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    Description  
 
      
 
      
 
    What happens if your life begins on the wrong side of right? What will you sacrifice when secrets and money are the weapons of choice? How do you combine memories and dreams to reshape the future? 
 
    You place your trust in the innocence of love, embrace the passion it offers, and never let it go. 
 
    These are the Echoes of Us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jolene and Cruz are childhood friends who were ripped apart by tragedy, tearing Jolene from her home and everything she knew. Now, in their senior year of high school, Cruz finds Jolene in her new life - a life she never wanted and will do anything to escape from. Together, they need to discover the secrets that forced them apart, to save Jolene from the dangers of her new family. Along the way, they find that a friendship born in childhood can become the love of a lifetime. 
 
      
 
      
 
    This is a Mature Young Adult/New Adult novel. The book contains strong language, sexual intimacy, and mature themes. Intended for an older audience of 18 years and up.  
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    Moments that define our lives are like sounds; they leave an echo behind if they’re powerful, and we feel the reverberations in our hearts. These moments are always with us, a constant reminder that something profoundly impacted our lives. Even if we can’t recall the exact details with clarity, the emotional link to them never fades. 
 
      
 
    They say life develops and grows in three stages: the beginning, the middle, and the end. But what about the heart? Does it not develop and grow? Our souls are eternal, yet our bodies are finite, but I believe we grant our hearts the capacity for the greatest growth of all; love. Love comes in three stages as well: the innocent, the passionate, and the endless. A heart is the shape of our love, and we feel its echoes the strongest. 
 
      
 
    This is the story of two hearts, two souls, and one love.  
 
      
 
    These are the Echoes of Us.  
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    The Wrong Side on the Right 
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    In the beginning… 
 
      
 
    I live in a small town in the middle of America. There is nothing special about it, but there is one defining feature that makes our town unique. We have a set of railroad tracks that bisect it right down the center. These tracks influence everything about our town. It’s like the people who settled here laid down laws that would govern us for years to come, dictating on which side of the tracks you belonged - they designated the poor, the unwanted, and the lonely to the wither on the right, while the wealthy, the adored, and the accepted were welcome to flourish on the left. These aren’t actual laws, but they may as well be. Generations later, and these unspoken laws still hold true. 
 
      
 
    I lived on the right side of the tracks. 
 
      
 
    The only time my young mind remotely knew of this divide was when we traveled across the tracks for anything. My mom usually went alone when we needed something from the other side of town, but the few times my grandma couldn’t mind me, she brought me along. It felt like stepping into another town when you crossed those tracks. The air felt crisper; the roads were cleaner, people smiled brighter, laughed louder, and everything was bigger and better. At least, that is how my younger self saw it. 
 
      
 
    We lived close to those tracks, but it didn’t matter how far from them you lived. If you were from the right side of the tracks, you were dirt. That is just the way it was, and sadly it still is. 
 
      
 
    We lived on a quiet street in a big house with my grandma. My grandpa died when I was just four, but I still remember his whiskey and tobacco smell and the way he would twirl me around in the backyard with his big, booming laugh until I was dizzy, giggling, and breathless. There are pictures of him on the mantle, but those are the ways I remember him best - the memories I associate with smell and sound. He died from a massive heart attack. My grandma didn’t smile so much after his death, and her heart longed to stop so she could be with him again. We weren’t religious, so there was not a lot of mention of heaven, but she would tell me that there was a forever place where Grampy was waiting for her, and she would meet him there. 
 
      
 
    My mom worked nights at a diner close to the tracks and cared for me and Grammy during the day. The nights were always my favorite time because my grandma would have her brandy hidden under the blanket covering her legs, and she would wink at me once my mom left. Our special time together. Grammy was different when she had the brandy; she would smile bigger and tell me the most wonderful stories. It was the time of day when I felt closest to her and it was our secret. 
 
      
 
    Besides my evenings with Grammy, my favorite memories include my best friend, Cruz. We had been best friends since the first day in kindergarten. 
 
      
 
    That first day, I was crying at the door as my mom pulled away in Grammy’s old car, and all I wanted to do was chase after her. I had never been away from my family before and I felt abandoned and alone. I didn’t want this new adventure - as Momma kept referring to it as - and I didn’t care about making new friends. I had my grandma as my friend. I didn't need anyone else. 
 
      
 
    I was just about ready to bolt when I felt a small hand touch my shoulder. Feeling angry and panicked, I spun around… and saw a pair of shining blue eyes staring back at me. My anger fled in the face of his pain; a pain that matched my own. I felt an instant connection to this boy, and whispered, “You wanna run too?” 
 
      
 
    He lifted his little shoulder in a shrug, then gave me a serious look, too serious for a boy of five. He matched my whispered voice when he said, “They’ll just bring us back. My daddy said I would be fine if I could make a friend. Would you like to be my friend?” 
 
      
 
    I suddenly didn’t feel so panicked, and with a small smile on my face, I nodded my head and reached out my hand. “I’m Jolene Hamilton, but my grammy calls me Jo, and she’s my best friend. I’d like to be your friend too.” 
 
      
 
    His face lit up as he grabbed my hand and shook it. “My name’s Cruz Santiago.” I scrunched up my nose at his weird name. I’d never heard one like it before and told him as much. He shrugged his skinny shoulder again and said, “My mommy named me.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head like that made perfect sense, which it really didn’t, but I was five, so what did I know?  I would find out later that his mother was Spanish, which explained his name better. And much later in my life, his name would sound anything but weird. 
 
      
 
    From that day forward, we were inseparable. 
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    The summer I turned eleven, my perfect life exploded, and I felt the echo in my heart for years to come. 
 
      
 
    Cruz had become more than just my best friend; he was the brother of my heart. He was my constant companion and my favorite person in the entire world, next to my grandma. 
 
      
 
    The kids at school didn’t understand our friendship, but we didn’t care. The boys teased Cruz and called him a girl for being my friend. Cruz was tall for his age and wore his black hair longer than the other boys. They constantly made fun of him for it, but he never showed them it bothered him. The girls were horrible and so much worse about what they said. They didn't call me a boy because my best friend was one, they used other mean words. Girls, even at that age, are far crueler. I understood most of the names, but others I wouldn’t learn the meaning of until I was older. I knew enough to know they were jealous. because even at eleven, Cruz was beautiful. I was only eleven myself, but I knew his blue eyes and black hair made him far prettier than the other boys, and even most of the girls. I never saw him as anything other than my friend, and his looks were just another part of him. 
 
      
 
    Cruz heard the words and told me to ignore them, claiming they were jealous of how pretty I was. I never believed him. I knew I wasn’t like them. I didn’t wear dresses or have Momma put my hair in braids or pigtails. I was what you call a tomboy. My best friend was a boy, and I grew up playing with him. I never played with dolls, I didn’t care if I got dirt on my clothes and I loved to spend my time exploring nature with Cruz. We spent most of our time outdoors in the small forest behind my grandma’s big house. We pretended to be great explorers and every new stone, rock, or leaf was a new discovery. We made our very own fort out of some of the old skids Cruz’s dad had set up for us and covered it with a tarp. It wasn’t much, but it was ours and we loved it. 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s mom died just after he was born. She was driving to the store to get diapers when a drunk driver ran a red light and smashed into the car. She died instantly and Cruz never got the chance to get to know her. He didn’t know his grandparents because they had thrown his mom out when she got pregnant, then cut all ties. I couldn't imagine people that cold. Later, I would meet a few of my own. 
 
      
 
    His dad reminded me of a cowboy. He was big and strong, always wore a flannel shirt, and he gave the best hugs. He became one of my favorite people too. He had blonde hair and blue eyes, like me. His dad let me call him Mr. C. It wasn’t proper to call grown-ups by their first names, but Jake Cameron didn’t enjoy being called the same name as his father. He said it made him feel old. I gave no thought to the fact that his last name differed from Cruz’s. His parents hadn’t married, like a lot of couples on the wrong side of the tracks. Weddings cost money, and we weren’t just dirt on this side, most were dirt-poor. We had better things to spend our money on. My mom hadn’t married my dad either. Cruz must have gotten his blue eyes from his dad, but his were a few shades darker. His eyes were the color of blue velvet. At least, that's what I thought whenever I looked at them for too long. 
 
      
 
    My mom was beautiful. She had the longest, palest shade of blonde hair and sparkling blue eyes. She reminded me of a fairy princess. People would stop and stare when they saw her. She was ethereal. I wasn’t like my mom. My hair is a darker shade of blonde and my eyes don’t sparkle like hers. My blue eyes are so pale, they look like the color of an icy lake. She told me I looked like my dad, but I never knew him so I couldn’t say if it was true. My mom never talked about my dad. There are no pictures of him. My grandma told me once he was the most handsome man to visit this side of the tracks and every girl wanted him, but he only had eyes for Mom. She told me he was waiting in the forever place with Grampy. If I asked how he got there, she would just tell me it was my mom’s story to tell, one day when she was ready. I doubted that day would ever come. 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s dad wasn’t immune to my mom's beauty. No one was. Cruz and I would giggle at how he'd “swoon” around her - my grandma’s word, not mine. He would look at her with such hunger, as well as longing, in his light blue eyes. Mom would just smile and shake her head, but then I noticed he was more than just friendly around her, and her eyes would linger on him and sparkle in a way I'd never seen before. My grandma would say they were “smitten” with each other. Then when she thought we couldn’t hear her, she would whisper under her breath, “That man has bedroom eyes, and a body made for sin.” I didn't understand what that meant at the time, and it didn’t sound nice, but Grammy would always smile when she whispered it, so I didn’t think she meant it to be mean. I would discover as I got older that she was quite the dirty old bird, and a lot of things she said were not what I had assumed when I was young. My grandma was the best. 
 
      
 
    It was during this summer, on a typical day for us, and we had just emerged from our little fort and were heading back to the house for some snacks. Upon our emergence into the yard, we both stopped dead in our tracks. There, on the back porch, was my mom and Cruz’s dad. He wasn’t being friendly with her, and she wasn’t smiling and shaking her head. No, they were kissing! Something froze me to the spot as I watched Cruz’s dad holding my mom in his big, strong arms and kissing her lips harder than I had ever seen someone kiss another person. I couldn’t move, and the longer I stood there, the faster my breath came. Even at my young age, I could feel the passion between them. It made me feel funny. 
 
      
 
    I felt a tug on my hand. Cruz hissed at me, “Come on!” 
 
      
 
    I let him tug me around and lead me back into the forest. I stumbled after him as we found our way to the fort. I felt dizzy and confused, dragged back by Cruz’s firm grip on my arm. 
 
      
 
    Once I was standing still, I yanked my hand out of his and yelled at him, “Why did you do that?” I don’t know why I was so mad at him. I knew we couldn’t let them see us, but I was feeling all mixed up about what we had witnessed. 
 
      
 
    Cruz spun around and placed his hands on his hips. He pursed his lips at me, lips I suddenly realized looked soft and pillowy, like the ones that were just kissing my mamma. I felt even more confused when I felt my cheeks heat. Cruz sighed and then pointed to our sleeping bags on the floor. “You should sit down, Jo.” 
 
      
 
    I suddenly thought it sounded like a great idea. After I dropped myself onto my sleeping bag, Cruz folded his body down next to me and sat on his. He took a deep breath, then whispered, “I did that because I didn’t know what else to do.” 
 
      
 
    I stared at his profile. He wouldn’t meet my eyes. His cheeks were pink, and he kept chewing on his lip. I felt my own cheeks heat. I asked him, “But you saw, right? Did you see your daddy kissing Momma?” 
 
      
 
    He nodded his head but still wouldn’t look at me when he replied, “I saw.” 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?” I asked in an even smaller whisper. 
 
      
 
    His eyes finally met mine and he squinted them in confusion at me. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and decided I had to be the one to state the obvious. “Do we pretend we didn’t see it?” 
 
      
 
    Cruz shook his head. “No, but we can’t tell them we saw, either.” 
 
      
 
    I was getting angry again, and I heard it in my voice when I snapped at him, “Why not? We need to know why!” 
 
      
 
    Cruz ran his hand through his black hair and tipped his head back before answering me, but when he did, there was anger in his eyes now too. “We can’t just ask them! We don’t even know what we saw!” 
 
      
 
    I felt my cheeks heat even as I shouted, “You know what we saw! Your daddy was kissing the heck out of my momma and he even had one of his big hands on her butt!” 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s whole face went red at my observation, but it was from more than just anger. “I know! I was there too!” 
 
      
 
    My head was spinning so fast with all the jumbled thoughts racing through it, but I slammed the breaks on one and felt my heart give a giant leap. A huge smile spread across my lips and I reached forward and grabbed Cruz’s hands in my excitement. “You know what this could mean?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head at me, but a small smile was inching across his mouth from my obvious excitement. “What do you think it could mean?” 
 
      
 
    I felt my smile stretch and then I squealed, “They could fall in love and get married! We would get to be a brother and sister for real, Cruz. We’d get to live together and see each other when we go to bed and when we wake up. Just think of how amazing that would be.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz smiled big with me, but then his smile slipped a little and his dark eyebrows came down over his troubled blue eyes. “We’d be a brother and sister, for real,” he repeated quietly, but more to himself. 
 
      
 
    I was bouncing on the spot and nodding my head. His smile was gone by this point and his eyes looked sad and shiny, just like the first day I met him. I quickly smothered my excitement, and whispered, “What’s wrong? Don’t you want that?” 
 
      
 
    He looked deep into my eyes, and it reminded me again how serious Cruz could be and how much older he seemed for his years. It made my heart skip a beat to see him look at me this way. He swallowed hard and then said in a hushed voice, “I don’t want to be your brother, Jo.” 
 
      
 
    My young heart felt like it was being squeezed and I couldn’t draw enough air into my lungs. My hands felt numb in Cruz’s strong grasp. I could barely get words past the lump in my throat. “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    He squeezed my hands tighter and leaned forward. His eyes looked at me in a way I had never seen from him. “Because, Jo, I want to marry you when we’re older. I want to be with you forever. My daddy says best friends make the best husbands and wives, so it makes sense we would get married. This way we will always be together. Brothers and sisters can’t get married.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head like he was making perfect sense. I did that a lot around him, but most of the time I didn’t feel like I understood. Cruz always seemed so much older than me, especially with the way he saw things. I chewed on my lip and thought about this as my heart stopped being squeezed and I could breathe again. He wasn’t saying he didn’t want me as a sister, just that he wanted me to stay his friend so we could marry each other. That made my heart squeeze in an entirely different way. I was eleven and a tomboy; I didn’t think about marriage and boys in that way. I especially didn’t think of Cruz in that way, or I hadn’t until he mentioned it. 
 
      
 
    Now, I looked into his blue velvet eyes and pictured him as a man, a husband, and my young heart beat in a way it never had before. I pictured him kissing me the way his dad had just been kissing my mom and my breath became choppy. Cruz was a beautiful boy, even my grandma said so. She also said he would make panties drop when he was older, but I didn’t understand what she meant. I would discover what she meant eventually, and much to my frustration; her prediction would come true. 
 
      
 
    I looked at my best friend and could easily picture a life with him by my side forever. If only the future me could go back and tell the younger me a few hard truths about our innocent plan, but those lessons had to be learned, as painful as they would be. 
 
      
 
    I squeezed his hands back and told him, “That sounds even better than brother and sister. I want us to be together forever, too.” He gave me the most perfect smile, but I couldn’t smile back. Instead, I had to burst our bubble with reality, “But what if they get married, Cruz?” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head and told me adamantly, “My dad loved my mom. He said there is only one woman he ever loved, and forever will.” 
 
      
 
    I felt very sad for my mom and angry toward his dad. “What about my momma, then? What does it mean that he was kissing her?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it doesn’t have to mean anything. I know my dad is lonely, and I’m sure your momma is too. Maybe they’re just friends?” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a look and rolled my eyes. “Friends don’t kiss like that, and besides, they’re already friends.” 
 
      
 
    He tipped his head as he thought about this and gave me a funny look. “Friends can kiss.” 
 
      
 
    I was shaking my head when I replied, “Friends don’t kiss like that.” 
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulder and asked strangely, “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    I huffed and glared at him in all my eleven-year-old frustration. “They just don’t. You only kiss like that if you’re in love.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz sat up straight and raised his eyebrow at me. “Really? And how do you know this, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I gave him a haughty look in return. “Grammy. She told me I would know when it was love the moment I kissed a boy like I needed his lips to breathe.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz gave me a disbelieving look, then burst into laughter. I was not amused. His laughter made me mad. I wanted to punch him so badly at that moment. Maybe I should have, instead of what I did next. 
 
      
 
    With pain, anger, and confusion, the eleven-year-old me proved my point to Cruz - that a kiss between friends is not what we saw between our parents. So, with absolutely no finesse or thought, I lunged at my best friend, grabbed his laughing face and slammed my dry lips onto his soft, laughing ones. 
 
      
 
    He stopped laughing immediately, and we both froze with our lips mashed between us, 
 
      
 
    I watched his eyes widen, then flutter shut at the exact moment the kiss became something else entirely. He tipped his head slightly and changed the pressure in which his lips were touching mine. His touch was gentle, and he rubbed his soft lips against me slowly. I was holding my breath and every muscle in my body. I didn’t know what to do next. I hadn’t planned to kiss him and didn’t even know how you were supposed to kiss a boy. My lips felt stiff against him, but I was afraid to move. After a few delicate strokes, he moved his lips apart and placed them more firmly against my own. I pulled myself back with a gasp and knew instantly that friends should never kiss. 
 
      
 
    Looking back now, it was barely even a kiss and more of a lip fumble, but to the child I was, everything about it confused my young mind, but one thing I knew for sure was that nothing about our innocent friendship would ever be the same 
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    The End of What’s Right 
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    The next few months were some of the happiest in my life. 
 
      
 
    It turned out that mom and Cruz’s dad were definitely more than just friends, but nobody told us exactly what they had become either. They spent more time with each other, and we saw them kissing a lot more, much to my embarrassment. Grammy would smile when Cruz’s dad came around and whispered naughty comments under her breath. We had family dinners together, and sometimes Cruz stayed over with Grammy and me while my mom went out with Cruz’s dad. This would confuse me, but when I asked Grammy about it, she would tell me to “mind my business” and not to mention it to my mom. She said a woman is allowed to have secrets and the ones that involve someone as fine as Cruz’s dad were the best secrets. Eventually, I stopped asking and didn’t care. I got to have Cruz and Grammy to myself for a whole night when these secrets were taking place. 
 
      
 
    Cruz and I never mentioned the kiss I so recklessly attempted, and that was perfectly fine by me, but even at ten, I knew it had changed us. Cruz became even more protective of me at school and I would find him looking at me funny sometimes. I pretended not to notice. Denial is a wonderful thing, but that kiss would become one of the defining moments of my life, and one of my greatest sources of comfort in the years to come. 
 
      
 
    If moments are like sounds, then the moments that followed next were the loudest of crashes and thundering bangs. The pain of those moments still haunts me. 
 
      
 
    Grammy was sitting in her favorite rocking chair, sipping on her brandy while Cruz and I played a game on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “You cheated!” I yelled at my best friend. 
 
      
 
    Cruz sighed and pointed to the dome that held the die. “How can I cheat when I can’t even touch it?” 
 
      
 
    I hated losing, and I was not gracious about it. I had a competitive streak, which would serve me well. I rolled my eyes. I knew he couldn’t cheat, but I was committed to my accusation. “You didn’t push it all the way down, so it doesn’t count.” 
 
      
 
    He shook his head at me, but asked, “You want me to push it again?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head and waited with my breath held to see what number the die would show. Karma is such a bitch because it was the same number, which meant I lost. Being a budding diva, I huffed and glared at him. “This game is dumb. Grab another one, and this time, no cheating!” 
 
      
 
    He gave me a dirty look of his own but packed up the game and went to grab another one from the cubby under the stairs where Grammy kept them. I watched him stomp over to the cubby and felt bad, but before I could get up and apologize, I heard the clunk of a bottle hitting the floor behind me. 
 
      
 
    I turned around but couldn’t process what I was seeing. 
 
      
 
    My grammy looked funny and her arm was shaking, the one that had been holding her brandy bottle. I ran over to her side and put my hand on her arm to stop the movement, but my arm was shaking too; from fear. Even at ten, I knew something was wrong. Her face seemed frozen on one side as she tried to say something. 
 
      
 
    I leaned closer and heard her whisper, “Ambulance. Get your momma.” 
 
      
 
    I knew the emergency number for an ambulance, but I couldn’t think. All I could do was scream Cruz’s name. He came skidding to a stop beside me and seemed to know exactly what was happening and what to do. Wise beyond his years, that boy was. He ran to the small phone in our outdated kitchen and dialed. I couldn’t even process any thoughts, but my senses were very alert. Isn’t it funny how we can remember a moment in time just from a specific detail? I can still remember the feeling of her frail hand in mine, the smell of the brandy that had dropped to the floor, the sound of Cruz’s voice in the background, and the taste of the salt from my tears. 
 
      
 
    Grammy was still trying to say something, but I knew I didn’t want to hear it, so I kept shaking my head. She was listed on one side of the rocking chair, so she was even closer. I couldn’t escape her whispered words and they still echo in my heart. 
 
      
 
    With barely any breath, she said, “Your Grampy is calling me. My heart is going home, Jo. When you find the boy who holds your heart, you’ll understand. Look after your momma. You were one of my greatest joys, remember that.” My grammy was never one for sentiments, so her words told me more than anything, that this moment would impact me profoundly. 
 
      
 
    What happened next is still a blur. 
 
      
 
    I remember the sound of the ambulance, the look on my mom’s face when she came flying through the door with Cruz’s dad right behind her. I remember the feeling of arms holding me as I fell apart in fear and confusion as the ambulance took my grammy away from me, but mostly I remember the way my best friend, the only one I had left, held me in his bed later that night as my heart broke. 
 
      
 
    I stayed with Cruz for the next few days as my mom made the arrangements for Grammy’s funeral. Cruz’s dad didn’t really know what to do with a broken little girl, but most men don’t know what to do in the face of such grief. 
 
      
 
    Cruz was my shadow over those days, a silent partner in my pain. He had loved my grammy just as much as me, but he didn’t dwell on his own pain. No, he shoved it down deep and allowed me to focus on my own. How does an eleven-year-old even do that? How could he be so selfless? I sure wasn’t. I took everything he offered me and never thought about what he was feeling. I couldn’t. I was too broken. 
 
      
 
    It was the night before the funeral, and I was still staying with Cruz. My mom told me I needed to come back to the house tomorrow, but I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to see all the imprints of Grammy in that house. I was being mean and selfish, but I didn’t care. I knew my mom was hurting, and she needed me, but I needed Cruz more. 
 
      
 
    I was curled into a protective ball on Cruz’s bed and he was stretched out beside me, staring at the ceiling. We had been silent for so long, but he finally whispered, “What do you think your grammy’s forever place is like?” 
 
      
 
    I sniffed back a few of my tears before I answered. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    He closed his eyes and said, “I picture a place where the sun is always shining. A place where there are no tracks and no mean people. I see a place where people are always happy and smiling, no matter what they look like or where they come from,” he sniffled himself before he continued, “And a place where my mom, your daddy, Grammy, and your grandpa, are all together waiting for us.” 
 
      
 
    For the first time since my grammy left me, I felt a small smile on my face. “That sounds like a nice place.” 
 
      
 
    He turned to his face, then reached out and grabbed one of my cold hands. “Jo, what happens now?” 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t sure what he meant, so I asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    He blew some bangs out of his eyes before he answered. “I heard your mom and my dad talking. She said you guys have nowhere to live now. She said a man owns your grammy’s house and he won’t let you live there anymore.” 
 
      
 
    My heart froze in my chest. Nowhere to live? I couldn’t wrap my young mind around it. That house was the only home I’d ever known. I knew I was stalling about going back there, but that was my home and I didn’t want to live anywhere else. Then a thought came, and I felt such relief that I smiled for Cruz. “We can just live here with you and your daddy, then.” 
 
      
 
    I expected him to have a huge smile on his face too with my brilliant solution, but tears leaked from his eyes. “I said the same thing to my dad, and he said it wouldn’t be proper, and that your mom said a man is giving her a job and that you’ll be moving. Is that true?” 
 
      
 
    All the feeling left my little body, and I felt numb. My mom had said nothing, not that I’d given her much chance to talk, but she would have told me that, surely. Cruz must be wrong. His daddy must be wrong. Everything was wrong, but somewhere in the pit of my stomach, I knew he must be right and that it must be true. 
 
      
 
    I shivered from my nerves and Cruz moved over so he could hold me. I pressed my face tight against his chest and just breathed in the smell of sunshine and leaves from his shirt. The best smell in the world but it didn’t stop the fear and the pain. 
 
      
 
    With a shuddering breath, I whispered, “I don’t want to go.” 
 
      
 
    I could feel the subtle shakes of his chest against my face that signaled he was crying too. “I don’t want you to go either. What will I do without you?” 
 
      
 
    I was crying now as I trembled in his arms. I could barely picture a world without my grammy in it, let alone one without Cruz. There was no me without Cruz, so how could I live a life without him? 
 
      
 
    Eventually, he got himself under control and pulled back to look at me. His eyes were red and puffy, but they were still the prettiest eyes I had ever seen. “Promise, Jo, that we’ll still be best friends. Maybe you won’t move too far away, and we can still be together at school.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped crying and realized that we would still be in the same school. There was only one public grade school on our side of the tracks, so it didn’t matter where we moved to, I would still have my best friend. “And your daddy can drive you to my new home and we can find new adventures to explore.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled and nodded his head, “And when your mom has to work, she can bring you here.” 
 
      
 
    I took an easier breath, feeling better already. “We’ll still be together.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled at me and said, “Forever.” 
 
      
 
    We were so wrong. 
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    The funeral wasn’t what I thought it would be. I watched TV; I knew how they were supposed to be, but Grammy’s funeral was nothing like the ones on the TV, well, some parts were. 
 
      
 
    We sat in the small room while a man stood at the front and spoke of God and Heaven. My grammy’s casket was sitting off to the side. I had given her a kiss, but her skin felt weird and she didn’t smell the same. My mom told me it was still her, just that her body was different now. She explained that when the heart stops beating, the body stops living. I told her she was wrong because her heart was still beating for Grampy. My mom had to leave the room when I said that to her. I saw Cruz’s dad watch her leave, but he stayed with his son. I didn’t understand how he could kiss mom the way he did but couldn’t hold her the way Cruz held me when I cried. I figured it was because they weren’t best friends. 
 
      
 
    I made sure no one was watching me, then I pulled out the small bottle of brandy I stole from the house that morning while Mom was getting ready. I tucked it under a silly white jacket they put on Grammy and patted her hand. “So, you and Grampy can have a drink later,” I whispered for her ears only. I took one last look at Grammy - even if she didn’t look exactly like my grammy - then sat in the seat my mom told me was mine. She came back and sat quietly beside me and took my hand, squeezing it tight. I wanted to hug her, but then the man spoke. 
 
      
 
    After the short service in the funeral home, we drove to the cemetery where my grandpa was buried. My grammy was going in the ground with him now. I hoped the bottle didn’t rattle when they put her in the ground. I would probably get in big trouble for that. Cruz’s dad let him stand beside me while the same man talked about God and Heaven again, but Cruz’s dad didn’t stand beside my mom. 
 
      
 
    Cruz held my hand when we both walked up to the casket to place our flowers. I went first and told Grammy I would do as she asked and that I loved her. Cruz placed his flower next and simply told her he would miss her. No one held Mom’s hand when it was her turn and I felt sad about that, so I tugged Cruz with me back to the coffin. He seemed to know exactly what I wanted, and we both took one of her hands. I hated Cruz’s dad in that moment, and that hate would grow and spread in the coming years as I watched my mom become a shell of the woman I knew, and the choices she would ultimately make. 
 
      
 
    After the cemetery, we went back to the funeral home where a party was waiting. I never knew you could have a party after a funeral. They don’t show that on TV. Cruz and I sat in a stairwell and munched on the cookies they had on a fancy table inside the room where all the adults were drinking booze and laughing. 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s dad was still avoiding my mom, and I was mad. “Why is your daddy being mean to my momma?” I snapped at Cruz. 
 
      
 
    He reared his head back as if I slapped him, but I was too mad to care. His eyebrows came down over his eyes the way they do when he thinks I’m being silly. “He’s not being mean to her, Jo. He’s being proper.” 
 
      
 
    “He left her all alone today. Today, when she needed a friend the most.” 
 
      
 
    He sighed and then spoke quietly, “They can’t have people whispering about them, so he’s doing the proper thing.” 
 
      
 
    “You keep saying that word, but all I see is him being mean. Why would anyone whisper about them?” 
 
      
 
    “Jo, your momma asked my dad to leave her alone. I heard them this morning when we all got here. Your momma was crying and kept telling my dad to leave her alone. He’s just doing what she asked.” 
 
      
 
    I was even more confused and angry now. “Why would she do that?” 
 
      
 
    He ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “I don’t know. I think she’s mad at him.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Because he won’t let us live with you?” I know I was mad about that. 
 
      
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. “Maybe? I don’t understand grown-ups.” 
 
      
 
    Neither did I, but I knew there had to be more to it than that. My mom was sweet and kind. She never got mad at people. 
 
      
 
    I was lost in thoughts about Mom when I felt Cruz take my hand in his larger one. I looked back up at him and he had one of his serious looks again. “We’ll never be like that. I’d never leave you alone, even if you asked me to.” 
 
      
 
    My little heart felt so big and warm at that moment. I squeezed his hand back and said, “I’ll never leave you alone either. We will always be together.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled at me and whispered, “Forever.” 
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    When we got back to the house after the funeral, there was a man waiting for us on Grammy’s porch. I remember seeing him around the house a few times over the last year, but no one told me who he was. He was tall and had a dark suit on. He smiled when he saw us walking up the path, but when my mom saw him, she stiffened beside me. He walked down the front steps and approached us slowly. Upon closer inspection, I could see that he had dark hair with a few silver specks near his ears. His eyes were brown, and they crinkled at the corners when he looked down at me, but the smile on his lips didn’t reach his eyes. My grammy would have said he was “spiffy”, but I didn’t like his fine clothes and unsmiling eyes. He made me want to hide behind my mom. 
 
      
 
    Taking his eyes away from me, he swung them onto my mom. I didn’t like the way he was looking at her. His eyes looked hard and not at all kind, like Cruz’s dad. They say the eyes are the windows to the soul, and his eyes should have been my first clue about the soul he hid beneath his fancy clothes. He raised an eyebrow at my mom and asked her, “I trust the service went well?” 
 
      
 
    Mom cleared her throat and replied that it did, then she looked down and said “Jo, go on inside and wait for me. I’ll be inside soon.” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t want to leave her alone with this strange man, but I was also glad to have the chance to get away from him. I ran up the steps and opened the door. Nobody ever locked their doors on this side of the tracks. We were dirt, so who would want to steal from us? 
 
      
 
    I ran past the living room without looking and right up to my room. I didn’t want to see anything that reminded me of Grammy. I flung myself on my bed and noticed my heart was racing. I couldn’t explain why, just that I knew something bad was happening. I wanted to hide, but I knew that wouldn’t spare me from whatever was coming. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long I lay there with my heart thundering in my chest and my hands clenched, but when I heard my mom come into the room, I knew the moment of truth had arrived. 
 
      
 
    She sat on the edge of my bed and reached out to stroke her hand softly over my head. I wanted to cry, and she hadn’t even said a word yet. “I wish things could have been different about your daddy,” she whispered in a voice full of such pain. I held my breath and waited for her to continue. “You have all the best parts of him, and he would have loved you so very much.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “I love you, more than you can understand. It’s because I love you, we need to leave. I would do anything to give you the life you deserve, the love you deserve. There is only pain on this side of the tracks. Pain and heartbreak. I don’t want you to suffer the same fate as I did. Your grammy would want a better life for you too.” She stopped and took a deep breath, then delivered the horrible news I felt was coming. “We’re moving to the other side of the tracks, baby. That man outside, the one who owns this house, he’s offered me a job to care for his son and look after his home. I accepted. This is our chance to change the course of our lives. We leave in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t believe what she was saying. We couldn’t move to the other side of the tracks. I wouldn’t go to the same school as Cruz, and we wouldn’t be able to see each other. The pain that thought caused, created a small fissure in my heart and I was sure it was bleeding. The mom I loved wouldn’t do this. She wouldn’t take me away from the only place I knew and the boy who was my entire world.  
 
      
 
    She couldn’t! I wouldn’t let her! 
 
      
 
    “NO! I’m not going!” I screamed this at her and watched her face collapse as tears ran down her cheeks, but I didn’t care. I. Didn’t. Care. Cruz was mine, and I was his. We were supposed to be together. Forever. My mouth had no filter from the pain I was feeling. “If you love me, you won’t do this! I don’t want this. I don’t want to move, and I don’t want to go to the other side of the tracks. If you do this, I will hate you forever!” 
 
      
 
    My mom’s face at that moment will haunt me too. She stiffly got to her feet and walked to the door, saying over her shoulder, “Even so, I’ll still love you. I’m sorry, baby, so sorry. One day you will understand.” With that, she left my room, and I was alone with a bleeding heart and the feeling I couldn’t breathe. 
 
      
 
    I had to find Cruz. He only lived two streets away. I jumped out my bed, flew past my mom, and out the front door. I heard her screaming my name behind me, but I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. My feet flew down the familiar path to his house while tears streamed down my face. As I rounded the corner, I almost collided into a body that was moving as fast as mine. Familiar arms crushed me to a chest that smelled like sunshine and leaves. I was sobbing and shaking but I could finally breathe again. 
 
      
 
    Cruz took me to the ground with him where he held me; both of us crying. I don’t know how long we sat like that, but eventually we weren’t alone. We both looked up at the same time to stare at our parents; eyes locked on each other and faces marked with tears. All you could hear was the strangled sounds of breaking hearts in each gasped breath and muted sob. 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s dad broke the silence first. “Deanna…” 
 
      
 
    “No, Jake, you know it has to be this way. I can’t stay here, and you know why.” There was so much pain in my mother’s voice, but there was anger there too. 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s dad looked down at us huddled on the ground, then back to my mom. “Not even for them?” 
 
      
 
    My mom’s face contorted in anguish, but she shook her head. “This is for them. It has to stop. If they find out...” She shook her head and looked away. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what she was talking about, and by the look on Cruz’s face, neither did he, but his dad did. He closed his eyes and whispered, “For them.” 
 
      
 
    Mom gave a jerk of her head and then looked down at us. Her face softened when she looked at me, then she looked at Cruz where he held me, and her eyes welled with tears again. She spoke to him when she said, “She can stay with you tonight. Thank you for loving my daughter. Your mom would be proud of you.” 
 
      
 
    I would wonder how Deanna Hamilton knew Cruz’s mom, but that was a secret. A secret I wouldn’t learn until many years later. 
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    The Other Side 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Six Years Later - Present 
 
      
 
    I can still see his face as the big town car pulled me away from everything I knew. From him. All these years later, and I’ll never forget his face, his smell, and the way he left an imprint on my young heart. 
 
      
 
    I was staring at my oatmeal - lost in memories of the past - when an obnoxious voice asks me, “What’s the matter, Goldilocks, is your porridge too cold?” 
 
      
 
    I glare across the counter at the source of the voice, and one of my least favorite people; my stepbrother, Byron. Knowing that anything I say to him will just encourage him more, I remain silent. 
 
      
 
    Loving the sound of his own voice, he continues, “Nervous about starting our senior year? You should be. You may shine up like a diamond, but everyone knows you come from dirt.” 
 
      
 
    His favorite dig doesn’t hit its mark. I don’t care what others think of me, but I’m not allowed the luxury of showing it. Appearances and all, you see. My stepfather, the very man who stole me from my “dirty” life, is one of the most influential men on this side of the tracks. I’m not allowed to bring shame to his name, as I’m so frequently reminded. I’m dressed a certain way, expected to act and speak a certain way, and always reminded about the wealth and name I now represent. I hate it. I hate this life, and I hate the two men who lord it over me. 
 
      
 
    Knowing there’s no point in remaining in this room and staring at a breakfast I can never stomach eating; I push my stool back and turn to leave the room. I’ve almost made my escape, but Byron still wants to take one last stab at me. “And don’t think because you look the way you do now, that anything will change. You may have tits, an ass, and long legs, but you won’t be flaunting them around and causing any trouble, you hear me? I won’t have my sister spreading her legs for all the boys and trying to trap them with her magical pussy, like your mom did with my dad.” 
 
      
 
    And there is one that hits the mark. Before he can see how much pain those words cause me, I walk calmly the rest of the way through the house, grab my school bag from the hall, then head out through the massive front door. When it’s firmly shut behind me, I lean back and let the tears fall. 
 
      
 
    My mother may have moved us here for a job, but it’s true she had a relationship with Victor that resulted in their marriage. Byron was always a brat and a bully, but he loved his mom and saw my mother as the replacement for her memory. Victor had only been widowed a year when he moved my mother and her defiantly broken daughter here. I didn’t make life easy for anyone inside these walls; myself included. I was just as mad and disgusted as Byron when they announced their engagement. What should have bound us in our shared hatred of the situation, just made us turn our anger toward each other. I may have hated my mother for what she did, both for bringing us here and for marrying Victor, but that hate is dead now and all I feel for my mother is sadness and love. 
 
      
 
    A car horn blaring snaps me out of my pity bubble, and I see my two friends waving from the front seats of a silver BMW. I suck in a breath and paste a smile on my face as I jog down the granite stairs and toward my waiting friends. 
 
      
 
    As I’m tossing my bag in the back, I notice Stephanie craning her head at an angle where she can see the front door better. Knowing who she’s hoping to see, I tell her, “He just came down when I was leaving. He won’t be ready yet.” 
 
      
 
    She turns with a pout. “Well, damn. I was hoping to start this year with a little eye-candy in the morning. Guess I’ll wait for school.” 
 
      
 
    I just shake my head at her. I don’t know what she sees in Byron. He’s loud and obnoxious, and that’s when he’s on his best behavior. He is also the biggest whore in our school, and that’s saying something. His reputation seems to be a source of pride for my stepfather, but mine has to remain pristine. I only have one more year, then I can run as far and wild as I want.  
 
      
 
    I’m counting down the days. 
 
      
 
    Carla blows me a kiss, then pulls the car out of our circular drive. “You have to admit; your brother is a hottie. I know you hate him, but you’re not blind,” she says casually over her shoulder at me. 
 
      
 
    I sigh from where I’m slouched in the back. Yes, he’s good-looking, but I see nothing other than my greatest nemesis when I look at him. He’s tall and broad, like Victor, has the same dark brown hair, but instead of brown, he has green eyes that are so vibrant; it makes all the girls in our school stupid. He’s on the football team, has a decent amount of muscle, and comes from one of the wealthiest families around. I couldn’t care less. 
 
      
 
    I don’t pay attention to the boys at school, so I wouldn’t even know how to compare him to the others in the looks department. It’s not that I don’t want to look, there was just never any point when I had a pit bull for a stepbrother cock-blocking any boy who even dared approach me. This year will be different. I don’t care what he says, and I don’t care what Victor threatens me with. I’m done being the socially accepted girl Victor has groomed me to be. My mother can’t stop me anymore, and I don’t plan on being in this fake life much longer. This year I’m bringing the dirt back. 
 
      
 
    With a renewed sense of confidence, I lean forward between my two friends and say, “This year is gonna be the best!” 
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    I’m standing at my newly assigned locker, when I feel a body sidle up beside me. I turn my head and see a boy leaning against the locker beside mine. I can’t remember his name, but I’ve had classes with him before. I try my best to ignore him and continue to fiddle with the lock on my locker. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jolene. I was wondering what classes you’ve got this term?” 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes and count to three. I don’t need to start my day this way. There’s a reason Byron was feeling bent this morning about how the boys would act around me. I never thought of myself as beautiful, just pretty. The sun lightened my hair over the summer, and I have some silvery, blonde streaks in it now - just like my mother’s hair. I also grew a few inches, making my legs appear longer, but it’s the extra cup size I increased that has this boy’s attention right now. 
 
      
 
    Feeling frustrated with this new and unwanted attention, I say icily, “I’ll ask my boobs if they know where my schedule is.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes snap back up to mine and the embarrassment stains his cheeks pink. “Yeah, um, sorry?” 
 
      
 
    I finally get my locker open and slam the books I don’t need inside. I can feel him fidgeting beside me and he finally mutters, “I guess I’ll see ya around.”  
 
      
 
    Smart boy. 
 
      
 
    I make my way down the hallway and feel several sets of eyes watching my approach. Byron is lounging against the lockers down by the gym area. His eyes narrow at me. Remembering my decision to snub the rules that have been governing me, I put a little extra sway in my hips and plaster a flirtatious smile on my lips, all while pulling my shoulder back and pushing my chest out. Four sets of eyes nearly fall out of their heads as I make my approach. One set narrow to dangerous slits. I keep my head held high as I walk past the group of boys and one very unhappy stepbrother. 
 
      
 
    Yes, this will be an interesting year. 
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    The cafeteria’s packed when I finally make my way inside. Mrs. Coleman once again wanted to speak to me about applying for the school paper. She asks me every year, and every year I say no. I know I do well in English and enjoy writing, but I am not interested in this school - other than to receive my diploma. This school is for the Byron Masons, who hail from the left side of the tracks. I’ll always be a misfit. I would probably be a misfit on the other side of the tracks now too.  
 
      
 
    That sad thought is still with me when I hear my friends calling my name. 
 
      
 
    I look for them at our usual spot from previous years, but they are calling me from the table where all the senior kids from last year sat. This is the popular table, so my stepbrother is there with his football cronies. I really don’t want to spend my year eating with him, but it appears my friends decided for me. 
 
      
 
    Stephanie is grinning from ear-to-ear when I make my way over to them, and I don’t have long to wonder why. I slide in a spot beside her when she asks me excitedly, “Did you hear the latest gossip?” She knows I don’t care about gossip, so she plows ahead as if I answered. “There’s a new kid transferring in for the football team. Apparently, he’s some big deal, and the school pulled strings to get him here. You know they’ll do anything to win. No one knows anything about him other than that. Isn’t that exciting? We haven’t had fresh meat around here in way too long.” 
 
      
 
    I almost pity the poor guy. Fresh meat is right. These kids will chew him up and spit him out. 
 
      
 
    In a much quieter voice, Carla whispers across the table, “I hope he’s cute.” 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes at that, but Stephanie claps her hands together, drawing the attention of a few other students around us, including my brother. I look back at Stephanie and teasingly joke, “I’m sure it will crush Byron if you’re not drooling over him anymore.” 
 
      
 
    She raises an eyebrow at me. “Jolene, there can never be enough hot guys in this school.” 
 
      
 
    I’d have to take her word for it. 
 
      
 
    I feel eyes on me, but it isn't my brother. I look down the table and see Tisha Lawrence staring daggers at me. I don’t know what she has against me, but she has always hated me. She hangs in the same crowd that Byron does, so maybe he had something to do with it in the beginning, but her hatred of me seems to be more personal than that. She’s on the cheer team and has all the boys turning their heads when she walks past, so I don’t know why I ever hit her radar. I keep my nose down and go out of my way not to draw attention to myself. Feeling a kernel of my former self emerge, I give her a nasty smile, then turn my head back to my friends. 
 
      
 
    I probably just made my life here worse, but it’s my last year and then I never have to see these kids again. I say, bring it on! 
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    Those first few days, all anyone was talking about was the new kid. The girls were all flustered over his looks and the boys were all impressed with his football stats. I still hadn’t seen him, so I couldn’t even contribute to the wagging tongues. They kept him during lunch periods to get caught up in our curriculum, but Steph had him in her algebra class and kept comparing him to that guy from the Vampire Diaries. She already claimed to be “in-lust” with our new student. Carla had him in her economics class and wouldn’t shut up about his hair and muscles. I felt left out, but not enough to care. Just another kid to be swallowed up by the students at Haventree Prep. 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting at my desk doing homework when my bedroom door is thrust open. Knowing who it will be, and used to the unsolicited entrances, I don’t even bother to look up. I hear my bed squeak and assume Byron flopped on it behind me. Wondering what he wants, but knowing he will eventually tell me, I keep working at my desk. 
 
      
 
    “So, sister of mine, what’s new?” His voice has an edge of anger to it, but I can’t guess what he’s pissed about now. “Wanna tell me about all the cocks you’ve got twitching lately?” 
 
      
 
    I can feel my shoulders stiffen at his vulgar words. Not one to back down from him, I shoot back over my shoulder, “Oh, are you jealous? Were they supposed to twitch for you?” 
 
      
 
    I hear his fast approach before I feel his breath against the back of my head. “Careful, sister. Wouldn’t want dear old dad to hear about how his daughter is a cock tease.” 
 
      
 
    I throw down my pencil and spin around in my chair so he can see the menace in my eyes. “Just like we wouldn’t want him to know about that costly cocaine addiction you’re so fond of,” I smirk when I see his eyes widen slightly. Guess he didn’t think I knew of his little habit. 
 
      
 
    His eyes narrow slightly, then he leans in close and pretends to sniff my breath. “Is that dick I smell? Sucking the old man’s cock for him, like the dirty girl you really are?” He does not understand how much is wrong with that statement. If he knew, I wonder what he would do. I shudder before I can help it, and he chuckles. “I’m sure the old guy’s not that bad. Your mom didn’t have any problem riding his cock all the way to the chapel and into his wallet. I’m betting the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree. Is that why he got you those new earrings, hm?” 
 
      
 
    I feel the blood slowly draining from my face. Yes, Victor bought me a pair of diamond earrings, but not as any form of thanks. No, the reason was far worse than that. Knowing I have to get him out before I say something I’ll regret, I point to the door and yell, “Get out!” 
 
      
 
    He smiles at me, but it isn’t kind. He stands up and makes to leave, but turns around at the last second. “I’m having a party here on Saturday night. You don’t mention the coke, and I’ll pretend I don’t see the looks my dad gives you.” With that, he shuts the door and walks out. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what he’s referring to, but I have a sick suspicion. He does not understand that his dad is the monster in this equation, not me. Shuddering in revulsion, I run to my bathroom and barely make it before throwing up what little I ate for dinner. Once I’m done and flush the toilet, I curl up on the tile and cry, wishing my mother was here. 
 
      
 
    Later, I venture downstairs for some ibuprofen because I have a headache from crying and lack of food. I walk into the kitchen without looking, which is something I always do before I enter a room, but my head is hurting and I’m not thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Good evening, Jolene. I was just asking your brother how your first few days of school have been.” I stop dead in my tracks. The one person I try to avoid in this house at all cost is standing right beside the cupboard I need. I look over and see Byron lounging against the island in the middle of the room, smirking at me. 
 
      
 
    I’m screwed, and I know it. I try to play it off and meet my stepfather’s eyes. “It’s been fine.” 
 
      
 
    “Just fine? Nothing new? It’s your senior year. I expected a little more than ‘fine’.” His eyes scan me from the head down and I feel naked and violated by the time he’s done. 
 
      
 
    I shiver from the sensation and I see a delighted smile on his face. He enjoys the power and the control he has over me. I’m a prisoner in this house and he knows it. The only reason he hasn’t acted on his depravity is that he’s also afraid. He can’t risk his good name being dragged through the mud by the girl he took in as his own. It doesn’t stop him from testing how far he can skirt the edges though. 
 
      
 
    With more confidence than I’m feeling, I walk toward him and say calmly, “I’ve been busy getting settled in my classes and a jump on the assignments. It’s only the first week, so not much has happened.” I rest my hip on the opposite side of the island from Byron. 
 
      
 
    “Fair enough. I’m sure you’ll let me know if you have any problems?” He raises an eyebrow at me, and I nod my head in affirmation. “Good. Now that that’s settled, why don’t we all have a drink on the patio?” 
 
      
 
    Byron pushes off the counter. “Sorry, dad, I’m catching the game over at Riley’s.” He gives me a look, then smiles back at his dad. “I’m sure Jolene would love to have a drink with you.” 
 
      
 
    Instead of showing anger and panic at his suggestion, I play the one and only trump card I have. “Actually, I was just down here to get some ibuprofen. I’ve got cramps.” I don’t, but it’s the one thing I can always count on to bail me out. 
 
      
 
    Byron screws up his face and makes a gagging noise. “Gross! TMI, sis. I’m outta here.” He spins on his heel and makes a hasty retreat. 
 
      
 
    One down and one to go.  
 
      
 
    I look up at my stepfather while rubbing my lower tummy. He tips his head to the side and shocks me by asking, “Did your mother ever put you on the pill?” 
 
      
 
    My mouth drops open and I make a gasping sound through my parted lips. What the hell? I regain my composure enough to croak out, “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    He nods his head like this is good news. “I would offer to take you myself. It seems your cramps are getting worse and more frequent. Should I be worried? I just want to be a good father.” The look in his eyes is not fatherly and tinged with a hint of anger and suspicion. 
 
      
 
    Shit!  Thinking fast I say, “Stress. Stress makes it worse. I’ve been stressing about school starting.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve always had good grades and get along with the kids there. What could you be stressed over?” He’s calling my bluff. 
 
      
 
    “It’s my last year. I want to keep my grades up, so I have the best selection of colleges.” That is true. I’ll gladly take his cash for college. That’s my ticket out of here. 
 
      
 
    Moving closer, he says, “In such a hurry to leave, are you?” I know by the silky rasp of his voice, he’s baiting me. He’s waiting for the moment I say the wrong thing, then he will strike like the snake he is. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how my mother tolerated him. She may have claimed she was trying to secure a better life for me, but she sold her soul to do it then left me in this hell alone. She had no way of knowing what would happen after she was gone, though. Victor always played the part of a loving father so well for her benefit. 
 
      
 
    I know I have to word this in a way that will appease his beast. “I want to make you proud, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    A satisfied smile stretches across his lips and I can feel my body slumping in relief, but then he reaches out his hand and takes a stand of my hair and runs it between his thumb and forefinger. “You do make me proud. You are becoming the apple of my eye.” His voice has gone silky again and my body stiffens. “Apples were known to be forbidden fruit in a certain story. How very tempting an apple must have been.” 
 
      
 
    My body is frozen in place and I dare not even breathe. This is why I try to avoid being alone with him. The earrings were an apology gift for a time when he skirted that edge too close.  
 
    A gift for my silence. He’s always careful about his touches, but that time he went too far, and he knew it. 
 
      
 
    I’d been coming out of the pool and he was standing in the shadows, watching me. I hadn’t seen him. I was ringing the water from my hair when he approached me. As usual, it started with a few carefully veiled innuendos. I was trying to make excuses for leaving when he had leaned closer and I could smell the whiskey on his breath. He asked if I was still a virgin. Can you imagine a father, even a stepfather, asking a girl that? I nodded my head, too afraid to speak. He then stroked the tip of my nipple through the wet material of my suit and asked if a boy had ever touched me there. I shook my head and felt tears in my eyes as I did. I don’t know if it was the tears that did it, or if he had a moment of clarity, but he stepped back with a tortured look on his face and told me to go inside. The next morning there was a pair of earrings on my desk. 
 
      
 
    I can feel tears forming in my eyes again. Sometimes I wonder if I will make it to my eighteenth birthday before he decides his reputation is worth the risk. 
 
      
 
    He drops my hair and steps back. In a harsh voice, he says, “Get your pills and some rest, then.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t look at his face as I move past him and grab the pills from the cupboard. I open the fridge and grab a bottle of water. When I turn back around, he’s gone. I make a hasty retreat to my room and have the door shut before the first tear hits my cheek. 
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    Past Meets Present 
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    I spend a lot of time over the next few days thinking about the horrors in the home I’m trapped in. I also reminded myself that I will not be the meek and mild girl they want. They may want to wash the dirt from my past and pretend I belong in their shining world, but I know where I came from, and my dirt is skin deep. It’s time I remind them about that - all of them. 
 
      
 
    Putting into action my new plan, I ask my friend Stephanie to help me with an outfit for the party Byron is throwing. Everything in my wardrobe is too innocent and prim. I need something bold and reckless; something to make a statement about the girl everyone thought they knew. Stephanie and Carla are the only ones who know the truth about my past, but no one knows the extent of the suffering I’ve endured within these walls. Byron is careful that no one sees the depth of his hatred for me, and I don’t bother telling anyone differently. Besides, who would believe me? Even my friends are blind to his faults, so I’ve just let them believe what they want (the same way Victor is sure to impress my friends and schoolmates with his portrayal of the doting and loving father). He should have gone into politics with his ability to act. 
 
      
 
    So, I’m sitting on my bed as Stephanie tosses clothes at me from her bag, talks about how hot the new kid is and how she hopes he comes tonight. I finger the material of a slinky top that landed on my lap. “I’m curious, myself. I seem to be the only girl in school who hasn’t seen him yet.” 
 
      
 
    Steph throws her curly brown hair over her shoulder and winks at me. “He’s definitely worth the wait. Now, let’s find you the perfect outfit to cause instant boners tonight.” 
 
      
 
    I giggle at the mental picture of that. “I’m not sure that’s quite what I want to happen. I’m not going for slut-queen, just something more daring than what a twelve-year-old would wear.” 
 
      
 
    She narrows her brown eyes at me, then asks, “I don’t get how your dad treats you like a China doll. He doesn’t seem to care what Byron does. I know my dad can be a bit much, and gives me grief about the clothes I wear, but he doesn’t force his choices on me. Men and their double standards. I’ll never understand it. Anyway, he needs to loosen up. This is your last year of high school and then you’ll be going off to college. He doesn’t plan on choosing your clothes for there too, does he?” 
 
      
 
    That is exactly what he would try to do, which is why I will pick the college furthest from here. I know why he wants me to dress the way he does. He likes the image of purity those clothes give. I secretly think he believes it will deflect any interest from boys who are looking to “deflower” me. He likes my virginity too much. Far too much. 
 
      
 
    I toss the shirt aside and stand from the bed. “Who knows? I will not let him influence my wardrobe tonight. Besides, he’s out of town. What he doesn’t know, and all that.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, at least he only has a say in the length of your uniform skirt. Not much he can say or do about what you wear to school.” She walks over to the bed and places the clothes into outfits. 
 
      
 
    “True. Okay, enough of this depressing talk. We’re supposed to be getting ready for a party. Let’s find us both an outfit and then do our hair.” I lean over the bed with her and assess the choices. 
 
      
 
    Steph takes a strand of my hair and examines it. “You really have the most incredible hair. Is it weird I’m totally excited about you letting me play with it tonight?” 
 
      
 
    I laugh at my friend. “Weirder than you being excited about finding a top that will, and I am quoting you here, ‘showcase the ‘ta-tas’?” 
 
      
 
    She bursts into a fit of laughter and wiggles her eyebrows at me. “Those puppies should never be leashed. If I had a chest like yours, I’d charge a petting fee.” 
 
      
 
    I gasp and then double over in laughter. When I get myself under control, I pretend to scowl at her. “Do you realize you basically implied I should make money off people touching me? Are you calling me a hooker?” 
 
      
 
    She’s still giggling when she replies, “Not at all, Sugar Tits. Maybe an exotic dancer, though?” 
 
      
 
    I grab an outfit off the bed blindly and fake punch her in the arm. “Not much better there, you slut. Get your mind out of the gutter. I’m not the one who lost my v-card at fourteen.” 
 
      
 
    She pouts at me. “Ouch. That was mean. You know I’m only teasing. I think it’s sweet you’re saving yourself for some destined love. It’s very Romeo and Juliet. Besides, I meant it as a compliment. Your body is the stuff boys wake up sweaty over. You should flaunt it with pride.” 
 
      
 
    I purse my lips at her. “I’m not so sure about that, but I’m ready to stop hiding behind clothes that make me feel like a little girl. I’m not comfortable ‘flaunting’ myself, but there has to be some happy medium?” 
 
      
 
    She nods her head. “Absolutely. Try on what’s in your hand and we’ll go from there.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s do this,” I say with more confidence than I’m feeling.  
 
      
 
    I wanted to look sexier, but now I’m having second thoughts about it. I don’t want to appear slutty, and the idea I might get more attention than I want leaves a sick feeling in my stomach. I already have enough negative attention just in this house for the way I look. I don’t want that from the boys I have to see every day at school. I realize I shouldn’t feel ashamed of the way I look, but that’s the crux of my problem - I do feel ashamed. 
 
      
 
    I shut the bathroom door and look down at the clothes in my hand; a short skirt and an off-the-shoulder blouse. Nothing too slutty, right? Right? I tip my head back and take a deep breath. I try and picture the old me and channel her right now. What would the old me do? What would the girl who came from the other side of the tracks do? She would wear these clothes and dare anyone to say something to her about it. She would make all those kids know that she isn’t afraid of their judgment and she is tired of hiding who she is. 
 
      
 
    I nod my head and strip off my clothes. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t wear the skirt because I’m a few inches taller than Steph and it looked like a micro mini on me. The blouse was perfect, even with my bra size being two cups larger than hers. The material molds and hugs my chest, whereon her the blouse is loose. I paired the blouse with the only pair of skinny jeans I own. Steph, Carla, and I had been at the mall one day. I’d been saving all my lunch money, instead of buying lunch, so I could get them. I've never been brave enough to wear them - Victor would have a fit - but knowing they’re in my closet gives me a huge thrill. 
 
      
 
    Steph has done my long hair in loose curls and we both did our own make-up. Mine is more daring than I usually wear, but nothing like the look Steph applied to her own face. She is a beautiful girl, but with the way she emphasized her eyes and highlighted her cheeks, she is stunning. She ended up wearing the short skirt and the slinky top, both in black, and she looks like she could walk off the cover of a magazine. She’s aware of her looks and has no trouble using them to her advantage. Several of the boys at our school have fallen under her spell over the years and she has left a trail of broken hearts in her wake. 
 
      
 
    Carla is our more reserved friend, but no less beautiful. I study her as she meets us in the kitchen. Like me, she is wearing skinny jeans, but she has a spaghetti-strap shirt on with sequins down the front that change color in the light. Her auburn hair is pulled up in a style that highlights the elegance of her slim neck. Where Steph and I have rounded curves, she has the frame and grace of a dancer. Fitting, since that’s what she is. She is amazing at it too. She is desperately hoping to get into a college close to here that specializes in the performing arts. I have no doubt she will. 
 
      
 
    We have a few drinks here before we head out back, where kids have already gathered. The pool is closed off for the night since alcohol, drugs, and pools don’t mix. Even Byron isn’t that brave or stupid. There is a huge fire pit where kids usually park themselves in the folding chairs they bring, but there is also a gazebo, patio, and deck with enough places for everyone to sit. By the sounds coming through the patio door, I’d wager most of the senior class is already out there. 
 
      
 
    “So, shall we place our bets now on who will be the first to hurl and which couple will be the first to use the pool house?” Steph asks us with a devilish glint in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    This has been a long-standing tradition of ours. We bet on the predictions of the night before the party begins. The winner gets bragging rights and a dessert, paid for by the losers, from the award-winning bakery in town. The deserts there are worth more than the bragging rights and cost almost a whole week’s allowance. We are all very competitive about winning these silly bets. 
 
      
 
    Carla stops spinning and lifts a finger in the air. “I’ll go first. I say Jeremy Powell is the first to puke. He can never hold his liquor. The couple to use the pool house first will be Jenny Drayden and Mike Loughlin. They haven’t been able to keep their hands off each other all week at school.” 
 
      
 
    Steph nods her head. “True, and all great guesses, but I think I can do better. So, for the first to puke, I will say Byron’s buddy Riley. He usually ends up puking at some point, so there’s a good chance of him being first. For the couple that makes it to the pool house first, I will say Tisha and whatever poor fool follows her. That skank may as well have a mattress strapped to her back.” 
 
      
 
    I almost choke on the sip of beer I take but get it down my throat before the laughter escapes. Steph never fails to amuse. I suck at these bets because I don’t pay attention to the kids I go to school with - not like my friends do. An idea comes, and I smile triumphantly. “Get ready to pay, ladies. I’m winning this one. So, the first one to puke will be Byron because he’ll drink a lot of alcohol to impress his friends, especially the new guy. And speaking of the new guy, I’m saying he is the first one dragged into the pool house by whichever lucky girl is brave enough to make the first move.” I take a bow, thoroughly pleased with myself. 
 
      
 
    “Does it still count if one of us is the one to drag him in?” Both Carla and I look at Steph with our mouths open. She shrugs her shoulders in response. “What? I’m just asking.” 
 
      
 
    Carla shakes her head and laughs. “Steph, you’re such a slut.” 
 
      
 
    Steph fluffs her wavy hair and says, “Jealousy is a very flattering look on you.” 
 
      
 
    We are all laughing when suddenly we notice the noise level outside. You would think a celebrity just entered our backyard with the level of cheers and whistles. We all look at each other, but it’s Carla who states the obvious. “I guess the new guy showed up.” 
 
      
 
    Steph tries to get a better look into the yard, but the trees are blocking most of the view. “Girls, I think it’s time for our grand entrance.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    We make our way out of the set of doors that lead to the back deck where more kids are already loitering. The kitchen had a few strays wandering around, but we didn’t stop to chat. I nod to a few here and smile, noticing the change in my appearance and the bolder fashion statement isn’t missed. I feel uncomfortable, but then remember I’m not the insecure and mousy girl I’ve been shaped into. No, I’m still me underneath that and it’s time to bring her forward. I toss my hair over my shoulder and walk behind my friends with a snap to my spine. 
 
      
 
    As we file through the back deck and squeeze past the kids who can’t bother to move for us, I reach out and grab Steph’s hand. “Hey, the new kid, what’s his name again?” 
 
      
 
    She turns with a slight lift of her shoulder. “The guys on the football team call him Cameron, but I think that’s his last name. I can’t remember because only his looks matter, if you know what I mean? Why? Feeling brave tonight?” 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how brave I feel, but I know I don’t want to appear clueless. The kids at school have just been referring to him as whatever moniker they think will make the biggest statement when talking about him. I know I’ve heard it, but I hadn’t really cared enough to pay attention to it. Now, there is a niggle in my memory about that name, but I am too focused on other things. If he’s on the football team, then he is most likely with Byron and his meathead friends. I don’t want to be at a disadvantage before my brother. He would have far too much fun at my expense. I roll my eyes and reply, “Not even close. Let’s find more alcohol then ask me that question again.” 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes back at me. “You don’t need liquid courage to smile and look gorgeous. Come on, we need to follow the crowd and the noise. We’ll make sure we’re seen, cause a stirring in some loins, then we can get you that drink you so desperately want to hide behind.” She turns and jogs down the wooden stairs, trying to catch up with Carla. 
 
      
 
    I’ve no choice but to follow, so I race down the stairs behind her. 
 
      
 
    She wasn’t kidding about the crowds and the noise. The clusters of giggling girls and the loud laughter from the boys are like a neon sign pointing us to where the excitement is. I keep reminding myself that I am not the wallflower anymore. I slide up beside Steph and raise my chin. I feel eyes on me and hear a few whispers, but let it flow through me. 
 
      
 
    Most of the kids are lounging on chairs by the fire, but I spot Byron and Riley talking to another guy off to the side. This must be the new kid. His back is to us, but he’s broad and tall. It’s dark outside, so his hair could be anything from dark brown to black. He’s wearing a black t-shirt that’s stretched tight across the expanse of his back and a pair of faded blue jeans which are cupping a very nice ass. I haven’t seen his face yet, but already I can understand why he’s become the focus of so much attention with the female student body. 
 
      
 
    Byron is saying something to him, and the new kid is nodding his head to whatever it is he told him. I’m just about to ask Steph if we should get chairs when he turns around, and my world tips sideways on its axis. 
 
      
 
    A face that is achingly beautiful and familiar, while still being completely new, takes me back to a time in my life where my world was perfect and made sense. A time where the best parts of my days were spent with a younger version of this boy, I’ve not seen in six years, and never thought to see again. He is scanning the crowd and smiling at a few of the comments being thrown around the fire, and I suddenly feel like an imposter in my own skin. 
 
      
 
    I don’t want him to see me, so I go grab Steph’s hand, but someone has already spotted me. “Speak of the devil, and she appears. Come, give your brother a hug.” This is met by snickers from the gathered crowd and a few not-so-flattering comments about me. 
 
      
 
    I must look like a deer facing down a hunter as I stare in horror at my brother, who quickly makes his way over, and to my utter horror, throws his arm around my shoulder and marches (drags) me the short distance back to the ghost of my past. The closer I get, the more of the child I knew is visible, along with the startling clarity of his mature beauty. No, not beauty. He was a beautiful boy, but there is nothing boyish about the person looking at me with mild curiosity. There is rugged masculinity to his face now and his body is even taller, broader, and more heavily muscled than it appeared from a distance. No, the beautiful boy I knew has become a drop-dead gorgeous man. 
 
      
 
    I’m stiff beside Byron as he says, “Cameron, I’d like to introduce you to the girl I was just telling you about. Meet my sister, Jolene.” 
 
      
 
    This moment has no sound. It's like a deafening silence has descended around me and all I can do is watch the shock, recognition, joy, sorrow, and confusion cross Cruz’s face as he absorbs the fact, he is standing across from his childhood friend. Once the myriad emotions stop chasing each other across his face, a polite mask drops over him like a shroud, but I don’t miss the iciness that enters his eyes. “Nice to meet you, Jolene.” I don’t miss the emphasis on my name, but I doubt anyone else picks up on it. 
 
      
 
    Byron gives my shoulder an almost bruising squeeze, as he says with an air of authority, “As long as you remember what I told you, we won’t have any problems. Jolene is a good girl, regardless of how she appears tonight.” With that comment, he glares down at me and gives me another hard squeeze, “And she knows my dad would not approve of anyone sniffing around his darling daughter.” 
 
      
 
    His message couldn’t be clearer, and I am horrified at the way Byron just put a “Do Not Touch” stamp on me in front of everyone. Has he been doing this all along? No wonder none of the boys have ever approached me. I guess “locker boy” from the first day was risking a lot to even speak to me. 
 
      
 
    The arm around my shoulder suddenly feels like a chain around my neck. Anger rushes swiftly to the surface and before I know what I am doing, I throw his arm from my body and spin around, getting right in his face. With six years’ worth of frustration and rage, I snarl, “I’m not a piece of property and you have no authority over me! You’re my stepbrother, and one I barely tolerate. Don’t pretend you give a damn about me, either. We both know you only care about how I make you look and your precious family name. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything to tarnish your crooked crown, but I’m done with being your puppet.” 
 
      
 
    I know I’ll be paying for that little outburst later, but right now I feel better than I have in a long time. Byron is vibrating with anger and his eyes fill with a hatred that should scare me, but he won’t say anything in front of this crowd of his loyal subjects. I don’t wait to see what anyone else thinks of my little tantrum; I spin on my heel, push my way through the silent crowd, and storm off. I don’t stop until I get to the side of the pool house that faces the back of the yard.  
 
      
 
    With no one around to see me, I finally fall apart. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long I stand leaning against the wall with my eyes shut, allowing the cocktail of my emotions to drown me in their toxins, but my tears have long since dried, when I realize I am no longer alone. I’m not in the mood to deal with anyone yet, so I open my eyes and am prepared to tell whoever is hovering to just leave me alone, but the words die before they even make it to my lips. 
 
      
 
    Standing just a few feet in front of me, with his hands shoved in the front pockets of his jeans, Cruz watches me with careful eyes. I watch him as carefully back - this boy who was once my entire world, now a man I don’t even know. He takes a measured step toward me, and I watch his chest expand with a deep breath before he says, “I don’t even know where to start.” He shakes his head a little and his lips lift on one side. “I can’t even believe I’m standing here with you.” 
 
      
 
    I nod in understanding. “I know the feeling.” 
 
      
 
    He nods his head in the house's direction. “So, this is where you live?” 
 
      
 
    I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “I wouldn’t call it living.” 
 
      
 
    He tilts his head like he’s trying to figure out the puzzle to my words, and the gesture is so familiar, I feel tears in my eyes. He asks quietly, “Is there somewhere we can talk? If you want to? I get that we knew each other as kids, but you don’t know me now, and your brother--” 
 
      
 
    “--my stepbrother is not my keeper, much as he pretends to be. He’s just his father’s guard dog,” I say with a bitter taste in my mouth from even having to explain that. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, is there somewhere we can go?” He rocks back on his feet while he waits for my answer. 
 
      
 
    I nod my head and walk around the side of the pool house, not bothering to check if he’s following me. When I get to the door, I knock once to let anyone who might be there know they are about to have company, then turn the handle and step into the dark space - which is free of any tangled and horny bodies. I flick the light on, illuminating a room that is more like a lounging area than a place to change and dry off. There is a bathroom off to the right and a small utility closet beside it, but the main part of the room has comfortable wicker furniture, and along the far wall are shelves with plush towels, a drying rack, and a dryer. I can only imagine what Cruz thinks about the obscene display of wealth and luxury for something as trivial as a pool house. 
 
      
 
    I wait for him to make his way past me, then I lock the door as subtly as I can and follow him as he takes in his surroundings. He stops in the middle of the room, then pivots back with one eyebrow raised and a carefully blank look on his face. “This room is more elaborate than half the homes on the other side of the tracks.” 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure if he means that to be insulting, but my back straightens when I reply, “Money doesn’t mean better.” 
 
      
 
    He blows his bangs off his forehead; bangs that are still long - as is the hair at the back of his neck - then he runs his hand through his hair, just like he did when we were kids. My eyes sting with tears again at how hauntingly familiar it is. His eyes lose the guarded look from moments ago and soften as his gaze travels all over my face - like he’s trying to reconcile the young woman before him with the girl he knew as a child. He moves into my personal space and looks down at me with such tenderness. “God, it’s really you. My, Jo.” 
 
      
 
    With those whispered words, the tears trickle over my lashes and I can’t stand the distance for a moment longer. I close the last few inches between us and throw my arms around him as sobs choke my lungs. His strong arms close around my back and crush me to a muscled chest that is unfamiliar, but the smell of sunshine and leaves are still there, and that is all I need to know. The boy I cherished as a young girl, is the one who is holding me as tightly as I am holding him. 
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    A Night to Forget 
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    We finally pull ourselves away from each other and sit on one of the wicker couches. I keep staring at him, trying to reconcile the fact he is here and not just a memory. 
 
      
 
    He clears his throat and says in a husky voice, “Jo, I have so many questions, but before we go there, I need to ask something of you.” 
 
      
 
    I nod my head and say eagerly, “Sure.” 
 
      
 
    He lifts a muscled arm and rubs the back of his neck in a nervous gesture, flexing a defined bicep. “This will sound weird, and I can explain, but I need you to promise me you won’t tell anyone you know me.” 
 
      
 
    What? I’m shocked by his request, and frankly, hurt. “Why? Are you ashamed of me?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes open wide and he looks surprised by my words. “No, of course not! It’s just that I can’t risk my past jeopardizing all that I’ve built on this side of the tracks. This is my only chance to get a scholarship. If people knew where I came from, it would cost me that.” 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you’re using your dad’s last name?” Yeah, I finally remembered where I heard that name before. 
 
      
 
    He gives me a single nod. “Not long after you left, my dad became a partner at the auto shop he worked at since high school. The shop is on this side of the tracks and has a small apartment above the shop that the other partner rented out. My dad asked if he would rent it to him, and we moved. Dad wanted me to have a fresh start and changed my last name to his. Apparently, my mom’s parents still didn’t want to have anything to do with their disgraced daughter’s bastard child, so dad had no problem changing it.” He stops to make sure I’m following, so I nod my head for him to continue. “As the years passed, dad made enough money to buy us our own house closer in town, and I got to attend a high school that was good. Dad encouraged me to try out for some sports, and I found a love for football. No one knew where I came from, and they accepted me as if I belonged there. My coach told me I had real talent, but all I cared about was being part of a team and playing a game I loved.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I understand that, but why should it matter where you came from?” I felt like a child again, when he was explaining something I didn’t grasp. 
 
      
 
    “When Haventree Prep contacted Dad about pulling me from my current school so I could play for them, they clarified that they didn’t want their prestigious football team ‘tainted’ by dirty roots. They offended my dad at first and he refused them, but then they threw in a scholarship fund if I came to play, but only if my past stayed buried. My dad left the decision to me, and I accepted.” He gives me a hopeful smile, but I can’t manage one in return. 
 
      
 
    “Let me guess, my stepbrother already said something to you about where I came from?” I can feel anger heating my stomach and welcome its familiar warmth. 
 
      
 
    He shrugs his shoulder and nods his head. “And a few of the other kids. Jo, I can see that you’re pissed, but I have my whole future riding on this secret.” 
 
      
 
    As I look at this stranger before me, I realize that any thoughts I had about being reunited with the boy I knew, were foolish dreams of a little girl. This is the reality. This is my reality; one where I am always the one to suffer in silence. I stand up to leave, needing space from him, but he grabs my hand. I look down at him and then pointedly at my hand. “Please let me go.” And I mean that in more ways than one. 
 
      
 
    His eyes become wild and panicked. “Wait a minute, it doesn’t have to be like this. We can get to know each other again. We can become friends as the people we are now. I never implied I didn’t want to know you, just that we can’t let anyone know we’ve met before tonight.” 
 
      
 
    I sigh and shake my head. “Cruz, how do you think that would work? I’m the unwanted sister of the school prince, one who comes from the wrong side of the tracks. I’ve been shunned here most of my life, and these kids will never accept you if you associate yourself with me, even as a friend. Boys don’t talk to me here. If they do, they only want one thing.” 
 
      
 
    His cheeks turn pink at my implied meaning, but he doesn’t back down. “Then I’ll be the first to just want your friendship.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why those words sting, but they do. I try a different angle for him to see my point. “Besides the other guys giving you a hard time about wanting to be friends with a girl, you’d need to get past Byron, and that will never happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Speaking of your stepbrother, how did this even happen?” He gives me a speculative look. 
 
      
 
    I sit back down, gently tugging my hand out of his warm grasp. “Mom married his dad. That’s usually how these things happen.” Yes, that was bitchy, but I am still feeling hurt. 
 
      
 
    He narrows his eyes at me. “I meant how did you end up living in this house and related, even by marriage, to the family here?” 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip before I answer him and notice his eyes watch the movement of my teeth punishing my bottom lip. “The man who took us away, the one who my mom agreed to work for? He turned out to be Victor Mason, the wealthiest man in town. I guess my mom got sucked in by him, and they married about a year after we arrived here.” 
 
      
 
    His voice is tender when he asks, “Is your mom happy? Do you have a good life here?” 
 
      
 
    How do I answer that? 
 
      
 
    Turns out I don’t have to because there’s a rattling at the door, followed by Byron’s loud voice saying, “Whoever’s in there, you’ve hogged the space long enough. Open up and let someone else have a turn.” 
 
      
 
    I see the panic on Cruz’s beautiful face, but I have become a master at lying and schooling my features. I motion for him to stand, then make my way over to the door and unlock it. As soon as I do, Byron opens it and comes into the room, narrowing his eyes when he sees me standing off to the side. 
 
      
 
    Before he can ask or assume anything, I rush out with, “He needed to use the washroom and the one inside has a line-up. Honestly, he looked like he had to go bad and I brought him here so he wouldn’t embarrass himself.” Yes, I am a vindictive bitch. He deserved that. 
 
      
 
    Byron looks between the two of us, trying to decipher the truth, but then he chuckles. “I’m betting you, dear sister, were the one embarrassed. Only a chick would think a guy could be embarrassed about having to take a whiz. You do realize he could have used a bush, right? You’re such an idiot.” 
 
      
 
    I ball my hands into fists at my side, but before I can let my tongue fly, Cruz moves past me and grabs Byron by the shoulder. With a look in my direction and an apology in his eyes, he says, “I thought it was cute. No worries, man. Now, why don’t you introduce me to the chick you promised would give me a proper welcome?” 
 
      
 
    I feel all the blood leaving my face, which seems to delight my brother. “I hope you have a condom on you tonight because no one does a welcome like the chicks at Haventree Prep. Well, everyone except for the ice princess over here. She has her claws into someone already.” 
 
      
 
    I watch in horror as Cruz gives me a look I can’t read, then slides out the door without another word. I can feel tears threatening to form, but I refuse to let Byron see how much I’m hurting. He smirks at me and says in a delighted voice, “We both know you like them much older and with deeper pockets.” Then he winks at me and saunters out the door without another word. 
 
      
 
    I’m used to his digs, but I hate that he implied something in front of Cruz. A guy who no longer knows me and will believe what he hears. I’m also pissed about what Byron said regarding whoever he has waiting for Cruz. My head and my heart are at war and I want to be alone with my thoughts and feelings, but this is a party, and I promised myself I would make a statement tonight. I would remind everyone I belong here just as much as them, and it’s time I acted like it. 
 
      
 
    And if thoughts of Cruz and his condom spur my actions, I’m the only one who will know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for me to find Steph and Carla. I find them by fire, but not alone. Steph has no trouble collecting boys at parties, and this one is no exception. She is busy chatting with a guy on the football team, playfully patting his chest with her designer nails. I shake my head at her and grab the empty chair beside Carla, who is trying to ignore the drunken idiot who is almost completely tipped over in her direction, trying to convince her that she looks like a girl who needs someone to show her a good time. In the state this guy is in, he wouldn’t be able to find his dick to take a leak, let alone anything else. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she notices me beside her, she gives me a grateful smile and asks, “Where did you go? I’ve been left here to fend off the drunks who think a few beers make them more appealing.” I giggle at that and tell her I needed to cool off after yelling at Byron. She gives me a sad look and asks, “Are you okay? I never realized things were that ugly between you both. I mean, he doesn’t go out of his way to be nice to you at school, but I figured that was typical sibling stuff. I didn’t know, Jolene. You should have told us.” 
 
      
 
    I look down at my empty hands, wishing I had a drink, then back to her. “He’s the most popular kid at school and both you and Steph have had crushes on him at one point in time. We’ve never gotten along, you know that, but I guess it was just easier for me to let everyone think what they wanted. Until now, I didn’t care what anyone thought.” 
 
      
 
    She gives me a stern look. “Steph and I aren’t just anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. I’m not hiding it anymore. I will not pretend. I hate him, but I hate his dad more. I can’t wait until I’m free of them both.” I feel my lip tremble and bite it to stop the emotional betrayal. “I want to be me, and I won’t let them hold me down.” 
 
      
 
    Her eyes soften and she reaches over and gives one of my hands a squeeze. “Nobody knows what it’s like to walk in someone else’s shoes, but you don’t have to do it alone. Just remember that, and if you ever feel like talking about it, I’ll be here to listen.” 
 
      
 
    I give her a watery smile and whisper, “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    Someone throws an arm around me from behind and Steph leans her head between us. “Why are you both so serious over here? I thought tonight was about fun and frivolity?” 
 
      
 
    Carla shakes her head at Steph but smiles at me when she says, “That is exactly what we were discussing. Jolene needs a drink so she can show these kids the wildcat she’s been hiding.” 
 
      
 
    Steph swings her head toward me. “Yeah? I gotta say, after that smackdown you laid on Byron, your claws are looking mighty sharp. Wanna sink them into some boys and see what pops up?” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but laugh at her. “Has your mind always been this dirty?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s like you’ve never met me before. It’s always been this dirty. It’s why you love me. Now, let me tell you this, after you threw down with your brother dearest, half the guys here are a little in love with you already. I’ve been fielding questions about you since you made your dramatic exit. You could probably have your pick tonight. Well, anyone except the new guy. Tisha already has her paws all over him and has been trying to climb his pole.” 
 
      
 
    I stiffen at that news, but know I have no right to feel this way about who Cruz hooks up with. He was a friend at one time, and now he isn’t even that. I give Steph a very satisfied smile and say with confidence I’m not exactly feeling, “Then I guess I need to find a bigger pole to climb.” 
 
      
 
    Steph gives out a loud hoot, drawing attention our way. I don’t want to look, but I find my eyes scanning the curious faces around us, and that’s when I see them. Cruz is sitting in a folding chair with Tisha on his lap, molding herself to his chest. He catches my eyes and freezes for a moment - both of us with our gazes locked - then Tisha says something in his ear, and he looks down at her with a lazy smile on his sexy lips. 
 
      
 
    I stand from my chair and turn around to Steph, who quickly grabs my hand and hauls me away in her excitement. I slap a smile on my face as she leads us over to the house where all the coolers are resting on the grass by the back deck. She reaches in the first one we come upon, but quickly moves to the next when she doesn’t find something she likes. 
 
      
 
    I take a minute to analyze some of what I am feeling. Cruz was such an important part of my childhood, and it’s possible I remember that picture on a child’s canvas and painted it with a different brush than I would now. It’s just that those memories are the only things that kept me warm in this cold world I have been forced to endure. Am I feeling possessive of him? Possessive of what we had? Maybe. I can’t expect him to be the same boy I knew, and I understand why he doesn’t want our past friendship to ruin his bright future. God knows I am doing even worse to secure a future of my own. No, I have no right to hold any judgment or hurt against him for not wanting to risk that future. I need to forget the boy I knew and try to give this newer and older version of him a chance to be my friend as we are now. I can do that. I will do that. Besides, there are things about my life I don’t want him to know, and if he were still the same boy I adored as a child, I’d be tempted to tell him everything. I can’t allow that to happen. 
 
      
 
    Yes, it’s better this way; for both of us. 
 
      
 
    “Eureka! They were hiding these babies at the bottom,” Steph exclaims and hands a Corona over. Neither of us can tolerate any other beer. “Let’s head inside and see if we can find some lime wedges for these.” 
 
      
 
    She bounces up the deck stairs and I follow. We push our way into the now-crowded kitchen and over to the center island where all the garnishes and munchies are spread out. We find the bowl with the limes, but before I can stick mine inside the neck of my bottle, Steph grabs my hand and points to two of the cuter guys at our school, eyeing us over the rims of their cups. “Want to do a shot with them? We can put these limes to better use with tequila.” 
 
      
 
    I hesitate because I’ve never been too adventurous with alcohol in the past, but what better way to cement the new me? Decision made, I hand her my beer, then slide over to the counter with all the bottles of booze lined up like a damn bar, and spot the tequila bottle off to the left. Snagging it by the base, I scoop two shot glasses and turn back around. 
 
      
 
    She nods her head, then looks around for some salt. There’s a crystal shaker on the counter, so she grabs it and then tips her head toward the guys who are now smiling at what we are obviously up to. She walks around the island and slinks up beside the tallest of the boys. He’s cute with a crop of blonde hair and smiling brown eyes. She tosses her hair over her shoulder and asks in a siren’s voice, “Can I interest you in licking me?” The guy’s eyes nearly bug out of his head at her innuendo. She’s shameless. 
 
      
 
    I walk around and hand her a glass and place the bottle on the counter near her hip. The other boy isn’t as tall as his friend, but he is broader and has more muscle on his arms, which is obvious through the thin material of his long-sleeved shirt. His hair is long and straight, just brushing his shoulders with their dark, blonde strands. His eyes are a nice shade of blue, and he isn’t even trying to hide that he likes the way I look, as he scans down my body and then comes back up to rest on my face with a wide smile. His voice is deep and smooth as he introduces himself. “My name’s Dean, and you’re Byron’s infamous sister, Jolene.” 
 
      
 
    I allow my own eyes to travel down his body and then back up, slowly. I’m rewarded by his audible swallow when I meet his eyes again. “Well, Dean, I’m not sure what to say about that. Should I be offended?” 
 
      
 
    His smile drops slightly, but he gets points for not losing eye contact. “Not at all. You’re a hot topic with the guys at school, but only because you’re the prettiest girl there and none of us have been allowed to ask you out. Byron makes sure everyone knows his sister is off limits.” 
 
      
 
    Nothing I didn’t already know or suspect, but I like that this guy is being upfront about it, so I reward him by leaning in and whispering close to his ear, “Byron no longer has any say in what I do, or who.” I don’t know where this is coming from, but I like the slight intake of breath I hear from Dean as I breathe my words against the skin of his neck. I take an appreciative sniff of the cologne on his skin and then lean back. 
 
      
 
    I watch a wicked smile curl around the corners of his mouth. “That’s good to know.” 
 
      
 
    Steph interrupts our little flirtation by grabbing my hand. “Lick your hand so I can place the salt on it. The guys are going first.” I do as she says and then watch as she sprinkles the salt over the back of my hand where I licked the skin. She tells me to open my mouth, where she places the lime wedge between my lips. My eyes widen when I realize her intent with these shots, but I’m not about to back out now. She winks at me, then does the same with her own. She hands each of the guys a shot glass with tequila, then faces her partner. 
 
      
 
    I feel the nerves buzzing in my body and wish I had drained my beer before she did this. I’ve never done tequila shots with a partner before, so I innocently assumed we would lick our own skin and suck the limes ourselves. My inexperience has never been more obvious, and it annoys me. I hold my mouth higher for Dean and my hand out for him. I’m doing this, damn it! 
 
      
 
    He smiles delightedly at me and accepts my hand in his own larger one. He brings it slowly toward his mouth, appearing to relish the moment. I watch in fascination as his tongue comes out and laps seductively against my suddenly sensitive skin. He is very thorough and leaves no grain of salt behind. A small shiver travels down my spine from the eroticism of the act and the desire I’m reading in his eyes. He throws the shot back quickly and then brings the hand not holding the shot glass to my face, placing it on my cheek. I’m holding my breath as I watch his face closing in on mine. With infinite care, he wraps his soft lips around the lime and sucks the juice from between my lips without removing it. 
 
      
 
    My heart gives a hard thud against my chest and I feel my frozen breath waiting for permission to be released. I’ve never even been kissed before. Well, not as a teen and not one I didn’t instigate. Not that this is a kiss, but it’s damn close. His tongue snakes out and licks the stray juice from my bottom lip and an embarrassing moan slips out from between my parted mouth. I close my eyes, afraid to see the look on Dean’s face after that. 
 
      
 
    Fingers ghost down the side of my face as his lips move away from me, and I bring my hand up to remove the lime, refusing to meet his eyes when I finally open mine. He places a finger under my chin and lifts my face, so I have no choice but to look in his eyes. They are blazing back at me with a heat that is unmistakable, but all he says is, “That was the sexiest shot I’ve ever done. Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a blush staining my cheeks, but I smile and whisper, “You’re welcome.” 
 
      
 
    He winks at me, licks the back of his hand, taking the salt from his friend, and places the lime wedge in his mouth that Steph hands him. She places the shot glass in my hand and raises hers to mine for a salute. As we clink glasses, she gives me an impish smile. “Bottoms up, babe. Here’s to our busts, and the boys that want us.” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widen and I burst into giggles over her inappropriate toast. She distracted me from my nerves, though. Still laughing slightly at her, I turn back to Dean and lift his hand to my mouth. I’m not brave enough to look in his eyes while I do this, so I quickly lick the salt from his skin in one sweep. His skin is warm and there is a slight prickle from the fine hairs on the back of his hand. I release him and toss my shot back before I can think about the nasty taste and almost choke when it hits my throat. My eyes water and I am so desperate to chase the horrible flavor away, that I place the glass behind me on the counter, then dive at Dean’s mouth for the lime. I barely notice his deep groan as I attack him, but I most definitely notice the hands that latch onto my hips and drag me against his body. A body that has a very prominent bulge pressing against my stomach. 
 
      
 
    A shudder goes through me, and I haven’t decided if it’s from excitement or revulsion, when a nasty voice is heard throughout the room saying, “Looks like the dirt princess has finally taken her chastity belt off and she’s starting with the hockey team.” 
 
      
 
    I jerk back from where I was pressed against Dean and spin around to see Tisha and Cruz standing inside the kitchen door. She looks downright gleeful over her barbs, but Cruz is fighting a dark look on his face and losing. 
 
      
 
    He grabs her hand and storms them both back out the door before I can even digest what just happened. 
 
      
 
    Whatever high I was feeling moments ago quickly plummets, and I’m left very low. Before anyone can see how much her words hurt me, I run out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the safety of my room. I lock the door, throw myself on the bed, and wish I never left this room at all tonight. 
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    Steph banged on my door until I let her in, and she saw for herself that I was okay, or at least not planning any self-harm. I would allow none of those kids to make me feel like my life was worthless. I convinced her to go back and enjoy the party and to just leave me alone to lick my wounds. She asked if I wanted her to get revenge on Tisha for me, but I wouldn’t let that bitch lower me to her level. I was feeling sick from the shot anyway, so it was enough to convince Steph to leave me alone. 
 
      
 
    Before she left, she did slyly mention that Dean asked her for my cell number, but I told her I wasn’t ready to go there yet. She rolled her eyes at me and said, “You realize you left the poor guy in quite a state when you pulled your disappearing act, right? And let me tell you, if the bulge in his pants is any indication, that boy has one impressive stick.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed at her crude observation and winked at her. “It was hard to miss since he was pressing it up against me.” 
 
      
 
    She gave me a high-five and told me to consider giving him my phone number anyway, just so I could further investigate the size of his equipment. She really has no shame. 
 
      
 
    She texted me a few hours later to let me know that Carla was sober enough to drive them home and asked if I would be okay. I told her I was fine and that I would text her in the morning. 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m listening to the sounds of the party drift in through my window and allow my mind wander. I think back on how my life has gotten to this point. I can’t even blame my mom’s marriage to Victor because I was already being groomed into this role before then. Victor had his reputation to uphold, and he couldn’t have a kid from the other side of the tracks tarnishing it. I was placed in the best school, alongside a very disgruntled Byron - who wanted nothing to do with me. Even at age ten, he was a tyrant prince and treated me like a lowly subject. 
 
      
 
    In the first year, mom and I were living in a separate wing of the huge mansion, but in public, he paraded me as his “ward”, and he introduced my mom as his “friend”. He would flatter her and deflect anyone who asked about how they met. Victor was already laying the groundwork for when he escalated her to the position of wife. He had his name to protect and couldn’t tell his colleagues he was marrying the nanny. At the time, I didn’t understand because I thought my mom was the nanny for Byron, but that was just a ruse to get my mom here and for Byron to accept her place in his life. I guess she had never really been the nanny when I think back on it. 
 
      
 
    I remember a conversation I had with her…. 
 
      
 
    “Momma, why did you make us come here? I hate it here! Mr. Mason makes me wear ugly clothes and won’t even let me run in the backyard after it rains.” 
 
      
 
    My mom carefully brushed my hair and pinned it back with a clasp, before answering me. “Jo, I need you to be a good girl for me and do as he asks. He’s giving us this beautiful house to live in, you’re going to a nice school, and you’re making friends. All he wants is for us to be happy here and try to belong. Can’t you do that for me, baby?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like my new friends. They were girls, for starters. I wanted the boy who was already my friend. The only boy I knew here was the rotten kid who lived with us, and he hated me. “I don’t like it here, Momma. Why can’t we go home?” 
 
      
 
    My mom sighed. “There’s nothing for us to go home to, Jo. We’ve talked about this. This is where we live now, and you need to accept that.” 
 
      
 
    “But, didn’t you like Cruz’s daddy? Why couldn’t we have lived with him and Cruz?” 
 
      
 
    My mom’s breath hitched, and I watched her eyes close in the mirror's reflection. “I liked him too much, but there are things you don’t understand. Maybe when you’re older, you’ll appreciate how hard it was for me to leave. If I can pretend to be happy here, so can you.” 
 
      
 
    “You mean when Mr. Mason visits your room late at night? Do you pretend to be nice to him then too, or just when we have to see him at dinner?” 
 
      
 
    My mom’s eyes had snapped open and her face became pale. “You’ve seen him coming to my room?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded my head. “If he sleeps in bed with you, why can’t we have bedrooms upstairs? Byron says the staff has to stay down here and that’s what we are, so why would Mr. Mason want to sleep with you?” My innocent mind did not understand what I said sounded so wrong. 
 
      
 
    I watched my mom’s face flush as she got up to walk away. Even then, I knew there was a reason he was sneaking into her room, and it wasn’t to play cards. 
 
      
 
    I would later learn that Victor had been pursuing my mom for a few months before my grandmother passed away. He had been at the house to collect rent, had taken one look at Mom, and become infatuated. He had been collecting the rent from that point on. His wife was barely in the ground, and he was already shopping for his next one. When my grandmother died, and we had no way to pay for the rest of the rent, Victor took this as his opportunity. He wanted my mother as his mistress until an appropriate grieving period had passed for his late wife and disguised her as the nanny for the benefit of me and Byron. My mom later explained that he had something over her and had threatened to expose it in a very public way if she didn’t agree. She only had one condition: That he gave me all the advantages that came with his wealth and name. She even signed a prenup giving up any claims to his fortune should they divorce. All she wanted was a better life for me. Boy, she had no idea she was signing a deal with the devil. 
 
      
 
    At first, I felt sorry for Byron and even tried to ignore the way he treated me, offering him kindness. I could see how he adored and worshipped his mother’s memory and my mom was an imposter in his eyes. I was also a direct competitor for attention from the only living parent he had left. He didn’t understand that I never wanted that attention. I still don’t, but there was only so much I let slide out of compassion for his pain. My own feelings for him quickly turned as bitter and corrosive as his. 
 
      
 
    I blamed Jake Cameron for so long, believing he was a coward for not fighting harder to keep us there. I also blamed him for not looking for us and allowing me to keep my promise to Cruz. What I didn’t know was that he had wanted to keep us there, but my mom was the one who asked him to let us go. 
 
      
 
    My mom was not a perfect person, but looking back now, I can see how she thought she was making choices that would give me a better life, especially since she sacrificed her own. Mom didn’t just leave her life behind when she left that side of the tracks, she left her heart too. This is something I don’t know how to tell Cruz because I’m not sure what that knowledge would do to his dad. Jake has probably suffered enough, and nothing good would come from him knowing the truth now. 
 
      
 
    No, some things are better left dead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I must have passed out during the night, even though I was half listening for any noises that would alert me to Byron trying to get into my room. I knew it was only a matter of time before he would come looking for me after I humiliated him in front of his friends and half the senior class. The sun was just trickling through the edges of my curtains, and the house was silent. I stretched the kinks from my back and sat up, still wearing the clothes I had on last night. Knowing the only way, I can armor myself for whatever is waiting for me beyond my bedroom door, is a shower and fresh clothes, I head to my bathroom to tackle the one thing in my control right now. 
 
      
 
    After I’m dressed in a pair of leggings and a long sweater, my hair knotted in a damp pile on top of my head, I take a deep breath and unlock my door. The hallway is quiet. Byron’s and Victor’s rooms are down at the end of the hall, and I make a quick dash to the stairs and slip down on silent feet, not knowing who could lurk at the bottom. I sigh in relief when I spot the way is clear, and pad quietly to the kitchen, but pause just outside the entrance and listen for signs of life before I enter. All is quiet, so I move into the room thinking I’m alone. 
 
      
 
    A disheveled and haggard body sits at the end of a long table that dominates the far wall. With his head in his hands, Byron mumbles, “You’re not as stealthy as you think. I heard you sneaking down the stairs.” 
 
      
 
    Great. I move over to the fridge and open it to get a bottle of water. Feeling bad about the way he looks; I offer an olive branch. “Water?” 
 
      
 
    He looks up at me with his eyes squinted but nods his head slowly. I grab another bottle from the fridge and tentatively approach where he’s still regarding me. I hand him the water, and when he accepts it with no nasty comments, I pull out a chair and sit down warily across from him. “You okay?” 
 
      
 
    He rubs the cold bottle against his forehead and eyes me suspiciously. “I’ve been better.” 
 
      
 
    I look around the destroyed kitchen and cringe. The cleaners will hate us this morning. Good thing Victor isn’t due back until tonight. I look back at him, and he now has the cap off and is guzzling the water. Since he seems to be too hungover to attack me, I go on the offensive. “Look, about last night--” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t,” he hisses at me through clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    I try again. “I only wanted to say I’m sorry for doing that the way I did.” 
 
      
 
    He glares at me. “You mean the way you verbally grabbed my balls and tossed them over your shoulder in front of the kids I’ve been protecting you from? Is that the way you mean?” 
 
      
 
    I straighten in my seat and meet his glare with one of my own. “Protecting me? Is that what you call the way you’ve been humiliating me and treating me like the shit beneath your shoe?” 
 
      
 
    He drops his head down and massages it with his hand not holding the bottle of water. “Yes. You have no idea what you’ve undone. We may be enemies in this house, but I wouldn’t let anyone hurt you outside of these walls. I’m not a fucking monster, contrary to what you think.” 
 
      
 
    I feel my mouth drop open and then snap it shut. He doesn’t bother looking up after dropping that little bomb between us, so I test it for possible triggers. “I don’t think you’re a monster, but you’re no hero either, so don’t paint yourself as one. You’ve never gone out of your way to be kind to me, so don’t act like you’ve been doing me any favors.” 
 
      
 
    He laughs quietly, but with no humor. “You’re really something, you know that? For a chick who’s boning the old man, you don’t know dick about the guys you go to school with. I’m thinking maybe you really are a virgin and Dad is preserving your maidenhood like a holy grail.” 
 
      
 
    I can feel my molars grind before I growl out, “I’m not having a sexual relationship with your dad! That is beyond gross on so many levels, and you’re a pig for ever thinking it.” 
 
      
 
    He groans and grabs his head. “Fuck, princess, keep your voice down. Fine, whatever. I don’t care, anyway.” He sighs and tips his head back while pinching the bridge of his nose. “Dad asked me to protect you from the guys at school, right around the time your tits popped out. He told me if anyone touched you, or you encouraged them, it was my ass on the line. But as the years went on and you became, well, you, it was all I could do to keep their attention on the other chicks. I had to make you sound as unappealing as possible while threatening bodily harm. Now you’ve thrown it all away because your panties are damp, and you suddenly want to wave them around like a damn flag for the bulls. Well, mission accomplished. I hope you enjoy reaping what you’ve sown, sister.” 
 
      
 
    I’m so disgusted by the vulgar way he speaks, but I’m left slightly off-kilter with the meaning behind his crude words. Is it possible he was protecting me in his own way? I can’t wrap my head around that scenario, so I ignore it. I’ve become an expert in ignorance. I uncap my water, intending to take a sip, but venture a question first. “Does this mean you’ll stop spreading lies about me now and looking down your nose at me?” 
 
      
 
    His head slowly comes forward, a hard look etched on his face. “Not even close. If I’m taking the fall for this, then I will make your life a living hell. If dad punishes me for anything you do, you’d better practice how to please a man from your knees, because I’ll be expecting you to sweeten his disposition.” 
 
      
 
    I know they say you shouldn’t poke a bear, but he brings out the worst in me. “Or what?” 
 
      
 
    He smiles, but it’s one of the coldest smiles I have ever seen in my life. “Dad’s not the only one who knows how to collect dirt on people. How much is your mom’s reputation worth to you?” 
 
      
 
    I can feel the ice freezing in my veins. I don’t know what he thinks he has on my mom, but I know Victor had something over her, so it’s possible Byron snooped hard enough to discover it. I don’t think my mom lead such a sordid life there’s more than one skeleton she was hiding, but there is no way I want to take the risk. As long as I keep my v-card intact, everyone should be happy. It’s not like that’s something I am anxious to change the status of, but that should be MY choice. And unless they plan on having me examined by a gynecologist, it’s not something they can prove or disprove. Knowing Victor, I wouldn’t put that past him, though. The thought causes a shudder to work its way through my body. 
 
      
 
    I stand from the chair and clutch the bottle of water in my hand. I return my own version of a cold smile at Byron, and I say with quiet menace, “My body is not a chew toy between you and your dad.” 
 
      
 
    He looks at me in a way that makes my skin crawl. “There’s a thought. Maybe if it was me who claimed your golden pussy, Dad might offer me a reward instead of a punishment.” 
 
      
 
    I almost gag at what he’s suggesting. “You’re disgusting!” 
 
      
 
    He shrugs his shoulder. “It’s not like you’re my real sister. I’m willing to take one for the team.” 
 
      
 
    I have no words left. They have all dried in my mouth. I don’t think he’s serious, but I’m not willing to stand here and have this discussion with him. I spin on my foot and sprint from the room, his laughter echoing behind me. 
 
      
 
    I have to last until February. Five months from now, I’ll be eighteen. Screw the other deal my mom made with Victor. I’ll make my own future.   
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    I had Carla come and get me after my little interaction with Byron. I spent the rest of the day, and into the evening, watching movies with her and avoiding any thoughts of home or Cruz. It was a blissful day of avoidance.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I snuck into the house before curfew and escaped to my room without a confrontation with either of the men who live there. I got everything ready for school the next day and fell into bed. Still exhausted from the emotional ordeal the night before, sleep came for me upon swift wings. 
 
      
 
    Monday morning was another success in escaping the house unscathed. I set my alarm earlier than usual so I would be up and ready before Byron even crawled out of bed, and Victor’s car was already gone from the driveway. Carla had agreed to get me earlier that morning. We even convinced Steph to get up early with us. We snagged a table at the Starbucks by the school before the morning swarm hit and fueled ourselves with coffee and gossip. 
 
      
 
    Feeling the perks of the extra caffeine, I’m walking with an extra bounce in my step as I head for the building where my first-period class is. Steph and Carla have already headed off in the opposite direction. There is one main building and five smaller buildings that cover the extensive grounds of Haventree Prep. In my freshman year, I was overwhelmed and got lost more times than I care to remember. 
 
      
 
    I’m turning the corner for the side door to the building, when I hear the pounding of feet behind me. I normally would just keep my head down and continue walking, but there’s awareness in my senses, alerting me to who I couldn’t possibly know is behind me, but somehow do. 
 
      
 
    “Jo! Wait-up.” I know who it is before he speaks, but to hear the shortened version of my name in a voice that still has a faint trace of familiarity, has me sucking in a breath. 
 
      
 
    When I turn, I’m greeted with the sight of Cruz in a Haventree uniform - wearing it better than most.  It’s an ensemble of pressed tan pants, a starched white dress shirt with a red and white tie (our school colors), and a navy blazer with the school crest on the pocket. Why does he have to be so gorgeous? It would have been easier for me if he hadn’t grown into such an attractive package. My hormones are far too aware of him physically, while my heart is still clinging to the boy he was. It has me confused and feeling awkward around him in a way I never was as a child. 
 
      
 
    He stops to catch his breath. like he was running far and fast before reaching me. He treats me to a warm smile and says, “I wanted to let you know I told my dad about finding you. I thought he would cry; he was so happy.” My heart squeezes at the mention of his dad. “He also gave me shit for telling you to pretend you don’t know me,” he whispers sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip to stop the smile at that news, but release it to tell him, “It’s okay. I told you I understood.” 
 
      
 
    He’s shaking his head before I finish speaking. “No, that was beyond rude and I’m surprised you didn’t slap me for even suggesting it. I finally find you after all these years, then I tell you to pretend you don’t even know me. I can’t believe I did that to you. I never thought of myself as a coward, but I guess I am.” 
 
      
 
    Sympathy for the honest way he’s berating himself over something that really wasn’t that bad (okay, it was), has me reaching my hand out and laying it on his arm. “Hey, you’re not a coward. You’ve got a lot riding on this and seeing me must have been a shock. You were protecting yourself, not being a coward.” 
 
      
 
    He moves into my personal space and looks down into my eyes. “Jo, do you have any idea what seeing you did to me? I’ve never forgotten you, and I’ve dreamed about finding you again one day. I used to picture what you would look like,” he shakes his head, then speaks to my heart when he says, “but my imagination was nothing compared to reality. You’re even more beautiful than I remember. I could barely breathe when I realized it was you.” I close my eyes, not wanting him to see how much his words are affecting me. This is the reunion I always pictured in my secret heart. “You were the single, most important person in my world, and I’ve missed you every single day.” 
 
      
 
    A tear escapes the confines of my closed eyes, and I blink them open attempting a smile for him, so he doesn’t think my tear is born of sadness. With a shaky voice, I confess, “My memories of you have been the only good things in my life since the day I lost you. I never thought I’d see you again either, and that was the hardest part of each day for me. I wanted to run away and come back to you so many times. Seeing you now is like a dream I never dared to have.” 
 
      
 
    His own eyes are moist as he gazes down at me. “Can you give me another chance to earn your friendship back and forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    I release his arm and tell him honestly, “You never lost it, but you hurt me. I finally got you back, and you acted like I was a dirty secret and were ashamed to even know me. I get that you have an image to uphold now and a scholarship on the line. In my head, I knew that, but my heart didn’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    He sucks in a breath and then rushes on with, “I’m so sorry, Jo. I would NEVER intentionally hurt you. God, I’m such an idiot! I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness, but I would love to make up for the years we’ve been apart. We can become the friends we were always meant to be. I don’t care what people say, and the school can’t kick me out because of where I started my life. Dad made sure of that after I told him. He also said I should drop to my knees and beg your forgiveness if I have to. I’ll do it, Jo. I’ll do anything for you.” 
 
      
 
    Another tear cascades down my cheek. I never want to see this boy on his knees, especially not for me. “No, Cruz. I don’t want that. All I want is my best friend.” I need him more than he can know, and I don’t want to waste any more time apart. My heart will recover from this wound, but it would never recover from losing him again, so forgiving him is easy. 
 
      
 
    He grabs me and hauls me against his chest for a hug. I wrap my arms around his waist and lay my head on his chest. I can hear the rapid beat of his heart. He whispers against my hair, “I always have been, and always will be.” 
 
      
 
    I sniffle and whisper, “Always together.” 
 
      
 
    He shudders against me and then whispers back, “Forever.” 
 
      
 
    And nothing in my life has ever sounded so perfect. 
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    An Innocent Offer and An Indecent Proposal 
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    “So, feel like explaining the rumor about you getting cozy with our newest football recruit?” 
 
      
 
    Not really. I don’t even know how to answer Steph’s probing question. She was the only friend I allowed inside my protective bubble when I first arrived here. Carla became our friend in our freshman year here, as she attended a different school than us prior to this one. Steph would remember my deranged ramblings about the boy I left behind, but I don’t want to expose that raw nerve to her because she would pluck at it, and it’s still painful. I go with a partial truth, instead. “We went to the same school when we were younger. It was just a friendly hug between two kids who used to know each other. Nothing juicy to feed your overactive imagination.” 
 
      
 
    She narrows her eyes at me, reading me better than I give her credit for. “Just two kids sharing an innocent hug? Is that how you’ll play this, Jezebel?” She grabs an apple slice of the shared lunch tray between us and bites down on the innocent piece of fruit like it’s the object of her frustration. 
 
      
 
    I sigh and toss the bagel I was mangling instead of eating. I shoot a look down the table to where Cruz is sitting with my brother and his friends, oblivious at the moment. I haven’t missed the friendly smiles aimed at me during our lunch, and I know Steph hasn’t either. Carla is at a dance recital today, so it’s just the two of us. “Look, I don’t want to make a big deal out of this, okay? I’ve had enough to deal with today, now that the ban has been lifted and I’m fair game in the eyes of every guy at this school. At least that’s how it feels. Did you know that when I went to my locker to drop my books off, there were a bunch of papers that fell out? Papers that had phone numbers written on them, and one that included a love letter!” 
 
      
 
    She smirks at me and mock-gasps, “The horror!” She points an apple slice at me. “Nice evasion, by the way. It won’t work with me. I’m a pit bull, as you know, and I smell meat, so you may as well just come clean or I’ll be forced to use blackmail.” 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me? What type of friend are you to resort to blackmail?” I pretend that I’m offended. 
 
      
 
    She leans in closer. “The kind that knows you’re hiding something and unless I use drastic measures, you’ll keep hiding it. Am I right? Don’t answer that, because we both know I am. Therefore, unless you want me to visit the little boy’s room and write your cell number on a stall, I suggest you talk.” 
 
      
 
    I feel my mouth part in shock. “You wouldn’t!” She totally would. She leans forward and places her hand under her chin, waiting for me to cave in. Damn it! “Fine, but this stays between us, got it?” I glance around to make sure no one is paying attention to us, then lean in. “He’s my Cruz.” 
 
      
 
    At first, she scrunches her face in confusion. It’s been many years since I’ve mentioned that name. I wait for the wheels of her memory to move, then watch her eyes widen when she places the name. She grabs my hand and squeezes my fingers. “Holy shit! The boy who was your bestie and you’ve been pining for all these years?” 
 
      
 
    I’m a little uncomfortable with her saying that out loud - even in a whisper - so I pull my hand away and just nod my head, begging her with my eyes not to say anything else right now. She seems to get it and leans back. All she says is, “Interesting.” 
 
      
 
    Just as I’m about to get up and take the tray, I feel someone behind me. I look to Steph for some indication of who it might be and see she’s biting her lip and giving the person an appraising look. Great, that means the person is male. I swivel my head just as the person leans down, and I’m staring into the blue eyes of the boy I did tequila shots with. 
 
      
 
    I can tell he’s smiling by the way his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Hey, stranger. I was hoping I could walk you to your next class?” 
 
      
 
    Shit! Dean seems like a nice guy, and I don’t want to hurt his feelings, especially so publicly, but I also don’t want to encourage him. I’ll have to let him walk me to class so I can tell him gently - and privately - that I’m not looking to date anyone right now. Byron may have dropped my leash, but I still have Victor to contend with. There’s no way I want this poor boy in the middle of what’s sure to be a war. “Okay,” I say. 
 
      
 
    He leans back and straightens, all smiles, and I feel like the biggest asshole. I scoop the tray off the table and don’t dare look to see who is watching this train wreck. I know Steph will have a shit-eating grin, but I have no idea what Byron’s face will look like. 
 
      
 
    As I stand, he moves aside, but gently takes the tray from me. With nothing left to do, I follow him to the counter where we leave our trays for the cafeteria staff and allow him to lead us into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    I’m trying to formulate a way to let him down gently, when he stops and stands in front of me, looking down at me with an adorable smile on his face. He really is cute. “I don’t want to come on too strong or make you uncomfortable. You look nervous, which is adorable, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since Saturday night. I thought maybe there was something between us, and I was hoping you felt the same way?” 
 
      
 
    God, could he make this any harder? He looks so hopeful, and my stupid hormones are very aware of how attractive he is. The words I want to say get stuck in my throat and I have to swallow twice before I can speak. “I’m not really that girl. You know, the one who does that kind of thing at parties, or, well, ever really. I don’t want to lead you on. You seem like a nice guy--” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think that! I don’t think that about you, honest.” He rushes to cut me off. 
 
      
 
    I grind my teeth because that’s exactly what he thinks. I try another tactic. “If we hadn’t done those shots together, would you even know I exist? Would you even be here talking to me right now?” 
 
      
 
    He looks hurt by my words, and I instantly feel bad. He gives me a very humble look as he says, “I’ve known you existed since sophomore year. I would have spoken to you long before now if your brother hadn’t threatened everyone to stay away from you. I meant what I said on Saturday, about you being the prettiest girl here. Honestly, if you hadn’t come up to me on your own that night, I wouldn’t have had the courage to approach you myself. I just want the chance to get to know you, Jolene. I’ve wanted that for a long time.” 
 
      
 
    I’m speechless right now. I’ve had no one tell me the things he said, and my heart soaks up his words. There has been little kindness in my life for so long, and he has no idea the effect those words are having on me. He couldn’t know, which makes them even more special. My mouth is working before my brain catches up. “I’d like to get to know you too.” Did I say that? Apparently, I did. 
 
      
 
    His shoulders seem to sag in relief, and his lips stretch into a genuine smile, and oh my god, he has dimples! “You don’t know how glad I am to hear you say that. Can I have your number? I asked your friend, but she rightfully told me I had to ask you myself. So, I’m asking.” His dimples deepen as he smiles wider. 
 
      
 
    I bite my bottom lip and he watches the motion. “How about you walk me to my locker, since I need my books for the next class, and I’ll grab a piece of paper and a pen?” 
 
      
 
    He nods his head. “Lead on, my lady.” 
 
      
 
    I giggle at that. I sound like one of those silly girls in the movies when the cute guy says something clever or charming. I used to roll my eyes at those parts, but I don’t feel like rolling my eyes now. 
 
      
 
    This day has been full of surprises. 
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    By the time I arrive home, I feel like I’m walking on a cloud. Dean asked if he could drive me, and since Carla wasn’t there with her car, I had no reason to say no. Steph had a slight bender with her car over the summer and her dad refused to fix it for her until she could cover half the repairs herself. She’s been working at her mother’s florist shop on the weekends to earn the money. I’m the only one out of the three of us without a car, but that is my choice. Victor wanted to buy me one for my sixteenth birthday, but I refused. I don’t accept gifts from him. I never know what it will cost me. Better to save my own money. Which means I really need to have a talk with him again about getting a job. He doesn’t want me to have one when he can easily supply anything I need, but I refuse to take anything from him, so that leaves me with very little freedom or cash. 
 
      
 
    Dean has barely pulled out of the driveway when the front door whips open and a furious Victor is glaring at me from the entrance; still dressed in his business clothes, making him appear more forbidding in a tailored black suit. I knew my good mood couldn’t last. With my shoulders drooping in defeat, I slowly make my way up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    He says nothing as I walk past him, but as soon as I’m inside and he’s shut the door, he yells, “Who the hell was that? Why wasn’t Carla driving you home?” 
 
      
 
    I grip the straps on my backpack tighter as I turn to face off against him. His face is an ugly shade of red. I can’t remember the last time I saw him this angry. “Carla was at a dance recital today. He offered me a ride home, so I accepted. Steph’s dad was taking her somewhere straight from school and I didn’t want to impose. It’s not a big deal.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that. How do you know that boy?” And here is the heart of his anger. 
 
      
 
    I feel my mouth flatten in annoyance but push words past my tight lips. “His name is Dean, and I met him here on the weekend when Byron had friends over.” It’s always better to lead with a version of the truth. 
 
      
 
    “He’s a friend of Byron’s? Is he on the football team? Why is Byron allowing his friends to sniff around you?” His anger is gaining momentum. 
 
      
 
    I’m panicking now because I know Byron will be blamed for this, and as much as I hate him, I can’t allow him to suffer for my doing. “Byron didn’t know I had met him. He’s not on the football team, he’s on the hockey team. He’s just a kid I met and go to school with. We hang in the same group, but I don’t really know him. He was just being nice.” 
 
      
 
    The muscle twitches in Victor’s jaw. “Nice? Boys your age aren’t nice, they’re looking for a way under your skirt, and there is nothing nice, about that!” He emphasized the word nice each time he says it, almost spitting it out the last time. 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t think it was a big deal,” I try to say meekly, but somewhere between Saturday and today, my mouth has lost its filter and my emotions are running the show. My anger is evident in the tone. 
 
      
 
    His voice has dropped several octaves, and he practically growls when he asks, “You don’t think it’s a big deal that this boy wants to fuck you?” 
 
      
 
    My knees tremble because he has never spoken like that before; with such blatant vulgarity. I’m used to it from Byron, but never from Victor. I know I’m treading in dangerous waters now. Just then, my cell phone goes off in my backpack. Before I can process what’s happening, Victor lunges for my bag and rips it from my shoulders. He unzips my front pocket and reaches in for my phone. 
 
      
 
    I snap. 
 
      
 
    I lunge at my bag to get it away from him, but he easily avoids my grasping hands. He lifts my chiming phone and tosses my bag behind us. With anger directing my actions, I claw at the hand holding my phone, hearing my voice screaming at him, but it all seems so surreal. Victor gets his arms around me and slams me back into the door, his body pinning me in place. With his muscled weight and height, it’s almost laughable how easy it is for him. 
 
      
 
    There’s still a wealth of anger on his face, but his eyes fill with sick delight. He leans down close to my face and whispers, “Be very careful, little girl. I’m not one of your boys to scratch with your kitten claw and get away with it. I have to admit, though, I like this new side of you. I’ve always suspected you hid a fiery passion behind that cold exterior.” He leans in even closer and drags his lips just a sliver away from my neck and then up to my ear. I shudder in revulsion and fear, which seems to delight him further. He chuckles quietly, then breathes his words in a seductive purr. “I’d like to see that passion and fire unleashed when I have you like this in a less vertical position.” He pulls back and doesn’t hide the lust in his eyes. No, he displays it boldly for me to see. I feel bile hit the back of my throat but try to wipe the storm of emotions from my face. I don’t want him to have the satisfaction of my terror. 
 
      
 
    He pulls his upper body away from me but leans just a fraction closer with the bottom half. He’s aroused, and I feel tears burning my eyes. He smirks and pulls away completely, waving my phone between us. “How grateful would you be if I were to hand this back to you right now?” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help the anguish that trembles through me at what he’s implying. He nods his head like he can hear my thoughts. “I want a promise from you, princess.” I can’t help the tears that flow down my face or the way my head shakes back and forth to let him know I won’t be doing that. He tips his head and asks, “Don’t you want to hear the promise before you decide? Maybe I should start with the consequences if you refuse. Not only will I take your phone and not give it back, but I’ll be the one driving you to and from school from now on and speaking to any boy that dares to look in your direction. How does that sound?” I shake my head harder. “That’s what I thought. Are you ready to make that promise now, hmm? All I want from you is the promise that you won’t let any of those boys touch what I have guarded and protected. You’re mine! You belong to me, and that includes every part of you.” 
 
      
 
    I’m barely breathing from the absolute horror of what he said, but I whisper out, “You’re a monster.” 
 
      
 
    He leans back in and brings his head down so his lips are just an inch before my own. “So I’ve been told. Now, what will it be, princess?” 
 
      
 
    Just as I’m about to tell him I’d rather die; we hear footsteps stomping toward us. 
 
      
 
    Victor pulls away from me abruptly and spins to face Byron, who freezes and looks between his father and me, not missing my tears and the state his father is in. I don’t know what conclusions he’s drawn, but it becomes moot when I see the mess of his face. My hand flies up to my mouth. 
 
      
 
    Victor moves quickly in his direction, taking his son’s face in his hands and tipping it back for a better look. “Who did this?” 
 
      
 
    Byron jerks his head away and glares at his father. “It was just a stupid fight. Don’t pretend you care.” 
 
      
 
    Victor grabs his shoulder and gives him a shake, then yells, “I’m not in the mood for your sullen attitude right now. Answer the damn question!” 
 
      
 
    Byron heaves a breath and mumbles, “Just some kid shooting his mouth off.” 
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you at football practice?" He demands to know from his son. 
 
      
 
    I’ve noticed that Byron won’t look at me when he answers his dad. “Coach banned us both from practice and this Friday’s game.” 
 
      
 
    Victor’s face hardens. “We’ll just see about that after I have a few words with him.” 
 
      
 
    He turns to leave, but Byron grabs his arm before he can take one step. “Let it go. I deserve it. I shouldn’t have let my temper get to that point.” 
 
      
 
    Victor gives him a meaningful look but nods his head. “You’re right. Maybe this will be a good lesson for you. Fine, I won’t call the school.” He turns back and holds out my phone. He gives me a look filled with meaning, “I trust you won’t forget this again? I’ll have your promise on it, Jolene?” 
 
      
 
    If he can lie so easily, so can I. I nod my head and snatch my phone out of his hand, walk to where he tossed my bag, grab it from the floor, then sprint up the stairs to the safety of my room. 
 
      
 
    I lock the door behind me and walk on shaky legs to my bed. I sit down numbly on the edge and allow my bag to slide from my limp fingers. My phone is still cradled in my hand. I unlock the screen and open my messages. The message was from Cruz, telling me he looked for me before football practice, but someone told him I’d already left. He wants me to call him later. We exchanged numbers before classes started this morning, and after we cleared the air between us. 
 
      
 
    My fingers hover over the screen to type a reply, but there’s a knock at my door. I freeze, not knowing which of the lesser evils I want it to be. “It’s just me. Can I talk to you for a minute?” Byron asks from the other side. 
 
      
 
    I place my phone down and get up to unlock the door. I only open it a crack and ask him, “What did you want to say?” 
 
      
 
    He looks awful. His left eye is swollen, his lip is split, and there’s a bruise forming on the right side of his face. “Can I come in?” He doesn’t sound like his cocky, pissed-off self. I’m almost more wary of this solemn and defeated boy than the other one, but I open the door and let him pass, closing it again once he’s in.  
 
      
 
    I watch him sit wearily in my desk chair, then I take a spot at the foot of the bed, facing him. I ask, “What did you want to talk about?” 
 
      
 
    He shifts his weight and winces slightly, telling me without words, that he’s got more injuries than just the ones on his face. He takes a breath, then asks very carefully, “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    I’m shocked he would care enough about me to ask, let alone what it is he’s asking about. “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    He gives me a very direct look and says, “Whatever I walked in on between you and my dad.” 
 
      
 
    I’m frozen in place and don’t know what to say. He’s not sneering at me or giving me a dirty look. He’s looking at me calmly, waiting for my reply. I lie. “I’m fine.” 
 
      
 
    He raises the eyebrow above his uninjured eye. “You didn’t look fine. You still don’t. I can see your hands shaking.” 
 
      
 
    I look down and see he’s right. I tuck them under my legs, but don’t look back up when I answer him with, “I will be.” 
 
      
 
    “Look, I don’t know what I saw, but it’s obvious that you weren’t happy about it.” I don’t know what to say to that, so I remain silent. He continues anyway. “You’re not a slut trying to trap my dad into marriage, are you?” 
 
      
 
    My head snaps up at that and I look into his eyes, expecting to see anything but the sympathy I find there. That sympathy is worse because it means he suspects something closer to the truth. I shake my head and watch his nostrils flare. I tell him, “I want nothing from your dad.” 
 
      
 
    “Except the college tuition he promised your mom he’d pay for, right?” There’s no hostility, only cautious curiosity in his tone. 
 
      
 
    I hold my head up higher and tell him honestly, “Even that might be more than I’m willing to accept now.” 
 
      
 
    His good eye widens ever-so-slightly, then narrows in anger, but his words surprise me. “I have no right to ask you this, and fuck if I can’t stand the bastard myself most days, but if he’s, I mean if he tried to, ugh! I can’t even say it.” He looks down at his clenched hands and whispers brokenly, “If he’s done something unforgivable to you, I’ll kill him myself.” 
 
      
 
    I stare at him in disbelief. This is the same boy who has accused me of seducing and sleeping with his father - in explicit detail - and now he’s, what? Had a change of heart? I don’t trust it, and I don’t trust him, but I can’t let him have thoughts of patricide on my behalf, either. “He hasn’t. Well, not that.” 
 
      
 
    Byron looks up at me and tries to read the truth for himself from my face. He closes his eyes for a moment, and I can see the pain and anger there in the tightness of his features. He nods his head, then rises from the chair. Before he leaves the room, I stand and tentatively reach my hand out to touch his arm. He stops and stills, waiting to see what I’ll do next. It occurs to me that this boy has never known love or kindness since his mother died. He wouldn’t accept it from my mom, and he certainly wanted none from me, but don’t wounded animals attack first out of self-defense? 
 
      
 
    Gently, turn him around to face me. His eyes are guarded like he doesn’t trust what I will do. That thought breaks me a little. I move forward just as slowly and cautiously, just as you would with a wild creature, and I see the slightly panicked look in his eyes, but keep moving, letting him feel the calmness in my movements. I could set myself up for greater pain, but I can’t stop this instinct to soothe him. I press my lips on his uninjured cheek and give him a chaste kiss. His skin is surprisingly soft, and I hear the slight intake of his breath. I move back just as slowly, letting him watch me as I move away.  
 
      
 
    I whisper to him, “Thank you.” 
 
      
 
    He looks at me strangely, then says just as quietly, “Ask me about the fight.” I’m confused at first, and he must see it on my face, so he clarifies, “Ask me why I pounded one of my friends into a bloody heap.” 
 
      
 
    I inhale harshly at that, and ask in a shaky voice, “Why did you do that?” 
 
      
 
    With a shine in his eyes that I swear look like tears, he says, “I was defending my sister.” 
 
      
 
    Then he quickly turns, opens my door, and exits while I comprehend his words. 
 
      
 
    Nothing he said could have floored me more. 
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    Football Games and Boys 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    I’ve been spending a lot of time texting two boys. It’s so strange. I never even had one to text before, and now I have two. One is a friend, and one is… I’m not too sure, to be honest. 
 
      
 
    Cruz and I have slipped back into an easy friendship as if the years apart were just a blip in time. Some things about our friendship are different. We’re getting to know each other again as teens, and that has its own challenges and rewards. I know I need to tell him the truth about my mom, and soon, but I’m not ready to open that still festering wound. I’ve been selfishly enjoying the easy conversations and haven’t wanted to go down that dark path yet. 
 
      
 
    Dean and I have spoken on the phone and at school. He’s asked if I’d like to go with him to the opening football game, and I’ve said yes. He’s given me a few hugs and even kissed my cheek once. All innocent and sweet. Nothing like the way we behaved with each other the night we first met. So, I’m not sure how to define what we are. I know what everyone is saying about us, but I’m not ready to embrace a label. 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting at the big kitchen table thinking far too hard about this, because I don’t hear Byron enter the room until he pulls out the chair across from me. Neither of us has spoken about what he said in my bedroom, and he’s been absent from the house most nights. This is the first time I’ve been alone with him since Monday, and it’s already Friday morning. I venture with a tentative, “Good morning.” 
 
      
 
    He has a bowl that is overflowing with sugary cereal and is just lifting a big spoonful to his mouth. His hand stops and he glances at me across the table. “Mornin’.” 
 
      
 
    I watch him shovel the spoon in his mouth and chew. A weird and awkward silence falls around us. I study his healing face and wonder - not for the first time - what was said about me to cause such a reaction from him. 
 
      
 
    “You gonna keep staring at me, or say whatever it is you’re thinking about so hard?” I startle at his voice and realize, with some embarrassment, that I’ve spaced out while watching him eat his cereal. 
 
      
 
    Deciding to address the elephant in the room, I spit it out. “How do I act around you now, knowing you defended me? I’ve never been your favorite person, and we’ve built our relationship around hating each other.” 
 
      
 
    He finishes chewing what’s in his mouth before he speaks. “I’m not sure either, okay? I won’t change the way I act around you at school, cuz that would look weird. I guess when we’re here, in the house, we can call a truce. It doesn’t really change anything. We’re not friends, but no one gets to talk smack about you, but me. Also, it doesn’t hurt your cause knowing you probably hate Dad as much as me. I didn’t know that before, and I made sure you got my hatred for him directed at you too.” 
 
      
 
    It’s not really an apology, but I’ll take it. “Sounds fair. If I suddenly stopped gagging and bitching when my friends go on about you, it’d be weird for me too, so I get it.” 
 
      
 
    A mischievous twinkle enters his eyes and a crooked smile tips up one side of his mouth. “Your friends go on about me? Do tell, my favorite sister, what do they say?” 
 
      
 
    Huh. This is the most normal conversation he’s ever had with me and it makes my heart feel a little warm and fuzzy toward him. I attempt teasing him. “I’m your only sister, and your ego is big enough it needs no extra inflation.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckles but grabs his heart dramatically with his free hand. “You wound me. That could be my future wife you’re cock-blocking me against.” 
 
      
 
    I snort and realize how absurd it is for me to be having a funny conversation with him. I almost don’t want it to end. “I doubt that either Steph or Carla would be future wife material for you.” 
 
      
 
    He sits up a little straighter and full-on smile at me. I can see what the girls see in him now. I’ve only ever had his worst directed my way. He’s a different guy like this. “Steph talks about me?” 
 
      
 
    I take a closer look, and there’s a hint of something on his face that gives me pause. Genuine interest, maybe? I didn’t see that coming. Wow, this will make Steph’s day. I throw him a bone and hope I don’t regret it. “All the time. It’s disgusting how much, actually.” 
 
      
 
    “Really? You’re not just saying that to get back at me, are you?” His voice is carefully neutral, but I can hear how much my answer means to him. 
 
      
 
    “As much as it pains me to say it, no. I’m not that person. She really likes you.” I can’t believe I confessed that to him. 
 
      
 
    He gets up from the chair he was on and grabs his bowl and spoon, wearing a huge grin on his face. He stops beside me and bumps his hip against my arm playfully as he walks past, saying over his shoulder, “I like her too.” He then drops his bowl and spoon in the dishwasher and strolls out of the room. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head and can’t believe the absurdity of this new reality I’ve found myself in, but I like it. I’m just so afraid of liking it too much and finding it’s another one of his cruel jokes. That thought sobers me. I can’t let my guard down. That path would lead to an even greater hell. 
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    The school football stadium has energy buzzing through the crowded stands and on the field. The opening game is always like this; filled with a vibe of expectancy and trepidation; each team eager to showcase their talent for the year and size up the competition. Students from each school sit on opposite sides to cheer for their team, and delight in the rivalry. This year is the first time I’m interested in the game, and it most definitely has everything to do with Cruz. I know a little about football. Cruz is the new running back, and there’s a lot of hype around his debut. If Byron had been playing, he’d be in the defensive line. Riley, Byron’s best friend, is the quarterback, and the rumor is that he’s already being scouted by colleges. 
 
      
 
    I’m sitting beside Dean, with Steph on the other side of me. Carla had a big dance rehearsal and couldn’t miss it. We told her we’d catch up with her after the game. Dean casually slides his hand beside where mine is resting and laces our fingers together. My heart skips a beat at the intimate gesture. When I don’t pull away, he brings my hand to his leg and wraps his more securely around it, resting our joined hands there. Steph bumps her shoulder into me, and I turn to see her wagging her eyebrows at our PDA. I smile and turn my attention back to the field. I feel safe doing this because Victor isn’t here, since Byron’s not playing. It’s the main reason I said yes to coming with him. I can honestly say this is another first for me. I’ve never cared about a game this much in my life. I can’t stop smiling and I allow the ambiance to infect me and energize me in a way that feels electric. 
 
      
 
    Dean leans over and asks me, “I guess it must be weird not to see your brother on the field?” I’ve never paid attention to Byron when he plays, but I nod my head, anyway. He points to the field and asks, “Number twenty-one is Cruz Cameron, right? The new guy?” 
 
      
 
    Again, I nod my head, and a strange feeling passes through me at the mention of Cruz’s name. I lean into Dean and say, “I think he’s the new running back?” I know this, but I am curious how much Dean follows our football team. 
 
      
 
    He nods his head. “Yeah, that’s what I heard too. Hey, when hockey season starts, will you come to some of my games?” 
 
      
 
    He gives me that adorable look full of hope, and I bite my lip. His eyes are always drawn to my mouth when I do that, and he licks his lips as he watches in rapt fascination. I feel a tugging sensation in my stomach. I watch his eyes come back up to mine, and I suck in a quiet breath at the longing in them. I can tell he wants to kiss me, so I smile instead and answer him. “I’d like that.” 
 
      
 
    He smiles back at me and leans in closer to tell me, “Me too.” 
 
      
 
    I blush and turn my head to watch the game again, but I feel like something just shifted in our dynamic and squeeze his hand tighter. He squeezes my hand back, and I hide a secret smile. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Steph was beyond bored and went to look for some snacks at the concession. I’m laughing at something Dean said, when the cheerleaders take the field on the sidelines. I hadn’t really been paying attention to them the other times, but something catches my attention now, or more accurately, someone. Tisha is jumping around with the other bimbos, and that’s when I notice they all switched their shirts to smaller, tighter, and sluttier versions of the ones the team is wearing. And there, across her pert little breasts, is the number twenty-one on proud display. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know why that should bother me, but it does. She hasn’t been subtle about wanting Cruz. She’s been glued to his side at every opportunity this last week, and he hasn’t been spurning her attention, either. I’ve seen him with his arm around her, and I keep telling myself I have no right to feel possessive of him. I tell myself that it’s because I hate Tisha and that it has nothing to do with Cruz, but I’d be lying. If it was another girl he was sort-of dating, I don’t think it would bother me. Much. 
 
      
 
    He was mine at one time, but we’re not kids anymore. I need to remember that. 
 
      
 
    I look back at Dean to see if he’s ogling any of the bimbos, but he’s still smiling at me. I’m such a bitch. I have no right to think of another guy, even a friend, when I’m here with him. He deserves better than that. Feeling defiant (okay, guilty), I lean forward and place a gentle kiss against his lips. He freezes for half a second, then kisses me back just as gently. I can’t say any fireworks go off inside me, but it’s nice and I smile against his mouth. 
 
      
 
    He pulls back slightly and tells me, “I’ve wanted to do that all night. Longer, if I’m being honest.” 
 
      
 
    Feeling shy and insecure about my lack of experience, I ask, “Was it worth the wait?” 
 
      
 
    He leans back in and kisses me again, then pulls away slowly. He smiles and answers, “Definitely.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, lovebirds, there are children present, so I’m here to stop you both from embarrassing us all.” Steph plops down beside me with a soda in one hand and popcorn in the other. She winks at me and blows Dean a kiss. 
 
      
 
    I’m saved from having to either strangle her or hug her when our stand erupts in cheering. I look back on the field to see Cruz streaming down the outside with the ball, heading for the end zone. I’m on my feet before I know it and cheering just as loudly as anyone else. He’s tackled just before he reaches the end but lands our team that much closer to scoring the winning goal. Everyone’s on their feet and we’re all filled with anticipation and nervous excitement. Well, almost everyone. Steph is still sitting and sucking on her soda. She’s never been a fan of the game, just watching the guys in their tight pants. 
 
      
 
    We hold our collective breath as our team lines up close to the end zone and prepares to run the ball for a touchdown. The other team has a tight defensive line and it won’t be easy to get past them. In a flurry of movements, the ball is snapped to the quarterback, and he launches it to a waiting player, surrounded by the other team. Our player catches the ball but gets swallowed by the opposition. Players tackle him to the ground. A hush falls over the crowd as we wait to see who has the ball.  As the players are pulled up, the ref blows the whistle and calls the touchdown. 
 
      
 
    The crowd around us goes wild and I am quickly swept up in the excitement. I launch myself at Dean and he catches me in an exuberant hug. I turn around to Steph, who has finally gained her feet and jump up and down beside her. She’s smiling and nodding her head, when she screams, “After-game party!” 
 
      
 
    I laugh because that pretty much sums up the only reason, she would be happy about the outcome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dean drives Steph and me to the party at Riley’s house. Carla is meeting us, and Steph already texted her to say we’re on our way. Riley’s parents don’t live far from the school, and unlike the party at our house the other night, his parents are home and there won’t be any alcohol. 
 
      
 
    Dean parks his car and we pile out. Steph says she’ll wait for Carla, so Dean takes my hand and we follow the noise around back. 
 
      
 
    Football players will be the last to arrive, but there is already a huge gathering in the expansive backyard. Riley’s parents own a bunch of hotels and they’re rolling in cash, which is obvious by the size of the property. If I didn’t live in one of the wealthiest houses in town, I’d be awed and impressed. 
 
      
 
    Once Dean finds a few friends to chat with, I excuse myself and make my way to the table where the drinks are stationed, grabbing a few bottles of water. I have no idea what soda Dean likes, so water it is. I’m just about to wander over to the snack table and look at what food I might want to grab when I see Steph and Carla heading right for me. I smile warmly at them and wait for them to close the distance. 
 
      
 
    Steph looks at the water in my hands and rolls her eyes. “How very parental of them to supply water. Please tell me there’s something better than that?” 
 
      
 
    I nod over to the table where all the drinks are. “Lots of choices, but nothing with alcohol. You know how his parents are.” 
 
      
 
    “The same as all parents; lame.” I watch her sulk as she walks over to the table, and Carla and I giggle at her antics. 
 
      
 
    I ask my other friend, “How did rehearsal go?” 
 
      
 
    She beams and tells me, “My dance teacher thinks this will be my best performance yet. She said there will be a few instructors from the performing arts colleges in the audience this time. I’m so nervous!” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got nothing to be nervous about. You're amazing and they will beg for you after they see how incredibly you dance,” I tell her honestly. She really is that good. 
 
      
 
    She grabs my arm and gives me an anxious look. “You’ll be there in the audience, right? You and Steph?” 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t miss it for anything. We’ll be the ones cheering the loudest.” I lean forward and give her a hug, with the water bottles still in my hands. We laugh at that and turn around to scan the growing crowd. 
 
      
 
    Steph’s already distracted and chatting with one of the football players. I guess some of them have already arrived. Carla says she’ll get a drink too, and I tell her I’ll just wait here. 
 
      
 
    A cheer goes through the crowd and I watch Riley’s parents rush over to their son with obvious pride as he comes into the backyard. Of all Byron’s friends, I’ve always liked Riley the best. I’m smiling at the way he genuinely interacts with his parents when I spot Cruz making his way into the yard… with Tisha draped on his arm, still in her ridiculous outfit. She couldn’t even change out of her slut uniform. I feel a sneer on my lips. 
 
      
 
    A few parents and some students go over to speak with Cruz, and I try not to be too obvious as I watch him. He’s so natural with his ease around people. He smiles and shakes hands, so different from the boy I knew. I’m conflicted in the way it makes me feel. I honestly like this new Cruz, but I’m nostalgic for my old friend. How do I separate the two? I need to let go of who he was and embrace who he is. If I don’t, it’s not fair to hold him to a standard that doesn’t exist anymore, except in my memory. 
 
      
 
    I’m startled out of my maudlin thoughts when I feel an arm go around my shoulders. I look up and Dean smiles down at me. “I thought I lost you. You went to get a drink and never came back.” 
 
      
 
    And I feel like a bitch again. I hold up a bottle to him. “I didn’t know what you like to drink, so... water?” 
 
      
 
    He laughs and accepts the bottle easily. “I don’t normally drink soda because of the sugar, so you did well.” 
 
      
 
    I know he is serious about his diet, but I didn’t know about the sugar. I raise an eyebrow at him and tease, “Let me guess, you’re sweet enough?” 
 
      
 
    He winks at me and says, “Something like that.” He unscrews the cap and takes a long drink from the bottle. When he’s done, he pulls me tighter to his side and asks me, “When are you going to let me take you on a real date?” 
 
      
 
    I hesitate, afraid of what Victor will do if he finds out, but I have to say something. I ask, “What did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    He leans back a bit and smiles warmly down at me. “Is that a yes?” 
 
      
 
    Is it? I guess it is. “Yes.” God, help me. 
 
      
 
    He kisses the top of my head. “You’ve just made my night.” 
 
      
 
    I giggle and ask, “I thought our first kiss did that?” 
 
    He grins down at me. “You’re right, it did. Okay, let me correct myself. That just completed this perfect night.” Then he seals his declaration with a chaste kiss. 
 
      
 
    When we break apart, I’m just about to ask him if he wants to check out the food table, when Cruz is suddenly in front of me. His mouth is smiling, but there’s a tightness in his eyes. He looks over at Dean and I don’t miss the way his jaw clenches. He obviously saw the kiss. I picture how I would react if I saw him kissing Tisha, and I’m not proud of the violent thoughts that image inspires. 
 
      
 
    Dean reaches his hand out for a shake. “Great game, man. Way to make a first impression. We’re lucky to have you.” 
 
      
 
    Now, this should tell me how awesome Dean is. Here he is being gracious and nice, and I’m the asshole wishing he would walk away so I can have Cruz all to myself for a few minutes. How horrible is that? Cruz continues smiling and talking to Dean, and I want this moment to end so I don’t feel like such a bitch. I look down at my bottle and peel the paper label off while I berate myself for being such a bad person. 
 
      
 
    “Jo? What did you think?” Cruz’s voice breaks through my internal chastisement, and my eyes lift to meet him. There’s a softness in his eyes now as he gazes down at me and waits patiently for my response. 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip, then grin and tell him truthfully, “You were amazing. I couldn’t keep my eyes off you when you were on the field. You dominated when you were out there.” I feel Dean stiffen slightly beside me and realize how my words must have sounded to him. 
 
      
 
    Cruz smiles broadly and blushes. He tells me to find him before I leave because he needs to talk about something, then excuses himself to speak with someone else. 
 
      
 
    There’s an almost uncomfortable moment when neither Dean nor I move, then he pulls his arm off my shoulder and says conversationally, “So, how do you know Cruz Cameron?” 
 
      
 
    I knew this would happen, eventually. I brace myself, then turn and look up at him. “We knew each other as kids. I hadn’t seen him in years, and then he ended up here for football. We’ve just caught up again.” 
 
      
 
    He seems to deflate like he was holding his breath, and his smile is softer. “That makes sense. I hadn’t realized you two knew each other.” 
 
      
 
    I shrug my shoulders. “He was at the school all last week and I never even knew it was him. I didn’t see him until the party last Saturday.” 
 
      
 
    His smile turns devilish. “The same party we met.” 
 
      
 
    I smile back, but it feels brittle. “The very same.” I wish I could remember that night as fondly as him, but it’s one I’d rather forget, which is just plain mean when he has no idea that’s what I think. 
 
      
 
    “So, you guys are back to being friends again, just like old times?” I don’t miss the jealous undertones in his voice, and it makes me feel uncomfortable. Victor’s perverted jealousy is enough for me to deal with. 
 
      
 
    I turn away from him and mumble, “Yeah, just like old times.” 
 
      
 
    He gently takes my shoulder and brings me back around to face him, but I stubbornly keep my face down. He puts two fingers under my chin and tips my face up. “Hey, I didn’t mean to upset you.” He blows out a breath and leans down so our faces are level. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything by that. You’re here with me, and I’m being an ass. You said he was your friend, and I had no right to make you feel defensive about it. Forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    I’m the one who should apologize, but like a coward, I let him think he’s the one who has anything to be sorry for. I attempt a smile and nod my head. He leans in and places a soft kiss against my stiff lips. I can see hurt in his eyes when he pulls away, but he smiles easily and takes my hand, leading us back to our group of friends. 
 
      
 
    And if I’m drowning in guilt and confusion, I’m the only one who knows. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Painful Confessions and New Beginnings 
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    “Jo, can I talk to you?” Cruz jogs over to where Dean and I are heading out of the yard. “I was hoping you’d let me drive you home. I have a request from my dad.” 
 
      
 
    I look to see how Dean will react this time, but there aren’t any signs of jealousy, and I feel a sense of relief at that. He leans down and kisses the top of my head. “It’s okay. Text me when you get home? We can make plans for that date.” He smiles, waiting for me to answer. I smile awkwardly back and nod my head, then reaches out and shakes Cruz’s hand. “Take care of her for me.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how I feel about what he says, and Cruz looks stiff when he shakes his hand and confirms that he will do just that. Dean gives my hand a final squeeze, then saunters off toward his car. Cruz nods in the direction he wants me to follow him and we walk in silence. 
 
      
 
    He finally looks over at me with a raised eyebrow. “So, you and that Dean guy, huh?” 
 
      
 
    I shrug my shoulder, not sure how to respond. “We’ve only seen each other this last week. Feeling things out, I guess.” I leave it at that, but I can’t help retorting with, “You and Tisha, huh?” 
 
      
 
    Cruz shakes his head and tells me, “She’s been fun, but I’m not looking for a distraction right now. The football season has just started, and I want to keep my grades up. That’s enough to keep me busy but add in the hours I work at my dad’s shop, and I don’t really have any time for anyone. I only have time for my friend.” He winks at me. 
 
      
 
    That news should make me happy that he’s not looking to date her, but there are other things he could have been doing with her. That’s what bothers me. I focus on something other than Tisha Lawrence and how much I can’t stand her, asking, “You work at your dad’s shop?” 
 
      
 
    He smiles more easily as we walk. “I’ve been working there as a grease monkey since I was fifteen. It’s actually a lot of fun. The guys are great, and I enjoy helping take things apart and watching them put everything back together. How about you? Any part-time jobs over the years?” 
 
      
 
    I grimace and shake my head. “Victor hates the idea and insists he can buy whatever I want, so I don’t need one in his eyes.” 
 
      
 
    We arrive at his red pickup truck and he opens the door for me and helps me in. Before he closes it, he says with heat, “Your stepfather sounds like a dick. I don’t know how your mom could marry him.” With that, he shuts the door and walks around to his own side. 
 
      
 
    He really has no idea just how much worse than a “dick” Victor truly is. 
 
      
 
    When he hops into the driver’s side and prepares to start the engine, I admit to him. “She didn’t have a choice.” 
 
      
 
    He stops before putting his key in and turns to look at me with narrowed eyes. “Everyone has a choice. She chose wrong.” I’m shocked by the venom in his tone. He sees me flinch and shakes his head while shoving the key in the and starting the big engine. “Sorry, I guess I still blame her for taking you away from me. Actually, that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. Dad has been pestering me with questions about you both, and with everything we’ve talked about, your mom never seems to come up. So, the request is this: I need you to tell me something I can share with him about your mom, so he’ll back off.” 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip so hard that I’m sure it’ll be bleeding soon, but I don’t want the tremble there to grow and become a sob. I feel the sting of tears in my eyes and blink repeatedly to stop them from watering further. I look out the window as he maneuvers us from the spot he was parked in, and say in an almost normal voice, “It is okay if we go somewhere before you take me home?” 
 
      
 
    I hear him roll down the window and then there is a cooling breeze lifting my hair and helping to dry my eyes. “Sure. Where did you have in mind?” 
 
      
 
    I swallow the lump in my throat and say, “It’s not far. I’ll tell you how to get there.” 
 
      
 
    He puts music on while we drive, seeming to understand I don’t want to talk yet. We arrive in a short amount of time. He parks alongside the entrance and cuts the engine. I can feel him staring at me as he asks, “Okay, now you’ve got me really confused. Why are we at a cemetery, Jo?” 
 
      
 
    I finally turn and look at him, tears running down my cheeks, and whisper, “You wanted to know about my mom, so I brought you to see her.” 
 
      
 
    I watch his face lose all its color and his own eyes moisten with sudden tears. “Jo? What are you saying?” 
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and tell him, “She died, Cruz. Almost a year ago now. She had cancer.” 
 
      
 
    Like ripping a band-aid off a wound that hasn’t healed, I feel all the pain just like it was yesterday again. The year of watching my beautiful and vibrant mother shrivel into a shell of the woman I knew. The way Victor became more distant with her - all but refusing to visit in the end. The painful truths she revealed and the promises she swore me to uphold; one I don’t know if I can keep. The funeral and the handful of Victor’s friends and associates were in attendance, and only Steph and Carla kept me from throwing myself into the grave with her. The somber boy beside his father watched another woman from his life being put into the ground, even if he couldn’t allow her to love him as she wanted. The many lonely nights in the cold spent clinging to her small and simple gravestone, begging her to help me learn to live without her, and later, the broken pleas for her to save me from the fate she left me to suffer alone. 
 
      
 
    We unsnap our seatbelts at the same time, and he grabs me to him, holding me in his strong embrace. He cries quietly with me, stroking my back and offering words of comfort, telling me how sorry he is. I know he is. He loved her too as a child, and even if he blames her for our separation, this is killing him. 
 
      
 
    I slow my tears enough to tell him about her illness and how brave and strong she was. I told him how much she loved me and regretted her choices that led us away from him and his dad. I tell him how, even with her last breaths, she was thinking of his dad. This causes him to sob against me, and I almost feel bad for mentioning it, but he deserves to know. 
 
      
 
    I pull back to my side, making sure I have his attention for this next reveal. He wipes his eyes on the sleeve of his shirt and sniffles back some of his grief, waiting for me to continue. It’s almost harder for me to look at him when I say this, but I made a promise. “Cruz, mom never stopped loving your dad. She told me that. Victor had something over her, and he used that to blackmail her into leaving. She always did what she could to make sure I had all the advantages she never did. She was also afraid about what would happen after she died and allowed Victor to be my guardian for his promise to pay for my college tuition and expenses, even though his guardianship ends when I turn eighteen. She made me promise not to fight it and give her peace to die knowing she helped secure my future. She made him sign a contract because their prenup would be voided when she died. She never asked for anything from him, except that. She sacrificed her own happiness for me so how can I blame her for those choices, when she only ever put me first? Would your dad know what Victor was holding over her?” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head, his eyes wide with shock, and says, “I don’t know, Jo. My dad has said nothing about blackmail to me. God, this is so fucked-up, you know, that right? Blackmail? All this time, it was blackmail that took you both from us. This will kill my dad. I don’t even know how to tell him. It doesn’t make any sense. Why couldn’t she tell you what this blackmail was? And this Victor guy, why would she leave you with him if he’s the type of person to use blackmail on someone?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve thought the same thing myself. It also seems strange that she would have anything that could be used against her. She was just a woman who was living with her sick mother and raising a daughter alone. She hadn’t even been married to my dad when he died. I know she left home for a while before I was born, and Grampy didn’t approve of her choices back then, but that all got swept under the rug when she came back with me. Nothing about that screams of a woman with secrets.” I look out the window at the cemetery, knowing the exact spot where she rests. 
 
      
 
    I hear Cruz take a shuddering breath beside me. “After you left, I blamed my dad for letting you go. I thought about what you said, about how my dad kept his distance from her at the funeral. He told me I was too young to understand, and that it was what your mom wanted. I told him he should have fought harder to keep you both with us, and again, he said it was your mom’s choice.” 
 
      
 
    I nod my head against the window and watch my breath fog against the glass. “I know. She told me the same thing. I felt she was protecting him too, though I can’t imagine from what. Maybe the blackmail? Nothing else makes sense. I stopped blaming her a long time ago. I was horrible to her when we first got here - I was hurting and all I wanted was to go home, back to you.” 
 
      
 
    I hear him shifting beside me. “I tried to run away after you left,” he confesses in a sad voice. I turn around and face him, needing to see his face while he tells me this story. He nods his head and continues. “I thought I could find you and convince your mom to let me bring you back. I even left my dad a note.” He laughs slightly. “Dad found me about ten blocks from the house. I expected him to be mad, but he gathered me against his chest and let me cry, and he cried too. That’s when I stopped blaming him because I knew mine wasn’t the only heart that was breaking, and that’s when I blamed your mom.” 
 
      
 
    I’m crying harder again, and my heart can barely stand the pain. I reach over and cup his cheek, tentatively, and wipe his tears away with my thumb. It feels so natural like we’ve always been this way. “I don’t know how many times I thought of doing the same thing.” I take a breath and say, “I blamed my mom at first, but then it was easier to blame your dad for not fighting harder to convince her to stay. I didn’t know about the blackmail until she was sick.” I swallow hard before whispering, “Your dad deserves to know that she loved him until the day she died.” 
 
      
 
    He hiccups and grabs me to him again, where he crushes us together and we cling like two leaves in a storm. The storm of our emotions batters us from the inside. I feel the shudders from his chest against my damp cheek and stroke my hand against the hard planes of his chest, like soothing a wild horse. Gradually, our breathing steadies and our tears slow. I feel him press his lips against my head. “Don’t leave me again. I don’t think I’d survive it this time, knowing all I do now.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head against him and whisper, “Never.” 
 
      
 
    Once he finally loosens his grip around me, I lean back and ask him, “Can I take you to see her now?” 
 
      
 
    His lip trembles, but he nods his head and sucks in a breath, releasing me to open his door. He jogs around the truck and helps me out. He grasps my hand, just like we would do as children, and allows me to lead the way. 
 
      
 
    The cemetery is always so peaceful at this time of night. It’s my favorite time to visit. I pull Cruz along with me as I make the familiar walk to her headstone. I’ve imagined what it would be like if I ever found him again; to bring Cruz here. The reality is both more comforting and painful than I could have imagined. I stop at the simple stone marking with her name, dates, and a small inscription. I smile at her name, Deanna Hamilton-Mason. She insisted her maiden name be included on the stone. The inscription simply reads, Beloved Mother and Wife. It's such a stretch on his beloved wife, but Victor paid for the headstone so that sums it up. I placed a bunch of lilies here just a few nights ago, resting on the ground. I told her that Cruz was back in my life, never imagining he’d be here to see her so soon. 
 
      
 
    I place my fingers against my lips and then lay them against her name, as I do every time, then move back. “Hi, Momma. Guess who’s here with me? You won’t recognize him now. He’s gone and grown up on us. He’s become quite the football star too.” I smile as I imagine what she would say. 
 
      
 
    I turn to Cruz and he’s staring at her stone with tears on his cheeks. My poor boy. I can’t imagine how hard all of this must be. I watch as he follows the same movement with his fingers to his lips and then places them in the same spot as mine. After a few false starts where his voice cracks, he says, “Hello, Ms. Hamilton. It’s been a long time. I want to tell you what an incredible daughter you have. She looks even more like you now, well, the way you did when I was a kid. I remember Jo telling me once she thought her mom looked like a fairy princess, and at the time I laughed. But she was right, because I see the same thing when I look at her now. I, um, wanted to let you know dad is good. He misses you. I don’t want to tell him about you, but you used to tell me that one day I’d be a man you’d be proud of, so I want to make you proud of me.” He sniffles but carries on with his heartbreaking conversation. “Will you be with me when I tell him? I hope you will because I could sure use the help. He loves you, but I guess you know that. He never married. I don’t think he ever stopped loving you. Anyway, I wanted you to know. And I’ll be looking after Jo for you, so you don’t have to worry about her.” His hand squeezes mine, letting me know he’s done. 
 
      
 
    I lean forward and whisper to her about how much I love her and how I will bring her a fresh batch of flowers the next time I come. I stand back beside Cruz and we let the quietness of the night and the peace of those resting here wash over us and help us heal just a little. 
 
      
 
    We make our way back to his truck, and he tugs on my hand to get my attention. I look up at him and see him looking at me in a way that causes my breath to hitch. “Jo, I meant what I said back there.” 
 
      
 
    He said a lot to mom, so I say, “Okay.” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head and blows a frustrated breath at his bangs. I smile that he still does that. “What I mean is that I plan on being a big part of your life, just like I used to be. I don’t know how to explain this. All these years, I guess I’ve built this fantasy in my head about what we’d be like if I ever found you again. When I was a kid, it was us being best buddies again and going on adventures and playing together like we used to.” He pauses and I smile wider, having had the same fantasies, but he shakes his head again and looks frustrated about not being able to say whatever it is he really wants to say. “I don’t even know how to say this.” 
 
      
 
    I tug playfully on his hand and bump my shoulder against him. “Just spit it out. We used to always just say whatever was on our minds.” 
 
      
 
    He turns and grabs my other hand in his and holds them tight. Nerves take flight in my stomach and I don’t even know why when he hasn’t spoken yet. Maybe it’s the way he’s looking at me right now. He explains it again. “What I’m trying to say is that those fantasies changed as I matured. I didn’t just imagine us as friends, and a lot of those thoughts weren’t exactly innocent.” 
 
      
 
    I suck in a breath at what he’s implying and only manage a breathy, “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, ‘oh’. When my fantasies crashed into reality, it sent me spinning. The memories I have of you met with the vision of who you’ve become. The feelings I’ve grown for you and kept close over the years are not those of an eleven-year-old boy. And in none of my imagined fantasies were you with another guy.” He has the grace to look apologetic about that, but he doesn’t retract what he said. 
 
      
 
    The world shifts, and all I know and believe realigns. In my heart, I’ve harbored the same fantasies of finding the boy I knew and having an epic romance, but that was just a silly dream. Wasn’t it? And he’s saying he had the same dream? Is it even possible to change the dynamics of our newly rekindled friendship so soon? What if something goes wrong and I lose my friend all over again? That thought causes me to hyperventilate. My breath is sawing through my lungs as I process thoughts so fast my head is spinning. And what about Dean? Poor Dean, who has been nothing but sweet and patient with me all week, is waiting at home for me right now to call him so we can make plans for our first date. 
 
      
 
    I gasp out in a panicked rush, “What do we do?” 
 
      
 
    Cruz pulls me to his chest and runs his hands in soothing circles on my back. “I can see how much this has caught you off guard. We don’t have to do anything, Jo. I just wanted to be honest with you like we’ve always been with each other.” 
 
      
 
    Honesty. Right. Then I need to be honest too. “It only caught me off guard because I’ve had the same thoughts. I would lie in bed at night and picture you riding in like a prince on a horse to rescue me, and we’d ride off into the sunset together. Well, maybe that was about five years ago.” I chuckle nervously against his chest and hear the quiet rumble of his own laughter. “In the last few years, I guess my own imaginings have been far from innocent, too. But I’m scared. What if we discover we don’t like the people we’ve become? Or, what if one of us hurts the other, and we lose our friendship? I can’t risk losing you, so where does that leave us?” 
 
      
 
    He kisses the top of my head and my heart speeds up at the tender gesture. “It’ll never happen. We used to fight like cats and dogs when we were kids, but there was always something there that kept us together. That won’t change. We’re still those kids from six years ago, life has just aged and shaped us into who we were always meant to be. We’ll go slow and get to know each other again. It’ll be perfect, Jo. You’ll see.” 
 
      
 
    I want to have his faith, but my life has only shown me pain, so how can I trust in the picture he’s painting? Plus, he doesn’t understand what my life at home is like. I can’t even imagine how he’d react. Disgust, maybe? That thought is sobering. No, he can’t know about Victor and the things that have happened. It would kill me to see the disgust on Cruz’s face. I must be extra diligent in making sure Victor doesn’t expose his depraved desires around Cruz. I wouldn’t put it past him if he thought it would isolate me from a boy who could be a threat to him. 
 
      
 
    But then there’s the other issue between us. I take a breath and say, “I don’t know what to tell Dean.” 
 
      
 
    He goes still against me and asks in a careful voice, “How do you feel about him?” 
 
      
 
    I think about that for a moment and stick with honesty. “I won’t lie. He’s been sweet and kind to me. He’s a good guy and I don’t want to hurt him,” I feel Cruz loosening his arms around me, so I hug him tighter and continue, “but it doesn’t feel like it would have become much. I don’t feel about him the way I imagine you’re supposed to feel about a boy whose lips you need to breathe.” 
 
      
 
    I know the exact moment when Cruz remembers me saying those words to him, all those years ago. His arms band around me and I feel the heavy beat of his heart through his chest. “The words your grammy said to you.” 
 
      
 
    And suddenly, everything feels like this is the way it was always meant to be, and all the obstacles between us, fade into the background. 
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    Hard Truths  
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    I’m sitting on my bed staring at the phone in my hand, knowing I need to call Dean but not knowing what to say. Cruz dropped me off about fifteen minutes ago, and thankfully Victor wasn’t home. He spends more time away than actually here, which is good, and even goes a night or two without coming home. I suspect he has lovers he spends those nights with, and I’m more than fine with both his absence and his appetite being fed. If it weren’t for the maid service and our cook, Sophie, Byron and I would be alone in this big house. Victor makes his appearances, but he is barely here. 
 
      
 
    I’m stalling by thinking about this and I know it. I need to tell Dean the truth, even if I’m not sure what that entails. I dial his number and take a breath for courage as I wait for him to answer. 
 
      
 
    He picks up on the first ring. “I was starting to worry, Jolene. You said you’d call when you got home.” 
 
      
 
    I grimace, noting the concern in his voice and feeling even worse now. “I’m sorry. I only got home a few minutes ago.” 
 
      
 
    Silence registers in my ears, then he asks, “Where were you?” 
 
      
 
    I’m not sure how much Dean knows about my family dynamics or my mom’s passing, so I hedge. “Cruz and I went somewhere to talk. We’re still catching up on the time we’ve been apart, and his dad wanted him to ask me about a few things.” Not a lie, even if it’s evasive. 
 
      
 
    “I see. I know you mentioned you guys knew each other as kids, but I guess I didn’t realize how close you were. So, um, did you go back to his house then?” He is trying so hard to make it sound like a casual question, but I can hear the strain in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “No, we stopped somewhere to talk.” An awkward silence fills the line again, and neither of us seems to know what to say. He deserves better than this, so I cross my fingers for luck and pray I can say this right. “Look, Dean--” 
 
      
 
    “Please don’t say it’s you and not me, then ask if we can still be friends. I think I deserve something more than that.” He doesn’t sound angry, but he’s not happy either. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t going to say that, and you’re right, you deserve better. Actually, you deserve better than me. I’m a mess right now, and it’s not fair to you. Seeing Cruz again, and being with him, well, it’s messed with my head. I need time to reconnect with him, and that wouldn’t be fair to you. I’m not saying Cruz and I are more than friends, because we’re not. That’s not what this is. It’s just that I’ve missed him, and I’ve missed so much time with him. I don’t know what I’m trying to say or what I’m feeling, but I know that while I figure it out, it’s not fair to start something with you. Does that make sense?” 
 
      
 
    I hear him exhale, then he replies, “I heard more than you probably realize. Just answer me something honestly?” 
 
      
 
    I swallow and answer truthfully. “I’ll try.” 
 
      
 
    “If Cruz hadn’t come back into your life, would we be making plans for that date instead?” 
 
      
 
    I almost want to cry at how sad he sounds. I never meant to hurt him, and no matter how I answer this, I know it will not be what he wants to hear, but I try to be honest. “You’re a great guy and I had fun with you tonight, but I don’t think I feel for you the way you want me to. I’ve never dated before, but even I know there should be something there. I wanted to like you that way, I really did, but I don’t think I do. I’m sorry. I never meant to lead you on, Dean.” 
 
      
 
    He laughs, but there is no joy in it. “Yeah, I’m sorry too. I’ve waited a long time to ask you out, but I guess I waited for nothing.” 
 
      
 
    “No! Don’t feel that way. I’m a mess and not what you need. It has nothing to do with you.” I feel the first tear trickle down my cheek, knowing I’m just making a mess of this even more. 
 
      
 
    “And there’s the ‘it’s me, not you’ line. I’m a big boy and don’t need to be coddled. You said you felt nothing for me, so let’s leave it right there. I’m sorry I wasted both our time. I wish things were different, but I guess that’s on me. Take care, Jolene,” then he hangs up, and I’m left clutching my phone and feeling like the biggest bitch alive right now. 
 
      
 
    I drop my phone to the bed and curl my arms around myself to hold in the pain. I knew he would be hurt and upset, but I didn’t realize how much that would hurt me. I don’t know how I thought the conversation would go, but I know I could have handled it better. Thinking back on what I said, I shouldn’t have been so honest and tried to let him down without telling him I didn’t have feelings for him, but that would have only encouraged hope, right? I don’t know what Cruz and I are to each other, but he was right in saying we can’t drag other people along while we figure it out. If it turns out that we will only have a friendship between us, there’s plenty of time to date other people after; we need to discover the parameters of what we feel for each other first. I feel even worse about Dean when thoughts of Cruz and me being more than friends causes an excited flutter in my stomach. 
 
      
 
    Needing comfort, and knowing who I want it from, I grab my phone off the bed and dial Cruz’s number. As soon as I hear his voice say my name, I cry. He talks fast, asking me what’s happened and what’s wrong, but I just continue to sniffle. 
 
      
 
    His voice is firm when he says, “Jo if you don’t tell me what’s wrong, I’m driving back to your house!” 
 
      
 
    Getting myself under control, I say in a shaky voice, “I spoke to Dean.” 
 
      
 
    I can hear his heavy breathing like he’d been running. “Shit! You had me scared something bad happened. I was just about to jump in my truck and come get you.” 
 
      
 
    Sniffling again and whispering in a shame-filled voice I say, “Something bad did happen. I hurt a nice guy who didn’t deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    I can hear Cruz blow out a breath. “Jo, I don’t want this hurting you. Maybe we should just stay away from each other for a while until we figure out what we want.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I blurt out in a panic. “I don’t want that. I can’t stand the thought of having you so close again, only to stay apart.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” he says with relief. I hear him moving around, then a door close, and he says louder, “I don’t want that either, but I shouldn’t have put you in this position. You obviously felt something for the guy, or you wouldn’t be this upset.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t feel anything like that for him. I told him as much, and that’s when the conversation went to hell. I’m not in the habit of hurting people, Cruz,” I say a bit defensively. 
 
      
 
    “I know you’re not that kind of person, and I wasn’t implying that. I’m just feeling like an ass over here for basically suggesting you break up with your boyfriend because, well, just because.” 
 
      
 
    “Cruz, he wasn’t my boyfriend, and you didn’t make me do anything. I was already feeling bad about agreeing to a date with him when I knew that I felt nothing for him past a warm friendship. Can I ask you something?” I really don’t know if he will answer my question, and I don’t know how I want him to answer, but I ask anyway. “Have you kissed a girl before?” 
 
      
 
    He sputters, then says, “Yeah, of course. Why?” 
 
      
 
    Well, this will be painful. “I hadn’t. Not once, until this week, so I have nothing to base this on, but shouldn’t you feel something when that happens?” 
 
      
 
    I hear him shifting around like he’s on his bed. “Yeah, you feel something, but Jo, how can you say you’ve never been kissed? Like, ever?” 
 
      
 
    This is so embarrassing. “No, but that’s not the point. The point is, you feel something like, I don’t know, butterflies or tingles, or something that makes you weak in the knees, right?” 
 
      
 
    There’s amusement in his voice when he says, “Something like that.” 
 
      
 
    I move on while I’m still brave enough to ask this. “And you want to do more after you’ve felt that kiss, right?” 
 
      
 
    “Jo, I don’t think--” 
 
      
 
    “Just answer the question,” I grit out between clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    He sighs long and loud then breathes, “Yes, you want more.” 
 
      
 
    I’m dying to ask if he’s done more, but I don’t think I’m ready for that answer, especially when I’m already feeling raw. “Well, I didn’t feel that way when he kissed me.” 
 
      
 
    He’s been silent on the other end for so long, I’m almost afraid I accidentally disconnected the call. I’m just about to pull the phone away from my ear and check when he finally speaks. “I don’t even know how to ask you this.” Yeah, I wish I did accidentally disconnect the call because I can almost guess what he wants to ask. He mumbles something I can’t hear, then blurts out, “You’ve never done more with a guy?” 
 
      
 
    Flopping back on my bed, I throw my free arm over my face. This is going to suck, but I can’t exactly lie about it either. “No,” I mumble into the phone. 
 
      
 
    I can’t hear anything again, but I imagine it’s because I’ve shocked him. Deciding to turn the tables on him, I ask, “Have you?” 
 
      
 
    “Have I what?” He asks in a careful voice. 
 
      
 
    Really? He’ll make me say it? I can’t believe he’s playing dumb right now. “Have you done more with a girl?” 
 
      
 
    Again, with the heavy pause, then quietly I hear, “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t need to ask anything else. I know this boy, and I know his every tone, even after years apart. That one word was a reluctant admission to a lot further than just “more” with a girl. I don’t know why I should feel hurt by this. He’s an almost ridiculously good-looking seventeen-year-old guy. He’s almost eighteen and practically a man! He wouldn’t still be a like me; waiting to eliminate my v-card. It’s a coveted prize for Victor and now an obvious barrier between Cruz’s experience and my lack of it. I can’t imagine anything worse than that. 
 
      
 
    Thoughts are spinning in my head and a plan is forming. I feel a smug smile cross my lips and take my first easy breath. “Anyway, I need to call Steph. I wanted to let you know that I ended things with Dean, and you shouldn’t worry I felt anything for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Jo don’t get all distant and weird on me. You asked, and I answered. I’ll always tell you the truth.” I could hear the sincerity in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “I know, and it’s okay. I’m not feeling weird. I should’ve guessed. It’s no big deal.” 
 
      
 
    “Then why does it feel like it is?” 
 
      
 
    Because it kind of is. “It’s not. Can we change the subject, please?” I don’t want to talk about this anymore. 
 
      
 
    “Sure, whatever you want. Will Dean be okay with you if he sees us hanging out? Not to sound like an egomaniac, but I’m sure my name came up, right?” 
 
      
 
    I chuckle a bit at his wording. “Yeah, your name came up. Honestly, I don’t know how he’ll act now, but he can’t blame you for my lack of feelings for him, so I don’t think he’ll be rude to you, or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s good. I’d hate to be gathering enemies after only two weeks at the school.” He laughs a bit at that. 
 
      
 
    I can’t imagine anyone hates him, but I need to make sure I haven’t made an even worse enemy out of the one I have. “Is Tisha going to have a fit if she sees us talking in the halls or after school?” 
 
      
 
    “Nah, we were just having fun. She knew that. She’ll be cool.” He sounds so convinced, but I’m not so sure. He doesn’t know the history between her and me. 
 
      
 
    I don’t want to borrow any trouble, so I drop it. We’ll find out soon enough what her reaction will be. Instead, I change the subject and ask him, “How’d it go when you got home? What did you tell your dad?” 
 
      
 
    He hesitates and then says, “I, uh, haven’t told him yet. I was just telling him about the game and then went to get a snack when you called. I don’t want to do it now, but I’ll probably grab his favorite breakfast and bring it home to him in the morning, then break the news. It’s going to be rough.” 
 
      
 
    I feel bad about that and ask tentatively, “Want me there when you do it?” 
 
      
 
    A huge gust of air blows into the phone on his end and he asks, “You’d do that? I gotta be honest and tell you I’ve been scared to tell him. He will not take it well. I’m not the only one who was hoping to find you guys one day. It will devastate him. Even if she’d been married, he would have found comfort in knowing she was well and happy.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, and I’m so sorry.” I feel my throat closing up from fighting a sob. 
 
      
 
    “God, Jo, don’t be sorry. Jesus, your mom died, and you’ve suffered enough. I’m the one who should say sorry. Here I am whining like a jerk about having to talk to my dad, and you’re over there trying to apologize for it. No, maybe I should do it alone. I saw how hard it was for you to tell me, and I’m not putting you through that again because I’m being a baby.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh a little at that, thinking of his baby pictures. He was adorable, even then. “It might give him some closure if he can ask me questions you don’t know the answers to. You would only prolong his pain by having to ask me for him.” 
 
      
 
    He’s quiet again for a minute before he speaks. “Jo, do you have any idea how much you look like your mom? Like, really look like her?” 
 
      
 
    Victor tells me all the time, but I figure he sees what he wants; a perfect replacement for the woman he really wants and can no longer have. “Not really,” I tell him honestly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you do. I don’t know how my dad will react to seeing a clone of her, especially after telling him she’s gone. Your mom was like this impossibly beautiful princess that only exists in fairy tales. I remember thinking that as a kid. I had a small crush on her back then. Did you know that? I never told you because that would have been beyond embarrassing, but I thought maybe you knew by how much I mumbled around her and was always blushing. I was such a dork.” 
 
      
 
    I’m giggling now, thinking back to those times and thinking it was cute he acted that way whenever she spoke to him. I never knew it was because he had a crush on her. I thought he was shy around her. “No, I never knew. I think everyone who ever knew her, was half in love with her.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re probably right. You looked a bit like her when you were younger, but then you dressed like a boy and always had your hair tied back, with dirt on your face,” he teases. 
 
      
 
    “I did not! Grammy was always washing my face.” I tell him with playful indignation. 
 
      
 
    He laughs, and the sound is deep and rich, amplified by the phone. “She was always chasing us with that washcloth. Then when she was in the wheelchair, she had trained us so well we would just bring the cloth to her when she demanded we needed a good cleaning.” 
 
      
 
    I smile fondly at the memories. “She took care of us.” 
 
      
 
    He sighs and says, “Yeah, she did. I miss her.” 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” I admit softly. 
 
      
 
    He clears his throat. “Anyway, you look just as beautiful as your mom ever did, more so even, and my dad might be shocked when he sees you. I’m just wondering how he’ll take it after hearing about your mom. You could be right about him wanting answers, though. It’s up to you, Jo. I don’t want you to feel you need to be there to hold my hand. I’m a man now, I promise, even if I didn’t sound like one there for a minute.” 
 
      
 
    I chew on it and feel my mom would want me to, so I tell him, “I think she’d like me there for him since she can’t be.” 
 
      
 
    “Jo,” I hear him sniffle and then clear his throat, “this sucks. I still can’t believe she’s gone.” 
 
      
 
    I find my voice is thick with tears when I reply, “Me neither, most days.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get all sappy on you again. God, if anyone knew how much I’ve cried tonight, I’d lose major guy points.” 
 
      
 
    “I think you’d be surprised how many girls would elevate your status even higher if they knew about this emotional side you have.” I’m not even joking. 
 
      
 
    “There’s only one girl who I care about what she thinks,” he says almost shyly. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I have it on good authority she thinks pretty highly of you, so I don’t think you need to worry, but your secret is safe with me.” I can feel a blush warming my cheeks after I say those cheesy words to him. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jo?” He whispers. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” I ask just as quietly. 
 
      
 
    “You’re even more perfect than I could’ve imagined. You’re my very own fairy tale princess.” He pauses, then says playfully, “Think of me when you sleep tonight?” 
 
      
 
    I smile and tell him honestly, “I’ve never stopped dreaming of you.” 
 
      
 
    And I probably never will. 
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    The next morning, I’m dressed and waiting on the front steps for Cruz in the nicest dress I own. It’s just a simple peasant style, with a flowing skirt and off-the-shoulder sleeves, but it’s a pretty shade of blue and one of the few dresses that Victor didn’t choose. I have a stash of clothes I wear when he’s not around to chastise me for looking like a “tart”, even though I never do. I think he figures if I look like a virgin in child-like clothes, I’ll remain one, or something like that. He’s so delusional that he never stops to think how appealing that might be for other males besides him. I’ve heard Byron and his friends talking enough to know that “bagging a virgin” is like a symbol of pride for most guys. Being the first to claim that place inside our bodies is a badge of honor for them. Victor doesn’t have the market cornered in that pursuit. 
 
      
 
    I’m so lost in my thoughts; I don’t notice the sleek limo that pulls into the front of the drive and slows to a stop at the foot of the stairs. When the driver exits the vehicle to open the back door, my head snaps up and I can feel all the blood draining from my body to pool in my feet. I watch in nervous apprehension as Victor emerges smoothly from the back, briefcase in hand, and raises his eyes to where I’m standing, frozen in place. 
 
      
 
    Victor gives the driver a curt dismissal and then approaches the stairs. He waits until the car has rolled away before he asks icily, “Going somewhere, Jolene?” 
 
      
 
    I open my mouth, but no sound escapes. He raises his eyebrow waiting for my reply and slowly peruses my outfit. I watch as anger darkens his features. I need to say something, and I can’t lie as Cruz will be here at any moment. “I’m just going out with a friend.” 
 
      
 
    “A friend? And where are you going dressed like a cheap tramp? I can see the shape of your legs through that dress, and if I look hard enough, I bet I can tell what color your bra is,” he growls darkly at me. 
 
      
 
    I’m mortified at what he said, but I feel my spine straighten. Whether it’s from the promise I made to myself about not being a coward anymore or knowing that Cruz will be here to save me soon; I don’t know. I keep my voice steady when I tell him, “Maybe you shouldn’t be looking at my legs or chest then.” 
 
      
 
    He takes a menacing step toward me and my legs begin trembling. “What did you just say to me? Are you trying to provoke me, or have you lost your fucking mind? I’m the one who pays for this house and everything in it, and that includes you! I’ll look at you however I damn well please, little girl. I own you, signed on the dotted line, and don’t you forget that.” 
 
      
 
    My mouth is moving with no input from my brain, obviously. “Only until I’m eighteen, then you have no authority over me.” 
 
      
 
    He moves up the stairs so fast I don’t have time to move, then he’s right in front of me and has his hand banded around my left arm. “Is that what you believe, you naïve child? That a man like me would let something like that stop me from owning every piece of you? Oh no, princess. You are mine for as long as I want you, and that will be for some time. When you turn eighteen, you're legal for me to engage in a relationship with - in private, of course. Whether that relationship is mutually consensual is up to you, but no one will take you from me. I may have lost your mother, but I won’t be losing you. I'll have the same arrangement with her daughter, as I did with her. No one will contest my claims that you want to stay with me, because I’ve made sure of that. I’m not a man who loses, ever,” he snarls against my ear, where he leans in to deliver this horrifying revelation. I’m trembling and feeling faint, sure I’m about to either vomit or pass out, maybe both, but he isn’t finished. “And if I discover you’re no longer a virgin when you turn eighteen, I’ll find the boy responsible, and kill him.” With that, he releases my arm, storms past me, and into the house. 
 
      
 
    My eyes are closed, and I’m trying desperately to steady my breathing and stop my body from falling over and tumbling down the steps. I refuse to think about everything he said, or I’ll lose the fight I’m barely winning over my body. When the urge to throw up passes and my body is no longer at risk of collapse, I slowly open my eyes and see Cruz’s truck pulling into the circular drive. 
 
      
 
    I almost sob in relief but know I can’t let him see how shaken I am, or he’ll ask questions. Well versed in hiding my pain and acting fine, I relax my body, attempt a wobbly smile and dash down the stairs. Cruz jumps out of his truck and comes to help me in, like the gentleman his dad obviously raised him to be. I duck my head as if I’m shy over his actions, hiding my face until I can better control my features. By the time he is back in the truck, I could win an Oscar for my happy demeanor and smiling face. Cruz smiles in return and tells me we will grab breakfast for all of us and then head over to his house. 
 
      
 
    And if I’m slowly dying on the inside, no one needs to know. 
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    I’ve been curious to see where Cruz lives, so offering to be here this morning has an added bonus for me. We pull onto a quiet street about ten or fifteen minutes from my house. It’s a nice area and one that holds more charm and appeal than the private road where I live. Trees line the street and the yards are green and tidy. Signs of summer fading can be seen in the barren gardens as people prepare their flower beds for the first frost. Leaves will change colors soon, and I can almost smell the crispness in the air. Autumn is one of my favorite times of the year. 
 
      
 
    We pull into a double wide driveway beside a charming, two-story brick home. There is a large garage straight through at the back, and a fence that leads to a yard. The front porch is painted white, and the windows all have white trim. There are a few planters on the railings, but the flowers that once filled them are dead and gone. I love the house immediately. If I were to choose a place I wanted to live, it would be a house like this. It has a personality and you can tell they have maintained it with pride and care. 
 
      
 
    I can't wait for Cruz and exit the truck first in my excitement. I turn around and look up at the big maple tree that dominates their front yard. Cruz makes his way over with a smile. “In my younger days, I would have climbed that thing and begged my dad to make a small fort.” 
 
      
 
    I smile as I picture a younger Cruz doing just that. “How long have you lived here?” 
 
      
 
    “We just moved in at the beginning of the summer. Dad wanted to be closer to the school for me, and the bigger garage for him didn’t hurt his decision to relocate.” He looks down the driveway to the big building at the back and shakes his head. “If he’s not at work, he’s in there tinkering on cars.” 
 
      
 
    I can easily imagine his dad being that way. Even when we were kids, he was always working on someone’s car in his free time. He used to call it his “therapy” and tease us that it kept him from getting into trouble. But Jake Cameron was the kind of man who was always smiling and happy, so I couldn’t picture him as the “trouble-making” kind. 
 
      
 
    I glance at the house again and grin. “I can’t wait to see him.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz holds up the bags of food in his hands, then nods his head toward the front door. “Just follow me. I told Dad I was coming back with food and a surprise. I didn’t want to say I was bringing you in case he asked if your mom wasn’t coming.” He gives me a sad look, and I know how hard this is for him too. Neither of us wants to break his dad’s heart. 
 
      
 
    I take a bag from his hand, even when he scowls playfully at me, then I wave my free hand for him to lead the way. He looks at the door, then back at me, and strolls up to the stairs. The weight of what’s to come almost feels suffocating, which is sad, because this should be a happy reunion. 
 
      
 
    Cruz opens the front door and yells for his dad, letting him know he’s back with breakfast. He holds the door open for me, and I slide past and wait in the small hallway for him to shut the door. He moves ahead of me and I follow him through a narrow hallway, and I take a quick peek into the tidy, but very male-dominated front room. The large TV, video game consoles, and black leather furniture are the main focal points of the room. There are no pictures or paintings, no coffee table with flowers, and no colorful pillows or throw rugs. It’s clear that two bachelors live here, and no woman has had an influence on the decorating. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head as I follow Cruz into a cozy kitchen. There is a small kitchenette set against one wall, and the usual appliances, cabinets, and countertops, but the colors are neutral in shades of whites and grays, giving it a modern and open feel. He places the bags on a counter and gets dishes and utensils out of cabinets and drawers. 
 
      
 
    I feel useless just standing here, so I ask, “Can I do anything to help?” 
 
      
 
    “Nope. Just grab a seat and look pretty.” He winks at me over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    I laugh and walk over to the table, just about to slide a chair out, when I hear a voice from my past say, “I smell my favorite breakfast burrito, Cruz. What did you do this time?” 
 
      
 
    I’m standing frozen in place as Jake Cameron walks into the room, not even noticing me at first. He stands with his big arms crossed over his chest, watching his son with a fond smile. He looks exactly like I remember him, right down to a flannel shirt and thick, blonde hair. I slowly straighten my body from where I am leaning over a chair, and that’s when his eyes move over to me. Shock registers on his face, then his eyes widen almost comically as he takes me in. 
 
      
 
    I feel myself blushing and shift awkwardly on my feet. “Hello, Mr. C.” 
 
      
 
    He makes a choking sound, then he’s striding across the short distance with his long legs and scoops me up off the floor in a big hug. My bittersweet tears are swift and slide down my cheeks as I snuggle against his familiar strength. I can hear him inhaling heavily against the side of my head and know he’s fighting emotions too. I wrap my arms around his neck and feel like I’m eleven years old again in this man’s comforting arms. I rest my chin on his shoulder and look at Cruz through my blurry eyes, and he’s smiling at us with tears of his own marking his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Jo-Jo Bug, how much I’ve missed your sweet face,” Jake whispers into my hair, using the nickname he called me when I first followed his son home. 
 
      
 
    I sniffle against his chest and smile against the soft flannel of his shirt. This is by far one of the happiest moments of my life. “I’ve missed you too,” I whisper against him. 
 
      
 
    He finally places me down and holds me at arm's length, taking a good look. He shakes his head in wonder. “I can’t believe how much you look like your momma. You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman. No wonder Cruz has been going on about the way you look.” 
 
      
 
    “Dad, really?” Cruz chokes out. 
 
      
 
    I giggle and Jake’s smile widens. “I remember that sound though, so not everything has changed then, huh? Christ, you’re stunning, girl. I still can’t get over the difference. Last I saw you; you were just a tiny thing in overalls and dirty grass stains.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz laughs and I point a finger at him, which makes him laugh harder. He points back at me and says, “See? I’m not the only one who remembers how fond of dirt you were.” 
 
      
 
    I pretend to huff and give him a pointed look. “I wasn’t alone in that department, mister.” 
 
      
 
    Jake laughs and spins around to Cruz. “She’s got you there. You were both constantly covered in dirt. Gave me and Deanna one hell of a time keeping you both clean. Hey, speaking of Deanna, how’s your mom? Cruz said she got married. Is she happy?” He turns back and raises his eyebrows expectantly. 
 
      
 
    I suck in a breath and look to Cruz for some indication on how to handle this. His lips are in a tight line, but he grabs all the plates and cutlery, moving over to us at the table. “Hey, Dad, why don’t we use those manners you’re always drilling me about and let our company sit down for breakfast first, hmm?” 
 
      
 
    Jake gives a small chuckle and says, “Out of the mouths of babes. Schooled by my kid. Forgive me, Jo. Sit down, and please humor an old guy and pretend I have manners and didn’t have to be reminded by my son to use them.” 
 
      
 
    I smile and dip my head, pulling the chair out. Cruz sets the table and Jake grabs the food. Between the two, the table is done and we’re all sitting with our food before us. I’m not even remotely hungry, knowing what we need to tell Jake. I’m not exactly looking forward to reliving the story again so soon after I bled it out for Cruz last night, either. As hard as Cruz took the news, I have a feeling Jake will take it worse. I want him to enjoy his breakfast first, so I look to Cruz to start a conversation that will keep us occupied until the moment of truth comes. 
 
      
 
    He jerks his head slightly and clears his throat. “So, Dad, Jo was telling me she wants a job. Think you could use her at one of the shops?” 
 
      
 
    My eyes widen and I want to smack Cruz for asking his dad that. There’s no way Victor will let me work in a garage, but I can’t say that. Damn! How am I going to wiggle around this one? Jake is nodding his head and looking thoughtful. After he swallows his bite of food, he asks me, “Have you ever worked before?” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head and tell him, “No. Victor, that’s my stepfather, wouldn’t let me get a job.” 
 
      
 
    Jake’s brows come down over his blue eyes. “Why not? It’s a good way to gain experience and build skills for future employment after college. Cruz has been helping me since he was fifteen. He’ll be working through college too to help with expenses. Doesn’t your stepfather want that for you as well?” 
 
      
 
    “Um, Dad, remember I told you that Jo is living in a big fancy house now on one of those private roads? I don’t think they need to worry about her helping with college money.” Cruz looks apologetically at me, but I shrug my shoulders. It’s true. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I can’t see your momma being a snob about you getting a job. What does she say about it?” Jake doesn’t see the panicked look Cruz aims my way, and I play with the fork on my plate. Jake looks harder at me and asks in a quieter voice, “Jo, what is it? Your mom hasn’t changed like that, has she?” 
 
      
 
    And suddenly I can’t do this to him any longer. My eyes fill with tears and I glance at Cruz, who swallows harshly and places his fork down. He reaches across the table and takes my hand, then looks at his dad with tears in his own eyes. “Dad, Deanna Hamilton passed away from cancer about a year ago.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t even look at Jake to see what his reaction is. My eyes refuse to lift from my plate, and I watch as a tear hits the ceramic edge. I hear a gasp and then a sob, then a chair scrapes back from the table. Cruz squeezes my hand harder and I chance a peek at him, but his sole focus is on the direction of his dad, and the anguish I see on his face tells me how hard Jake is taking the news. 
 
      
 
    Knowing I can’t let Cruz deal with this alone, I slide my eyes over to where the poor man is falling apart over the news that the woman, he loved was dead. His face is in his hands and his big shoulders are shaking. I feel my body shake too as I witness his pain. He must feel my eyes on him because he lifts his head and focuses his wet, red-rimmed eyes on me. He chokes out one word. “How?” 
 
      
 
    And in the face of his grief, I find the strength to tell the story again. I tell him about how we discovered the tumor in her brain and how quickly it spread. I promise him she didn’t suffer long, and she was still beautiful even when the chemo caused her hair to fall out. How she always had a smile and a hug for me, no matter how sick she was. I tell him how bravely she fought, and how she went peacefully in the end. I share with him some things she told me and admitted she never stopped loving him. That breaks him, and he has to excuse himself as he stumbles away from the table and disappears down the hallway. 
 
      
 
    Cruz skids his chair back and is kneeling beside me, sliding his arms around my waist and hugging me to him. I sob against his shoulder and he holds me, offering comfort in the best way he can. I shouldn’t have any tears left with how many I’ve spilled over the last few days, but it seems tears are a bottomless well of sorrow. As long as you have the ability to feel heartbreak, your body will supply the outlet for your pain. 
 
      
 
    Cruz eventually leans back from me to check and see how I’m doing. My tears have slowed, and my cheeks feel chapped. I move my arm from around him and wipe my eyes and face with my hand, then use the same hand to wipe the tears from his cheeks. He smiles at me and leans into the touch of my fingers on his skin. I smile back, and that small act helps lift the veil of grief from us. 
 
      
 
    Standing from his spot on the floor beside me, he offers me his hand and says, “Come on. He’ll be ready to talk soon, and I know he wants to hear about all the happy memories too.” 
 
      
 
    I grasp his warm hand in my cold one and let him help me out of the chair. He pulls us through a side door in the hallway that leads to the garage. I follow behind him as we walk inside, and I see how much Jake loves this place. It’s clear in the meticulous way all his tools are organized on the walls and on the counters. He has those rolling tool carts against one wall and a bunch of expensive hydraulic equipment in a corner. 
 
      
 
    Jake is sitting on a stool with a picture in his hand. Tears are still wet on his cheeks, but when he sees us hovering in the doorway, holding hands, he smiles. He points to our hands. “She would have loved this, you know. She always said you two were destined to be together. I assumed her decision to put space between you both was to be temporary. Just until you were older and could understand some pretty shitty things about the past better. Our small neck of the woods beyond the tracks was a hotbed for wagging tongues. When your Grammy died, Jo, your momma was afraid people would talk; and you two would either hear crap at school or that people would be plain mean and blurt something out that's none of their business. You were both so young, and already your souls were tied together in one big, pretty bow.” He shakes his head and gazes down at the picture.  
 
      
 
    I chance a look at Cruz to see if he's surprised by any of this, but he seems lost in his own thoughts as he stares down at his hands. My heartbeat picks up speed. He’s saying he knows something about our past and why my mom ran. Maybe he knows the secret Victor’s been holding over our heads since the day he took us. I step forward and ask, “What about the past?” 
 
      
 
    He tips his head and gives me a curious look. “She never told you?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so she didn’t tell me,” I say to him and look to Cruz to see if he knows, but he shakes his head. 
 
      
 
    “Cruz, grab two lawn chairs from the yard and bring them here. You should hear this together since it affects you both.” Jake waves for Cruz to get the chairs and I stroll over to where Jake is still staring at the picture. “It’s remarkable how much you look like her, you know. Here, take a look.” He holds the picture out for me. 
 
      
 
    With shaky hands, I gently take the photo and look down at a smiling image of my mother with Jake’s big arm around her shoulders. She looks a lot younger than I remember, and I can see the similarities for the first time. It shocks me how much I resemble her in this photo. 
 
      
 
    I move my wide eyes back to Jake and he nods his head. “You see it now too, don’t you? That picture was taken the summer after we graduated. Your grammy snapped it.” 
 
      
 
    I shake my head, not understanding. “How is that possible? Cruz and I didn’t meet until kindergarten. How did you know her before that?” 
 
      
 
    He sighs and places the photo down on the counter beside him. “Your momma and I knew each other long before then. We had been keeping our distance since she came back to live with her parents, but then you and Cruz became buddies, and being around each other again, well, we couldn’t fight it anymore.” 
 
      
 
    I blink at him. “Wait, a minute. I was eleven when I saw you kissing her on the back porch.” 
 
      
 
    His cheeks turn slightly pink and he looks away, smiling at a memory. “It wouldn’t have been proper to show our affection for each other in front of you kids when you were so young. It would just have confused you both. Your grammy knew, of course. God, that woman was something else. I think my butt still has her finger marks on it from all the pinches she gave me. I sure loved her spunk. She’d been like a mom to me growing up, so you can imagine how embarrassing it was to have her pinch my butt when I was older.” He laughs at the memory. 
 
      
 
    I’m standing with my mouth hanging open. That’s how Cruz finds me when he comes in with the chairs. He gives me a strange look and raises his eyebrows, asking if I’m okay. I nod, and he places the chairs down for us and we each take a seat. Cruz clears his throat and looks at his dad. “Okay, what’s this big secret?” 
 
      
 
    Jake rubs the stubble on his jaw, making a scratching noise with the rough pads of his fingers. “I guess I need to start at the beginning. Deanna and I had known each other since we were kids. Maria, your mom, Cruz, joined our circle in high school. Deanna became a good friend to her, and they were pretty close, like sisters. 
 
      
 
    “I’d always had a crush on Deanna, but she was my friend and I said nothing. The summer we graduated, I worked full time at the shop and Maria had a partial scholarship to a beauty college. Deanna didn’t have plans yet, but she was smart and had a bunch of offers from colleges, but her dad was getting older and she wanted another year with him before she accepted. 
 
      
 
    “We had all been at a party when some yuppie guy came in and every girl went nuts over him, including Maria. Deanna wasn’t interested, much to my delight, but Maria knew how the guys looked at Deanna and made her promise to stay away and let Maria have him. Deanna easily agreed, but that guy took one look at her, and she was all he saw. Maria didn’t stand a chance. 
 
      
 
    “Deanna tried to direct his attention to Maria, but he only had eyes for her. Maria got right, jealous. She made a big scene with Deanna over it and swore she would never speak to her again. Deanna was upset, and rightfully so. After the party, this guy pursued Deanna hard. I guess she eventually caved. Her dad didn’t like this guy, not one bit. He tried to stop Deanna from dating him. She was a defiant girl by nature and didn’t like being told what to do, so she moved out of her parents' house and went across the tracks with this guy to live with him. 
 
      
 
    “Maria went off to college, I continued to work at the shop, and even got my own place. I never got along with my old man and growing up I spent most of my time at the Hamilton’s place. I was happy, but I missed Deanna, even Maria. That’s life, though. We each went our own way. Maria came back from college the next summer and she looked me up. We hung out again, but I could tell she wasn’t the same girl I knew before she left. She was different. Colder, I guess. She spent a lot of time on the other side of the tracks. The shop I worked at was there, so I heard about some of her wild ways from guys around the area. It wasn’t good.” He pauses and looks at Cruz. “Some of this will be hard to hear, but the important stuff you already know, okay, son?” I watch a secret message pass between them, and Cruz nods his head. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so right before Maria’s due to go back to college, she showed up on my doorstep with tears on her cheeks and a few bags. She tells me she’s pregnant and her dad kicked her out. She can’t go back to college because the baby would be due in the winter. This was August and I’m sure she must have been pregnant when she got back and just didn’t realize it. She asked me if she could stay with me until she figured out what she would do.” 
 
      
 
    I hold my hand out to halt him. “Hold on. Are you saying that you’re not Cruz’s biological father?” I swing my gaze at Cruz to see what his reaction is, but he’s just nodding his head patiently at me. 
 
      
 
    “I told Cruz the truth shortly after your momma took you away,” he tells me gently. “I let Maria stay with me, knowing she wasn’t going anywhere. I never regretted my decision. I got a son out of the deal, and I wouldn’t trade him for anything,” he states, while looking lovingly at his son. 
 
      
 
    I’m crying again, but apart from my initial shock and confusion, the way he speaks about Cruz is so beautiful, my heart swells at the obvious love he has for his son. “You’re a special guy, Mr. C,” I whisper. 
 
      
 
    He smiles at me gently, then the smile slowly dies on his face. “This is the part of the story that won’t be easy to hear. I’m sorry if it causes either of you pain, but it’s part of your story and you need to hear it now.” He gives both of us a solemn look and I feel the hairs stand on the back of my neck. “Maria named her son after her father, hoping it would endear him to her and her new baby, but that bastard remained stone cold, and I think it broke something in her. She got depressed and acted weird. She would disappear at night after she got Cruz settled. One night, she told me she needed to get more diapers. I didn’t stop her, even though I knew something wasn’t right. Looking back now, I should have made sure she stayed home. 
 
      
 
    “Anyway, she left and several hours went by, but she still wasn’t back. I was up getting a bottle for Cruz when there was a knock at my door.” He looks away from us and stares at the wall. “An officer was on the other side, and he told me there was an accident. I told Cruz this part, but not the rest. Maria was killed instantly… along with the other passenger in the car. They had been on the other side of the tracks and were coming back. The brakes on the car failed when they saw the train at the last minute. The other passenger in the car, the one who died with her, was your daddy, Jo. His name was Cade Bishop and your momma was pregnant with you at the time. They’d been having an affair behind her back.” 
 
      
 
    I’m numb. I never even knew my father’s name until this moment. I can’t even breathe but I know I need to. I try, I really do, but everything feels so fuzzy and warm, my vision closing in around me. The peace of oblivion calls me, and I fall into its welcome embrace. 
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    I’m aware of sounds first, then the scent of sunshine and leaves. I open my eyes slowly, realizing I’m lying on my back and my head is resting against a strong pair of thighs. The worry is clear in Cruz’s eyes, but he smiles for my benefit. “I’m okay,” I mumble in embarrassment and brace my arms to push myself vertical. 
 
      
 
    “Easy, Jo. Don’t sit up too fast,” Jake’s concerned voice says from above, where he’s bent over and watching me like I’m made of glass and in threat of breaking. Really? Are all men like this around a woman when she faints? 
 
      
 
    I can feel my cheeks burning as I push myself up and notice I’m close to the chairs we’d been sitting on. Cruz sees my look of confusion and assures me, “I grabbed you before you fell. Dad told me to get you on the ground and stretched out.” 
 
      
 
    I’m grateful, but I want to forget this happened. “Can we just sit back in our chairs and finish what we were talking about. I guess it was just a shock, is all.” 
 
      
 
    Jake sighs and rakes his hands through his hair. “There’s not much left to tell. The folks in our neighborhood had a grand time running the gossip mills about Maria and Cade being together, and they were horrible to your momma about it. So, that’s why she didn’t want to encourage them to start new rumors about us and have it mentioned in front of you both when you were little kids. She promised she’d be back, but I guess she fell for your new dad and made a life here instead.” Bitterness and regret tinge his voice, and heartbreak is written on his face. 
 
      
 
    Cruz stands and offers me his hand. I take it gratefully and allow him to lift my weight from the ground. I’m a little wobbly, but otherwise good. I grimace at what Jake surmises about my mom and Victor. “She didn’t fall for him. He was blackmailing her.” 
 
      
 
    He goes perfectly still and gives me a very hard look as he asks, “What do you mean?” 
 
      
 
    Sitting sounds good, so I move back to my seat and get comfortable. “Exactly what I said. I don’t know what he had over her. I was hoping you would. Do you think it has anything to do with what you just told me?” 
 
      
 
    Cruz takes the seat beside me again and addresses his dad. “Jo told me about this last night and asked if there was anything, we knew of that he could use against her mom. Dad, is there more to the story you’re not telling us?” 
 
      
 
    Jake is already shaking his head. “No. Deanna was sweet and kind to everyone. Even with the scandal around the accident, most people just liked to remind her that she didn’t find happiness on the other side of the tracks. They also wanted to dig for the inside scoop; to see if she knew about it. She didn’t know about Maria, but she knew that jerk wasn’t faithful to her… hadn’t been from the beginning. I asked her once why she stayed with him, and she told me her pride wouldn’t let her come back home.” He looks at me with an apology in his eyes. “Your Grandpa was pretty awful to her when she left. He regretted it afterwards and spent the last of his years making up for failing his daughter by doting on you. I can’t see any of that being used as blackmail.” 
 
      
 
    I blow out a breath of frustration. I feel like I’ll never know the real reason she stayed with Victor. Any hope of discovering the secret and using it to buy my freedom seems even lost. “I guess she took the secret with her.” 
 
      
 
    Jake is watching me carefully. “If that’s true, why are you still living with this guy? Did he adopt you?” 
 
      
 
    I almost laugh at the absurdity of that. “No. Mom made a deal with him that I could stay and finish my years of school and he would pay for my college tuition and expenses. It was her last wish, and he agreed. There is a legally binding contract, but I have to remain under his roof to claim it or be in a college residence. After I complete a college degree of my choosing, he’s no longer responsible for my finances and care.” 
 
      
 
    Jake's studying me as he processes what I said, and what I haven’t. “Is he good to you, Jo? Was he good to your momma, even if he used blackmail to keep her?” 
 
      
 
    I have to choose my words carefully now. “He wasn’t violent or abusive, if that’s what you want to know? I can’t say what their relationship was like. Mom never discussed that with me, but he wasn’t mean around her. She didn’t love him; I can tell you that. I think Victor, in his own way, must have loved her, or something close to it. He’s a man used to ruling an empire, which means he’s also gone a lot. I don’t spend a lot of time with him, even when he’s home.” I say, thinking I handled that well. 
 
      
 
    Cruz places his hand on my bouncing knee, the only betrayal of my nerves. I’m touched by that small gesture of comfort, and my nerves settle. 
 
      
 
    His dad aims an indulgent smile at the placing of his son’s hand. “If this is the path, we were all meant to walk so you would both find each other when the time was right, so be it. Love never comes without sacrifice, and I think you’ve both suffered enough for the sins of others. My story ended with Deanna, and now it’s time for you both to write your own story. Make it have a happier ending than ours did,” his blinks the shine from his eyes, “and let nothing stop you from chasing that happiness. If you two kids will excuse me, I think I’ll head into the shop for a little while.” He smiles warmly at me. “It did my heart good to see you again, Jo-Jo Bug. Don’t be a stranger, you hear? Make sure this son of mine behaves while I’m gone, and that he brings you back for dinner one night, okay?” 
 
      
 
    I stand and launch myself into his arms, where he catches me and squeezes me to him. “I promise, Mr. C. I’ll be around so much that you’ll get sick of seeing me.” 
 
      
 
    He chuckles quietly. “Never, my girl. And call me, Jake. That other name was fine when you were young, and I didn’t feel so old.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh against his shoulder. “Deal.” 
 
      
 
    He releases me and gives me one last look, saying, “So much like your mother. My poor boy didn’t stand a chance against you.” 
 
      
 
    I feel a blush heating my cheeks and look down to hide my pleased smile. He moves over to Cruz, and I turn my head and watch him clasp his shoulder and lead him away to say something quietly. Cruz goes rigid at what his dad says, then shakes his head and whispers back to his dad. Jake nods at whatever Cruz is telling him, then says something else before leaving to head out. 
 
      
 
    Cruz blows his bangs from his face and then comes back over. I’m curious about what they discussed, but I don’t want to pry. He holds out his hand and I immediately take it, causing a grin to spread across his perfect lips. “Do you need to be home, or do you want to do something? Dad said I could take the day off if we wanted to spend time together.” 
 
      
 
    I smile and say, “That sounds nice. I don’t need to rush home. Do you have somewhere in mind?” 
 
      
 
    He asks me awkwardly, “Is this a date, or two friends hanging out?” 
 
      
 
    I feel my breath catch on the word “date” and my stomach gives an excited flip. “What do you want it to be?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckles. “Turning it back on me, are you?” He raises an eyebrow and I giggle. Then his face becomes serious. “Okay, time for some honesty. I wanted to take this slowly and for us to get to know each other again, but isn’t that what dating in the beginning is anyway?” 
 
      
 
    “I guess? Remember, I’ve never dated before.” I say the last bit with a hint of embarrassment and glance away from his face. 
 
      
 
    “Jo, look at me.” I look back and fall into the deep blue of his eyes and the sincerity I find there. “I’ve never dated, either. I’ve fooled around with girls, sure, and I told you that, but I didn’t want to date anyone seriously… until now.” My heart trembles against my chest at his admission. “I also like the idea of being your first boyfriend.” 
 
      
 
    Speaking of firsts, I need to talk to Steph, and soon, but I don’t let that thought ruin this moment for me. “I’d like that too.”  
 
      
 
    “So, we’re doing this, then? You’ll be my girlfriend? You know this means you have to wear my football jersey too, right?” I know he’s only half joking about that. It’s obvious that football means a great deal to him, as does the idea of me wearing his jersey. 
 
      
 
    I tease him. “You’ll be washing the jersey first since I don’t want to smell like a boy’s locker room.” 
 
      
 
    He grabs a lock of my hair and tugs it gently. “Brat. Yes, it’s washed and clean. And just so you know, my sweat smells like roses.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh and place my hand against his chest, looking at a face that is so familiar, yet new in a way that leaves me slightly breathless. “Actually, you’ve always smelled like the best parts of my childhood, and everything that made me feel safe and happy.” 
 
      
 
    He moves closer so that our bodies are almost touching and leans down into my personal space, staring at my lips, which tingle with his focused gaze on them. “And now I want to be the best part of your future, and to keep you safe and happy.” He swallows, and I watch in fascination at how sexy his throat looks as he does. I fall back into his eyes and feel my legs tremble at the intense way he’s regarding me. He glances back down at my lips, and I bite my bottom one in a nervous reaction. “Jo, get your teeth out of that lip.” 
 
      
 
    I release it and ask, “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Because I’m going to kiss you now.” His voice is a husky purr, and I want to melt into a puddle on the garage floor from the way it sends shivers down my spine and weakens my knees. 
 
      
 
    He leans in slowly and places his lips lightly against mine, softly caressing them and moving his head to a better angle, then licks the spot where I had been nibbling with my teeth. I part my mouth on a shallow exhale, and he seals our lips together and really kisses me. 
 
      
 
    He slides his free hand through my hair, holding my head as he brands my lips with his own. His tongue slides against mine and encourages me to engage in the play. His mouth is eagerly - and expertly - molding and gliding against my own, inspiring tingles to spread throughout my body - lingering in places that are being awoken by his passion. I move my hand from his chest and grip his shoulder to bring my body even closer, causing him to groan into my mouth when we press together. He releases our hands and bands one of his strong arms around me, gently placing his hand against my back, deepening the contact between us. 
 
      
 
    It’s my turn to make an excited noise at what our bodies feel like this close together, and his kiss becomes more aggressive; more dominant and exciting. I’m reminded of my bumbling attempt at kissing him when we were ten. This is nothing like that, but I still feel like I’m bumbling. I allow him to lead this dance of lips and tongues, trusting he will show me the rhythm. His kiss is everything I dreamed my first real kiss would be like. I’m aware of the difference between the way Cruz brings me alive in his arms and the kisses I shared with Dean. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is the way it’s supposed to feel. And I can admit that it makes me think of doing more than just kissing. My body is yearning for things it’s never known.  
 
      
 
    It’s strangely terrifying and exhilarating all at once. 
 
      
 
    When our bodies are rubbing and grinding vigorously against each other - and his arousal is evident against my stomach - he slows the kiss and gently pulls away, resting our foreheads together while we catch our breath. “I never knew it could be like that,” he whispers between us. 
 
      
 
    “Like what?” I ask breathlessly. 
 
      
 
    “Like I need your lips more than I need a breath. Like I could kiss you forever and it still wouldn’t be enough.” 
 
      
 
    My lips tremble and my eyes blur slightly with tears. “Grammy was right.” My heart feels the echo of her words and the promise of what they mean. 
 
      
 
    He smiles and says, “She was.” He looks into my eyes and I see a mirror to my own soul in their depths. “You’ve always been mine, Jo.” 
 
      
 
    “Always together,” I say with new confidence. 
 
      
 
    “Forever,” he replies, from the promise we made as kids. 
 
      
 
    A promise that has a new meaning and endless possibilities. 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    We end up going for a drive to one of the small lakes on the outskirts of town. It’s a local spot where families take the kids to swim and some men like to fish. There are gazebos with picnic tables under them and a few small stands that sell food and ice cream in the summer. They’re closed now for the season, but the park area remains open until the lake freezes. There are some hiking trails for the adventurous, but I'm only wearing sandals, so we walk along the sandy shore of the lake and enjoy the sound of the water and the warmth of the sun. The nights are already getting cold, so people are out and enjoying the last few warm days before they turn colder too. 
 
      
 
    Cruz is holding my hand. He stops and points to a small mound of sand that’s dry. “Do you want to sit for a bit?” 
 
      
 
    “Sure,” I reply and tuck my dress as I lower myself to the ground. I watch as he folds his body down beside me, admiring the shift of muscles and the fluid way he moves. I turn my gaze away and stare across the lake before he notices me checking him out. I’m still feeling my way around this new side to our relationship. I’m not sure if I should ogle him so openly. 
 
      
 
    He quickly takes my hand and laces our fingers together. “What do you think about the secret my dad told us?” 
 
      
 
    I’ve been trying to process my feelings and don’t know if I can even put them into words. “For starters, I never even knew my father’s real name. No one spoke about him around me, even when I begged for the smallest bit of information. It sucked growing up not knowing a damn thing about the man who contributed to my DNA.” 
 
      
 
    I look back at him and watch his face scrunch up adorably. “At least you have a name now. I don’t even have that. Dad tried to be gentle with me about how my mom got pregnant and what she was like, but I’m not an idiot. I could connect the dots and form an idea about the person she was. The fact she didn’t even know who knocked her up was a big clue. He’s shared happy memories he has of her, so I know she wasn’t a bad person, just not one who made good choices.” His face is etched in sadness as he says, “Like the choice to hurt your mom. I’m sorry she did that. No wonder your mom wanted to leave when people talked again. That had to kill her.” 
 
      
 
    “No, Cruz. I’m sure it hurt, but I remember the look she would get whenever I asked about my dad, and it wasn’t one filled with sadness. He sounded like a real winner, according to your dad. He was the guilty party for cheating, not your mom. I honestly don’t want to know anything more about him. It sounds like the less I know, the better. Can we talk about something else?” I want to leave the man who fathered me in the past where he belongs. 
 
      
 
    He squeezes my fingers and says, “Of course.” He pauses for a beat, then asks, “What was it like for you growing up here after living on the other side?” 
 
      
 
    I look back at the lake and watch a family of ducks make ripples in the water as they swim in formation. I’m not sure how to answer that, but I try. “The kids here are a different breed. I felt like I’d been transplanted into another world. I didn’t really fit in on the other side - you remember how I was - but I stuck out like a weed among prize-winning flowers here. The girls were mean, and the boys teased me. When Victor took charge of my wardrobe, some hostility went away, but they knew I wasn’t like them, and they enjoyed reminding me of it. I missed you like crazy and wasn’t interested in making new friends, but Steph was hard to resist.” I smile wistfully as I remember a young and vibrant girl who declared we would be friends, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer. “Even back then, she was a force of nature. She eventually wore me down, and she’s been like a sister ever since.” 
 
      
 
    “I like her already,” Cruz says from beside me. 
 
      
 
    Smiling, I continue. “When we started at Haventree, we met Carla. Again, Steph bulldozed her way over the poor girl, and we became a trio. The kids at school still teased me about coming from across the tracks, but it was easier to tolerate with friends who were quick to defend me. It also didn’t hurt that Byron was so popular, and Victor’s money was a source of envy for most of the girls. They quickly saw me as a means for them to get closer to Byron or to get an invitation to the parties at our house. There are only a few that still give me a hard time about my beginnings. Honestly, I won’t miss this life when I go to college.” 
 
      
 
    He’s quiet beside me. I continue to look at the water and feel him shifting as he moves closer. I hear him sigh before he finally speaks. “I guess I should’ve expected that answer. It wasn’t as bad for me. I went to a school in the middle of town. Not a poor area, but not rich like it is here. I made a few friends, but no one that I considered close. I focused on helping my dad and making sure I got good grades, so he’d be proud of me. By this time, I knew he wasn’t my real dad, but I respected and loved him even more because he chose me to be his son. Besides, blood doesn’t make you a family.” 
 
      
 
    I agree and say, “No, it doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “When I got to high school, I joined the football team, as you know. That became another way for me to spend my energy and keep my mind from thinking about you so much. I worried that you’d go back to the other side of the tracks, as your mom promised, and you wouldn’t be able to find me. Dad told me he still had friends he spoke to and they would let him know when you both returned. I was losing hope, but Dad never did. He was waiting for her and believed she’d come back to him.” 
 
      
 
    Guilt and sorrow lay heavy on my heart at his admission. “If there was a way, she would have.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that now. Anyway, the day I got the invitation to attend Haventree, I told my dad I didn’t want to go. I was happy where I was, but somehow he knew where you guys ended up, and he told me there was a chance you would be at the new school.” I turn and look at him and he is staring back at me with a pained look on his face. “Jo, I came to Haventree for you. The scholarship was a nice bonus, but it was the hope I would finally see you again that sold me on coming here.” 
 
      
 
    My lip trembles and I have to bite it, so I don’t cry.   
 
      
 
    He gives me a sad smile. “Dad made the call, and they politely told him their prestigious reputation couldn’t be tainted by dirt, regardless of how much money my dad is making. He owns three shops now and has made some smart investments. Well, you know how the rest of that story goes. I still can’t believe I told you to pretend we didn’t know each other. I finally find you after all these years, and I panic over a stupid scholarship. I’ve never seen Dad so disappointed in me. I’m so sorry, Jo. In my defense, seeing you after all these years was a punch to the gut. I’m surprised I could string any words together. I had so many emotions running through me, but I was shocked by how much you’ve changed and where you’re living. Nothing could have prepared me for either of those things.” 
 
      
 
    I narrow my eyes and ask, “What exactly do you mean by that?” 
 
      
 
    It’s his turn to look at the water as he speaks, and I watch a muscle jump in his jaw before he does. “You’re living in possibly the biggest house in town, and your new family owns half of it. I was mad because I thought maybe that’s why you and your mom stayed here. It hurt to think that you’d moved on and never looked back. I thought you forgot about me because your new life was so much better. Hell, you even have a brother now. I didn’t see where I would fit into this life of yours. Maybe that’s why I said what I did. Plus, you’ve grown into a knock-out and I wasn’t blind to all the looks you were getting. I had a picture in my head of what you might look like, but I wasn’t expecting the pin-up version. You’ve no idea what you did to the innocent image I’d been expecting. It messed with my head, and other parts of my body too.” He looks over at me with pink cheeks and a half smile on his face. 
 
      
 
    I grin and bump my shoulder into him. “You’re not exactly what I pictured either, you know.” 
 
      
 
    He bumps my shoulder back and gives me an impish smile. “No? Do tell.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh but tell him, anyway. “I remember a boy with the deepest blue eyes and a mop of unruly black hair. You were about the same height as me, but you were skinny and somehow appeared taller. You were smart too and always seemed wiser than me. I guess I pictured you as this tall, skinny boy who was serious and shy.” He makes a sound of disgust in his throat and I laugh again before continuing. “When I realized it was you, I almost swallowed my tongue at how hot you’d become. Your hair isn’t unruly at all now, and when I look at you, I want to run my fingers through it. You’re definitely not skinny anymore. The rumors at school about your body were pretty accurate.” My cheeks heat as I tell him that, but I push on. “Your eyes though, they’re even more beautiful than I remember, and I can still see you staring back at me through them. You’re the whole package, and every girl at school has been drooling over you since you arrived.” 
 
      
 
    He reaches up and grabs a strand of my hair, tugging on the end. “Every girl? Even you?” 
 
      
 
    Swallowing my nerves, I say, “I’m not immune to the way you look.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” His smile is devilish and so damn sexy. 
 
      
 
    I lean in with a playful smirk, “Am I drooling?” 
 
      
 
    He leans in too, and whispers close to my lips, “Maybe I should check.” 
 
      
 
    My skin pebbles with goosebumps as I reply, “Maybe you should.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz closes the last inch between us and kisses me. This kiss feels like an apology and a promise. He worships my mouth with his own, and I feel everything fall away around us, as everything inside me falls into place. 
 
      
 
    This boy and this moment are mine to cherish. 
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    Reality comes crashing back down by Monday morning. 
 
      
 
    I don’t know what to expect at school as far as reactions go. Hell, I’m not too sure how I’m expected to act now. Cruz said he wanted to “date” me, but what does that make us? Am I allowed to tell my friends? Will he mention it to anyone? I’m almost dreading what’s coming in that respect. I’m sure Dean will feel deceived, and that was never my intention. I should probably tell Byron myself because I’m not sure how he’ll act once he knows. I mean, we have this truce between us now, but that doesn’t mean he’ll be cool about me dating one of his new friends. I also don’t know how much of our past Cruz wants people knowing about. He’s still the new golden boy and I don’t want to ruin that for him. 
 
      
 
    My biggest fear is Tisha Lawrence. I can’t even go there in my head, so I block it from my mind for as long as I can. 
 
      
 
    Carla is picking me up, as usual, and I’m standing outside with my bag and a case of nerves. Byron strolls out and gives me a side-eyed look, then halts beside me and pretends to stare down the road in fascination, while I know his car’s in the garage and the opposite direction. “Hey, sis. Did you have any trouble with Dad this weekend? I, um, stayed at Riley’s and never thought about checking on you.” 
 
      
 
    I have to fight back an overwhelming urge to thank him. In his own way, he’s trying and showing he worries about what happens when he’s not around. I clear my throat of the emotions clogging it. “Nothing I couldn’t handle. I’ve been deflecting him for over a year now.” Not exactly true, but I don’t want him asking questions. 
 
      
 
    He turns and faces me fully, all pretense of mild curiosity gone. “You shouldn’t have to!” His face is a mask of anger now and I take a step back from the animosity there, even knowing it’s not directed at me. He heaves a heavy breath and says, “He thrives on power and control. I thought the shit-kickings he gave me over the years were bad, but what I saw with you? All this time I thought you were the one seducing him. When I think back to all the heated looks he gave you, I realize they were one-sided. I assumed you were avoiding him and his looks because you didn’t want me knowing, and I guess that’s true, but not for the reasons I thought. I never suspected he was the predator. That’s beyond anything I imagined him capable of, and I’ve imagined some harsh things. I can’t believe I share blood with him. To prey on a girl he’s raised in his house and called his daughter? I actually don’t have words that are fucking foul enough.” His eyes shine with emotion. “You must hate me. All those things I said to you, and all along my dad was... he’s been… he’s tried to...” He spins away and I watch his shoulders shake subtly. 
 
      
 
    I feel my lip quiver and move closer to the boy who is finally acting like the brother I always wanted him to be. This could be a cruel trick, but I need an ally here and I'm tired of being alone inside these walls. I place a hand on his back, and he stiffens. I speak before he can react further. “You couldn’t have known, and I didn’t tell you, so that’s my fault too.” 
 
      
 
    He whips around and takes my arms, gently, anguish clear in his wet eyes. “God, even now you’re taking the blame for how I treated you. Can you stop being, well, you, for one minute? Tell me I’m an asshole or curse at me. Slap me, punch me, do anything but remain this sweet girl who I’ve done my best to hate and punish for the last six years! I’m a fucking douche for the way I’ve treated you and the things I’ve said. Tell me you hate me!” 
 
      
 
    There are tears in both our eyes now. I reach up and rest my hand on his chest. “You’re my brother. We’ve fought and you’ve hurt me, but you were hurting too. I did hate you, but realizing we both hate the same person even more, changed things. I'm tired of fighting, aren't you?” 
 
      
 
    He sucks in a stuttering breath, then hauls me against his chest. “I guess I am. You deserve better from me, and I deserve your hate, but I’m a greedy bastard and rather beg your forgiveness. Even now, I’m a jerk for taking anything from you when that’s all the Mason men have ever done.” 
 
      
 
    I tentatively reach my arms around his waist and hug him. I feel him trembling against me. I stifle my sniffles before I say, “You’re not taking anything I’m not offering, but if you really want to repay me, I have something to ask you. It’s important you tell me the truth.” 
 
      
 
    He pulls back, releasing me, and rubs his hands down his face. When he looks at me again, he seems in better control of his emotions. “Anything, Jolene.” 
 
      
 
    “When you threatened me with my mom’s reputation, what did you mean?” This could be the moment I uncover the secret to Victor’s blackmail and I’m almost afraid to hope. 
 
      
 
    He blows out a breath and shakes his head. “It was something my dad said to her once. I overheard him telling her he would ruin her name and everyone she cared about. I don’t even remember what they were arguing about. I only said that to you because I thought maybe you knew what it meant, and I gambled that you would cower like she did when that threat was tossed around. See? You should hate me. It was a shitty thing to do and your mom isn’t even alive anymore. How horrible is that?” 
 
      
 
    The ball of hope bursts into particles and blows away on the breeze. My shoulders slump and I want to cry again, but in despair this time. I look down at my clenched hands. I will never learn the secret and Victor will always have the upper hand. I wipe the tears from my face, angrily. I’m not wasting my tears on him. Glancing back up to Byron, I look him in the eyes and ask, “If you ever hear him mention something, I want you to tell me, even if it seems trivial.” 
 
      
 
    “I promise. I’m sorry I couldn’t help. That’s the theme of my life. I even prayed for your mother when she got sick. She was so kind to me, and I was a bitter, selfish kid who just saw her as a woman trying to replace my mom. When she had to be hospitalized, I realized how much I needed her kindness, and that she’d gotten past my walls. I even went to see her; did you know that? No, she probably didn’t tell you.” He makes a noise of self-disgust. “At first, I acted mad at her for getting sick, but I was mad at myself. I wasted the years I could’ve let her into my heart. As it turns out, she was already there, and then I was losing her. I was pathetic and fucking bawled all over her. She had the most peaceful smile on her face, stroking my hair, and thanking me for telling her. She fucking thanked me for something I should have given freely! Then she asked me to watch over her little girl. That was when I had to leave because I almost blurted out that her little girl was warming my dad’s bed in her absence. Can you imagine? And here you are, forgiving me my sins like a damn saint. I’m not fucking worthy, Jolene, but I swear you’re not alone anymore. I will do as your mom asked and protect you.” He searches my face and watches the tears I thought I was done shedding, spill down my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    I launch myself back into his arms and this time he hugs me back just as tightly. “She would be so proud of you. You’re not your father’s son, Byron, and I’m glad you’re my brother. I’ll protect you too,” I whisper into his ear. He chuckles and wipes his face against my sweater. I try to lighten the moment. “Did you just wipe your snotty nose on my clothes? Gross, bro!” 
 
      
 
    He laughs harder, giving me one last squeeze and pulls back. “What’s the saying? A snot-nosed brother? I’m just playing my role, here.” 
 
      
 
    I laugh with him, enjoying the moment. I never thought we’d ever be like this, which reminds me, “Um, I wanted to tell you something before we get to school.” 
 
      
 
    His eyes light with excitement. “Something juicy? Is Steph ready for a ride on this stallion?” 
 
      
 
    I screw up my face and say, “Ew, no! I don’t want to think about you and my best friend like that. No, just, no.” 
 
      
 
    He pouts playfully. “Way to crush a guy’s ego and ruin his fantasies.” 
 
      
 
    I giggle. I giggle at something Byron says! My day feels made just by that alone, but I need to get this out. “Actually, I wanted to tell you that Cruz and I are kind of dating now.” 
 
      
 
    It’s his turn to screw his face into a look of distaste. “Cameron? Did you hook up with him? Aren’t you with that hockey guy? Way to play the field, Speedy. Even I don’t go through chicks that fast.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I mean, yes. Yes, I was talking to Dean and went to the football game with him, but I wasn’t with him, really.” I mumble, feeling my cheeks heat. He’s right. It doesn’t sound good at all. 
 
      
 
    “So how did you and Cameron get together?” He looks like he’s drawing all the wrong conclusions. 
 
      
 
    “Can I tell you something and you promise not to say anything?” I’m going out on a huge limb here and placing a lot of trust in someone who was one of my least favorite people. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask again, is it juicy?” He definitely thinks the wrong thing. 
 
      
 
    "It's not like you’re thinking. Let me ask you something first, then I’ll tell you. Do you remember what I was like when your dad first brought us here?” I wonder how much he remembers. 
 
      
 
    “Sure. You were a whiny little girl who dressed like a boy and glared at anyone who even looked in her direction. Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you remember me crying for my best friend?” I’m betting he does, since I did it a lot, but not the name. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, but what does this have to do with how you got with Cameron?” 
 
      
 
    I can tell he’s getting frustrated so I’m just going to say it. “Cruz Cameron was that friend.” 
 
      
 
    His face is blank for a moment, then realization hits him. His mouth makes a comical “oh” and his eyes widen. “Cameron is the kid you pined for? He comes from the other side of the tracks too?” 
 
      
 
    I give him an annoyed glare. “Yes, and that’s not something I want you repeating. If he wants people to know, he’ll tell them. The point is, we reconnected as friends over the past week, then this weekend we realized we feel differently now we’re older. Does that make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “I get it. You guys aren’t kids anymore and now you’re hot for each other. You didn’t bone him already, did you? I don’t want to hear him bragging about doing my sister while we’re in the locker room or on the field.” He makes a disgusted face and shakes his head. 
 
      
 
    “Really? Is that what you think of me, or does your mind always lurk in the gutter?” I’m betting on the latter. 
 
      
 
    “Not always. Okay, most of the time, but I still don’t want to hear about it.” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t have sex with him!” Honestly, this conversation is beyond embarrassing. 
 
      
 
    “All right, I believe you. Calm down. I’m only joking with you. Mostly. So, you guys are an item now, is that it?” He shoves his fingers through his hair, leaving it sticking up in places. 
 
      
 
    I sigh and admit, “Something like that. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do, so we’re going slow and getting to know each other again. I don’t know what that means exactly, but I wanted you to hear it from me.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Consider me told. Just do me a favor and let me know if, or when, you plan on doing the nasty. I don’t need to hear about that shit from him.” 
 
      
 
    My mouth drops open. “I am NOT telling you that!” 
 
      
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Relax, princess. I didn’t mean I want the details. That’s gross. I just meant I don’t want to hear from him what you’re like in the sack.” 
 
      
 
    I’m offended on Cruz’s behalf, but remind myself that Byron brags endlessly, so he assumes all guys are the same. “He’s not like that.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to take your word on it. He had no problem talking about what he did with Tisha, though. You might want to have a chat with him if you don’t want all the guys at school knowing what he does with you.” He lifts his shoulders in a careless shrug. “Anyway, I’m running late. Are you waiting for Carla?” 
 
      
 
    I nod my head, too stunned and sick from what he said. I knew Cruz was having fun with her, but I never thought I’d have to hear about it. I assumed it was maybe kissing and stuff. I also never pegged Cruz as the type to talk about it. It seems I don’t know the older version of my friend as well as I thought. 
 
      
 
    Byron walks off to the garage for his car and I’m left standing with my stomach in knots, again, but for a completely different reason. 
 
      
 
    This day is going to suck. 
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    I make it to lunch before the proverbial shit hits the fan. 
 
      
 
    Cruz had been waiting for me at my locker, but that wasn’t new. He’d been hanging around my locker for the last week just to talk and see how I was doing. There were no lingering looks or inappropriate touches, so the morning went by without incident or comment. I admit that I was still upset about what Byron told me, so I wasn’t overly chatty. Cruz noticed and asked if I was okay but left me alone when I said I was fine. I could tell he didn’t believe me, but I was not having a discussion with him about Tisha. That would be beyond painful. 
 
      
 
    I’m just sitting down in my usual spot across from Steph when I see Dean making haste in my direction. “Shit,” I whisper under my breath. 
 
      
 
    Steph raises an eyebrow at me, and I nod over her shoulder in the direction he’s coming from. She casually looks around, then snaps her head back with wide eyes. I told her and Carla about what happened between me and Cruz and the awful phone call with Dean. 
 
      
 
    He stops right beside my chair and I have to crane my neck to look up at him. His face is giving nothing away as he stares back at me. “Hey,” is all he says. 
 
      
 
    I muster a polite smile and say, “Hey,” back. 
 
      
 
    He shifts on his feet and glances down the table at the popular crowd we sit with. He looks back at me and asks, “Can we go somewhere and talk?” 
 
      
 
    Just then, Cruz is walking away from the lunch line with his tray in his hands. He smiles but sees Dean standing beside me and his smile disappears, replaced with a scowl. He doesn’t waste time reaching us, and stands on the other side of me, watching Dean with narrowed eyes. “Everything okay?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know who he’s asking, but I guess it applies to both of us. Dean is the one to reply. “Just wanting a moment alone to speak with Jolene.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz stiffens slightly at that. “Is that right? I thought you said plenty to her on the phone Friday night.” 
 
      
 
    Dean’s nostrils flare as he speaks through his clenched teeth. “That was a private conversation that doesn’t concern you.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz places his tray heavily on the table, drawing even more eyes our way. “That’s where you’re wrong. Even if Jo wasn’t important to me, the fact you left her in tears would make it my concern.” 
 
      
 
    Dean has the grace to look chagrined by that. “I was upset and didn’t handle it well, I’ll agree with you on that, but I’m not having the rest of this conversation with you.” He looks back down to where I’ve been all but forgotten. “Jolene? Can I talk to you, privately?” He emphasizes the word “privately” and glares up at Cruz. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so. Jolene doesn’t have to go anywhere with you.” I don’t have to see his face to know Cruz is getting pissed, just by his tone. 
 
      
 
    I feel like a bone between two dogs right now. I don’t like it. I stand up and look Cruz in the eyes. “I can speak for myself.” I glance at Dean in time to see his smug smile. I want to smack it from his face. “I don’t know what we could say to each other. You said plenty on Friday.” I watch his face fall slightly and feel bad. Damn it! I gentle my voice. “I’m sorry for hurting you. I never meant to.” 
 
      
 
    He lifts one shoulder. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, actually. Please?” 
 
      
 
    Knowing I won’t get him to leave otherwise, I nod my head. Cruz reaches for my arm, and that’s when I hear the voice of the devil say, “Cruz, I saved you a seat. It’s not so ‘dirty’ down here.” 
 
      
 
    I turn my head and glare in Tisha’s direction, then direct my anger at Cruz. “I’m suddenly not hungry. When you’re done having fun, I’ll be by the football field.” His eyes flash with pain, then he looks down the table at Tisha. 
 
      
 
    I don’t want to see either of them, so I ask Steph to empty my tray for me and walk away. I don’t even bother checking to see if Dean is following me. I walk through the cafeteria doors and keep walking until I reach the end of the hallway and the back exit which leads to the field. I continue walking until I reach the stairs leading to the first seating section. I stop and sit, anger and confusion at war inside of me. 
 
      
 
    Dean is right there, watching me warily. I don’t blame him. I feel like I’m housing multiple personalities today. “Are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    I laugh, but it comes out choked. “Not really.” I give myself a mental shake and direct my frustration at him. “What was so important you couldn’t say it inside?” 
 
      
 
    He leans back, then looks off onto the field before bringing his eyes back. “I want to start by apologizing. I was rude, and you didn’t deserve it.” 
 
      
 
    I wince. “Yeah, I did. You had every right to be upset. I should have been honest with you from the start.” 
 
      
 
    “No. I didn’t really give you much choice. I can see how it was all me. I saw you talking with Cameron last week and it made me jealous. I was trying to move too fast. I guess I knew, deep down, that I never stood a chance.” He looks down at his feet and it droops his shoulders. He reminds me of a wounded puppy. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t like that. I told you I’d never dated before. Hell, the whole school knows that - Byron made sure of it. I thought that was how it was supposed to be. I let you set the pace and lead. I never expected to feel anything but friendship for Cruz. You have to believe me about that. We have so much history between us, and I guess there’s something there that makes him different from other guys. I can’t explain it, but he’s a part of me.” I think this is the moment I realize what Cruz and I are to each other. 
 
      
 
    Dean smiles sadly at me. “You make it sound pretty incredible. I’d say I wish I met you first, but I’d have to go back to your childhood to do that. Listening to the way you talk about him and watching your face while you do? Well, I hope one day someone looks at me like that.” 
 
      
 
    “You really are a great guy, Dean. Any girl will be lucky to date you.” I mean that, too. 
 
      
 
    “Any girl but you, it seems.” He puts his finger up when he sees I’m about to argue. “I don’t mean that in a bad way. Not anymore. I can see what you and Cameron mean to each other. Anyone with eyes can see it. He’s the lucky one.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope we can still be friends?” I know that sounds cliché, but it’s true. 
 
      
 
    This smile reaches his eyes and isn’t so sad. “I’d like that, even though it’s usually the last thing a guy wants to hear.” He laughs and I know he’s not upset. 
 
      
 
    “If there’s another girl you want me to scout for you, I’m your pal.” I snort at how corny that sounded. 
 
      
 
    He gives me a sheepish look and I’m instantly intrigued by it. “Actually, that’s one of the things I wanted to ask you, but it will sound awful and I’m not sure how you’ll react.” 
 
      
 
    Now I’m really curious. “There is someone! Do I know her?” 
 
      
 
    “Funny thing, well, not really. I hope you can see the funny side. When we were at Riley’s for the party, I spent a lot of time watching someone. I’m an ass for doing that when I was there with you, then giving you a hard time over Cameron. I told myself I was just admiring a pretty girl, and it didn’t mean anything. After I spoke to you that night, I had time to realize I wasn’t as upset as I should be. I mean, it upset me, but it hurt my pride more than anything.” He has an adorably goofy grin on his face, and I can’t help but smile with him. “So, um, I was hoping you might put in a good word for me with your friend, Carla.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my god!” Oh. My. God. “Carla?” 
 
      
 
    “Would that be weird? It’d be weird, right?” He looks so damn cute with a hopeful, yet guarded look in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “No! At least, I don’t think so. We didn’t really date, so it shouldn’t be weird.” I don’t know what the protocol is for something like this. 
 
      
 
    “We kissed, though.” His cheeks are pink at the reminder. 
 
      
 
    We did, but the earth didn’t move, or anything else. “I don’t think that makes a difference. Only one way to find out, right?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes widen slightly in panic. “Wait! What do you mean by that?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’ll find out if she likes you and then I’ll give her your number. Is that okay?” I chew my lip as I think back. Has Carla ever shown an interest in him? 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I guess that’s fine. You’ll let me know, right? What she says, I mean. No, not what she says, just if she takes my number. Unless you want to tell me what she says?” He rushes through those words and I find it amusing. 
 
      
 
    I’m about to say I’ll text him and let him know when Byron comes streaking towards us. He skids to a stop and takes a second to catch his breath. “Sis, you better come with me.” 
 
      
 
    An uneasy feeling rushes over me. “Why?” 
 
      
 
    “Chick fight! It was the best and worst moment of my life. After you left, Cameron had a few words with Tisha. She did NOT take it well. She said a few things about you, and before anyone knew what was happening, Steph went all psycho on her ass. They were on the table, in the food, and rolling in the mess they made on the floor. It was fucking hot. Then Cameron decides to be a hero and break it up, and shit got ugly. Tisha screamed that he took advantage of her, which we all know is a load of crap. That girl would spread her legs for anyone if it pleased her. Cameron got pissed at that, so I tried to help him. I was only going to help him keep the girls apart, but my future wife had other plans. She tried to get around me and back at Tisha, but I couldn’t allow that. So I tossed her over my shoulder. How was I supposed to know she’s wearing a thong? When she yelled at me that I was flashing the whole school her ass, I thought the logical move would be to cover her ass with my hand. It’s not my fault she was moving around so much I ended up copping a very nice feel.” The wide grin on his face says he doesn’t feel guilty about that one bit. 
 
      
 
    “Cameron was holding Tisha back, who was still screaming like a banshee, and that’s when Principal Peterson came in. Steph got sent home for fighting and they excused me because I was only trying to stop the fight - Steph didn’t mention the ass-grab - but your boy is in serious shit. They’re in the office and it doesn’t look good. She told him he would pay for using her, right before they were escorted out.” He gives me a worried look, and I know it must be bad for him to look that way. He holds out his hand. “He’s gonna need you, and time is already wasting.” 
 
      
 
    With numb fingers and frozen limbs, I place my hand in his, then he’s leading me back to the school. Dean follows quietly behind us, but my whole focus is on what could happen in that office. 
 
      
 
    Something inside me cracks open and a flood of anger and hate rushes through me. If Cruz can prove he’s innocent, because I know he is, it will be my greatest pleasure to bring that bitch down. 
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    The Point of No Return 
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    The school dismisses both Cruz and Tisha for the day. They gave Cruz a warning about proper conduct and discretion regarding his “extracurricular activities” and a reminder that he represents the school on and off the field. They sent Tisha home for fighting, but her claims of forced sexual contact have no validation and Cruz has enough support to prove he had never been alone with her. The only time he had, was the night of the party where he met her, and Byron is quick to explain that they didn’t disappear long enough for anything like she was claiming to happen. He also went into great detail about what she told everyone the next day, all while wearing a huge smile on her face. There are others in our group who validate the information, so the school drops the sexual misconduct claim. 
 
      
 
    I spend the rest of the school day pondering what exactly transpired between the two of them and how this makes me feel. Not good, that’s for sure. 
 
      
 
    I’m exiting the school when I spot Cruz’s truck in the parking lot. I’m not sure if speaking to him right now is a good idea - especially with the way I’m feeling - but he’s already spotted me and is waving. Great. I walk at a slow pace, trying to gather my thoughts and make sense of my feelings before I reach him. 
 
      
 
    He smiles at me, but I can see the strain around his eyes. “Hey, I was hoping you’d let me drive you today. Do you have to go straight home?” 
 
      
 
    I look over at where Carla’s car is parked and see her watching me. I wave to her and point to Cruz’s truck. She signals that she will head out. I look back at Cruz and say, “I have nowhere I need to be right now.” 
 
      
 
    His smile comes easier this time. “Great. I wanted to show you something.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I say, but I’m feeling anxious now about being alone with him. All I can picture when I look at him is Tisha Lawrence wrapped around his body. He opens the passenger door for me, and I muster a smile of thanks for him. 
 
      
 
    Once he’s pulled us out of the parking lot, he turns briefly with a wary look. “I guess you heard about what happened when you left the cafeteria?” 
 
      
 
    I stare straight ahead and reply, “I did. It’s all anyone was talking about, but Byron was the one who told me. He came and got me before heading to the office and giving his statement. I had to get to class, so I couldn’t wait around to find out how it went.” 
 
      
 
    “What did he tell you?” His voice has lowered in frustration. 
 
      
 
    “That Tisha was running her mouth off about me and Steph defended me. He said you both tried to break the girls up, but then Principal Peterson arrived and sent you to the office, along with Tisha and Steph.” I don’t want to let him know the extent of the information I’m aware of, needing him to tell me himself. 
 
      
 
    “He, um, mentioned nothing else?” 
 
      
 
    He did, but I’m not admitting it. “What else is there?” 
 
      
 
    I watch out the side of my eye as he blows his bangs out of his face like he always does when he’s frustrated or thinking too hard. “Tisha was making crazy accusations against me. None of it’s true, but thanks to her, I’ve got the school watching me more closely.” 
 
      
 
    I'm still playing dumb. “What accusations would get the school involved?” 
 
      
 
    His voice is a deep growl of helpless anger. “The kind where she accuses me of taking advantage of her and forcing myself on her.” 
 
      
 
    And there is the root of my problem; I don’t doubt that Cruz is innocent of those claims, but something obviously happened between them. “Why would she say that?" 
 
      
 
    "I have no idea. She was more than willing to do stuff the night of the party, and I didn’t even have to encourage her. She was fine until today, then she snapped. Is this normal for her?” He sounds genuinely confused. 
 
      
 
    I snort. “The words normal and Tisha don’t belong in the same sentence. She’s always been a bitch and a drama queen. Her parents are loaded, and she thinks that buys her the right to do whatever she wants. She’s always loved reminding me I don’t belong here and I’m dirt beneath her shoes. I’m sure her little stunt today was because of me, not you.” 
 
      
 
    I can feel him staring at me, but I still refuse to look. “I’ve heard her digs at you, and I feel like a dick for not saying something to her sooner. I didn’t know how you’d feel about me fighting your battles. I couldn’t let her comment today slide, though. I said something, then Steph went even further in your defense and that’s when the fight started. I’m sorry I didn’t say something to her before. I’m even more sorry I did anything with her if she’s been such a bitch to you.” 
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and go for it. “Why did you do anything with her?” 
 
      
 
    I can feel the tension thicken the air inside the truck. “I was still mad about you possibly forgetting me and embracing your new life here. Byron took me back to the fire and introduced me to her. She was eager to give me a personal welcome to the school, but I was still reeling from finally seeing you again after all those years. I held her off, but my curiosity about you had me asking your friend Carla where you went. I felt shitty about the way things went between us and wanted a chance to explain. When I walked into the kitchen and saw you with Dean, my anger and jealousy drove me back out the door and accepting what Tisha was offering. It’s not an excuse, but there you have it.” 
 
      
 
    I’m almost vibrating with the need to know what exactly she offered him. I can taste the words on my tongue and know if I open my mouth, they’ll spill out. I bite down on my lip, but it’s not enough and the burning question sneaks out. “What did she offer you?” My voice is almost a whisper. 
 
      
 
    Again, I can feel him staring at me before he looks back to the road. “Do you really want me to answer that question?” 
 
      
 
    No. Yes. I don’t know, but it will haunt me if I’m left to imagine the worst. “Honestly? Not really, but I’d rather hear it from you than her.” 
 
      
 
    He sighs beside me. “Fair enough, I guess. Okay, without going into too much detail, we kissed, and hands wandered, then she found the button on my jeans, got on her knees, and welcomed me to the school. I swear that’s all that happened. It disgusted me afterwards, and I left the party. I barely touched her. She was the one who made all the moves.” 
 
      
 
    Oh, my god! That’s so much worse than I was thinking. I feel sick from his words and the visuals they’ve created. I push the button to lower the window and suck in some fresh air. Tears are swimming in my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. I know Cruz isn’t a saint, and I knew he must have done something like this with Tisha, but it hurts. It hurts a lot. Not because he did that. Well, yes, that too. What hurts the most is that she’s been with him in a way I’ve never experienced. Cruz is sexually aware enough to accept a blow job from a girl he just met, and I’ve barely kissed a guy. How am I supposed to compete with a girl like Tisha, or keep a guy like Cruz interested? I’m not ready to jump into bed with anyone, even Cruz. How long is he going to wait until I’m ready? Will my innocence be a wall between us? 
 
      
 
    I’m even more secure in my decision about what I need to do. Steph knows the plan and I only have to wait a few more weeks. 
 
      
 
    There’s too much silence between us, and I know he’s waiting for me to say something. “Thank you for being honest.” I hear the waver in my voice, and he can’t miss it either. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Jo! I don’t want this to hurt you, and that’s why I didn’t want to tell you, but you’re right about deserving to hear it from me. I promised to always be honest with you and we've never held anything back. I’m a normal guy who’s almost eighteen. If a chick offers something like that, and you’re single, you’d have to be a monk to refuse. I’m not proud of it, but that doesn’t change the facts. I’ve been with girls and done plenty of things, but that’s in the past. It has nothing to do with us now. I’m with you. None of them matter. You’re all I want, understand?” When I remain silent, he makes a frustrated noise in his throat. “Let me ask you something, okay?” I nod my head for him to ask. “Why does it bother you? Would you rather I hadn’t been with anyone at all before you?” 
 
      
 
    YES! That’s not fair, though. I can’t expect him to have been saving himself for me when we hadn’t seen in each other in years and had no way of knowing if we ever would. I guess this is the point where I lay my insecurity on the table. “Your past doesn’t matter, no. It wouldn’t bother me so much if I wasn’t so inexperienced, I guess. If we’re dating, you’ll expect things to happen, and I don’t know how I will compare to what you’re used to.” No going back now. 
 
      
 
    “Compare to what? Nothing and no one compares to you. It’s always been you. No matter who I was with, you’ve always been the one I dreamed of. I don’t have any expectations and I will not pressure you. As long as you’re mine, that’s all that matters to me and all I need.” His voice is gentle, and I hear the sincerity in it. I chance a look over at him as his eyes flick to mine from the road, filled with so much honesty and emotion. 
 
      
 
    I feel like a bitch for making this such an issue. He’s right, it shouldn’t matter. “I’m yours, Cruz,” I tell him. 
 
      
 
    “I hate asking this, but is it because you’ve never been with a guy?” His cheeks turn red and he dutifully keeps his eyes on the road. 
 
      
 
    I feel my own cheeks heat in embarrassment. “Does that bother you?” 
 
      
 
    “What? No!” His voice is high and loud. He clears his throat and lowers his voice to normal. “It doesn’t bother me. In fact, I like the idea of being your first in so many ways.” He gives me a crooked smile, but I can’t smile back. His words remind me too much of someone else who wants to claim my body first. 
 
      
 
    Why is sleeping with a virgin like a trophy for men? It’s a useless piece of skin and adds nothing to the experience for anyone. It’s not something to be claimed or given away. I’ll be damned if anyone has that power over me. 
 
      
 
    I look back out the window and hope it signals this conversation is over. 
 
      
 
    Cruz is a smart guy and drives the rest of the way in silence. 
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    We arrive at his house and I look over at him with a raised eyebrow. “You wanted to show me your house again?” 
 
      
 
    He chuckles. “No, smartass, I want to show you something inside the house.” 
 
      
 
    The last time I was here, there were ugly truths and heartbreak. I don’t want it to color the way I view his home, so I really hope what he plans to show me will erase some of those negative feelings. 
 
      
 
    We both make our way up to his front stairs and he opens the door with a key he digs out of his backpack. He holds it open for me like he did last time, and I enter first. It’s still the same clean but spartan house from when I was here before. Cruz dumps his backpack on the couch, then takes my hand and pulls me to the stairs that lead to the second floor. A case of nerves hit my stomach as his destination becomes clear. 
 
      
 
    When we reach the top landing, he turns to the first door on the right and opens it, pulling me inside with him. Blue walls with grey trim greet me, and a single bed covered in a comforter of matching shades resting against the far wall. A small desk and dresser are the only other pieces of furniture in the room. It’s a small room but it suits him. Cruz never needed much to make him happy, and it seems that hasn’t changed. There’s a corkboard above the bed and my eyes are drawn there. I gasp and drop his hand, moving closer for a better view. 
 
      
 
    Pictures from our childhood dominate the board, but there are several sketches among them, which is where my eyes focus - intricately drawn pictures on pieces of paper, pinned carefully over the surface. There’s one of our old fort that makes me smile and one of the back porch of my grandma’s old house. There are other sketches too, but the one I can’t stop staring at is a perfect replica of my eyes. I reach out a trembling finger and trace the image. 
 
      
 
    Cruz approaches me and says, “Most of those were in a sketchbook I keep under my bed. I did this the other day after I came back from our time by the lake. I spent an embarrassing amount of time over the years drawing parts of your face and how I imagined them changing as you got older. It was a form of therapy for me when I was missing you and became a bit of an obsession. I hope you’re not upset. I wanted you to know that I never stopped thinking of you and what we meant to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “Cruz, these are amazing. I remember you enjoyed drawing, but this is art. You’re incredibly talented. You captured my eyes perfectly.” I’m overwhelmed by his gesture and awed by his talent. 
 
      
 
    “Actually, the eyes I did the night I got home from the party. I never did them justice before. Your eyes are the feature I remember the clearest but were the hardest for me to draw as I pictured them changing in my mind. The sketches of your grammy’s house and the fort, I did from pictures Dad had. I have a lot of pictures of us as kids, but I wanted something of us as we are now. There’s the one I wanted to show you when I brought you here. Can I show it to you?” He sounds so unsure of himself; I can’t help but turn and give him the smile he deserves. 
 
      
 
    He bends down and reaches under his bed, standing back up with a worn sketchbook in his hand. He sits on the bed and pats the spot beside him. Careful not to seem too eager, I keep a sliver of space between us and wait patiently for him to show me. He flips through the book and I see several pages of beautiful images pass by in a blur, and I recognize myself in a few. It causes a wild fluttering in my chest and a warming sensation in my stomach. He stops at the last page, and my hand flies to my mouth. It’s an image of two hands clasped together over a set of railroad tracks. 
 
      
 
    Our tracks. Our hands. Us. 
 
      
 
    A sob tries to escape me, but I wrestle it back down. I lower my hand and look at Cruz with wide, wet eyes. He’s watching me expectantly and I need to tell him how much I love this drawing. “It’s beautiful. It’s so real. I can picture us there just like that.” 
 
      
 
    He seems comforted by my reaction and his shoulders relax. “That’s a representation of our past, present, and future. We’ve lived on both sides of those tracks but belong to neither. Our future can lead us anywhere, just like those tracks, but I want us to follow it together. That’s how I see us, Jo; leaving our past behind and moving toward our future. Have you thought about where you want to go after you graduate?” 
 
      
 
    As far away as I can get. “I haven’t applied anywhere yet, but I know I want to move away from here. You?” 
 
      
 
    “Dad doesn’t want to hold me back and said I should apply wherever I want. He’d like for me to use my education to secure a better career path than him. He suggested business or economics, but that’s not what I want.” He looks down at his beloved sketchbook and I don’t have to guess at what he really wants. “I want to create and do something in the arts. There’s a huge demand for graphic artists and media related arts. I prefer to feel a pencil or charcoal in my fingers, but I can always do that for myself. What do you want? Any ideas what you want to take?” 
 
      
 
    Not really, but I should at least sound decisive about something. “I was thinking about journalism or maybe doing freelance writing. I’ve always had a love for writing stories and my English teacher keeps telling me to pursue it. Do you know where you want to attend?” Maybe I can apply to the same one? 
 
      
 
    “There’s a college just a few cities over that has a fantastic art department. That way I can still travel back here to see Dad.” He raises his eyebrows at me, waiting for my response. 
 
      
 
    I was hoping to move to another state - as far from Victor as I could get. I know the college he’s talking about since it’s the same one Carla has applied to. I don’t want to be that close. “I was thinking about one farther away. I want to have the freedom to be independent and break free from this town.” 
 
      
 
    His face falls, and he says, “Oh. I was hoping we could apply to the same school.” 
 
      
 
    So was I, but I don’t know if I can remain that close. “Maybe there’s another college you can apply to with me that has a great art program too?” 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t want to be that far from Dad. I’m all he has now.” He gives me a look filled with such sadness that I feel my heart squeeze in sympathy. What he means is that with my mom gone, his dad has nothing left to hold on to. 
 
      
 
    How can I be a bitch and try to convince him to leave in light of that? I can’t, so I place my hand on his and lace our fingers together. “He’s lucky to have you.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m the lucky one. He took a baby that wasn’t his and raised him as his own, never once caring whose blood ran through my veins. It doesn’t matter to him that my sperm donor is a mystery guy and my mother was a raving bitch. I’m his in every way that counts, and he’s spent his life giving me everything. I can’t leave him, Jo.” 
 
      
 
    Can I sacrifice my desire to be away from Victor, so I can be with the boy who completes me? Put that way, the decision isn’t that hard. “Then we’ll apply together.” 
 
      
 
    His whole face lights up and he tosses the sketchbook off his lap so he can face me completely and hold both my hands. “Really? You’d give up going to a school farther away so we can be together?” 
 
      
 
    I release one of his hands and reach up to place it on his cheek. “I’d be giving up nothing and gaining everything.” 
 
      
 
    His pupils darken and he licks his lips. “Do you mean that?” 
 
      
 
    I lean in closer to his face so I can feel the warmth of his breath against my lips. “I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    All he says is, “Jo,” then his lips are on mine and nothing else matters. 
 
      
 
    One of his hand threads through my hair and the other lands on my hip. My skin warms and heats where his hand rests. The kiss is gentle and sweet, but I need more. I lean in and press more firmly against his mouth while I nibble at his lower lip with my teeth. He makes a very masculine sound and grasps the back of my head for a deeper kiss and angles our lips for a better seal. My pulse quickens and my body tingles. The hand on my hip grips tighter and flexes against my curves. He’s so much bigger and stronger than me, but I don’t feel threatened by his size or intimidated. No, I feel delicate and feminine. My body tingles and my skin feels hot and tight. Parts of me throb while others ache. 
 
      
 
    I’m not a prude. I know my body and what it’s capable of. I might be a virgin, but I know how to get myself off, and how it feels to touch myself in all the places I crave intimate contact. I know the mechanics of sex and have watched enough porn with Steph - while listening to her highly inappropriate commentary - that I know what to expect. Steph has also been kind enough to educate me on all the details of her own experiences. A hooker on her first night on the job couldn’t be better prepared. All I’m lacking is confidence and real-life experience. 
 
      
 
    His tongue pushing urgently against mine brings me back to the moment and all my senses are firing again. Cruz lies back on the mattress and I throw my leg over his lap and straddle him with natural ease. His arousal digs against my ass and he moans into my mouth as I adjust my position. I push my hands through his hair and give an experimental wiggle against his abs, feeling my butt rub against his hardness. 
 
      
 
    He moans again but breaks his lips away from our heated kiss. “Jo, you don’t have to do this. I’m sorry. I promised you we wouldn’t go fast. I got carried away.” 
 
      
 
    “But what if I want to be right here, like this, with you?” I feel confused. Is it not good for him? His dick says it is. 
 
      
 
    He shakes his head. “We have lots of time for this. We don’t have to rush anything. We can keep things light for now.” 
 
      
 
    Now, I’m embarrassed. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes widen and he chokes out, “God, no! You felt amazing. Too amazing. I want us to take our time and for you to know I’m willing to wait for things to move in this direction.” 
 
      
 
    I crawl off his lap and he winces when I brush his crotch too hard when I do. I’m hurt by his refusal. If my v-card wasn’t sitting between us like a third wheel, he wouldn’t have stopped me, and he wouldn’t be acting so chivalrous. I stand from the bed and busy myself with smoothing down my skirt and blouse, so I don’t have to look at him. 
 
      
 
    He notices my discomfort, though. One disadvantage of us knowing each other so well. He stands from the bed, discreetly adjusting himself, then leans down and takes my face in his hands. He kisses my lips softly and sighs into my mouth when he’s finished. “You’re worth waiting for. You’re worth everything.” 
 
      
 
    My bruised ego is shoved aside by my expanding heart. How can I be upset when he says things like that? This boy knows all the ways to my heart - I handed him the map years ago. 
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    Crap Hitting Fans and Best Laid Plans 
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    The weeks fly past after that. 
 
      
 
    Cruz and I have become closer as we spend more time together. It’s amazing how much I like the older version just as much as the younger one. More, if I’m being honest with myself. We’ve slipped into a routine where we can be free with each other at school, and no one blinks an eye at us. Tisha has avoided us, but she’s caused no other scenes. Steph and Carla have accepted Cruz into our inner circle and joke around with him. Carla took Dean’s number, and after a few weeks of flirting and texts, they’ve started dating. Dean doesn’t have any hard feelings, and Cruz is able to be in social settings with him now. I don’t think they’ll ever become buddies, but they’re civil, which is good enough for me. Byron has been rather chill about the whole scene with Cruz too - both at school and at home. Plus, true to his word, he hasn’t given Victor any opportunities to be alone with me. He’s been my personal guard dog. I’ve noticed the dangerous looks aimed my way, though. Victor’s aware I’m dating someone, but I’ve kept Cruz’s identity away from the man who would use it against me. I’ve been sure not to have Cruz drop me off or pick me up at the house if I suspect Victor is home, and I’ve only had him over a few times to watch movies on weekends Victor has been out of town. It’s been almost too easy. 
 
      
 
    That should have been my clue. 
 
      
 
    Cruz is walking me to the door after a date to the movies when I see the Lincoln parked outside the garage. Victor should be up North and not due back for several days. I debate how to get rid of Cruz in a hurry without raising his suspicions when the front door opens in front of us. 
 
      
 
    Victor is still dressed in one of his suits, glowering at me, then turns his dark look on Cruz. His eyes slide back to mine and I see the moment he realizes he has the upper hand. He pastes on a charming smile and extends his hand to Cruz. “Forgive me, but I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Jolene’s father, Victor Mason. You must be the boyfriend, but I can’t say I’ve heard Jolene mention your name.” 
 
      
 
    Asshole. He’s trying to make Cruz feel like he’s insignificant, or worse, that I’m ashamed to tell my stepfather about him. Cruz, bless him, doesn’t take the bait and smoothly puts his arm around my shoulders while shaking Victor’s hand. “Jolene’s been quiet about you as well. That’s just how she is.” 
 
      
 
    Victor’s lips purse at the snub and he releases Cruz’s hand. “It would appear so. Can I invite you inside? Perhaps we can rectify this omission of Jolene’s.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t miss the way Victor’s eyes narrow at me. Neither does Cruz because his arm tightens around me as he says to Victor, “There’s nothing to rectify, sir. My name’s Cruz Cameron. Jo and I were friends as kids, but she moved away. Now I’ve found her, I don’t plan on being apart from her again. And yes, I’m the boyfriend.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know whether to hug Cruz for politely putting Victor in his place or tell him to run before the devil gets his due. 
 
      
 
    Victor’s nostrils flare slightly, but that’s the only sign of how pissed he is. He gives Cruz a speculative look I don’t like, then asks, “You said your last name’s Cameron? You’re Jake Cameron’s boy?” 
 
      
 
    I don’t like this at all. My knees feel weak and I’m not even sure why. He shouldn’t know who Jake is unless he remembers the man my mom was dating when he yanked her away? This can’t be good. 
 
      
 
    Cruz stiffens slightly beside me. “That’s correct, sir.” 
 
      
 
    Victor glances back at me and I know he’s piecing it all together. “Why don’t you both come in? I need to speak with Jolene for a moment, but you’re more than welcome to wait in the family room. Shall I show you where that is, or are you familiar with my home?” 
 
      
 
    Uh oh! He knows Cruz was here when he’s been away. It’s clear in the way he’s eyeing Cruz for signs of deceit and lies. Cruz politely tells him he can find his way, then he leans over and kisses my cheek before walking past my stepfather with his back straight and his head high, not letting Victor intimidate him. 
 
      
 
    I try to slide past Victor behind Cruz, but his hand slashes out, and he grabs my arm. “Not so fast, princess. You’ve been keeping secrets from me. I think it’s time we have a little chat, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Maybe it’s Cruz’s presence in the house, or I’m borrowing some of his bravado, but I snap back, “You’re one to talk about secrets.” 
 
      
 
    Victor’s smile is all teeth and malice. “You’re not even in the same league as me, little girl. Your secrets are laughable compared to mine. Just remember that I’ve built an empire on the ones I harbor. I play to win. Keeping secrets is paramount to making money in my world. One buys the other, and vice versa. You think I didn’t know about you sneaking around with a boy behind my back? Or having him inside my home? You forget who you’re dealing with. I will give you credit for hiding his identity from me, though. You must know more about your mother’s past than I originally thought. A mistake I won’t make again. Now, why don’t we take a walk to my office so I can explain to you what happens next.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t have a chance to even sputter a response before I’m dragged inside the house and down the long hallway to his office. He throws the door open, and I am shoved inside while he follows and slams the door behind us. He moves with purpose toward me, even as I back myself against his desk, where he crowds my personal space. His whiskey-scented breath wafts over my face and I fight the urge to gag. “Let’s cut to the chase, shall we? Are you still a virgin? And don’t you dare fucking lie!” He is seething before me in a rage. 
 
      
 
    I nod my head vigorously, too afraid to even evade answering him. He glares at me, waiting for my verbal confirmation. I whisper, “Yes,” while my teeth chatter from my nerves. 
 
      
 
    He moves in closer and inhales against my hair. “Good, girl. I can sense your fear and know your answer is true. You won’t let that boy take it, right?” I shake my head, feeling faint from holding my breath so I don’t have to smell the whiskey off him. “It won’t be easy. I can see the lust in his eyes, and it won’t be long before he makes his move. The question is, what am I going to do about it?” He moves back so he can look directly in my eyes when he says, “I will make him disappear from your life before that happens. He won’t touch what’s mine. Maybe it’s time I pay Jake Cameron a visit.” 
 
      
 
    Panic claws at my throat and I beg him, “No. Please. You’ve hurt them enough. You took my mother and me away from them. They’ve already suffered. Please, just leave them alone. I promise to be good.” 
 
      
 
    He studies me carefully, then asks softly, “What do you mean I took you and your mother away from them?” 
 
      
 
    Shit! Did I say too much? I have to salvage this. “When you moved us in with you. I lost my best friend and so did Cruz. His dad had to watch his son fall apart when we left. Isn’t that enough?” I dare not mention how much Jake and my mom loved each other. I don’t know if he knew about that and I can’t risk what he’ll do if he finds out. I also don’t want him to know that I’m aware he forced my mom to marry him because of something he had over her. 
 
      
 
    “I’m thinking your mother said something to you before she died. What did she tell you?” His eyes scan every inch of my face to gauge my reaction. 
 
      
 
    I’ve become an accomplished actress this last year, so he won’t find what he’s looking for, and I ask him, “What could she have told me? I don’t understand.” 
 
      
 
    He studies me a moment longer and I’m afraid he sees the lie on my face, but he leans back and shakes his head. “Nothing. You made it sound like you knew something, but you obviously don’t. Now, do you promise you will not let that boy take something I expressly forbid? You remember my threat if he does, right?” 
 
      
 
    I do and that’s one reason I’ve made other plans. I nod my head and try to look properly reminded and afraid. The fear isn’t an act, though. I look him in the eyes and tell him what he wants to hear. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    He moves away from me and walks toward the door but turns back at the last moment. “You will not be alone with him from this moment forward. I want to be informed every time you go out with him and where you’ll be. If I’m not home, you’ll text me these details. If you’re in this house, you’re not to be alone together. I don’t know what type of man Jake Cameron is, but he better not leave my daughter alone with his son, under his roof. If he does, well, I won’t be held accountable for my actions. These are my terms. My trust is not given freely. I won’t interfere with your little romance, but I also won’t allow you to give that boy any opportunities. Are we clear? This is the price for me agreeing to leave the Cameron men alone unless you give me cause not to.” 
 
      
 
    I want to rail against the injustice of what he’s proposing, but it’s the only way to keep Jake and Cruz safe from Victor. I must think of something to tell Cruz about the new rules for dating him. I bite my lip, then tell Victor I agree to his terms. His smile is self-satisfied and very smug. I vow that one day I’ll wipe it off his face and beat him at this game he’s been playing with my life. 
 
      
 
    He opens the door and we exit in silence down the hall to the family room where Cruz is waiting for us. As soon as we enter, Cruz stands from the couch he was sitting on and faces us. His eyes scan me with concern, but I keep my face blank and walk over to him and take the seat beside where he was sitting. He lowers himself beside me and grabs my cold hand in his. He gives it a squeeze and I glance into his beautiful blue eyes. He asks me with just a look if I’m okay. I answer him with a look of my own, telling him we’ll talk later. One perk from knowing each other like we do; we can have a conversation without saying a word. 
 
      
 
    Victor clears his throat and we both turn to look at him. “I’ve got work to do, so I’ll excuse myself. I’m sure you both have things to discuss. Jolene, I trust you will see Cruz out when you’re done and head to bed? It’s getting late.” He gives Cruz a dismissive look and says, “I’m glad we finally had the chance to meet. Jolene will keep me informed about you, I’m sure. Good evening.” With that, he turns and exits the room, leaving us alone. 
 
      
 
    Cruz brings my hand to his lips and presses a kiss against my skin. “Jo, are you okay?” 
 
      
 
    No. I’m not. I don’t want to have this discussion with him right now, so I lean into his side and say instead, “I don’t want to talk about it tonight. Can you just hold me?” 
 
      
 
    His face softens as he looks down at me and gathers me in his arms. “Always, Jo. You never have to ask, and I’ll hold you for as long as you need me.” 
 
      
 
    I bury my face against his shoulder and whisper, “Then you’ll be holding me forever.” 
 
      
 
    I feel his chest rise and then he kisses the top of my head. “Always together.” 
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    I hadn’t been lying when I told Victor I wasn’t planning for Cruz to be my first. I’ve had another plan all along, and tonight I’m putting it into action. 
 
      
 
    When I first approached Steph about this idea, she wasn’t sold on it and tried to talk me out of it. When she heard my reasons - minus the part where Victor is concerned - she reluctantly agreed. She’s made me wait until the weekend before Halloween so we can dress in costumes for the college bar she promises we won’t have trouble getting into. The costumes give us the bonus of not being recognized if anyone we know should be there. 
 
      
 
    I’m wrestling with the skin-tight catsuit of my costume and losing the fight. I growl in frustration. “This was supposed to be for easy access. How am I going to get it off quickly for what we’re planning if I can’t even get the damned thing on?” 
 
      
 
    Steph glances at where I’m struggling and laughs. “Hey, this isn’t my plan. I just provided the means and the cover. It’s not my fault there weren’t many sexy costumes that came with masks.” 
 
      
 
    I frown at her. “I don’t understand why I couldn’t be Batgirl. Your costume comes with a skirt which makes it perfect for what I need. How did I get stuck with Catwoman?” 
 
      
 
    She flips her hair, then checks her lipstick before placing her mask over her eyes. “You’ve got the better rack to fill that costume out. I’d look like a black stick with a tail.” 
 
      
 
    Not even close. She has an amazing figure, and she knows it. “Bullshit.” 
 
      
 
    She turns and sees the frustration on my face. Sighing, she admits, “Okay, you’re right, but the goal is to attract the best potential for your goal tonight, and that costume will do it. One look at your tits and ass in that latex, and men will fight each other for the chance to dry hump your leg. It would be wasted on me.” 
 
      
 
    I almost have it over my chest when she rushes over. I stop and ask her, “What?” 
 
      
 
    She shakes her head. “You can’t wear a bra with that costume. Off with it. Set those babies free.” 
 
      
 
    I clamp my hands over my breasts. “No way! I’m not willing to get completely naked for this to happen. I only need one part of my body naked for that.” 
 
      
 
    “And that handy little flap in the suit for peeing will serve the purpose. Honestly, did you not even notice it, or are you trying to give me a headache?” She makes a spinning motion with her finger and I turn around and allow her to help me get the bra off. I will not admit that I wasn’t aware of the flap she mentioned. 
 
      
 
    Once the bra is free, I let it fall and yank the restrictive material over my chest and up my arms. She helps me to zip up the back, then steps back so I can check myself in the floor-length mirror on her door. I look like something you’d see in one of those porn parodies, or maybe a dominatrix with a cat fetish. Steph hands me the cat's ears and the eye mask. 
 
      
 
    Once they’re on, she whistles and claps her hands. “I almost want to do you myself in that outfit. Damn, bitch. I’ve seen you naked, but somehow you look even better in black rubber.” 
 
      
 
    I spin and offer her a slutty pose. “Let the boys bring their toys for this kitty to play with.” 
 
      
 
    She laughs and slaps my ass when she walks past me to grab her small clutch purse. “They won’t know whether to offer you their cream or make you purr. I hope I remember some of those karate lessons my dad made me take. I have a feeling I’ll need them tonight. Maybe I should put you on a leash.” 
 
      
 
    I scowl at her. “I’d like to see you try. Just watch my back for me. I’ll handle the men.” 
 
      
 
    She opens her bedroom door and says over her shoulder, “Says the virginal sacrifice about to enter the dragon’s lair.” 
 
      
 
    A nervous laugh escapes me as I follow her down the stairs to the front of her house. As long as I don’t think too hard about what’s about to happen, I can pretend I’m brave and not about to run away screaming in hysterics. This is by far the craziest thing I’ve ever done, and I’m terrified. I keep reminding myself that this is the new me and I’m grabbing the reins of my life. 
 
      
 
    Maybe by the time we get there, I’ll believe it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The bar is packed with bodies in full costume. It was easy enough to get past security. I just had to stand there and let a guy ogle my ample chest, while Steph worked her seduction on the younger bouncer. 
 
      
 
    I scan the crowd and can’t believe the number of people crammed into this place. The lineup for the bar is so deep, I doubt we’ll get a drink anytime soon. Steph said we needed to arrive later in the night when inhibitions are low and alcohol-induced hormones are high. I’m not sure I want a sloppy drunk ridding me of my hymen, but by the looks of this crowd, I doubt many of the guys here are too sober. Beggars can’t be choosers and all that. 
 
      
 
    This is my grand plan. I’m saving Cruz from Victor’s wrath. If losing my v-card is questioned, I’ll be able to say Cruz didn’t claim it. I also won’t have this stupid piece of skin keeping Cruz at arm’s length. I’ll be free to be with him the way I want, with nothing between us to ruin our first time. I don’t want him worrying about hurting me instead of making a beautiful memory together. It’s also my way of exerting my independence and taking charge of my body. No one gets to take something from me that should never be an offering to begin with. 
 
      
 
    Steph signals she wants a drink and grabs my hand, leading us over to the bar. The music is so loud that we can’t hear each other without yelling. She taps the shoulder of the guys in front of us, whispers something in their ear, and I watch in awe as they part and let us go ahead of them. Two of them are in army fatigues with camo paint on their faces, and the third guy is dressed like a cowboy, complete with chaps and a Stetson. Out of the three, he’s definitely the best looking. He gives me a wink and I feel my lips stretch in a smile. 
 
      
 
    Steph yanks me away before I can do more than appreciate the way he looks in his chaps. “Hey,” I yell in her ear, “he was cute. He could’ve been the guy.” 
 
      
 
    She leans in and yells back, “Didn’t anyone tell you to shop around and not settle for the first thing you see?” I lean back and glare at her. She laughs and pulls me back in. “Aim big, toots. He was cute, but the bulge was small. You can thank me later. Trust me, you want something that will prepare you for Cruz. An Oscar Mayer Wiener won’t cut it. Yes, bigger will hurt more the first time, but trust me, bigger is always better.” 
 
      
 
    I don’t know whether to be entertained that she’s checked out Cowboy’s package or appalled that she’s obviously checked out Cruz’s. 
 
      
 
    She quickly makes her way through the men in line, getting us to the counter in no time. I don’t even want to know what she said to those guys to get them to let us ahead of them. We get our beers and two shots of something called a Blow Job. Not the image I want to be reminded of tonight. I already spend far too much time obsessing over the fact that Tisha gave one to Cruz. I know it’s not fair of me, especially considering what I plan on doing tonight, but logic has no place when it comes to jealousy. 
 
      
 
    As we make our way back through the throng of people, a few of the guys are waiting for us. Actually, all the guys who let us go in front of them are waiting. I look at Steph with a suspicious lift of my eyebrow, but she just shrugs a shoulder and approaches the group of waiting men. Dipping her finger into the whipped cream on top of her shot, she rubs it across her lips. One of the guys who let us in the line leans forward and licks the white froth from her. My mouth drops open, and she repeats the process down the line of guys. When she gets to the trio that let us go first - and the cowboy with the small pistol - she rubs the last of the cream across her chest. The army duo dive at her, each taking a side and licking her skin clean.  
 
      
 
    I’m speechless. I know my friend is brazen, but this is almost too much. 
 
      
 
    She playfully pats them on their cheeks when they’re done, then turns and clinks her glass against the one I’m holding in my frozen hand, and tips it against her lips and drains it. She looks at me expectantly and says, “Tits up, Jolene. Swallow that load. I didn’t go through all that so we can get you drunk faster, just to have you stand there.” 
 
      
 
    I numbly tip the drink to my mouth and am surprised to find it’s actually quite good as I swallow it down. I lick the whipped cream from my lips and giggle when I see several pairs of eyes following the path of my tongue. Steph nods in approval and points her bottle in the direction of the dance floor. I bob my head and allow her to lead us in that direction. 
 
      
 
    The floor is a massive sea of bodies in colorful and creative costumes. We push our way past a mermaid, a few superheroes that give us high-fives for our own costumes, and an alien. We raise our beers in unison and take a healthy drink before gyrating to the heavy rhythm pumping from the speakers above us. 
 
      
 
    We dance to several songs, then Steph grabs her phone to check for missed texts. Satisfied with whatever she sees there, she tells me she has to use the bathroom and I should wait for her near the front door where the crowd is thinnest. 
 
      
 
    As I make my way off the dance floor, I take this opportunity to check out some available options for the night while I wait. I find a spot against a wall and lean back, observing the surrounding scene. Seeing a few interested looks aimed my way, I’m debating how I should approach this task when a hand latches onto my arm. Feeling defensive and slightly panicked, I yank my arm away and spin around, ready to berate whoever dared touch me uninvited, but the words die in my mouth when I’m met with a pair of velvet blue eyes, clouded with anger and pain. 
 
      
 
    Cruz’s eyes darken further as he gets a good look at my costume, but there’s hurt in his eyes when they meet mine again and he asks, “Why?” 
 
      
 
    My night and my stupid plan have just gone to shit, and I’m pretty sure my cowardly friend hiding in the bathroom is to blame. 
 
      
 
    Et Tu, Brute? 
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    When it Hurts 
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    Before I can wrap my head around the fact that he’s here, or even formulate a reply, Cruz spins around and storms out the front door. Panic and dread force my feet to chase after him and I follow his path like it’s a trail of pain that is left in his wake. All I can do is pray that he gives me the chance to explain. It’s not as bad as he thinks, and if he hears my reasons he’ll understand, right? Wrong. My subconscious hisses that word at me with all the disgust I deserve. What was I thinking? 
 
      
 
    He will never forgive me. 
 
      
 
    I run behind him as he marches down the street and around the corner. My panic increases when I lose sight of him for a moment, but when I careen around the corner, I find him leaning against the side of a building with his head tipped back and his chest heaving. He won’t look at me, but he has to know I’m standing right here. 
 
      
 
    I take a breath for courage, and ask, “How did you know I was here?” 
 
      
 
    Still not looking at me, he says, “Steph texted me. She said she couldn’t let you go through with it and told me what ‘it’ was, then asked me to come and get you - as if I wasn’t already out the door when she told me what you were planning.” 
 
      
 
    Steph must have texted him when she was at the bar waiting for our drinks. Now I’m almost sick with fear over what he must think. In my stricken state, I blurt out the worst excuse. “It had nothing to do with you, or us.” I know I’ve made a huge mistake as soon as the words fall from my lips. 
 
      
 
    His head snaps down and his eyes narrow to slits as he regards me. He takes several deep breaths before he yells, “Are you really that naïve?” 
 
      
 
    Tears sting my eyes and I rip the stupid eye mask off my face. “Yes! I’ve never done this before. I just wanted to spare you from having to deal with my stupid virginity.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz looks at me with disgust. “By having sex with some random stranger in a bar bathroom? It could have been even worse than that. You could have changed your mind when the moment came, and your random stranger wouldn’t have stopped. You could have been raped! That’s sparing me? How does that spare me from anything, Jo? Have you any idea how I feel right now knowing you’d rather have your first time with anyone other than me?” 
 
      
 
    I didn’t think of it that way, but I need to make him understand that I want our first time to be special, not mechanical. “I want our first time together to be romantic and magical, not you holding back and worrying about hurting me and checking to make sure I’m okay. I want it to be about us, not my hymen.” 
 
      
 
    “And you think it wouldn’t be perfect just because you’re a virgin? Do you think I’m some asshole who wouldn’t take the time to care for you, regardless? Sex is more than a physical act, Jo. There are emotions involved if you’re with the right person. Did you stop to think how sleeping with someone else is the definition of cheating? I guess it’s okay for me to scratch my itch with a nameless person too, huh? How would that make you feel?” His voice is louder and deeper with his anger. I’d worry about drawing attention to us, but there’s no one around. 
 
      
 
    “This is different. I wasn’t doing it for pleasure.” And there goes my stupid mouth again. 
 
      
 
    He chokes on what he was about to say and shakes his head. His eyes are more hurt now than angry. “It would have destroyed me. You had to know that.” 
 
      
 
    My tears piss me off and I swipe at them, not caring if I ruin my makeup. “How do you think I feel knowing you had your first with someone other than me?” 
 
      
 
    Widening his eyes, he asks, “Is that what this is about? You wanted to even the field?” 
 
      
 
    I look down at the ground, not even able to meet his eyes at the moment. “No, it was about saving us both.” 
 
      
 
    “How are you saving us by sleeping with someone else? That’s how you’ll ruin us,” he growls. 
 
      
 
    The pressure is building in my chest and I scream with the pain it brings. He pushes off the wall and reaches out his hand, but I move away. “You don’t understand,” I say between clenched teeth. 
 
      
 
    I watch his hands ball into fists, and he leans in close to my face, yelling, “Then make me understand. No secrets and total honesty, right? Tell me why you wanted to do this to us?” 
 
      
 
    “Because Victor wants my virginity for himself and threatened to kill you if you took it,” I scream at him. I can barely breathe from the adrenaline dumping into my system and I’m close to passing out. 
 
      
 
    The silence after so much yelling is almost louder than our raised voices were. It has weight and sounds all of its own. I cast my eyes wildly, needing something to focus on besides what I just admitted to Cruz. God, what have I done? He will be so disgusted, and I won’t survive that from him. 
 
      
 
    My fight response is gone, and my flight response is kicking into high gear. I’m just about to turn and flee when Cruz grabs my arms and brings his face down to mine, forcing me to either look at him or look away. I close my eyes to brace myself for what I’ll see in his, then open them and lock onto his gaze. So many emotions cross his face, but his eyes are horrified. “What did you just say?” I shake my head. I can’t repeat that again. “Are you telling me that asshole who calls himself your father wants to fuck you?” 
 
      
 
    I wince at his harsh language, not liking how it sounds coming from his mouth. I drop my eyes, and whisper, “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Jo, has he touched you? Has he threatened to force himself on you?” I can hear the anguish in his voice over what he’s asking. 
 
      
 
    “Just once. When I got out of the pool. He hasn’t touched me like that since. He plans to blackmail me into some sick relationship with him. Just like he did with Mom.” I feel like a little girl standing here confessing my sins. My tears fall faster, wishing my mother were here to guide and comfort me. 
 
      
 
    The scent of sunshine and leaves surround me as he hugs me to his chest. I’m sobbing like a child, and cling to him for comfort and strength. My heart feels like it’s breaking, and pain squeezes me from the inside. I don’t deserve him. He’s right. I almost destroyed something precious between us, and that’s unforgivable. I know I wouldn’t be able to forgive him if the situation was reversed, which makes me a big, fat hypocrite. I hate myself right now for hurting him, and I cry harder. 
 
      
 
    Stroking my back, he whispers against my hair, “Shh, it’s okay. It’s all right. I won’t let him hurt you. I’ve got you. I understand everything now. You’ll be fine. I’ll take care of you.” His words are meant to reassure and comfort me. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head against his chest, and say in a choked voice, “He said he’ll kill anyone who touches me, and now with his new rules, he’ll know if we’re alone together.” 
 
      
 
    “He won’t. Men like him are all about control. He wants you to fear him. He knows if you don’t, he has no power over you. By keeping you isolated, he doesn’t have to worry about someone else taking you from him. But I’m here now, and nothing he says or does will keep me from you. You belong to me and he knows it.” Confidence and a calm resolve resonate in his voice. 
 
      
 
    Sniffling, I bring my face out of the cocoon of his chest - a well-defined chest - so I can look him in the eyes. He’s fighting his own tears, but they haven’t fallen. “Did I ruin things between us? Do you still want to be my first?” 
 
      
 
    He sucks in a breath and brings his forehead to mine and whispers, “I want to be your only, not just your first. Nothing’s ruined it. When we decide to take that step together, it will be perfect. I want to give you the best memories of your first time.” 
 
      
 
    “Promise?” I ask with hope blooming in my heart. 
 
      
 
    “Always together, Jo.” 
 
      
 
    I hiccup with a soft cry and whisper back, “Forever, Cruz.” 
 
      
 
    Just then, I feel the vibration of his cell phone from his coat pocket. He laughs and disentangles our arms but takes my hand as he reaches into his pocket and checks his phone, laughing harder at whatever he sees on the screen. He quickly texts something, then slides his phone back into his coat. I wipe my eyes with my free hand, and ask, “Care to share?” 
 
      
 
    “Steph’s asking if we’ve kissed and made up. She also wants me to promise you’re not armed with any weapons and asks if it’s safe to come out.” He smiles down at me and I’m mesmerized by how handsome he truly is. My grandma was right about panties dropping for him when he got older. He sure grew into his looks and filled out in all the right ways. I’ve seen the looks he gets from the girls at school, even knowing he’s with me, they can appreciate his beauty. It wouldn’t surprise me if they’ve got a pool for who gets him if I am stupid enough to screw this up. I almost did, which makes me sad again.  
 
      
 
    He frowns when my smile slips from my face. “Hey, what’s with the sad face?” 
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe how stupid I was being about this. I should probably thank her for telling you and stopping me.” Any anger I had about her betraying me is long gone now and I realize how naïve this whole plan was, just like Cruz accused me of. 
 
      
 
    “Thanking her would be good. Honestly, she saved us both a lot of hurt tonight.” He looks over my shoulder, and I turn to look as well. 
 
      
 
    Steph isn’t walking with her usual sassy strut, and she’s giving me a look as serious as I’ve ever seen from her. She approaches us cautiously, smiling briefly at Cruz, then focusing back on me. “Hey,” she says. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t I get the truck and you can both take a moment and wait here for me? Steph said you came by cab, so I’ll drive you both home. I’m not parked far.” He produces his keys from the other pocket in his coat, gives me an encouraging smile, then heads back in the direction Steph just came from. 
 
      
 
    I study my friend, and she studies me back. She breaks the silence first. “Are you mad at me?” 
 
      
 
    The tension leaves my shoulders and I tell her truthfully, “No. I told Cruz I should thank you for what you did and for saving me from myself.” 
 
      
 
    Her lips tip in a smirk and she says, “Yeah, well that’s what friends do, so you don’t have to thank me for loving you regardless of your shitty decision.” 
 
      
 
    I smile at her in return. She is the best type of friend a girl can have and I’m glad she’s mine. “It was a shitty decision. I see that now.” 
 
      
 
    “Damn, right it was. You’re the girl who always dreamed of her Romeo or prince to come and sweep her off her feet in an epic and romantic way. You wanted the fairy tale with all the Disney feels, and a first experience that makes the earth move and all that crap. I couldn’t let you throw all your dreams away because of your insecurities - especially now that your prince has come. You guys are so perfect and sweet together, it’s damn sickening. You make me want a Cruz of my own.” I almost laugh at her words, but I notice she’s being serious. 
 
      
 
    I make a gasping sound and widen my eyes. “Is it the End of Days? Has the Apocalypse started? You, my overly boy-crazy and highly sexual friend, wants a steady guy in her life? And not just so she can tie him to her bed or make him her personal whipping boy?” 
 
      
 
    “Har, har. I’m not that bad. All I’m saying is that you make it look easy and I gotta admit, the way he came charging to your rescue even had me swooning. I wouldn’t mind a guy who worships me and would do anything to make me happy. I’ve never seen you smile as much as you have since you guys got together. Winter Formal is next month. I know you’ve never gone in the past, but you’ve got a boyfriend now. Think you guys will go? I’d love to see you both named Winter King and Queen just to watch the look on Tisha’s face. I still want payback for ruining my nails in her hair. Who would have guessed she was wearing extensions? I broke two nails when I grabbed her ugly mug and slammed her to the table. I just got them done the day before. The bitch owes me. Winter Formal would be the perfect opportunity to humiliate her. So, you see why I need you to come this year because I’ll need you and Cruz to distract her while I make my move.” She’s rubbing her hands together and has an evil gleam in her eye.  
 
      
 
    She really is too much some days. Okay, most days, but that’s what makes her so much fun to be around - you never know what will come out of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    I sling my arm around her shoulder just as Cruz pulls up beside us. “Never a dull moment with you, is there?” 
 
      
 
    “Just say you’ll be there for my grand scheme, and we’ll call it even for tonight’s brain fart.” 
 
      
 
    Laughing, I whisper close to her ear, “Someone needs to ask me first.” 
 
      
 
    The look she gives me says she thinks I’m a few bricks short of a load. “With a guy who has stars in his eyes whenever you’re around? Please! Who are you kidding? He’ll ask. Hell, I bet he makes it all romantic with flowers and shit. Lucky bitch.” 
 
      
 
    As I watch Cruz get out and hold the doors open for us, giving me a wide and gorgeous smile, I have to agree that I’m one lucky girl. 
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    Steph comes back to my house since our night got cut short. Victor is out of town for the weekend, so the coast is clear. I don’t know how to tell her I really want some time alone with Cruz, but I still owe her for tonight, so I agree. 
 
      
 
    Cruz parks by the garage and we all exit the vehicle. I can hear music coming from the backyard, accompanied by voices and splashing. Byron must have friends over and they’re all enjoying the heated pool on this cool night. I’m just moving in the direction of the front door, when Steph slips past me and heads around the side of the house that leads to the backyard. I guess we’re going around the back first. I grab Cruz’s hand, liking how natural it feels in mine, and lead him after Steph’s retreating form. There are floodlights around the property to highlight the house at night, making it light up like a castle. Victor Mason loves his money and showing it off. The lights make it easy for us to see our way around to the backyard and the pool area. 
 
      
 
    For the amount of noise, I was expecting a party, but it seems there are only a handful of people here, unless there’s more in the house. A few coolers lay by the lounge chairs and empty beer bottles rest on a table. I hope he’s being careful about how much his friends drink. The warmer temperature of the pool water will only enhance the effects of alcohol, and we don’t need an accident tonight. 
 
      
 
    I spot Byron just as he’s walking across the back deck with a few bags of chips and some big plastic bowls. There’s a low whistle from the pool, along with some colorful catcalls, and he swivels his head around to see what’s caused the commotion. When he spots us standing there, the bags and bowls fall from his fingers and he says, “Holy, fucking-shit.” 
 
      
 
    I grimace, having forgotten about our stupid costumes and how we must look. Steph smiles seductively and throws her shoulders back, making the tight top of her costume stretch even further across her chest, enjoying the attention she’s getting and the reaction from Byron.  I watch Bryon almost fall down the stairs as he hastily grabs the dropped chips and bowls and races down them. 
 
      
 
    His eyes devour Steph in her skimpy costume, then he swings his gaze in my direction and his mouth drops open. “What the fuck, sis? Where the hell did you guys go tonight dressed like that?” He looks to Cruz and asks him, “And you let her out looking like that? How many guys did you have to drag off her?” 
 
      
 
    “I had nothing to do with this, Mason. They came up with this all on their own. And to answer your question, I got her out before I had to swing any punches.” Cruz gives my hair a playful tug and playfully scowls at me. 
 
      
 
    Steph jabs her finger at Byron’s chest and says, “Hey, back the hell off. We don’t need permission or protection. Have a bit more faith in Jolene.” 
 
      
 
    He’s still trying to devour her with his eyes but keeps his tone respectful, which is a complete shock. “Sorry, but you gotta admit that you both look like every comic book nerd’s wet dream.” 
 
      
 
    Steph flips her hair over her shoulder, drawing Byron’s gaze back down to her chest. “Your attempt at flattery needs some work. You can make it up to me by having a drink waiting for after I’m done removing these clothes from my spectacular body. Feel free to imagine that, and if you’re lucky, I’ll be back in an even skimpier bikini.” Not waiting to see his reaction, she moves past him and heads for the back stairs. 
 
      
 
    Byron whimpers and watches the sway of her hips as she climbs the stairs and sashays through the back door. He looks back at us and bites his knuckle, still holding the chip bags. “I think I’m in love.” 
 
      
 
    Cruz laughs and punches him in the arm. “That’s your other head talking right now. Love has nothing to do with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I’m in serious lust, then.” He looks at me with pleading eyes. “Sister, my favorite sister, help your brother out here and tell her how awesome I am.” 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but laugh, which is still a new experience for me in Byron’s presence. “I’m your only sister, and I’m sure she knows exactly what you’re like. Trust me, she wouldn’t be teasing you if she wasn’t interested.” 
 
      
 
    Sighing dramatically, he puts his hand with the chip bags over his heart. “You’ll both be in the wedding party, of course, because my future wife is about to find out just how determined I am. She won’t be able to resist the Masonator.” 
 
      
 
    Both Cruz and I burst out laughing. Oh, my god! Did he just call himself that? 
 
      
 
    He scowls at us and walks over to the pool. Cruz and I are still laughing hysterically, but I say to him, “I’m going to change. There should be some suits in the pool house for you to choose from. I’ll meet you back here.” I’m still trying not to laugh. 
 
      
 
    His laughter gone, he leans in and gives me a heated look, glancing down at my latex-covered body. “Byron won’t be the only one picturing a costume coming off. I didn’t have time to tell you, but you look incredibly sexy in that. Can you take a picture of yourself in it for me before you take it off?” 
 
      
 
    I smack his chest and try to sound scandalized. “Cruz Cameron, I didn’t peg you as the type of guy to have a kinky side.” A mischievous smile plays around the edges of my lips. “What do you want the picture for?” 
 
      
 
    His eyes darken and his cheeks color with desire. “I think you know.” 
 
      
 
    Holy shit! I feel heat surge over my body like flames licking at my skin. The visual of what he’s implying is hotter than any porn Steph’s made me watch. I lick my suddenly dry lips and channel the baby vixen in me. “I’ll see what I can do and give you some new material for when you’re alone.” 
 
      
 
    He growls deep in his throat and seizes my lips in the hottest kiss we’ve shared yet. My nipples tighten in response and a throb beats low in my body. I press myself against his chest and feel every hard ridge of his muscles against me. There’s a passion between us now that wasn’t there before. It seems our recent discussion about intimacy has opened a door that was previously closed. I lean into his mouth as his tongue duels with my own. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Cameron, quit molesting my sister and get a suit on and join us,” Byron yells from the pool. 
 
      
 
    Cruz slowly pulls away, giving me one last breathless kiss as he does. I feel lightheaded from what he’s done to my body with just the passion in his lips. If he can do this with just his mouth, what will it be like when we do more? 
 
      
 
    I think I’m ready to find out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    By the time we remove our costumes, makeup, and slip on our suits, I’m a sweaty mess. Steph, true to her word, picked the skimpiest of the bikinis she keeps here. Her house doesn’t have a pool, so her whole swim collection sits in one of my drawers for when she’s here. I chose a tankini, opting to keep my girls contained and modest, unlike my friend whose breasts are more exposed than covered. This is the suit she reserves for when we’re alone in the pool and she wants to tan. I can’t believe she is confident enough to strut her body around in next-to-nothing with a pool full of guys. 
 
      
 
    Wait, yes, I can. Steph has bigger balls than most guys and she’s shameless. 
 
      
 
    When we arrive by the pool, the noise slowly stops and all that’s left are music notes floating in the air from the hidden speakers. Every male has zeroed in on Steph. She casually makes her way to the lounge area and drapes her wrap over the back of a chair. The view from behind is almost as scandalous as the front since it’s a thong. 
 
      
 
    There’s a splashing noise, then Byron is pulling himself out of the pool and hurrying over to her. I tune them out and scan the area for Cruz. His dark head and long-ish hair are easy to spot at the far end of the pool where he’s leaning on the edge with his arms. His shoulders are visible above the glow of the water and I suck in a breath at their width and definition. It’s obvious he’s worked with his body to hone it to this perfected state. He tips his head in my direction and smiles when I finally move up to his face. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t bring a wrap and there are already plenty of towels around, so I walk around the edge of the pool until I’m standing where he’s calmly watching me. “Hi,” I say lamely. 
 
      
 
    His smile widens, and he says, “Hi, yourself. You’re looking dry out there. Why don’t you jump? I promise to catch you.” I feel the dual meaning of his words as warmth spreads through me. Instead, I lower myself to sit on the edge and slide my legs in the warm water. He winks at me. “I like your suit.” 
 
      
 
    I blush and tell him, “It’s nothing special. Steph is the one with the killer suit.” 
 
      
 
    He laughs at that. “Killer is right. I think she killed a few brain cells when most of the guys in here went dumb at the sight of her.” His face becomes serious when he looks over my body in the modest suit. “I prefer to leave something to the imagination. Anticipation is a better reward. Besides, I want to be the only one to see your body like that.” 
 
      
 
    I bite my lip and fight a smile. He’s so good at flirting and making me feel alive in a way I never knew before. “I like that idea too.” 
 
      
 
    He reaches his hands for my hips and rests his warm fingers against me. “How about you hop in here and join me?” 
 
      
 
    I nod my head and lean forward to wrap my arms around his neck, while he slides me into the water and down the length of him. I can’t see the rest of his exposed upper body through the water, but I can sure feel it. I run my hands over his shoulders and down his defined pecs. 
 
      
 
    He sucks in a breath when I reach the ridges of his abs. “Careful, I don’t want to get too excited and embarrass myself.” 
 
      
 
    I giggle and move my hands back up to safer areas. “We can’t have that. I’ll behave.” 
 
      
 
    He brings his forehead to mine and breaths against me. “I can’t wait to have you alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Me neither. I’m ready for more. I want you, and only you,” I tell him truthfully. 
 
      
 
    He kisses my head and brings me in for a hug. “You have me. You have all of me.” 
 
      
 
    I smile against his chest and think to myself, he’s always had me, and always will. 
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    A Formal Proposal 
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    We're on the leather couch at his dad's house, watching some mindless television. I'm stretched out with my head in Cruz's lap while he idly plays with my hair. Having spent so many years apart, we crave the constant contact and comfort we find in being physically connected. One of us is always touching the other, and it feeds a silent need we seem to crave. It's only been a few months, but we are even closer now than we were during all those years as childhood friends. Neither of us has pushed the envelope on intimacy too far, but the heat is always simmering and waiting for the right spark to become a blaze of passion. I think we both know that it wouldn't take much for things to escalate quickly, so we both pull back before we reach a point we can't return from.  
 
      
 
    My eyes have drifted shut and I'm slipping into that phase between waking and dreaming when the front door squeaks open and there is a loud clearing of a throat. "I hope I'm not interrupting anything?" 
 
      
 
    Jake can't see me, but he has to know I'm on the couch with his son and not in a vertical position. I tense to move, but Cruz holds my head firmly against the warmth of his lap and shouts back to his dad, "We're just watching some TV and Jo got a bit tired. Nothing to see here, old man." 
 
      
 
    Jake grunts and the sound of heavy shoes hitting the floor echoes from the hallway. "I'm glad to hear that. You know I support your relationship, but that doesn't mean I want to witness anything I'm pretending you're not doing." 
 
      
 
    "Dad!" Cruz says in an embarrassed gasp. "It's not like that. Jo and I are taking things slow. You don't have to worry about us." 
 
      
 
    I know my face is beet red from this conversation and I wish I could disappear. Jake clears his throat again and his voice sounds much closer. "It's my job to worry about you. I remember what it's like to be your age and I just don't want to see either of you ruin your futures because of hormones." 
 
      
 
    Mortification seizes my body, and it feels like my skin is on fire from the stain of it. Cruz's legs stiffen beneath my head and I know he isn't enjoying this conversation any more than I am. "Dad, I really hope you're not implying I would be that careless with Jo?" 
 
      
 
    A sigh is heard from beside the couch and I know Jake has moved so he can see us both now. "Of course not, son. I just don't want you to make the same mistakes we all did when we were young and foolish. I wouldn't be much of a father if I didn't give you this speech. Jo, I meant no disrespect, darling. You're a good girl and I wasn't implying differently. My son is not so innocent though, so this is more for his benefit than yours." 
 
      
 
    There's no way I can face this man and have a conversation while being practically facedown in his son's lap, so I gingerly push myself upright and take a breath for courage before facing him.  
 
      
 
    His eyes are regarding me gently, but there is steel in his gaze. I meet that look with a firm one of my own. "I know you didn't mean anything by it, but I can assure you that your son has been a complete gentleman. You raised him right and neither of us is going to take risks with this relationship." 
 
      
 
    He looks over to Cruz, who is still rigid beside me. "Don't be giving me that look, boy. You know I'm only saying this out of love. You both have a bright future ahead of you and I know Deanna would want the same things for Jo as I want for you. I won't bring this up again, but it has to be said. I see the way you are with each other. It's just a matter of time before things progress to the next level. Cruz, you and I have always had an open line of communication, so I just wanted to put this out there. The only thing I ask is that you don't disrespect me and do anything under my roof. I can't tell you what to do, heck, you're both practically adults now, but I can ask that you keep that part of your relationship beyond these walls. It's not proper to do it under your parent's nose. Jo," he swings his gaze back at me, "I'm assuming your stepfather feels the same way?" 
 
      
 
    Boy, he has no idea! I bite my lip, then say, "Yes, sir. His rules are actually stricter than yours." 
 
      
 
    Jake narrows his eyes and asks, "How so?" 
 
      
 
    Ugh! I don't want to rehash this, but it looks like I'm not getting out of it. "Cruz and I are not allowed to be alone at my place and I have to tell him everywhere I go and who I'll be with." 
 
      
 
    "That's a bit harsh and extreme, isn't it? Doesn't he trust you?" Jake's expression says that he has a hard time believing Victor wouldn't trust me. If he only knew the parameters surrounding the little trust Victor has given me. 
 
      
 
    "He doesn't trust us together, is more like it." I know I've said something toxic when Jake's face flushes red. 
 
      
 
    Moving closer to me, he bends down and says with a bit more heat than I was expecting, "Does he have a problem with my boy? Is he saying Cruz can't be trusted?" 
 
      
 
    Shit! I didn't think he would jump to that conclusion, which happens to be the right one. I have to defuse the bomb I've detonated. "He doesn't trust anyone. It's his nature. He wants to eliminate any opportunity for us to do more than just hold hands." 
 
      
 
    Jake snorts at that. "Seriously? How old is this guy? What's next? A chastity belt?" He shakes his head in disbelief. "You can't put a collar on a fox or lock the hen house doors. Where there's a will, there's a way. He's an idiot if he thinks he can control two teenagers that way. The best he can do is exactly what I've done and place his trust in your hands and ask that you don't break it. What did your momma ever see in a guy like that?" 
 
      
 
    "She didn't have a choice, remember?" That may have come out a bit more defensive than I wanted, but I feel the need to remind him that my mother didn't choose her situation. 
 
      
 
    He slumps his shoulders and exhales harshly through his parted lips. "I'm sorry, Jo. I didn't mean that. I guess I'm still having a hard time with your momma's situation." He blinks his eyes and looks away. "I guess a part of me will always feel that she chose him over us. I know that's not fair, but that's just how I feel." 
 
      
 
    My heart breaks a little at his obvious pain. "She never chose him over you. She loved you ‘til the end. I know if she could have found a way, she would have been with you." 
 
      
 
    A rough hand rubs at his eyes and he seems to gather himself before he meets my eyes again. "Thank you. I needed to hear that. I just miss her so damn much and have so many regrets about letting her go." 
 
      
 
    I stand from the couch and walk into his big, strong chest and wrap my arms around his waist. "I know you do. I'm sorry." 
 
      
 
    He squeezes me into him with those muscled arms that are so familiar from my childhood. "You're a good girl, Jo-Jo Bug. She'd be so damn proud of you. I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable. You're the best thing for both me and Cruz. I get a piece of Deanna and Cruz gets the girl he's always wanted." 
 
      
 
    Cruz makes a choking noise behind us. "Dad, that's enough of the mushy talk. You're embarrassing me. Jo and I haven't talked about feelings and stuff yet. Maybe let me be the one to tell her, okay?" 
 
      
 
    Jake chuckles against me and the sound deepens and vibrates against my ear. "Fair enough, but if this old dog can see it for himself, I'm sure she knows exactly how you feel. You might want to stop being a baby about it and man-up." 
 
      
 
    "Dad! I am a man, but there's a time and a place for that conversation. I'm not rushing things just because you think you see something." Cruz's voice is angry, but I also detect a note of vulnerability.  
 
      
 
    "Son, if history has taught you nothing else, let it be this: Tomorrow is never guaranteed. Seize the moment today, because there may not be another one." 
 
      
 
    A somber hush falls over us as we reflect on those morbid words. I don't want to live my life for today and never plan for tomorrow. That is such a fatalistic way to live. I'm pretty sure Cruz feels the same way. Neither of us wants to define our feelings and say things we're not ready to admit just because we're afraid we won't get the chance. I agree with him that it should have its own place and time, and that time is not yet. 
 
      
 
    "I know, Dad. Please just let us do this in our own way. I know you cared about her mom, but Jo and I are different. We will have our happy ending." There’s a determined conviction in Cruz's tone, and it causes me to smile against his father.   
 
      
 
    I pull away from the warm chest I was snuggled against and turn to give Cruz the smile he deserves for saying that. His eyes are gentle and kind as he looks me over, and I know there are other emotions swimming in his eyes right now, but I don't want to label them so soon. 
 
      
 
    Jake lets me go and steps back, so I move over to Cruz's side. He grabs my hand immediately and gives it a firm squeeze. I lean into his arm and am comforted by the warmth and strength there. 
 
      
 
    Jake smiles and shakes his head at our united front. "I can see you're both ready to take on the world for what you have together, but you don't have to take a stand against me. If any two kids are going to make it together, it's the two of you. I'm not going to say anything else on the matter. I want you to know that I want this for both of you just as much as you do, maybe even more. All my hopes and dreams rest with you and I know you'll be just fine as long as you have each other." 
 
      
 
    Cruz shifts a bit on his feet and says hoarsely, "Thanks, Dad. You don't have to be so dramatic, though. Jo is all I've ever wanted, you know that, so have some faith in us. I respect you, but trust that I'll do right by her, okay?" 
 
      
 
    Jake chuckles then says, "Agreed. I do trust you, both of you, which is why I haven't said anything until now. Cut me a bit of slack because I'm just doing my job. This is a first for me too. I never had to give you a speech past the birds and bees before now." 
 
      
 
    In a sputtering voice, Cruz gasps out, "Jesus, Dad! Are you going for a record on how many times you can embarrass me today? Are you going to mention condoms next?" 
 
      
 
    My face flames red when Cruz says that, and Jake's cheeks turn pink as well. He raises an eyebrow at his son and asks, "Do I need to?" 
 
      
 
    "God, no! I don't think Jo needs it mentioned either. I'm sure her mom gave her the same talk at some point. We're good. No need to go there. Can we change the subject now, please?" He almost begs his dad in a pleading tone. 
 
      
 
    "Nothing would make me happier. Is anyone hungry?" Jake asks in a much lighter and louder voice than before. 
 
      
 
    We both reply with a unanimous yes. Jake quickly leaves the room and heads for the kitchen to rummage for some food. 
 
      
 
    Thank God that's over!  
 
      
 
    Most. Awkward. Moment. Ever. 
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    Cruz is leaning against my locker and tugging playfully on the braid I have over my shoulder. "I have a question for you. Actually, I have two." 
 
      
 
    His eyes are sparkling down at me, but I notice the nervous way they keep shifting away from my face and how hard he swallows after saying that.  
 
      
 
    Call me curious now. 
 
      
 
    I run my hand down the flexing muscles of his arm. "You can ask me anything, Cruz." 
 
      
 
    He scans every feature of my face and swallows once more before saying, "That's the only reason I'm not being a chicken about it. Okay, the first thing I wanted to ask you is in two parts. First, do you go to these school dances and functions?" 
 
      
 
    A sly smile stretches across my lips. I have a feeling that I know where this is going. "I haven't in the past, but things are different now. Why?" 
 
      
 
    "Well, I'm sure you know that Winter Formal is two weeks away, and I wanted to ask if you'll go with me? But only if you want to. We don't have to go if that's not your thing." He stumbles over the last few sentences in an awkward rush. 
 
      
 
    He is just so adorable like this, and I want to kiss him so badly for it, that I do just that. I lean up and place my lips softly against his and tell him my answer with the gentle press of my mouth as I kiss him with everything I feel. "Yes," I whisper into the air between us. 
 
      
 
    He sighs against my mouth and chases my lips for a final kiss before pulling back. His eyes are smiling down at me when he says, "Okay, good. Now, I have one more and please hear me out first because I'm sure I'll say it wrong. I want you to let me buy your dress for the night. As your boyfriend, it would be my honor to do so, not because you can't afford it, but because nothing would make me happier than showing off my girl in a dress that I chose for her. I want to be the envy of every guy there and for them to see how truly beautiful you are." 
 
      
 
    My breath catches and I feel my eyes moisten. That is the most romantic thing he could have said to me. I feel like Cinderella about to be prepared for the ball, and not by her fairy godmother but her prince. Nothing could be more magical than arriving on Cruz's arm in a dress he chose specifically for me because he wanted to see me in it.  
 
      
 
    When he sees the radiant smile on my face, his shoulders relax slightly. "Does that mean you'll let me pick your dress?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, Cruz. I would love to wear a dress you chose for me. It would make me feel like I'm dressing just for you." 
 
      
 
    The smile on his face causes my heart to skip a beat. "That's exactly how it will be. No one else will exist that night but you. You're all I ever see, but that night I want you to be all anyone will see. You should shine like the diamond you are, Jo." 
 
      
 
    He's going to make me cry if he keeps this up. I bite my lip to stop it from trembling and Cruz reaches up, releasing it from the grip my teeth have it under. "These lips are mine and I have plans for them, so don't abuse them, okay?" I stifle a sigh at how sweet his words are and nod my head instead. He winks down at me, then his face becomes serious. "Jo, I want you to know this next part is completely optional, and the choice is yours. I'm not rushing you or forcing you, but I'm ready to make my desires known." 
 
      
 
    Oh, God! What does that mean? Does it mean what I think it does? Is he proposing more than just going to the Winter Formal together?  
 
      
 
    I take a deep breath and blurt out, "Just ask me." The suspense is almost too much. 
 
      
 
    Looking directly into my eyes and allowing me to see all he feels, but normally keeps hidden, he asks, "Will you let me get us a room for later that night? Nothing has to happen if you don't want it to, but I really want to be alone with you, Jo. Even if you just let me hold you, I want us to have the time and place to be together. I want you, in any way you'll let me have you." 
 
      
 
    Wow! How am I supposed to respond to that? I'm a quivering mess of nerves and also a melted puddle of emotions. He has reached deep inside me and pulled all my thoughts and feelings to the surface. He has to know I'm ready for more, yet he is letting me set the pace. Maybe I don't want to be the one in charge? I want to feel alive and desired by his need for me. Basically, I want him to be so overcome with lust that he devours me with his passion. I don't want to be the shy virgin who has to guide the whole experience at a sedate pace. 
 
      
 
    I want to feel like a woman, damn it! 
 
      
 
    I press the full length of my body against his and grab his shoulders, making sure he feels the bite of my nails. I don't know where this boldness has come from, but it feels right. I bend my head and breath against his ear, saying, "I'm ready for you, Cruz. Wholly and completely. I want to feel your body against mine and look into your eyes when you claim what has always been yours." 
 
      
 
    He shudders against me and I can feel the effect my words have on him when he hardens against my stomach. He sucks in a breath and bends his head closer to mine and whispers against my neck. "Jo, do you mean that? Fuck, I want you to mean it. You have no idea how badly I want you. It's all I think about and I'm going crazy when I'm around because I want you so badly." 
 
      
 
    I press myself tighter against him and rub subtly against his erection. He hisses in a breath and I whisper seductively, "I mean it, and I can't wait for you to show me." 
 
      
 
    His arms come around me and he holds me tightly. "It's going to be perfect between us. I promise you; nothing will ever compare. This is where we belong, and I can't wait to finally make you mine in every way." 
 
      
 
    "I've always been yours, but this will be the moment we make it real. I want to give you all of me." I think that sounds a bit sappy, but he seems to like it by how tightly he hugs me. 
 
      
 
    Cruz's weight shifts forward with a jolt and I'm crushed against the locker until he quickly rights himself and spins around with his body coiled to strike.  
 
      
 
    I peek over his shoulder and see Byron's taunting face laughing at us. "Get a room already. You guys are making the lockers blush." The few jerks that are with him start laughing at that. 
 
      
 
    Cruz tenses and I know he is volatile enough to say something harsh if he thinks Byron is being disrespectful to me, so I step around from behind him and face my brother. "Coming from the reigning king of sluts, I'd think you would be applauding us." 
 
      
 
    The look in Byron's eyes turns devilish. "Ah, sister, your jealousy is showing. Do you want the title for yourself now?" 
 
      
 
    This is familiar, but there are no longer the hateful feelings behind the banter. I smirk and tell him in a bored voice, "If I were to wear a crown, I'm sure I don't want one that's carrying so many diseases." 
 
      
 
    He chuckles, even though we have parts to play in public and are still feeding the students their familiar byplays of our previous hate for each other. "And would that crown be covered in dirt and stinking of garbage? Have you escalated your status from Dirt Princess to Dirt Queen?" 
 
      
 
    Cruz spins around and gives me a disbelieving look. He knows how Byron and I still pretend to barely tolerate each other at school, but I can tell he is not enjoying the names I'm being called since he knows they're true. I shake my head at him to stay out of it and turn back to Byron and see the regret flash across his face. I decide to end this before one of us gets hurt. "I have better things to do with my time. If you'll excuse us, brother, I'll just take my dirt and leave." 
 
      
 
    "But you haven't gotten your books yet, Queen of Dirt." A snide voice says from further down the hall. 
 
      
 
    Tisha is leaning against some lockers with her posse of leering lemmings. The group of design-worshipping whores, benignly smile in my direction, enjoying what they believe is a humiliating moment for me.  
 
      
 
    It's surely becoming that way. 
 
      
 
    I thought I was given a reprieve from Tisha's evil focus, but I guess the hiatus is over. I play it cool and shrug my shoulders, turning around to open my locker and grab the books I would have forgotten in my haste to escape. 
 
      
 
    The moment my locker opens a crack, I know something is wrong. There is a heavy weight against the other side and when I open it further, I find out why as mounds of dirt and garbage spew from the confines they were trapped in. Everything inside my locker is covered in it and the excess is now piling on the ground at my feet.  
 
      
 
    A chorus of tinkling laughter floats down the hall and loud hoots and cheers erupt from behind me where Byron's asshole friends are snickering in enthusiastic cheering and applause for the devious stunt. 
 
      
 
    I'm frozen to the spot in shocked horror at the scene before me, but something begins to stretch and come alive beneath my skin that's new and a bit frightening in its intensity. 
 
      
 
    I've never been this angry. 
 
      
 
    Cruz reaches for me, but my blind fury has one focus and I brush his hand away while I spin and direct all my hatred at the one person, I know is responsible for this. 
 
      
 
    Tisha doesn't even acknowledge me, being too busy accepting congratulations from her adoring fans. 
 
      
 
    I see red. 
 
      
 
    My body feels like it's been shot from a bow with how fast I move. Before either of us know what my intentions are, my first has flown and is connecting with her cheek. A shocked gasp echoes around me from one of her friends, but I don't stop to see which one. With a living beast inside me, I tackle her to the ground before she recovers and let my fists fly. 
 
      
 
    I don't get many shots in before I'm hauled off her dazed and bloody body. I'm screaming obscenities like a maniac and trying to free myself from the strong arms that have me pinned against a hard chest.  
 
      
 
    I see Byron run past me and drop down to check on Tisha, who is trying to get to her feet. He looks back at me over his shoulder and his eyes widen at what he sees on my face. "Cameron, get her the fuck out of here." 
 
      
 
    I'm dragged back, but I'm still fighting and screaming to be let go so I can finish her. With reflexes and moves that must have been perfected on the football field, I'm released, spun, and thrown over a shoulder. An arm secures me in place and then he's racing in the opposite direction down the hall. Faces blur as we pass, but the expressions are all the same; a mixture of shock and awe. 
 
      
 
    I hear the slam of his hand against a door, then fresh air and sunlight surround us as he increases his speed and heads in the direction of the bleachers. Once we are safely out of sight and hidden under the metal structure, he releases my legs and slides me down his body, steadying me when my feet hit the ground.  
 
      
 
    He takes my shoulders and gets down into my face and simply says, "Breathe." 
 
      
 
    I hadn't realized how shallow my breaths were until he said that. My heart is racing like a jet engine and I feel like I could faint. I close my eyes, so I don't have to see the concern in his and try to take at least one normal breath. After several attempts, I manage to take one successful gulp of air. I take another and feel my limbs begin to shake. Cruz gathers me in his arms and carries me down to an area where he lowers us and holds me in his arms while I crash from the adrenaline and begin to fall apart. 
 
      
 
    I've never hit another person in my life. I've never been so mad that rational thought left me with nothing but animal instincts and corrosive emotions guiding my actions. Shame and disgust leave a nasty taste in my mouth. Yes, the stunt she pulled was awful, but it didn't warrant the actions that followed. I've always prided myself on being above such childish antics and always remaining cool on the surface and not bowing to their expectations. I threw it all away in one desperate moment. I can't imagine what people will think and say about me now. I lowered myself to their level and proved to them that I am no better than they are. 
 
      
 
    Self-hatred is an ugly thing. 
 
      
 
    With nothing left to do, I collapse against Cruz's chest and cry. 
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    A Secret Revealed  
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    The school was pretty forgiving about the incident, considering I've never been in trouble before and am an academic student. Victor's name and influence didn't hurt either. They sent me home for the day, but not as a suspension. They also sent Tisha home without suspension and her father is pushing for the school to lean heavily on Victor to cover the costs for her recovery. Whatever! She had a black eye and cheek. Maybe a split lip. There's nothing that warrants serious recovery time or medical costs. Victor arranged a meeting with her father to settle the matter. I don't even want to imagine how that is going. He's there now and I'm pacing my room worried about what the consequences of my actions will bring. He never said one word since he collected me from school and deposited me here at the house.  
 
      
 
    That was hours ago.  
 
      
 
    Cruz had been texting me from school between classes and called when he was on his way home. He offered to come and be with me, but I have no idea what Victor will be like when he gets back, so I don't want to cause greater waves by having Cruz here. I imagine the water will be choppy enough. 
 
      
 
    My cell phone rings in my hand and I glance down to see Steph's name flashing on the screen. Knowing there's no escaping her, I answer with a cautious, "Hey." 
 
      
 
    She jumps in immediately. "Holy shit! You are the talk of the school. I'm a little jealous over your sudden celebrity status and pissed that I missed the show. Who knew you kept a tiger leashed inside that kitten package?"  
 
      
 
    I cringe at that. I don't want to be known as a brawler. I've tried so hard to rise above the stereotype they have labeled me, and all the negative assumptions these kids have about those who live on the other side of the tracks. "It was one incident. I don't even know how it happened. It was like another person took over my body. Please tell me this will blow over and I don't have to hide when I go back to school tomorrow?" 
 
      
 
    "Hide? Why would you do that? You're the shit right now. Everyone wants to shake your hand for taking that bitch down. Even after I rumbled with her, no one put me on a pedestal the way they have with you. It's like some epic movie where the underdog rises to the top. You need to embrace this high while it lasts." 
 
      
 
    She doesn't understand. "I don't want to be in the spotlight, Steph. I certainly don't want to be in it for something like this. I feel horrible for what I did. That's not me. Well, that's not who I want to be. I was happy being a nobody." 
 
      
 
    She scoffs at that. "Pfft. You were never a nobody, Jo. You just never cared or noticed. Girls have been jealous of you for years because of your looks and who your family is. Guys have been spanking their meat to your image since freshman year, and I'm pretty sure some teachers have to." 
 
      
 
    I screw up my face and shake my head. "Eew. That's disgusting and not even close to being true." 
 
      
 
    She sighs into the phone. "I love you, but you are so clueless. I hoped that having a boyfriend would finally open your eyes to your true worth, but it seems I need to have a little chat with your other half. He needs to step up his game. Has he even made it past first base yet?" 
 
      
 
    I gasp at what she just had the balls to ask. "Steph! That's not something I'm discussing with you." 
 
      
 
    "Gimme a break, Prudence. I've shared every detail of my sordid encounters with you." 
 
      
 
    "I never asked you to. Actually, I begged you to stop when you got too graphic." I can't believe she wants details. On second thought, yeah, I can believe it. Steph is a pervert. 
 
      
 
    I hear her huffing on the other end. "Please. That's what friends do. I share because I care." 
 
      
 
    I snort at that. "Really? You should put that on a shirt." I take a moment to gather myself and give her some of the honesty she has always given me. "We haven't gone beyond some groping through our clothes. I've tried to encourage him, but he always stops before it goes further." 
 
      
 
    "Do I detect some sexual frustration from my puritan friend?" She snickers, then continues in a more serious tone. "That's some herculean restraint on his part. I can't imagine it's been easy on him. Is the whole virginity issue stopping him?" 
 
      
 
    This time it's my turn to sigh. "I think that's part of it. Honestly, I'm ready to jump his bones." I bite my lip and then confide in her what we have planned. "Actually, he wants to get a room for the night of Winter Formal. It's finally going to happen." 
 
      
 
    She squeals in my ear and I have to pull my phone away or risk hearing damage. Once she's done, I place it back in time to hear her say, "About fucking time! And just so you know, I expect ALL the details. I want to know inches, girth, stamina, whether you orgasm - wait, that's a given with someone as hot as Cruz and how he moves on the field - and every dirty detail about how he fucks.  I bet he's a stallion between the sheets. You're a lucky bitch. So, does that mean he asked you to Formal? Are we doing this? I can't wait to see the look on Tisha's face when CruJo are crowned king and queen." 
 
      
 
    There's so much wrong with everything she just said, but one thing stops me short. "CruJo? What the hell is that?" 
 
      
 
    She laughs and says, "The name I gave you guys. You know, like all famous celebrity couples who have a combined name to label their awesomeness? After you set loose your inner bitch today, I figured it was fitting for your new image. You guys are the hottest couple in our school and need a name worthy of your elevated status." 
 
      
 
    I sputter and have trouble stringing any words together. "W-what? That name makes me think of a rabid dog." 
 
      
 
    "Exactly. Pretty fitting, don't ya think? You attacked Tisha like one, after all."  
 
      
 
    I take a breath to calm down. Nothing I say will derail her from the train she is riding fast and furiously down a track I don't want to be on. "As my friend, I'm begging you to please let this fight go. I don't want to be remembered in that school for one moment of insanity. I would be quite happy if no one remembers me at all." 
 
      
 
    She's quiet on the other end for a moment, then says, "Okay. I know you better than anyone and I know you don't like the attention. You really are a different breed than us. Don't take this the wrong way, but is that a wrong-side-of-the-tracks thing, or just a Jolene thing?" 
 
      
 
    "I don't know. Maybe it's a bit of both. All I know is that I don't want the attention aimed at me because I stooped to their level." 
 
      
 
    "I get it, but I don't think it will go away so soon. I think you'd also be surprised how many people were pissed at what she did to you. You may have walked the halls with your head down these last four years, but everyone likes you and they were offended on your behalf. Not all of us rich kids are assholes, and most of us see you for who you are, not where you came from." 
 
      
 
    A tear escapes my eye and trickles down my cheek. That is probably the nicest thing Steph has ever said to me and she can't know how much those words mean. Yeah, she probably does. I'm one of the few people who knows the hidden depths she has but tries to hide behind a wild exterior. 
 
      
 
    I clear my throat and tell her honestly, "I love you, Steph. You're the best thing to happen to me since I came here." 
 
      
 
    "Shut up, Jo. I don't do tears and you're gonna make me cry. Plus, you got that wrong. You're the best thing to come into my life. Now, let's change the subject before this turns into a Hallmark moment. Let's talk more about Cruz's cock and what you plan to do with it. Maybe you can give it a warm-up this weekend for Thanksgiving. Nothing says thanks like a hand-job. Plus, you'll get an early viewing and know just how much stretching you need before the invasion." 
 
      
 
    Just like that, she has me giggling and forgetting about my problems and the weight on my shoulders.  
 
      
 
    I couldn't have wished for a better friend. 
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    The slam of the front door echoes through the mansion like an explosion. Unlike an explosion, I can't hide from the fallout. Victor is obviously home, and my reckoning has arrived. 
 
      
 
    "Jolene," he bellows up the stairs and all the small hairs on the back of my neck rise with the shivers his voice invokes.  
 
      
 
    Like ripping off a Band-Aid, it's better if I do this quickly. Prolonging the outcome will only make things worse for me, so I leave my room and head for the stairs. As soon as I reach the landing and catch a glimpse of Victor's face, I know he's fit to fight the devil. Even from here, I can see how red his face is, and the look he aims in my direction almost causes my legs to carry me in the opposite direction. 
 
      
 
    "Don't make me come up and get you," he growls in a menacing tone. I don't know how I convince my feet to move, but somehow, I begin the slow descent toward my doomed fate.  
 
      
 
    I'm not even at the bottom when he lunges up the last few steps and gets right in my face. "You've seen the last of that bastard you've been cock-teasing. Whatever he claimed you meant to him was a fucking lie, and if I catch him sniffing around you after today, I'll make him wish he'd never laid eyes on you. Do I make myself clear?" 
 
      
 
    What the hell is he talking about? My mouth opens and closes because I can't make sense of what he just said, least of all form a reply. I manage to sputter out a choked, "Why? What happened?" 
 
      
 
    He seems to take great satisfaction in watching my reaction to his words and a slight smirk lifts his lips as he leans back slightly, but it doesn't ease the anger burning in his eyes. "I've had a very enlightened discussion with your schoolmate and her father. It has been brought to my attention that the source of all these problems at school is due to one, Cruz Cameron. He courted Miss. Lawrence when he first arrived at the school, then forced himself on her when she refused his aggressive advances. When she confronted him at school about this, he got physical with her. She was only concerned for your well-being when she saw he was pursuing you next. Apparently, one of your friends got involved in this altercation as well, along with my own son - who never said a word about it to me. Then today, when Cruz had you pinned suggestively against your locker, she only meant to warn you and you attacked her. While she was injured on the floor, he hauled you off her and snuck away to continue his violation outside of the school. So, you tell me what I'm supposed to think or how I'm going to protect my daughter?" He gets right back in my face and yells, "What the fuck do you have to say for yourself?" 
 
      
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
      
 
    How can he honestly believe all those lies? I can't believe Tisha fabricated all that. Didn't her father see the lies falling from his daughter's lips? He knows exactly what happened with Tisha and Steph. The principal told Victor about the dirt and garbage in my locker, so how did that become a kindly distraction or warning about Cruz? What Twilight Zone have I just entered? 
 
      
 
    My whole body is shaking from a combination of shock and anger. How dare she? How. Dare. She? "Those are all lies! She has been bullying me since freshman year and this has nothing to do with Cruz. She's a lying witch and none of that is true." 
 
      
 
    "Really? She wasn't intimate with your boyfriend in any way? He didn't try to stop her from telling everyone what he did to her? You didn't attack her unprovoked and then allow that boy to take you away from the consequences so you could be alone with him?" His hand snaps out and grabs a fistful of my hair, bringing me even closer to his face. He leans down and sniffs my hair then whispers in my ear, "Does purity have a smell, I wonder? Does your scent change when you become a woman? Did he force himself on you, or did you spread your pretty thighs as easily as your mother did for his father? Ironic, isn't it? Like mother, like daughter and like father, like son. I wanted your mother and made sure that cocksucker never had her, just like I'll do the same for you and his spawn. He'll never get a chance to touch you again." 
 
      
 
    I shove against his chest with a roar, and when he doesn't budge my rage and pain overwhelms my common sense and I start screaming and slapping at the monster looming before me. He has taken everything from me and cost me the life I should have had. I won't let him take another thing from me, even if I have to destroy myself in the process.  
 
      
 
    All my years of anguish, despair, and hatred are pouring out of me through my hands and the screams of agony that are ripping from the center of my soul. I tell him how much I hate him and how I wish he was the one that died instead of my mother. I tell him that I don't care about that stupid piece of paper and that he can't have me because I'll run away. I'm screaming every fantasy I've had about his demise and my freedom, and how I want to see him burn in hell. It feels so good to finally say every hateful thing I've ever thought about him. 
 
      
 
    I know it's the worst mistake of my life, the moment he wrestles me to the stairs and pins me beneath his heaving body. 
 
      
 
    He grabs both my arms and pins them above my head, then traps my legs between his own. He pushes all his weight down on me and the stairs dig painfully against my spine. His face is flushed, and his eyes are wild, but there's a twisted delight to his features like he's enjoying this. It makes me sick, but not as much as the evidence of his pleasure throbbing against my stomach. Bile tickles the back of my throat and tears blur my vision. 
 
      
 
    He leans down and I don't miss the victorious glee in his eyes. "Give me your hate, your poison, your threats, and every black piece of your heart. I'll devour it all with relish and still own you. There's nowhere you can go that I won't find you. Don't you know that the chase is almost as sweet as the surrender? And Jolene, you will surrender and submit to me. Let me tell you a little secret. I know you'll stay by my side and do everything I say because I have the means to ruin all you hold dear. Did you never wonder how I kept your mother in my bed while she pined for another man?" My eyes widen at the admission he knew my mom loved Jake. "Ah, I see you know where her traitorous heart lay. Did she tell you herself? Even after all I gave her and all I did for her; she went to the grave loving that bastard." 
 
      
 
    "You blackmailed her into leaving him and staying with you! She would never have chosen you on her own. You're a pathetic man who lives a pathetic life. There is nothing redeeming about you or the way you live. You're a monster and deserve however she made you feel. You stole us from our life and forced us to stay in yours." I spit at him in a voice filled with venom. 
 
      
 
    He smiles at me. The asshole smiles at me! "Did she tell you how I made that happen? How I discovered her little romance and did some digging into their shared past? That I learned about the circumstances around her lover's death and that of the woman she used to call a friend? The police report claimed the brakes failed from unknown causes. It's pretty convenient that the man she secretly wanted is a mechanic, don't you think? It's not too much of a stretch to believe they plotted to have him tamper with the brakes, right? An accidental death to rid them of the two people standing in the way of them being together. Quite the story and any newspaper would salivate to scoop it up if someone were to deliver it to them." 
 
      
 
    My whole body is numb with the implications. I can't even wrap my head around it, but I still ask, "Why?" 
 
      
 
    "Simple, really. I wanted your mother and used my resources to make that happen. I told her I would leak that story to the press and make sure Jake Cameron lost his mechanic's license and was forced to leave. The scandal would haunt her for the rest of her life and the man she loved would be ruined. If she agreed to come with me, I promised to leave him alone and make sure that story never saw the light of day." His eyes dance delightfully at the horror which must be evident in mine. 
 
      
 
    All this time my poor mother had been protecting Jake, and he never knew it. She sacrificed everything to keep him safe. I can't imagine the nightmare her life became when she was forced to leave all she loved behind and bring a daughter who blamed her for it into this prison. God, I hate myself so much at this moment, and my face crumples at all she must have suffered and endured while I only added to it by being a selfish brat. Tears are pouring from my eyes and the pain of these truths are ripping my chest apart with the agony of it all. 
 
      
 
    Victor releases one of my hands and strokes my hair. "Shh, it's all over now. She made her choice, just as you'll make yours. You see, I always win. I'll offer you the same deal as I made her; asking you to stay with me in exchange for keeping that story buried. I know you wouldn't want anything to hurt your precious Cruz's father because of a scandal from the past, right? Plus, I'm sure I don't have to tell you how serious rape charges can be and what that will do to someone's future. The Lawrence girl is more than willing to file those charges with her father's weight behind them, and then my own claims to back them up. You're a smart girl and I know you'll make the right decision. We can toast to it over Thanksgiving dinner. I have much to be thankful for this year." 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes as the reality of my hell sets in. Victor holds all the cards and always has. I was never going to be free, just like my mother. The truth of how inevitable my fate has become closes around me.  
 
      
 
    I've finally discovered the secret that tore my world apart all those years ago, and now that same secret is ripping my world apart again. 
 
      
 
    He leans forward and plants a kiss against my forehead, even as I twist away from him. "I want you to know that you're not a replacement for your mother. You've already come to mean so much more. If you let me, I'll give you the world. All I want is for you to warm my bed and swear loyalty to me alone. Is that so much to ask? You can still have your life during the day, but your nights will belong to me. You just need to accept that you've always been mine, and you always will be." 
 
      
 
    That will never happen. I don't know how, but I swear that I will die before that ever happens.  
 
      
 
    I have one ace up my sleeve that Victor doesn't know about. I just need to figure out how I can play it and when.  
 
      
 
    This time, Victor won't win.  
 
      
 
    "Please let me go," I say between clenched teeth.  
 
      
 
    He freezes above me, then shifts his weight and levers himself up and off. Once he's back on his feet, he offers me his hand, but I refuse it. I glare at him as I gingerly lift my aching body off the stairs, wincing from the pain in my back. I remain sitting and lower my gaze to his feet.  
 
      
 
    "You realize," he says in a smooth voice, "it doesn't have to be this way. I'd prefer if we can be amicable about this. Has your life here been that bad? Have I not given you everything you've ever wanted and tried my best to make you happy here?" 
 
      
 
    I look up at him with wide eyes and a feeling of bewilderment and indignation. How can he be so delusional? Does he really think that? After everything he just told me and threatened me with? How does being a tyrant dictator equate this benevolent caregiver in his mind? Yes, he’s provided for me, but not out of any genuine kindness. He's never cared about my happiness in the past, just how I reflect his image in public and what my presence here has done for his campaign in winning the hearts of families within his inner circle. I look at him, really look at him. Is it possible he's mentally unstable and just hides it well? That's the only logical explanation for his behavior and state of mind. 
 
      
 
    Testing the waters, I ask, "If that's true, why are you blackmailing me and forcing me to stay here against my will?" 
 
      
 
    He makes a sound of disgust in the hack of his throat and spins away. When he reaches the center of the foyer, he turns back around. He pins me with his intense gaze and says, "I'm not a man that leads a conventional life beyond these walls, but that doesn't mean I don't want a conventional home. I don't trust people, so how else am I to secure the people I want in my life besides using unconventional methods? The only way to keep people securely in your pocket is through fear. Anything less than that, and you give them hope. Hope will always lead to recklessness and greed. I won't hand anyone close to me the tools in which to betray me." 
 
      
 
    He can't be serious? Doesn't he see that he's inspiring exactly that? If you back an animal into a corner and give him no avenue of escape, they will always turn on you, no matter how loyal. He's insane if he honestly believes what he's saying. What kind of a life has poor Byron known under this man's roof his whole life? Does he not love his son at all, but only sees him as a pawn to be used in his games of power and control?  
 
      
 
    He must read the look on my face. "You don't agree? Let me ask you this: If I were to ask you to stay with me, and consider the fact that I have groomed you for this role, would you agree to it on your own? Or would you run to the arms of a boy you don't really know and give him the chance to betray you? Would you trade a future offered to you on a silver platter, for one of uncertainty with no guarantees?" He smirks at me. "We both know the answer to that. I tried to give your mother the time and space she needed to accept me on her own terms, but she stubbornly refused. I never wanted her love. That is a weak and useless emotion. I did expect her loyalty, but isn't loving another a form of betrayal? I warned her to close her heart. I was content to have her body, just as I will be with you. She could have been happy here, but her traitorous emotions caused her only pain, and that sin does not lie at my feet. So, as long as I believe you have any feelings for that boy, I won't be making the same mistakes with you as I did with your mother." 
 
      
 
    Panic grips my heart and I quickly stand from the stairs and take a step toward him but stop myself when I see the frost that has entered his eyes. "What does that mean? What are you going to do?" 
 
      
 
    "Whatever I have to do to keep history from repeating itself. I won't have another Hamilton pining for a Cameron." He takes a calculated step toward me and looks directly into my eyes when he says, "If my threat to ruin their reputations isn't enough to persuade you, then you aren't afraid enough. Fear will bring you to me. I want your guarantee on this and your promise to cut all ties with the boy. I expect your answer by the weekend." 
 
      
 
    With that, he turns and walks briskly down the hall, disappearing from my view when he enters his office and shuts the door. 
 
      
 
    I turn and race up the stairs to the safety of my room. I only have a few days to figure out a way to save everyone I love and hopefully myself in the process. 
 
      
 
    He's wrong about fear. Fear makes people desperate, and that can be even more dangerous. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    [image: A close up of a mans face  Description automatically generated] 
 
    Making Plans and Doing Deeds 
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    I guess I'm grounded.  
 
      
 
    I haven't been allowed out after I get home from school and I'm missing Cruz like crazy. I don't care what Victor threatens me with; I need to see him. I have a plan, but I want to tell Cruz about everything in person. As far as he knows, my punishment is being grounded and I can't be seen with him at school. He was not happy about that and I had to make up a lie and tell him that the school is watching us all after the fight, and I don't want it to hurt his scholarship. Plausible, right? 
 
      
 
    Steph wasn't exaggerating about the attention I've gained at school. Everyone wants to talk to me now and I've even been asked to parties I never would have been invited to before. CruJo has spread and taken on a life of its own. Steph has been loving it and accepting all the credit. She said she feels like a celebrity handler. She lives in the spotlight. She can have it. I'm quite happy to stand in the shadows while she basks in the glow.  
 
      
 
    I told her about what Tisha and her dad said to Victor. I'm pretty sure the three of them hatched those lies together. Steph is beyond furious and swears she has the ultimate revenge planned for Formal. I'm not sure if I will still be allowed to go. I've also been thinking about the whole dress proposal. While sweet and romantic, I really like the idea of shopping for my own dress and all the excitement and fun that will entail. I've had a man choose my dresses for long enough, and even though Cruz is not Victor, it still feels like a choice being denied to me. I would much rather surprise Cruz and knock his socks off with something I chose for him. I also want Steph to help me pick out what to wear under the dress for what's to come after. 
 
      
 
    I told Steph that Victor might take the grounding too far and try to ban me from attending the Formal. She snorted and told me not to be a baby. She said she hasn't been sneaking out of the house for years and lying to her parents without learning a few tricks. I asked her what I would do if Victor tries to enforce a curfew, and again, she told me not to worry about it. 
 
      
 
    I've placed all my trust in her for that night and hope it doesn't backfire on me. 
 
      
 
    Byron and I are lounging in the basement, watching some insane show where people do stupid things and then post it on YouTube. Byron loves this type of stuff, but I'm not a fan.  
 
      
 
    I'm spinning my cell phone on my knee when his hand comes down and stops me. I look up at his face and he scowls. "Can you not do that?" 
 
      
 
    "Sorry," I mumble and slide my phone back to my lap.  
 
      
 
    He clicks the remote and pauses the show. Now he faces me fully and gives me his full attention. "I know you're bummed about being grounded, but it could have been worse. Also, in case I haven't told you, I've never been more proud to be your brother than when you Hulked-out on Tisha. Not only was it fucking awesome, but I've finally seen your balls. I knew you had some, but I didn't expect them to be so big. Way to hang 'em out there, sis." 
 
      
 
    "I don't know whether to thank you or slap you for being so gross," I say while scrunching up my nose. 
 
      
 
    He buffs his nails on his chest and beams a smile full of pride at me. "That's my specialty. It drives women insane." 
 
      
 
    I laugh at that. "Only you would take that as a compliment." I stop laughing and turn to face him fully too. "Can I ask you something?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, that tingly feeling you get when you're around Cameron is completely normal, my little flower. Just let him slide between your petals and make it feel better." He smirks and winks at me. 
 
      
 
    I choke on laughter and slap his chest. "That's not what I was going to ask you, pervert! I still can't believe we can even joke like this sometimes; you know?" 
 
      
 
    His face loses its humor, and he grabs my hand. "Me too. It should have always been this way and I can't tell you enough how sorry I am." 
 
      
 
    A lump forms in my throat, but I swallow it down. "Actually, if you still mean that, I need your help." 
 
      
 
    "I do and I'll help you with whatever you want." 
 
      
 
    I take a breath and prepare to tell him my plan, but first I need to ask him something. "How much do you hate your father and want him to suffer for all he's done?" 
 
      
 
    An evil smile stretches across his lips. It's enough like Victor's that a chill goes down my spine. I remind myself that he's not his father's son and tell him what I need and how I plan on bringing his father down. 
 
      
 
    When I'm finished, he has a strange look on his face. I ask him, "What?" 
 
      
 
    He looks away and releases my hand. "So, you're just going to leave after it's over?" 
 
      
 
    I open my mouth to reply but pause. I guess I never thought that far ahead. "I guess? I can't exactly stay here, can I?" 
 
      
 
    He stands from the couch so suddenly that I jump back slightly. He spins around and stares down at me, but it's not anger that has me trapped in his eyes - it's pain. "Can I plead my case now?" I blink my eyes at him and nod my head. "I get why you want to escape this house of horrors and cut off the head of the snake, but if there's another way, would you stay here until grad? I know we've only just started mending fences and all that crap, but this is your home," he bends his head so I can't see the expression on his face when he adds, "and when you and your mom came along, it finally felt like a home for me too. I've lost everyone I ever cared about because of him: My mom when she committed suicide to escape him, then your mom when she died. Now he's forcing you to leave too. What happens to me when you're gone?" 
 
      
 
    He finally looks up and I see the tears in his eyes, which match my own. I never stopped to consider Byron and how this would affect him. I reach out and grab his hand. "I'm sorry. I'm not used to you caring whether I'm here or not. How can I stay in this house with him after all he's done, and all he wants to do?" 
 
      
 
    His chest heaves as he struggles to contain his emotions. "What if there's a way to guarantee he won't touch you? What if I can make it so he's still responsible for us, but is never here? Would you stay then? With me?" 
 
      
 
    What he's proposing sounds like a hope and a dream, and I've learned never to trust them. But what if there is a way? "I'm listening." 
 
      
 
    His shoulders relax slightly. "You're not the only one who has been trying to find a way to ruin him. I know how to make him bleed where he'll feel it the most - by turning people against him and ruining his precious name." 
 
      
 
    I sit up straighter. "But wouldn't that ruin your name too?" 
 
      
 
    "Nah. I never wanted his empire or to follow in his footsteps. I plan on carving my own path and giving my name a different legacy than his. Like you, I planned on escaping to college and never looking back." 
 
      
 
    Wow! I've had Byron pegged wrong this whole time. I can't believe how much we share beyond our mutual hatred for his father. "If that's true, will it be dangerous for you? I won't risk anyone else being hurt because of me." 
 
      
 
    His smile is sad. "There you go being all sweet and caring, even while facing the seed of a demon. Please don't take this the wrong way, but I can see why he's infatuated with you and wants to keep you for himself. You're everything that's good and pure in this world. When your life is spent in the dark, you crave the light." 
 
      
 
    It's very insightful and very disturbing. Maybe if I had remained the dirty and rebellious child I was when I first arrived, none of this would be happening? It doesn't matter though, because this is my reality. "You're not your father, Byron. I won't let you call yourself that. If we can make this happen, and all the truths are brought to light, I promise not to leave you. That alone should tell you that you're nothing like your father." 
 
      
 
    He drops to his knees and grabs both my hands in his. "You mean that? You'll stay here and finish our school year?" 
 
      
 
    I lean forward and place a gentle kiss on his cheek. When I pull back, his face is bewildered. "That's my promise." 
 
      
 
    His face softens, and he pulls me in for a hug. He starts chuckling against my shoulder. "I can't believe you've made Cameron wait this long to bone you. He must have a serious case of blue-balls." 
 
      
 
    I pull back and frown at him. "And I can't believe I told you that. Don't you dare tease him about it." 
 
      
 
    He's still laughing when he replies. "Trust me, I'm not gonna bust his nuts about it. They're already suffering enough." 
 
      
 
    A devious smile creeps across my lips. "There's something else I wanted to ask you, and this way you'll be helping ease his pain." 
 
      
 
    He pulls back, too, and glares down at me. "I don't swing that way, sis. I don't care how well he plays football; I'm not helping him relieve his balls." 
 
      
 
    "God, you are so gross! I don't mean you. I'm the only one who gets to ease his pain." I shake my head at him, then give him a hopeful smile. "What I need from you is a way to sneak me out of the house so I can meet him." 
 
      
 
    "Little sis, nothing would warm my heart more than introducing you to all the perks of walking on the wild side." He stands from the floor and pulls me up with him and starts leading me in the direction of the stairs. "I'll just tell dad that you're cramping and need feminine supplies. He won't touch that one. I'll call him after I drop you off and tell him that you have a female situation and need to see Steph. When you're done scratching Cruz's balls, I'll pick you back up and bring you home. Just text Steph and let her know the plan in case he decides to check." 
 
      
 
    I stop and stare at him in stunned disbelief. He turns around with a curious look. I ask him, "You just came up with all that on the fly?" 
 
      
 
    He gives me a patient smile. "I've had years of having to think on my toes and lie through my teeth. Welcome to the dark side, young Padawan. With enough practice, you'll be a Jedi too." 
 
      
 
    I laugh at the absurdity of it all and follow my Jedi Master up the stairs. 
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    True to his word, Victor didn't question our excuse and let us go without too much fuss. Byron played his part well and acted pissed off and disgusted at having to drive me, so our exit was smooth and painless.  
 
      
 
    I texted Cruz about the plan and his truck is parked at the edge of a park, idling as he waits for me to exit Byron's fancy sports car. 
 
      
 
    I click my seatbelt and reach for the door handle, anxious to have my arms around Cruz when Byron's parting words stop me. "Remember that guys like a firm grip and lots of suction. Oh, and flick your tongue on the underside of the head. We love that shit." 
 
      
 
    I spin around in my seat and direct a very disgusted look his way. "I am NOT doing that, and I can't believe you just gave me pointers on giving my boyfriend a blow job." He has the nerve to laugh at my reaction. 
 
      
 
    "Sis, the guy has been doing it solo with Palmella as a substitute for you. He's earned it. Don't think, just do." He gives my shoulder a nudge and points to the door. 
 
      
 
    I roll my eyes but open the door. Before I close it, I tell him, "You and Steph should make shirts together. You have enough slogan-worthy sayings between the two of you to make a fortune." 
 
      
 
    His eyes dance with delight. "Ah, a career of dreams for me and my future wife." He pauses and narrows his eyes at me. "What's up with her, anyway? She won't even answer a text or look my way at school." 
 
      
 
    I shrug my shoulders. "She's fickle. It's part of her charm. You need to step up your game if you want a shot with her. Just a warning though, she's a one-and-done type of girl. There's no future there." 
 
      
 
    He scoffs. "It will only take one time for her to change her mind. She'll beg me for more." 
 
      
 
    "Good luck with that. Better men have tried." I shake my head at the thought of those two actually hooking up. They'd set the town on fire. 
 
      
 
    "Tsk-tsk, dear sister. She's had the rest, but not the best." His smile is all teeth and pride. 
 
      
 
    Jesus! "Put that on a shirt and wear it for her. I have a feeling she'd love it. You guys really are perfect for each other. Okay, I'll text when I'm done. Thanks for this." 
 
      
 
    "You mean when he's done, right?" His look is lewd, and I don't miss his meaning. 
 
      
 
    I slam the door and flip him my middle finger. I can see him laughing behind the wheel as he peels away. 
 
      
 
    I walk briskly in the direction of Cruz's truck, but when his door opens, and he emerges, I'm in a sprint to reach him.  
 
      
 
    His arms gather me to him as I launch myself at his chest and bury my face in his shirt, sunshine and grass drifting from him and soothing my soul. 
 
      
 
    "I've missed you so damn much, Jo," he whispers hoarsely against my neck. 
 
      
 
    I squeeze him tighter and let the negative emotions of the week fall away, leaving behind all the best feelings I have for this boy and what he makes me feel. 
 
      
 
    Tipping my face up to his, I tell him, "It's been hell for me too. I'm afraid it's not going to get much better, either. I won't be able to come over for Thanksgiving with you and your dad. Victor, for the first time, wants us to have a family dinner at home." 
 
      
 
    "It's okay. Dad will understand. There's always Christmas, right?" His hopeful smile is so adorable and sweet. I want to see that smile aimed my way for as long as I draw breath. 
 
      
 
    "I have a feeling Christmas will be awesome this year." At least I hope it will, if this crazy plan actually works. "I can't wait to decorate a tree with you again." 
 
      
 
    A chuckle slips from him and his eyes sparkle in the moonlight. "I'm not using that fake snow shit you loved so much when we were kids. If I remember correctly, you were also picky about where each ornament was hung." 
 
      
 
    I giggle up at him. "Okay, no snow, but I'm not letting you clump all the ornaments in one spot and calling it good." 
 
      
 
    "Hey, I was a kid. Gimme some credit for maturing." He winks down at me while he says it. 
 
      
 
    I raise an eyebrow at him. "Does that mean you take your time and decorate the tree properly now?" 
 
      
 
    He pinches my butt and I squeal. "Smartass. Dad and I have done pretty well without the Christmas Nazi telling us how to do it." 
 
      
 
    "Christmas Nazi?" I gasp out. "I'm not that bad!" 
 
      
 
    "Oh, so you've changed?" The look on his face says he isn't buying what I'm selling. 
 
      
 
    Ducking my head, I mutter, "I like a pretty tree, that's all." 
 
      
 
    His laughter vibrates between us. "So, nothing's changed then, right?" When I stubbornly refuse to answer, he kisses the top of my head, saying, "I'm glad. I wouldn't want you any other way. That's the girl who was my whole world, and I would never change her." 
 
      
 
    Feeling bold, I whisper to his chest. "Was?" 
 
      
 
    He's silent and I chance a peek at his face. His eyes are telling me more than his words ever could, but he tells me anyway. "You've always been my whole world, and you always will be. I'm finally complete again; heart and soul. You're my everything." 
 
      
 
    I blink back the tears his words have caused, and a shiver shakes my body. "Cruz…"  
 
      
 
    He runs his hands down my back. "You're cold. Let's finish this in the truck and get some heat on you." 
 
      
 
    He takes my hand and leads me back to his truck, tucking me inside and shutting the door. Once he's in, he starts the engine and warmth blasts me from the vents. 
 
      
 
    I sigh in bliss as the chill is chased from my skin and lift my head in his direction to thank him, but my breath freezes in my lungs. Cruz is gorgeous but bathed in the glow of the moon and the air from the vents gently playing with the hair around his striking features, he's almost ethereal. 
 
      
 
    There's suddenly too much distance between us and I'm scrambling across the seat and straddling his lap before he can do much more than grunt in surprise. I bite my lip, then release it to say coyly, "Body heat is much better, don't ya think?" 
 
      
 
    I watch his throat as he swallows and feel the warmth of his hands as they secure themselves around my hips. His eyes are hooded when he says, "Definitely better." 
 
      
 
    My skin tingles and my breath quickens. I feel more alive in this moment than I have in all the moments before it. We are all alone in a deserted park, secure in the privacy of his truck, and I want to test just how brave I can be. I lean forward and ghost my lips over his cheek, moving slowly in the direction of his mouth. When I reach my destination, I tentatively lick his generous lower lip, then very gently grasp it between my teeth. His breath hisses between us and his thighs bunch and tense beneath me. I feel powerful and seductive like this, so I bite down a little harder and run my tongue over the smooth tissue between my teeth. A low moan vibrates in his throat and he shifts beneath me again, but this time to adjust the space for his growing erection.  
 
      
 
    I smile against his lip and release it to give the upper one the same treatment. I'm barely through the torture when Cruz growls and grinds up against me. Right. There. 
 
      
 
    The switch is flipped, and we are both fully ON. 
 
      
 
    His lips slant and then slam against mine, hungrily claiming me and taking control. The pressure is perfection and I feel the effect coursing through my sexually awakening body. I rub my chest against his and push down on his throbbing length. He groans his approval into my mouth, and I swallow the sound with a moan of my own. My hands pull greedily against his hair while his fingers dig deeper against my waist.  
 
      
 
    It's not enough. 
 
      
 
    Releasing one of my hands from the clutch of his silken strands, I reach down, and grab hold of a wrist and drag his hand, along with my shirt, up where I desperately need his touch.  
 
      
 
    Just before I have his hand where I want it, he breaks away and looks at me with wide eyes. "Jo?" The question hangs between us like an entity of its own.  
 
      
 
    Not wanting the moment to cool and thoughts to intrude, I place the palm of his hand over my bra-clad breast and mold his fingers around the large cup. His eyes widen even more, but I'm not done. I let go of his hand to pull the fabric of my bra down - a barrier he's never breached - and the heat of his hand against my naked skin feels like a brand. A brand of belonging.  
 
      
 
    Searching my face, he gives me an experimental squeeze, and I whimper. Still looking at my face for any sign that this is wrong, he grazes the tip of one finger against my erect nipple. I gasp and arch into his touch. 
 
      
 
    This seems to be the signal he was waiting for. 
 
      
 
    With a sound of surrender on his lips, he claims my mouth again as he maps the shape of my ample breast. With lips frantically working, and tongues brushing and stroking, we descend into a moment of reckless abandon. Rubbing myself against him, the friction sends shivers of excited pleasure through me, demanding I milk this moment for all I can. 
 
      
 
    When his breath is panting, his heart racing, and his hips flexing and pumping beneath me, I know what I want and what he needs. I slip the hand that was resting against his chest down the contoured ridges of his abs and grab the button on his jeans, snapping it open. 
 
      
 
    We both freeze, and even the air around us seems to still in a pregnant pause.  
 
      
 
    I pull back and watch Cruz's look of stunned realization as I slide the zipper down. He gulps in a deep breath and rushes to say, "You don't have to. I mean, I'm not sure where you're going with this, but we don't have to go any further." 
 
      
 
    Still looking deeply into his blue, velvet eyes, I reach in and grasp him in my hand. His eyes roll back slightly, and the air whooshed out his lungs in a gust. He's big and very hot, but the skin covering this part of him is silky and soft. I grip him tighter and give a slow stroke of my hand down to the base, buried further inside. His head falls back, and he moans deeply in his throat. I smile to myself, enjoying the effect this is having and the power I feel over him. I look down and my eyes are the ones widening now. 
 
      
 
    Steph was right. Cruz is packing. 
 
      
 
    I have no idea how many inches I'm staring at, but there's a lot of him standing hard and thick above the glove of my hand. The head is swollen and shiny, the length wide and veiny. I feel myself clench at the thought of having all that inside of me. When Steph joked about him being a stallion, she wasn't wrong. 
 
      
 
    He jerks in my grip and I drag my fist back up to the top, watching as his stomach muscles flex above the waist of his parted jeans. Remembering what Byron said about the head, I rim the tip, then slide my hand back down. A sound of approval and satisfaction rumbles from Cruz's throat, so I repeat the motion again and again, then brazenly pick up speed. 
 
      
 
    That's when Cruz transforms from my sweet boy to a creature of primal need. 
 
      
 
    His hips are pumping up into my hand and his gasps of tortured pleasure echo in the confines of the truck, and steam fogs the windows. I watch the way his face scrunches and his cheeks deepen with arousal. His lips are flushed and parted as he sucks air between them, and my name is a repeated prayer whispered in the night.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, he stiffens beneath me and I glance down in time to see the reward of my efforts, as he ejaculates against his stomach and over my hand. I flick my eyes back up, hypnotized by the look of euphoric bliss slackening his features and dropping his mouth open in wonder.  
 
      
 
    It seems to take a huge effort for him to lift his head and focus his dazed eyes on my smiling face. He struggles for a few seconds, trying to find his voice. "God, Jo, that was… I don't have words for how good that was." 
 
      
 
    Giggling, I say, "Good, but messy." 
 
      
 
    A grimace contorts his face, and he glances down at the mess we've made. "Yeah, but in my defense, I wasn't prepared for this. If you reach over to the glove box, there should be some tissues." 
 
      
 
    Twisting around, I stretch across to the other side and grab the tissues from the glove box, turning back and handing it to him. I grab a few for myself and we both clean ourselves in silence. Feeling a bit shy and awkward, I slide back to my side of the truck while he finishes cleaning, tucks himself back in, and does his jeans back up. He shoves all our dirty tissues back in the box and tosses it to the back seat. 
 
      
 
    "I'll toss the box when I get home," he says, then slumps back in his seat, rolling his head back to me and gracing me with a tender smile. "I feel like I should say something romantic to thank you for that, but nothing I say will sound right. I guess I do need to ask if you're okay with what we just did?" 
 
      
 
    I purse my lips. "No, you don't need to ask that. If I were another girl, would you be checking in with her?" 
 
      
 
    Straightening in his seat, he reaches over and runs his thumb down my cheek. "No, because none of them are you. I want to make sure my girl knows that she's what matters most to me, not what she just did." 
 
      
 
    Leaning into his hand, I tell him, "I'm fine. I wanted to do that for you, and also for myself. I told you I'm ready for more." I smile seductively at him. "That was insanely hot, by the way." 
 
      
 
    He laughs and shakes his head. "Watching me lose my mind and go off in under three minutes is not hot. I was humping your hand like a teen with his pillow. I'm a little embarrassed for myself right now." 
 
      
 
    "I'd like to think it's because I did such a good job," I tease him. 
 
      
 
    He snickers beside me. "Like a pro. I'm one lucky guy." 
 
      
 
    "Just think what we'll be like when there's a bed and no clothes in our way." I can't believe I just said that and feel the heat of a blush rush over my face. 
 
      
 
    Cruz's eyes become serious and full of desire. "We're going to be perfect together. It'll be perfect because I'll be with you. You're my fantasy and fairy tale come true." 
 
      
 
    It's on the tip of my tongue to tell him what my heart is urging me to confess, but I know this isn't the right moment. Especially with everything I still need to tell him. So instead I just say, "Ditto." 
 
      
 
    My favorite person in the whole world just smiles at me and says, "Always together." 
 
      
 
    "Forever," I whisper back, and pray that we slay the dragon and get our happily ever after. 
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    Dressing for a Dream 
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    Thanksgiving was… stressful.  
 
      
 
    Neither of us wanted to spend time with Victor, and especially on a holiday. He acted like this was a normal and happy occurrence in our house when the opposite is true. He's never been around much for the holidays before and couldn’t care less about celebrating them. Christmas was only made special because of my mom, and I know even though he wouldn't show it, Byron loved her all the more for what she did. Last Christmas was a somber and depressing occasion and one I don't plan to repeat.  Regardless of how things go down with Victor, I won't be spending another holiday here with him. 
 
      
 
    He was thrilled with my fake agreement to his terms, of course.  
 
      
 
    Asshole. 
 
      
 
    On a happier note, Cruz still insisted on buying my dress - which was a good thing because I didn't want to ask Victor for the money - but agreed to have me pick what I wanted. Steph, Carla and I all headed to the mall and met Cruz there. We had a blast trying on dresses and striking silly poses for group selfies. I knew which dress I wanted the moment I saw it. Once I had it on, even Steph and Carla agreed that it was made for me. I can't wait to see the expression on Cruz's face when he sees me in it. He had given me his bank card and told me not to worry about the price because I was worth every penny. That may have caused a tear or two. 
 
      
 
    Steph, being the hussie she is, dragged us all into a lingerie store to buy something sexy for me. She said it was her gift to Cruz for the night of my "deflowering." Her words, not mine. I admit I was feeling brazen and naughty in the matching bra and panties set I was trying on in the changing room and took a picture of my chest, then sent it to Cruz's phone before I chickened out. The look on his face when we emerged from the store with my little bag of purchases was priceless. 
 
      
 
    Victor has allowed me to attend the Formal since I am going with Steph and Carla. He doesn't need to know that our dates are meeting us there. Cruz wanted to pick me up, but I didn't want to risk anything ruining our night. Carla's dad has paid for a limo to collect us from her house and take us to the school where our million-dollar gymnasium has been transformed into a winter wonderland. 
 
      
 
    Steph fixes the last curl in my hair, then steps back to admire her work. "You'll do," she says with an air of indifference.  
 
      
 
    "Thanks, bitch," I mutter and rise from the chair I'm on. We're joking with each other, though. 
 
      
 
    Carla clasps her hands together and beams my way. "Jolene, you're beautiful. Like a princess. Cruz will be blown away." 
 
      
 
    "The only blowing being done tonight will be when Jo finally lets her man go where no man's gone before," Steph says with a sarcastic smirk. 
 
      
 
    "Really? Are you quoting Star Trek now regarding my virginity?" I ask her. 
 
      
 
    She chuckles. "It's just too much fun and after tonight, I'll just have Carla left to tease." 
 
      
 
    We both swing our gazes toward our shy and quiet friend; mine in sympathy and Steph's with a glint of evil dancing in her eyes.  
 
      
 
    Carla blushes a deep shade of pink and looks away while mumbling under her breath. "No, you won't. " 
 
      
 
    Both Steph and I gape at each other with wide eyes and turn back to Carla. Steph says in a dramatic voice, "You slut! I knew you had it in you. Why haven't we been given all the details? Inquiring minds need to know. How big is he? What noises does he make? How long did he last? Did you get an orgasm out of the deal? Gimme!" 
 
      
 
    "Steph! Leave her alone, will you? Can't you tell she's embarrassed? No wonder she didn't say anything." I glare at my outspoken friend then turn gentle eyes back to Carla. "Ignore her. You don't have to tell us details, but you can maybe tell us when and where?" 
 
      
 
    Her cheeks are still flaming, but she smiles and says, "It only happened last weekend. Dean's parents were away for the holidays, but he had hockey practice and stayed here. He was super sweet about it and filled his bedroom with candles and flowers. He said he would wait for me, but I was ready and told him so. It was perfect." 
 
      
 
    Steph huffs beside me. "Why did you wait until now to say something?" 
 
      
 
    Carla flicks her eyes to me, then looks down at her hands, and I suddenly know why. "It's because of me, right? Carla, I told you we only shared a few bland kisses.  I never felt anything for him and I'm happy for both of you." 
 
      
 
    "I know, but it still seems a bit weird. I also knew you had tonight planned with Cruz and didn't want to rain on your parade by doing it before you." She's twisting her hands together and refusing to look at me. 
 
      
 
    I walk over and bend down so she has to look at me. When she lifts her eyes, I make sure she sees the sincerity in my own. "You are important to me, and so is your big moment. I want you to share it with me. Nothing you say is going to ruin my night with Cruz." 
 
      
 
    Her smile is radiant. "I've been dying to tell you both. You only get your first time once and I wanted to share it with my two best friends." 
 
      
 
    "Well don't leave us hanging, dish the dirt." Steph flops on the bed beside her and crosses her arms. 
 
      
 
    Tact, thy name is not Steph. 
 
      
 
    Carla rolls her eyes, but then they sparkle as she thinks back on her night. "As I said, he had candles and flowers. We took things slow, and he kept checking with me that I was okay. He was so gentle. I'm not going to lie, it hurt, but when the hurt faded, it felt pretty amazing. He was amazing. And before you ask, Steph, his size was impressive, he didn't make any weird noises, and I'm positive I can reach an orgasm with him when I'm not so nervous." 
 
      
 
    Steph whoops and bounces off the bed. "As happy as I am for both of you, I gotta admit that I'm also a jealous bitch. You both have guys willing to make your first time all romantic and shit. My first time lasted all of three seconds in the back of a truck. It's not something to tell the kids about." 
 
      
 
    I stand and face my friend, needing to ask something. "By the way, what's up with you and Byron?" 
 
      
 
    She narrows her eyes and asks me, "What do you mean?" 
 
      
 
    "You went from ogling him at every opportunity and teasing him that night by the pool, to ignoring him and not answering his texts. What's up with that?" 
 
      
 
    Her shoulders slump and she gives me a pathetic look. "Your brother has more holes punched in his sex card than I do. I'm not ready to be another hole in that card. I wanted a bit more of the chase, I guess. Who knew?" 
 
      
 
    It's my turn to narrow my eyes. "What makes you think he just wants to add you to his card? Maybe he wants more." 
 
      
 
    She laughs at that. "Right. The biggest manwhore at school wants more than a romp with the easiest chick there. Sell it to someone else, sister." 
 
      
 
    Anger starts to sizzle under my skin at both those statements. "You are NOT the easiest chick there. That title belongs to Tisha. Byron may be a manwhore, but there's more to him than that and I think he'd surprise you." 
 
      
 
    I get a raised eyebrow aimed my way. "Look at you defending the brother you hate. Want to explain that one?" 
 
      
 
    Shit. I haven't told Steph and Carla about the truce. "We may have mended some fences lately." 
 
      
 
    Both of them yell, "What?" at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Closing my eyes, I say, "I know. It only happened recently, so don't get all bent that I didn't say anything. I still think he's an idiot, but he's growing on me." 
 
      
 
    Silence surrounds me, so I open my eyes to see both my friends wearing incredulous looks. Carla breaks the silence first. "I'm happy for you. I know it's been hard for you in that house since your mom died. Now you don't have to feel so alone." 
 
      
 
    A watery smile shapes my lips and I blink the moisture from my eyes. Carla has always been the sensitive one in our group and her words mean a lot to me. 
 
      
 
    "I don't have to feel like a traitor for lusting after your brother now. I'll put him back on my list of possible dance partners for tonight. Hey, what time are you and Cruz sneaking out of the Formal? I want you to be there for when I bring that bitch down." 
 
      
 
    I shrug my shoulders. "I'm not sure. Cruz booked the room and made all the plans. It's a surprise." 
 
      
 
    "Well, we better get our sexy asses down in that limo so we can make our grand entrance, sending a few hearts racing and dicks throbbing," she says while adjusting her boobs inside the scooped neckline of her silver dress. 
 
      
 
    Carla gracefully rises from the bed and fixes the material on her fitted lavender dress. Only someone with her figure could wear a mermaid-style dress and look sensational in it.  
 
      
 
    Both my friends look stunning. 
 
      
 
    I take one last glance in the mirror. My pale blue dress with the heart-shaped bodice and full skirt shimmers in the light and matches the color of my eyes. My makeup is soft and natural, except for the thick, black eyelashes and shimmery blush that highlights my cheekbones. Steph arranged my hair in layers of curls, and it cascades down my back and around my shoulders, shining like a gold curtain. 
 
      
 
    I do look like a princess, and I can't wait for my prince to see me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    The limo ride was exciting. I've never been in a limo before. I felt like royalty when we arrived at the school and had the driver help us from the back, with a gloved hand and approving smile.  
 
      
 
    Dean was waiting just inside the doors for Carla, and the look in his eye when he saw her, was enough to make my eyes water. He looked at her like she was the air he needed to breathe. His eyes glowed when she reached him, and he took in her appearance. It was a beautiful moment. 
 
      
 
    Steph marched through the doors to the gymnasium like she owned the place and I watched her stand like a celebrity and demand everyone notice her. She then accepted the many compliments thrown her way and took the arm of the teacher who is ushering in the students and held her head high while doing so.  
 
      
 
    Byron doesn't have a clue what he's up against. 
 
      
 
    I know Cruz is in there, and it's enough to send my heart racing and cause my palms to sweat. I take a deep breath for courage and approach the open doors of the gymnasium. I gasp when I get my first full view of the transformation.  
 
      
 
    The students who volunteered their time outdid themselves.  
 
      
 
    There are soft string lights draped around tables and strung in swags on the walls. White balloons bounce and sway from the weights holding them down on every surface, and white paper flower petals cover the floors along with white carpet runners. Silver accents are gleaming from the centerpieces and snowflakes on the walls.  
 
      
 
    It's magical. 
 
      
 
    The music teacher, Mr. Hall, holds his arm out for me and asks which table I'd like to sit at. Before I can reply, the crowd of gathered students seems to part, and my prince emerges.  
 
      
 
    No boy or man has ever looked more handsome in a tux than my Cruz. His hair has been styled off his gorgeous face and his velvet blue eyes hold me in their heated depths. He walks with confidence and the lines of the tux only emphasize the width and cut of his shoulders, tapering down to his trim waist.  
 
      
 
    I watch him walk, in a trance. His eyes smolder but soften as he stops before me. Sweeping his gaze over every inch of me, he whispers, "My fairy princess. You look breathtaking, Jo." 
 
      
 
    A tear escapes my eye and I smile back at him, saying, "Thank you. You look so handsome, Cruz." 
 
      
 
    My. Hall clears his throat and says, "I'll let Mister Cameron escort you to your table. Enjoy your night, Miss Hamilton." 
 
      
 
    I can't even respond, too lost in the eyes of the boy who is my whole world. He holds his arm out for me, and I place my hand in his. He turns and guides me through the crowd that seems to be staring at us, so I duck my head. I can understand why the girls would be staring at Cruz, but I don't know why anyone would be staring at me. Besides, the only eyes I want on me tonight are Cruz's. 
 
      
 
    Our table seats eight, which is perfect for all of us to sit together. Carla and Dean are already there with their heads bent together as they smile and whisper to each other. Classical music is drifting from the speakers set up on the far side of the gymnasium and the makeshift dance floor. Steph is holding court with a group of boys off to the side, but her clutch purse is resting on a chair next to Carla.  
 
      
 
    I take the seat beside it, which Cruz holds out for me like a gentleman. He bends and whispers in my ear, "Would you like some punch, my lady?" 
 
      
 
    I giggle and nod my head. 
 
      
 
    He tucks me into the table, then glides effortlessly through the crowd toward the punch table. I glance around at the other tables and spot Byron at one with his football buddies and a few girls. If looks could kill, Steph would be dead. He's glaring at her and the throng of boys swarming her. I hope she at least dances with him tonight, or I have a feeling things might get heated between those two. 
 
      
 
    Tisha is holding her own court with a group of admirers and her ever-present trio of ass-licking friends. She must feel my eyes on her because she looks right at me, then gives me a nasty smirk. Leaning into one of the boys, she whispers something in his ear, and I watch his shoulders stiffen as his angry eyes swing in my direction.  
 
      
 
    What the hell? 
 
      
 
    What could she have possibly said to get a reaction like that from a kid I barely know? I'm not a violent person, but I wish I did more than give her a few bruises that her makeup has hidden well. I'll be cheering for Steph tonight as she humiliates my enemy. 
 
      
 
    Men and women in black suits line the back of the room, each with rolling carts laden with silver-domed dishes. Haventeee spared no expense on the catering. I imagine this meal will rival those of five-star restaurants.  
 
      
 
    I'm saved from my internal musings when Cruz appears, holding two glasses of peach-colored liquid. He places the glasses beside our silver cutlery, then sits beside me while sliding his hand under the table and clasping mine. 
 
      
 
    He points to the drinks with his free hand. "I'm not sure what's in it, but it smells pretty good." 
 
      
 
    "I'm sure it's good. Nothing but the best for this school," I say with more sarcasm than I intended. 
 
      
 
    Cruz grimaces beside me. "Yeah, that's not what I'm used to either. Give me a can of soda and I'm happy." 
 
      
 
    A smile plays at my lips. "Still a Doctor Pepper junkie?" 
 
      
 
    He smirks back at me. "Still a Mountain Dew addict?" 
 
      
 
    We share a laugh together at our remembered drinks of choice.  
 
      
 
    Another couple asks if they can sit at our table. I recognize the guy as Dean's friend from the party and his date is a girl, I've had a few classes with, Jenna Moore. She's a quiet girl, seeming to keep to herself and a few friends. I smile warmly at her and she gives me an equally friendly smile in return. Introductions are made, then Steph finally makes it to her seat - minus a date. I thought for sure she would snag someone for the dinner portion, but she appears to be quite content on her own. 
 
      
 
    If she could only see the look of longing on my brother's face. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dinner was incredible. The steaks were so tender, and the lobster seemed to be a huge hit with those that liked it. The salads, buns, and other dishes were equally impressive. Dessert was a delicate Tiramisu that melted in your mouth. 
 
      
 
    I was stuffed. 
 
      
 
    A few teachers made some speeches and announcements, but I tuned them out. I was lost in the beauty of the boy beside me. 
 
      
 
    The DJ starts the night with a slow song and all the couples begin taking the floor. Dean and Carla make their way over and are soon lost in each other's arms. A few boys approach Steph, but she waves them off, claiming she is still too full from dinner.  
 
      
 
    Something is up with her. 
 
      
 
    I don't have much time to ponder it, as Cruz stands from his seat and offers me his hand. "Care to dance, my princess?" 
 
      
 
    I hear a gagging sound beside me from Steph, but ignore it and smile up at Cruz, while accepting his hand and offer. He leads me onto the floor, and as soon as his arms are around me, nothing else matters as we are the only two people who exist. I lay my head against his chest and let his scent soothe and comfort me as nothing else can. 
 
      
 
    He leans down and whispers in my ear, "You are the most beautiful girl here tonight. You took my breath away when I saw you standing there. That dress was worth every dollar I have. You deserve every happiness, Jo, and I want to be the one to give them to you." 
 
      
 
    This boy. He has my heart and doesn't even know it. He's always had it, and when he says things like that, my heart beats for him alone. 
 
      
 
    I move my head and place my lips against his cheek and tell him, "You are my happiness. You always have been." 
 
      
 
    Squeezing me closer as we sway together, he replies, "I can't wait to make you mine in every way. You're all I've ever wanted, and we will finally be everything to each other. I have a special song requested, then we can leave and be together in the way I've dreamed about." 
 
      
 
    My heart skips a beat at his words. Tonight, Cruz and I will belong to each other in a way we never have before. We will become lovers. Just thinking about that word causes a thrill to race through me. If there was anyone in this world I wanted in that way, it would always be him. 
 
      
 
    The song ends, and we drift apart, but he claps my hand and smiles as we exit the floor and go back to our table. I notice Steph is missing, but I don't spot her on the floor or mingling at any tables. I glance over to my brother's table, but he's missing too. 
 
      
 
    Hmm… 
 
      
 
    Dean and Carla tell us they are going to go outside for some air. Cruz asks if it's okay for him to talk to the DJ and find out when his song will be played. I tell him to go ahead and assure him I'll be fine here alone. 
 
      
 
    I'm not alone for long, though. 
 
      
 
    The guy who was shooting daggers at me approaches and glares down at me. "Is it true?" 
 
      
 
    I have no idea what he's talking about. "Is what true?" My tone is an icy warning. 
 
      
 
    His face distorts into an ugly scowl. "That you're sleeping with your brother and stole Cameron away from Tisha to make him jealous?" 
 
      
 
    What? WHAT? That's what she told this guy? I feel my temperature rising with my anger and stand to tell this guy just what I think of his insinuation. "How dare you say that to me! If Tisha couldn't hold Cruz's interest, that's on her. As for the other thing, Byron is going to rearrange your face when he hears what you just accused him of." 
 
      
 
    He pales and backs up a step. "Wait, a minute. I'm just repeating what I heard. I never accused Mason of anything." 
 
      
 
    I see red. "No? So what? Was he asleep while I molested him? Is that what you're saying? Was he an innocent victim? Why would I need to make him jealous, then? You better go hide behind Tisha's skirts where you belong if you think that." 
 
      
 
    "My bad. She must be sleeping with her daddy instead. Or maybe she's doing both of them at once. We all know what a dirty girl she is, considering where she comes from," Tisha purrs from the other side of me. 
 
      
 
    "I guess that makes me dirt too then, right? Am I sleeping with my family members as well? How about you get off your dad's dick long enough to see that you're the only one here who's being passed around their family like a mattress," Cruz's deep voice growls from behind me. 
 
      
 
    Tisha glances over my shoulder and flinches at whatever she sees on Cruz's face, but squares her shoulders. "It doesn't matter. She's dirt and we all know it. You had your chance with me, but I'd never take you back after being with her. She's a whore, just like her mommy." 
 
      
 
    I launch myself at her but never make contact because Cruz grabs my arms and hauls me back. The idiot who started this has the smarts to grab Tisha and keep her from me. Cruz leans down and I feel his breath against my ear as I struggle to get free. "She's not worth it. Don't let her ruin your night. Can't you see she's just jealous? You're better than her. Let her see it." 
 
      
 
    Something about the way he says that seems to register past my rage-filled senses. I take a deep breath, then another. When I feel like I'm in control of myself again, I take a really hard look at the pathetic girl in front of me. A flashy red dress that shows more than it conceals, more makeup than a drag queen on her face, and fake hair that doesn't even flatter her.  
 
      
 
    I see a girl who is desperate for attention and has no self-respect, and with that, my anger completely deflates. 
 
      
 
    I give her a pitying look. "Your words are as pathetic as your attempts for attention. I don't have to lower myself to your level to feel good about myself. I can accomplish that on my own, unlike you who can only feel it by putting others down." 
 
      
 
    Her face twists and she spits out, "I'm not the pathetic one, you are" 
 
      
 
    I shake my head at her lack of wit for a comeback. Cruz tells the other guy to get her out of his sight and that Byron is the least of his worries if Cruz gets his hands on him. The guy pales further, then hauls an angry Tisha away and heads for the doors. 
 
      
 
    Good riddance. I know she won't be gone for long, but I'm grateful for the small reprieve. 
 
      
 
    Cruz takes me in his arms and hugs me to his chest. "Don't let her get to you. She's nothing." 
 
      
 
    I sigh and let the last of my tension drain away while he hugs me and strokes my back.  
 
      
 
    "Get a room. Oh wait, you do have a room. Okay, go to your room and spare us the mushy stuff." 
 
      
 
    I turn and look over my shoulder at Steph. It's not my imagination that she appears a little ruffled around the edges. At first glance, she seems just as flawless as when we first arrived, but I see the slight sheen of sweat at the edges of her hair and the few wrinkles around the waist of her dress. 
 
      
 
    I turn but keep Cruz's arms around me. "Maybe I'm not the only one who needs a room? Scratching an itch, were we?" 
 
      
 
    She fluffs her hair and says, "I don't know what you're talking about." 
 
      
 
    Just then Byron strolls past and I notice the easy smile on his face and the healthy glow to his cheeks. I whip my eyes back to Steph in time to see her give him a sly glance out the corner of her eye.  
 
      
 
    "Oh my god, you scratched that itch with Byron?" I say in a startled voice. 
 
      
 
    Steph moves with lightning speed and places her hand over my lips. "Jesus, Jo, the whole school doesn't need to hear that." She purses her lips at me, then a slight twitch of them shows she's fighting a smile. "It's not what you think, but not totally innocent either. Let's just say that I've cemented his help in my grand plan for tonight." 
 
      
 
    I scowl behind her hand and Cruz quickly fills her in on what she missed. 
 
      
 
    Her hand drops from my mouth and her angry eyes scan the room for Tisha. When she doesn't find her, she turns back to us. "That bitch just asked for some extra pain. Her name is going to be remembered in these halls for a long time, and not in a way she will ever be able to escape from." 
 
      
 
    The first few chords of Ed Sheeran's "Perfect" begins playing on the speakers and Cruz's arms tighten around me. "If you'll excuse us, Steph, I need to dance with my girl to a song." 
 
      
 
    She rolls her eyes at us but winks at me when we move away toward the dance floor.  
 
      
 
    Cruz takes me in his arms, but instead of pulling me close, he keeps us apart enough that he can look down into my eyes. "I want you to listen to the words. This song makes me think of you. Of us. If I could write you a song, this would be pretty close to how I feel. This is our song." 
 
      
 
    As he slowly moves us in a gentle circle, I really listen to the words for the first time.  
 
      
 
    And I start to cry. 
 
      
 
    Cruz very softly sings the lyrics to me, gazing down at me with all his emotions on full display, and tells me exactly what's in his heart. 
 
      
 
    It's the most perfect and beautiful moment of my life. 
 
      
 
    I'm so ready to finally confess to him what I've been nurturing in mine. 
 
      
 
    But later, when we're alone, and loving each other with our bodies as well as our hearts. 
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    My Cruz, My Heart 
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    We left after our dance together. Steph was not happy about us missing her takedown of Tisha, but she knew we needed to make the most of our time tonight since we both still have a curfew. 
 
      
 
    The ride to the hotel went by in weighted silence - both of us lost in thoughts of what happens when we are finally alone. For me, it was a case of nerves and doubts. I was nervous for obvious reasons, but I still doubted my ability to please Cruz like the more experienced girls he's been with. 
 
      
 
    By the time we arrive, I'm a wreck inside. 
 
      
 
    Cruz takes my hand and smiles gently down at me as we approach the front desk of the hotel. It's not the swankiest one in town, but it's not a dive either. It's small compared to some on and off the main strip. The lobby is clean and decorated with vases of fresh flowers and we are the only ones here besides the man behind the front counter. 
 
      
 
    It's perfect. 
 
      
 
    Cruz tells me he stopped on his way to the Formal and got the key already, so we bypass the concierge, and I don't miss the slight smirk he aims in my direction. My cheeks heat in embarrassment at his obvious guess at why we need a room. Key in hand, Cruz leads me in the direction of the elevators.  
 
      
 
    He pushes the button and says, "We're on the second floor." His eyes are patient and kind as he regards me. "We can still forget about this and head back to school. I don't want you to feel pressured. This is all about you, Jo. Nothing happens that you don't want, okay?" 
 
      
 
    If I was even considering the thought of leaving now, his words and the way he's looking at me would convince me that this is the boy, and this is the night. 
 
      
 
    I shake my head and smile with false confidence. He sees right through me - he always has - and squeezes my hand. "It's just us. Jo and Cruz. Nothing will change that, okay?" 
 
      
 
    I smile in relief this time, just as the elevator doors open and he tugs me inside. We ride in silence again and exit on the second floor just as quietly.  
 
      
 
    Cruz stops before the door and says one last time, "Are you still sure?" 
 
      
 
    Feeling a pang of something that feels like a cross between frustration and embarrassment, I decide to show him rather than tell him. Grabbing his face, I pull him down to me and place my lips against his, kissing him with everything I feel. He makes a sound deep in his throat and deepens the kiss, bringing one hand up to slide his hand at the back of my head and guides the kiss into something filled with longing and desire. 
 
      
 
    Breaking away and breathing heavily, he slides the key in. "I'll take that as a yes, then," he says as he opens the door wide and ushers me in with a warm hand against my back.  
 
      
 
    There is nothing special about the room, but what Cruz has done is. 
 
      
 
    There are flower petals covering the bed and candles placed on the tables beside it. One soft lamp is lit and casts the room in a halo of muted light. I slide my shoes off and walk in further. That's when I see a small box sitting in the center of the bed. Not knowing what it could be, I approach cautiously and look over my shoulder at Cruz as he removes his tuxedo jacket and lays it in the chair beside the bed, kicking his shoes off as well.  
 
      
 
    Walking toward me, he takes my hand and leads me the rest of the way, stopping right beside the petal-covered bed. Looking into my eyes with a hopeful and tender expression, he says, "That is something I have guarded and protected, waiting for the day I would find my way back to you. I've wanted to give it to you so many times now, but I knew the perfect opportunity would come. Go ahead, Jo. Open the box." 
 
      
 
    With a trembling hand, I reach to the center of the bed and grasp the small, velvet box. He releases my hand so I can open it. 
 
      
 
    Nothing could have surprised and shocked me more than what is laying inside. 
 
      
 
    With a gasp and a choked sob, I reach in and pluck the delicate sapphire ring from the box and clutch it to my chest as tears rain down my cheeks. 
 
      
 
    It's my grammy’s ring; the one I always admired and asked her if I could have one day. She never took it off - that I knew of. A vague memory of looking at her hand in the casket and noticing it missing, surfaces. I had assumed my mom took, and then I forgot all about it. Until now. 
 
      
 
    I raise my wet eyes to Cruz and ask in a broken whisper, "How?" 
 
      
 
    He swallows heavily and blinks his own damp eyes before answering. "It was only about a week before she passed away when she gave it to me. She must have had some sense about her health. She gave me the ring and asked that I keep it safe for her Jo." He takes a shaky breath and continues. "She said she was giving it to the boy whose kisses you would need to breathe." 
 
      
 
    He takes my shaking hand clutching the ring, and gently pries it away, sliding it on my middle finger, where it rests perfectly. 
 
      
 
    A high keening sound escapes my lips and I launch myself into Cruz's arms, too overwhelmed and emotional to even try to speak right now. The fact that my grammy saw what my heart always knew, squeezes my lungs in an almost painful way. Add in the fact that Cruz kept this ring, always hopeful that he would be able to give it to me one day, squeezes my heart even harder. Another sob shakes my frame as I clutch desperately at Cruz to keep me grounded in a sea of turbulent emotions. 
 
      
 
    His arms hold me with just as much desperation, yet all his focus is on soothing and comforting me. He's the most selfless person I know, and it's time I gave him something pure and honest. 
 
      
 
    Tipping my head back, I look into the eyes of the boy who has always been my world, and tell him, "I love you, Cruz. I always have." 
 
      
 
    He closes his eyes and I watch a tear roll down his chiseled cheek. When his eyes open again, I see the same love shining back at me. "I think I've been in love with you since we were kids but was too young to recognize it. As I got older, it was painfully obvious how I felt, and I knew you carried the other half of my heart. I love you, Jo. So much I can't breathe for how much I love you." 
 
      
 
    The kiss is sloppy and wet, with gasping breaths and whispered words of love. It is the most perfect kiss I've ever had. My heart expands and feels complete in a way I never knew it could. Our hands are frantically touching each other, removing clothes with the urgent desire burning through us. We both need to feel our love in a physical and permanent way, one where our bodies are sharing more than words, kisses, and breath. 
 
      
 
    The material of Cruz's dress shirt parts beneath my hungry hands and I map the contours of his body as I slide it from his shoulders. Standing before me in just his tuxedo pants, he takes my breath away with how gorgeous he is. His blue eyes are slumberous and lazy with desire and his hair is mussed from my fingers. He's beautiful. My boy has always been beautiful, but the body of the man he's becoming leaves my mouth dry. 
 
      
 
    With a slight tremble to his hands, he reaches behind me and slides the zipper of my dress slowly down my back. Once it's down all the way, he brings his hands back up and pushes the material from my shoulders, allowing it room to slide down my body in a whisper of sound.  
 
      
 
    His eyes widen, then darken with heat as he takes his first look at my nearly naked body standing before him. 
 
      
 
    Steph was adamant in choosing something provocative for my night, but I chose the color. A matching lace bra and panties set, in soft blue, barely conceal my large breasts and the area between my legs. 
 
      
 
    He stares with a slackened jaw for so long that I become self-conscious and move to cover myself. This snaps him out of the trance, and he gently grasps my hands in his and places them on his chest.  
 
      
 
    Staring down into my eyes with a look of wonder, he whispers, "Have you any idea how beautiful you are? You're almost too perfect to be real." 
 
      
 
    I duck my head, but his words have warmed me and bolstered my confidence. I slide my hands down his abs and feel the tremble of his muscles beneath the warm skin that I trace with my fingers. When I reach the button of his pants, I take a small breath for courage, then slide the button through the hole and pull the zipper down. Cruz is hard and thick behind the material of his black jockey shorts as I pull the material apart, then urge it down his hips and thighs, where they drop to the floor at his feet. He steps back and bends to remove his socks, then kicks the pants aside. When he stands back up in nothing but his athletic underwear, I almost swallow my tongue. 
 
      
 
    Over six feet of glorious male flesh and muscle is displayed before me, and I feel like a kid at Christmas admiring the pretty package but anxious to open my gift. Only a thin barrier of material shields our most private parts from each other. It's erotic and sexy as hell. 
 
      
 
    I move the dress aside with my foot, and with a spark of bravery, I twist my arms behind me and unsnap my bra, then move my arms back and let the undergarment fall down my arms and onto the floor.  
 
      
 
    Cruz sucks in his breath and makes a deep sound of shock in the back of his throat. Moving slowly toward me, he devours my flesh with his eyes, as his eager mouth slams down on mine. This kiss is a promise of all that's to come. He's taken the leash off his primal side and is showing me his needs. 
 
      
 
    Moving me carefully, he urges me to lower myself, never breaking contact with my mouth, then he slides his hands under my arms and moves me to the middle of the bed.  
 
      
 
    Here he breaks contact with my greedy lips to whisper huskily, "Get comfortable, Jo. I'll be back in a few seconds." 
 
      
 
    As I shift and align myself with the center of the bed and lay my head on the fluffy pillows, Cruz disappears into the bathroom and comes back with a wet cloth and a towel. I raise my eyebrow at him in question.  
 
      
 
    His cheeks turn pink, but he tells me anyway. "Um, for cleaning up afterward. I've heard the first time can be a bit, erm, messy?" 
 
      
 
    He's so sweet standing there in his embarrassment but still thinking of me and my needs. "You thought of everything, huh?" I ask him in a teasing voice. 
 
      
 
    He smirks, laying the towel and cloth on the side table, then grabbing his pants off the floor and producing a condom and lighter, which he uses to light the candles. I'm giggling at how prepared he is, but when he shuts the lamp off and the room is lit by the soft glow from the candles, my giggles turn into a dreamy sigh. How many girls can claim that they were romanced to this degree for their first time? And how many can claim that they shared it with the boy they loved beyond reason?  
 
      
 
    The very last of my nerves evaporate and leave me with a sense of anticipation. Cruz is perfect, he's made this room perfect, and our first time together will be perfect. 
 
      
 
    I'm ready. 
 
      
 
    Crawling up the bed and over my body, he smiles down at me. "Hey," he says with a sexy smile gracing his lips. He tucks the condom under the pillow my head is resting on. Such a gentleman. 
 
      
 
    "Hey," I whisper back, then lean up and give him a soft kiss on those beautiful lips. 
 
      
 
    He moans and deepens the kiss, slowly lowering his body over mine. We both moan when all our parts line up and our skin is against each other. He trails gentle fingers through my hair and down the sides of my body, careful to keep the pace slow. 
 
      
 
    I need more. 
 
      
 
    I bring my hands down from where they were kneading his shoulders, to the waist of my panties, lifting my hips slightly, and pushing them down so they are almost completely exposing me. 
 
      
 
    Cruz freezes above me and gives me a look filled with questions. I simply tell him, "I don't want anything between us now. I need to feel all of you." 
 
      
 
    He searches my eyes one last time but finds no hesitation or doubt there. With a barely perceptible nod, he raises himself away from my body, kneeling so his legs bracket mine. I watch, holding my breath, as he slowly lowers my underwear down to my knees, then shifts so he can pull them to my ankles. I kick them off, then lay there and wait to see what he does next.  
 
      
 
    The pupils in his eyes are blown to the point they almost eclipse the blue of his irises, and they blaze with a barely contained fire as he looks at every exposed inch of my skin. "I don't know where to start. Every inch of you is gorgeous and deserves to be loved," he says in a voice laced with desire. 
 
      
 
    He gently takes my leg and lifts it at the same time he lowers his head, then I feel his warm breath seconds before he begins peppering my skin with soft kisses. I sigh and shift with growing arousal. He takes his time placing tender kisses along my leg but stops at mid-thigh to repeat the process on my other leg.  
 
      
 
    I never knew it could be this way. I thought we would get naked, have sex, and that was it. I should have known Cruz would blow my expectations out of the water. 
 
      
 
    Once he's done, he moves back up my body, avoiding the area that is beginning to beat in time with my heart, and places his hands on either side of my head, careful to keep the eager part of his body away from mine. 
 
      
 
    "This will all happen at your pace. Everything we do tonight will be for you and about you. My pleasure will only happen if I know you're with me in this. I want to prepare your body, but I need to touch you for that, okay?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes," I say with eager conviction, more than ready for things to start happening. 
 
      
 
    He kisses my lips softly, then moves one of his hands and places it on my breast. I arch beneath him, telling him to touch me more. He squeezes the flesh, then plucks at my nipple with two fingers. I gasp into his mouth as tingles spread down to the apex of my thighs from that simple action. He continues to torture me this way, then switches arms and does it with the other breast. 
 
      
 
    By the time he's done, I'm squirming and panting on the bed. He smiles devilishly, then drags his hand down my quivering stomach and cups me in his hand, right there. He nudges my legs apart with his knees and begins gently massaging me in rhythmic circles. My hips jerk up to increase the pressure against his hand and my eyes want to roll back in my head. It feels so good.  
 
      
 
    Then his hand moves down even further, and he rests the tip of a finger against my opening. Watching my face carefully, he slides the length of his finger into the tight confines of my body. It feels weird, but not in a bad way. He gives his finger a wiggle, and that feels strange too. Then he pulls it out, sliding it back in with another finger. That feels a bit more uncomfortable. When he moves his fingers apart to stretch me, I feel myself trying to move away from the sensation. It's not so pleasant anymore. 
 
      
 
    "Relax, Jo. I'm not going to hurt you. Your body just isn't used to having anything in there. If I do this first, it won't hurt so much later." He says this like he's an expert on the subject. 
 
      
 
    I feel a stab of jealousy over his experience and humiliation over my lack of it. "You've had a lot of practice, have you?"  
 
      
 
    With a sigh, he slips his fingers from me and leans back on his knees. "No, I haven't. Please don't get mad, but I looked up the internet on how to make this as painless for you as possible. I've only slept with one other person. I've done stuff with a few girls from my old school, but I've only had sex once. She was a woman who kept coming into my dad's shop and flirting with me. She was in her twenties, maybe? I was flattered, of course, but not interested. One day, she cornered me in the back room where we take our lunch breaks. I was the last one in the shop. She was very forward, and I was just a sixteen-year-old kid with hormones. It meant nothing and I never saw her again after it happened. I was so disgusted by what I did. Do you want to know why I was disgusted? Because she wasn't you. I never wanted to have sex with anyone else. I only ever pictured myself with you and she took that from me." 
 
      
 
    I'm stunned by his confession. I pictured a completely different past for him. I never would have imagined a scenario like that. I almost feel sorry for him. How awful for a kid his age to be used by a grown woman like that?  
 
      
 
    Needing to comfort him, I push myself up so that I am sitting under him and wrap my arms around his waist. "I'm so sorry for being a bitch. I had no idea. I didn't mean to be hateful. I was jealous over the girls you'd been with before me and felt embarrassed that you had to 'prepare' me to have sex with you." 
 
      
 
    He strokes my hair and kisses the top of my head. "Now you know there's no one to be jealous of. In a lot of ways, this will be a first for me too. I just want it to be perfect for you." 
 
      
 
    "It is perfect. It's going to be perfect. I'm with you and nothing else matters." I tell him honestly. 
 
      
 
    I lean back down and open my arms to him, where he lowers himself and places both hands on my face. "I would have waited forever for you." 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad you didn't have to. Make me yours, Cruz. Completely and for always." 
 
      
 
    Our lips meet and there are no more words needed. 
 
      
 
    As the kiss deepens, I slide my foot up his leg, then hook my toe on the side of his underwear and push them down. He gets the hint and wiggles the material down his body and kicks his underwear free to join mine on the floor. With careful movements, he lowers himself back down between the cradle of my legs. I can feel how hard and hot he is as he lays his weight against me there. I squirm with how it feels, and he groans and drops his head to my chest, turning his head to kiss and caress a nipple with his lips. It feels even better than when he used his fingers, the warm heat of his mouth and the soft skin inside sucking and rubbing against such a sensitive spot.  
 
      
 
    His hips flex and we both suck in our breath at how it feels. Cruz reaches beneath the pillow and leans back to rip the square packet open with his teeth. He tosses the empty packet on the table, then I watch in fascination as he rolls and fits the condom on his healthy size.  
 
      
 
    A slight sense of panic shoots through me at the thought of something so big being inside me. His fingers weren't exactly comfortable, and he has a lot more length and girth down there than his fingers did.  
 
      
 
    He must see the panic on my face because he leans back down and kisses me softly. "Hey, it's okay. I promise we'll fit. It might not be good at first, and I know it's going to hurt. I hate the thought of hurting you, even in this way, but after that, it will feel better. I promise." 
 
      
 
    I nod my head as he lowers his body over mine again and lines himself up with the part of my body that's about to be ripped apart. At least, that's how I feel. I take a breath and remind myself that this is Cruz. He's the only one allowed to hurt me, and it's necessary and temporary. Just like he said, it will be over and then it will feel better. 
 
      
 
    I feel him shift a bit, then he's poking at the entrance to my body. Lacing our hands together by my head, he locks his eyes with mine and starts to push himself inside.  
 
      
 
    I feel a sense of fullness and my skin as it stretches and expands around him. Inside, it doesn't hurt as much as the skin around the outside, which burns. He keeps pushing in slowly until I feel him bump against something and there's a slight hint of pain. I flinch from it, unable to prevent my reaction.  
 
      
 
    Cruz leans in and kisses my lips, then whispers against them, "This is going to hurt, and I can't look at your eyes when I do this and see your pain, but just try to relax and let me in. I'll stop when I'm in all the way and we can take as long as you need." 
 
      
 
    Before I can take my next breath, he slams forward and rips through the barrier of my body, seating himself completely inside me. There's no way I can relax and I'm squirming under him as tears roll down the side of my face. No one can prepare you for the kind of pain you feel when this happens. It's not agonizing or the worst pain I've ever felt, but it's not pleasant and highly uncomfortable.  
 
      
 
    Cruz is whispering apologies and begging me to forgive him. I can feel how much it's costing him to remain still and allow me the time I need. His body is vibrating above mine and he is twitching inside of me. It's weird that I can feel that. My body seems to flex around him when he does that and his trembling increases as he blows out a breath.  
 
      
 
    The pain eases and I squeeze his hands and tell him, "I'm ready." 
 
      
 
    A low sound vibrates from his chest and he pulls his hips back slowly, dragging himself back out until he's barely resting inside. Then just as slowly, he slides back in. I feel my body relax when there's no more pain, and he isn't hitting anything again.  
 
      
 
    He brings his forehead up to rest against mine and opens his eyes to search my own. I smile to let him know that I'm good, and he squeezes them shut again and begins to move. 
 
      
 
    Wow! That feels really… I'm not sure. Good? Like a massage on the inside, but better. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he moans long and loud at the shift in our angle. Even I can feel the difference. It feels really good now.  
 
      
 
    Cruz drops his face to bury it in my neck as he picks up his pace. He's whispering my name through panting gasps, and I feel his body tensing above me. I know what's coming and I want to make it perfect for him. 
 
      
 
    I roll my head, so my lips are by his ear and whisper, "I love you." 
 
      
 
    With an agonized sound of need and pleasure, his hips bump against mine a few more times and then he stiffens above me and groans. 
 
      
 
    A sense of wonder fills me. I did it. I'm no longer a virgin and I gave the boy I love the most innocent part of myself. I'll always belong to him in a way that no one else can claim. 
 
      
 
    Especially not Victor. 
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    Revenge  
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    As we walk out of the hotel, both our phones start blowing up with messages and notifications from social media. I scan through the messages and see that both my friends, plus my brother, have sent messages. They all direct me to a YouTube link with instructions to watch it right away.  
 
      
 
    Cruz glances at me as we walk to where his truck is parked in the guest lot. "Are you getting tags and a link to watch a video?" 
 
      
 
    "Yes, and I'm not sure what to think about that." I chew on my lip as my finger hovers over the link. 
 
      
 
    "Together?" He suggests. 
 
      
 
    We both hit the link at the same time and stop by the truck, leaning against the side, as the video loads on our phones.  
 
      
 
    At first, I'm not sure what I'm seeing. It looks like one of the hallways from our school, with just about all the kids from Formal lining up against one wall and extending down past the lockers. The video shows the door to one of the bathrooms. I turn the volume up just as Cruz does the same. I'm about to stop watching and say something to Cruz when the scene changes. 
 
      
 
    An ear-splitting scream can be heard from behind the bathroom door, then it opens to reveal a very irate, and nearly naked, Tisha. She barrels her way past the door before she realizes she's only in her bra and panties, and not alone in the hallway. As she tries to stop and turn around, her feet slide on the ground and she skids across the hall like a seal breaking for water and smacks into a locker covered in what looks like whipped cream. She collapses to the ground, writhing around and trying to get back up, but between the frothy cream and whatever is on the ground, she only manages to look like a baby Gazelle learning to stand.  
 
      
 
    There are cheers and loud whistles, a lot of laughing, and a very familiar voice chanting, "Who's the dirty one now, bitch? This must be how you look after giving the football team a circle jerk! Your surgeon did a shit job with your tits, slut. We should call you, Titta. Everyone, say it with me!" 
 
      
 
    I watch with my mouth open and wide eyes. All the kids start chanting that name as Tisha slips and slides as she tries to make her way back to the bathroom, covered in whipped cream and tears streaming down her face. Her hair is trashed, and her makeup is ruined.  
 
      
 
    She's completely humiliated and shamed, but not going down without a fight. 
 
      
 
    She manages to gain her feet and spins around. "You should know since you've made your way through half the school!" She screams at Steph. 
 
      
 
    "Bitch, please. At least I didn't bone the teachers. Yeah, I know all about your little affair with Mr. Compton, the history teacher. What was he teaching you with his dick in your mouth? How to bend the knee?" Steph's sarcastic voice clearly indicates how victorious she feels about that reveal. 
 
      
 
    Tisha screeches and makes to attack Steph, who is recording the whole scene, but she slips again and goes down with a thud. 
 
      
 
    You can hear the voice of Mr. Hall, then the kids are scrambling, and the feed ends. Is it wrong that I wanted more?  
 
      
 
    I look up at Cruz, who is just as stunned by what he just watched, as I am. He clears his throat and says, "What did I just watch?" 
 
      
 
    "The evil genius of well-planned revenge. Steph outdid herself with his one." Boy, did she ever. 
 
      
 
    He sputters beside me. "Steph did that?" 
 
      
 
    I nod my head and smile. "And I think she had some help from my brother." 
 
      
 
    "Holy shit! Remind me not to piss either of them off." He fake shudders and I find myself laughing. 
 
      
 
    I look back down to the screen and see that there are almost a million hits on that video already. Tisha is never going to live this down. I wish I could have been there. I want to give my bestie a hug and a high five right now, so I dial her number. 
 
      
 
    She answers right away. "Tell me you watched it?" 
 
      
 
    I giggle at how enthused she sounds. "I did. You are one evil and twisted girl… and I'm so glad you're my friend." 
 
      
 
    "I'm still riding the high from it! Did you see that terrible boob job? Jesus, her daddy can afford better. Maybe she wasn't sucking his dick hard enough before the surgery and he decided to skimp on a cheaper surgeon." She sounds downright gleeful. 
 
      
 
    "I can't believe you had everyone call her by that name. It's going to follow her all the way to grad," I tell her. 
 
      
 
    "One can hope. I can't take all the credit, though. Your bro was the real superstar; getting her naked and running out with her clothes. God, I could fuck him as a reward for having to lead her on like that." She sighs wistfully, and just as I screw up my face at the thought of her doing just that, she changes subjects. "Speaking of fucking, did you do it? Was Cruz the romantic stud you've been dreaming about?" 
 
      
 
    I blush and mumble into the phone, "Yes, and yes. We are actually just leaving and he's right beside me, so I'm not saying another word." Cruz raises his eyebrows at me, but a smile plays on his lips. Lips I really want to kiss again, but I will have to wait until I get my randy friend off the phone. 
 
      
 
    She whoops on the other end. "That's my girl. As much as it pains me, I'll wait for the details, but you better deliver, sista."  
 
      
 
    There's no way I'm sharing the most romantic moments of my life and all we did, but I can give her enough to keep her satisfied. "Deal," I say. 
 
      
 
    "Awesome. I'm on my way home now, but I'll be expecting a call later. Smooches, darling." She makes kissing sounds into the phone and then disconnects. 
 
      
 
    It will be a lot later before I can call her since another big event is about to unfold tonight. 
 
      
 
    It's time to catch a Tiger by its tail. 
 
      
 
    Cruz and I planned this part of the night just a week ago. I knew that after what we just did, there was no way I was letting Victor keep me from him. Tonight, I'm confronting Victor and bringing him down. 
 
      
 
    With Byron's help, I think we have a solid plan. Cruz told his dad, who did NOT take it well. According to Cruz, his dad has been acting weird these last two weeks, and when Cruz told him about what's been happening in my home, and what I plan to do, he went postal and didn't want to wait. Cruz said it was a fight, but he got his dad to agree to let me handle this my way since this is my fight.  
 
      
 
    This isn't just for me, though. This is for my mom, Byron, Byron's mom, and everyone Victor has controlled and extorted. This will be the ultimate revenge. 
 
      
 
    I'm terrified. 
 
      
 
    I put my phone back in the small purse on my shoulder and look up at the boy who owns my heart and soul. "Are you ready for this?" 
 
      
 
    His face darkens. "If by 'this' you mean making that bastard pay for all he's done, I'm more than ready. Are you sure you don't want me there when I drop you off?" 
 
      
 
    I shake my head. "No. Byron and I need to do this part alone. Just be ready with your dad when one of us calls or texts." 
 
      
 
    He gathers me in his arms and holds me close to his chest. Sunshine and grass. Nothing will ever smell better. 
 
      
 
    "I love you, Jo. Nothing will keep us apart again," he whispers in a voice filled with resolve. 
 
      
 
    "Always together," I say against his chest. 
 
      
 
    "Forever," he replies, then kisses the top of my head. 
 
      
 
    It's time to take my life back. 
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    I'm standing on the front steps, waiting for Byron, and fingering a drawing that I've kept with me since Cruz gave it to me.  
 
      
 
    On the anniversary of my mother's passing, Cruz and I spent the afternoon at her grave. I laid on the grass and told my mother all that's been happening and how much I miss her. Cruz sat against a tree with his sketchbook and left me to mourn in my own way. When it was time to leave, he gave me the drawing he'd been working on, and my heart cried out at the beautiful image. He'd drawn me lying on the grass, the headstone behind me, and a perfect image of my mother standing beside me. It broke my heart and mended it all at the same time. His talent is unreal, and this drawing means everything to me. I have carried it with me everywhere I go since the day he gave it to me. 
 
      
 
    I look down at the incredibly drawn replica of my mother as run the pad of my thumb gently over her face. "I hope I make you proud tonight. This is for both of us, and all we lost. He's never going to hurt us again," I whisper to her image. 
 
      
 
    "I can only assume you must be speaking of me," an angry voice hisses from above. 
 
      
 
    I snap my eyes toward the door where Victor is looming. 
 
      
 
    No! Byron is supposed to be here when I confront him. 
 
      
 
    I quickly fold the paper and put it back in my purse. Victor's nostrils flare and he growls, "You're late." 
 
      
 
    I swallow thickly and try to appear meek when I answer him. "There was an incident at the school. They wouldn't let us leave until it was dealt with." It scares me how fast and easily lying is becoming. 
 
      
 
    He points a finger at me. "I watched that boy drop you off, so don't lie to me. You told me you were going with your friends. You also promised me you were done with him. Want to explain yourself, and with the truth this time?" 
 
      
 
    A feeling of righteous anger snaps my spine straighter and has me glaring back at the source of all my pain. "You want the truth? I never planned on giving you anything from me, especially my body. You disgust me and I hate you! You ruined my life, and you ruined my mother's life. You will never keep me from the boy I love, and you'll never have my virginity since I gave it to him! That's why I'm late, and I don't regret a single thing, other than I had to think of you for a split second at the relief of knowing you'll never have that part of me.” I screech at the man whose face has darkened into an unhealthy shade of red. 
 
      
 
    With more speed and agility than I could ever predict, he's on me and dragging me up the stairs and through the front door. He throws me to the floor of the sitting room off the front entrance and slams the front door shut.  
 
      
 
    He advances on me with menace radiating from his body. "You think I can't see the evidence of your betrayal written over your face? You think I couldn't smell him on you when I caught a whiff of his cologne coming off you while you stood there?" He starts unbuttoning the sleeves of his dress shirt as he delivers his little speech. "He may have taken your body first, but my stamp will be the last. Now that you've had a boy between your legs, let's see what you think of having a man there." 
 
      
 
    I watch in horror as he starts to unbutton the front of his shirt, and my flight instincts take over. I scramble off the floor and make to run, but his fist snags my hair and jerks me back with a sharp tug. He wrestles me to the chaise lounge by the front window and straddles my back, effectively pinning me down. 
 
      
 
    He leans down to my ear and whispers, "You belong to me and I'm going to prove it to you." 
 
      
 
    I can't see what he's doing as I refuse to look, but I can feel him moving above me. Bile is threatening to choke me as it rises up the back of my throat and tears blind my eyes. 
 
      
 
    "Dad, what the FUCK are you doing?" Byron's voice yells from somewhere in the room.  
 
      
 
    I want to weep in relief but know it's too soon for that yet.  
 
      
 
    Byron roars, then I feel the weight on my back shift and fall off me. I sit up as fast as possible and watch in fright as Byron is punched in the face by a shirtless Victor, falling to the floor. Byron is a scrapper though, and gets right back up and tackles his father, their weight landing on the glass table in the center of the room and shattering it.  
 
      
 
    I grab my phone from my fallen purse at my feet in a panic and quickly send Cruz the alert that shit has gone sideways as grunts and curses echo around me. I toss my phone on the lounge and look up just as Byron is thrown onto a wingback chair, with Victor's hands around his throat. 
 
      
 
    I'm not going to let him hurt my brother. 
 
      
 
    I launch myself at Victor from behind and latch onto his back, placing my arms around him in a chokehold. He staggers back with my weight clinging to him, but quickly bends forward, dislodging me and whipping me over his shoulder and onto the floor.  
 
      
 
    I lay in a dazed and gasping heap as he towers over me. "Don't fucking move!" He yells. 
 
      
 
    I don't think I can, even though I want to. 
 
      
 
    He goes back for a choking and gasping Byron, grabbing him by the shirt and laying a sickening punch to his face and then one to his gut. Byron doubles over and falls to the floor, not far from me. I can see a puddle of blood forming beneath him and really start to panic.  
 
      
 
    Just as I'm trying to move myself in his direction, my ankle is grabbed, and I am dragged back as I scramble against the hardwood for purchase. Victor's weight, once again, lands on my back.  
 
      
 
    I try pushing myself up, but a large hand grabs my wrists and holds them above my head. "How fitting that my spawn has to watch as I claim you. This won't be gentle, but I'm actually happy about that. Please feel free to scream. Your mother did at first, too." 
 
      
 
    I go crazy beneath him, bucking and thrashing with everything I have. Byron reaches a swollen and bruised hand out to me, but can't speak past the blood in his mouth. One eye is swollen, but I can clearly see the tears falling from them both. My own tears fall faster as I cry with him and stretch my fingers in his direction. 
 
      
 
    Victor laughs behind me. "How touching. And here I was believing there was never anything between you both but hate. You've been a busy girl lately, charming every male in your circle. Tell me, did you plan to fuck him too?" 
 
      
 
    Byron makes an angry noise, but I refuse to give Victor the satisfaction of my own anger. I'll let it burn through me and save it for the right moment.  
 
      
 
    With a voice colder than a winter's night edged with frost, and loud enough to shake the walls, I hear, "Get your fucking hands off my daughter!" 
 
      
 
    And my world tips one last time. 
 
      
 
    There's no way I heard that right, but I'm too relieved to hear Jake's voice at the moment to stop and really think about it. With a sound like an enraged animal would make, I watch as he hurls himself toward me, and the body that's holding me down. The weight is suddenly gone, and my eyes register the white face of the boy I love, standing frozen in the doorway. Whether it's from the scene, he just walked in on, or what his father declared for all to hear, I don't know, and at this moment, I don't care. 
 
      
 
    I try to call his name and fear he doesn't hear me over the noise of the fight that's happening behind me, but his eyes spark back to life and he rushes toward me with a tortured sob. He scoops me from the floor and whisks me to the hallway, but my hand points back to my brother, the one who defended me so bravely, lying on the floor.  
 
      
 
    He leaves me leaning against a wall, then rushes back into the room to help Byron get to his feet, slinging one of his arms around his waist, and helping Byron limp out of the room. He has him lean beside me, then Cruz spins around and grabs at his hair, horrible noises of pain coming from deep in his chest. 
 
      
 
    I wish I could comfort him, but the sounds from the other room demand my attention. I peek around the corner and see that Jake is laying into Victor with both fists, blood flying and covering the front of Victor's naked chest.  
 
      
 
    I'm about to ask Cruz to stop it when three huge and tattooed men storm through the front door. One nods at Cruz, then all three head into the front room. I watch in wonder as they approach the two fighting men, one pulling Jake off an almost unconscious Victor, and the other two hefting Victor's limp body between them. Jake is breathing hard and has blood splatters on his flannel shirt, but otherwise, he looks fine.  
 
      
 
    Victor does not. 
 
      
 
    The one holding Jake, and who nodded at Cruz, says, "Sorry, boss, we got here as soon as we could. We got it from here. You go take care of those kids out there. Cruz looks ready to either commit murder or faint." 
 
      
 
    Jake says something back to him, but my sole focus is on the two huge men dragging Victor out of the room. Jake says, "Wait," and marches up to Victor. He grabs him by the hair and gets right in his face, growling, "That was for taking the woman I love away from me. I had six years of pain to deliver, but nothing comes close to the pain I'm going to rain down on you for hurting my daughter. You're a worthless piece of shit and your kingdom has fallen. Enjoy your night in hell." He spits on Victor, then nods for the two men to take him away. 
 
      
 
    There's that word again - daughter.  
 
      
 
    Is he speaking metaphorically? That's the only thing that makes sense. Cruz makes another noise filled with pain, and Jake finally turns his eyes on us. There are too many emotions there for me to read, but something in the way he looks at me causes the tiny hairs on the back of my neck to stand.  
 
      
 
    He walks our way with measured steps, glancing between me and Cruz, then finally gets a good look at Byron. He turns to me and says, "Jolene, why don't you help your brother to the kitchen and get him some ice and bandages. I need to speak with my son." 
 
      
 
    For just the briefest of moments when he said the word "brother," I wasn't altogether sure which boy he was referring to, and that's when everything becomes scary. 
 
      
 
    With a shuddering breath and a sudden sense of wrongness, I numbly do as I'm told, helping Byron from the wall and shuffling him down toward the kitchen. I look back over my shoulder one last time for Cruz and see the same look of dawning devastation on his face. 
 
      
 
    What does this mean for me, and for us? 
 
      
 
      
 
    What feels like hours later, but is probably closer to twenty minutes, Cruz and Jake slowly make their way into the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    I cleaned Byron's cuts the best I could and gave him two bags of ice - one for his eye and one for his hand. He's got a split lip and his tongue got cut from his teeth, but only his eye looks bad. He also has a nasty bruise on his stomach, and I told him we should get him checked. He refused and said there would be too many questions. I'm not happy about leaving him like this, though. 
 
      
 
    My hands are balled into tight fists on the table as my leg taps restlessly beneath it. Cruz notices, of course, and pulls the chair out beside me and takes both my rigid and frozen hands in his. His eyes give nothing away, but they don't have that haunted look they did before. 
 
      
 
    Jake leans against the island counter and regards us all with solemn eyes. "I guess I have some explaining to do with you as well, Jolene." 
 
      
 
    I manage to find my voice and say, "I think so." 
 
      
 
    He takes a deep breath and looks at the ceiling. "Damn you, Deanna. We should have been doing this together." His eyes come back down and rest on mine. I don't know why, but I start crying.  
 
      
 
    Jake's eyes soften, then he begins. "A few weeks ago, I got a letter delivered to my first shop. I'll let you read it since there's a part in there for you too. The night I met your momma to tell her that Maria was back, and to see if they could mend the fence between them, we both had a few drinks to drown our pain. I ended up confessing my feelings to her, and we spent the night together. I never suspected anything because you were born the month after Cruz, and the math didn't add up. Turns out you were almost two months early. When the officer told your momma about the accident, it caused her to go into early labor. I never knew. I loved your momma all my life, and I feel so betrayed that she kept this from me. From both of us.  
 
      
 
    "I understand why she did it, she explained that in her letter. It seems she wasn't blind to what was happening in this house. The letter was supposed to find me right after she died, so I could protect you, but the woman at the bank who had the instructions to deliver the letter from her safe deposit box got fired. It wasn't until they were cleaning out that box after it went unpaid for a year, they found the addressed letter. They had someone deliver it to me and I paid the fees for the last year. Your birth certificate was in there too. She never meant to leave you here in the hands of that monster. Leaving you was her biggest regret, but God was calling her home. In her final moments, she gave me the greatest gift and the means to set you free. I think we can forgive her for keeping this from us in light of that. You're my daughter, Jolene, and even if I can't have her, she gave me you."  
 
      
 
    He is watching me carefully for a reaction, but my heart hurts too much and the pain has stolen my breath. So much time wasted because of secrets and lies. My heart aches at all Jake lost, and my mother too. Their love should have been a fairy tale, not a nightmare.  
 
      
 
    I'm not sure how to feel about Jake. He was always just Cruz's dad and Mr. C to a small girl. Now, how do I reconcile that? Am I supposed to call him Dad? Does that make me and Cruz brother and sister? 
 
      
 
    Oh. My. God! 
 
      
 
    I swing my wide, panicked eyes toward Cruz and he correctly guesses where my thoughts have gone. He squeezes my hand gently and says, "That's what I thought too, but nothing has changed. We're still us. We're still Jo and Cruz. The only difference is that you're not alone anymore. Dad knows that this is a shock, for both of us, but nothing is changing. He said I'm still his son, but you're almost a grown woman now, and all he wants is the chance to know and love you." 
 
      
 
    I blink the tears from my eyes and whisper, "But what does that mean? He's my father now too, right? People will talk and they'll assume we're really brother and sister." 
 
      
 
    Jake clears his throat. "Actually, I can answer that. No one needs to know the truth of your parentage, hunny. You're almost a legal adult and can stand on your own. My only role in your life moving forward is as it's always been. The only difference is that we know the truth. I've loved you since you were just a little ankle-biter, and I love you now. You've always been special to me, first because you were the child of the woman I loved, then as the little girl who befriended my son, and now as the young woman who holds his heart. I'll admit, knowing you're my daughter is a joy and a gift, but my love for you has always been there, regardless of DNA. You're still my, Jo-Jo Bug," he tells me with a wealth of love shining in his moist eyes. 
 
      
 
    With a sob, I push my chair back and race into his open arms. "I love you too," I whisper brokenly against his big chest. 
 
      
 
    After some snuggles and more tears, from both of us, a throat clearing breaks us apart. "I hate to poop on the party, but what about my dad? Where did those three walking ads for steroids drag him off to?" Byron asks. 
 
      
 
    Jake grimaces and reaches an arm up to rub the back of his neck. "Right. Well, Victor Mason may think he owns this town, but that's not exactly true. Those guys work for me, yes, but they are also members of the Devil's Demons, a motorcycle club. It seems they've been wanting a piece of Victor for some time. When I asked them to help me tonight, they were very enthusiastic, as was the head of their club. That's where they took your dad. They won't kill him, but I get the feeling he might wish for it before they're done with him. He won't be a problem for anyone again." He tells Byron. 
 
      
 
    Byron blows out a breath. "Good. I really wanted to release that article to the newspaper though, detailing all his dirty secrets and the names of everyone he's shafted. I feel a bit cheated." 
 
      
 
    "Who says you still can't do it? Just because he's getting his physical ass handed to him tonight doesn't mean you can't crush him in every other sense, right?" I ask him. 
 
      
 
    "True. I like the way you think, sister." His teasing tone turns solemn when he raises sad eyes to Jake. "What happens to me now? I assume you'll take Jo to live with you?" 
 
      
 
    I'm shaking my head before he even finishes. "No. I'm not going anywhere. I promised I'd stay with you and that's what I'm doing." 
 
      
 
    He blinks a few times and reaches his uninjured hand out to me, and I move away from Jake to take it. "You're the best sister, you know that? You're the best part of this house." He tells me gently. 
 
      
 
    Cue some more tears. I'll have nothing left when tonight is over.  
 
      
 
    Jake steps forward and places his hands on the table: "I'm not going to push the issue, but I ask that you allow me to make some calls to ensure you're both safe here and that the authorities don't get involved. You only have a few months left and then you're both eighteen and can do what you want without child services getting their noses in the middle of it. Agreed?" 
 
      
 
    We both nod our heads. It sounds perfect. 
 
      
 
    Cruz stands from the table and tells the room, "I'd like some time alone with Jo. Dad, can you wait for me in the truck?" 
 
      
 
    Jake nods his head and places a hand on Cruz's shoulder as he walks past and pulls me into his side for a hug. "Don't leave me out there too long. This old man isn't used to so much exercise and excitement." He chuckles as he moves away and out of the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    Byron groans as he stands from his chair. "Don't do anything I wouldn't do, children. Oh wait, you already did," he snickers and wags his eyebrows in our direction. 
 
      
 
    I guess Steph had time to throw me under the bus while she was planning with Byron. I'll have a few words for her about that. 
 
      
 
    Cruz rolls his eyes at him but accepts the fist bump from Byron as he limps past. 
 
      
 
    I raise an eyebrow at Cruz and say, "Really?" 
 
      
 
    He laughs. "It's a guy thing." 
 
      
 
    I shake my head but allow him to pull me into the comfort of his arms. He strokes my back and says, "Quite a night, huh?" 
 
      
 
    I shudder as I think about how my night could have ended. "A night of horrors." 
 
      
 
    He stiffens against me, then tightens his arms around my back. "When I saw that bastard on top of you… let's just say I'm glad my dad got here first." 
 
      
 
    Our dad, I think to myself. It still sends my head spinning. I snuggle deeper into Cruz's chest and tell him, "It's over and that's all that matters." 
 
      
 
    I can feel the hesitation in the tense lines of Cruz's body, then he whispers, "Are you okay? Did he hurt you before we got here?" 
 
      
 
    "No," I tell him. He doesn't need to know about the violence before he got here. It would only hurt him, and Victor has hurt us all enough. 
 
      
 
    "I'm glad. Um, are you okay with the whole, my dad is your dad, thing? I'm still a bit shaken up by it, so I can only imagine how you must feel." 
 
      
 
    I sigh against his chest. "Honestly? Yeah, I'm still trying to digest it, but promise me something?" 
 
      
 
    "Anything," he says immediately. 
 
      
 
    "Promise me that it won't ever change anything between us. As much as I love knowing I have a father I can finally know, I love you more," I tell him with a slight catch in my voice. 
 
      
 
    He loosens his arms around me and bends down so we are looking into each other's eyes. "Nothing in this world is going to change the way I feel about you. I loved you when we were kids, I love you now, and I'll love you tomorrow. You're my happily ever after and my fairy tale. We both get the honor of calling the best man I know, Dad. It's pretty epic, you know. It makes us a family even more than we already are. If anything, it will bring us closer. You may have lost your mom, but you've gained a dad. He's the best dad you could ask for and being one of his kids doesn't change the love we share. We decide our destiny, you and me, Jo. No one else gets a say. Your love is all I need." 
 
      
 
    Through my tears, I tell him, "You have it. You've always had it, and always will. I need your kisses to breathe." 
 
      
 
    "Always together, my Jo." 
 
      
 
    "Forever, my Cruz." 
 
      
 
    As I kiss his lips, I can finally breathe again. 
 
      
 
    My dream come true. 
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    Victor was never a problem again. 
 
      
 
    Byron leaked his article to the paper, and oh how the mighty did fall. Victor Mason was not a man of the town after that. He still managed to finesse some of his followers back into his fold, but his reign was pretty much over. 
 
      
 
    Jake had managed to arrange that our housekeeper and cook stayed with us full time and we had to be told when Victor was going to be in the house. During those times, Byron and I stayed away. On the outside, our life went on unchanged, but that couldn't be further from the truth. 
 
      
 
    I shared so many more firsts with Cruz. We had our first Christmas together and a New Year's kiss filled with a promise of all the hopes and dreams to come. We celebrated Cruz and Byron's birthdays together - which ironically were just a few days apart. Then there was Valentine's Day and my birthday. I received a promise ring for my birthday, with heartfelt words about all the promises Cruz wanted to make and see fulfilled. I cried. The ring rests on my hand beside Grammy's ring. 
 
      
 
    Jake and I have become close, but he will always be Jake to me. He said he doesn't need a title to know he's my dad and calling me his daughter wouldn't make him love me anymore than he already does. Cruz was right. He really is the best man I know, and I'm honored he's my family. 
 
      
 
    Byron surprised us all by wanting to be included in our little family as much as possible. Jake has taken him under his wing and is teaching him how to fix cars. I think he idolizes Jake, and it warms my heart. He's Cruz's best friend now since they've bonded and become close after all that went down that fateful night. For the first time, I feel like I have a real family. I know my mom is with us in spirit and is happy we all have each other. She loved us all. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It's my graduation day. 
 
      
 
    I look out across the grass, to the bodies of students filled with excitement and energy, dreaming of a future filled with possibilities. I smile, thinking about my own future and all it holds. 
 
      
 
    Both Cruz and I have been accepted to the college of his choice, and it seems our little band of friends will be following us there. Steph, Carla, and Byron will be chasing their dreams right alongside of us.  
 
      
 
    Jake was a smart man with his money and saved enough to cover all of Cruz's educational costs, in addition to paying for his dorm fees. Victor dared not renege on his contract with my mother and has paid for all my own expenses and dorm costs as well.  
 
      
 
    A hand on my shoulder startles me and I turn to find velvet blue eyes smiling down at me. "Nervous?" He asks. 
 
      
 
    "Anxious. Your dad promised us that hunting cabin for the weekend." I lean and whisper for his ears only, "And I packed a bikini for the hot tub." 
 
      
 
    I watch as his eyes darken, and he licks his lips. "Thank god we have our own room. I'll want to peel that off you in privacy." 
 
      
 
    I purr my approval and am just about to lean in for a kiss when I hear, "Please tell me I won't be subject to this all weekend?" 
 
      
 
    I glare at Steph but have to stifle a giggle when Byron comes up and smacks her ass. "We can always put on our own show." 
 
      
 
    "In your dreams," she replies, but I see the twinkle in her eyes as she does. 
 
      
 
    These two have been circling around each other all year and still haven't taken a bite. I bet when that day finally comes, neither of them will survive it. 
 
      
 
    I can't wait. 
 
      
 
    Carla and Dean approach from the other side. Dean will be going on a tour with a very promising hockey team for a year before joining us at college. I don't know how Carla can be so calm about it, but they appear to be very confident in their relationship, so I'm rooting for them. 
 
      
 
    I smile at all my friends, who I'll be celebrating our graduation with over the weekend, and can't believe how lucky I am. For a girl who started her life on the wrong side of the tracks, I wouldn't have believed how much my life could change.  
 
      
 
    And I wouldn't change a thing. 
 
      
 
    My younger memories of us may have faded, leaving only echoes behind, but I'm looking to a future with clarity and so much more to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Did you enjoy this book? Would you like another? Possibly following the gang into college, but the focus being on Steph and Byron's explosive romance? Less sweet, more heat?  
 
    The best way for an author to know if there is a demand for another book, is to let us know in a review or to reach out and say hello. We love to hear from readers. YOU are who we write for. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Afterword 
 
    Abuse against women and children is an offensive crime. The subject matter in this book only lightly touched on this topic. It is a horrifying truth that these crimes are not a matter of fiction, like in this story. If you, or anyone you know, are suffering from abuse, you/they are not alone and can reach for help.  
 
      
 
    The National Domestic Violence Hotline 
 
    (link is external) 
 
     1.800.799.SAFE (7233) or 1.800.787.3224 (TTY) 
 
      
 
    The National Centers for Victims of Crime 
 
    (link is external) 
 
     (NCVC) 1-800-FYI-CALL 
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