch myself off the edge. I crash into the freezing December water as the cream is washed off my skin and clothes. I push up and break the surface before taking a needed breath. “Holy shit,” I gasp as the cold water rocks right through to my core. “That’s freezing.” 
 
    Laughter taunts me and I turn around to find mom still up on the edge of the pool, looking down at all us suckers, shivering in the water below. “You guys are such idiots,” she says before turning away. “I’m taking a hot shower.” 
 
    Half an hour later, we all sit in the den. Brooke and I wear a pajamas while Nate and Jesse sit wrapped in bright pink Snuggie blankets mom had seen and ordered off an infomercial last year.  
 
    We sit back and Nate explains to mom why they are here and she looks at us, realizing that we know that she knows what the big secret is. “I’m sorry,” she says after a moment of consideration. “It’s not my place to say. You need to talk to your parents.” 
 
    “I figured that much,” Nate says. 
 
    “I’m assuming you boys are staying here for the night?” she questions. Nate and Jesse both nod their heads and mom pushes herself up off the couch. “Alright. I’ll call Trish. I’m sure she’s worried,” she says. “But you guys are on dinner duty.” 
 
    With that, she walks out of the den and I fall back into the comfort of Nate’s Snuggie. “You know she going to make us sleep in different rooms,” I tell him. 
 
    “Yeah,” he sighs. “That won’t be happening.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    I sit in the cafeteria, glaring at Phoenix from across the room as Elle sits quietly beside me, still a little unsure about speaking up amongst my group of friends, though, she shouldn’t be. They’ve pretty much accepted her straight into our group after she had my back and warned me about Phoenix. 
 
    The girls chat to themselves and I completely zone out, way too tired to function after Nate kept me up all night. The boys have been gone since this morning on their mission to ransack their home, looking for information on their dad while trying to figure out his nasty little secret. They should be back soon, but knowing them, it’s a very real possibility that they’re just going to skip the rest of the day. 
 
    I tap my fingernails on the table, desperate to know if they know anything, though, it’s not like it’s any of my business, but the pitying way mom looked at them last night tells me it’s bad. Hell, all night I was fighting the need to go and beg mom for some answers, but I know better. She’s a loyal friend to Trish. Always has been, always will be. She wouldn’t crack, not even if her life depended on it. 
 
    The cafeteria doors swing open and just like I have every other time, my eyes swivel towards it. My hopes plummet once again as a junior walks through the door. I let out a sigh of frustration. All this parent bullshit is too much.  
 
    As I turn back to my friends, I catch a pair of eyes across the room, staring back at me. Jackson grins and winks, sending a shiver down my spine and making my skin curl as it reminds me of what he said to me yesterday. I mean, he’s seriously confused if he thinks I’m going to give him the time of day. I tear my eyes off him, absolutely hating the guy and focus every bit of my being on the girls’ materialistic conversation. 
 
    The door swings open again, and finally, my boys walk through, looking just as perplexed as they did when they left. That couldn’t be good. Nate’s eyes lock on mine and he crosses the cafeteria towards my table as Jesse breaks off to sit with the boys. I resist getting up and running toward him and do my best to wait patiently. 
 
    He drops down beside me and leans forward on his elbows. “Anything?” I question, with hope. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nothing,” he says. “I mean, I found out some things about my father that I could probably do without ever knowing, but nothing big enough to have caused this much drama.” 
 
    “Damn,” I sigh as I lean against him and rest my head against his shoulder. “What kind of things?” 
 
    He scoffs as he wraps an arm around me. “Things that I’m not prepared to tell you.” 
 
    “Things like a membership to an exclusive Russian sex website?” I murmur quietly beside him. 
 
    Nate’s eyes widen as he turns to me. “How’d you know that?” he demands. 
 
    I grin as I look up at him. “I guess our dads are more alike than we thought.” 
 
    “Shit,” he grunts. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I scoff. “How’d you think I ended up with an R8?” Understanding flashes in his eyes. “Speaking of cars,” I continue. “Have you figured out what you’re going to do with yours?” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders. “Not really,” he says. “I was thinking of getting a ‘sensible’ car, for the time being, you know, to keep mom happy, but I don’t know what I’ll do with the Camaro.” 
 
    “You don’t want to try and rebuild it?” I question. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Nah, I think it’s too far gone,” he says before a sparkle hits his eyes, making my stomach clench with how badly I love him. “I might have to start a new project.” 
 
    “What kind of project?” I ask as a smile lifts the corners of my lips. 
 
    He grins down at me as his eyes light up in excitement. “Mustang GT.” 
 
    “Oh, geez,” I laugh. “You’re going to do it matte black, right?” 
 
    “Is there any other way?” 
 
    I grin up at him as the end of lunch bell rings. “Will I see you this afternoon?” he asks as he pulls me to my feet. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I tell him. “The girls want to go to Carter’s Coffee House and it’s been way too long since I’ve had a caramel latte.” 
 
    “Ok,” he laughs as he gives me a gentle kiss, making my stomach rise with butterflies. “I’ll call you.” 
 
    With that, he turns and walks away and I watch as a freshman bumps into him before looking up, going ghostly white, and trying his hardest to scramble out of Nate’s way. He walks out the door with his usual bad boy swagger and the girls and I follow behind with my eyes fixed permanently to his perfect ass. 
 
      
 
    ---------- 
 
      
 
    I sit in Carter’s Coffee House welcoming the heavenly aroma of the little shop. I mean, it smells like life in here. It’s incredible. I listen to the way our little overachiever, Bec, talks mindlessly about her early admissions she sent to both Harvard and Yale and roll my eyes. Don’t get me wrong, I’m so happy for her, but this is also the millionth time we’ve heard about it in the past few weeks. She’s a mix of excited and nervous and when that happens, she has a hard time zipping her lips. 
 
    The barista comes around with our drinks and we take them with eager hands. I lift my caramel latte to my lips and breath it in before tipping the yummy goodness down my throat. “Yeah, that’s good,” I announce to the table. 
 
    “Hell yeah, it is,” Courtney agrees with a moan. 
 
    “Hmmm,” Brooke groans. 
 
    “Fuck me,” an irritating but lovable voice says from behind me. “It sounds like the big finale of an orgy fuck fest in here.” 
 
    “Go away,” I tell Jesse without bothering to turn around. 
 
    He leans against the back of my chair and looks over my shoulder at my latte. “What kind of fancy ass drink is that?” he says before diving in and grabbing it. He’s too fast to catch and before I know it, my latte is scalding his throat. “Fuck, that’s hot.” 
 
    He slams the cup back down which is when I notice Tyson is here too, though, at least he makes his presence known in a nice way, rather than suggesting we sound like we’re all coming together. Ty pulls up a chair between Courtney and Bec and happily helps himself to the bowl of hot chips in the middle of the table. 
 
    I turn around and narrow my eyes on Jesse. “Is there something you need?” I question, irritated that I didn’t get to enjoy my latte. 
 
    “No,” he says with an amused grin. “We were just driving by and saw you guys. Thought we’d say hi.” 
 
    “How thoughtful,” I grunt with sarcasm. 
 
    He winks before pulling up a chair of his own and forcing me and Brooke apart. “So, what’s going on?” he asks the table. 
 
    The girls fall into easy conversation with the boys and I push up out of my chair before heading over to the barista to order a new drink. He takes my order and I lean back and wait against the counter, realizing that there are far too many people scattered around the table for the barista to have to navigate with a hot beverage in his hands. 
 
    Laughter comes from the table and I can’t help but smile. I love the way my two groups have merged together. At the beginning of the school year, these two groups wouldn’t go a mile within each other, but now, they’re partnering up and forming great friendships. 
 
    I absolutely love it. 
 
    The barista hands me my latte and I stand back to take a few sips before risking taking it anywhere near Jesse again. I get back to the table and pull out my chair as Jesse’s phone starts blaring on the table. I can’t help but look down and see Nate’s name scrawled across the caller ID. A pang of jealousy cuts through me which is completely irrational. I mean, they’re brothers for god sake. Of course, he’d call him every now and then, but I kind of wish it was me. I always wish it was me. When I’m not with him, I desperately wish I was. 
 
    What have I become? 
 
    “Yo, fucker,” Jess says as he accepts the call and puts the phone to his ear. He looks across at me and throws an arm over my shoulder with a grin. “What’s up? You’re disturbing my hot date with Tora.” 
 
    “Ugh,” I groan as Jesse goes quiet. I push his arm off my shoulder and am surprised when he doesn’t put up a fight. I look over and watch as his eyes widen in shock. 
 
    “Fuck,” he curses before flying up out of his chair. “We’ll be there in a sec.” Jesse hangs up the phone with the attention of every last person at the table. “Parker got jumped,” he explains in a rush. 
 
    Within a matter of seconds, every last coffee is abandoned as six bodies try to scramble for their belongings and hurry out the door. I see Jesse’s Range Rover parked in front of Brooke’s Mercedes and I find myself running towards it, knowing Jesse is going to get to the hospital a lot faster than Brooke. 
 
    I climb in the front seat as Tyson hurries into the back. He slams the door and before I know it, I’m latching onto the handle as Jesse pulls out into the traffic. “Shit,” Tyson curses from the back. “Who would fucking do that?” 
 
    “I’ll give you one guess,” Jesse grunts. 
 
    “The quarterback,” he replies. 
 
    “Which one?” I question, looking across at Jesse.  
 
    His eyebrows pull down, but it’s Tyson who responds from the back, “Good question.” 
 
    We pull up at the hospital and hurry through the doors of the ER. I find Nate sitting in a corner beside Maxen, leaning forward on his elbows and I rush towards him. He hears me coming and stands up just in time to catch me. “What happened?” I ask as I search his horrified face. 
 
    “He got jumped. I don’t know,” he says as he looks over my shoulder at Jesse. “I was halfway home from school when he called. He said something was wrong with his car. It wasn’t starting, so I turned around to get him, but when I got there, he was on the ground covered in blood.” 
 
    “Shit,” I cry as my eyes well with tears. “Is he ok?” 
 
    “I think so,” he says as he pulls me into his chest, though I don’t know if it’s for my sake or for his. “He was passed out, but it’s bad. He’s cut up and bruised. His left arm is broken and I’m pretty sure he has some broken ribs.” 
 
    Crap. Crap. Crap. 
 
    Jesse steps back from me and curses before sending his fist through the drywall. “Fuck, I asked him to come with us, but he said no.” 
 
    “Blaming yourself isn’t going to help shit,” Nate snaps at him. 
 
    Just then, the girls come hurrying through the door and crowd around us. Courtney has heavy tears in her eyes and is demanding Nate give up every last detail, though, he can’t tell her anything more than what he’s already told us.  
 
    “Shit,” Nate curses a moment later as two older people come rushing through the door. I release my arms from around him and watch as he goes to meet the couple. I’ve never met them before but it’s clear these are Parker’s parents. The woman pulls Nate in for a quick hug before talking to him for a bit, probably trying to piece together what the hell is going on. 
 
    Parker’s mom thanks Nate before turning to her husband and falling into his arms. Nate excuses himself and comes back over to join us. The husband ushers her into a chair when she begins to sob and he makes his way over to the nurse’s station, eager for more details. 
 
    Movement beside me has me looking over and watching as Courtney pulls herself up out of her chair and walks over to the woman. She introduces herself and sits down beside her before the two of them cry together, making me wonder just how deeply Courtney’s feelings for Parker run. 
 
    We only have to wait for an hour before a doctor comes out and calls for Parker’s parents. They rush to their feet and make their way over as we watch on with eager eyes. Parker’s mom sighs with relief and that one little noise eases us all. They thank the doctor before following him down the hall. 
 
    “Thank god,” Nate groans beside me as his head falls back against the wall. 
 
    I lace my hand through his, hoping it offers him some sort of comfort as we wait for Parker's parents to come back out. We only wait a short while before they appear at the top of the hallway. They make their way down towards us and I can’t help but notice that they look like entirely different people. They look ten years younger as the worry and stress have been completely lifted from their features. 
 
    “He’s kicking us out already,” Parker’s mom says to the group with a roll of her red rimmed eyes. “We’re going to grab a coffee, but he’s asking for you all.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Nate says. “I’ll call if he needs anything.” 
 
    She reaches out and touches his cheek, making it clear just how long Parker and Nate have been best friends. I mean, their lives are completely woven together. “Thanks, love,” she tells him. “Third door on the left.” Nate nods and the couple head away. 
 
    As a group, we head down the hallway, looking for the third door on the left. Jesse is the first there and reaches for the door handle before pushing it wide open for us all. “Fuck, man,” he says as he walks through. “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    We squish in behind him and my eyes instantly lift to Parker as we all find a space to hover around. “Been better,” he grumbles. 
 
    A low breath escapes me as I take him in. His face is all bruised up, he has a fat lip, and blood is matted in his dark hair, and that’s just his face. My eyes travel down his body but most of it is covered by the blanket, though I don’t doubt the rest of him is very good. I mean, I can clearly see the outline of a cast under his blanket. 
 
    “Fuck,” Courtney curses under her breath with wide eyes as she shoulders her way through the group and walks towards his bedside. “Who did this?” 
 
    His eyes lift to her and a small smile pulls at his lips. “You sat with my mom,” he murmurs as his hand lamely reaches out and searches for hers. 
 
    She takes it greedily while being careful not to hurt him as discreet smiles appear over the faces of all my friends. “Of course, I did,” she tells him quietly with a slight blush over her face, though I can’t tell if it was from the admission or from having to say it in front of all of us. 
 
    His eyes lower as he watches her and Nate clears his throat beside me, gaining his attention. “Parker,” he says in a no BS tone. “Who was it?” he demands. 
 
    Parker lets out a sigh. “I don’t know,” he says with regret. “They hit me from behind. I don’t really remember much more than that.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Nate curses as his hand tightens in mine. “Whoever the fuck it was better watch out.” 
 
    “No,” Parker demands. “This one is mine.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Maxen says. “You can hardly fucking move. Your arm is broken, man. You won’t be throwing any punches any time soon. Just leave this shit up to us.” 
 
    Parker lets out a frustrated huff and looks up at the ceiling. “I guess I don’t have a fucking choice then.” 
 
    “I mean, you could talk to the school about it,” I suggest. “They were pretty good when Josh attacked me. I’m sure they’ll launch an investigation and whoever did this would be expelled.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he says. “I prefer to handle my problems with my fist, but don’t get me wrong, my mom will be having a meeting with Principal Watkins first thing tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “I know,” I say, realizing he’s more like Nate than I’d ever known. “But if you can’t get your payback the normal way, then at least knowing you’ve done something would help to make you feel better. I mean, the boys are going to beat this guy to a pulp, but for your own sake…” I add with a shrug. 
 
    He presses his lips together before cringing at the pain in his fat lip. “Maybe,” he grunts. 
 
    I leave it at that, knowing if he’s like Nate, that he’d prefer not to include any authority figure. He’ll I’m sure he told his parents that he doesn’t know what happened. 
 
    Nate grows fidgety beside me and now that he’s checked on Parker, I realize that he’s more than ready to get this shit handled. He looks across to Jesse and then to Max before turning to Ty. 
 
    Parker groans. “I know that look,” he says. 
 
    “You’re good if we go?” Nate says with a cringe. “We’ll stay if you want.” 
 
    “No,” Parker sighs. “Go. I want to know who did it and I want him to pay.” 
 
    Nate nods and a moment later, the boys start heading for the door. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    With that, the boys disappear and we spend the afternoon entertaining Parker and getting to know his parents while we wait to hear from the boys, though it gets well past nine at night when Parker’s parents send us all home without any clues as to who was behind it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    We walk through the door of Noah Meedy’s party and I instantly start looking around. Noah is a racer like Nate that goes to public. He’s pretty much the in-between guy for the two schools. He’s friendly with everyone. Popular enough to remain relevant, is known in all the groups, and is generally a pretty cool guy. Well, at least, Nate seems to think so, and so far, I’ve never known Nate to be wrong when it comes to his judge of character. Besides, the guy has a Camaro of his own and the way he drives it, I know Nate respects it. 
 
    As we walk in, people seem to stop and stare, though it’s not the usual stop and stare that accompanies the Ryder brothers. This is different. This is the stop and stare people give when they know something is about to happen. 
 
    Parker was released from hospital yesterday after three horrible nights stuck there. All he has wanted is to get out and knock some heads together, but unfortunately, doctor’s orders have him stuck in bed and his mom is not budging, not even a little. I sympathize with him though, after being stuck in bed myself after the whole appendix situation. I know all he must want is his freedom back. 
 
    By now, everyone from both schools know all about it, and unfortunately for us, we still don’t know who’s behind it, though, we have a good feeling about this party tonight. After all, Nate, Jesse, Max, and Ty have made their way around our school and we’re pretty confident the culprit goes to public, so someone here tonight will know something. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Noah says, walking confidently up to Nate, unlike so many others. He holds out his hand and they do the half hug, shoulder clap bullshit that guys like to do. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Not much,” Nate replies with a grunt as he looks around at all the partiers. 
 
    “Look,” Noah says. “I’m going to be real with you. I’m glad you’re here, but I’m not looking for any trouble. We’re just trying to have a good time.” 
 
    Nate looks him square in the eye. “I can’t make any promises,” he says. “If the fucker is here, I’m not letting him get away.” 
 
    Noah presses his lips together and looks over Nate’s shoulder at the rest of our group. “Yeah, ok,” he says with a sigh. “But, at least, do me a solid and take it outside.” 
 
    “No problem,” Nate says as he holds out his fist. 
 
    Noah brings up his fist and bumps it against Nates. “Thanks. Hey, listen. I heard about your Camaro. It’s a shame. It was a nice one.” 
 
    “Sure was,” Nate says with a grin. “Whooped your ass plenty of times.” 
 
    “Hey, now,” Noah says, feigning offense. 
 
    “Hey, Noah,” someone calls from somewhere deeper in the house. 
 
    Noah looks over his shoulder, nods, and waves before turning back to Nate. “Duty calls,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah, ok,” Nate says. “Hit me up if you need some spare parts for that low class Camaro of yours.” 
 
    “I’m going to remember you said that,” Noah says as he turns away before looking back over his shoulder. “Keep your shit outside.” 
 
    “Well,” Jesse says with a laugh. “That went about as well as we could have hoped.” 
 
    “No shit,” Nate grunts. 
 
    We head on into the party and Nate takes me by the hand, keeping me close as most of the public guys are a bit rough, and no doubt, Josh is probably here which is a whole different can of worms that I don’t feel like touching on tonight. 
 
    Nate helps me to a drink and takes me somewhere to sit down, while Brooke goes off with Max. Courtney decided not to come tonight as she’s been playing nurse to Parker the last few days, though, so far, I can’t tell if he likes it or not. His mom though, she loves it. She thinks the sun shines out of Courtney’s ass. So, Courtney not being here also means that Bec isn’t here, as they’re sort of a package deal. 
 
    I don’t know what Courtney is going to do if Bec gets into Harvard or Yale. It would mean Bec moving away and a separation of the girls who are attached at the hip. Court will be devastated while Bec will pretend to be miserable moving away, even though going will make her dreams come true.  
 
    I can’t wait. That’s going to be one hell of a sob fest. 
 
    I sit on Nate’s lap and turn around to face him. I haven’t slept in the same bed as him for a few nights now and I can’t help but miss him like crazy, which is ridiculous as I’m in his arms right now. All I need is for him to hold me for about twelve hours straight and I’ll be good. 
 
    I study his face. This week has been hard for him. His car. His best friend. His parents. It’s been one thing after another and any weaker man would have crumbled by now. “Are you ok?” I murmur for only his ears. 
 
    He shrugs his shoulder. “I will be, once all this shit is dealt with and I find out what this fucking big secret is.” 
 
    “And then you’ll be sleeping in my bed again,” I tell him. 
 
    “I can’t fucking wait, babe,” he says as his lips meet mine. Nate’s fingers trail over my back and slip under the fabric of my shirt. “I miss this,” he says. “I miss you squirming up against me in the middle of the night, pressing your ass into me. It’s fucking heaven.” 
 
    My check flush and I have to look away from his intensity. I mean, I’ve been sleeping with the guy for months and I’m still shy around him. What the hell is wrong with me? 
 
    Nate laughs as he brings up a hand and lightly pinches my flushed cheeks, teasing me. “I’ll never get tired of that.” 
 
    I wriggle around on his lap and pull my phone out of my jeans pocket. “I found something today,” I tell him as I bring up the site I was looking at earlier this afternoon. “I’m not sure if it’s the right thing though.” 
 
    His eyebrows pull down as I hand him the phone and he studies the site before him. “You’ve been looking up Mustangs?” he questions as his eyes light up. 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “It’s probably the wrong one. I don’t know how to tell if it’s good or not.” 
 
    “No,” he says in amazement. “This one’s not too bad. Are there any more?” 
 
    I lean around to see the screen. “Yeah,” I say. “I bookmarked the few that I’ve found. There’s about three in the area, but the rest are a bit far away.” 
 
    “Fuck me,” he says as he gets to the third picture. “This is pretty close to what I’ve been looking for.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I say as the hope starts to grow within me. 
 
    “Yeah, I could do heaps with this,” he says as he takes a screenshot of the Mustang and sends the picture to himself. “Look here,” he grins as he zooms in on the picture. “See it’s old, but not too old. Its framework is still intact, but I’ll have to check it out to make sure there’s no rust or any other problems.” 
 
    “You sure?” I question. “It’s really what you want?” 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he grins with his eyes lighting up like the fourth of July. “Seeing this now. I can’t wait to get started.” 
 
    “Well, go call the seller,” I tell him. “It’s only an hour away. We can go down tomorrow.” 
 
    Nate flicks through the photo’s a few more times before grinning at me. “Alright,” he says. “Let’s do this.” He rises out of his seat and places me down on my feet, making sure I’m steady before taking my hand and leading me outside. He flicks my phone around in his hand as he leads me right out the back to where it’s quiet. 
 
    He hits the seller’s number on the phone and a minute later, he’s talking cars with the guy on the other end. His hand tightens in mine the further they get in the conversation, telling me just how excited he is. “Alright,” he says into the phone, smiling down at me in the dark. “We’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    He hangs up the call, and I swear, not a damn thing could wipe that smile from his face. “Thanks,” he says. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything,” I tell him. “That was all you.” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” he says, leaning forward and pressing a kiss to my lips. “Without you, I'd still be sitting inside that cramped house, in a foul mood, looking for someone to beat the shit out of. But now, I have something to look forward to.” 
 
    He pulls back and I lace my hand through his as he slides my phone back into my back pocket. “Come on,” I tell him. “Let’s do whatever it is we have to do here so you can take me home.” 
 
    “Sounds fucking good to me,” he says. 
 
    We walk back up to the party and I find Jesse at the drinks table, making himself very familiar with some girl from public and all I can do is laugh. It’s good to see that even when things are falling apart and the world seems like it could never right its self, some things don’t change. And that thing is Jesse’s need to get as many girls underneath him as possible. 
 
    Nate rolls his eyes as he takes in his little brother, and I’m sure he’s probably thinking the same thing as me. I find Brooke sitting down as Maxen talks to some guy from public, quizzing him on whether or not he knows anything, though, we have to be sneaky with these guys, they know why we’re here and if they get caught talking to us, they’ll be seen as traitors to the guys at their school, which I’m sure will probably make the remainder of their high school years a living hell. 
 
    “Hey,” I say, reaching down for Brooke. “I have to pee.” 
 
    She nods her head and reaches up to let me haul her out of her chair. The second she vacates her seat, Nate takes it straight away, leaning over and taking control of Maxen’s interrogation. 
 
    Brooke and I walk down to the bathroom together and by the time we get there, I’m practically squishing my legs together, hoping I don’t piss my pants. It’s some kind of miracle that the bathroom is empty when we finally find it and I rush on in, slamming the door behind me.  
 
    I take care of business and come out a moment later, feeling like a whole new woman. “Here,” Brooke says as she hands me her drink. “Hold this. I may as well go while it’s empty.” 
 
    I nod as I take her drink and lean up against the wall while I wait. I get lost people watching and sipping on my drink that I don’t notice someone coming up from behind me until it’s too late. “Hey,” the voice says, making me spin around with a speed that I didn’t know I was capable. 
 
    I gasp at Jackson’s sudden appearance before the scowl sets in. “I should have known you’d be here.” 
 
    “Surprise,” he says with a grin as though he’s god’s gift to womankind. He briefly looks around and I have a feeling I know exactly who he’s looking for. “What are you doing over here by yourself?” he asks. “This isn’t the kind of party you want to be at alone.” 
 
    “Oh?” I question. “And you suddenly care about my safety?” 
 
    He scoffs. “Believe it or not, but I’m not the jerk you think I am.” 
 
    “Uh huh,” I say before turning away and wishing Brooke would hurry up. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, taking my elbow and turning me back to face him. He leans his arm up against the wall, caging me in from the rest of the party. He looks down at Brooke’s drink which I’ve pretty much finished. “Let me get you a new drink.” 
 
    “No thanks,” I say. 
 
    “Come on,” he says, leaning in a little closer. “I’ll get you a drink. We can talk, get to know each other. I’ll prove to you that I’m actually a good guy.” 
 
    “You forget that I watched you ram my boyfriend’s car and nearly killed him,” I remind him. “And, besides, I heard you’re dating Phoenix now.” 
 
    “Phoenix who?” he scoffs before grinning wide and laughing to himself. Taking in my unimpressed glare, he continues on. “Us racers do that shit all the time. You can’t tell me you haven’t seen one of the other guys do exactly the same thing. This time was just unfortunate. How was I to know he’d spin out?” 
 
    “I’m not buying it, Jackson,” I tell him. 
 
    “Come on, babe,” he says, leaning in closer again so I can smell the rum on his breath. 
 
    “Hey,” I hear called out from across the room.  
 
    I look up over Jackson’s shoulder and see Phoenix storming towards us as I hear the bathroom door opening behind me. “Great,” I tell him. “Your girlfriend’s coming.” 
 
    He lets out a heavy sigh. “Damn. She’s so fucking annoying,” he mutters under his breath. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she demands, though it takes me a second to realize she’s talking to me, not Jackson.  
 
    “Excuse me?” I grunt. 
 
    “You heard me,” she says in a tone that manages to grab the attention of everyone in the whole house, even with the noise coming from the speakers. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem?” I ask as Brooke makes her appearance at my side. 
 
    “You’re flirting with my boyfriend. You already have Nate, now you have to go after Jackson as well? I mean, are you not getting off with Nate? Do you need someone who knows what he’s doing?” 
 
    I shake my head and walk away, it’s not worth it. “Hey,” Phoenix demands, grabbing my elbow and yanking me back, though I guess I’m lucky she didn’t grab a fistful of hair. “I’m talking to you. Don’t walk away from me.” 
 
    I let out a groan. “What the hell do you want, Phoenix?” I demand as I wave my hand in Jackson’s general direction. “I’m not even slightly interested in him. He’s a loser. He’s all yours.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes on me as I notice people stopping what they’re doing and watching us, hoping for a catfight. “You know,” she starts just loud enough for everyone to hear. “I know about you.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. I mean, what the hell could she know about me? “Whatever you think you know, I’m sure it’s probably some made up bullshit.” 
 
    “Oh really,” she says. “You’re not sick?” 
 
    “What?” I grunt as the room goes a little quieter. Brooke gasps beside me and looks to me with a questioning gaze. “What the hell are you talking about? I’m not sick.” 
 
    “That’s not what Dr. Raymond says,” she tells the room with a smug attitude. My heart begins to race as the walls start closing in. How the hell does she know about Dr. Raymond? 
 
    “Leave it alone,” I tell her. 
 
    “Leave what alone?” Phoenix asks innocently. “You mean you don’t want me to tell everyone that you’re on a two finger diet? That everything you eat comes straight back up again?” Laughter is heard all around the room but all I can focus on is the sound of her voice, Jackson’s sneer behind her, and Brooke’s shocked gasp beside me. “I’m just looking out for you, Tora. You’re sick, you need help.” 
 
    I start shaking my head, or maybe it’s my whole body shaking, I don’t know, but big fat tears begin the well in my eyes. People laugh and point and I’m once again the center of attention, but not for the reason’s I’m used to. I’m the person being laughed at, just like I used to be when Nate was the one making them laugh. 
 
    My pulse begins to drum in my ears and it’s quickly becoming the only thing I hear.  
 
    I can’t breathe. 
 
    I need to get out of here.  
 
    I spin on my heel and hurry out the back door, gasping for breath as the cool air hits my face. I run and run until I’m at the very back of the property. I hit the back fence and spin around to find Brooke right behind me.  
 
    I search her concerned and hurt eyes. “Is it true?” she asks. “Are you bulimic?” 
 
    I take a breath and slowly let it out as the tears roll down my eyes. I sink to the ground and look up at Brooke as she crouches down to me. I nod my head. “Yes,” I tell her as the shame completely takes over me. “I… I don’t do it anymore.” 
 
    “But… why?” she says, searching my eyes for some answers. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “I never felt it,” I tell her. “It started when I was fourteen. I did it all the time. When mom found out, she took me to a doctor and I got healthy. Then over the summer I did it again and stopped when Nate happened.” 
 
    She nods her head and is silent for a while. “I guess we know the dirt Phoenix had on you now,” she says. “But, why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    I look down, unable to meet her eyes. “I was embarrassed… ashamed. I didn’t want you to think any less of me.” 
 
    “Oh, Tora,” she groans as she throws her arms around me. “Don’t be stupid. I could never think less of you. You’re my best friend and I love you no matter what. I could have helped you.” 
 
    “I know,” I tell her. “I kept telling myself that, and I swear, I went to tell you a million times but right before the words came out, I’d stop myself.” 
 
    She squeezes me harder and we stay wrapped in each other’s arms. “You’re all good now, right?” she asks. “You don’t feel like you’d do it again?” 
 
    “No,” I tell her, pulling back and letting her see just how serious I am, though a smile cracks across my face at the mascara that’s smudged under her eyes. “I’m good.” 
 
    “Good,” she says as she narrows her eyes on me. “What?” she demands. 
 
    “Your face,” I laugh. “You have raccoon eyes.” 
 
    Her eyes widen in horror as a low gasp comes sailing out. “No,” she cries. “Is it bad?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I laugh as I rub at my own eyes, though, I didn’t bother with makeup tonight, so I know I’m good. I mean, maybe a little red and splotchy, but that’s it. 
 
    “Shit,” she groans. “What am I going to do?” 
 
    An idea strikes and I strip off my jacket before switching it with hers. She pulls it on and I pull the hoodie up over her head before telling her to keep her head down. I lead her back up to the house and walk us around the back, searching for a side entrance. We find the laundry door and slip in while also finding a pile of Noah's dirty underwear. 
 
    I lead us through the house and get us back into the bathroom and quickly close the door behind us before high fiving Brooke on our sneaky incognito skills. The second I flick on the light, Brooke looks up into the mirror and gasps. She takes two big steps towards the vanity and practically shoves her head under the taps. 
 
    I fix myself up while I have the chance and start snooping around the bathroom while I wait on Brooke. 
 
    “I fucking know,” a voice laughs from the hallway outside. “I got the bastard in a headlock and fucking pummelled him. Think I broke a few ribs.” 
 
    Brooke meets my eyes in the mirror and we listen up to the conversation, always down for a little gossip.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” a different guy cheers. “I bust that pretty boy’s lip and snapped his fucking arm,” the guy says as my stomach drops. “I made sure that fucker won’t be doing any more damage to my fucking face. Beat that.” 
 
    I look back at Brooke to find her eyes on mine once again. Her head tilts in question and I realize she’s thinking the same thing that I am. This is about Parker.  
 
    We had thought it was one attacker but now I’m realizing there were more, though, I don’t know just how far this is going to go, all I know is that I need Nate here, now. 
 
    I look to Brooke again and watch her pulling out her phone as someone slams a heavy fist into the door. “Who the fuck is in there?” an angry voice demands. “I need to fucking piss.” 
 
    Brooke types madly onto her phone and I realize we don’t have much time. If we leave now, we see their faces but we run the risk of them leaving and not finding them again, or we can wait a minute or two for the boys to come and handle this here, but then, what if the boys don’t hear their phones over the music? Then we’re fucked. 
 
    A third voice speaks up, one that sends chills down my spine. “Parker deserved a fucking lesson,” the voice says. “Next up is Jesse and then I’m going to save Nate for last. Make his little bitch watch as well.” 
 
    My eyes widen as my stomach curls. ‘Is that Josh?’ Brooke mouths to me in the mirror. 
 
    I nod my head then jump when the fist pounds into the door again. “You’ve got three fucking seconds and then I’m coming in.” 
 
    Crap. What do I do? What do I do? 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    I can’t be in a small confined space when the door opens. If Josh sees me here, he’s coming for me, no matter who’s around. 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    I need to get out of here. Give myself a chance to run. To find the boys. 
 
    “One.” 
 
    I grab Brooke's hand and we haul ass. I rip the door open and throw myself back. The guy who was banging on it falls forward and we dash around him as he face plants into the ground with a loud groan. 
 
    My eyes lock on both the guys before they come to a stop on Josh’s. Recognition flashes in his eyes. First with anger and then fear, realizing I know exactly who hurt Parker and what’s now coming his way. He knows the boys won’t stop until he’s hurting much worse than Parker was. 
 
    He has two choices here. Run after us, hoping he can catch us both and shut us up, or he can run for his life. 
 
    I don’t know which option he goes with, all I know is that I have all of three seconds to get to Nate and end this. Once and for all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    I run as fast as my legs can take me, barging my way through the crowd with Brooke on my heels. I search the people, hoping one of the faces would be familiar, but I’m getting nothing. 
 
    Shit. Where was he in this stupid house? 
 
    Brooke tugs on my arm and I stumble over my feet, but a hard body keeps me upright. “Shit, sorry,” I say to the stranger. 
 
    We get into what must be the den when I see Jesse leaning up against a wall. His eyes catch mine as I pass and just like that, he’s right beside me. “Where’s Nate?” I demand. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jesse asks. 
 
    “Where’s Nate?” I yell. 
 
    “Over there,” he says with furrowed eyebrows as he points across the room.  
 
    I ignore his curiosity and scan the room. My eyes find his at the same time his find me.  
 
    Nate pushes up out of the chair and hurries towards me, making me wonder what the hell I must look like right now. He grabs me and pulls me, protectively, hard against him. “What’s wrong?” he demands, looking around the room for a threat. 
 
    “It was Josh,” I pant.  
 
    “What was Josh?” 
 
    “Parker,” I practically yell at him as I try to get the words out as fast as possible. “Josh did it with two other guys. They were at the bathroom bragging about it. A blonde with curly hair and a tall guy with… with…” I say, struggling to find something to describe him. 
 
    “Tattoo,” Brooke yells out. “A tattoo on his neck.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jesse curses looking around. “Three guys?” 
 
    “Yes, you have to go now,” I demand. “Josh saw me. They know I know.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Nate curse as he releases my body but holds tightly onto my hand, pulling me behind him. “Where?” 
 
    I point out the bathroom and Nate starts barging his way through the crowd. I feel sorry for some of the people as they’re truly getting pushed aside, others are smarter and see us coming before scrambling out of the way in the nick of time, but then, there’s some that just get pushed straight down to the ground in our rush. 
 
    As we break through the den, I look around the room and see the guys scrambling out the backdoor. “There,” I yell. 
 
    Nate looks up and follows my gaze before he drops my hand and truly chases after them. People squeal as my boys haul ass, terrified of what could come from this. I mean, it’s no secret who Nate and Jesse are. They’re dangerous and so are their friends, and if you’re in the way when shit goes down, then you better hold the fuck on. 
 
    Josh and his friends break out into the backyard and I distantly notice Noah looking on with wide eyes, terrified for the safety of his home, though, Nate promised he’d handle his shit outside and that’s something he’ll respect. 
 
    The boys catch up to them and I wonder how the hell it took them this long to get here. I mean, did they not think they were here with me? Or are they just stupid and underestimated what Nate would do to them. Either way, the picture is crystal clear now and they’re running for their lives. 
 
    Nate catches Josh around the back of his shirt and yanks him back as Jesse catches the blonde guy. Maxen darts around Jesse and the blonde and launches himself up on the outdoor table before flying off the edge and tackling the tall tattooed guy to the ground. 
 
    People scream and scramble while guys try to get in on the action or break things up, though when they see the Ryder brothers, they take themselves out of the equation. I mean, the only person who wants to be on the receiving end of Nate Ryder’s hand is a woman desperate for a release. 
 
    People start to circle around as Nate throws the first punch. All seven of the guys start scrambling around. Fists are thrown followed by grunts of pain.  
 
    Maxen gets on top of the big guy and pummels his fists into his ribs over and over again and even though this is wrong, I can’t help but feel pride with every connecting fist. I mean, I want to get in there and throw a few fists, maybe snap the blonde guy's arms like the way he did to Parker. 
 
    Nate gets Josh down and he holds his hands up in front of his face. “Stop being such a fucking pussy,” Nate demands as Josh seems to cower.  
 
    “I… I… ARGH,” he grunts as Nate grows tired of his stuttering. 
 
    “Do you fucking like that?” Nate roars before bringing his fist up in a killer uppercut. “What about that?” 
 
    “Stop,” Josh cries. 
 
    “Stop?” Nate scoffs. “Like you did for Parker after his arm was broken? Tell me,” Nate says. “What exactly did you do to him?” 
 
    Josh goes white as I watch on with wide eyes. I’ve never seen Nate like this. I mean, I know he had it in him, we’ve all heard the stories, but hearing and seeing are two very different things. Though, I’m not sure how it’s making me feel. It’s kind of freaking me out, but I know it’s only this bad because he’s doing it for Parker, the same way Parker would do if the roles were reversed. 
 
    “Tell me,” Nate demands, holding him a little tighter. 
 
    Josh whimpers. “I kicked him,” he says. “When he was down.” 
 
    Rage flashes behind Nate’s eyes as he throws Josh to the ground and slams his foot into his side. “Like this?” he roars as Jesse knocks into him from the side, though it doesn’t faze him, he keeps every ounce of his concentration on Josh, trusting the boys to take care of the others. 
 
    Josh groans. “Yes.” 
 
    “What else?” Josh whimpers again and Nate leans down and grabs him by the scruff of his shirt before hoisting him up in an incredible display of strength. “What else?” he demands. 
 
    “I knocked him out,” he finally says. 
 
    Nate feigns forward and Josh flinches in fear. “What did he ever do to you?” Nate growls. “Your problem is with me.” 
 
    “He… I…” 
 
    “Answer me,” he yells. 
 
    “It was Jackson,” Josh says, visibly shaking. “Jackson paid us to do it.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I hear cursed from across the circle. I look up and watch as Jackson barges his way through the onlookers, slamming them out of his way in his desperation to get out of here. 
 
    Nate’s head snaps up in the blink of an eye and watches him leave. He drops Josh and takes off after Jackson like a bat out of hell. Maxen goes with him, leaving Tyson and Jesse to handle the three boys, though, the blonde guy Jesse was playing with is already passed out on the concrete floor. 
 
    I hear laughter across the circle where Jackson was standing a moment ago and I see red. I race forward and grab Phoenix out of the circle and pull her in. She screams out as she’s yanked forward and I suddenly have Brooke at my side, desperately trying to pull me off her, but all I can focus on is how this trash violated my home and told the world about my sickness. 
 
    I feel completely humiliated and she needs to pay. 
 
    “You broke into my home,” I yell at her as I wrap my fingers around the flimsy fabric of her cropped shirt and shake. 
 
    She grabs my hands and digs her nails into me, forcing me to release her, though it’s not needed as Jesse grabs me around the waist and hauls me back. “Ha,” Phoenix says. “About fucking time you worked it out. Are you slow or are you just stupid?” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” I yell from behind Jesse, trying my hardest to get past him, only he shoves his arm out across my chest like a steel cage holding me in place. “Did you want me to find out that you’re fucking nuts? That you spend your weekends breaking into people’s homes?” 
 
    “No,” she scoffs in amusement with an irritating grin. “I just find it funny that it’s taken you this long. I was on every fucking camera in your house,” she taunts. “Evidence was everywhere and you had no fucking idea. I was in your room. Your bathroom. Your closet. And there’s nothing you can do about it.” 
 
    I fly towards her. “You crazy fucking bitch,” I scream as Jesse grabs me a little tighter. 
 
    Phoenix looks up at Jesse. “Control your dog,” she laughs. 
 
    I feel Jesse’s hold on me loosen and I know it won’t take much more for him to let me go and dig my claws into her. Phoenix looks back at me. “Tell me, did you even remember to check your cameras? Or did you forget?” My teeth clench together and her grin widens. “Ha,” she laughs. “I knew it. You’re pathetic. You forgot.” 
 
    “I didn’t forget anything,” I say, giving a little white lie. “The cameras don’t work. They weren’t on.” 
 
    “Don’t bother lying to me, princess. This isn’t my first rodeo,” she says. “The little red light was flashing on every single one. I flipped you off in every room of the house.” 
 
    “Look who’s lying now,” Jesse cuts in. “My dad checked the surveillance himself. There was nothing on it.” 
 
    Her eyes swivel toward Jesse. “Your dad?” she howls with laughter. “That’s fucking perfect. Looks like my daddy dearest deleted the footage like a good little boy. Always looking out for what’s his.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Jesse grunts, confused by her statement while looking at her as though she’s gone nuts. 
 
    “Oh,” she says, putting her hand over her mouth and acting surprised before winking at him. A sick, twisted grin takes over her face and I know whatever she’s about to say is going to rock our world. “Didn’t you know, little brother? We’re family.” 
 
    He shakes his head as he narrows his eyes on her. “You’re fucking crazy.” 
 
    “No,” she laughs. “What’s crazy is when we slept together last year. It was fucking good, but knowing you were my brother just made it that much better.” 
 
    His arm completely drops to his side as he grabs her by the collar of her shirt and pulls her ferociously into his face. “What the fuck are you talking about?” he roars with an intense anger that I’ve never seen coming from Jesse Ryder in my life. 
 
    “Do you really need me to explain?” she laughs before talking slowly and enjoying it way too much. “Your dad. Our dad is a fucking whore. He knocked up my mother eighteen years ago, right after he found out your mom was pregnant with Nate.” 
 
    “You’re fucking lying,” he growls.  
 
    Her eyes widen a fraction, but she’s having way too much fun. “Tell me,” she says. “Why would I lie about screwing my brother and breaking into Tora’s place in front of all these people? I’m the fucking cheer captain. I have too much to lose, but watching you and Nate go down like dogs means way too much to me.” 
 
    Jesse releases her with such speed she stumbles back. “Oh,” she says. “You might want to stop telling people you fucked me. You know,” she adds with a wink. “Incest and all.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Jesse grunts before he barges his way past her and starts throwing up on the grass. 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. FUCK! 
 
    I look back at Phoenix as she doubles over in laughter at Jesse’s expense. Once again, the rage takes control. I fly forward and this time, there’s no one in my way to stop me. 
 
    I slam my fists up against her shoulders and she falls back with a loud gasp. Her ass hits the floor with both of our body weights and I don’t doubt that will leave a nasty bruise. I straddle her waist and slap my palm hard against the side of her face. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I demand. “You’re fucking sick.” 
 
    “No,” she laughs, not even acknowledging the sting of the slap. “You’re the sick one, remember?” 
 
    I can’t help it. I hit her again. “What’s wrong with you?” I repeat. “You’re a crazy fucking whore.” 
 
    “You’re the fucking whore,” she yells back. 
 
    “I never did anything to you,” I demand as I grab her and hold her down. 
 
    Phoenix lets out a scream. “You got their attention,” she roars. “My own fucking brothers. The only time they showed me any attention was when I was offering to suck their dicks.” 
 
    I can’t help it. I hit her again. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I snap. “All of this because you're fucking jealous?” 
 
    “I’m not jealous,” she growls. 
 
    “Ha,” I scoff. “No. You’re just pathetic.” At that, I smirk down at the trash beneath me and get up. “You’re not worth it. One thing I’ve learned from Nate and Jesse is that they always come out on top. Always. So, whether or not Jesse fucked his sister, no one will care. They’ll forget about it because he’s Jesse Ryder. But you. You will fall. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if the cheer skanks have already heard about this shit. They’re probably crowning their new queen right now.” 
 
    She starts shaking her head. “No,” she says. “That won’t happen.” 
 
    “Look around you, Phoenix,” I tell her, watching as she takes in all the people standing around with their phones out, recording the whole thing. “You’re already done.” 
 
    I step away from her, knowing the rest of this bullshit will be taken care of by the gossipy people at this party. I find Brooke and we walk over to Jesse. “You ok?” I ask as I rub my hand over his back. 
 
    “Please tell me it’s not true,” he begs. 
 
    “I don’t know, Jess. I don’t think she’d say something like that in front of all these people if it wasn’t true,” I tell him. 
 
    “Fuck,” he grunts. “I fucked my sister.” 
 
    “No,” I tell him. “It never happened. Forget about it. It’s her word against yours and she’s fucking crazy.” 
 
    He cringes as a loud bang rattles the foundation of the house. People scream as others start running. “What the fuck was that?” Brooke panics. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jesse says, gripping both our hands to the point of pain as Tyson pushes through the mass of people running around. 
 
    “Come on,” Ty yells. “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    We run to the back gate, following the crowd and gasp as we reach the front. A massive fire overtakes a car and I look up at it in horror. “Tora,” I hear Nate yelling from somewhere. I pull against Jesse's hand, searching for Nate. 
 
    He rushes up to me from the road, grabs my hand and keeps running.  
 
    We pile into Jesse’s Range Rover and before we know it, we’re taking off down the road. “What the fuck happened?” Jesse demands from the backseat as Nate takes off down the street, narrowly avoiding running some girls over. “Whose car is that?” 
 
    Nate studies the maze of people and refuses to look anywhere else. He’s silent for a moment and I feel nothing but tension in the car. “An eye for an eye,” he finally says. 
 
    Understanding hits me like a freight train.  
 
    Nate just blew up Jackson’s car. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Jesse laughs. “You set his car on fire?” 
 
    Nate doesn’t respond, just keeps on driving like a madman in one of his races. I look between the brothers as I try to slow my racing heart. 
 
    I’m having trouble keeping up with everything that’s just happened. It’s been a ridiculously crazy night. I was expecting to come to Noah’s party, talk to a few people and leave with hopefully a plan, instead, I get outed for my eating disorder, get hit on by Jackson again, run away, see Josh, have a makeup party in the bathroom while eavesdropping on a conversation, find Parker’s attackers and kick their asses, kick Phoenix’s ass, find out Nate and Jesse have a sister which is obviously Cade’s big secret, and lastly, set a car on fire. 
 
    What the actual fuck?  
 
    This night needs to slow down. 
 
    “Tell me you got Jackson before you blew up his car?” Tyson asks from the backseat as he leans forward between the two front chairs. 
 
    “Yeah,” Maxen chuckles. “We fucking got him. Real good.” 
 
    I reach across and take Nate’s hand hoping it will help calm him down. His fingers twine through mine and I watch as he takes a deep breath. I look back at Jesse with worried eyes and meet his, looking exactly the same. We need to tell him about Phoenix before the news gets out and he hears it from someone else, but telling him right now with the guys and Brooke in the back seat probably isn’t the best… Oh, and we should wait until he’s not behind the wheel of a very large car. 
 
    I turn back to Nate and watch as he takes a few slow breaths and finally manages to get himself under control, though, little does he know, his world isn’t finished being rocked tonight. 
 
    One by one, we drop everyone off at their homes and before we know it, Nate is pulling down his driveway, though, I notice he didn’t bother stopping at my place, telling me he wants me here tonight, wrapped in his arms, which I really don’t have a problem with. I’ll just have to make sure I’m home early in the morning before mom realizes I never came home. Though, she’s been sleeping in a lot lately. I think it’s finally hitting her that dad’s not here. 
 
    Nate brings Jesse’s Range Rover to a stop and starts getting out. I meet him around front before looking over at Jesse. He gives me the briefest nod and I pull back on Nate’s hand, stopping him outside his home. “What?” he grunts looking back at me. 
 
    I look to Jesse with a cringe before looking back up at Nate. “We need to tell you something,” I say. “Something happened after you went for Jackson.” 
 
    “What?” he grunts again with impatience as he looks between me and Jesse. 
 
    “We know the secret,” Jess says. His eyes widen and he looks pissed off that we’ve waited to tell him. “Dude,” Jess continues. “It’s not fucking good.” 
 
    “Fucking spit it out,” Nate snaps impatiently. 
 
    Jesse lets out a breath and looks up at his brother with his heart on his sleeve. “Dad cheated on mom when she was pregnant with you. We have a sister.” 
 
    “What?” Nate gasps, taken back. His eyes narrow on his brother before looking to me. I nod, making hurt flash behind his eyes. I tug on his hand and give it a squeeze, letting him know he can lean on me if he needs. “Are you sure? Who told you that?” 
 
    “Phoenix,” Jess says. “She said it in front of everyone.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he roars, releasing my hold and running a hand through his hair as he starts pacing around. “Phoenix is always full of shit. Who’s this mythical sister?” he asks with a scoff as if the word ‘sister’ is dirty. 
 
    “It’s her,” Jess says. “Phoenix.” 
 
    Nate cringes. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding.” 
 
    “I wish I was,” Jess replies before pressing his lips together in regret. “It’s pretty fucked up if she is.” 
 
    Nate steps back and looks at his brother before understanding dawns. “Ugh,” he grunts. “You fucked her last year.” 
 
    Jesse lunges forward and gets in his brother’s face. “Don’t fucking talk about it,” he growls. “Ever again. It never fucking happened. Got it?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. Got it,” Nate grins before he slowly begins to sober up. He gives Jesse a serious look before shaking his head in disbelief. “You’re fucking sure about this?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty sure,” he says. “I mean, why would she say something like that in front of everyone. Lying about it only makes her look bad and will probably fuck up her spot as captain.” 
 
    Nate thinks it over for a moment. “Fuck,” he curses low under his breath. “I guess we have to go talk to dad.” Jesse nods as he takes a deep breath. “You ready for this?” Nate asks him, knowing how badly this is going to break his heart if it’s true. 
 
    “Yeah,” Jesse says. “I mean. I can’t go on not knowing if it’s true. I’ll always be questioning if I fucked my sister.” 
 
    A smile lifts the corner of Nate’s mouth and even though this whole station sucks, Nate can’t possibly miss an opportunity to mess with his brother. I can just see it now, Jesse will never live this down no matter if it’s true or not. “Alright then,” Nate says. “Let’s go.” 
 
    I pull back on his hand, digging my feet right in. “I’ll um… maybe I should go. This is private,” I tell him. “I’ll keep my phone on if you need to talk after.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Nate grunts, pulling on my hand. “You’re fucking it for me, Tora. If it’s personal for me, then it’s personal for you too. You’re coming with me.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I grunt, looking up at him and then to Jesse. “I don’t want to intrude on this. I mean, it’s not going to be pretty.” 
 
    “Nah,” Jesse says. “You’re pretty much a part of the family now anyway. You may as well come along. Saves us explaining the story afterward.” 
 
    “Alright,” I breath. “Let’s go.” 
 
    With that, we walk up the stairs of the massive house and push our way through the front door. My hands shake. I don’t know how this is going to go and I don’t know why I’m so fucking nervous. I don’t want it to be true, but something is screaming within me that it is. 
 
    All hell is about to break loose in the Ryder household and things are never going to be the same. 
 
    Nate storms through the front door, letting the hardwood swing open and slam against the wall. He walks straight past the alarm and I raise an eyebrow, realizing he’s putting on a show. There’s only been once that I’ve seen Nate walk through the door and forget the alarm. The place went nuts and I have no doubt that’s his intention now. 
 
    Jesse scoffs, reading his brother in the same way I am as we follow him through the house. We get to the opening of the kitchen when the alarm system goes off.  
 
    Nate pushes himself up onto the kitchen table as he watches the show play out before him. I lean against the table beside him with Jesse on his other side, arms crossed over his wide chest. 
 
    It takes all of twenty seconds for Cade to come down the stairs with a baseball bat in hand. His eyes are wide as he scans the darkened room. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he gasps as he sees us before lowering the bat and walking forward. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yells at the boys over the high-pitched wail of the alarm. “Did you set off the alarm? Your mother is beside herself thinking it’s a home invasion.” 
 
    Shit. Guilt flashes in both the boys’ eyes but it’s gone a moment later as their father shakes his head and walks out of the room before we hear three loud beeps followed by the alarm cutting off.  
 
    Trish appears at the top of the stairs as Cade walks back in the room, flicking the light on as he goes. “It’s just the boys,” he tells her as he walks by us with a heavy scowl. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasps with her hand over her chest as she makes her way down the stairs. “Thank god.” She stops halfway down as Cade reaches the bottom step. 
 
    “Why don’t you take a seat?” Nate says to his retreating form with a tone sharp enough to cut glass. 
 
    He turns back around and meets Nate’s blank stare. He studies him for a moment and Trish slowly continues her descent down the stairs, wondering what the hell is going on. 
 
    Her eyes flick around and briefly land on me before taking in the standoff between Nate and Cade. “What’s going on down here?” she questions as she continues glancing between us and Cade. 
 
    Nate doesn’t move his eyes off his father who’s now white as a ghost. “Dad’s got something to tell us,” he says. 
 
    Cade begins shaking his head. It’s as clear as day that he’s been caught out, yet he’s still going to try to spin a story, which is the only proof Nate needs. Just like that, it’s all confirmed. We don’t even need to have the conversation that’s about to follow, but things need to be said and Cade Ryder needs to be put in his place. “I’m not sure I follow,” he says cautiously as he rocks back on his heels. 
 
    Jesse scoffs in disgust and looks away, prompting Trish to walk forward and take a stance beside us. “Oh, cut the crap, Cade,” Trish says. “Now’s your chance to come clean.” 
 
    His eyes widen as he looks to his wife with the deepest betrayal. “Shut up,” he yells at her before turning on his heel and stepping up on the first step. “I don’t need this shit.” 
 
    “Don’t talk to her like that,” Nate roars to his retreating back as he jumps down from the table. “Mom’s put up with your cheating ass for way too long. She deserves a shitload better than that bullshit.” 
 
    Cade stops and turns back to us. “You watch your mouth, boy,” he warns. 
 
    “Or what?” Nate challenges, opening his arms wide. “You going to do something about it? You’re fucking done here. We know all about your dirty little secret. Your daughter. You cheated on mom and have been lying about it for the past eighteen years.” 
 
    He shakes his head again, though I’m not sure if it’s because he’s been caught out or if he’s scared of what’s about to happen. I mean, there’s no way this is going to end with them all saying a pleasant goodnight and heading off to bed. 
 
    Jesse steps up beside Nate. “The cameras were on at Tora’s place. You deleted the security footage, didn’t you?” he questions. “Were you protecting someone?” 
 
    Cade’s eyes widen and I realize that though he knows we’ve worked out his secret, he had hoped we didn’t know who it was. “I…” 
 
    “What’s that, Cade?” Trish demands. “Do you need another minute to come up with another lie? It’s over. They know.” 
 
    His face turns red and he storms towards his wife. “You told them,” he accuses waving his hands around in outrage. 
 
    Nate rushes his father and pushes him a step back. “I did no such thing,” Trish yells over Nate’s shoulder. “I don’t know how they found out or why they even knew to look for something, but know this, Cade. I’m glad. You have lied to my boys long enough and I’m glad it’s finally over. I’ve done my part trying to protect them from this, to give them the best family life they could ever want or need, but now that your dirty lies are out, I’m done. I’m not pretending anymore.” 
 
    My heart pounds in my chest as I look between the four Ryders. I mean, this is blowing up more than I could ever have imagined. Is Trish serious saying she’s leaving? Is she taking the boys with her or is she kicking Cade out? 
 
    "But," Cade cuts her off, looking confused. 
 
    "But, nothing," Trish snaps. "Know this, Cade," she says, bringing her hand up and sliding her wedding rings off her finger. "I will never risk my relationship with my boys to cover for your lies ever again. We’re through." With that, she places the rings down on the kitchen table and walks forward. She places a hand on the back of Nate's shoulder but looks back at Jesse. "I love you two more than you could ever know, but I need to do this. I know you may not understand and you may hate me for keeping this from you, but it's time for me to take my life back." 
 
    Jesse walks forward and wraps his arms around his mother. "We don't hate you," he tells her. "We’re fucking pissed you kept this from us, but we understand why.” He looks over at me and then to Nate. “Why don't you take off?" he suggests. "You've said your peace and I don’t think you want to be around for when we say ours." 
 
    "Shit," Trish sighs in a rare show of foul language. "I can't leave you to clean up this mess." 
 
    "Go, mom," Nate demands. "I've got this." 
 
    Trish looks back at Jesse before giving me an apologetic smile. She turns and walks away. "This isn't over," Cade calls after her. "I didn't suffer through a year of couples therapy for nothing." 
 
    "Yeah," she chuckles without looking back. "You did." 
 
    With that, she disappears from the room, leaving me wondering where the hell she could have gone. I don’t wonder for long as Nate stepping towards his father has my attention drawn like a raging bull staring down its target. “You lied to us,” Nate states. 
 
    Cade lets out a breath before looking up at me, probably wondering why on earth I’m witness to all of this. He presses his lips together and turns his gaze on his son. “It was for your own good,” he says. “Both of you. I wanted to give you boys a normal life and that never would have happened if you knew. Your mom would have kicked me out and you would have grown up without a father.” 
 
    “Maybe that would have been for the best,” Jesse growls. “Maybe she should have kicked you out.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Cade roars. “Didn’t you have a good life? Didn’t you get everything you ever wanted? That was all me, Jesse. Not your mom.” 
 
    “Don’t,” Nate say, stepping forward into his dad and taking Cade’s attention off him which I realize is Nate’s way of protecting his brother. “There’s more to this isn’t there?” Nate accuses. 
 
    “What?” Cade grumbles, taken back. He looks around for an escape and I realize Nate is right. We’ve only just touched on the surface. 
 
    “Now’s your chance, dad,” Nate says. “You’ve got the floor. Air all your dirty fucking laundry. This won’t end until you do.” 
 
    “There’s nothing left to say,” Cade says. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Nate grunts as he watches his father very carefully, reading every tiny movement, the way he does to me. “What is it? You have a relationship with Phoenix? You’ve been funding her high class lifestyle? No,” he says, shaking his head. “That’s not it, is it?” he says. “This is about her mom. The other woman.” 
 
    Cade scoffs but there’s a panic deep inside his eyes and I watch as Nate catches on to it. He straightens slightly, placing him taller than his father as he goes in for the kill. “You’re still with her.” 
 
    Cade blanches as Nate hits the nail right on the head. Jesse flinches and I look across and see nothing but pure hurt written all over his face. The room is silent as the boys take it all in, but the silence doesn’t last long. Jesse steps up beside Nate, showing a united front. “Well, what are you waiting for? Mom doesn’t want you here and I sure as hell don’t either.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Cade says. “This is my home. You can’t kick me out.” 
 
    “It’s over for you here,” Nate says. “There’s nothing left. You’ll never have a relationship with us again and I can promise you that mom will never forgive you, not for this. Your only hope is to go and see if that whore and her skank ass daughter will take you in.” 
 
    Cade’s eyes go hard as he looks from son to son. He takes a step back and I realize we’re done for the night. “This isn’t over,” he tells the boys, just as he had told Trish. 
 
    “It is, dad. This is one fuck up you’ll never come back from. Go live with your other family. We’re done.” 
 
    With that, Cade takes another step back before letting out a heavy sigh. A moment later, he turns and walks up the stairs, hopefully, to pack himself a bag. 
 
    Nate turns towards his brother and searches his face. “You ok?” he questions. 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunts, looking away before walking out of the room with his head down low. 
 
    Nate turns to me and slowly walks over. He puts his hands down on the table on either side of my waist and leans into me while letting out a heavy breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think it would get that out of hand.” 
 
    I bring my hand up and rest it against his racing hearts. “It’s ok,” I murmur. “Are you alright?” 
 
    He shrugs his shoulders and presses his lips together. “I don’t know,” he admits. “It’s a lot to take in.”  
 
    He rests his forehead against mine and I bring my other hand up and around him, holding his body close to mine. “I love you,” I tell him. “Think of this as your new beginning. We took out the trash and now it’s time for a clean slate.” 
 
    “I guess,” he murmurs. “It’ll just take a while to sink in.” 
 
    I nod my head and push up off the table. I take his hand in mine. “Come on,” I say as I start leading him towards the den. He follows on with a sigh and we fall down into the couch together, tangled in each other’s arms. 
 
    I rest my head against his chest as his thumb rubs back and forth over my shoulder. “Do you think Jess will be ok?” I murmur. 
 
    A scoff sounds at the opening of the den and I look up to find Jesse standing with a bottle of bourbon and three shot glasses. “I’ll be fine after this,” he explains. 
 
    “Speak of the devil and he shall appear,” I grumble as Jesse flops down into the couch beside us. We push ourselves up and untangle our limbs as Jesse starts pouring drinks. “You couldn’t have gotten something a little nicer than bourbon?” I question as I look at the brown liquid. 
 
    “Nope,” he grunts. “You want to party with the big boys, you got to drink what we drink.” 
 
    I scrunch my face up as a body appears before us, holding up my preferred drink of choice. “Don’t be ridiculous,” Trish says as she hands me the bottle of Vodka. “If you’re going to party, you party right.” 
 
    “I’ll drink to that,” I tell her as she drops down beside Jesse and steals one of his unused shot glasses. 
 
    Nate raises a surprised eyebrow at his mom, but nonetheless, accepts what’s happening. I mean, a lot of shit has gone down tonight and after dealing with it all for the past year, the woman deserves to drown her sorrows. “Um,” Nate says to his mom with a cringe. “There’s probably a few things you should know.” 
 
    She holds up a hand stopping him. “Nope,” she says as she grabs the filled glass of vodka and throws it back. “I heard the whole thing, I don’t need to hear it again. I was at the top of the stairs listening and from now on, he’s Voldemort. We don’t speak his name.” 
 
    “Deal,” Jesse says, slamming his empty glass back down on the table and instantly refilling it before sliding one down to Nate, making wonder how the hell we’ve all lost our fathers in such a short time and how I ended up drinking with our moms when in usual circumstances, they’d both run for the hills if someone suggested getting wasted with their kids. 
 
    Half an hour later, both bottles are nearly empty and when we hear the sound of the garage opening before the distinct sound of a car backing out, we all burst into uncontrollable laughter. “Shit, he’s actually gone,” Trish says with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “Yeah,” I grunt as my head starts to spin from the vodka. “Look at it this way,” I tell her. “Nate now has somewhere to park his Mustang.” 
 
    Trish’s face drops and her mouth pops open as she looks to Nate. “Tell me you didn’t buy a Mustang?” 
 
    Nate shakes his head as he grins at his mom. “I didn’t buy a Mustang,” he tells her. Relief fills her features. “I’m buying one tomorrow.” 
 
    I can’t help but smile. Even though the world has crumbled around me, I’ve never felt so good. I’ve lost my Nanna, I’ve lost my dad. I’ve had my most shameful secret exposed in front of hundreds of people, but no matter what, I always came out the other end. 
 
    My heart has been broken so many times over the past few weeks but at the same time, it’s also never been so full. I feel like with Nate by my side, I could conquer the world. He’s shown me a love that I don’t think I could have found on my own, and when he looks down and smiles at me with his eyes sparkling, I see my future laid out before me. 
 
    I can’t wait to see how the rest of this year unfolds. I’m sure Phoenix isn’t going to sit back and let her perfect little high class life crumble around her. She now has her little family and I’m sure will feel pretty damn proud of herself, after all, in her eyes, she’s taken something from Nate and Jesse. 
 
    Jackson… I don’t know what’s going to happen there either. Like Nate said, an eye for an eye. He got what was coming for him but the problem there is that Jackson doesn’t strike me as the kind to admit defeat. So, I can only imagine what kind of bullshit is coming our way. 
 
    Let them bring their worst. We’ve proven over and over again that the Ryders always come out on top and I like to think that includes me. 
 
    I look around from Jesse to Nate and know that from now until forever, these two boofheads are stuck with me and I wouldn’t have it any other way. “You good?” Nate questions as his eyes linger on mine. 
 
    “I’ve never been better,” I tell him. 
 
    A moment later, his lips are pressing down on mine. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    If you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it, please leave a review.  
 
    www.amazon.com/review/create-review/B07NCVT2QZ 
 
      
 
    For more information on The Broken Hill High Series, find me on Facebook –  
 
    www.facebook.com/SheridanAnneAuthor/ 
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