
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Interference

    

    




      
        Harlow Cole

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Batter Up

      

      
        1. The End & The Beginning

      

      
        2. Finders Keepers

      

      
        3. Book Club

      

      
        4. Tug-of-War

      

      
        5. Go Fish

      

      
        Backward K’s

      

      
        6. Knuckle Sandwich

      

      
        7. Undefined Variables

      

      
        8. Hit the Spot

      

      
        Curveballs

      

      
        9. Hooker Tits & Bad Questions

      

      
        10. Licking Guilt

      

      
        11. Whiskey Lips, Vampire Kisses

      

      
        12. Secondhand

      

      
        13. Checkmate

      

      
        14. Candy Land

      

      
        15. Stay

      

      
        16. Garlic & Grief

      

      
        17. Short Leash

      

      
        18. Mercy Rule

      

      
        19. Megawatt

      

      
        20. Rhinoplasty

      

      
        21. Walking Wounded

      

      
        22. Unsolicited

      

      
        Foul Territory

      

      
        23. Toxic Princess

      

      
        24. Prodigy

      

      
        25. Fools Rush In

      

      
        26. Wasting Away

      

      
        27. Misfit Toys

      

      
        Squeeze Play

      

      
        28. Trouble’s Door

      

      
        29. Killing Me Softly

      

      
        30. Lucky Bastard

      

      
        31. Dirty Secrets

      

      
        32. Skills Assessment

      

      
        33. Lost Currency

      

      
        34. Porn *

      

      
        Rain Delay

      

      
        35. Space Invaders

      

      
        36. Hope and Awe

      

      
        37. Stealing Base

      

      
        38. Rising Tide

      

      
        39. Ballpoint Ink

      

      
        40. Numb

      

      
        41. Full Circle

      

      
        42. Fault Lines

      

      
        43. ______ (Speechless)

      

      
        44. Cat Vomit & Irony

      

      
        45. Drowning

      

      
        46. Go

      

      
        47. Post-It Apologies

      

      
        48. Lined Paper

      

    

    
      
        Epilogue: 1,427. And Counting

      

      
        Stealing Home

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2019 by Harlow Cole

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      

      
        
        Visit my website at www.harlowcole.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover Design & Formatting: Juliana Cabrera,

        Jersey Girl Design, www.jerseygirl-design.com

        Editors: Jovana Shirley, Unforeseen Editing, www.unforeseenediting.com

        Marla Esposito, Proofing Style,

        www.proofingstyle.com

      

      

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Bill –

      

      

      
        
        For giving me the chance to fly.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Interference

      

        

      
        Noun

        In·ter·fer·ence, [in(t)ərˈfirəns]

        : unwanted involvement in the activities and concerns of other people.

      

        

      
        : signals that weaken or block a broadcast transmission.

      

        

      
        : in sports, the act of illegally getting in the way of an opponent.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          All the King’s Horses

        

      

    

    
      A trio of yacht club princesses were holding court at table ten. The one dipped in diamonds and neon Lilly Pulitzer wanted lemons with her drink. In a dish. On the side. Because, as she’d pointed out, “You people probably never wash them.”

      We washed the lemons.

      The dish and the glass were another story.

      That retort still soured inside my mouth as I stood at the bar filling their glasses. For a moment, I allowed myself to wonder what would it feel like, living a life so pristine, avoiding the taste of ordinary tap water became a real need.

      At the start of our shift, the whole staff had played rock-paper-scissors in the break room to see who would get stuck with the low-tipping Barbie wannabes.

      Stupid paper.

      I should’ve gone with the rock.

      I was already in the mood to break things.

      I’d spent the better part of my afternoon on hold with the health insurance company, trying not to slit my own wrists to the melodious styling of Neil Diamond. After forty-plus minutes of hazing, an agent had confirmed they’d received my appeal. Claim, once again, denied.

      I never had to ask for lemons.

      Life kept tossing them at me, free and unsolicited.

      I placed the water glasses on a tray and started picking lemon wedges from the bowl on the counter, trying to locate the ones with the biggest seeds.

      My quest to find Karma was interrupted by an unwelcome hand slapping my backside.

      “I have a proposition for you.”

      “Not remotely interested.” My well-practiced reply lacked forethought or hesitation.

      “Bitch. You could at least hear me out before you reject me.”

      I didn’t bother looking up.

      Eye contact serves false hope.

      My job only required serving watered down liquor.

      “Come on, give me a chance.”

      “Are there people who still think persistence is a virtue?” I sarcastically asked myself aloud. “My daily quota for short straws is all filled up today,” I added. “Come back tomorrow. Or better yet, pick another victim to harass.”

      “Just listen to me. And don’t freak out.”

      I groaned as I finally turned to face my pint-sized assailant. “My answer was no, Joe.”

      I knew this drill all too well. This scene played out at least twice a week. Joey got a certain glow before unveiling one of her grand plans.

      Chances were slim whatever she had cooked up came attached to a good idea. But, I already knew, turning her down would be hard. Harder even than avoiding the wandering hands and day-drunk eyes of the two hipsters at the end of the bar. They’d already succumbed to my three magic words.

      Not please and thank you.

      The other ones.

      No and fuck off.

      Unfortunately, rejecting my best friend took more than words. It took a whole freaking spell book.

      “Unless you’ve figured out a way to win the lottery, or rob a bank without going to jail, I’m not interested. I’m definitely not covering your tables so you can sneak off with Conner for a quickie in the parking lot. Again.” I snickered as I filled the pocket of my apron with extra straws. “Fool me once, Joey . . .”

      My teasing wasn’t met by one of her typical, sassy retorts. Instead, she turned for a third time to glance back over her shoulder toward the sad excuse for a Friday night crowd. Normally, the bar would’ve been packed with wall-to-wall weekenders, double fisting cocktails and their American Express cards. But this season, too many days of drab, gray skies kept holding the city slickers at bay.

      Joey turned back to look at me. The side of her face was highlighted by the neon strobe of the half-lit Pabst Blue Ribbon sign that hung over the bar. I smiled as I surveyed her against the ridiculous backdrop.

      Joey never wore the standard staff T-shirt, but tonight’s outfit was over the top. Even by her standards. Her hot-pink sundress had layers of billowing lace running down the back, revealing a black leopard-print bra beneath it. Open-toed combat boots were laced up over her ankles, and glitter liner highlighted her eyes.

      This week’s theme must’ve been glam-rock.

      She swore her getups distracted customers from noticing the gaudy fishing nets and plastic crabs stapled to the wood-paneled walls.

      “I was going to suggest you get out of here,” she said, hands on tiny hips. “I’ll take your tables. None of these collared shirts look like big tippers. We don’t both need to kill our Friday night. You should go look for some fun. You do remember what fun is, right?” She cocked a sculpted brow at me.

      “It’s time to break your vow of celibacy. Go get yourself laid by a Mr. Right For Now. Preferably, one who has a porn-sized cock and enough brain cells to navigate a G-spot.” As she spoke, she kept alternating between looking over her shoulder and nervously pulling at the ends of her fire-engine-red Victoria Beckham bob.

      I didn’t have the guts to tell her I preferred last week’s platinum-blonde extensions.

      When we’d met in seventh grade, Joey’s hair was still an undoctored, shoe-leather brown. As Earth Science partners, we’d both felt morally opposed to keeping our little salamander caged in a tiny glass terrarium. We snuck him out of the classroom in the pocket of her sweatshirt and declared his emancipation in the school courtyard during a private lunchtime ceremony. Our friendship had blossomed from the act of rebellion, and Joey had been coming up with grand plans ever since.

      I frequently got caught in the crosshairs.

      Something about this one smelled fishy though. When Joey concocted a plan, she went all in. She stood next to me now, looking fidgety and anxious.

      Two things firmly against her religion.

      “You’re up to something.” My eyes narrowed as my head tilted to one side. “Why are you trying to get rid of me?”

      “Can’t a girl do something nice without being questioned?”

      I blankly stared back at her.

      Foxy’s Dockside Grille served as a second job for her, too. I put up with having my ass pinched by weekend tourists, so I could help pay the stack of bills Satan kept leaving in the mailbox. Joey was building a nest egg to buy out the salon she managed weekdays.

      She knew I had nowhere else to be on a Friday night. If I wasn’t here, working, I’d be taking care of things at home or down at the marina, holding the family business together with duct tape and a prayer.

      Orgasms didn’t fit into my current lifestyle. Even the no-strings variety. The shiny purple vibrator Joey gave me last Christmas sat stuck in a box in my nightstand—a sad relic of my neglected vagina.

      I needed to work. Plain and simple.

      When my father came back, life would get easier.

      At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

      Maybe that’s why serving froufrou cocktails and lemon waters, to a table full of city girls in flippy, designer sundresses, irritated the bejesus out of me. I should’ve been out exploring the world, too. Instead, my dreams lay scuttled on the ocean floor, buried somewhere between the eastern shore of Maryland and bright lights of Paris. I’d been left behind, schlepping trays of food and a load of stress I was far too young to be hefting all alone.

      “Joey, I don’t have time for sex. I haven’t even shaved my legs the last two days.”

      She sighed.

      I prepared myself for a lecture on personal grooming habits.

      “Okay, okay,” she said, dramatically holding her hands up in submission. “Plan A is a bust. You couldn’t make this easy on me and listen for once?”

      Joey didn’t usually do testy.

      Her glass stayed half-full.

      “So, here it goes. I’m just gonna rip off the Band-Aid.” She huffed out a breath. “Your past just sat down in Emma’s section. Either you stuff the years of resentment down in those apron pockets or you go ask Johnny for the biggest knife he’s got back in that kitchen. You and I can carve our initials in his balls like we shoulda done a long time ago.”

      “My past?” I pursed my lips in annoyance. “Oh, please. I’m not running from Preston. He needs to leave me the hell alone. How can someone with a trust fund and an Ivy League education be so freaking clueless?”

      Preston Ward Thacker The Third was what we locals unaffectionately referred to as a sunbird. Our little Chesapeake Bay town hosted a flock of them every summer. They came ashore straight from a frat house, with a lifetime supply of pink polo shirts and Axe body spray. They worked callus-free jobs in the upscale restaurants or on glossy charter boats. They drank like professional alcoholics, hell-bent on soaking their livers in memories they could romanticize once adulthood tucked them into beige cubicles at their daddies’ law firms.

      This marked Preston’s third summer pilgrimage. I’d foolishly hooked up with him during his second tour of duty. Evidently, he thought that gave him a season pass to fuck me whenever he pleased.

      Even my vagina wasn’t that hard up.

      His wallet was his largest appendage, and I had no intention of becoming a repeat casualty.

      “No, Ash. Preston the punk-ass, I could handle. Gladly.” She sighed again and then mumbled to herself, “I knew this was gonna happen, and like the train wreck that it is, I just didn’t say anything.”

      Frustrated with her cryptic description, I pushed up onto my toes to see around her. I was still searching for the pencil-dick prepster, so at first, I gazed right past him. But something drew my attention back.

      Poles of a magnet snapped into their natural place.

      My stomach suffered the shock before my brain had a chance to catch up. He looked so casual. Like he belonged. Like he wasn’t completely out of place. He was sitting with someone I didn’t recognize. From the size of his shoulders and similar baseball cap, I assumed it might be a teammate.

      “Oh . . .” My mouth couldn’t form more than that one syllable.

      He looked good.

      Damn him. Of course he did.

      After years apart, it was oddly disorienting seeing someone I once knew so well. At first glance, everything seemed so familiar. The time spread between us withered until it felt like only hours or days had passed since we last stood face-to-face.

      How long had it been?

      For a while, after he left, I’d counted the minutes. Then, the days. Eventually, the weeks and months. After we rounded the year anniversary, keeping track became too painful. With a great deal of effort, I’d forced myself to stop marking time by the void stretched between us.

      So much had happened the last few years. So much had changed in my life. But there he was now, looking very much . . .

      The same.

      I couldn’t fault myself for staring. He still looked like a god. His chest strained against his T-shirt, bragging too much about what lay beneath. His jaw angled sharply into straight-up sin. It had a thick dusting of dark scruff—the kind that made women squeeze their inner thighs together while dreaming of how it would scratch across sensitive skin.

      As he listened to his friend talking, one side of his mouth quirked up into that same old lopsided grin. A bottle of beer pressed to his lips, gripped loosely between his index and middle fingers. The label already curled at the edges. He always slowly peeled the paper away as he nursed a buzz.

      I blinked a handful of times to stave off the moisture building behind my eyes.

      That’s the crazy thing about time, it refuses to stay in the background and play the happy mistress for very long. As my mind courted all the similarities, change stood up, demanding to be noticed.

      The face beneath that scruff-covered jaw was fuller than the one that still occasionally haunted my daydreams. The shoulders that used to carry me caveman-style were bigger, broader.

      This was a man I’d never met, who grew out of a boy I used to know.

      A boy I used to love.

      The cavity between us deepened. The overwhelming sense of loss, that had once tried to swallow me whole, sauntered up into my belly all over again. In dark moments, when I’d allowed myself to think about it, I’d wondered what it would be like to see him again.

      Now, I knew.

      It sucked. Badly.

      I didn’t know the count of days or months anymore, but I knew it had been too long.

      Just when I thought nothing could be worse than the shock of seeing him, he chose to look beyond his friend’s shoulder.

      “Oh, shit.” I quickly glanced down, letting my thick, dark hair fall forward to cover my face. “He saw me staring.”

      “It’s okay. Just act natural.”

      She looked over her shoulder in a not-so-stealthy, I’m-going-to-peek-but-please-don’t-notice-me way.

      “What’s he doing? Why the hell is he even here? Shit. What’s going on?” I tried to look up from under my lashes without lifting my head.

      She gripped my shoulders, turning me away so both our backs were to the room. “Listen, this is my fault. I should have warned you. I know you block out all things espin, but, babe, the short version is, Karma finally bit him in the ass. He’s hurt.”

      I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “It’s E-S-P-N, Joey. Not espin. And what do you mean, he’s hurt?”

      “He had Bobby Joe Brown surgery,” she said, maniacally waving her hand around in the air and pursing her lips in disgust.

      “You mean, Tommy John.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Basically, his throwing arm is fucked, and the whole world is ending. Everyone thinks he’s ruined the season and cursed babies and banished puppies to hell. It’s all anyone wants to talk about. His team will never win another game. He’s killed the entire dynasty. Those sports-talk guys Conner is always listening to have been endlessly crying about it. It’s sickening.”

      She peered over her shoulder one more time and took a deep breath.

      “Oh, hell.” Her voice dropped down to a whisper. “You need to make up your mind. He’s standing up now. That motherfucker might actually have the balls to come talk to you.”

      I couldn’t squelch the reflex. I swiveled halfway around, almost knocking over my tray, now perched precariously close to the edge of the bar. He was indeed standing and kept staring my way. His lips moved, and suddenly, his buddy turned to look, too.

      “What are you gonna do, babe? Wanna sneak out the back door? I could pour a pitcher over his head to slow him down. Or I could go get that knife.”

      God love her. She was honestly brainstorming.

      I ran both hands down my face, imagining the scene in my favorite novel where the heroine evaporates on command and transports herself to a whole different galaxy.

      “No, no. It’s okay. I’ll be okay.” I said it out loud. Now I just needed to believe it.

      I turned back and stuffed napkins onto my tray until Joey’s hands stilled over mine.

      “Let me take this for you. I’ll cover your tables.” She propped the tray on her forearm like a professional and then added, “He’s coming over here. You know, if he upsets you, I’ll go full Lorena Bobbitt on him, right?” She made a sawing motion with her free hand.

      “Hi.”

      Thankfully, my back remained turned as he first spoke. I’d thought seeing him from across the room hurt, but hearing his voice knocked the wind out of me. I pressed a palm flat against my chest, trying to force some air back into my lungs.

      “Hey, Joey,” he started again. “It’s good to see you. Like the hair.”

      “Well, well. Brayden Ross. I’d say it’s good to see you, too, but my mother taught me not to lie.”

      She started moving around him. I already missed my pint-sized shield.

      I barely caught her whisper, “If you say anything that hurts her, I will hunt you down. You feel me?”

      I turned just in time to see him apprehensively nod down at her. It was comical really. He stood over a foot taller than Joey, and his shoulders were three times as wide. She looked like a redheaded elf next to him. She nodded back to me once more and finally walked off to save table three from dehydration.

      “Ashley.” He said my name too slowly and with a reverence I badly needed my heart to ignore.

      “It’s . . . it’s so good to see you. Jesus, you look good.” He stepped forward, crowding me back toward the bar even more as he towered over me.

      He’d never had any respect for my personal space.

      “I didn’t know . . .” He trailed off as he lifted his baseball cap. He nervously dragged a hand through his dark chocolate hair before using both hands to settle it back down into place again.

      The hat was too new. Another change that stood out now. The navy seemed too perfect. The white logo too crisp. It looked like the tags had just been ripped off the damn thing.

      I shut my eyes for a second and tried to imagine the one he’d always worn. The red St. M hat with the frayed bill and faded edges. I could picture him too easily, grinning at me with a younger smile, as he effortlessly flipped it backward and leaned down to kiss me.

      “I didn’t know you’d be here. You work here?”

      I opened my eyes to his words and looked back up at him, staring at his lips as they pursed with a question mark. My cheeks flamed. I prayed he couldn’t tell I’d let my thoughts momentarily wander to where those lips had once been.

      “Um, yeah. Just . . . just a couple of shifts a week, usually on the weekends.”

      I broke eye contact and searched instead for a magical spot on the floor that could drop me into a different layer of hell.

      “I figured maybe you’d gone off to school, and . . . I didn’t know if you’d be in town.”

      “Yeah. No. No school.” I bowed my head, wishing I could escape the humiliation that statement brought. “I’m sorry about the arm. Joey just told me. I don’t really follow . . .”

      God, this felt awkward. My mouth dried up as my cheeks grew embarrassingly hot.

      What did I even have on? Had I put on makeup before work?

      I probably looked like hell.

      No, there was no probably.

      My old cutoff jean shorts had strings hanging down in too many places. My blue V-neck T-shirt, with the word Foxy stretched tight across my boobs, displayed a stain from a splooge of tartar sauce somewhere below my left breast. I’d been running late, so I’d let my hair air-dry on the car ride here. Untamed waves spun around my cheeks now and clung to the light perspiration forming on the back of my neck.

      If God was going to put me in this position, couldn’t he have blessed me with a good hair day and a clean shirt?

      “Yeah. It pretty much sucks. Had the surgery four months ago. Getting ready to start rehab.”

      He held up his arm to show me the angry scar running down the inside of his elbow. I tried to focus on it instead of the corded bicep muscles fighting against the sleeve of his gray T-shirt. A black scrolling tattoo of some kind peeked out beneath it.

      That was new, too.

      Well, new to me.

      I rubbed my fingertips together to resist the urge to push up his sleeve and investigate what had been important enough for him to permanently mark himself.

      “I’m sure it will work out fine. It’s so common these days. Most pitchers recover . . .” I didn’t finish my thought aloud.

      He already knew. He would be fine. He would sit out a year. Then, he’d go back to being the golden boy.

      He’d land back on top.

      He always did.

      While I avoided all things baseball these days, no one could avoid all mention of the infamous Brayden Ross. He’d enjoyed a meteoric rise to the big time. The media had spun it into a storybook tale. He’d scored one of the biggest contracts in the Major League. It involved commas and too many zeroes. And that came before all the endorsement deals. He was far too pretty for people to resist using his face to push their products.

      He was an A-lister now. And he hung out with a bunch of other pretty A-listers, all easily recognized by only a first name.

      In the last few years, they’d merged his name with a Victoria’s Secret model and a handful of Hollywood starlets. You couldn’t pay for groceries without seeing their picture-perfect faces splashed across the cover of every gossip magazine.

      “So, why are you back . . . here?” I’d almost slipped, but I’d stopped myself before calling it home.

      This wasn’t his home.

      It couldn’t be.

      “My dad’s making noise about selling the house.” He broke eye contact this time, glancing around the bar. His jaw slid back and forth, calling even more attention to its stubbled perfection.

      “I was afraid he’d just get rid of everything. Ya know? I was gonna have all of it boxed up and shipped up to New York, but after I got hurt . . .” Those broad shoulders shrugged up and down, bunching up muscles where I used to trace my tongue. “I figured I have all this time on my hands now. I wanted to go through it all myself.” His eyes were glassy around the edges when they gazed back into mine.

      I nodded, at a loss for words.

      He suddenly reached out, brushing my hair away from my face.

      “Soot.” He paused and took a deep breath. “It’s so fucking good to see you.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut to block out the pain of hearing him use the pet name.

      “You’re not my best girl anymore, huh? You’re all grown-up.” Strong fingers stroked through the hair near my temple. “God, you’re even more beautiful.”

      For just a second, he looked at me with the hungry eyes I tried to never recall. They pierced right through places already covered in too many scars.

      He took another step closer. Without permission, my head tipped up, eyes locked on his. Reflex turned my cheek into his palm. That thing—that pull between us—tried crawling out from the rock we’d buried it under. I forced out a loud breath and fought the urge to lick my lips.

      A little piece of me ached to put my arms around him, to crush my breasts against his hard chest, and wind my hands up around his neck. It would feel so natural to press myself against him and let him shield me from the world.

      That was what he always did.

      He chased away the bad guys.

      Right until the night he became one.

      “How . . . how is he?” he asked, his hand slowing.

      An elephant stepped into the bar.

      It trampled on top of the spell I’d been under.

      Why was I standing before him like a lovesick idiot? I’d let myself go too far back in time. This wasn’t the boy I sat with in the library, reading fairy tales and science fiction. This wasn’t the guy who stole my firsts and lent me his heart.

      This was the man who broke it all apart.

      The one who taught me all the king’s horses and all the king’s men were never coming to put my world back together. He wasn’t here to fix things. He couldn’t. That ship sailed a long time ago. And left me behind, standing on the dock, holding all the jagged little pieces.

      “You don’t get to ask that,” I said, despising the traitor inside that let my eyes fill up with tears and my voice get cloudy with the sound of unshed sadness. “You don’t get to ask about him. Or about me.” I pushed his hand away from me, lightly shoving outward against his chest to give myself breathing room. “It’s too late for you to waltz back in here now. Go back to your fancy life, Brayden.”

      I started to move past him, plotting my escape.

      He reached out, using his good hand to grab my arm. “Ash, if I thought for one minute that I could have come back and made things okay . . . I stayed away because I didn’t think you’d want to see me. I didn’t think your family would ever have anything to do with me again.”

      He pulled me back toward him, reaching up with both hands to cup my cheeks. His thumbs ghosted under my lashes as tears began to overflow their bounds.

      “I promised myself I’d never be the cause of these ever again. You know . . . damn it . . .” He paused, gritting his teeth, as his own voice clouded over. His Adam’s apple beat down the building emotion. “We both know the word sorry could never come close to being enough.”

      “Ah, yes. I’ve read that sentiment. In the Jack Ross playbook. How is your father?”

      “You know I wanted to help.” His hands slid down to grip the top of my shoulders. “Your parents . . . they wouldn’t let me . . .”

      I pushed back again, breaking away from him enough to breathe.

      “Stay away from him, Brayden. He can’t see you. You have to stay . . .” My voice drifted off as the irony of that plea stole my ability to continue.

      He picked up on it, too. His eyes squeezed shut as he pinched the bridge of his nose. Another mannerism I knew well—his tell of fighting emotion.

      “Promise me, Brayden. Promise me you’ll stay away from him.”

      I stared back into piercing blue eyes, wondering how on earth I’d ever trust him to keep another promise.
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      “. . . when you go out into the world,

      it is best to hold hands and stick together.”

      
        
        —Robert Fulghum
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            The End & The Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      Brayden

      Before

      

      I scrubbed my hands down my face, desperate to take back control from the monster I’d just become. I let the blunt edges of half-chewed fingernails dig down into my skin.

      I didn’t mean to do it.

      Honestly.

      But there’s a split second that separates anger and remorse. For me, that gap frequently filled with violence and bad choices.

      Sometimes, it stayed, stuffed inside me, rattling around my bones, rotting me down toward the core. But, more often than not, it bubbled up over the surface, filling my eyes, my words, and my fists.

      It felt good at the time. And, in that moment, relief was all I cared about.

      When you give up the hope of finding a permanent repair, you learn to settle on a temporary fix.

      I was defective right from the start.

      My actions just kept proving that point.

      I had to let it out. The anger and the hurt. The self-loathing. That was the one people don’t cop to on their own. When you’re rejected too many times, you start to know the problem can’t be everyone else.

      It’s you.

      You’re the problem.

      You’re the reason none of them stay.

      Don’t go. Don’t go.

      Stay.

      Grams took me to a shrink once. That head doctor’s the one who taught me those feelings have a dumb name. I refused to ever go back.

      What the hell good would it do?

      Talking about feelings didn’t make ’em go away.

      I flexed my fists again, pressing my knuckles into the sides of my skull. His words kept rattling around in my head. He knew they were a sucker punch. He knew they would cut into me. He wanted me to react. I promised myself I wouldn’t. I promised her I’d be better. But I couldn’t get them to leave me alone.

      He was right. I was a bastard.

      My own mother didn’t want me.

      I could hear the sound of glass shattering. I could hear a woman screaming. But I couldn’t see the broken shards that signaled my own destruction.

      There was blood. So much blood.

      Is it mine?

      I couldn’t tell. My eyes were already filled with my own tears, blinding me with the abrupt, stinging slam of regret.

      The voice inside my head already knew.

      I was totally fucked.
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      Ashley

      “Hey, dweeb.” The thwack of the screen door slamming shut accompanied his entrance. He paused mid-stride, swiping a hand through his dirty-blond hair. “What’re you doing?”

      “Dying. Half my brain’s already melted down my face.”

      My words vibrated through the blades of the fan I’d set on the counter, three inches from my face. It oscillated back and forth, regurgitating my own pissed off air right back at me.

      Nathan chuckled and resumed his stroll to the fridge. It hiccupped as he opened the door. Like everything else in the house, it was ancient and hurting. He pulled out a carton of eggs, then jammed his head back inside for a few extra seconds of chilled air.

      “I’m gonna try to fry an egg on the driveway. Wanna come watch?”

      “It’ll work. It’s a hundred and four degrees in the shade.”

      That wasn’t an exaggeration. It only sounded like a horrible cliché till you lived through the hell of it.

      The humidity Mother Nature typically held exclusive for July and August had rolled in a month early and settled over us. I felt sorry for every blue crab I’d ever tossed into a steaming pot of Old Bay.

      I now knew the misery of being boiled alive.

      “It’s gonna be badass. Come out and help me.”

      “That involves moving. I’m staying right here till Mom and Dad come to their senses and take us back home.”

      “This is home now, short stack. Better get used to it.”

      Our move to St. Michaels—a picturesque little harbor town along the Chesapeake Bay—was supposed to help us escape the hot and bothered life of metropolitan Washington. So far, the journey had been nothing close to stress-free.

      The nostalgic fixer-upper our parents bought failed to contain an HVAC with any working parts.

      And hot and bothered?

      That perfectly described me.

      My brother, on the other hand, was downright cheerful. Although spawned from the same two people, a mere fifteen months apart, in both outward appearance and inner temperament, my big brother and I lacked most signs of shared blood. His ability to deal with all this change made me nauseated.

      I stuck my tongue out behind his back as he departed with the eggs and a box of aluminum foil.

      My mother came breezing in and out a handful of times as I continued to fester. She had a smile on her face and a goofy pink tool belt slung around her waist. I made a couple of snide comments about sinking ships and sweat leading to unhealthy dehydration.

      My complaints chipped away at her good humor.

      She offered me the sprinkler or cold fresh-squeezed lemonade. Neither would help the fact that the air could be cut with the saw my father was using to fix the front porch railing. My youthful lack of wisdom forced me to share that observation, too.

      “Back home, I’d be at the pool with Charlotte right now. This place sucks.”

      I missed my best friend. I’d been begging for a cell phone so I could text her like a real person. My parents claimed I was too young to embrace mobile technology. They hadn’t even bothered to turn on the cable or the Wi-Fi yet. By the end of summer, we’d be technically considered Amish.

      I’d accidentally said that out loud at dinner one night. They’d sent me to my room for a little while. Spending time there was supposed to make me a better person.

      My mother stopped fluttering and cocked her hip.

      Evidently, I’d once again pushed too far.

      “Ashley Foster, get out of this house. Go make some new friends. Explore. We moved here, so you could go out and be a kid. Go get dirty.” She blew her own sweaty bangs off her forehead, reset her untamed curls into a ponytail, and adjusted the smile back onto her face. “Find some trouble.”

      Elizabeth Foster was a beautiful woman. She had coal-black hair, light-green eyes, and curves that defied age. I liked when people told me I looked like her. It gave me hope that my ugly-duckling stage wouldn’t last forever.

      But even her beauty could be marred by that look. The one insects sport right before they bite the head off their young. The same one she was giving me from across the kitchen.

      I holstered my mouth and tried real hard not to let the screen door slam behind me.

      She’d told me to find trouble.

      I had no freaking idea what that meant.

      We’d moved from a suburban utopia. A land of cookie-cutter houses on neatly lined streets with perfectly landscaped lawns where kids were never permitted to play. Mom and Dad had never allowed us to wander outside the confines of our fenced backyard. I’d spent my first dozen years playing like a prison-yard convict under the watchful eye of my mother while she stood in the kitchen window.

      I had no idea where trouble lived.

      Or if I’d even know when I found it.
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      The white plastic basket tied to the front of my bike bounced back and forth as I navigated the two-mile stretch into town. Riding all alone felt foreign. It filled me with a strange sense of freedom and adventure as the space between me and the house grew wider.

      I contemplated going in the dollar store and blowing my allowance on plastic crap, but on my way there, the front steps of the library called out to me. Enjoying free books and complimentary, temperature-controlled air, trumped cashing in the money I’d earned from scrubbing dinner dishes and folding laundry.

      I pushed my way through the wooden front door and nearly doubled over from sweet relief. I breathed deep, sucking in the crisp, cool air.

      The place had the faint smell of mothballs and Murphy Oil Soap. The woman manning the front desk complemented the nostalgic odor with a nest of blue hair. Her eyes peered up over the top of black-framed reading glasses.

      In a timid voice, I asked the direction of the young adult section. Without speaking, she pointed to a curved wooden staircase.

      The place wasn’t as big as the library back home, but what it lacked for in size, it made up for in secret hideaways. I settled into a window seat at the end of the tall stacks on the second floor.

      That’s where I met trouble.

      Well, truth be told, that’s where trouble found me.

      “You’re in my spot.”

      His sudden presence both startled and annoyed me.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t see your name on it,” I replied quickly, snapping back at the lanky boy standing in front of me. I leaned forward to haughtily show the bench lacked a label. “Finders keepers, losers weepers,” I added.

      He paused before responding, tilting his head to assess me. His eyes swept from the two thick braids of raven hair skimming down my shoulders to my dirty pink Keds, which bobbed up and down to the beat of my adrenaline.

      “You new here, baby girl?”

      “If you mean, did I just join the world, then no. I’m almost twelve. I’ve got a whole decade under my belt.” I wiggled all my fingers back and forth, like jazz hands, in case he needed the visual. “If you mean, did I just get to town, then yes.”

      He smirked. It changed his whole face.

      I liked it.

      A lot.

      “You’re a spunky little thing, huh?”

      He had the slightest hint of a southern accent. It didn’t wrap around whole sentences; certain words just came out funny. And he talked kinda slow, like he had something to say, but you’d best be patient if you wanted to hear it.

      This kid was not from around here either.

      He sure didn’t look like he belonged in the back corner of a library in podunk Maryland. He should’ve been the lead singer of a boy band. His face belonged on a screaming girl’s T-shirt or pinned up on a bedroom wall.

      His hair was unruly. The deep coffee-brown mess seemed to permanently dip into his eyes. Every few seconds, he’d push his hand through it, like a parent unconsciously taming the behavior of a willful child.

      The move made him that much cooler.

      “I’m Brayden,” he said, offering his hand in a polite gesture that contradicted his original punk-ass greeting.

      I wiped my palm on the fringe at the bottom of my cutoffs before I reached out to accept it.

      I’d never shaken a boy’s hand.

      He was my first.

      “I’m Ashley,” I said, hoping I squeezed his hand the right amount. “But most people are lazy and just call me Ash.”

      “Ash. Like the stuff leftover from a fire? Fits you.” He chuckled as he let go of my hand. “Well, fiery little Ash, since you’re not new to the world, but missed the announcement about this being my regular spot, I’ll be the gentleman my grandma prays for and share my lunch with you.”

      Without permission, he sat down next to me and opened the drawstring bag he’d had slung over one shoulder.

      His sudden proximity made me feel flush all over. My adrenaline turned into something else. Butterflies and frogs jumping around in my belly. My armpits got itchy, and my cheeks grew hot.

      None of it felt pleasant.

      But, I didn’t want it to ever stop.

      “I’m warning you now,” he said as he unwrapped a ham and cheese on rye and tore it in half to share, “I sit here every day during my lunch break. If you want to hang out here, bring your own food.”

      “Thanks, Dallas,” I said, calling him by the name emblazoned above the football on his gray Cowboys shirt. “I assume, from the sorta funky way you talk and the T-shirt, that’s the planet you came from?”

      He cocked his head and grinned at me, not bothering with an answer.

      His smile made my stomach do more funny things.

      “You reading Green Zone Galaxy?” he asked, tipping his chin toward the book lying open in my lap.

      “Just started it. You like the Planet 29 series?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty cool. Creepers Trilogy is better though. More stuff blows up. More badass aliens.”

      I nodded my head in agreement.

      “Yeah, the way they brought back Landon in the second book was pretty awesome.”

      He smiled at me again.

      The damn frogs started eating the butterflies as they danced across my insides. I punched myself a little in the gut to hush them up.

      We polished off bites of shared sandwich over a semi-intense discussion of the best superheroes. The bread had mustard. Mustard tastes like vinegar and backwash. But I didn’t even notice it. The way his face lit up when he talked about The Avengers became way too distracting.

      “I’ve never met a girl who likes sci-fi.”

      “Guess I’m not most girls.” I shrugged.

      “Yeah, I’m getting that impression right quick. You know,” he started as he stuffed a handful of white cheddar popcorn into his mouth, “you and me are gonna be great friends, Soot.”

      He held out the baggie for me to help myself. I smirked at the new nickname as I took more of his lunch.

      “If I come back tomorrow, I’ll bring M&M’s to share,” I said.

      Chocolate made everything better.

      And I was supposed to be making new friends.

      “Bring the ones with the peanuts,” he said, his mouth still half-full.

      “Of course,” I replied, taking another small handful of popcorn. “They’re way better than the plain ones. Everybody knows that.”

      For the first time since the Atlas moving van pulled out of our old driveway, I felt like maybe life in St. Michaels wasn’t gonna suck that bad.
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      Ashley

      Perfecting cream. That’s what they called this crap I’d swiped from my mother’s makeup bag.

      It had to make me gorgeous. By law.

      Patented formula.

      It said so right on the jar.

      I slathered on another healthy dollop, paying extra attention to the line of summer freckles dusting across my cheekbones. I stared back at my reflection, twisting my lips from side to side and scrunching up my nose, hoping my face settled back into place magically different.

      No such luck. Still plain old Ashley.

      “What the hell’s taking so long?”

      I applied a few thick coats of the Ultra Shine lip gloss and then gave myself a hopeless eyebrow raise before stuffing the girlie paraphernalia back into my bag.

      “Quit being a doofus,” I admonished the girl in the mirror. “You’re never gonna look like one of The Floozies.”

      Primping was a major time suck. There wouldn’t be enough time to make my stop if I didn’t get my butt moving. I made my way out through the cluttered office. As soon as I pushed the door open, I squinted against the bright sunlight, searching for my parents.

      “Hey, Mom. I’m going!” I shouted at her from the opposite end of the dock.

      “Be careful. Have fun with your group.” Her response battled against the sound of my father hammering the end of the board she held in place.

      “Have fun with the nerd herd, half-pint,” Nathan said as he passed by, carrying another two-by-six toward the site of our parents’ shenanigans.

      A brand-new tool belt accented his orange board shorts. The handle of a hammer swung down the side of his hip, tapping out the beat of his steps, taunting me to poke fun of it. Payback for the constant use of pet names he knew drove me nuts.

      “You have fun, too. Hey, by the way, Bob the Builder called. He wants his tools back when you’re done with them.”

      His middle finger made a quick appearance, but he chuckled and good-naturedly called out, “Good one, midget.”

      I double-timed it through town. I knew every crack in the sidewalk between the marina and the library. A tree root busted up through the concrete right before I reached the drugstore on Fremont. I stopped there every day to buy a yellow bag of M&M’s with quarters pilfered from my mother’s loose-change jar.

      My parents thought I’d joined a summer reading club. Mom was so glad I’d made friends. That was maternal code for, Thank God you’re out of my hair.

      Brayden smiled when I walked in. My smile.

      The one he reserved just for me.

      Lopsided and delicious.

      His hair was freaking out more than usual, like he’d run his hands through it a dozen extra times. His shoulders looked enormous under a bright blue athletic jersey.

      Why can’t he look like a hot wreck for one lousy day?

      Just to make us little people feel better.

      I smiled back at him and tried to escape the rush of heat that bothered my cheeks.

      Damn. I was starting to act like one of The Floozies, too.

      He rolled his eyes and nodded his head toward the stairs, a silent indication he’d meet me once he dealt with the nuisance clinging to his arm.

      She was back. Again.

      Digging in her manicured claws.

      Those half-dozen books she’d checked out on Monday must not have held her interest long.

      Not that picture books took long to read.

      I slowly climbed the stairs, creating mental tick marks. Six. Seven. Eight and nine came as a double punch. I cringed and ascended the final steps two at a time, trying to block her out. I sat in our spot, ignoring empty words on a page until Brayden eventually joined me.

      “America’s Most Wanted finally let you go?” I asked without looking up.

      He snickered and plopped down on the bench beside me, playfully bumping my hip with his own. Mine instantly warmed in the place where our skin touched.

      “She was in rare form. What number did you get to?”

      “Her record stands. I didn’t feel like sticking it out for the grand finale today.”

      I hadn’t intended for my little game to become shared knowledge but hiding stuff from him was tough. He made it easy to talk, and I still couldn’t track down the padlock for my mouth.

      “It’s a tough life, Mr. Popularity,” I added.

      He had a whole pack of them. Brayden’s Floozies. Girls who came in here way too often. They either wanted his attention really bad, or they were the fastest readers on the planet. Today’s contestant ranked the worst. Everything about her made me burp vomit.

      Coral Lynn Taylor.

      Like a serial killer, she used all three names.

      She only surpassed me by a year and change, but she’d already grabbed puberty with both hands. She had bouncy boobs, freshly shaved legs, and frosted pink fingernails with little white tips. Her beauty-pageant blond hair was always perfectly curled or pulled back in some kind of elegant twist.

      I’d hated her on first sight.

      She was a fondler. Her hands were always permanently affixed. Gripping his biceps. Sliding across the top of his shoulder. Flattened against his pecs.

      I’d started keeping a tally of the number of times she would touch him before he could get rid of her.

      The record stood at twenty-six times in four minutes.

      She thought everything he said was hysterical, as evidenced by her annoying, screeching laugh. It sounded like a cross between air brakes on a tractor trailer and crying seagulls. It gave me an instant migraine.

      The first time she’d shown up, I’d fought off the idea that she might be Brayden’s girlfriend. By her third visit, not knowing for sure had gotten to me. That afternoon, I’d finally let my unfiltered mouth work to my advantage . . .

      

      “I don’t like that one,” I said boldly after she finally left with her usual stack of unreadable books. “Not a bit.”

      “Coral Lynn? She’s a giant pain in the ass. All the guys at school are all up in her business. I don’t know why she’s latched on to me. She’s nothing special.”

      “Maybe someone should tell her that,” I muttered. “She thinks she’s hot shit.”

      He snickered in agreement.

      “Does she intentionally swing her hips like that when she walks out, or is she handicapped?”

      He busted out laughing and briefly slung an arm around my shoulders. “You kill me sometimes.”

      “Seriously, I need to know. I mean, I’ll feel bad if I’m making fun of some kind of legitimate disorder.”

      “Her only disorder is the empty space between her ears,” he replied.

      “She’s like Gelahar in Battle of Andrax,” I added.

      His brow furrowed. “The slime monkey who contaminates everyone?”

      “Yep. I’m tracking the number of times she touches you. I don’t think there’s an anecdote for her brand of goo. Your exposure level gets too high, we’re gonna have to take you to an infectious disease specialist.”

      

      After that day, I’d tried to snap my filter back into place as best I could. But the counting remained one of our inside jokes.

      We had a lot of them.

      We’d learned too much about each other, in bits and pieces, over the course of days, that quickly strung themselves into weeks.

      Brayden’s summer of library servitude stemmed from a string of poor choices. He’d gotten into a fistfight on the last day of school and refused to apologize. Then, he’d thrown a baseball through his neighbor’s car window. The victimized neighbor, Mrs. Watson, happened to be the town’s blue-haired librarian. She wanted part-time help re-shelving books all summer.

      She was a big proponent of free child labor.

      Our home lives looked nothing alike. He talked about his grandmother a lot, with an easy fondness. But he didn’t even know his mom. She hadn’t planned on him and said as much when she dropped him off with his dad as a tiny baby. His father was some big-deal football star. He’d won a fancy trophy in college and then played for the Cowboys for a half-dozen years before he blew out his shoulder. He was a professional talker now, for the sports network my father and brother frequently watched.

      Brayden’s voice hadn’t bragged the afternoon he shared that news.

      It remained lackluster.

      Like a kid reading straight from a history textbook . . .

      

      “Wow. So, your dad’s like rich and famous?” I asked.

      “Sure.” He didn’t look at me. He tilted his head to the side and stared down at his black Adidas.

      I missed his smile.

      “Well, that really sucks,” I replied, expressionless. I swung one leg back and forth under the bench where we sat, letting my own sneaker barely skim the floor.

      His gaze snapped up to meet mine.

      He paused for a few seconds and then chuckled out loud.

      The sound made my stomach do that flip-flop thing. Half–roller-coaster ride, half–stomach flu. My inability to control that feeling around him was starting to trouble me.

      He bumped my shoulder with his. “You’re never quite expected, Soot.”

      He shook out a handful of candy, picking out all the green ones and dumping them into my waiting palm. They were my favorite, and although I’d never asked, he’d begun systematically forfeiting them every day.

      “It does actually suck a lot of the time,” he added quietly. “Most people don’t get that though.”

      I didn’t push. That might be why he kept going.

      “I cramp my dad’s style,” he said. “He’s got better things to do than hang out with me. Two years ago, he moved to New York for his new job. Grams never liked Dallas. She sure as hell wouldn’t like New York. So, Dad moved us back here. This is her hometown.”

      “So, we’ve both been exiled here by our fathers. My dad was ‘burning out.’” I used my fingers to make quote marks. “That’s why we’re here. Although I’ve heard my mom tell her best friend a couple of times that it’s really a midlife crisis. But we’re not supposed to talk about it.”

      “Yeah. I get it. There’s a lot of stuff we don’t ever talk about at my house, too.”

      

      Throughout the summer, Brayden became another thing I didn’t mention at home. A couple times, I caught myself at the dinner table, repeating something he’d said. But I never went through with it. I held the words hostage in my mouth, laughing to myself without letting my family in on the joke.

      I liked having him all to myself.

      The clandestine friendship and top-secret meeting spot made me feel like a heroine from one of my spy books. He was my first boy friend.

      Two words, not one.

      He made me feel things that I couldn’t even name but innately knew to seek. That queasy stomach and embarrassing cheeks. He noticed me. And he listened. That summer, he felt like the only one who did.

      Everyone else was too busy.

      “Your parents bought old Johnson’s marina?” he’d asked the afternoon I opened up more about our move. “That place looks like it’s about to fall into the water.”

      “No kidding. It’s worse than the house. They have big plans for fixing it up.”

      “I hope they know what they’re doing.”

      “My dad was a computer programmer. My mom was a middle school guidance counselor. Their plans are drawn out on the back of junk mail envelopes. What do you think?”

      “Wow.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Now, I know why you come here to hide out with me.”

      So maybe I’d embellished a little bit.

      The summer heat wave had actually blessed my parents with saving grace. Lots of people were out boating and fishing on the bay to escape the miserable humidity. The sketches my mother had doodled on all those envelopes started to look more realistic than a shot in the dark. My brother, the do-gooder, kept helping them.

      The three of them were off in their own little world.

      And I was blissfully off in mine.
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      Brayden

      “You’re not gonna make it home with all those. You’ve got way too many.”

      Ashley’s skinny little arms clutched a tall stack of books, piled all the way to her chin. I kept warily looking back at them as I dialed in the combination to unlock her bike from the rack.

      “Give me some to hold for you until Monday. You’re gonna fall and skin yourself alive before you get home, and I’m gonna feel like a jerkface for letting you do it.”

      A half-busted basket with cheesy plastic daisies barely clung to the front of her bike. One by one, she started stuffing books down into it.

      “You need one twice that big to carry all that shit.”

      I’d never been one for chivalry. Caring about other people’s problems? Other than Grams, it was so not my thing.

      Folks deserved to ride into hell on their own power.

      My father liked to say that.

      But something about this whole situation made me act like a stranger. Ashley inspired some kind of alien thing inside me. Its talons would claw at the inside of my chest, threatening to bust through my ribs and break me wide open.

      On the big screen that would be badass.

      In real life? I wasn’t a fan.

      “I’m buying you a bigger freaking basket this weekend. This thing doesn’t contain your abilities, Soot.”

      She kept ignoring me.

      “Maybe you should try reading slower.”

      “Stop being ridiculous,” she finally replied as she precariously wedged the last paperback on top.

      Movement across the street caught my attention. Bobby and Dillan were parked on their bikes near the curb. Bobby impatiently tapped an imaginary watch on an empty wrist.

      I turned my back to them. Dumb fuckers could wait.

      I hadn’t exactly told them about Ashley. Why would I? She wasn’t any of their business. It wasn’t like their sorry asses had been coming to keep me company while I slaved away for the devil named Watson.

      “Seriously?” I asked, exasperated.

      While I’d been distracted, she’d climbed on the bike. She was struggling to get her foot down on the pedal while balancing the ridiculous load. Scrawny legs wobbled back and forth with the frame. I chewed on the end of my thumbnail.

      This had disaster written all over it.

      I glanced back over my shoulder at my friends. If I ditched them, I could toss half of her books in my bag and ride home beside her.

      “You’re killing me, Soot. Let me help you.”

      “Quit being such a wuss. I don’t need your help. I’m a big girl.” She motioned to the back of the bike. “See? No training wheels or anything. I’ll be fine.”

      Big girl wasn’t an apt description. She wasn’t all that much younger than me, but she was tiny for her age. A tiny little monster with a real hard head.

      “A pint-sized pain in my ass,” I muttered aloud.

      She smirked at me as she started to push off. “If I don’t die on the ride home, I’ll see you on Monday.”

      “Not funny,” I called back. “I hope you still have skin on your knees.”

      I watched like a helpless moron. The bike swayed a little, but she made it to the end of the block. She paused at the light there, her long, dark hair swinging back and forth across her sun-kissed shoulders. She looked both ways before crossing the street.

      I didn’t move.

      I couldn’t.

      She safely rounded the corner, making the turn toward the outskirts of town. I kept staring down the empty sidewalk.

      “Got yourself a new girlfriend, Bray?” Dillan asked.

      I turned in time to catch his eyebrows waggling back and forth at me. My friends had crossed the street while I’d supervised Ashley’s departure.

      “She’s real cute,” Bobby said sarcastically. “Flat as a board, if you like that kinda thing.”

      Bobby was a world-class horndog. Last spring, the dude cracked his older brother’s password for an online porn site. He now felt the need to constantly talk about it. None of us were sure how his palm or his dick had any skin left.

      “Who knew big, bad Brayden Ross would turn into a regular Boy Scout? Shelving books and aiding preschoolers,” Bobby added. He pulled a worn mitt out of his back pocket and smacked his fist into it.

      “Shut the hell up, Bobby. Ashley’s cool. And she knows how to read, which makes her a hell of a lot smarter than the both of you.” I avoided further taunts by bending over to unlock my own bike from the rack.

      I didn’t know how to explain the thing with this new kid, because I didn’t understand it myself. She was a pest. A smart-mouthed squirt who I should have been completely annoyed by. I’d messed around with a couple girls from school, but I’d never really befriended any of them.

      Somehow, spending time with Ashley had made this whole miserable summer livable. I spent every morning working my ass off, trying to tick off all the things Mrs. Watson had saddled upon me, so I’d have time to goof off once Ashley arrived. She had me looking forward to dragging my butt out of bed and going to work.

      As we started pedaling toward the ball field, I kept turning to look back in the direction she’d left. I couldn’t rid myself of this weird desire to follow along after her.

      “Ashley and Brayden sitting in a tree,” Bobby taunted, breaking into my worry.

      “Bobby, finish that little song, and I promise, I’ll aim my fastball at your head all afternoon.”

      He stuck his middle finger up and popped a wheelie, but he shut his fucking mouth. Neither one of them said another word about her, which was a good fucking thing.

      I didn’t even want her name coming off their lips.

      I didn’t feel like sharing her.
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      Ashley

      My summer happiness held together until the first week of August when Brayden’s captivity abruptly ended.

      He left me. For baseball camp.

      Two weeks of sheer boredom and self-imposed solitary confinement put me back on my mother’s radar. I was hiding in my room, twenty chapters deep in a pretty crappy book when I heard her yelling. I ignored the first three times she called my name.

      “Ashley! Someone’s here to see you.”

      Those six little words finally got my full attention.

      The sound of my worlds colliding.

      He sat at the kitchen counter, helping himself to a brownie my mother had offered. His tan looked two shades deeper, and he seemed a little taller than before he left. Shiny athletic shorts hung low on his narrow hips. His baseball cap was twisted backward, barely containing the shock of dark hair beneath it.

      I broke out into a sweat just looking at him.

      The menagerie in my stomach came roaring out of hibernation.

      “Do you want another one?” my mother asked, already scooping a second man-sized brownie onto his plate.

      She was staring too. Like she had Brad Pitt sitting at her kitchen counter.

      “These are amazing. Thank you, ma’am.” His accent thickened when he laid on the charm.

      I’d heard him dial it up with Mrs. Watson when he twisted her into breaking the rules, letting us eat inside the library.

      It worked on my mother, too. She beamed at him from across the room.

      “So, you’re gonna be in the same grade as Nathan? How did you and Ashley meet? Would you like to stay for dinner? I always have plenty,” she added all in one breath as she got up and scurried to stir a pot on the stove.

      I finally found my voice. “S’up, Dallas?” I asked, walking all the way into the room and sitting on the stool beside him at the counter.

      “Not much, little Soot. I brought back that copy of Warrior X you loaned me. You were right. Totally overrated.”

      My book sat next to his plate on the counter.

      “Oh!” Mom said, turning back to face us. “Were you in Ashley’s library group this summer?”

      Brayden smirked with one side of his mouth. “Yes, ma’am, I sure was. We had a really great group.” He gave me a quick wink as he lightly kicked me in the shin, signaling he would play along.

      We had a secret.

      I wasn’t sure how my shoulders held up under the weight of my crush.

      Brayden accepted the offer to stay for dinner. As her pots simmered, my mother played twenty questions.

      I’d dropped my favorite ball of yarn and sat, watching helplessly, as my mother pulled the string to unravel it.

      My Brayden wasn’t so much mine anymore.

      The vertigo grew twenty times worse when my dad and Nathan arrived home. I saw the momentary awe that washed across Brayden’s face when they walked in, arms slung around one another, laughing and horsing around. They regaled us with loud stories of an impromptu afternoon fishing trip. I had to look away from the envy in Brayden’s eyes when my father ruffled Nathan’s hair and boasted about his son’s prowess while steering the boat all on his own.

      My mother already had a mental checklist of the things the boys had in common. Baseball topped that list. I could see her writing it out in her mind in all caps, covered in bright yellow highlighter.

      Before I even had a chance, she made introductions.

      “Hey, man. Your mom said you play ball?” Brayden asked my brother, pointing to his all-stars T-shirt from the league back home.

      “Yeah. I’ve taken off the whole summer though. You play? Hey, you wanna hit some out back before dinner?”

      “Yeah, that’d be great. Let’s see what you’ve got,” Brayden said, sliding off the stool. He kept talking as they started for the door.

      He never even looked back at me.

      “You know, we play a pickup game every afternoon. At the field behind the elementary school. You oughta come sometime and meet the guys. What position do you play?”

      I didn’t hear my brother’s response as the screen door slammed shut, but a few seconds later, Nathan’s face pressed back against the screen.

      “Hey, Ash. Come on. We need someone to play catcher.”

      I didn’t want to play catch.

      I didn’t want to play third wheel either.

      In the days that followed that afternoon, people began to call Brayden my brother’s best friend.

      But I’d met him first. He was mine. I found him and brought him home. Nathan just stole him out from under me.

      That’s how I lost Brayden.

      The first time.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      “I’m sorry, kiddo. Something’s come up.”

      “Oh,” I said, bewildered. “Yeah, that’s cool,” I added quickly to mask my letdown.

      I should have seen it coming. Low expectations soften the sucker punch of disappointment.

      If you expect people to act like dickwads, you don’t feel so busted up inside when they come through on the job.

      I’d learned that lesson early on.

      “I’m sorry, kiddo.”

      Those three words had been following me around for as far back as I could remember. They taunted me, repeating in my head until the voice saying them became singsong and callous. They danced on my shoulder, an evil angel inciting me to walk toward trouble.

      Few people say the words I’m sorry with any real significance. They’re just a sound. Made to fill the void left behind by broken promises and bitterness.

      I’d heard those words so often, they’d lost all meaning. I didn’t believe in them.

      I certainly avoided saying them myself.

      “Hey, listen.” He paused, and there was a short, muffled conversation in the background. “Okay. Yeah, I’ll be right there. Just give me a minute to finish this call.”

      I was keeping him from something.

      “Listen, maybe I can sneak away in a couple of weeks and come down for a few days, so we can catch up,” he said.

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever.”

      Go ahead, asshole.

      Make one more promise you won’t keep.

      I hated the ball of snot filling up the back of my throat. I didn’t usually get this emotional about it anymore. Spending so much time with the Fosters was making me soft.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to channel anger instead of sadness.

      Anger was so much easier.

      I could hear music playing in the background and the buzz of chatter that came from a decent-sized crowd. He had important people waiting.

      My father always did.

      Everyone thought I was lucky, that it must be so great to have a dad with a Heisman, a Super Bowl ring, and flashy name. But the problem with being the kid of someone semi-famous is you’re always semi-important.

      In my father’s world, I fell somewhere between remembering to floss and getting a haircut. Another thing to check off the list. One more line on his Wikipedia page.

      I don’t know why I’d let myself believe he’d come home for Labor Day weekend. At least the motherfucker hadn’t just sent a text this time.

      I’d foolishly set my heart on him coming to town for the Fosters’ party at the marina. The festivities included a boat race. Fathers and sons. Mothers and daughters. Families being families. They’d all be dressed up in red, white, and blue and each other’s happiness. They’d laugh and trash-talk while they paddled to the finish line.

      Everyone would be doing it.

      The whole fucking town.

      It was one damn time I didn’t feel like standing on the dock, watching all alone.

      God knew, if I mentioned the thing to Grams, she’d half-kill herself, claiming the arthritis in her back was magically fixed for the day and she felt fit for competition. She’d probably curse the other teams and spit in the grass to make me laugh at her attempt at being a badass.

      That wasn’t gonna happen.

      She had done enough for me already.

      I’d pretend not to care. I’d sneak off somewhere during the race and smoke a couple from the pack Bobby and I’d lifted last week from Albertsons. It was dumb anyway. The Fosters were just hosting the party to drum up more business.
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        * * *

      

      I instantly felt bad for that belittlement the following evening as I sat in the Fosters’ kitchen, absorbing their Beaver Cleaver way of preparing dinner.

      Mrs. Foster stood at the counter, fixing potato salad to go with whatever Mr. F had going out on the grill. The frilly apron tied around her waist boldly proclaimed, Romaine Calm and Carrot On. Her hips swayed as she sang along to an old 80s tune playing on the radio.

      Ashley was humming too and bouncing around like an adorable little pixie while she set the kitchen table.

      They’d never asked if I was staying, but Soot had already set out five places. They did that. All four of them. They just . . . included me.

      The last few weeks had been weird.

      I had every material possession a kid could want. My father provided me with everything. Everything but the feeling I got when I sat at this counter and watched these people work together at life.

      “Brayden, you okay?” Mrs. Foster asked, breaking into my stupor.

      “Uh . . . yeah,” I stammered, tilting my head up to meet her worried gaze. “I mean, yes, ma’am. I’m good.”

      Nathan poked me in the arm. “He’s upset I just kicked his butt at Albatross 5. He’s stuck on level twelve, and he can’t get past the Xelodon Chamber.”

      “He shouldn’t feel bad that you’re three levels ahead of him ’cause I’m five levels ahead of you,” Ashley said, laughing. Nathan swatted her in the ass with a dish towel.

      Usually, being here made me feel awesome. They made me feel like one of them. Tonight, being encased inside their cheerful world twisted the knife in my back.

      They were the perfect little family. Until a few weeks ago, I’d refused to believe families like this could truly exist. Maybe I hadn’t wanted to believe they did. It confirmed what I’d been missing out on my entire life.

      “Look at these steaks. Bobby Flay better watch his back,” Mr. Foster announced, walking in the back door with a full plate. He set it down on the counter and preened for his wife as he tapped her on the butt with the back of his hand.

      She looked at him like he was her whole world. “You’re the man, babe. Bobby’s got nothing on you.” She kissed him on the cheek as he slid an arm around her waist.

      They did that. They were always touching each other. Like horny kids copping a quick feel in the shadows at a school dance.

      How can that shit be real, too?

      Ashley and Nathan were the lucky ones. They had the things money could never buy.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and gave in to the urge I’d suppressed all day. Nothing good ever came from this, but I could feel myself getting too caught up in the idyllic scene unfolding around me.

      I had the gossip sites all bookmarked.

      It took under thirty seconds to find him.

      Antigua.

      My father had spent the day riding a Jet Ski in the Caribbean. The chick looked familiar. But that only meant she looked like all the rest of them. Fake hair and overstuffed plastic tits barely contained by a shiny string bikini. In fact, I scrolled two more shots and found a half-exposed nipple. They had giddy smiles as they tore through the surf without a care in the world.

      “You want milk to drink, loser?” Ashley asked good-naturedly, sidling up beside me.

      I didn’t answer.

      Her soft fingertips poked the scrunched-up center of my brow, unknowingly easing my pain. I pushed my phone and my anger back down into my pocket, shoving both as far as they would go, shielding her from the ugly feelings inside me. I stared at Ashley’s cute smile. More freckles had popped out across her nose after too much time in the sun today.

      Like a little constellation of happiness, they made me forget the dark.

      “I’ll pour the drinks,” I said, smirking as I tugged on the end of one of her braids.

      Screw my father.

      I wasn’t gonna let him take this away from me, too. I’d been acting like a chickenshit, scared of letting the joy inside this kitchen swell up around me. At least for a little while, I was gonna let myself drown in it.
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      Ashley

      “Hey. I’m talkin’ to you. Do you hear me? I know you can hear me.”

      Scott Billings stood six inches taller than everyone else.

      He had big, meaty hands that looked two growth spurts ahead of the rest of his body. Dark circles rimmed the bottom of his eyes, and his mouth was always ticked up in a permanent snarl. His outward appearance reflected every bit of the ugliness he held inside.

      I usually managed to dodge being his catch of the day. I sat toward the front of the bus and sank down real low, so my head didn’t clear the seat back. He typically picked on Beth Tyler, a girl with bright red hair that called out to Scott with a siren’s song.

      I didn’t even hear the first barb tossed my way. I did, however, feel the crumpled ball of paper he pegged at my head.

      “Do you know how ugly you are? You’re so ugly, I heard your mother tried to give you back when you were born.”

      He probably stood in front of the mirror every morning, perfecting his creepy voice. He sounded like a villain in a bad action movie. Sort of a cross between The Joker and Voldemort.

      I ignored him.

      Attention only fertilized the ugliness.

      “In fact, you’re so fugly, I hear they can’t put your picture in the yearbook.”

      I slid down lower in my seat.

      “Are you a boy or a girl? You’re so skinny and flat, I can’t tell.” He cracked himself up with that one, laughing so hard he made a super unpleasant snorting sound.

      His next paper ball arched over the seat and hit me square in the face. I closed my eyes and prayed the driver would go faster. By the time I finished my silent plea to God, the bus had grown eerily quiet. All chatter stopped.

      Then, a familiar voice cut through the silence. “Billings, you’d better shut the hell up. Right now.”

      “What’s your problem, Ross? I’m just having a little fun with the new kid.”

      I rolled to the side to peek around the edge of the brown vinyl seat.

      Brayden stood over Scott, his hand clutching a fistful of the bully’s T-shirt. “Leave her alone. She’s with me. If I ever hear you talking to her like that again, I will fuck you up.” He leaned down in Scott’s face when he cursed. “Worse than the last time.”

      He kept staring right into Scott’s eyes. He didn’t breathe or blink. His intensity left no doubt he meant business. Scott looked like he wanted to piss his pants.

      “You got me?” Brayden growled.

      “Yeah . . . yeah, man. We’re cool. I didn’t know you guys were tight,” Scott answered.

      Brayden released him and stalked up the aisle to stand over me.

      “You’re coming in the back with me. I’d rather subject you to the fumes back there than the A-holes up here.”

      As I stood, he reached down and slung my backpack over his shoulder. Then, he took my hand.

      He led me down the aisle toward his seat in the very back where all the popular, older kids clustered together, reigning over their kingdom of yellow metal. As Brayden’s wingman, my brother had a seat back there. He sat next to Dillan Hawkins, a boy with shaggy blond hair, freckles, and a kind smile. He played first base for their baseball team.

      Nathan bumped knuckles with Brayden as we walked by. “Thanks, dude,” he said.

      “No biggie, man. Billings is bad news. I’m not gonna let jerks like him mess with our little Ash.”

      “You okay, sis?” Nathan asked, looking around Brayden to me.

      I nodded apprehensively. I felt so out of place in the land of the populars. Coral Lynn and her bestie, Bridgette Davidson, were in the seat in front of Nathan. They both glared at me as they whispered to each other.

      Brayden squeezed my hand again.

      “Hey, Bobby, move up a seat. Ashley’s gonna sit with me.”

      Bobby, a stocky kid with auburn hair who played right field, sat beside the back window. At Brayden’s prompting, he got up and slid forward. He didn’t seem too happy I was joining them either.

      I scooted past Brayden and took Bobby’s place, pressing as far over to the window as I could get so that I could rest my head against it.

      I tried to focus on the world outside the bus as the normal volume picked back up around me.

      Brayden leaned over a few minutes later and spoke softly against my ear, “From now on, you sit back here, okay? This is your new spot. Unless he has a death wish, Scott’s not gonna bug you anymore. He knows you’re with me now. You’re safe.”

      I nodded my head without turning.

      “You aren’t cryin’, are you? Where’s my sassy girl?” he asked.

      I turned to look at him, hoping by now the flames of embarrassment had left my cheeks alone, and I’d blinked enough to dry my watery eyes.

      He gripped my chin, tipping my face up toward his, as he leaned in closer. “You remember that fight I told you about? The one that landed me in the library?”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Yeah, well, Billings was the one who got acquainted with my right hook. He said some shit about me not having a mom. He knew it would get under my skin. Kids like him . . . that’s what they do. They find where you’ve been cut and pick the scab.”

      “No wonder you socked him,” I replied, quietly. “I’d have knocked him out, too. If he wasn’t twice as big as me.”

      His eyes narrowed. “He messes with you again, my fist and his face are gonna get reacquainted. It would totally be worth more library duty.”

      “Thanks, Brayden.” I smirked and added, “I’d come visit you at the library.”

      He leaned in even closer. I could feel his breath against my cheek.

      “Don’t you dare believe that crap he was saying either. You’re not ugly, Ash. We’re friends. I’d tell you the truth if you were hard to look at.”

      I smirked again and nodded. Then, I resumed my window staring because I suddenly felt all mixed up.

      I hated Scott Billings.

      But I owed him for being so vile.

      If he wasn’t such a creep, Brayden wouldn’t have punched him out that last day of school. He wouldn’t have gotten pissed off and thrown that ball through Mrs. Watson’s window. He wouldn’t have been at the library the day I wandered inside.

      And, if evil Scott hadn’t been a perpetual asshole, Brayden would never have jumped to my defense. The tide of our friendship might have continued receding.

      One event had knocked into the next, leading us to this very spot.

      We were still friends.

      By his own definition.

      Brayden didn’t say anything else, but halfway home, he reached out and silently took hold of my hand. He didn’t loosely clasp my palm the way I’d seen him with other girls in the halls at school. He laced our hands tightly together, protectively encasing each of my fingers between his own.

      For the remainder of the ride, our joined hands rested on the vinyl seat.

      They filled the empty gap between us.
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      Brayden

      I held my hand to my forehead, shielding the sun from my eyes, as I gazed across the blacktop to the field where the gym classes played kickball.

      Ashley stood on second base, looking miserable.

      I’d been relieved when I saw her walk over to join in. Her normal MO involved parking herself on the bench with a book hiding her face. She had trouble making friends. That weird little Joey girl seemed like the only person she ever talked to.

      That worried me for some reason.

      Truthfully? A lot of things about Ashley concerned me.

      It was bewildering. All these feelings. Dudes weren’t supposed to have so many of them. I’d sure as shit never had them before.

      “So, what’s up with you and that little brat?” Coral Lynn asked, following my gaze, as she hoisted herself up onto the brick half-wall where the older kids played hooky during study hall. “It’s freaky, the way you’re always watching her now. The way you’ve made her sit with us on the bus all year long.”

      I didn’t realize I’d made my habit that obvious.

      After the bus run-in at the beginning of the year, it’d become a reflex I couldn’t control. What if something happened to Ashley while I wasn’t there?

      So, I watched her. Shit, that did sound creepers. I watched out for her. Checked in. Made sure things were okay. I had to know.

      It settled something inside me.

      “She’s not a brat. She’s Nathan’s little sister,” Dillan said, speaking up for me. “She’s been helping out a lot at our practices. She’s cool.”

      “What is she? Like, the team mascot?” Coral Lynn asked snidely.

      Her high-and-mighty tone and the sneers it garnered from a few folks around us started to mash every one of my buttons.

      “She shags balls and stuff. Doesn’t even throw like a girl,” Dillan added. “She even knows how to spit.”

      “Oh my God, that’s charming.” Coral Lynn snickered.

      “She’s not a brat,” I said forcefully. “She’s my friend. If you have a problem with her, go find another place to sit on the bus. No one’s stopping you.”

      Why was I explaining anything to Coral Lynn?

      I’d made out with her after we were matched up while playing Spin the Bottle at Stephanie Huber’s birthday party the beginning of last summer. I’d slipped her a little tongue, and she hadn’t left me alone since. She had nice tits, and pretty hair that always smelled like cupcake frosting, but her clinginess got annoying five minutes after our emergence from Steph’s closet.

      She completely bored me. She couldn’t talk about books or movies or even sports like Soot could. I bet if I tried explaining the infield fly rule to her, her eyes would cross.

      I didn’t like justifying my friendship with Ashley to anyone.

      But especially to Coral Lynn.

      “Well, I think it’s really weird that you hang out with Nathan’s little sister,” Bridgette said, parroting her best friend. She preened when Coral Lynn smiled approvingly at her.

      “As if I give two shits what you think about anything, Bridgette,” I said, not bothering to look at her.

      “Oh, burn!” Bobby called out, laughing until I rolled my eyes at him.

      I’d never had anyone to worry about before. I didn’t have any siblings or cousins like most people I knew. I didn’t even have a dog or cat to look after ’cause of Grams’ allergies.

      I’d had a fish once.

      Gupper.

      He’d died two weeks after we brought him home. Dad had been visiting the weekend I found him floating upside down. I’d screamed that we needed to call the vet or 911. My father scooped him up in his bare hand and unceremoniously flushed him. Then, he told me I’d probably overfed him. I’d locked my door and cried into my pillow. I’d managed to murder the only thing I’d ever been charged with supervising.

      When Grams asked if I wanted to go get a replacement, I’d made an excuse. I didn’t want to be responsible for taking care of anything but myself ever again.

      Until Soot showed up, stealing my favorite hideaway and sassing me about it in the process.

      Something about her felt all mine.

      She was a hot mess of a kid. All string-bean legs and long, tangled braids. But she listened to me. Actually listened. And she looked at me with those wicked green eyes like she cared about what I had to say. I could talk to her about anything. Baseball. Movies and books. How I felt about my dad.

      I’d never talked to anyone else about him.

      That shit with Scott on the bus had cracked me wide open. It kicked up an instinct I didn’t know I possessed. She had a big brother. She probably didn’t want another one. But I refused to give her a choice.

      I wanted to take care of her.

      Coral Lynn knew me well enough to drop the subject. I sat quietly, ignoring the predictable conversation the group moved on to. I stared back over at the field, feigning real interest in the game.

      Some chick kicked the ball straight to first and got tagged out. Then, Josh Klinefeld kicked a double all the way to the fence. He sprinted past first and rounded toward Ashley.

      Going fast. Too fast.

      I hopped down from my seat on the wall as he barreled forward with both arms out. I cursed as he knocked her straight into the dirt. When she didn’t get right back up, I turned into a man on a mission.

      I heard Bobby mutter, “What the hell?” as I broke into a full sprint.

      Josh, a pudgy little monster, knew to get out of the way. The gym teacher came running with her whistle in hand, but she stayed back when she saw me leaning over Ash, whispering quietly with my face tucked against her ear.

      “Let me see, baby girl,” I said calmly. “Where are you hurt?”

      She sniffled but wouldn’t look up at me. She uncurled her legs. Road rash and dirt scuffed her shins. Dark maroon dribbles of blood caked to her knees.

      Something struck me straight in the gut. I blew out a breath and rubbed my chest.

      “I’m okay,” she said, a little warbled. “I’m a moron. I should have moved out of the way.”

      “No, you’re not. That schmuck ran right into you. He should’ve slowed down.” I glared over in his direction one more time. “We’re gonna have to get this cleaned up. Let’s get you to the nurse.”

      I slid my arm around her, forcing her up from the ground. She winced as her legs bent against the scrapes.

      “I’m good, Brayden. I can get myself there. I don’t need you to baby me.”

      “Shut up. Just do as you’re told for once.”

      She started to edge forward. A fresh stream of blood trickled down her shin. I wasn’t about to let her bleed all over her little pink sneakers. I bent down and put my other arm under the backs of her knees, lifting her up.

      “You need to eat more, kid. You’re a sack of skin and bones. I’m gonna start force-feeding you like that damn fish.”

      She lifted her head up, ready to give my ramblings some kind of saucy response. She froze when she saw the crowd.

      “Everyone is looking at us. I can walk on my own.” She wiggled against me.

      “What-the-fuck-ever. Let them look. What do we care?”

      Ashley squeezed her eyes shut and tucked her forehead against my neck, her weight slackening with submission. My arms tightened around her as that motherfucking thing inside me exploded.

      I didn’t care what the rest of them thought. All I cared about was forcing her to accept my help.

      Taking care of her, protecting her . . . it made me feel . . .

      Useful.

      For a kid who’d spent his whole life feeling like someone’s burden, that was pretty damn spectacular.

      My friends might look at Ashley and see Nathan’s awkward baby sister, but I looked at her and saw reason. I wasn’t meant to be on this planet. My whole existence was an accident. But maybe all that God-has-a-reason-for-everyone shit Grams always spewed on and on about had some truth.

      Ashley and her bloody knees gave me a purpose.

      From that moment on, people who gave me shit about taking care of her were going to end up bloody themselves.
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        If it wasn’t for baseball,

        I’d be in either the penitentiary

        or the cemetery.

        —Babe Ruth
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      Ashley

      “God, this hurts like a son of a bitch.”

      “That guy has twenty pounds on you,” Nathan replied. “How’d you think this would turn out, rock star?”

      My brother’s laughter jostled all three of us as we continued bobbling our way across the lawn with the agility of drunken sailors.

      I tried to take on more of Brayden’s weight, but my lack of height made for a serious disadvantage. Nathan bore the brunt of it, his arm sandwiched beneath Brayden’s good shoulder.

      “Just a little farther,” I said, mentally counting the steps to the Ross’ front door. “I think you need to see a doctor. You probably have bruised ribs this time.”

      “Yeah, but Justin definitely has a broken nose,” my brother added with measured pride.

      “Damn straight.” Brayden snickered then groaned as we continued half-dragging him toward the house. “Don’t make me laugh. Laughing hurts all over.”

      Life in the middle place was supposed to hurt.

      We’re meant to suffer through them—those years that straddle the uncomplicated life of a child and the complex web of adulthood. They’re pre-programmed to blow chunks. Full helpings of angst and raging hormones, leave very few unscathed.

      The long slide through those crossover years had me feeling antsy, like a kid in the back seat on a cross-country road trip that never seemed close to the final destination. I felt a constant need to lean toward the front seat and scream at God, Are we there yet?

      I wanted things to get moving.

      I didn’t know what things or where I wanted them moving toward. I just longed for something exciting to upturn my world. I needed to shuck plain, and get lost in a messy, dirty, heart-pounding now.

      Schlepping Brayden home, bloody and half-beaten, wasn’t what I had in mind. Unfortunately, as years passed, it became a role I played increasingly well.

      He used his fists more than his brain.

      I hadn’t seen this one go down. But, I’d heard all the details from my best friend, Joey, who somehow always managed to end up in the right place at the right time. She’d replayed the scene like an on-air crime reporter.

      I’d been on the other end of the building when the whole thing broke out. In truth, these days I tried my hardest to avoid Brayden at school. On the rare occasions I wandered by his locker, I never found him alone.

      The last time I’d ventured by, he hadn’t found a chance to even notice me. His eyes remained closed while he half-molested some girl. Her back was pressed up against the lockers, but the rest of her was pressed firmly up against him. I tried not to play the voyeur, but it felt like flipping through channels and happening upon an R-rated movie your parents would never let you see.

      I couldn’t look away.

      I also couldn’t quite squelch down the image of myself in her place.

      There was something hypnotic about the way his hand curled up in her hair and the way his lips moved against her throat until she rolled her pelvis forward, and he crushed his thigh between her legs.

      It was dirty.

      A brand of illicit excitement that, for me, stayed stuck behind a looking glass. Totally out of reach.

      I didn’t look like her.

      I couldn’t even compare.

      By the time I’d started high school, I’d cornered the market on cute. That’s what everyone called me. As if it wasn’t the biggest insult in the world to someone sitting around, waiting to grow into herself.

      I struggled not to mentally outline the differences between what I saw in the mirror and the girls Brayden always picked. They were polished and beautiful, ripe with womanhood.

      I’d only ripened with envy.

      My mother called me a late bloomer. Staring at that girl dry-humping Brayden that day had made me feel like a weed.

      Fights like this one made the posse come out in full swoon. To teenage girls, there’s nothing hotter than a boy with hard muscles, a brooding smirk, and an overdeveloped sense of nonchalance.

      The Floozies still flocked to him, drooling and acting stupid. He had that thing. That just-on-the-cusp-of-bad-boy vibe that made estrogen flammable. He treated them all with just enough sugar to keep them around and just enough contempt to hold them at arm’s length.

      His hand reached out for the porch railing now, as we finished faltering our way up the steps, still awkwardly coupled together. His cracked, bloody knuckles were a familiar sight, too. The blackened eye and busted up lip weren’t that unusual either.

      The crazy part? The other guys always looked far worse. Maybe Brayden fought a lot because he was good at it.

      I’d lost count of the number of people who were well acquainted with his right hook. In the past couple years, two of those fights resulted in suspension.

      This one would probably score him a hat trick.

      “That asshole will think twice before he says any more shit about me,” Brayden announced, delving into his anger to forget the pain of bending to go up the final step. “He’s gonna eat his words if he comes looking for more trouble.”

      “Pretty sure he already ate his words as a side helping to your knuckle sandwich,” I replied.

      “If he didn’t have such a big mouth, I wouldn’t have shoved it so far down his throat,” he said, chuckling. “Damn it, Soot. Don’t let me laugh.”

      Grams opened the front door as soon as we hit the threshold. A bottle of Motrin and an ice pack sat waiting for him on the kitchen table.

      She was an expert at patching him up.

      “Did you call him?” Brayden asked as he flopped down onto a kitchen chair and pressed the ice to his face.

      “You know I had to. The principal asked him to come in. He let it go last time, but he told you, if it happened again, we’d have to involve your dad.”

      “Is he coming?” His tone filled with piss and vinegar, not one he used with Grams very often.

      She tried to reach across the table to rest her hand against his, but Brayden angrily snatched his back.

      “He’s tying up some loose ends, then he’ll be on his way. He’s taking the six o’clock shuttle from New York.”

      “Fuck my life.”

      “Watch your mouth in my kitchen, young man.”

      His face softened with the reminder of where he was sitting. His shoulders slumped. His hand slowly reached back out over the table.

      “I know, sweetie, I know,” she said, responding to his unspoken apology.

      She patted his hand, then squeezed it with her own. He turned his palm over so her soft, crinkled skin lay cradled inside his larger, stronger hand. The outward appearance had no correlation to inner strength. She’d always been his rock.

      “Do I really look that bad?” His other hand pulled the ice pack away from his face, revealing the blue skin beneath it. One eye was working hard on swelling shut.

      “You might not go back to being quite as pretty after this one. No offense, but you look like dog shit.” Nathan laughed and then immediately added, “Sorry, Grams.”

      “It’s okay, dear.” She smiled sweetly at Nathan, then turned back to her grandson with a scowl. “You really do look like ass. Keep the ice on it, honey.”
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        * * *

      

      We chickened out.

      Nathan and I went home before Jack Ross arrived. Neither of us wanted to witness the ugly scene unfold.

      But things didn’t go down as expected.

      The next day, I sat with Brayden outside the office while his dad spoke with Principal Richards. His arms stayed crossed, and a scowl adhered to his face as he prepared for World War III.

      It didn’t come.

      His father emerged from the office, half-smirking, and muttered, “That asshole had it coming, kiddo. Next time, wait till after school.”

      I figured that would be the end of it. But, in the days that followed, Brayden’s father did something highly out of character.

      He stayed.

      In the years I’d known him, Jack Ross had never hung around for more than two or three days at a stretch. But, after Brayden’s fight with Justin, he came and didn’t leave.

      One week gave way to two. Then, four.

      He wasn’t in his usual rush.

      Brayden healed. And, despite my brother’s prediction, went right back to being overtly pretty. As time wore on, he seemed oddly serene. More settled than I’d ever seen him before.

      His father showed up to every practice with a worn, old mitt, ready to lend a hand. He took over for me as the scorekeeper for doubleheaders. He helped Grams carry in groceries, played handyman around the house, and said grace at Sunday supper. He even took Brayden to a weekend concert in Baltimore. They came home with matching T-shirts, signed by the band.

      For some odd reason, Jack Ross was suddenly taking a stab at being a half-decent father. He sliced right through the tough shell Brayden spent years carefully erecting.

      I watched from the cheap seats.

      Fearing gravity.

      I knew enough about the laws of force and motion—they sent things up, just to mock them as they toppled back down.

      The fall would come.

      Hard and fast.
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        * * *

      

      My father groaned as he turned to look away from the gruesome scene before us.

      “This is hard to watch,” he muttered.

      My mother leaned over to whisper something to Grams. They both nodded sympathetically. Our half of the bleachers sat eerily quiet, a sea of red shirts and caps, enslaved by stunned silence.

      The crack of the bat meeting the ball startled me.

      It shouldn’t have.

      We’d been hearing it a lot.

      Brayden hung his head and thwacked the side of his hip with his mitt. The ball sailed past the infield and just missed Bobby’s glove out deep in right.

      Jack Ross had horrendous timing. Leaving three days before the championship game scored in the book as an all-time low. Even for him. The starting pitcher should have had this day to shine. Brayden should have been lost in the glory of his moment.

      Instead, he was just lost.

      His fastball couldn’t find the zone. His curveball kept hanging. Wild pitches marred the scorecard in my lap. The coach crawled up his ass between innings.

      Weary teammates sat in the dugout, heads held in hands. Like my father, they were pained, watching the nightmare unfold.

      His focus was shot to hell, his normal routine shredded by a habitual need to glance into the stands between batters. His dad had promised to try to make it back in time. But the scorecard tracking that man’s unkept promises filled up long ago.

      It didn’t matter why he couldn’t stay. A leather ball, an endorsement appearance, another blond chippie. None of them were more important than the desperate look in Brayden’s eyes.

      He kept readjusting. Pulling at the neck of his jersey like it had shrunk a size too small. Twisting his leather glove and punching it with his fist as if it suddenly wouldn’t mold to his hand.

      In the bottom of the fifth, he walked two and fell to a full count on the third batter. That’s when he finally made eye contact with me during one of his searches through the stands.

      My mother claimed the word hate was too strong for casual use. But, at that moment, I hated Jack Ross for causing the pain in his son’s eyes.

      My own desperation curdled up. I wanted Brayden to know how badly I felt that he was stuck out on that pile of dirt, surrounded by people, but feeling so alone.

      I tapped two fingers on my lips, then placed them down to cover my heart.

      I didn’t come up with it on my own.

      I stole it.

      From a super-cheesy cable movie with a thin plot that starred a B-list actor I crushed on. The boys had watched it with me, grumbling I’d tricked them into a chick flick disguised as a sports story.

      The kid in the movie played football. Badly injured, he was carried off the field on the shoulders of his teammates. He made the sign to his stereotypical love interest sitting worried in the stands.

      Love you. It’s gonna be okay, he mouthed the words just before the fade to black. We never knew if he’d won the trophy or gotten the girl. Nathan said it ranked among the shittiest movie endings of all time. Brayden had poked fun of me for days.

      I repeated the signal one more time, hoping he’d remember. I mouthed the words, It’s gonna be okay. He probably couldn’t read my lips from that far away, but desperation often relies on prayers and subliminal messages.

      He stepped out of his stance. He shook his arms out, cracked his neck from side to side, and stared back at the runner on second base.

      The coach yelled, “Come on, Ross! Get it together. Throw some strikes, kid.”

      Brayden kicked at the dirt to clean the rubber plate and smiled.

      A real smile.

      Ear to ear.

      He briefly glanced back up at me, shook his head a little, and laughed to himself. He retook his position and leaned back over to stare down the batter, starting his routine. He brushed off the catcher’s first signal and then gave a quick nod to his second.

      He struck the guy out looking.

      The next two batters found a similar fate.

      In the innings that followed, Brayden channeled all his anger into his right arm. He struck out the side in the sixth and made the top half of the order look foolish in the seventh and eighth. The now jubilant crowd stayed on their feet until the final out.

      They lost the game.

      Some holes grow too deep to climb.

      Their hitting couldn’t rally the way their errant pitcher had. No one saw him leave the field. The two teams lined up to slap hands like sportsmen.

      By the time the dust settled on the infield, he’d vanished.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost dark when they called out the search party.

      Brayden hadn’t shown, and Grams was getting worried. His teammates fanned out across town, looking at the back booth at Lucky’s Diner, the field behind the elementary school, and a dozen other places he might’ve ended up.

      I knew they wouldn’t find him.

      We still kept our share of secrets.

      I walked toward the Ross’ house on the path that skirted the edge of the water. It got muddy in a bunch of places this time of year, but the shorter route cut the trip in half, and blinking fireflies were already chasing away the last scraps of daylight.

      The old boathouse sat nestled in a grove of weeping willows. Tucked around the final bend from the main house, it was far enough out of reach and mind to be forgotten and sorely neglected.

      A couple years ago, Brayden’s dad built a flashy new one. He’d shown up during one of his weekend stints with a pretentious new speedboat and Ginger, an equally ostentatious girlfriend a fraction of his age. He’d deemed the old building insufficient to house either one of his new toys. The following week, a work crew had begun construction.

      The new one sat closer to the main house. It boasted three covered boat slips, a full kitchen, family room, and a posh guest suite on the second floor. They already had a two-bedroom guesthouse right off the pool, so the whole thing seemed like overkill.

      His dad had driven the speedboat three times before he grew bored with it.

      He’d ditched Ginger just as fast.

      The older building was mostly rotted out now, but a soft light flickered from the second-story window as I approached. The rusted barn door protested loudly as it slid open. I hitched myself up the ladder leading to the loft.

      The wooden walls were soaked with decades of sea air. They gave the place a musty odor, but a giant open window made up for it with a gentle breeze and an incredible view.

      The telescope Brayden got last Christmas stood alone in one corner. Long strings of white Christmas lights were stapled to one wall, and a little Coleman camp lantern sat perched on a table made of milk crates.

      An old futon sofa lay folded up against the wall opposite the window. Brayden rested back against it, staring out at the water. A case of PBR kept company beside him. So did a lighter for the cigarette that dangled from his mouth.

      He and my brother weren’t choirboys. I knew that well enough. I’d heard the whispering about scoring beer on Friday nights, and I’d smelled smoke on plenty of their T-shirts. I also knew every rumor about Brayden rounding all the bases with a few varsity cheerleaders.

      But hearing it was different than seeing it.

      They never included me in any joyful debauchery. They left me alone in an ivory tower, their sins carefully sheltered from view.

      “Dallas.”

      He pulled the cigarette from his mouth and exhaled. The smoke curled in a long ribbon of practiced technique.

      “Soot.” His voice fell flat, not pleasantly surprised to see me, but not annoyed either.

      I finished navigating my way up the ladder and sat down next to him on the mattress. He stared forward as he mindlessly brought the cigarette back and forth from his lips.

      His hair looked like a tortured disaster. His eyes were glassy and red. I couldn’t tell if that resulted from spent emotion, the sweat from the game, or from the transgressions scattered around him.

      Nothing about his demeanor invited conversation. I joined his silence instead, staring out at my favorite time of night.

      Little lights bobbed up and down from boats that lingered at the edge of the world. I held up a finger, tracing the outline of their sails as my mind built stories of their destinations. That was how I’d learned to pass slow days helping my parents at the marina. My mind would climb aboard and sail off, toward some glorious port of call, where a real life awaited me.

      But today, the beauty of my twilit daydreams battled against the tension that kept rolling off Brayden. My own musings fell victim. All I could focus on was dreaming up new ways to fix him—this fragile boy stuck inside the skin of an angry young man.

      I finally settled on old habits.

      My fingers laced together with his. He didn’t pull away. His larger hand curled firmly around mine, holding me tight.

      We sat like that till his cigarette burned down to the filter, and he was forced to reach down and shove it inside an empty can that littered the floor. He popped the top of a new can, one-handed, and took a long chug, emptying at least half.

      “Wanna sip?” he asked, holding it out.

      His speech was slow. His words drawn-out and relaxed with a touch more accent. I tried to mentally tally the number of empty cans on the floor.

      “Um . . .”

      Last summer, I’d had a taste of my dad’s Miller Lite at the July 4th Crabfest. I’d spit it out all over myself and had to go home to change shirts. He’d later told me he’d done it to prove a point.

      Drinking was for adults.

      Who liked the taste of warm piss.

      I didn’t want to embarrass myself now, but Brayden had said three whole words. Not wanting to break the cycle, I lifted the can to my lips before I had time to rethink important life choices.

      I guzzled too fast. It burned like hell going down.

      At least I managed to keep my clothes dry.

      “Holy shit. That’s nasty.” Scowling at the can, I thrust it back toward him.

      He chuckled. “Add bad influence to my list of supreme fuckups.”

      I lightly punched him in the shoulder.

      He took two more long pulls of the beer. He clearly didn’t have a problem with the taste. “I let my team down today,” he murmured.

      “People have bad days, Brayden. You finished strong. It’s a team sport. Win or lose, it’s not all on you.”

      “I couldn’t get out of my fucking head. I was all over the place.” He rolled his head to the side, pressing his cheek against the back of the futon, finally looking at me. “Thanks for giving me that sign.”

      “You liked that?” I smirked and turned my head to the side to stare back at him.

      “That damn movie.” He treated me to my special smile. “Yeah. It got me to stop thinking about shit for a while. Sometimes, you do that, ya know? You have some weird voodoo way of calming me down.”

      I grinned and reached out to thread my fingers back through his. He responded by pulling me forward, nestling me into the side of his chest. My cheek pressed against his heart as his arm wrapped firmly around me.

      He smelled like fabric softener and nicotine. He rested his chin against the top of my head, letting me burrow into his warmth, as his palm ghosted down the length of my hair.

      We sat there for a while in silence, curled up together, while the color of the water that stretched out in front of us slid through the shades between gray and black.

      “I allowed myself to hope this time,” he said, finally breaking the quiet. “He stayed long enough I thought maybe he was finally gonna stick it out. Stay around and be a real father instead of a sperm donor. The way he came to practices . . . watching me play . . . like he actually gave a damn.”

      I wrapped my arms farther around him, squeezing him as he spoke.

      “I wanted him to be proud of me.” He paused to collect himself as his words jammed with too much emotion. “I’ve spent my whole damn life hearing people brag about how great my dad is. How lucky I am.” He laughed sarcastically. “For one damn day, I wanted him to feel lucky that I’m his kid. I wanted that to be enough for him to stay. But he couldn’t stick it out. Couldn’t find the time.” He rested his cheek against the top of my head and inhaled deeply. “Call me crazy,” he murmured softly, “but if you really love someone, you should make time.”

      I squeezed harder, hoping if I held him tight enough, all his broken pieces would stay together.

      “You make me proud. Me and Nathan and my folks . . . Grams. We were all amazed by the way you pulled it around. We were going crazy in the stands.”

      “I know. I could hear you. Hard to miss Grams with that crazy wolf-finger-whistle thing she does.”

      Grams always cheered enthusiastically during his games. Sometimes, I thought she tried to compensate for the empty seats where his two absentee parents should have been.

      “At least we’ve convinced her to leave the cowbell at home now,” I said lightly.

      He chuckled and pulled me in closer.

      “We should just stay right here forever. Beer, a pack of smokes, and my favorite girl—this is all I really need.”

      He kissed the top of my head before running a hand up and down my back in a lazy pattern that drew goose bumps across my arms.

      “Thanks for coming to get me,” he added softly.

      “Thanks for not laughing at me about hating beer.”

      “You gotta give me some forewarning before I corrupt you next time.”

      “I wouldn’t mind letting you corrupt me,” I mumbled in response.

      His hand stalled on my lower back, right in the spot where my T-shirt met the top of my shorts. Fingertips slowly traced across a patch of naked skin. They burned more than that beer sliding down the back of my throat.

      “A little corrupting is good for me,” I lightly added. “Keeps me from getting too boring.”

      He pulled back to look at me. “You could never be boring, Soot. You’re the best of us. Just the way you are. Sweet and perfect. I don’t want you to change. Ever.”

      Molten blue eyes stared into mine. I worried they’d see too much—my secret thoughts I’d learned to bury deep. The ones I’d never share with him.

      Or even share openly with myself.

      To cover my discomfort, I reached both hands over my head and rubbed the air back and forth.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Polishing my halo.”

      His bubbling laughter broke the heaviness of the moment. Our world settled back on its axis. We relaxed into silence, holding on to one another and the final strands of evening.

      “Where do you think they’re all headed?” he asked, pointing out to the tiny bobbing lights I’d admired before.

      “Toward happiness,” I answered without pause. “Someday, that’s where I plan to go.”

      He smiled down at me and then tweaked the tip of my nose. “Let’s go together.”
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      Brayden

      “What’re you doing?” I asked, leaning down to rest my chin on the top of her head so I could study the paper she was angrily glaring at.

      Her shiny, dark hair smelled like coconuts and sea air. I breathed in deeper, stealing a little more of her.

      “This bullshit,” she replied, smacking her pencil down on the kitchen table. “I can’t turn X or Y into anything but a curse word.”

      “This is all wrong.” I pointed to a line on her paper. “How the hell did you get that?”

      “I don’t know. Algebra hates me. We have a mutual dislike for one another.”

      I pressed a kiss to the top of her head as I tried to make sense of her chicken scratch.

      “Baby girl, you’re killing these poor, harmless numbers. Who taught you to do it this way?”

      “Satan,” she answered. “This is his evil language, and I’m stuck in hell.”

      I lifted my chin and wrapped her ponytail around my fist, tugging back till her eyes looked up into mine. The corners of her mouth lifted upward. Buttery warmth spread through my chest. I pressed a soft kiss to the center of her forehead.

      “You want me to help you? This stuff is easy. You’re just doing it fugly and backward.”

      “Oh, sure, rub it in, math genie,” she answered sarcastically.

      I couldn’t help it. Math was easy. Always had been. Numbers just made sense to me. I never even did half my homework. But I raised my hand and answered every problem in class, so my teachers always loved me. It was the key to skating by.

      I plopped down on the chair beside her, picked up her scratch paper, and tore it in half down the middle. “Let’s start over.”

      I spent thirty minutes walking her through it. Step by step, in plain English.

      When we finally finished the page of problems, she jumped up from her chair, unceremoniously plopped down on my lap, and grabbed my face with both hands. She planted big, noisy kisses on both my cheeks.

      “This is like a Christmas miracle and a visit from the tooth fairy. Thank you, Obi-Wan Kenobi. You were my only hope.”

      She bounced up and down a little. I laughed at her exuberance as I gripped her waist to steady her.

      If her ass kept shifting on my lap like that, I’d end up teaching her about more than multivariable equations.

      “You oughta let me keep helping you with your homework.”

      “Yeah? Like you’d ever have the time for that.”

      “Well, someone has to save all the innocent numbers from your evil clutches,” I said in a dramatic, goofy voice.

      She laughed and kissed both my cheeks again. I turned slightly. Her soft lips missed their mark, landing close to the edge of my mouth. Close enough for me to almost taste the strawberries in her lip gloss.

      I stood quickly, hiding my involuntary teenage-boy response by lifting her up and setting her down on her feet. She yelped a little and grabbed my shoulders to steady herself. I looked down into her pretty eyes.

      Green like a field of baseball grass.

      Like her beloved M&M’s.

      Like my favorite color.

      “I’ll always make time for you.”
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      Ashley

      We met at the old boathouse to avoid distractions. I showed up to our first session to find Brayden waiting with a pack of cigarettes and an oversized yellow bag full of sweet sentiment and empty calories.

      “Figured it was my turn to bring the brain food,” he said, smiling.

      I dropped down on the futon next to him and accepted a pre-sorted handful of green goodness. He took a drag from the cigarette that hung from his mouth, careful to blow the smoke away from me.

      I waved a finger at him. “That shit’s gonna shrivel your pecker and give you yellow teeth and cancer.”

      He sputtered a little and pounded himself on the chest with the side of his fist before he smirked at my bluntness.

      “We’ve all gotta die from something. Can we solve for X and Y and skip the lecture?”

      He took another long drag, then stubbed out the cigarette in an old soda can. “Like I can finish that with the picture of my dick all shriveled up. Jesus, Ash.” He mumbled, “You made that up anyway.”

      He groaned softly and uncouthly grabbed hold of his crotch, adjusting himself like he needed sudden reassurance.

      I smiled triumphantly and pressed an M&M between his lips so he’d stop talking while I fished the assignment sheet out of my bag.

      From that day forward, we met there twice a week, binging on chocolate, coefficients, and each other’s laughter. The boathouse morphed from his hideout to our special place—a new version of the library that very first summer.

      I had him back for a little bit. My Brayden. Tangled up in a mix of candy, soft touches, and teasing conversation. Algebra quickly became my favorite subject.

      Then, I made a horrible mistake.

      I forgot the order of operations. Not parentheses and exponents. The rule that said to always knock before you entered.

      We weren’t scheduled to meet that afternoon.

      I just wanted to hang out.

      I climbed the ladder, ready to make a joke about it not smelling like cigarettes. Maybe he’d finally gotten sick of my pestering and was trying to quit. I didn’t notice the tobacco stench had been covered by the floral spice of girlie perfume.

      He wasn’t alone.

      Whitney Hamilton was in my spot. Only she wasn’t sitting next to him. She was curled up on his lap. One of her hands fisted in his hair, the other was hidden under his shirt.

      They were so busy shoving their tongues in each other’s mouths; they hadn’t heard me climb up the ladder. Thankfully, though her shirt was missing, her black lace bra remained intact, partially held in place by his hungry palms.

      I quietly backed out, trying not to trip over my own feet and heavy heart. I left the big barn door open slightly, so they wouldn’t hear it slide shut.

      I tried not to think too hard about why I felt so melancholy. I walked back home, alone, hugging my book bag like a life preserver, barely holding my head above the breakwater.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you want more crumb cake, honey?” she asked, standing up again.

      “No, Grams. Sit. If I eat any more, these jeans aren’t gonna fit me ever again.” I stuffed the last bite of powdered sugar confection into my mouth.

      I’d made an excuse to move my sessions with Brayden up to the house. It broke our secret bubble but kept visions of tangled hands and lips out of my head.

      Sampling Grams’s baking was a side benefit.

      I’d be the first girl in history to get fat off algebra.

      Who knew math would help me finally grow some hips?

      Grams rotated between stations, looking out the kitchen window and sitting at the table across from me. She twisted a green, heart covered dish towel in her hands. The clock over the stove kept reminding her nerves he was late.

      “I’m sure he just forgot about me. He’s got better things to do than help me with math.”

      I didn’t want to say he had better people to do. Literally. No doubt, he was holed up somewhere with his lace-bra-wearing Floozie.

      Since my stalker mishap, I’d secretly spent time surfing the Victoria’s Secret website. The idea of spending sixty bucks on a bra seemed more scandalous than half of their lingerie. I’d bet Whitney Hamilton never wore ordinary white cotton from Walmart.

      “He would never forget you, Ashley. You mean a lot to him. More than I think you realize.” She reached across the table to pat my hand, the maternal shorthand for, Trust me; I know. “I love that he’s spending so much time with you. Keeps the boy out of trouble.”

      “He’s been better lately, don’t you think?”

      She nodded. Her eyes and lips crinkled at the corners as she smiled softly. “Yes. Bless him. He’s trying. Still won’t take his father’s phone calls, but he’s working hard at everything else.”

      She sighed and twisted her towel some more.

      I wasn’t sure how to respond. I didn’t want to insult her own child, but life might be a lot more peaceful if Jack Ross stayed away.

      One or the other really—stay or go.

      Living in a fickle purgatory hurt Brayden the most.

      “Jackson doesn’t mean to be a bad father. He actually gave up quite a bit to be a dad.”

      The Jack Ross I knew didn’t seem to ever give up anything. Other than time with his son. But for once in my life, I kept my mouth from spewing that unfiltered opinion.

      She stood and took my empty plate to the sink. Staring out the window above it, she was quiet for a minute, clearly contemplating if she wanted to say more.

      “I lost my Tommy so early in life. Jackson was so little. He doesn’t know how to be a father because he didn’t grow up with one.”

      She fingered the gold wedding band she still wore as she came back to sit across from me.

      There were pictures of Thomas Ross all over the house. I’d heard Grams tell stories about her late husband so many times, his sepia smile felt like it belonged to someone I’d met in more than two dimensions. Her voice softened whenever she spoke of him.

      “Jackson wasn’t always like he is now,” she continued. “As a boy, he was very serious and focused. From the moment he touched a football that was all he wanted to do. He spent his youth chasing the dream of being a ballplayer. Now that playing has been taken away from him, he’s out foolishly chasing his youth.”

      Her sweet words couldn’t change my opinion.

      I’d spent too many years hearing Brayden’s point of view.

      “I think what’s so hard is his father is out there. He didn’t go off to war or catch some terrible disease. He just stays away. Brayden’s convinced he’s the reason.” I stared at the twisted hearts on her dish towel and wondered if I’d said too much.

      “Brayden’s very lucky to have someone who knows him so well,” she replied softly.

      She pressed the dish towel flat on the table, smoothing out the creases. Her head nodded in agreement.

      “His parents have done some unforgivable things. Leaving him like they have. God only knows where his mama is. She took the money and ran off.” She pursed her lips in disgust as she stared down at the table. She chased away an elusive crumb with her fingertips.

      Those words were the most I’d ever heard anyone speak of his mother.

      “But bitterness just clips your own feathers. Locks you up in a cage. My grandson is hell-bent on letting it keep himself a prisoner.” She sighed sadly. “The problem with not choosing forgiveness is you’re the one who’s trapped. You can’t forgive someone else’s mistakes, so you end up hurt and angry. And those both turn too easily into mistakes of your own.”

      She fluttered a hand in the air, helpless and resigned.

      “You kids are too young to understand that right now. Some life lessons ripen on the vine.”

      “No, no. I know what you mean,” I said defensively.

      Why did everyone constantly think I was too young to get stuff?

      Grown-ups had a way of forgetting how much they’d understood before they got old and started telling the world they knew everything.

      Pink Floyd and Jeep tires intruded on the heaviness of our conversation. Moments later, Brayden arrived at the kitchen door in a tsunami of dirt and sweat.

      His baseball pants were covered in mud. His face remained red from recent exertion. The bottom edge of his hat looked damp. So did the wisps of dark brown hair that curled out beneath it.

      “Oh hell, Soot. I’m a douchebag. I totally forgot you were coming over today.”

      He clambered in, kicked his shoes off, and dropped his book bag on the floor. Walking by the table, he paused to drop a kiss on the top of Grams’s head and then mine. He headed straight for the fridge, jamming his head inside until he found the milk.

      “I was late to practice, so Coach made me stay and drag the field by myself. It took freaking forever.”

      He uncapped the half-gallon container and guzzled a quarter of it right from the jug before screwing it back on and slamming the door shut.

      “It’s okay. I was just gonna go. I think I’m ready for the test tomorrow anyway. If I don’t know it by now—”

      “No. Stay. I just have to grab a quick shower. Let’s work up in my room, so we can have some music.”

      He wasn’t waiting for my answer; he’d already picked up his bag and headed for the stairs.

      “Hey, Grams, can Ash stay for dinner?” he called back down once he was already halfway up.

      I shook my head at her, embarrassed.

      “Of course she can,” Grams called back. She lowered her voice and smiled at me. “You know you can’t pass up my lasagna, missy. Go up and tackle your homework, and I’ll get it in the oven. I’ll call your mama and tell her I’m feeding you, and Brayden will drive you home later.”

      “Grams, are you trying to fatten me up?”

      “Lord, child, if someone doesn’t feed you, you’ll waste away. Turning into a woman right quick now, but you’re still too skinny. We’ve gotta make you some curves for the boys to hold on to.”
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        * * *

      

      I pulled out my notebook and flopped facedown across his bed, waiting for him to get done in the shower.

      His comforter smelled like boy.

      In a good way.

      I might have been stupidly rubbing my cheek against it when he announced his return with a stinging swat on my backside.

      “No falling asleep. We’ve got work to do. It’s gonna be my fault if you flunk this test tomorrow.”

      “I’m not sleeping. Just resting my eyes to recover from a Grams-induced sugar coma.”

      I rolled over onto my back and was greeted with an eyeful of Brayden. He stood by his dresser in a pair of gray sweatpants and nothing else. They hung precariously low, showcasing the pay-per-view crease where his abdomen met his hipbones. He kept rubbing his wet hair with a towel, unfazed by his semi-pornographic display.

      Unfazed did not describe my current state. I felt hot all over. Unfortunately, he noticed.

      “I know I’m breathtaking but try not to stare.” He ran his free hand up and down his rippled abs with mock seduction.

      “Gross. Get over yourself, Dallas. You might wanna up the weights a little next week. You’re getting soft around the middle.”

      I lied. There wasn’t anything soft about Brayden.

      Not a damn thing.

      He dropped the wet towel to the floor and flexed one of his biceps. I wished for once I could be like Coral Lynn—touchy-feely and not shy about reaching out to grope the corded muscles on display.

      “You’re such a liar. I’m huge.”

      “The only thing that’s huge here is your massive ego.”

      I tossed a pillow to thwart his preening. He sidestepped it and laughed as he pulled an old Nats shirt from a drawer. He shrugged into it and dropped down onto the bed, nudging me over as he took a seat and leaned back against the headboard. He didn’t smell like dirt and sweat anymore. Now, he smelled like soap and the spicy cologne he always wore too much of.

      “That’s not the only thing I’ve got that’s huge, but you’re a little too sweet and pure to get that right now, baby girl.”

      “Not you, too,” I mumbled.

      They would all still be treating me like a baby when I was thirty and married and had my own kids and mortgage.

      I scooted back next to him. His thigh pressed against mine. His arm draped loosely around my shoulder, automatically tucking me against his side like a permanent sidekick.

      I searched around the room for something other than his body to focus on. For the first time, I noticed the framed photographs hanging on the opposite wall.

      “You hung them up,” I said, feeling pleased.

      “Of course I did. They’re fucking awesome. You should be taking Mr. Olson’s photography class at school. I can’t believe you taught yourself how to do that,” he said, tipping his head toward the images.

      My own ego inflated beneath his stroking words of praise.

      Six months ago, I’d asked my parents to take me on a trip for my birthday. California. Hawaii. Europe. Anywhere exotic. But my birthday fell during a busy time, and owning the marina meant never leaving the marina. Instead of a fancy trip, my parents gave me a fancy camera.

      Since then, I’d been devouring books and online tutorials about shutter speeds and composition. I took the camera with me everywhere now, practicing with different subjects and variations of light.

      I couldn’t go out and see the world; but I could teach myself to photograph it.

      I’d snapped some fun pictures of Nathan and Brayden goofing off down on the docks one cloudy afternoon. For his birthday, I’d gifted Brayden four shots that captured the carefree nature of two best friends.

      The fifth shot, Nathan had taken as Brayden carried me toward the end of the pier.

      Brayden had the forethought to pull the camera from around my neck and drop it on a nearby bench before he scooped me up like a pirate bride. He’d thrown me in the water and then cannonballed in after me. Nathan had grabbed my camera and caught the whole thing on film. We’d both come out of the water, filled with laughter and covered in jellyfish stings.

      “When you become a big, famous photographer, you’d better remember the little people.”

      “I’ll send you a postcard from my first gallery opening in Paris,” I replied, my voice touched by whimsy and self-deprecation.

      “You’re just gonna move to Europe and forget about these awesome abs?” With his free hand, he slid his shirt up, revealing inches of delicious stomach.

      “Very funny. Like you’re still gonna be here. You’ll be somewhere, throwing fastballs in a stadium full of screaming girls.”

      He smiled so that half of his mouth turned up as he kept playing with his shirt. I watched the hem skim back and forth over the patch of skin that trailed down under his belly button. It did stupid things to my insides.

      “You’ve always been a big dreamer, Soot.”

      “You’ve already got those scouts writing about you on their fancy blogs. You don’t think it could happen?” I asked, smacking him in the stomach with the back of my hand so that he’d stop the stupid shirt-teasing antics.

      “I like that you think it could.” His voice held his own quiet version of self-doubt.

      “Well, maybe you should start dreaming about more than getting into Whitney Hamilton’s pants.”

      He looked at me and slowly wiggled his eyebrows.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Ash, someday, some guy is gonna try to come along and sweet-talk your pants off, and you’re not gonna think it’s so disgusting. Course, you’ll be thirty-five ’cause that’s the first time anyone will have a chance of gettin’ past me and Nathan. Actually, have you ever thought about becoming a nun? You’d look cute in one of those hat thingies.” He held his hands up over my head, fashioning my make-believe habit.

      I pushed his hands away as my tone grew more serious. “Grams and I had a long talk today about atoning for sins and forgiveness.”

      “Oh Lord. Is she spouting off again about me freeing my soul by learning to love my father?”

      “Something like that.”

      He reached over, twirled a piece of my dark hair around his index finger, and wolfishly smiled back at me. “Well, my soul doesn’t need freeing. It’s black and shriveled, and it doesn’t want to forgive or forget. Some mistakes are too big. I’m done with him.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Ironically, it was the only thing I could think of to say.

      He tugged on my hair again, then dropped it before planting a light kiss on the end of my nose.

      “Don’t be.” His voice grew playful again. “You and I have big plans now. We’re gonna blow out of this town, baby girl. My father is gonna be long forgotten, and you are never, ever gonna need to know algebra.”

      “Promise?” I laughed, resting the side of my head against his hard shoulder.

      “Promise.”

      He leaned over suddenly to root inside his nightstand drawer.

      “Here,” he said, pulling out an old composition book that had History scrawled on the front in black marker. He opened it and tore out a dozen pages covered in old notes. He crumpled them into a wad, palmed it like a curveball, and sent it flying across the room toward his trash can. “We should write down all our big plans. Then, we can check ’em off as we make ’em come true.”

      He grabbed the pen I had clipped to my notebook and pulled the cap off with his teeth. In all caps, he titled the page—Our Future.

      Learn to throw a 100 mph fastball.

      Get drafted into major leagues.

      Get numbers from screaming hot girls in stands.

      I rolled my eyes at the last one as he handed me the book and pen.

      “Your turn, big shot.”

      Below his words, I added the ones I could let him see.

      Travel the world.

      Become a famous photographer.

      Open a show at a gallery in Paris.

      Take pictures of uber-hot male models for the covers of fancy magazines.

      He chuckled and mumbled, “Nice, Ash,” before grabbing it back from me.

      Below mine, he added one more.

      Never, ever use algebra.
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            Hit the Spot

          

        

      

    

    
      Brayden

      “Fuck. I love it like this.”

      She stretched her arms out farther on the mattress. Hot-pink fingernails scraped across lily-white sheets. She thrust her ass higher in the air, meeting me halfway as I drove into her.

      “Yes. Yes. Yes. Jesus, Brayden.”

      I leaned over her back and pressed my hand over her mouth, a little more forcefully than last time.

      “You’ve gotta fucking shut up,” I whispered. “You’re gonna get us busted.”

      Finding places to fuck her was a problem.

      The Jeep my father gave me, to assuage his own guilt, still smelled like new leather. I wasn’t looking to wreck that with an aftermath of bodily fluids. The seclusion of the old boathouse would have been perfect, but I couldn’t fuck her there.

      Which was crazy.

      ’Cause I should’ve been ready to fuck her anywhere.

      Every guy in school would have stood in line to take my place. Whitney Hamilton had the body of a Playboy model and a reputation for loud sex.

      She was a screamer.

      It made things both interesting and exhausting at the same time.

      The guesthouse and Ginger’s boathouse were too close to the main building. I couldn’t risk scandalizing Grams with the depths of my sins. Yep, the old boathouse would’ve been ideal. No one would’ve heard her calling out my name alongside the son of God’s.

      But something had stopped me.

      Or I should say, someone.

      Certainly not Whitney. Every time we were alone, she had her clothes off and her hands all over my dick within minutes of arrival. Her nympho tendency ranked as one of her most redeeming qualities. Come to think of it, it might’ve been her only redeeming quality.

      She’d followed me there a couple of weeks ago. It’d annoyed the shit out of me when she climbed up the ladder. She’d thought the place was gross and hadn’t minded whining about it. Her constant complaints had given me the perfect excuse to extract her from my preferred hideaway.

      We’d gone back to her house and had sex in her bed with her mother downstairs in the kitchen, baking peanut butter cookies.

      Her fake good-girl persona was the other reason every dude in town wanted her. That whole plaid skirt with a thong underneath—guys could say they weren’t into that whole vibe, but they’d be lying.

      Well, except for maybe Dillan.

      Dillan couldn’t lie for shit.

      Whitney’s parents were Bible thumpers. Her father was a deacon at the Episcopal Church. Her mother ran some garden club where the women all wore fruity matching hats. If they had any clue what their sweet little Whitney was into, they’d each have coronaries. Or be forced to move out of the state. She certainly hadn’t learned to give head at the country club cotillion.

      “Oh, Jesus. I’m gonna come again,” she called out as she thrust back harder so that my balls slapped against her ass.

      “Shh, Whit. You’ve gotta be quiet.”

      It was irritating, having to remind her to keep it down.

      The boathouse would have been the perfect place. But she didn’t belong there. When she’d pulled her shirt off and flung it over the back of the futon that day, I’d felt nauseous instead of horny.

      She was sitting in Soot’s spot.

      That just didn’t feel okay.
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        Life will always throw you curves,

        just keep fouling them off.

        The right pitch will come

        but when it does,

        be prepared to run the bases.

        —Sara Ann Nielsen
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            Hooker Tits & Bad Questions

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley

      We’re trained from a young age to search for a solution. We wave our hands high, so the teacher calls on us for the answer. It’s ingrained deep in our DNA. Opposable thumbs and the need to solve problems—they’re what separate us from the common beast.

      But some questions aren’t ready for answers. They’re better left stuffed down and forgotten.

      Unfortunately, that’s not always an easy lesson to learn.

      “What do you think? Am I right?” I held my cup out for him to taste.

      “Yep. Needs more cherry,” he replied, nodding.

      I was already poised to hit the button on the machine.

      “Why are you two so fucking weird?”

      We turned our heads in unison as Nathan walked up behind us. He took one look at our concoctions and shook his head in disgust.

      Brayden peered down into his own Slurpee. “Dude, everyone likes to mix the flavors.”

      He raised a brow at me for confirmation. I nodded and grinned up at him. He beamed back at me. We faced my brother again with matching expressions.

      “Sometimes, I think you guys were separated at birth,” my brother added before turning his back on us to walk toward the checkout counter.

      I sipped from my cup of purple slush.

      “We’re not weird,” Brayden said, calling after Nathan. “Are we weird?” he asked quieter, sheepishly smirking at me.

      “Nah. Just a little different.”

      I used my finger to plug the top, so I could suck the sugary drink from the bottom of the straw. I repeated the motion, holding the straw out for him to sample.

      “Yeah,” he said. “So much better.”

      Weird didn’t fit us.

      Nothing did anymore.

      Brayden and I had grown into the cracked gray margins where no one bothered with clear descriptions. Not brother and sister. Not boyfriend and girlfriend. Not even best friends.

      I’d struggled through my own childish confusion. But the frogs and butterflies had been put up on a shelf. I’d made peace with it. Cementing us to the place we’d always stay. The place we belonged.

      Our relationship was safe. Tidy.

      Just like the rest of my cheap-seat existence.

      This trip was the first real chance we’d had to spend time together all summer long. In early spring, a handful of scouts had started coming to see their team play. They’d stuck out in the crowd of spectators with their shiny logo caps and clipboards. Brayden believed his father’s name had garnered the flurry of attention sent his way. But I’d seen the appreciation and excitement on their faces.

      And the numbers on their radar guns as they’d clocked his velocity.

      I knew the truth.

      I’d developed my own scouting report.

      God had blessed Brayden with raw talent, an arm that doubled as a slingshot. He’d blessed Nathan with an uncompromising work ethic. If you told my brother to run a mile, he would run three. And he’d drag Brayden along with him.

      Together, they were unstoppable.

      They ate, slept, and played ball.

      Time grew short for anything that fell in the margins. Myself included.

      Whoever said—there are two seasons, winter and baseball—knew about life at our house. The boys spent the summer trekking to tournaments all over the mid-Atlantic. Twice a week, half of their travel team would pile into my father’s Yukon. They’d return two days later with a fresh sunburn and a load of gear that smelled like grass and body odor.

      They left me home, to suffer through a horrible case of wanderlust and envy. While the boys took off on adventures, my world continued to drop off at the edge of town. I stayed tucked behind our county line—my own personal prison.

      But at least I wasn’t totally alone.

      Joey and I worked the excursions desk at the marina. We taught city slickers to paddleboard and rented out bikes, little sailboats, and kayaks. Junk-mail dreams had finally come to fruition. Every slip was reserved for the season.

      Dad had used some of the profits to buy a flossy sport fishing yacht to take people out on daylong charter trips. Mom named it Net Profit and marketed team-building expeditions to corporate bigwigs. Taking a selfie, while holding a big dead fish, really brought people together. Her brilliant strategy had him booked every weekend for the rest of July.

      That’s how Joey concocted this plan for me to go in his place.

      The boys were going on their own, two hours east, to Ocean City—a seaside resort town filled with neon, bad chain restaurants, and tourists slathered in Coppertone and skin cancer.

      Joey was already there, spending time with extended family during their annual summer trip. Like always, her plan came packaged with ulterior motives.

      At the end of the school year, she’d gone almost all the way with Dominick Kehler. The bumping and grinding had cracked her hormones wide open. She’d gone full-fledged boy crazy. I’d already received two dozen voice mails describing the hot guy staying in the place next to theirs. A steady stream of texts had begged me to come be her wingman.

      “If you ever repeat this, I’ll deny it.” Brayden kicked the toe of my shoe as we stood in line to pay for our chemistry experiments. We’d made a pit stop at the 7-Eleven in Easton to get stupid-sized gulps of Slurpee and Mountain Dew. “Every now and then, Joey comes up with a good idea.”

      I held a finger over my lips in silent promise.

      “I’ve really missed you this summer,” he added. His eyes stared down into mine with a sudden, strange intensity. He quickly covered it with a grin.

      “Yeah? Me, too.”

      He bent halfway over as we walked out the door. “Jump on. I’ll give you a ride.”

      I leapt up onto his back, holding on around his collarbone, one-handed. He almost spilled his drink as he palmed my ass with his free hand and bent over a little farther to take on my weight.

      “Damn, girl. You finally decided to start eating, huh? Got some skin to go with all those bones.”

      “Did you just say that out loud, asshole?”

      He chuckled and chauffeured me to his Jeep.
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      We shot down the two-lane highway with our hair freaking out in the wind and the radio cranked up two notches past comfortable. I laid my head back on the seat, closed my eyes, and soaked in the mixture of summer sun and youthful freedom.

      I didn’t want the ride to end. I wanted to bottle the free feeling and keep it for another day. But good things warp time.

      We got there way too fast.

      “You gonna be okay?” Nathan asked as he hefted his bag out of the back of the Jeep. “We’re gonna go over and hit the cages.”

      “I’m good. Joey is coming to pick me up. But you know her. Notoriously late is her idea of a grand entrance. I’ll wander around and entertain myself.” I held out the camera strapped across my chest.

      Nathan was already shouldering his bag and walking away. Brayden stopped and turned back to look at me one more time, brow furrowed.

      “Come get us when she gets here. Don’t take off without us knowing, okay?” he said, pointing in the direction they were heading.

      “Brayden, I’ve walked around without my leash before.”

      His eyes narrowed.

      “Will you go? I’m fine. You’ve been gone all summer, and I’ve kept myself clothed and fed.”

      He muttered something about his sassy little witch and wandered off behind my brother.

      I milled around the bleachers, with my camera strapped to my neck. Blissful inspiration surrounded me at every turn. The place looked like a life-size ant colony, crawling with teenage boys in tight stirrup pants and baseball caps. It smelled like a slice of America—grilled hot dogs and freshly cut grass. I soaked in every bit of the scenery.

      A land breeze, blowing in off the bay instead of the ocean, left the air sticky and humid. I shucked off my damp T-shirt and wandered around in my cutoffs and bathing suit top.

      I’d spent the last month reading a library book on macrophotography. I focused now on taking up-close shots of strange little objects. The edge of the laces on a dirty ball left orphaned in the dugout. A bottle cap tossed in the dirt near home plate. The side of the white first-base bag juxtaposed against manicured blades of grass.

      I was bent over, taking that shot, oblivious to the bigger picture surrounding me, when players from the opposing team began their warm-ups. Three guys approached me as their teammates started tossing balls around the outfield.

      “If you’re the welcoming committee, I highly approve,” said the tallest one. His hat was twisted backward. Mirrored Oakleys covered his eyes. He slapped the back of one of his buddies, his twin with a stockier, thicker frame.

      The second dude’s gaze stayed overtly glued to everything below my neck.

      “No kidding,” said the third one, tossing a ball up and down while looking at me like an item off the dollar menu. “Why have we never come to this tournament before? I had no idea they served up eye candy. You free after the game, sweetie? ’Cause I can think of a whole buncha ways we could spend time together. Starting with those tits hugging my dick.”

      “Charming,” I said, pulling my camera strap back over my head. I used one hand to hold my hair piled up off my sweaty neck. I used the other to shade my eyes. “You boys might want to run drills instead of running your mouths. You know you’re batting against Brayden Ross, right? He throws heat in the nineties. Has a filthy 12–6 curveball that breaks late. Pretty sure you’ll all have erectile dysfunction once your names get lined up on the scorecard next to all those backward Ks.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I needed this game to start. The sooner we cleaned up this first team, the sooner we could get to some real competition in the second round. I cracked my neck from side to side and swung my arms back and forth across my chest, trying to stay loose. I dropped my bag down next to the bench in the dugout and looked out across the field.

      The Pioneers were already starting to warm up. Their shortstop stood out in left, letting balls slide between his legs.

      Fucking amateur.

      We’d played these guys before. They sucked.

      I turned to spit and caught sight of the guys standing near first base.

      Jesus. Eperly found himself a prime piece of ass.

      If the chick with the stellar rack could stay right there, I wouldn’t actually mind playing this game. I certainly could hang out on second base with those tits.

      I took a couple steps closer. Her hand came down from her forehead where it had been shading her eyes as she spoke to them. Then, her other hand released her hair from the pile on top of her head. Long ribbons of familiar dark silk cascaded down her back as she turned toward me.

      Wait.

      What the fuck?

      Ashley

      “You’ve got fuckable tits, and you speak baseball? It’s not nice to give a guy a hard-on while he’s wearing a cup.” He took a step closer to me. Leering, he grabbed a handful of his crotch, removing any doubt he was a gentleman.

      I took a step back, instinctively weighing the options between fight or flight.

      “You take one step closer to her or say one more word about those tits, and I’m gonna stuff a ball down your throat, Eperly.”

      All four of us turned at once, synchronized like a line of chorus girls. Brayden stood in a father-like posture, glaring at the threesome surrounding me.

      “Ross,” the quieter of the three said in not-so-friendly recognition.

      Brayden responded with a fierce glare before he turned his attention toward me. He surveyed my body. Up, down, and back again in a way I’d never seen before. From other guys, including the trio of assholes standing here? Sure. From Brayden? Definitely not.

      The lecherous gaze I’d garnered from the other three hooligans made no impact, but his assessment left me flustered. Sweaty chills made my nipples stand on end, pressing forward against my bikini top, begging for more attention. Beads of perspiration trickled down my back.

      He didn’t speak a word, but I could feel his displeasure.

      So could the trio surrounding me.

      “Dude, this your chick? Sorry. We didn’t know she was taken. You shouldn’t leave her out here like this, so ripe for the taking.” The first guy had the biggest mouth and smallest brain.

      He stepped toward Brayden, a foot too close for his own well-being. The guy was thirty seconds away from getting a lesson about respect and a mouthful of knuckles.

      “If those titties belonged to me, I’d fucking cover them in hickeys and jizz, so everyone knew they were off the market.” Number two, the chest-starer, wasn’t all that smart either.

      “Watch your fucking mouth, Clarkson,” Brayden roared. His fists bunched at his sides. The veins in his forearms danced beneath bronzed skin. “She’s my little sister, you assholes. Stay the fuck away from her.” He stared down at each one of them and took a step closer to the one he’d called Eperly.

      “Oh, we don’t want to steal her, Ross. We just wanna borrow her. Play with her for a while. We’ll give her right back.” He spit in the grass. “After we break her in.”

      “You’re a fucking dead man.” Brayden’s low, gravelly tone didn’t sound human. He cracked both his thumbs inside his palms before glancing over at me again, seething. “Ashley, get out of here, baby girl.”

      “Oh, the princess with the rack has a name. Sweet Ashley, don’t let your brother tell you what to do. We’ll take good care of you, honey.” The guy thrust his index finger in his mouth, pressing it back and forth into the side of his cheek.

      Brayden was in the guy’s face faster than I could take offense to his crude words and gesture.

      “You’d have to crawl over my dead body first.”

      “We can arrange that,” Eperly replied, sneering. He tucked his sunglasses up on his cap, so he could scrape eyeballs with Brayden. “Until then, why don’t you and your whore of a sister get back on your side of—”

      He didn’t get to finish his sentence. Brayden grabbed the front of his shirt and reared back with his right hand already tightened into a fist.

      He was so pissed; he wasn’t thinking straight.

      First rule of pitching: Never pick a fight with your dominant hand.

      Luckily, my brother and the rest of their team had filed into the visiting dugout. Nathan and Dillan were already sprinting across the field as their star ace contemplated ending the game before the umpire shouted, “Play ball.”

      They grabbed Brayden around the chest, pinning his arms down to his sides as they pulled him away from their opponent. Eperly’s buddies had finally smartened up and began doing the same.

      “Save it for the game, assholes. Save it for the game!” Dillan shouted.

      Brayden thrashed against his bonds. “I’m gonna light you guys up today, and I’m gonna enjoy every second of it,” he called out between clenched teeth. “You’re gonna cry your way back to Philly. And, if I ever see you so much as glance her way”—he tipped his chin in my direction—“I will send you home in a body bag.”

      The three guys started backing up toward their teammates in the outfield.

      “You’re done, Ross,” Eperly called back, pointing his finger. “I’m sick of you and your pretty-boy face and your daddy’s fancy name. Thanks for bringing the perfect trophy. After I take you down on this field, your sweet Ashley’s gonna go down on my cock.”

      Brayden pulled against Dillan’s and Nathan’s arms, trying to lunge forward.

      “Brayden. Stop,” I hissed, stepping into his line of sight. “He’s just saying that shit to get a rise out of you. You hit him, you’ll get tossed out of here. It’s the only way he’ll win.”

      He stared back at me. For the briefest of moments, his eyes dropped down to my chest, then shot back up to my eyes. His unspoken chastisement left me confused and embarrassed, like a little kid sent to the naughty corner.

      The boys dropped their hold on his arms and took a few steps back. Brayden pulled off his hat and roughly grabbed at the ends of his hair. His eyes were cold and still. They never strayed from mine.

      I’d seen that intense anger a thousand times.

      Just never directed at me.

      “Ash, isn’t Joey gonna be here soon?” Nathan asked, breaking the tension.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I should go watch out for her.”

      I pushed past them to walk back to the bleachers. I’d just stuffed my camera into my book bag when a hand harshly clasped down onto my upper arm.

      “What are you—”

      He didn’t give me a chance to finish. He railroaded me around the dugout, toward the back of the concession stand, away from the watchful eyes of his curious teammates.

      “Brayden, let me go.” I flailed against him. “Brayden, what are you doing? You’re . . . you’re hurting me.”

      He stopped immediately and turned to face me. “What the fuck are you doing, Ashley Jane?”

      Whoa.

      He’d never called me that before. Of course, he’d never referred to me as his sister before either.

      “What do you mean, what am I doing? Why are you acting so nuts? What the hell is your problem?”

      “My problem?” He paced like a caged animal, scuffing the dirt with his cleats. A cloud of dust billowed up around his legs. “My problem is, you’re walking around here, half-naked, like you’re starring in a soft porn flick.” He jabbed his finger in the air, pointing at my cleavage. “Where the hell did those things even come from?”

      I crossed my arms and balled my hands into fists, covering the edge of my triangle top where my breasts were peeking out. It was a stupid move. It just made them plump together more.

      His whole body jerked. He blinked and squeezed his eyes shut.

      Why didn’t I just leave my shirt on?

      Wait, did he ask where my boobs came from?

      I glanced down at my chest. I wasn’t indecent. Dozens of other spectators were scattered around the park in similar attire. The beach was two blocks away.

      “Seriously? Are you kidding me right now?”

      Blue eyes snapped open. He grabbed ahold of my shoulders, yanking me even closer, shaking me as his face hovered inches from mine.

      “Do I look like I’m kidding? You can’t walk around here looking like a hooker. What would’ve happened if I hadn’t stopped that shit from going down?”

      Open mouth. Crush filter.

      “Take the fucking superhero cape off, Dallas. This isn’t the school play yard anymore. I don’t need you to take care of me.” My arms flailed against his hold. “What I need is some room to breathe.”

      He shook his head and ground his teeth together. His fingertips pressed harder into my skin.

      “You’re not my keeper, Brayden. And, news flash, I’m not your little sister either. Excuse the hell out of me, but I forgot to send you a memo. While you’ve been out, chucking baseballs and fucking half the varsity cheerleaders, I’ve been busy growing some boobs. I sent you a letter about becoming a porn star, but I guess it got lost in the mail.”

      “Fuck, Soot.” He groaned as his hands dropped away from me. He tore his hat off and carelessly tossed it to the ground. “Why do you have to sass me right now?”

      He grabbed the neck of his shirt behind his head and pulled it off his body in one motion. He had a tight microfiber tank beneath it that stretched across his chest. Either it was a size too small or his pecs were a size too big. It highlighted the way his torso cut down to a V at the top of his tight gray baseball pants.

      They cupped parts of him I probably shouldn’t stare at.

      “And you think I’m the whore,” I mumbled to myself.

      Before I could start involuntarily drooling, he grabbed me by both arms again and pulled me all the way against him. He stuffed the neck of the shirt over my head, then spun me around so I faced away from him as he started pulling my arms through the sleeves.

      I thrashed against him, but he just pulled me backward, wrapping his arms around mine, pinning me back against his chest.

      “Will you stop? I can put the damn shirt on by myself. I’m not a child, Brayden.”

      “Yeah,” he whispered gruffly in my ear, “I realized that the moment I heard Clarkson talking about titty-fucking you and Eperly dreaming about breaking you in.”

      As the dirty words spilled from his lips, his arms wrapped around me like a vise. They folded across my rib cage, just beneath my breasts. The heat of his chest pressed into my back.

      Everything stopped.

      All sound and motion. Everything, except the racing beat of my heart. I wondered if he could feel it beneath his hands.

      His breath lingered against the side of my face. Ribbons of goose flesh danced across my skin as it heated from his touch. Every ounce of fight drained out of me. I loudly exhaled.

      The rise and fall of my chest broke the spell we’d fallen under.

      A white flag of peace.

      Or a cry for sweet mercy.

      He took a quick step back, retreating, as he turned me back around like a doll on a string. His shirt was so big, it flared out as I moved and then dropped back down to skim the tops of my knees. He took two giant steps backward, spreading sanity between us. I fidgeted with the hem, tying it in a knot near my waist so I only looked halfway ridiculous.

      He licked his lips and stared with eyes that confused me.

      “At least, with my name on your back, people will know not to mess with you. Keep those things covered up, Ashley Jane.” He pointed down at my chest, now shielded beneath his team’s logo. “I mean it.”

      I stood there, dumbfounded, watching as he plucked his hat off the ground and stalked back toward the dugout. Every female walking down the path toward the field turned to check him out.

      Not that I could blame them.

      Who could turn away from an angry god stomping off in tight white Dri-FIT?
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      “What the hell, dude?”

      “Bray, man, what’s wrong with you? There are eyes everywhere here. You can’t let a bunch of scouts see you go off, half-cocked. If you pick a fight here, it’s gonna cost all of us.”

      “Are you kidding me? They were all over her, Nathan.”

      “Look, so some low-class jerks hit on my sister. It’s kinda bound to happen, ya know? Ash is a tough chick. Hell, she busts our balls on a semi-regular basis. She can handle herself with guys like that.”

      “Fucking Eperly was grabbing his dick and talking trash. If you’d heard the shit he said, you would’ve helped me bash his face in instead of holding me back.” I shook my head. “Why the hell did you let her walk out of your house this morning, dressed like that?”

      “Buddy, we’re at the beach. She’s wearing a bathing suit.”

      “Yeah? Well, who the hell told her to grow tits anyway?”

      Nathan chuckled in response.

      “Don’t laugh at me.”

      “Look, I know you and Ash are tight. You guys have this . . . weird fucking connection. And I know you’ve always protected her like she’s your own little sister. I mean, shit, you’ve all but taken over that part of my job.” He good-naturedly punched me in the shoulder. “But you’ve gotta ease up, dude. She’s gonna talk to guys. I’m sort of surprised no one’s gotten brave enough to go against us and ask her out.”

      Yeah . . . some things Nathan doesn’t need to know about.

      “Screw that,” I said out loud, cracking my knuckles.

      Nathan laughed again. “You can’t keep her locked up in a cage.”

      “I can motherfucking try.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashley

      “Brayden Ross has the hots for you. Always has.”

      “What?” I slid my sunglasses down and propped myself up on my beach towel to stare at my best friend. “That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’re telling me, Nathan, your own flesh and blood, wasn’t riled up, but Brayden lost his shit? Why is that?”

      Joey propped her own glasses on top of her head, so she could shamelessly gawk at the three guys tossing a football down by the water.

      “The way you two are with each other . . .” she added.

      “The way we are? What are you talking about?”

      “Oh, please. Cut the bullshit. There’s”—she waved her hands in the air—“tension between you guys. Sexual tension. Always has been. It’s like watching an eight o’clock sit-com that you wish came on at ten so the couple would just shut the fuck up and get it on.”

      “I think your hormones have officially fried your brain. Brayden thinks of me like a sibling. He told those guys I was his sister.”

      “Ash, I’m your bestie. It’s okay to admit it to me. We both know you’ve been crushing on Brayden Ross for half of your damn life. And from what I’m hearing, that boy is pissed at the idea of some other guy getting ahold of your boobies. He wants that job all to himself.”

      “Oh my God, Joey.”

      “He freaking stamped his name on your back. So, don’t OMG, Joey me. He might as well have peed on your leg. How do you not see that he’s into you? He treats you like his favorite teddy bear. Carting you around. Always snuggling up to you.”

      “Great. Now, I’m an inanimate, stuffed object,” I muttered, collapsing back down onto my towel in frustration.

      “Yeah, well, you know what dudes like Brayden do in bed at night with their favorite teddy bear?” She thrust her hips up and down into the air, laughing. “They hump the shit out of them.”

      “My God. Only you could violate my mental image of teddy bears. You’ve just destroyed part of my childhood.”

      “I’m telling you, mark my words, Brayden Ross falls asleep at night with his dick in his hand, dreaming of ways to violate you.”

      I threw a handful of sand on her, forcing her to run, squealing, down to the water. When those boys started talking to her, she forgot all about washing it off. I sighed and reached in my bag for my lotion. I faltered as my hand rested on Brayden’s shirt.

      Joey was asking those questions.

      The kind I wasn’t sure should be answered.

      My fingers traced over the vinyl number eighteen on the back of his jersey. Maybe Joey wasn’t so far off about the crush part. But those feelings were very one-sided.

      He’d said so himself.

      Sister.

      I much preferred not having a label.
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      Ashley

      Monotony comes in a hundred boring shades.

      The rest of my summer was stained by every one of them.

      I went to work. I ate. I slept.

      Lather. Rinse. Repeat.

      Joey showed up to work one morning, hyped up on a skinny, double-shot vanilla latte and the latest gossip. She’d heard, from two independent sources, that Brayden officially threw Whitney to the curb. Joey felt certain it corroborated her theory, but Brayden and I had been embroiled in a painful game of the silent treatment.

      We saw him at the movies a couple weeks later with a tub of popcorn in one hand and Tanya Forde in the other.

      Then, he dropped Nathan off at the marina one afternoon with Hannah DeSantos in his passenger seat. Joey and I were parked in Adirondack chairs, celebrating a slow day by burning ourselves up with a light coat of SPF four.

      I motioned to the taillights as they pulled away. “See? Had nothing to do with me. Broke things off with Whitney, so he could hit home runs with that piece of trash.”

      Hannah’s arms stretched up toward the sky as Brayden peeled out of the parking lot in a cloud of pheromones and dust.

      For me, the rubber treads left behind on the pavement stamped right over Joey’s romantic premonitions. Once a manwhore, always a manwhore. Brayden didn’t have feelings for me. At least not feelings that went past needing to act like a controlling jerk. One who still, as of yet, hadn’t found the time to apologize.

      I stayed strong—mutely refusing to forfeit our game of cold shoulder—until I finally ran into him again one night after work.

      Joey and I were meeting a bunch of people at Delilah’s Sweet Shoppe for million-calorie shakes guaranteed to battle the humidity and our waistlines.

      During the summer, Delilah’s had a cluster of outdoor tables fashioned to look like little tiki huts. Ridiculous fake plastic grass hung down from worn-out umbrellas. The vibe called right out to teenagers looking to loiter.

      Brayden was there with Bobby, sitting at a table across from ours, demolishing a banana split twice the size of my head.

      When we’d first arrived, he’d acknowledged me with a simple nod—the most communication we’d had in weeks.

      I refused to make eye contact again after that. The straw in my cup became one of the great wonders of the world. It held my gaze as I repetitively stirred it back and forth.

      Diverting my attention became impossible though once Whitney pulled into the parking lot. She slammed the door on her cherry red Volkswagen bug with so much gusto everyone seated nearby turned to look along with me. The daisies jammed in her dashboard vase swayed from side to side. For those who couldn’t tell just by looking at her, the vanity plates on her car loudly proclaimed ICHEER.

      But, let’s be real.

      Everyone could tell.

      Her long hair was pulled back into a super high ponytail, with a perfect white satin bow tied primly around it. She had on shorts with an inseam so small, everyone also knew she waxed. They showcased her perfect legs and golden tan.

      My mind took a snapshot and used black Sharpie to sketch in a mustache and horns.

      “I really hate her,” Joey muttered, proving once again why we were best friends.

      The murderous look on Whitney’s face as she crossed the parking lot interrupted her flawless appeal. She stomped across the patio, heading straight for Brayden.

      “Are you kidding me, asshole? Did you seriously fuck Hannah? You moved right on to my best friend?”

      Brayden looked up at her but didn’t respond. He put another spoonful of ice cream in his mouth instead. Whitney stood with her hands on her hips, waiting. He didn’t even twitch. She finally let out this kind of half-scream, half-groan thing and balled her hands into fists.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” she asked, yelling loud enough for the entire patio to hear.

      Conversation at all the tables had stopped anyway. Everybody sat attentively, enjoying the live show.

      Brayden wiped his mouth with a napkin he took from the little dispenser sitting on the middle of the table. He crumpled it up in his hand and finally looked up at her. “Guess she’s an ex-best friend now?” He shrugged his shoulders like he didn’t have a care in the world. His expression certainly held nothing close to remorse.

      “You are such a jackass. I can’t stand you.”

      “Well then, it’s good I’m done with you, right?” He held out both hands to taunt her more.

      Her face turned an interesting shade of purple. She reached down and grabbed the soda can he had sitting on the table. I assumed she’d go for the classic dump-it-over-his-head maneuver. He prepped himself for that one, too. He pushed his hair back out of his face and stared straight up at her with complete indifference.

      But she surprised us all.

      Whitney took a step back, reared her arm forward, and threw the can right at his face. It bounced off his cheekbone with a pop and then fell to his lap, spilling the remaining contents on his shorts. He still didn’t give her any reaction, just blankly stared at her without flinching.

      That drove her even more over the edge.

      He didn’t care enough to argue with her or respond to her antics. She didn’t say another word. She marched back to her car and pulled noisily out of the parking lot.

      “Jesus, he can be such a prick,” Joey murmured beside me.

      “Guess fancy-bra girl is gone for good. Buh-bye, Victoria’s,” I replied wistfully.

      “Fancy what?” she asked, giving me an odd look.

      “It’s nothing.” I tried hard not to smirk to myself.

      We passed by his table as we got ready to leave. He stuck his foot out to block my path, forcing me to stop in front of him as our group pressed on ahead.

      “Soot,” he said my name like a quiet plea, giving me, in one word, more real acknowledgment than he’d given his ex-whore.

      “Dallas,” I said, leaning over to dip my finger down into the schooner glass in front of him. I pulled back some hot fudge to stick in my mouth. “Glad to see you’re keeping things classy.”

      “Always,” he replied with a half-smirk.

      He dipped his spoon down into his glass and held it up to me, freely offering a share of vanilla and hot fudge. I took it from him, slowly licking the chocolate from the back of the spoon, while I surveyed Whitney’s damage.

      I dropped the spoon back into the bowl. He immediately reached up to wipe a dollop of the sticky fudge I’d managed to drip onto my chin. He sucked it off his index finger.

      “I think you’re gonna have a black eye.”

      “Won’t be my first.” He laughed, holding his hand up to the area that had a little cut and a blossoming purple mark.

      “Probably not his last either,” Bobby said, snickering beside him.

      I shook my head in disgust.

      “This mean you’re finally talking to me again?” Brayden asked.

      “Nope. Just means I thought your sundae looked good.” I fought to keep my expression as passive as the one he’d displayed with his truculent ex. “Someone should tell poor Whitney if she’s looking for an apology from you for acting like an asshole, the waiting line forms behind me.”
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      She wanted those two words I didn’t like to say.

      I’d given it almost a month. Three and a half more weeks for my dick to get ahold of itself.

      Actually, I’d tried letting someone else take a firm hold of it. Hannah had huge, pouty lips, but she gave shitty blow jobs. I’d given her plenty of tries.

      Practice makes most folks perfect.

      But, in her case, things just got sloppier. My dick kept right on thinking about one thing.

      The one thing it couldn’t have.

      I’d almost talked it into some sense of reason, but then I’d run into the object of its infatuation at Delilah’s. Watching her suck hot fudge off her finger and lick the back of that spoon had me right back to square one.

      I didn’t understand it. Soot was the snot-nosed kid I’d always watched over and protected. Five minutes ago, she’d been a messy little scrap of a thing with skinned up knees.

      When the hell did she turn into a girl?

      A real girl.

      With tits perfectly shaped for the palms of my hands.

      My mind was still reeling from it. In the span of a couple hours, she’d gone from being my personal Slurpee mixologist to the replacement for every porn star I’d ever jacked off to.

      Square one fucking sucked.

      I tried to stay far away from her. I wasn’t going to apologize. If she stayed pissed and stayed the hell away from me, I could keep myself under control.

      But a shitty Harper Landers novel finally got me. I thought getting lost in a dystopian society, struggling to save mankind from some badass zombies, would make me forget her boobs and the way her legs went on forever in those cutoff shorts that cuffed up just below her plump little ass.

      The book sucked.

      The ending was completely over the top.

      I needed to vent to my girl. I needed her to laugh about the predictable climax and call me a shithead for thinking that guy could ever come up with anything original. Then, she’d open her little bag of tricks and give me something to read that would blow my mind. Something that would keep me up at night, thinking about plotlines instead of masturbating again to the idea of my cock nestled between her luscious breasts.

      Fuck.

      My dick was such a demented pervert.

      Old habits never die. I’d been parked in the marina lot for over an hour, watching her. For some odd reason, she was all alone. That made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. It wasn’t safe for her to be here by herself.

      She was cleaning up the main desk as the last of the customers came back to shore. A group of four sunbirds showed up in their daddy’s yacht and spent way too long asking her to help tie them up to the cleats lining the edge of the dock. I almost got out of my Jeep and smashed some heads. They overindulged in watching her bend over to secure the lines.

      Unfortunately, so did I.

      Her glossy, dark hair hung loose and wavy around her tan shoulders. She wore a modest navy-blue bikini top with the marina logo emblazoned on front. The white waistband was cuffed down on her little pair of hot-pink athletic shorts. They clung so low, I could see the ridges of her hipbones.

      It was sexy as fuck.

      The preppy college pricks, in their madras plaid board shorts and stupid pastel polo shirts, spent twenty minutes standing at the desk, talking to her. She giggled at one of them a couple of times, but she kept shaking her head to something they’d asked.

      Good girl.

      Those motherfuckers had to be four or five years older than her. I was tempted to go down and remind them the marina didn’t sell jailbait.

      I felt proud of myself for not taking any hasty action and equally proud of her for finally getting rid of them. I waited another fifteen minutes, just to make sure I’d calmed myself down.

      It had taken the whole damn day to talk myself into this idea. I’d finally convinced myself, if I spent some time with her—hanging out, doing normal shit—everything would click back into place. My body would realize she was just my old buddy.

      Same old Ashley.

      Just wrapped up in a new, sexy package.

      I strode down to the dock house and plopped down on a stool beside the counter.

      She looked up at me, surprised. “Mr. Ross. How can I help you?” she asked, leaning back on the bin where she was stacking life vests.

      “Let’s take a couple boards out,” I said, tilting my head toward the little man-made beach area on the north side of the marina.

      I stared at her when she didn’t immediately respond, imploring her with puppy-dog eyes.

      “Please,” I added in a quiet voice.

      “Why?” she replied, a little hoarse.

      I stood up and took the vest she held, chucking it into a bin as I closed in on her. She smelled like Banana Boat and sunshine.

      “I miss my best girl. It sucks that you’re barely talkin’ to me. I read a shitty-ass Landers novel last week, and I wanted to call to ask what you were reading. But you’re still not talking to me.” I put a finger under her chin, forcing her head up to meet my gaze. “I hate that.”

      “You read Landers? You must’ve really been feeling desperate.”

      “You have no fucking idea,” I muttered under my breath.

      She swallowed and nodded. “We can go. But don’t fall in and drown. I’m not jumping in to save your ass.”

      She didn’t question it when I reached for her. Her fingers laced together with my own. Naturally. Like they had a gazillion times over the years.

      Why had I never noticed how much I liked the way her skin looked pressed against mine?

      I shook my head, as if that motion would somehow flip a reset switch. If this plan was gonna work, I had to stop being a dipshit.

      Same old Ashley.

      Same old Ashley.

      Once we were out in the water, I let her go ahead of me. I told myself I just wanted to keep an eye out for her. Protect her. Like I always did. But she was far more skilled at this than I.

      Her legs, her ass, and the mane of raven hair that whipped around in the breeze were better scenery than anything else Mother Nature provided. My body stirred. I cursed myself for not having the forethought to choose an activity where she wouldn’t be half-naked.

      Our oars rotated in sync, methodically dipping into the water, pissing off the seagulls swooping down to pluck up fish for dinner. We didn’t talk much. She was quiet, and I had no clue what to say. But I felt calmer, just being close to her again.

      I had myself mostly in check by the time we got back to shore. I stayed to help her haul all the boards to the storage shed and watched as she turned off all the lights in the office and locked the doors.

      “Where are your folks?” I asked.

      “They went to Annapolis for a date night. Wednesdays are usually slow, so I figured I could handle closing by myself. Thanks for the help though. I’d be soaked with sweat if I’d had to carry all that shit up from the beach on my own.”

      Now, visualizing her soaking wet body . . .

      Raging hormones are impatient assholes. They didn’t want to listen to sense and reason. And she wasn’t doing me any favors.

      I drove her home with my thumb tapping the steering wheel. She didn’t seem to sense my unease. She’d shucked off her flip-flops and had her light-pink toes propped up on the dashboard.

      I left the engine running when I pulled up to the house. No one else was home. No way I trusted myself to go inside. I needed more practice learning how to put a leash on these new feelings.

      Maybe a leash, a muzzle, and a straitjacket.

      All three together might do the job.

      “Thanks. I had fun,” she said, giving me a cute little half-smile.

      “You gonna stay pissed at me?” I asked, reaching out to teasingly tap the end of her nose, a goofy excuse to touch her.

      “Guess not.”

      “I’m . . . I’m sorry, ya know? About the whole boob thing. It’s just . . .” I glanced outside for a minute, wondering if I could risk saying anything more without giving myself away. “You’re not a little girl anymore.”

      “I’m glad someone is finally realizing that,” she replied sarcastically.

      “There’s gonna be a lot of someones realizing that soon.”

      The thought of guys touching her made me embrace a new level of violence. Eperly and his thugs and those college pussies at the marina earlier—they were all ready to steal her away. To teach her things I wasn’t ready for her to learn.

      There weren’t that many months between us, but compared to the skanky girls I kept company with, she’d always had this sweet innocence that made me treat her more like a kid. But outsiders couldn’t see the old tangled pigtails and bony knees anymore. They were too busy ogling what I’d somehow missed seeing her become.

      Unbelievably fuckable.

      Lord, I was no better than any of them.

      There wasn’t enough Clorox on the planet to wash away how dirty all my thoughts made me feel. It wasn’t right. None of this was right. I needed to cleanse my brain and bleach my soul.

      But first, I had to make sure she understood the state of things.

      “You’ve gotta promise me you’re gonna make good choices from now on.”

      “Good choices? Like you do?” she asked snidely, gesturing to the parting gift Whitney left marring the skin near my eye.

      “I’m the exact kind to look out for. And then completely avoid. Guys are gonna be coming after you, Soot. Guys like me and that fucker Eperly. They’re gonna want one thing. You’ve gotta learn to protect yourself, baby girl. I might not always be there to do it.”

      “I can take care of myself, Brayden.”

      “I meant what I said about . . .” My voice trailed off as I stupidly glanced down at her T-shirt. A giant spot had formed in the front where her wet bikini top had soaked through. It clung in too many right places. Knowing what lay underneath made me want to bite right through the white cotton. “You gotta keep those things covered up.”

      “Seriously? Did you just go there?” Her brows creased as she fought off a smile. “No wonder you don’t apologize to people very often. You really suck at it.”

      She covered her mouth as she giggled.

      The sound lit a fuse attached to my heart.

      “This just got weird, didn’t it?” I laid my head back against the seat and laughed as my own smile emerged.

      She playfully slapped me on the chest with the back of her hand.

      “Ya think? Just a little, ace. Look, I’ll take good care of my hooker tits. Maybe you should try keeping your dick inside your pants long enough for that eye to heal up.”

      Choking on my own spit, I managed a mock salute as she opened the car door. As she started toward the house, I leaned out the window, trying unsuccessfully not to stare at her ass.

      “Hey, Ash?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Please don’t ever call them hooker tits again.”

      Because saucy shit coming out of your mouth makes me painfully hard.

      She mock saluted me back with one hand and gave me a middle finger with the other.

      “There’s my sassy girl.”

      I waited another five days before seeing her again. I spent all five berating myself for having salacious thoughts about the girl who’d grown up trusting me to defend her. I calmed myself down. Took a million cold showers. Had really bad sex with Hannah again. Just for the hell of it.

      Things with Ashley were more relaxed the second and third time I saw her. I started going over to her house again, searching for some sense of normal. I hung out with Nathan and Mr. Foster and watched the Orioles suffer through a blistering home stand. I sucked up to Mama F, so she’d overfeed me.

      And, I tried not to seem stupidly excited when Ashley texted me to come over and get the book she’d just finished.

      I’ve got one for you. Come get it.

      Remember to say thank you when you get to the end.

      I popped my head into her room the following afternoon, laughing when she yelped in surprise. She sat up, startled, ripping her white earbuds out. She had on polka-dot boy shorts and my practice jersey. The hem was tied in a knot at her waist.

      “Nice shirt,” I said, trying not to stutter. “Glad to see you’re listening for once. Looks a hell of a lot better on you than it does on me.”

      Truthfully, it looked fucking amazing on her. Like a three-dimensional spank bank image suddenly come to life. I tried to ignore how happy it made me that she hadn’t just thrown it in the trash.

      Or how much I liked having my name on her.

      I shook my head to get rid of that thought as she reached over to her nightstand, exposing more of her creamy thighs than I needed to see. She made cotton boy shorts sexier than any satin thong I’d ever seen. I wanted to lick around the hem of the elastic with my tongue.

      “Read this,” she said, chucking a paperback at me. At some point, the edges had gotten wet, and there were a handful of dog-eared pages. “Finally found a good one. You’re gonna like it.”

      Before I had a chance to gawk at her more, I smiled and slammed her bedroom door on my way out.

      I didn’t just like the book. I loved it.

      It had a twist near the end that kept me reading till all hours. I finished at three a.m. and immediately called to tell her I’d never speak to her again.

      She answered. Of course. She always did.

      She was always there when I needed her.

      “Mr. Ross.” She had a raspy, sexy voice that made me palm my cock through my briefs.

      “I hate you.”

      She giggled. Covers rustled in the background.

      “I know, right? That ending. I knew it would suck you in. So good, huh?” She cleared her throat, but her voice still whispered with interrupted sleep. It would put any phone sex operator to shame.

      “I so didn’t see that coming. How could they kill them all off? It’s just wrong. I’m sending this author an I-love-you-hate-you letter tomorrow.”

      “I have his other book. Probably finish it at work tomorrow if things are slow.”

      “Bring it over as soon as you’re done.”

      She laughed and hung up on me.

      I lay in bed, staring up at the ceiling and smiling like a moron because I still loved our mutual adoration of bad science fiction novels. I loved that reading one of them had drawn us back together. For the first time in weeks, I felt hopeful.

      We could get back to our old pattern.

      We had to.

      No matter what it took, I would scratch and claw my way back to that calm, safe place. The one where we knew our roles and didn’t stray outside the lines. Sure, we looked a little different, but underneath, we were those same little kids from the library.

      Despite my dick’s painful objections, I had to make sure we stayed that way.
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      Ashley

      “I look like a vampire that just sucked someone’s blood. This is way too much.”

      I didn’t want to look like a tramp. I’d waited most of the first quarter for Kyle to ask me out. He’d been flirting with me in photography class for two brutally long months. Artsy and bookish, his photos manipulated depth of field in a way that completely stole my breath.

      We were just going to the diner and the movies, but Joey had insisted on a full-blown makeover. The girl wanted to marry her flat iron.

      She’d affectionately talked to it as she tamed my wavy hair unnaturally straight. She’d poked and prodded and sprayed me, shoved my thighs into skinny jeans that felt a size too small, and squeezed my boobs into a push-up bra I no longer needed.

      She popped her gum as she now dabbed on a third coat of cherry lip gloss.

      “What’s too much?” Nathan asked as he passed by the door to the hall bathroom we shared. “Whoa. Where the hell are you going?” He stared at my reflection in the mirror like I’d morphed into an alien creature who no longer shared his DNA.

      “Hey, Nathan, we gotta—” Brayden’s head popped around the doorframe. His words died as he settled on my reflection too.

      “She looks totally hot don’t cha think?” Joey goaded. She had taken to secretly needling Brayden. She wasn’t giving up on her theory. No matter how salacious the rumors were about his latest sexual prowess.

      The Floozies liked to talk. I’d overheard Hannah in the girls’ restroom between fourth and fifth period last week. She’d described parts of Brayden’s anatomy to a group of girls reapplying makeup like it was their job. A few of them had chimed in with their own observations. It sounded as if they spoke from firsthand experience.

      I’d left before any of them could notice me.

      “Yeah. You look real pretty, sis.” Nathan smiled. “Where are you two girls headed?”

      “Oh no,” Joey corrected. “Miss Thing here has a hot date.”

      I busied myself rearranging the bottles on the counter.

      “A date? With who?” Nathan asked. “Why am I just now hearing about this?”

      “A hottie from her photography class who drives a sweet, restored Mustang.” Joey liked to act as my spokesperson.

      I could feel Brayden’s eyes burning through the back of my top, but he stayed quiet. Too quiet.

      Cue the overprotective gene in five, four, three . . .

      “A Mustang?” Nathan asked. “Kendrick? He’s our year. I thought he had a girlfriend.”

      “He used to date that girl, Julie, from the soccer team, the one who moved to Florida at the end of last year. The long-distance thing wasn’t working. No one thought it would.”

      Joey was the TMZ of St. Michaels.

      Sometimes, I could see why.

      “Anyway, that’s old news. He’s been after Ash for weeks now. And he’s a Gemini. Which makes them a perfect match. They’re going to dinner at Lucky’s and then to the movies. That stupid new Tom Cruise flick no one wants to see. But whatever. Maybe they won’t even watch the movie.” She wiggled her eyebrows and started pulling on a strand of my hair she’d already brutalized fifteen minutes ago.

      “Joey,” I said, groaning.

      “Well, you look very pretty, sis. And Kyle’s all right. He was in my history class last year.” He thumped his hand against the doorframe a couple times. “He’d better show up and come to the door to meet Dad. I’d stick around to scare him myself, but Brayden and I are heading to meet up with some people at the movies, too. We’ll look for you there and give Kyle the once-over.”

      Great. Just what every girl wants—to go out on a first date and have her brother and her . . . other . . . hanging out nearby.

      I sighed and frowned back at my own bloody mouth in the mirror.

      Surely, God would let this night end better than it was starting.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I couldn’t concentrate on the movie. I didn’t even know the main character’s name.

      What the hell am I gonna do?

      It was happening. The inevitable shit. That asshole Kendrick. He was too experienced for her. He’d dated Julie for a while. There was no way he hadn’t banged her. Would he force Ashley into something before she was ready?

      I didn’t want him to kiss her.

      God, I really, really didn’t want him to kiss her.

      Even if he wasn’t a total fucktard and pushing for other stuff on the first date, he would kiss her good night, right?

      I’d been so good. For weeks, my weird shit had remained on lockdown—safely isolated from the rest of the world. But seeing Ash with those red lips had about killed me. Fucking Joey. That chick always had something crammed up her sleeve. She’d pushed me right back to square one—my own personal hell.

      I couldn’t stop picturing Ashley’s mouth. Truth be told, I couldn’t stop thinking about what it would look like wrapped around my cock. Red and shiny and perfect.

      I shifted in my seat.

      Damn pervert.

      “Hey, man, you want some?” Bobby whispered beside me.

      I looked down, expecting the bag of candy or popcorn he’d loaded himself down with, but in his hand sat a silver flask with the top already unscrewed.

      Hell yes, I want some.

      I took it without even asking about the contents. I didn’t give a shit, so long as it unplugged my mind.

      One long pull slid down my throat. My chest exploded with the smooth burn of Jack Daniel’s. Bobby’s old man owned half of the car dealerships on the Delmarva Peninsula. He was also an absentminded drunk with a taste for the good shit. We’d been siphoning from his liquor cabinet since we were way too young to know the difference between good scotch and Tennessee whiskey.

      I held Bobby responsible for my taste in both.

      We took turns, passing it back and forth, till my insides felt warm and my head got fuzzy.

      So much better.

      I laid my head back on the seat and tried to ignore the sex scene unfolding on-screen. It made me think about asshole artsy guys who drove pretentious classic cars and wanted to fuck girls who looked like Snow White.

      She was my princess.

      How the hell had I let him have her?

      Jesus, I’m so screwed.

      I took another long gulp of whiskey. By the time the credits rolled, I’d worked my way toward pretty good and buzzed.

      Nathan sought me out as soon as we exited the theater. I felt guilty being near him, knowing the things I’d spent most of the night contemplating about his sister.

      He’d strangle me with both hands.

      Luckily, his own case of jitters kept him from seeing my own.

      “Cindi asked me to hang out at her house for a while. Her parents are at some fancy reception at the inn until late.” He ran his hand through his dirty-blond hair till it looked half as crazy as mine. His normal calm, laid-back demeanor gave way to a lanky, scared kid who’d just gotten his first boner. “Do you mind if I bail?”

      “Nah, man. That’s awesome. Good luck with that. You need anything?” I asked, reaching for the Trojan I kept stashed in my wallet.

      “I’m good. I’m good.” He held up his hands. “I mean, it’s not like . . . we’re just gonna hang out and shit.”

      I smirked at the nerves hiding behind his words. My best friend, the haloed fucking Boy Scout. He probably had his wallet stuffed full of brand-new condoms he’d already triple-checked for expiration.

      I put my hand on his shoulder, trying to give the poor guy some strength. “Nate, man.”

      He looked up at me with unfocused eyes.

      “Sack up. You’ve got this. Tab A, slot B. Don’t go in there, acting like you’ve never touched a girl.”

      We bumped fists, and I watched him walk out of the building. I was happy for him. He’d been trying to get some of that for a very long time.

      Plus, now, I could be alone with my guilty stupor.

      “Hey, we’re going to hang out at Bridgette’s. You in?” Bobby asked, ambling up behind me. He motioned to our group of friends milling about in the lobby.

      “I think I’m gonna pass.” I didn’t feel like listening to them all blather on about that stupid movie I hadn’t really watched. “Hey, you got any of that JD left?”

      He glanced around for lurking eyes before extracting the flask from his back pocket. “Plenty. Want it?”

      “Do you mind?”

      “No, take it. Lord knows, I can get more at home.”

      I palmed the flask and tucked it in my own back pocket. I raised my hand toward the group, bidding them good night, and walked out to my car to decide what the hell to do with myself. I needed to forget about Ashley being somewhere inside the same building.

      With cherry-red lips and someone else.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here? How you doin’, Kendrick? Heard your girl up and left you for the Sunshine State.”

      I should’ve known.

      A best-laid plan should always be prepared for the other shoe to drop kick it square in the ass.

      My night had been going too well.

      At the start of our evening, Kyle had greeted my father at the door with a firm handshake and the proper use of sir. He’d brought me a little bouquet of white lilies of the valley that put hearts in my mother’s eyes. At Lucky’s, we’d gorged on greasy food and talk of geeky camera equipment we were both too poor to own. He’d told me all about the college art programs he was researching.

      As he’d talked, I couldn’t help but think of the composition book tucked inside my nightstand. I dreamed of adding, Attend art school, to my bucket list.

      We’d missed the start of the movie, but Joey was right about one prediction—the transparent plot let us jump right in.

      Before this unexpected interruption, we’d been laughing about it as we walked across the parking lot, toward Kyle’s car.

      “Brayden? What are you doing here?” I called out.

      My script for the night did not include this page.

      He sat, lounging in the back of his Jeep, the top off despite a chill in the air. His legs were stretched across the back seat like he was on his family room sofa, not loitering in a dark parking lot. He smirked back at me, then brought a silver flask to his lips, tipping it back twice before wedging it down between his knees.

      “What the hell?” Kyle muttered. He squeezed my hand and started to pull me toward his car.

      “You make sure ya get her home to Papa Foster ’fore her curfew, Kendrick.” His accent thickened under the slur of alcohol. “Or I’mma have to kick your ass.”

      “You make sure you get home without killing someone, Ross.”

      That stopped me.

      “Jesus, Dallas.” I pulled free from Kyle’s hand and took a step closer to the Jeep. “Where is everyone else? Are you drunk?”

      “I’m good, Soot. Just had a lil’.” He held his thumb and index finger up, pinched together without any space between. “Wanna taste?” He held the flask out. “Nah, I forgot you don’t like it. Shh. That’s still our little secret.” His finger covered his lips as he smirked again.

      “Soot?” Kyle asked, confused.

      “That’s my lil’ pet name for Ashley. She’s my very best girl, so you’d better take care of her. ’Cause I’mma only lending her to you. And I don’t really like to share.”

      “Christ,” Kyle muttered at the same time I murmured, “Please shoot me now.”

      This cannot be happening.

      “Where are your keys?” I asked, defeated.

      Brayden thrust his hips up to reach down in his front jeans pocket. He fished out his keys, twirling them around. I angrily snatched them from his hand.

      “Come on. Don’t be mad, sweetheart.”

      “Oh, I’m way past mad. Where the fuck is my brother?”

      “Met up with Cindi after the movie. He’s been tryin’ to get with her since forever. They took off. I just ’cided to hang out for a bit. Wanted to make sure you were all right. ’Cause that’s what I do.” He pointed to me. “I. Take care”—he turned his finger to poke himself in the chest—“of you.”

      “I was doing just fine till now.”

      Brayden didn’t respond. He laid his head back on the seat and closed his eyes. He still had a stupid little punch-drunk smirk. I wanted to smack it right off his face.

      “What do you want to do? Can we call someone?” Kyle’s voice dropped to a murmur, “The police, so they can haul his ass to a cell?”

      “Shit.” I surveyed the parking lot.

      Brayden was damn lucky we were the ones who’d happened upon him in this state. I pulled my cell phone out of my purse.

      “I can’t leave him like this. He’s wrecked. He’ll end up killing himself or someone else, trying to drive home. Or he’ll end up with a DUI, and his grandmother will kill him herself when she gets another call from the sheriff. He’s been busted for drinking too many times already. No one is gonna give him another get-out-of-jail-free card. Doesn’t matter what his last name is or who Grams sweet-talks this time.”

      I stared up at the stars for a second, hating the words I was about to toss into the universe. “I’m gonna have to drive him home. I can park his car in front of our house and let him sleep it off. It’ll serve him right if he pukes all over his leather seats.”

      I grabbed the flask from between Brayden’s knees, opening it to take a whiff. Kyle took it from my hand and tipped it up to take a sip.

      “Damn.” He coughed against the burn. “Whiskey. Dude is gonna hurt tomorrow.”

      “Trust me, if the whiskey doesn’t make him hurt, I will.”

      I turned Brayden’s legs, so he was seated properly enough for a seat belt. He briefly opened his eyes as I leaned across his lap to latch it in place.

      “Hey, baby girl.” He gave me a sleepy half-smile.

      “Don’t baby girl me, asshole. I want to punch you in the junk right now.”

      He chuckled and closed his eyes again. “I love that sassy mouth.”

      I ignored his drunk ramblings and went back around the Jeep to say good night to Kyle. He ran his hand through his sandy-blond hair and blew out a breath. This was clearly not how he’d planned on our night ending. It certainly wasn’t how I’d imagined it either.

      Joey had spent the better part of the afternoon lecturing me on her top ten tips to be a great kisser. She’d gone as far as demonstrating with the back of her hand. The lesson had left me a nervous wreck. Now, all those butterflies were gonna be for nothing.

      Tonight, had been my chance to finally stop being a spectator. An end to living like a porcelain doll tucked safely upon the highest shelf. Brayden ruined that prospect, prematurely ejecting me from the game before I even got to start.

      “I’m really sorry. I had such a good time tonight.”

      “Me, too.” Kyle sighed. “Look, Ashley, I really like you. A lot. But, if there’s something going on between you and Brayden Ross—”

      “Oh, no! No. Brayden’s like my brother. Seriously. It’s not like that at all.”

      “Oookay. Well, look . . . maybe we can go out again next weekend?”

      “Definitely. I’d really like that.”

      An awkward will we, won’t we tension settled between us. We stared at one another like we both suddenly didn’t know what to do with our hands and feet.

      It wasn’t the moment I expected. In my daydreams, I never felt self-conscious. Puffy hearts and unicorns were supposed to be sweeping me over a rainbow. Some totally magical shit like that. The real thing felt lots more inelegant, with its clammy palms and touch of queasiness.

      I closed my eyes as he finally took charge and leaned down toward me. The heat from his lips drew closer to mine, and I silently cursed Joey for her third rule.

      “Make sure your lips aren’t too wet or too dry.”

      What else had she said?

      “Lick only your bottom lip and rub your lips together three times to distribute moisture evenly.”

      Shit. Please don’t let me screw this up.

      “Sooot! Let’s blow this joint,” Brayden called out, suddenly bolting up, awake, and beating on the side door of the Jeep with his palm.

      Kyle startled. I opened my eyes, looking right into his, as the moment became a victim. He shook his head from side to side and grimaced. His lips briefly pecked mine, like a kid stealing a first kiss next to the swings on a playground. He pulled back before I even had a chance to apply Rule Six.

      Pull away first, so you leave him wanting more.

      Damn Joey and her rules.

      That kiss so didn’t count.

      “I’ll make this up to you next weekend. I promise.” My words spilled out too fast, running together in a string of nerves.

      Smiling in response, he walked alone to his car.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden suspiciously rebounded by the time I pulled into the driveway. Like a rat-bastard, he clambered out right behind me, wide awake and somewhat lucid. My dream of his fresh leather seats covered in vomit died a quick death.

      The idiot wasn’t even gonna pay for his own stupidity.

      I’d expected to find my mother lying on the couch, reading chick lit and waiting for the play-by-play of my evening. To my relieved surprise, I opened the front door to nothing but dark silence. I turned around and held a finger to my lips, hoping he got the point. The last thing I felt like dealing with was covering up Brayden’s state of inebriation with my mom and dad.

      Their bedroom was on the first floor. I just had to get him up the stairs. In my haste, I forgot to skip the third step. It creaked as soon as any weight was put on it.

      “Shh,” Brayden admonished, laughing stupidly until I reached back to swat at him.

      We climbed the rest of the stairs without incident and stopped in front of my bedroom door.

      I pointed to Nathan’s, farther down the hall. “Go crash in there. And don’t puke all over yourself and choke to death ’cause I want you alive when I wake up. I’ll choke you myself in the morning.”

      He stared down at his shoes like a toddler called out for being bad. “Sorry I ruined your date.”

      “Are you?” I asked bitterly.

      He looked back up at me, all humor gone from his face. His drunken smirk had abandoned him. His cheeks were covered only by the pink warmth of alcohol. But even half-drunk and whole stupid, he still looked like a god. I snapped my immunity tightly in place, steadfastly ignoring the chiseled jaw and bright blue eyes.

      “What’s going on with you, Brayden?” The venom in my tone peeled slowly away. “Why were you sitting in your car in a public parking lot, getting wasted all by yourself?”

      He stepped closer to me, backing me up against my door. He smelled like a dark combination of aftershave and booze. He reached a hand up and traced the outside of my cheek with his fingertips, startling me.

      He’d touched me a thousand times over the years, but this felt . . . different. His rough skin kept glancing across the softness of mine, branding nerve endings that left my suit of imaginary armor slipped slightly askew. My brain stuttered right past angry, unsure of what emotion to grab hold of next.

      “Shoe’s on the other foot now, isn’t it?” The animosity laced between his words didn’t match his gentle touch. His fingers danced against the sensitive spot just below my ear. “You’re usually the one reminding me. I’m not your brother.”

      I nodded timidly in response. The thing with his finger had disconnected the hardwire between my brain and mouth. I licked my lips. He pressed down harshly on the side of my neck, forcing my eyes to question his. A look of pain washed over his face. His shoulders rose and fell, weighted down by whatever trouble he’d placed there.

      He swallowed hard. “I didn’t want him to kiss you.”

      “What?” My shock forced my voice to rise above a whisper. He was staring at my lips now in a way that made me feel flush all over. “Why?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The pad of his thumb slid over to brush across my bottom lip.

      Back. Forth. Back again.

      “Thinking about him touching you was eating me alive all night. I couldn’t let him kiss you.”

      He didn’t let me process his words. Without warning, he replaced the pressure of his thumb with his lips. He pressed them against mine in a firm kiss that ended too fast. It felt so intense Joey’s rules never came to mind.

      “Brayden?” His name came out as a plea of confusion. I needed to speak it out loud to ensure I was really awake. I bit down on my top lip, scraping it across the ridge of my bottom teeth.

      He groaned deep in his chest. “I can’t . . . I need to . . .” He didn’t finish the thought.

      He took another step forward and smashed his lips back down on mine. I wasn’t even sure it could be called a kiss as much as a total possession of my mouth. His lips fit perfectly. They sandwiched between my own, completing a puzzle that had always longed for its missing piece.

      He didn’t play by any of Joey’s rules. He kept his mouth pressed to me while pulling and tugging my bottom lip between both of his. His hands tangled through my hair, holding me in place. He tipped my head back more, giving himself better access.

      As his mouth kept moving, so did his body. He shifted forward and pulled me toward him at the same time. My chest molded against his. I moaned into his mouth and tugged the hair at the back of his neck.

      He answered by sucking harder against my bottom lip as his hands slid down and palmed both sides of my ass. His lips dragged over to the corner of my mouth as he started murmuring strings of craziness I couldn’t totally understand.

      “I knew it . . . God, so sweet.” His hands squeezed me harder as his tongue traced across the very top of my lip.

      My breath came out in short little pants. I pulled harder on the back of his neck until he pressed his mouth back fully onto mine.

      Rule Six lay in tatters at my feet.

      I didn’t want him to stop. Didn’t give a shit about pressure or angles. I just wanted everything. Every single thing he could give me.

      Puffy hearts and unicorns.

      The whole damn rainbow.

      His mouth slanted across my jaw and down to the side of my neck. I pressed my head back against the wall, arching my back and breathing out his name again. His hips slammed into mine. I clutched at his shoulders, light-headed and hanging on for dear life.

      At first, I thought the sound I’d heard was my own heart, beating inside my ears. But he froze, too.

      We’d both been startled by something outside our little world.

      A car door slammed out front.

      We stared at one another with matching wide eyes.

      “Soot. Fuck. I’m so sorry. I . . .”

      Footsteps thumped up the front porch steps.

      Brayden’s hands threaded into my hair. I grasped on to his biceps, not wanting to let go of the magic that was leaving me as quickly as it came. He shook me a little as if he could sense I had to be awoken from a spell.

      I looked up into his suddenly very sober gaze.

      “Go in your room, Ashley. Go into your room and lock your door. Do you understand me?”

      “What?” My brow furrowed. “What are you talking about? Brayden—”

      “Just do it,” he said, growling angrily as he shook me again.

      “Tell me why I—”

      The front door opened and shut. The sound of soft humming wafted up the steps.

      Brayden smashed his cheek against mine, inhaling deeply as our skin brushed together. His head turned slightly, so his lips could brush the top of my cheekbone.

      “Now, Ash. Go,” he whispered bitterly against my skin. He pulled back from me again as his fingertips dug into my shoulders. “And, whatever you do, do not open this door tonight. Do you understand me? If I knock, you ignore it. You understand?”

      “No, I don’t understand any of this. I don’t—” I tried to grab ahold of him.

      He didn’t let me finish. He gently pushed me away, forcibly breaking our connection. He took three steps back and leaned against the opposite wall. His eyes were equal parts pleading and authoritative.

      They asked and told.

      I took a step back, retreating into my own confusion as I partially shielded myself behind my bedroom door. My fingertips brushed across my bruised bottom lip. I had to convince myself this hadn’t all been another dream.

      Joey always said a great kiss should feel like a demand for more. Like a preamble.

      I sure as hell got that now.

      Brayden knocked the back of his head against the wall a couple of times and dragged both hands up into his hair. A deep growl slid from the back of his throat.

      “Don’t hate me,” he murmured unintelligibly to himself.

      The third step creaked.

      His jaw clenched tight. He glared at me and silently mouthed the word, Go.

      One hand stayed pressed to my lips as I swung my door shut. The sound of Brayden’s head knocking back against the wall again permeated the new barrier between us. I pressed an open palm against the door as my eyes clouded over. My teeth dug down into my bottom lip, into the bruised proof that this night had been real.

      What the hell just happened?
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      My head met the drywall, forcing dull pain to reverberate through my skull. It had nothing on the sharp sting in the center of my heart.

      “Bray?” Nathan called out. “What’s up, man? I saw the Jeep out front. What are you doing here? Why are you standing in the hallway?”

      I exhaled loudly, unable to tear my gaze from the door I’d just sent Ashley through.

      I didn’t want to look at him. How the hell could I?

      I wore my guilt like a neon sign. He’d know. Nathan knew me in ways other people didn’t. Saw through me. My lies. My bullshit. He always did. Even times like this when I wanted to implode and hide inside my own self-destruction.

      If I looked him in the eye right now, he’d know I’d just half-molested his baby sister.

      Our baby sister.

      God, what have I done?

      “Is it Ashley?” he asked, his voice concerned as he stepped toward her door with his hand out, reaching for the knob. “Is she okay? Did Kendrick fuck up?”

      No, I fucked-up.

      I fuck everything up. It’s what I do.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and wiped a hand across my mouth, trying to ignore her sweet taste lingering on my lips.

      “What’s your deal, man?” Nathan asked.

      “Need to crash on your floor.” My voice sounded gravelly in my own ears.

      Hopefully, he’d confuse the bottled emotion for liquid indulgence.

      “Had a little too much of that JD Bobby brought to the movie. Gotta crash on your floor a while before I go home. Grams’ll murder me if I come home smelling like booze again.”

      He lightly punched me in the arm and chuckled.

      The opposite of the reaction I deserved.

      “I knew that shit was a bad idea. Fucking Bobby. Let’s crash. I’m wiped. I gotta tell you about Cindi. Man, she’s incredible. I think . . . dude, I don’t know what I think. I just can’t get this girl outta my head.”

      I stayed silent.

      But, God, I knew the feeling.

      He sauntered down the hallway, disappearing into his room, still talking to himself, as I remained stationed in the hallway of ecstasy and shame.

      Jesus, her mouth was sweet. The way she’d said my name and then moaned. The way her nipples had pebbled against my chest. Ten more seconds and I would’ve had my hand up her shirt. Thirty more, and I would’ve been pushing my way into her bedroom.

      What the hell am I doing?

      I needed to fix this. But how would I ever do that? My dick needed a twelve-step recovery program.

      I’m such a fuckup.

      I pressed a hand against the tightness in my chest. Pushing off the wall with my foot, I stared back one more time at the barrier between want and need.

      I wanted her.

      God, how I wanted her.

      But I needed to walk away.

      My open palm rested against the white-painted wood. I could feel her. Could imagine her standing there on the other side. That look on her face as she’d closed the door cracked me in places where I deserved to bleed.

      “Night, Ash,” I whispered. “Sweet dreams, baby girl.”
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      Ashley

      I felt like I’d been the one shooting whiskey.

      I arm-wrestled with my covers until three a.m. and then finally passed out cold.

      When I woke, he was gone.

      I stood outside my bedroom door, staring at an empty hallway and wondering if anything would ever feel the same.

      My answer came as soon as Nathan and I pulled into the parking lot at Lucky’s. The same old late-morning Saturday crowd filled the booths inside. Teenagers spilled over the backs of red leather seats, driving the waitstaff crazy.

      Business as usual.

      Except the back corner booth sat empty.

      I tried not to acknowledge my disappointment. I sat across from Nathan and Bobby, sipping extra-sweet coffee as I waited for Joey to come save me.

      When I sent her a 911 text, I knew she’d pull out all the stops. I looked up as soon as the bell over the door jangled, expecting to see her arrive in a puff of blue smoke, with a magic wand and a crown.

      But, instead of my savior, the doorway filled with my worst nightmare. While I suffered from a secondhand hangover, Brayden looked fresh and perfect.

      So did the accessory attached to his side.

      His gaze found me like it always did. The noise surrounding me swirled into uncomfortable static. Nathan was asking me something I couldn’t even hear. Bobby was chortling his deep belly laugh. It boomed along with each step they took toward that booth in the back.

      Brayden didn’t object when she slid in on his side.

      Our eyes met again over the top of the seats. His Adam’s apple bobbed back and forth. In painfully slow motion, his arm wrapped casually around her shoulders. Tanya Forde beamed up at him, too dumb to know his attention would never last.

      Bile rose up in my throat. I covered my mouth with my hand, praying I wouldn’t get sick right there in front of everyone.

      I’d spent the whole night lying in bed with my own silly notions. I convinced myself maybe Joey was right. Maybe Brayden did have feelings for me. Feelings that were more than he’d ever let on. The childhood crush, I’d finally learned to ignore, had toppled down off the shelf. I’d jumped on the Floozie train, with a one-way ticket to stupid. No better than Tanya, Whitney, and Hannah. Or the dozen others who’d ever thought they had a chance.

      I glanced up at them again, wondering if I’d looked as pathetic as she did now.

      I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t sit there and act normal when our old neat and tidy suddenly felt awkward and gross.

      He didn’t want me.

      He’d just chased liquor with a pint of hormones.

      “I’m gonna go outside and wait for Joey. It’s too loud in here,” I murmured to Nathan.

      “You okay?” Nathan asked with a look of confusion. “That mean you’re not gonna finish those?” Bobby added in unison, pointing to my stack of untouched pancakes.

      I nodded to my brother and slid my plate across the table as I stood. My feet picked up speed the closer I got to the door. I made it down the front steps.

      “Ashley.”

      I froze. Squeezing my eyes shut, I prayed he’d just go back inside.

      Brayden’s hand gripped my shoulder.

      “Hey,” he said gently, prodding me.

      I turned but didn’t look up at him. Our shoes stood toe to toe. Almost touching.

      “Look, Ash, I don’t want this to be weird.”

      My eyes darted up to his. My jaw was set in anger. He flinched and inhaled sharply. His pained gaze drifted down to my lips. They lingered there a beat too long as I rocked back and forth on my heels.

      A rowdy group walked out of the diner, breaking the awkwardness of the moment. A few of the guys clapped Brayden on the back. He tipped his chin at them without looking away from me. We stood in silence until they wandered off in the direction of their car.

      Brayden’s shoulders rose and fell before he spoke, “Listen, last night . . . I was drunk. And acting like an asshole.” He licked his lips. “I do stupid shit when I drink. Freaking Bobby had to show up with that damn flask.”

      I turned away from him, trying to put some mental and physical distance between us. He stepped toward me. His breath brushed against my ear.

      “Thank God it wasn’t like last time.” He chuckled self-consciously. “I mean, I’d much rather be apologizing to you than waking up, apologizing to myself for shooting whiskey and hooking up with Pamela Wolesky. That was a fucking nightmare. That dumb chick was impossible to get rid of after that. She thought a drunk hookup meant we were soul mates.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek to stave off any chance that the liquid filling my eyes would fall as tears. I wanted to hug poor, dumb Pamela.

      My new soul sister.

      Brayden kissing me wasn’t special. It was one more entry on his long list of drunken mistakes.

      The difference between me and The Floozies?

      I wouldn’t let him use me.

      “No hard feelings?” he asked nonchalantly.

      I turned around and met him toe to toe again.

      “It’s already forgotten.” I poked him in the chest, praying I could stab him in the heart the same way his actions and words had punctured me. “Keep your lips to yourself. Lay off the whiskey. And, don’t mistake me for one of your playthings ever again.”
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      Ashley

      His lips trailed across the top of my shoulder as he slid the strap of my tank top farther out of his way. I squirmed a little as my hands kept working, submerging the glossy white paper in the pan of solution. I loved watching the image blossom in front of me. Tiny tracks of footprints across fresh sand dotted the page. I’d shot at least ten rolls of film today in a little cove on the west side of town.

      “I can’t wait to see how the ones of the boats turn out,” I said.

      “Mm-hmm,” he responded as his hands slid around my waist and his chin came down to rest on my shoulder.

      His blond hair glowed in the soft amber cast from the safelight. The darkroom he’d set up in his basement blew my mind. It probably shouldn’t have been the only thing about him that did.

      “I can’t wait to see the ones I took of you lying in the grass,” he whispered before he sucked gently on the skin near the bottom of my neck. “You were meant to be in front of the camera, not hiding behind it.”

      I turned at his sweet words and let him claim my lips in a gentle kiss.

      I’d stopped worrying about the rules a couple months ago. I’d stopped worrying about whether I was doing everything right. And I’d chosen not to worry about why I never got that same feeling I’d had when Brayden kissed me in the hallway.

      Kyle and I were not puzzle pieces. I didn’t feel any sense of preamble. But that was okay. I wasn’t close to being ready for something more with him.

      I just needed to enjoy . . . nice.

      Holding hands with him in the cafeteria felt nice. Cruising around town with my shoes off and my toes dangling out the window of his Mustang felt nice, too. Hearing him tell me I was pretty and funny? Also, not half-bad. Neither was having him introduce me as his girlfriend.

      It all felt . . . pleasant.

      We complemented each other.

      I was starting to think all the stuff Joey had spouted off about tingly feelings in your toes and buzzing in your ears was a load of crap she’d picked up from the romance novels she bought like Pez from the used bookstore on Worchester Street.

      Good and nice suited me just fine.

      My heart might’ve still been bruised, but my pride held in full working order.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      If he put his hands on her one more time, nothing would stop me from marching across the kitchen and ripping his arms out of their sockets.

      “Brayden, do you want dessert, sweetie?”

      Mrs. F was the only reason I stuck around tonight. I hadn’t been around for dinner much lately. I could tell by her hurt look when I tried to bag out of this one that she really wanted me to stay.

      If I’d known Ashley planned to show up with her dickwad boyfriend ten minutes after we started eating, I never would have agreed to it. Mama F’s shepherd’s pie was the bomb, but right now, it felt like a rock at the bottom of my stomach.

      I hated Kendrick. More than anything.

      Physically, I could take him. Easily. I had at least fifteen pounds on the guy. Lifting that fancy camera didn’t build muscle. Neither did his fruity, organic tree-bark diet.

      He looked the complete opposite of me.

      Skinny and lean and on the wrong side of short.

      He dressed in all black and had some stupid metal chain hanging down from a belt loop to his pocket. He made a show out of being this perfect gentleman around the Fosters. He’d sat here half the night, talking about taking Ashley to a museum in Baltimore for some stupid art show.

      As if he’s going to look at art.

      Please.

      That motherfucker had concocted a plan to take my girl on an overnight trip, so they could shack up and make it look educational. It made me sick. Almost as sick as seeing him sitting at the kitchen island now with his arm slung around Ashley’s shoulders, tucking her in close as she shared half of his barstool.

      I’d royally fucked-up.

      I had her that night in the hallway.

      I’d replayed it in my head a million times now. She’d wanted me to kiss her. I was fucking sure of it. But then I had to wig out and open my stupid mouth, playing like it meant nothing. I’d ruined everything.

      Ashley got up to help her mom serve dessert. I used it as an excuse. I helped myself to a glass of milk, standing next to her at the counter.

      She had on skinny jeans that left nothing to my dirty imagination. Her hair hung in loose midnight waves, spilling around shoulders contaminated by Kendrick’s fucking cooties.

      I brushed one side of her hair back and bumped her hip with mine. We used to do that a lot when we were goofing off as kids. Her answering smirk tempted me into wrapping my arm around her lower back. I lightly rested my hand on the sweet little curve at the top of her hip.

      Our backs were to him, but I could already feel Kendrick glaring at me.

      This was what he and I did.

      A twisted little game of human chess.

      Kyle and I never spoke directly to each other, but he had to know what I was doing—trying to wipe some of his stench off my best girl.

      I hated him all right. Maybe because, on paper, he fit her too perfectly. They liked the same shit. He acted earthy-crunchy and did romantic stuff like leave daisies sticking up out of her locker. He overworked that whole douchebag artsy vibe that girls got themselves wet over. Dude probably jacked off to neoclassical art and the poetry of E. E. Cummings.

      He had one too many faces. The perfect boyfriend one he showed everyone else and the shit-eating, I’ve-got-what-you-want one that he saved specially for me when nobody else was looking.

      Two can play that game, motherfucker.

      I squeezed her hip a little, urging her body even closer to mine. I leaned down enough to feel her hair against my cheek as I spoke quietly into her ear, “You know the opening for that Lost Fortunes movie is next Friday night. We gonna go? We could get tickets for the midnight show. If they replay the first one right before it, we could do a doubleheader like last time. M&M’s are on me.”

      Fuck you, asshole. She was mine first.

      I still knew the surefire way to get to her.

      My girl got off on sci-fi and candy.

      And my lips pressed in that spot just below her ear.

      That was the memory that haunted me the most. Her response that night in the hallway as my mouth crossed that sensitive spot.

      “Ashley, honey, I want a big piece. You know I love your mom’s chocolate cake,” the dipshit called out, interrupting me from across the room.

      It was like the fucker knew the image I’d just conjured in my head. He couldn’t leave anything alone. Her or my own mental images.

      She put a slice of cake on a plate and turned around, moving away from me in the process. “Um, let me check and see what I have going on, okay?” she replied indifferently, stepping around me to serve him.

      My throat fought against the lump of disappointment.

      She’d been doing that all winter. Avoiding me. She was cordial about it, but normally, she would have jumped at the chance to watch four hours of things exploding while we stuffed ourselves full of a couple thousand empty calories.

      No way I could see that movie with anyone else.

      Half the fun of it was her reactions. Hearing her gasp at the gross stuff. Seeing her watch whole scenes while peeking through her fingers. Feeling her tuck her face into my neck and whisper, “Tell me when it’s over,” during the really scary parts.

      Last time, I’d made fun of her for being a wuss all the way out to the car. She’d jumped on my back and pummeled me with sweet little fists until I swung her onto my shoulder, slapped her ass, and carried her the rest of the way, screaming.

      I smirked sadly at that memory.

      I wanted that shit back.

      Dickwad took a huge bite of cake and then offered her his fork as she scooted back onto the stool beside him. He firmly tucked his arm around her and shot me a smug grin.

      For too many reasons, Ashley was off-limits. Aside from the fact I didn’t deserve her, she was my best friend’s little sister. Fuck, she was practically my little sister. I’d spent all winter reminding myself of that.

      I knew I couldn’t have her.

      Trouble was, I didn’t want him to have her either.
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            Candy Land

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley

      Instead of hands and a face, the clock on the wall had a middle finger. It waved back and forth at me.

      Thirty-six minutes. More than half an hour of listening to Mrs. Dietrich drone on about mitochondria and cellular respiration.

      The woman’s lectures dried paint.

      I was doodling on my paper and trying to ignore the backward math of time remaining when my brother appeared in the doorway.

      “I’m in the middle of a lesson, Mr. Foster.”

      Ida Dietrich didn’t do interruptions. She’d given my brother an A in her class the previous year. Guess she assumed he was smart enough to remember her foibles.

      “Um, I’m sorry, Mrs. Dietrich. I need my sister. It’s . . . it’s kind of a family emergency.” He stepped forward to hand her a yellow office pass.

      His hand shook.

      So did my entire world.

      “Is it Mom or Dad?” I was grabbing my bag, walking and talking all at once.

      He turned to look at me. I froze in place.

      It was the first time I could ever remember that look on his face. My photographer’s eye could pick up on subtle changes in expression, but none of this was understated. His whole face looked softer than normal, his eyes bigger. A crease I’d never seen before formed across his brow.

      He was frightened.

      “No, Ash. I just . . . I just need you to come.”

      He nodded to Mrs. Dietrich and took my hand as we exited the room.

      Our clasped palms should’ve been familiar. With Brayden, it’d become a common practice long ago. But I struggled to recall an instance where my brother ever held my hand. Maybe we had as little kids when Mom forced him to help me cross the street. But never voluntarily.

      And certainly not in recent memory.

      Everything felt wrong, like the Earth had tilted too far on its axis and knocked my existence askew. I wanted to know what he needed to say, but at the same time, I wanted to stretch this moment longer, so I didn’t have to know.

      That’s the bittersweet thing about the moment right before you’re delivered bad news.
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        * * *

      

      A nurse with short blond hair and a practiced smile led us through wide swinging doors and hallways bathed in harsh, sterile light.

      I’d never spent time at a hospital. I’d escaped all those childhood rites of passage—the flu, stitches, broken bones. I’d gone to the ER with Nathan, once, after he sliced his finger on a serrated kitchen knife. Mom had rushed us there, thinking he needed to have it sewn up.

      He didn’t.

      We’d left after twenty minutes with some liquid Band-Aid and lollipops for good behavior. I was very little. Maybe five. For a while, whenever we drove by it, I would beg to stop in for candy.

      The ICU felt nothing like Candy Land.

      The smell overwhelmed me first. Ammonia and stale sadness. But the sounds were even worse. Constant soft crying. Nurses chattering. The din of machines that whined and beeped as they fought to give back life. The rooms themselves lacked real doors. Their unlucky inhabitants were quarantined by curtains color-matched to cat vomit. It all blended together into a strange cacophony of sorrow.

      I wanted to leave the second we entered.

      My mother’s face spoke volumes. It was shrouded in something worse than fear.

      Fear is a precursor. It brings a sense of foreboding, an unrelenting worry of what could be. It’s what wakes you in the middle of the night and floods your brain with sleepless premonitions. Grief is what comes later, once pain and heartache transform the nightmares to reality.

      My mother’s expression told me all I needed to know. The tearstained smudges across her cheeks had been placed there by grief. The sight of them shifted the news from bad to worse.

      “Kids.” She strode quickly down the hall, engulfing us both in her arms.

      After a few moments, Nathan pulled back with questioning eyes.

      A fresh track of tears slid down her cheeks. “The ambulance got there fast, but the damage is severe.”

      I grabbed back on to my mom, burying my face into her neck, as my own tears began trailing. Nathan wrapped his arms around both of us, sandwiching me between them. He trembled a little, fighting with his own emotions.

      “Is his dad on the way?” Nathan asked.

      “We haven’t been able to reach Jack yet. He’s overseas somewhere, so we’re not sure his regular phone is working. I’m going to try his agent. We think he’ll be able to find him.”

      “What can we do?” I asked.

      She patted my shoulder. “Just be here. He’s going to need all of us. Reverend Holly has been coming in and out. There’s nothing else we can do. It’s wait-and-see now. Wait and see and pray.”
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I couldn’t breathe.

      I couldn’t fucking breathe.

      Everything hurt.

      My whole body. Every corner of my mind. I just wanted it to go away. All of it.

      Me.

      And my busted heart.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley

      Nathan and I sat in the hallway for hours in hard plastic chairs shaped specifically to torture the people already crippled by the nasty turn of life that brought them here.

      They would only allow two people in the room at a time. A steady stream of doctors came and went. Their grim demeanor needed no translation.

      Clocks in hospital waiting rooms move slower than biology lectures. But the lack of any natural light forced our dependence on them. Reverend Holly walked in again as the hands slid past dinnertime. He nodded at Nathan and me as we held our post and slipped quietly into the room.

      Thirty minutes later, my mother reappeared, her eyes now puffy and red. “Guys, the nurses said it would be okay for us all to go in now. Things are . . . we thought you both might want the chance to say goodbye.”

      The surreal nature of this whole experience had me numb right down to my fingertips. I flexed them, surprised to realize they remained safely encased in Nathan’s larger hand. Without acknowledgment, my brother had been there, looking out for me the whole time.

      “It might be a shock at first . . .”

      Nathan wrapped his arm around my shoulders as we stood. He kissed the top of my head.

      “We’ll be okay, Mom,” he replied confidently.

      She’d warned us. But nothing could have prepared us for it.

      Death in the real world is nothing like the movies. In films, the room is always cast in a soft, holy glow, as the actor lies waiting to die. The patient stays tucked under a crisp white sheet. While pale skinned, enough strength remains for a tearstained monologue.

      Nothing is ever left unsaid.

      The real thing was far less pretty. A little more Friday the 13th. A lot less Steel Magnolias.

      Tubes and wires lay bunched up and strapped down. Hollowed cheeks met an ugly plastic tube taped across chapped lips. A loud mechanical hiss punctuated the rise and fall of breathing that no longer looked human.

      Brayden sat, buckled over, in a chair pushed up next to the bed where Grams lay.

      I barely recognized him. His face was marred by a sadness deeper than anything I’d ever known. He stood quickly and threw his arms around me and Nathan.

      “I’m so fucking sorry,” Nathan said softly, his voice full of tears he’d kept dammed for too long.

      I buried my face against Brayden’s chest and held on.

      It’s said that tragedies can break or mend. At that moment, we stood huddled together as one. Between the three of us, I don’t know who did the most holding up.

      We sat at Grams’s bedside for more than an hour, retelling our favorite memories. We laughed and cried and kept talking, totally uncertain if she could hear us. Our words became an anchor, preventing her from drifting away.

      Eventually, a hospice nurse came. She talked in a soothing voice about how badly people wanted to hang on.

      “We’re innately built as survivors,” she explained. “Most of us enter the world, kicking and screaming. Sometimes, at the end—even when our bodies are horribly weak and we know it’s our time to go—our minds and hearts are still kicking and screaming to stay with the people we love.”

      I wondered what that would feel like, being stuck between want and need. Knowing you needed to search for what came next, but not wanting to say goodbye to where you’d always been.

      “Sometimes, we have to help them make that choice,” the nurse continued. “Sometimes, we have to be strong and selfless and tell our loved one it’s okay to leave us.”

      I shed ugly, snotty, horrible tears when Brayden finally spoke. “It’s okay, Grams. Go to your Tommy now. It’s time for you to be with him.”

      He paused and cleared his throat, fisting back the emotion that threatened to bubble over. He squeezed her wrinkled hand, just like that day in the kitchen, what felt like so long ago.

      The torch of strong and weak silently passed between them.

      “It’s okay to go. I promise I’m gonna make you proud someday.” He lifted her hand in his own and pressed his cheek against it, closing his eyes tight. I barely heard him whisper, “Thank you for loving me back.”

      Dry eyes were not found among us.

      The reverend’s deep baritone filled the room after that, delivering words no one was ready to hear. “Through the great goodness of His mercy, may God pardon thee whatever sins thou hast committed . . .”

      Ultimate forgiveness.

      The irony made me weep harder.

      I could picture her hands, now resting so unnaturally still, twisting that dish towel with the green hearts, while she talked about forgiveness and freedom.

      Now, Grams had been blessed with both.

      In the back of my mind, I’d been clinging to the irrational notion that my alarm clock would go off any second. But, as Reverend Holly reached the end of his prayer, the quiet snap of his leather Bible closing brought crushing awareness.

      Nightmare and reality were one.

      That was the first time grief stood at our door.
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      Brayden

      I didn’t want to leave. I couldn’t let go of her hand.

      The quiet chatter of people fussing around the room filled my head with background static. I could hear my own heart. Beating over the sound. Thumping in my chest. Sorely reminding me I was alive and she wasn’t.

      The bitterness in my mouth tasted like a copper penny.

      Sour and nasty and wrong.

      I wanted to rewind. Back to 11:02 p.m. Back to one minute before my whole world changed. I’d never pass another night when I wouldn’t look for those numbers on the clock. They would become my own personal time stamp of pain.

      I didn’t want to leave.

      I couldn’t. Nothing they could say would make me.

      Mrs. F’s hand rested on my shoulder, just as it had since she’d arrived. She’d barely left my side. She’d stayed.

      Stay. Stay. Stay.

      I’d been screaming that word in my head all day. Over and over. One little syllable. So simple. Why couldn’t people listen?

      “The nurses said . . .”

      “. . . as long as you want, honey . . .”

      “. . . there anything I can . . .”

      “. . . went home to make up the guest room . . .”

      Her voice broke through the haze, garbled like an announcer on AM radio as the dial buzzed through the stations.

      “You’re coming home with us. You can stay . . .”

      That word again. The voice in my head latched on to it. It spun around like a child’s top.

      “My chest hurts. Everything hurts.” My voice echoed in my own ears as I rested my forehead against the cold sheet.

      I tried to concentrate on my breathing. An athlete shouldn’t forget how to breathe. Why did it hurt so bad?

      “Can’t. Won’t.” The words spilled from my mouth, echoing twice. “Not leaving.”

      If I left, this would be real. I wouldn’t see her again. They’d come and take her away and put her in a box and put her in the ground, and I wouldn’t ever hold her hand again.

      “I want Grams back.”

      More static.

      Did I do something to make her leave? Was I bad?

      Where are you? Where are you, Grams? Where are you, Mom? Did I cry too much? Or not sleep enough or shit my pants too often? Why else would you leave?

      They all leave.

      I must’ve been bad and pushed her away.

      Don’t go. Don’t go. Stay.

      Come back.

      I’ll be good.

      The static grew louder. The buzzing hurt me almost as bad as the pain in my chest. I clutched at it.

      Didn’t anyone in this godforsaken place know how to cure a broken heart? That had to be the cause of this pain.

      I couldn’t stop shivering.

      “So cold. I’m so cold.”

      Could anybody hear me?

      “God. My chest hurts really bad.”

      “I’m gonna go get a doctor.” Another voice.

      “. . . panic attack. They can give him . . .”

      “. . . to calm . . .”

      A hand stroked my back. It felt warm. So warm. Like love and fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies. I wanted more of it.

      Another hand appeared. An open palm with a little white pill. Cold water. It washed down some of the bitterness. I laid my head back down on my crossed arms and closed my eyes.

      “Brayden? Brayden, can you hear me, sweetie?”

      Her voice was clearer. Someone had turned down the static. Her hand stroked again. Back and forth.

      “It’s going to be okay, honey. I promise you. It’s going to be okay.”

      I couldn’t make any words come out.

      Nothing felt okay.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness swaddled her room as I edged my way under the covers. The drugs made the pain in my chest recede, but they also cleared my head enough to feel the ache rattling through every one of my thoughts.

      I didn’t want to be alone with them.

      Warmth. Unbelievable warmth. I’d been freezing cold all day. I wrapped my arms around her from behind, settling my jaw into the soft curve of her neck.

      I straddled the fence.

      One foot in heaven, one foot in hell.

      Ashley didn’t startle from her dreams. She drifted around to face me with sleepy palms that rose to ghost over my cheeks. I turned to kiss the inside of each one.

      “I don’t want to be alone right now,” I said softly. “Can I crash here with you?”

      “Of course. I’m so, so . . .”

      “You don’t have to say it. I know how sorry everyone is.”

      I drew her closer to me, trying to steal more of her body heat. We stayed like that, staring at one another through the darkness. She gifted me with unselfish silence. She didn’t need to give empty advice to make herself feel better. Instead, she lay there, beside me, quietly ready to listen.

      “Know what I’ve been thinking all damn day?” I finally asked. “Did I even tell her goodbye this morning? Why didn’t I tell her I loved her more often? Did she even know?”

      “Of course she did.” Gentle fingers traced across my cheekbones, chasing away tears I didn’t know I had left. “Saying three little words is easy. Demonstrating them is hard. Your feelings were always there. In the way you held her hand. The way you made time for her. Kissed her on the cheek. Listened to her. Laughed with her. You can tell a person you love them, or you can show them. You showed her every day, Brayden. I promise you, she knew.”

      I buried my face in her neck again.

      “Why am I so easy to leave?” I murmured the words against her skin as one of her hands continued stroking through my hair.

      Her arms wrapped around my torso, squeezing me tight, pressing her body fully against mine, holding me together.

      “I’m right here. For as long as you need me.”

      I pulled back to look in her eyes, our faces sharing the same pillow, noses almost touching.

      “I’ll always need you. I know things are fucked between us right now. There’s shit we’ve ignored that we should talk about—”

      “Brayden,” she said, interrupting, “don’t borrow more worry right now. You’ve gotta try to get some rest. You’re exhausted.”

      Fingertips moved back and forth across my temple, chasing away consciousness the way a worried mother would for a sick child. I heard the sigh before I felt it in my chest. It released some of the welled up pain.

      The darkness edged closer.

      I feared my dreams would absorb this nightmare of a day.

      “Don’t leave me,” I murmured.

      “Shh,” she whispered, as her fingers still worked their magic. “I’ll be right here when you wake up.”
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        * * *

      

      She kept her promise.

      I awoke the following morning, cocooned around her, a security blanket I desperately needed to hold. My arms were slung around her tiny shoulders, holding her back against my chest. I buried my face in her hair and tried to forget why I was in her bed.

      I wanted to erase the last twenty-four hours. To rewind back to yesterday morning and pray the rerun followed a different script.

      I tried to focus on how warm she felt, on the softness of the spot on her shoulder where I barely brushed my lips. She jostled in response. I did it twice more before her breathing grew uneven.

      “You awake?” I asked softly, my voice raspy from a night of fitful sleep that followed a day of chain-smoking sorrow.

      “Yeah.” She rolled onto her back.

      I slung one of my legs across her shins as my hand rested on her tummy between her belly button and breasts. The gentle rise and fall of her chest, and the thump of her heartbeat against my palm tethered me to something stronger than myself.

      “You get any sleep?” she asked.

      “A little.”

      My middle finger drew tiny circles on her skin, inviting goose bumps. She slid her hand down to cover mine where it rested against her.

      “I’m scared,” I finally whispered. “Of everything that will happen next.”

      “You aren’t in this alone.” She paused, then added, “You know my mom and dad will let you stay here for as long as—”

      “Did you mean what you said last night?” I asked, interrupting her.

      She searched my eyes for my meaning. I needed her to tell me again. Her words were all I had right now. They were the only thing helping me fight off that claustrophobic static begging to refill my brain.

      “You promise you’ll always stay with me? Even when I’m a dick and do stupid shit? We’ll always have each other, right?”

      There was no doubt I would do stupid shit.

      No doubt at all.

      “Do you really think you could ever get rid of me?” she asked playfully.

      “You still got the notebook with all our plans?”

      She wiggled a little beneath me, twisting to reach inside her nightstand to pull out the old composition book. I took it out of her hand and opened to the next free page. I leaned over top of her to grab a pencil from beside the alarm clock.

      STAY.

      My favorite new word. I wrote it in all caps, underlined three times. Dark lead scratched across the page. Over and over, I retraced, etching it into the paper.

      I started to close the book, but something forced me to turn to a fresh page instead.

      Tell people you love them before it’s too late.

      I tapped the pencil eraser against the paper and then added another one to it. The one I’d been worried about since I was a little boy.

      Make Grams proud.

      She reached out and took the book and pencil from me, hesitating a moment, before adding something below mine.

      Forgive.

      Her handwriting looked girlie and bubbly next to mine, but the word she had written carried a heavier weight.

      It would be far harder to achieve.

      “I don’t know if I can,” I said softly, running my index finger across her letters.

      Forgive. A small word for such a grandiose idea.

      Grams had talked about it all the time. She’d spout religion and paradigms of Karma, telling me to forgive the people who created my past so I’d have a brighter future. She thought anger and forgiveness were different halves of the same coin, and I could choose to flip it to the right side.

      I wish it could be as easy as flicking a penny off my thumb.

      The list only grew longer. My mother, for leaving me. My father, for never wanting to be enough. Grams, for not taking better care of herself, so her heart wouldn’t give out and break mine in the process.

      “It’s what she wanted.” She took the book and closed it, setting it back on the nightstand, before turning back to face me.

      “I don’t know how to,” I replied, splaying my hand across her warm stomach. I ran my pinkie back and forth across her belly button to distract my heavy thoughts. “Being angry is a lot easier.”

      “You just have to wake up each day and try.”

      I turned farther onto my side, so I could nuzzle my jaw into the side of her neck. I planted three tiny kisses on her collarbone. “I’ve really missed you.”

      “I haven’t been gone.” Her open palm smoothed over the back of my hair.

      “I’m a shithead. I keep screwing up with you. I just . . .” I propped myself up, so I could look into her eyes. “Sometimes I feel like . . . like I only really breathe when I’m with you.”
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      Ashley

      Pouring rain and irony saturated the day of the funeral.

      People bring too much food to a wake. It’s some kind of unspoken rule. They shuffle in with their covered dishes and sit and linger in the house, filling it with small talk and the obnoxious smell of garlic.

      I didn’t understand the ritual.

      No part of me felt hungry.

      Brayden hadn’t eaten in three days. And he certainly didn’t feel like listening to idle chitchat, much less engaging in it.

      The whole town had come back to the house after the service. Some familiar faces. Some folks I barely knew. They stood in small clusters, a circus of awkward jugglers, with hands full of paper plates and plastic cups. They kept expounding upon how much Grams would be missed. How they couldn’t imagine being without her.

      In a few hours, they’d all go home, throw their black clothes in a hamper, and move on with their lives. The room only held one person qualified to miss her. One person who would truly suffer without her presence.

      He stayed silent.

      Brayden stood in the living room, staring past the lacy curtains, as if he expected her car to pull up the drive any minute.

      I understood his confusion.

      Being in the house felt weird, even for me. The day after she’d passed, Mom and I had come over to tidy up. The scene we’d found reminded me of textbook photos of ancient Pompeii.

      A frozen life cut off with no warning.

      The kitchen had still smelled like the fresh-baked cinnamon rolls she’d left out on the counter. Her coffee mug, with a telltale lipstick mark, sat in the sink, half-full. The sheets on her bed lay twisted from her awakening the previous morning. She’d probably been in a rush to force Brayden out the door for school and hadn’t found time to make it before she went shopping.

      It was all still there—shrapnel of a busy morning—waiting for her to come home with a cart full of groceries that had never left the store.

      We’d quietly set stuff away, before selecting the last dress Grams would ever wear.

      Now, days later, reality still hadn’t set in.

      My mother said funerals are meant to keep the mind and body occupied during the first grief-filled days of adjustment. It didn’t seem to be working. By midafternoon, I wanted to put a closed sign on Brayden’s front door and send everyone away.

      The Floozies needed the first boot in the ass.

      They’d all come to the service donning fake sorrow and black church dresses hemmed sinfully short. Coral Lynn still carried a crumpled tissue—just in case she burst back into the stage-worthy tears she’d shed at the burial. Hannah was winning the top prize though. She kept buzzing around Brayden like a fly, sidling up to him on occasion to whisper in his ear.

      His collar wore her lipstick as a permanent scar.

      Our inner circle of friends stood stationed in a corner, drinking bad punch and watching the shitshow unfold from afar.

      “Jesus, she doesn’t give up, does she?” Joey muttered as Hannah made one more play for Brayden’s attention.

      Her hand grabbed on, bunching up the back of his suit jacket. She smiled up at him with inappropriate eyes and fluttering lashes. I choked up the taste of 7Up and lemon sherbet.

      “She’s probably over there, offering to make him feel all better with a complimentary blow job,” Bobby added dryly.

      Nathan almost spit out his drink.

      “Sadly, you’re probably right,” Joey replied, smirking. “The slut parade never takes a holiday.”

      “We’d better go try to save him,” my brother said to Bobby, tipping his chin in Brayden’s direction.

      To avoid getting sick, I turned my attention away from watching the boys extract Brayden from Hannah’s grasp. My gaze landed instead on the other Ross, holding court on the opposite side of the room.

      Jack Ross stood surrounded, like a messiah come down to pray with the homegrown hero-worshippers. Everyone wanted his attention. They shook his hand or reached out to pat him on the back—whatever it took to touch him in some way. They got a shiny glow as soon as he acknowledged them.

      I’d always been so focused on the effect he had on Brayden; I never noticed the impact he had on everyone else.

      “Would you look at all of them?” I said to Joey, gesturing with a nod of my head across the room. “They’re every bit as shameless. Swear to God, the mayor’s wife looks like she wants to ask for a selfie and an autograph.”

      “The whole world wants to suck a Ross dick,” Joey replied. “It’s truly disgusting. You know, I, for one, have never understood the appeal.”

      Brayden’s father had finally arrived in a ubiquitous black town car twelve hours after Grams died. His agent, Micky, found him and booked the first flight out of Fiji. Travel-weary and inconsolable, he’d broken down on the front porch steps before he even made it into the house. He had to be helped inside.

      Jack Ross had his issues, but he’d loved his mother. Missing the chance to say goodbye had left a heavy burden.

      He’d delivered a stirring eulogy at her service. Even his coiffed hair and pristine Armani suit couldn’t mask his pain. His hands trembled as they gripped the pulpit, and his chiseled jaw wobbled as he told stories of the woman who’d given him everything in life.

      Afterward, he’d walked down to the first pew where Brayden sat. He’d stood tentatively, before finally holding out both arms.

      It was the only time Brayden let his emotions slip. His back shook as his father’s arms wrapped self-consciously around him.

      I’d never seen them embrace before.

      Something about it had made my stomach burn.

      “I’m scared,” I mumbled to Joey, still staring at the older Ross from across the room.

      “Of what, honey?”

      “His father failed miserably the one time he tried to be a real dad. What’s gonna happen to Brayden now that he has no choice?”

      Brayden’s father had always been an extra. The guy who lingered on the edges and drifted in and out of the frame. Losing Grams meant he’d have to step up. Have to take up front and center space in Brayden’s life.

      I kept watching him from afar as he expertly worked the room. The real man who’d emerged during that eulogy was tucked back beneath a plastic facade.

      Who was coming to take care of Brayden now?

      Jekyll or Hyde?
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      Ashley

      Brayden didn’t go to school the week following the funeral. The self-appointed experts said he needed time to ease back into things, to find a new normal.

      I didn’t agree.

      The two Ross boys, locked in a house together for a week, sounded about as smart as running with scissors. Sure, it could be harmless, but probably not a risk worth taking. I certainly didn’t think it would aid the hunt for normalcy.

      New or otherwise.

      My brother collected Brayden’s assignments, so he could pretend not to fall behind. I offered to drop the stuff off after school. It gave me an excuse to make sure no one was lying on the kitchen floor, bleeding.

      By day two, I knew for certain. Normal had hitched a one-way ride out of town, and someone else needed to drag it back, kicking and screaming. Brayden certainly didn’t plan to go search for it on his own.

      When I arrived each day, he would still be lying in bed. His room remained swathed in weird brown darkness, and moody indie rock crooned from the speaker on his nightstand. It made me want to bash my head against the wall.

      He didn’t want to talk about schoolwork.

      He didn’t want to talk at all.

      He’d just lift a corner of the covers, silently inviting me in. I let him get away with it. I’d curl up next to him and let his arms wrap tightly around me, giving him a piece of myself and something solid to hold on to.

      I didn’t know what else to do.

      So, I just kept going back.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I just wanted a damn soda.

      Eavesdropping wasn’t my thing, but my father talked so loudly, I couldn’t begin to ignore him.

      “I know. Yeah. Yeah. I know.”

      His body looked unnaturally large, tucked in one of the small kitchen chairs with one leg propped across his opposite knee. He had his cell phone in one hand as his other rubbed back and forth over his brow. His eyes squeezed shut, like he was fighting a headache.

      “I’m going to try to talk to him tonight or tomorrow. I don’t know what I’m going to say yet, Shell. I’ve gotta convince him that it’s where he belongs. I know the change will be tough at first, but it’s a great school. Eddie’s kid goes there. He loves it.” He sighed. “He’s so stubborn. I don’t know if he’ll listen to a word I say.”

      He paused and smiled.

      “I know. I know exactly where he gets it. He’s like my carbon copy. Fuck, the kid is so much like me at seventeen, it scares the shit out of me.”

      Scared.

      Good word to describe what clawed at my throat as his words poured over me. I didn’t want any part of knowing what he had planned.

      School? I wasn’t changing schools.

      No way. Is he nuts?

      “I haven’t even had a chance to talk to him about the other stuff yet. There’s just . . . so much I need to . . .” He stopped himself from saying more, pausing to listen to whoever was on the other end. “I know. God, I miss my mom. She always knew what to do. She always took care of everything.”

      His voice had a raw sadness I didn’t want to hear. I couldn’t take his grief added to mine.

      Mine already felt too big to handle.

      I snuck quietly back up the stairs. Thirst could wait. I opened the nightstand drawer and took out one of the pills the doctor had prescribed the night Grams died. I shook one out and swallowed it dry. Spaced out sounded like a pretty damn fine way to spend the rest of the day.

      I got back in bed and pulled Grams’s favorite purple afghan over my head. I’d stolen it off her bed a few nights ago. It was as close as I could get to her now.

      I wished she were here, too.

      If she were still here, he would go away and take his bad ideas with him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ashley

      When Kyle offered to drive me straight to the Ross’s after school, I naively thought he meant it as an altruistic gesture. We’d eaten lunch in the school courtyard and he’d made the effort to ask how Brayden was holding up.

      But, as we pulled up in front of the house, he slid a hand across my knee and squeezed. “I’ll wait for you here. Be fast, okay?”

      “Oh. No . . . I mean, I might stay for a while. My mom stopped by this morning, and she’s worried they aren’t eating, so I’m gonna make them dinner and stuff. Brayden will take me home.”

      “Brayden’s a big boy. He doesn’t need you to help him with his homework. Why don’t you just drop his shit off, then we can go back to your house and hang out? Aren’t your parents at work? And your brother went straight to the gym.”

      Wanna hang out in an empty house.

      Yep, degree in rocket science not required. I already knew that teenage-boy slang loosely translated to, Let’s get half-naked and hook up.

      Lately, Kyle had been pushing the envelope of good and nice. I wasn’t a prude by any stretch. We’d slowly been working our way through the infield, but his new edginess made me assume he felt ready for that something more.

      Joey had popped her cherry with Morgan Schroeder over winter break. I didn’t have a clue why. He didn’t come close to being anything special.

      Now, she demanded I learn from her regret.

      Joey Rule 230-something: “Never sleep with a boy who doesn’t make you feel tingles—from one set of lips to the other.”

      Kyle’s hand inched from my knee to the top part of my thigh, brushing under the hem of my shorts. The only thing I felt was annoyed.

      I put my hand on top of his to stop any further ascent. I turned to look at the house, uncomfortable. It felt weird to have Kyle being handsy while we were parked right at Brayden’s front door. Any second now, I expected Brayden to magically appear, ready to remove my boyfriend’s head from his body.

      “I think my mom stayed home. She hasn’t been feeling well. Maybe we could hang out tomorrow?” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear and looked up at the house again, avoiding Kyle by any means necessary. “Brayden was really fucked-up yesterday. I need to make sure he’s okay. You don’t have to wait around.”

      His hand gripped the steering wheel instead of my leg. White knuckles looked ready to crack.

      “God forbid you not run right in and save poor Brayden,” he said sarcastically.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means everyone saw the way he was hugging and touching all over you at the funeral. It was disgusting. He’s using this dead-grandmother thing to suck you right in.”

      “Are you serious? Suck me right in to what? Kyle, don’t start with me again. Can you not be a total asshole right now?”

      “I don’t understand why you always have to be the one trying to save him. Brayden cries out for help, and you go running. Every damn time. There’s a long list of other girls he could cry out to,” he added, snickering. “They’re all used to crying out his name already. He should reciprocate and leave my girlfriend the hell alone.”

      I sort of felt guilty about ditching him—right up until he brought up the skank squad.

      I shoved open the car door and grabbed my bag from the floorboard, heaving it up with the extra weight of Brayden’s books.

      “Brayden is family to me. Excuse me if we all need a little time together right now.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m starting to not buy that family bullshit. That dude is fucking weird with you. He has you on a short leash, and he gets off on it. He likes the attention. And I’m not big on sharing.” The last part spilled out in a snide voice, mimicking the words a drunken Brayden had once said in a dark parking lot.

      “Yeah, well, keep this up, and you won’t have to share me much longer.”

      He called out my name as I slammed the door shut.

      I refused to give him the pleasure of watching me wait by the front door. Bypassing it altogether, I walked around to the side of the house. Out of habit, I knocked once on the kitchen door before letting myself inside.

      That was a mistake.

      Harsh words still lingered out on the driveway, but they had nothing on the ones being hurled around the kitchen.

      Running with scissors is a bad idea.

      So was leaving Brayden and his father alone.

      I really hated being right.
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      Brayden

      When I was six, I had a nightly standoff with the monster in my closet.

      I would convince myself he was there, every damn night after Grams had tucked me in bed. I knew what he looked like.

      Three heads.

      Green saucer-shaped eyes.

      Snake hair and pointy gargoyle ears.

      I would lie there, under the covers, cowering in fear, leaving a shit stain in my underwear. Eventually, I’d build the courage to slay him. I’d bound out of bed, flip on the light, and pull the door open, growling and snarling like I had a chance of besting him with sheer determination and a plastic Nerf gun.

      Grams would holler at me from her room, telling me to stop goofing off and go to bed.

      The fearful buildup was always worse than the actual thing. So now, if given a choice between dread and pain, I’d usually take the latter.

      But not this time.

      I’d avoided this conversation for days.

      I’d holed up and waited him out.

      The real thing was worse. So much worse, than sitting in my room, fearing what was coming for me.

      “You have lost your fucking mind.”

      “Brighton Academy is a fantastic school. I pulled ridiculous strings to get them to accept you. Will you just take a look at this?”

      He dropped a glossy catalog down on the kitchen table. Preppy kids with plastic smiles and ugly blue blazers stared up from the front cover. They stood in a cluster, fake laughing, like they didn’t know exactly how many days were left till their trust funds fully vested.

      My stomach rolled over.

      “I don’t need to look. I’m finishing my last year of school here. I have summer ball lined up. I already have scouts scheduled to come.”

      “Brayden, I’ve talked to all the people you’ve met with already. I’ve spent the last three days working all the back channels. Trust me, I know how this works. They understand why you’ll be switching teams.”

      “I’m staying here to finish what I started. I’ve played with these guys for years now. I can’t let them down.”

      “We’ve been over all of this. It’s a better school. If anything, you’ll get more scouting exposure in New York. You have to do what’s best for you now. The guys on your team will understand.”

      I tried to imagine that conversation. To envision their crestfallen faces as I told them I was leaving them high and dry. This was our year. The year we’d waited to dominate. My teammates needed me.

      Half as much as I needed them.

      I pressed the palm of my hand against my chest—fighting against the tight feeling I’d had since Principal Richards showed up at my classroom door, wringing his hands and telling me I was needed at the hospital.

      “Son, there’s nothing left to hold you in this town. I only moved you here from Dallas because your grandmother hated New York and couldn’t stand the heat in Texas anymore. This was her home, Brayden. I never intended for it to be yours for very long. There’s a huge world out there. It’s time for you to experience more of it.”

      “That’s a crock of shit. You don’t want me to see the world. You want to stick me in some snobby boarding school where you won’t have to deal with me. I’m not leaving St. Michaels.”

      My words were punctuated by a thud and a breathy little gasp that punched me straight in the gut. I turned to the door, startled.

      I hadn’t heard her walk in. She stood in the doorway, her heavy backpack lying where it had dropped at her feet. Her bottom lip was drawn up as she fought to quiet the hands that trembled by her sides.

      She had that look. The same one I’d imagined on my teammates’ faces just moments before. The same one I’d seen when I looked in the mirror all the times my father left.

      Sadness.

      Disappointment.

      I wouldn’t be the cause of that shit. I’d do whatever it took to wipe it away.

      I stared at her, forcing her eyes to meet mine, hating the little wrinkle that pressed against her brows. She was fighting tears I wouldn’t allow to fall. Like that beast in the closet, I’d arm myself with whatever it took to slay them.

      Even if the beast looked a whole lot like my father.

      “You’re wrong about me not having anything here.” My eyes didn’t stray from her as I spoke to him. “I have plenty here. This is my home, too.”

      I kept staring into her eyes as I closed the distance between us. I had to touch her. Had to build a connection and show her I would never let it go.

      I cupped her jaw, smoothing my thumb across her soft cheek. “Thanks for bringing this stuff.” I tipped my chin toward the bag on the floor.

      She sniffled in that snotty, wet, no-I’m-not-gonna-cry way.

      My strong girl. Don’t give him any tears.

      I stepped closer. Blocking her from my father’s view, protecting her the way I always had, and always would.

      “I thought you’d be proud of me, Soot. I took a shower and put on clean pants, just for you.” I smirked, the lopsided thing that always made her roll her eyes or smile.

      The corners of her mouth lifted on cue. The pressure inside me eased by a fraction.

      “Brayden, you need to understand where I’m coming from. It’s not possible for you to stay here.”

      I ignored him, bending down instead to retrieve her bag from the floor. I slung it onto my back. It was way too heavy. She shouldn’t have been shouldering any extra weight for me.

      “Come on, Ash. Let’s go up to my room so you can tell me how far behind I am with all this shit.”

      “Brayden, we’re not done talking about this.”

      Her eyes widened. Liquid built around the edges. I wanted to kiss them. To press my lips against the corners and make promises I’d do anything to keep.

      My nostrils flared as the rage I’d been holding back simmered in my gut. I rounded on my father, pointing with an angry finger that stabbed at him for making her hurt.

      “You might not be done, but I am. I’m not going anywhere. End of discussion.”
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        * * *

      

      Ashley

      He’d cleaned up his appearance and his room. Light flooded in through open curtains. SportsCenter played on the muted TV. The comforter lay heaped in a pile on the floor—his version of making the bed.

      I sank down onto the edge of the mattress, still stunned.

      As he sat down beside me, his hand squeezed my knee. I smirked sadly at the irony. Five minutes ago, Kyle, doing the exact same thing, had been my biggest problem in life.

      Now, that fight seemed totally insignificant.

      “It’s going to be all right.”

      Fingers danced on my kneecap. Goose bumps blossomed across my thigh.

      “I think I’m supposed to be the one telling you that,” I said. “What are you going to do?”

      “I knew this was coming. I overheard him talking to someone on the phone. I’ve been holed up in here the last couple days, researching.”

      “Researching what?”

      His fingers stilled. His palm flattened against my lower thigh.

      “I’m going to tell him I want to get emancipated. That’s a fancy way of saying—”

      “I know what it means,” I interrupted. “You think he’ll go along with it?”

      “I’ll be eighteen in a couple of months. Then, it won’t even matter. There’s no reason I can’t live here on my own. I’d be on my own at boarding school anyway.”

      Mention of prep world made my eyes fill up again. He smudged his thumbs across my bottom lashes, then drew my cheek against his chest. I clutched on to his shirt and breathed him in, trying to calm myself.

      “I don’t want you to leave,” I whispered.

      “Shh. Don’t even say that.” His lips grazed softly across the top of my head. “Besides, can you really see me wearing one of those shitty blue blazers?”

      He smiled against my hair. Then, his chest shook as he busted out into full-blown laughter. The sound broke into the melancholy stretched between us. I pulled back to look up at him with a sad grin.

      “I bet they’d make me comb my hair, too,” he added.

      He vigorously ran his hands back and forth over his head, letting his hair completely freak out. I stopped fighting a smile and shook my head.

      I’d missed hearing him laugh.

      “I don’t know. That gold-crest thingy on the pocket is kinda hot. It might go well with the scruffy sex-hair thing you’re always trying so hard to work.”

      “Sex hair? Trying so hard?” He laughed again and lunged for me at the same time, pushing me back on the bed so he could reach my armpits, unmercifully tickling me.

      I shrieked in a tremendously unsophisticated way and tried to wiggle out from under his hold. My shirt rose up. I tried to snag it back down to cover up the couple of inches that were exposed, but strength wasn’t on my side. Naked fingertips danced across my skin to the wicked spot on the side of my torso.

      “Brayden. Stop.” I had to concentrate on not laughing and peeing myself at the same time.

      He paused for a second, and I took a deep breath.

      “Beg for mercy,” he said in a fake, dramatic voice.

      “Never,” I responded on cue.

      We’d played this game a million times since I was a little kid. He and Nathan both knew I never caved. Even if I wet my pants. No matter how bad it got.

      I wasn’t a quitter.

      He rubbed the scruff of his jaw against my collarbone. It felt so secretly delicious; begging him to stop was the last thing on my mind. He pulled his head up and lifted my hands up over my head, pinning them down to the bed again. He leaned over, so his face hovered inches from mine, his riot of sex hair dipping down between us. A darker edge of blue outlined his irises.

      My breathing quickened.

      “Say you’re sorry, and I might give you mercy. Say, I’m sorry, Brayden. I love your hair, and if anyone could make that fucking ugly blazer look hot, it would be you.”

      I giggled and squirmed a little against the bond of his hands. He smirked devilishly and held me down harder. His eyes searched my face until they rested on my lips. I held my breath and squeezed those muscles that kept me from wetting my pants.

      “Say it, Soot.”

      “I’m sorry, Brayden. Your hair is ridiculously lovely, and that blazer would look handsome on your awesomely fabulous body.”

      His hands released me, and he quickly sat up, smiling, as the spell broke. “You think I have an awesomely fabulous body?”

      I took the opportunity to reach up and punch him in the gut before squirming off the bed. “No, but it got you off me, you big bully.”

      He lunged for me again. I squealed and jumped up onto the bed, holding a pillow in front of me, ready to fend off his attack. I didn’t need it. He collapsed face-first onto the mattress. His back rose and fell with gentle laughter.

      “What are you laughing at?” I asked, flopping down next to him.

      He picked his head up and smiled at me. “You. I’m laughing at you. And thinking about how fucking good it feels to just be doing something normal, like torturing you, for a little while. Nothing’s felt normal in a long time.”

      I smacked him on the ass. “Anytime you need to tickle someone till they almost pee themselves, I’m your girl,” I said sarcastically.

      He rolled over and sat up, his face deadly serious again.

      “You’ll always be my girl. I’m gonna make fucking sure of it.”
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      Ashley

      “Hey, what kind of dressing do you want on—” I turned halfway through my question. “Oh, um . . . hi. I thought you were . . .”

      In all the years I’d known Brayden, I’d stumbled through only a handful of perfunctory conversations with his father.

      I’d never before been alone in a room with him.

      Jack Ross was a bigger, worn-in version of his son. He was Brayden in fast forward. Sex on a stick, dipped in a plastic veneer and years of big living. It was easy to see why women fell at his feet, and why people tuned their televisions to see him blather on about men running around with big balls and tight pants.

      Godliness ran in the family.

      Both the Ross men had the same thick, dark-coffee hair. Jack kept his neatly trimmed and styled with product that made it look wet and spiky. But, even tamed, the purposeful mess would still be classified as sex hair by any female on the planet.

      Against the backdrop of Grams’s floral-papered kitchen, he looked more like a Dolce & Gabbana advertisement than someone’s father.

      Navy-blue sweatpants hung loose around his waist but stretched tight against the bulge of massively strong thighs. His arms were crossed over his chest, making the muscles in his forearms and biceps ripple. His veins poked out in crazy places.

      Most men would probably covet that kind of thing.

      I thought it was kinda gross.

      His gym routine no doubt involved a lot of slamming weights and grunting.

      Taking a noisy, cleansing breath, he crossed one leg over the other as he casually rested back against the counter. Every one of his movements seemed slickly choreographed. He commanded attention just by standing there.

      I needed to fill the silence.

      “I wasn’t sure if either of you knew everyone brought over all this food . . . last week, I mean . . . everyone brought stuff. For you to . . . eat.” I sounded like an idiot, tripping on simple words. “I told Brayden I’d heat up some real dinner for you guys.”

      My palms felt sweaty. Embarrassing red splotches bloomed across my chest, broadcasting my very own neon sign of nerves. I suddenly felt like that little girl again. The one with tangled braids, crooked teeth and too many freckles. The one who felt dull standing beside shiny things.

      I tried to busy myself with prepping the salad fixings I’d laid out on the counter.

      “Thank you, Ashley. That’s very nice of you.”

      His tone had that slow, accommodating confidence. The kind that made you feel an inch smaller as it patted you on the head and sent you on your way.

      “Thank you for bringing his schoolwork, too. Your whole family’s been very kind this week. If your parents hadn’t been with Brayden at the hospital . . .” His voice softened as he trailed off. He turned his head to finally free me from his gaze. “I’ll be forever grateful to them for that. I wish I’d been here faster.” He ran one hand across his mouth, a move I’d seen Brayden do a million times to stuff down emotion.

      My guard slipped a little. I suddenly felt oddly sad for this man and his lopsided crown.

      I didn’t like feeling anything for him. I wanted to go on despising him and the preppy-kid-covered catalog left lying on the kitchen table.

      He took a deep breath and turned back to stare at my profile as I resumed chopping cucumbers into tiny wedges.

      “How long has my son been in love with you?”

      His words punctured the air like a gunshot.

      I almost cut my finger with the knife. It clattered awkwardly onto the cutting board.

      “I-I don’t . . .” I stammered. My eyes darted up to his. I bounced awkwardly, turning my right shoe back and forth on its side. “I mean . . . Brayden and I have been close friends since we were little kids. He’s Nathan’s best friend, so we’re around each other a lot. He and Grams . . . they’re like . . . they were like . . . family,” I stumbled, trying to force my mouth to form that last statement in past tense.

      For the second time that afternoon, I had to explain familial ties to someone who felt like an outsider.

      “What I mean is, Brayden loves me like a little sister.”

      “Ashley, sugar, I observe people for a living.”

      His endearment left me feeling even smaller and more foolish. So did the cocky grin that accompanied it.

      “I watch the way people move on a field, in a locker room, during interviews. I watch them, and then I fill up airtime talking about them. I’m a quick study. I’ve watched my son very closely this last week. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. The way he hovers when you’re in a room.” He swiped a hand across his chin and raised his brows. “My son has deep feelings for you. They aren’t brotherly.”

      I avoided looking at him by scooping veggies into the bowl I’d filled with lettuce. I lightly tossed the contents with my hands, so he wouldn’t see them shake.

      “Sir, I have a boyfriend, and Brayden dates a new girl at school every five minutes. He’s kind of a man-wh—he’s kinda got a reputation. With a whole lot of girls.”

      From the corner of my eye, I could see my blubbering made him smile. A thousand-watt, made-for-TV, I-know-what-I’m-talking-about smile that read equal parts charming and arrogant.

      “Trust me, I’m right. And, from watching the way you two are together, I can see you have feelings for him, too.”

      “Mr. Ross . . .” I stopped my busywork and got the nerve to turn and face him head-on.

      He held a hand up to interrupt. “Before you try to tell me how many ways I’m wrong, let me say this. When I first started college, there was a girl I loved. More than anything. I looked at her . . .”

      His voice changed suddenly, a lot less TV god and a little more human.

      “I looked at her the way Brayden looks at you. Like I’d lie down in the street to protect her . . .” He trailed off. The edge of sadness that claimed his voice crept over his face.

      He was trying to make me feel bad for him again. My brain pushed back against my heart, begging it not to get sucked in.

      “I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable. I just see it now. How important you are to him. Guess I’ve never been around enough to notice it before. I know he has a bunch of friends here. People he doesn’t want to say goodbye to yet. But I think you’re number one on that list. He listens to you.”

      “Sir, Brayden doesn’t listen to anyone.”

      He chuckled and tilted his head, giving me a dialed-down version of the signature smile. The lower voltage version didn’t singe my skin as much.

      He rubbed his hand across the two-day stubble covering his chin and furrowed his brows as he contemplated his next words.

      “I’m not the best dad in the world. I’m the first to admit it. I’m good at following a playbook, and this fatherhood thing didn’t come with one. I know . . .” He faltered, gathering himself behind too much emotion and plucking again at those soft chords in my stupid heart. “I know I’m not cut out for this job. But, despite what my son thinks, I want what’s best for him.”

      “We all want that.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way, because staying here might not be the answer. This school I want him to go to . . . it’s a good opportunity. He’ll never listen to me, but he might listen to someone else. Someone else who loves him and wants what’s best for him. Someone he respects a hell of a lot more than me.”

      I blinked.

      What was he doing here? Calling in the offense?

      Did he think we’d break this huddle and suddenly be a team? That I’d take one look at a glossy brochure and ship Brayden out of my life?

      “With all due respect, Brayden’s just lost the person he loved most in this world. Taking him away, from everything else he cares about, might not be what’s best for him right now.”

      He stared down at his feet for a minute.

      I wondered if I’d royally pissed him off.

      “Ashley, I’m going to give you some advice. Advice I wish someone had given that girl I loved. Brayden’s life is going to get big. That kid has a cannon for an arm. Those scouts I’ve been talking to . . . they all see major league potential. Some of them think that could happen faster than he even expects.”

      “That’s amazing,” I murmured.

      I had visions of penciled out dreams on lined paper.

      “Even if Brayden stays here to finish school, there are going to be a lot of changes coming. He’s going to have stuff thrown his way that he can’t even comprehend right now. Getting thrust into that world is overwhelming. You say it won’t change you, but it does. The money. The fame. The pressure to perform. It warps you. And, even when you don’t want it to, that hurts the people around you.”

      His melancholy tone cluttered my thoughts.

      Was he talking about himself or Brayden? Was the girl Brayden’s long-lost mother?

      He continued talking in senseless riddles, “I want him to be ready for what’s coming. I’ve failed him in a lot of ways, but preparing him for what’s ahead is something I’m uniquely qualified to do. I’ve already lived through it.” He paused and then added, “I don’t want to see you get hurt by the fallout.”

      “Brayden would never hurt me. He’s always protected me. Over protected me actually. To the point of being super annoying. He’s worse than my father and brother combined.”

      He smiled softly at that.

      A real one. Not camera-tested.

      He blew out a breath and pushed off the counter, staring at me a beat longer than comfortable. “Sometimes, we protect people best by letting them go.”

      I didn’t even know how to respond to that.

      He gave me a short nod and strode out of the room, leaving me twisted in his double-tied knots. For a man who made his living talking, Jack Ross had talked me in circles.

      His parting words lingered in the air, too heavy to brush away. They danced around a memory I’d never let go of—a soft-spoken hospice nurse with her hand on Brayden’s shoulder.

      “Sometimes, we have to be strong and selfless and tell our loved one it’s okay to leave us.”
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      When Brayden turned his Jeep left out of the driveway, I didn’t question it.

      The long way suited me just fine.

      I’d spent my childhood looking for shortcuts. I’d sat on the bench with the practice squad, sidelined, as life slipped through the hourglass one grain of sand at a time. I’d pined for a way to grow up faster—to shuck being thought of as cute. To be noticed. To get myself in the game.

      Now, I second-guessed that desire.

      Time suddenly felt like a limited commodity.

      I turned my head, pressing my cheek against the seat back, so I could gaze at his profile.

      “You okay?” he asked quietly, staring at the road ahead.

      “Yeah.”

      “Just soaking in my awesomeness?”

      “Wondering what I’d do without it,” I answered softly.

      His eyes darted to mine. His cockiness visibly melted.

      My long-held impatience with life, gave way to a whole new sense of urgency. It saturated the air, leaving a crackling energy that stripped off the layers.

      Of years pretending. Of little white lies.

      Of denying the obvious.

      Mr. Ross is right.

      Sitting there in twisted knots, not knowing right from wrong or what the future held in store, I realized some of his bullshit was the truth.

      I wanted all the little notes Brayden and I had scrawled out together. That was the future I’d been counting on, deep down in my belly. In that place where disappointment and hope are forced to coexist.

      One note bound my dreams together. The one I’d never been brave enough to write down on paper. Or say aloud in my own head.

      Make Brayden love me, the way I love him.

      Most of life’s snapshots come in grand moments. Birthdays, graduations, weddings, anniversaries. All our very first times at so many things. Milestones engrave themselves. We prepare for them. Wait for them. Carefully plan them out.

      But, every so often, the shutter opens and shuts without forethought. A sliver of life, unaccompanied by prophecy, sneaks in to alter everything all at once. The walls we erect to protect ourselves come tumbling down.

      We let the world in.

      I sat there, holding on to such a moment.

      My eyelids fluttered closed. I stamped the image of his profile. Of the outskirts of town blurring through the windshield. Of the fear in my belly and the dampness of my palms. They forged a mental photograph—of the moment when I finally could admit to myself what Joey, Mr. Ross, and even Kyle had told me.

      There was something here. That connection everyone could sense, but we refused to name.

      I’d spent most of my life thinking I had an innocent infatuation. I’d always stuffed down the question. Refusing to let it lie down beside an answer I wouldn’t divulge.

      I love him.

      Not in a friendly, familial, sisterly way.

      Not in the sweet schoolgirl-crush way either.

      I was in love with him.

      The sweaty-palms, fast-heartbeat, can’t-live-without-you-in-my-life variety. The my entire future includes you and I can’t lose you or I’ll be totally screwed kind.

      “Are you sure about turning down New York? That school, I mean. Are you sure staying here is the right choice?” My mouth formed the words before my heart could interfere.

      “I’m sure.” He reached across the console and took my hand, squeezing it with reassurance.

      It was my opening. The time when I could choose to send him away. To tell him to go find big things in big places.

      I sat unnaturally still.

      And painfully silent.

      He turned to look at me. I couldn’t face him. I resorted to staring back out the window instead.

      Brayden muttered his favorite expletive as he steered the car to a lurching halt beside the curb.

      He yanked on my arm, forcing me to turn toward him. His hands tangled up into my hair as he pulled me closer, pressing a gentle kiss to my temple, my cheek, and then the very corner of my mouth.

      “Stop with the sad eyes, baby girl. They break me in pieces.”

      His gaze dropped down to my lips. The air between us filled with static electricity. He must’ve felt it, too. His chest heaved, like he couldn’t catch his breath.

      “We promised, Ash. We promised to stay. No matter what. I will never leave you.” His final declaration came out as a harsh oath. The intensity of it startled us both.

      My lips formed his name with bare question. He started to speak, but no sound would emerge. He answered instead by slanting his mouth down to cover my own.

      He started out gentle. Tugging on my bottom lip and then my top in two quick nips. Then, he pulled back with just enough space for our mouths to hover. A beat passed. A split second of indecision. Of begging for permission.

      Like mirror images, our heads turned fractions of an inch. We inhaled a shared breath and delicious anticipation. My cheeks lifted into the slightest hint of a grin, granting him approval.

      The upturn of my top lip invited him back in. This time, he demanded more, dominating my mouth with such force I was pinned down to my seat. My lips parted in what Joey would’ve called an open invitation.

      I needed to cauterize the feelings I’d finally admitted to myself. To seal my love for him up with a kiss that couldn’t be rejected or denied or unselfishly sent away.

      He said my name, then he smashed his mouth back down onto mine and thrust his tongue against my own.

      In and out.

      Again and again.

      His hands grabbed the sides of my face, tilting my head so he had a better angle to possess me.

      “Ashley . . .” He said my name like the punchline of a magic spell I didn’t want to be broken.

      “Please,” I whispered back against his lips. “Don’t stop.” My voice sounded as desperate as I felt.

      I wasn’t ready for any sense of logic to take back over. This day had been an emotional Tilt-A-Whirl. I needed this contact between us. I craved it. It calmed my nerves and cemented my own admissions. It chased away fear and made precious time stand still.

      All of it—being with him like this—just felt . . .

      Right.

      “Fuuuck,” he ground out, pulling back to rest his forehead on mine again. “You’re so damn beautiful. These lips, Ash . . . they’re my motherfucking weakness.” He rubbed his index finger across the pucker of my top lip. “I’ve been tryin’ so hard to keep my hands off you.”

      “I want your hands on me,” I replied quickly. “I want your hands all over me.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying. I can’t have you like this. I can’t,” he repeated forcefully, reminding himself.

      “Why the hell not?”

      He groaned again, then pressed his lips back onto mine. His hand fisted in my hair. He sucked on my bottom lip, nibbling with his teeth, until I mimicked his groan. The noise made him go wild, thrusting his tongue in and out of my mouth again in a way that felt more carnal than anything I’d ever experienced.

      I wanted more.

      So much more.

      Of him. With him.

      God bless Joey and every one of her ridiculous rules. Her crazy was real.

      He slowed and pulled back some, keeping me anchored with his hand twisted up in my hair. Both our chests were heaving now, lungs crying out for air. His lips were wet, and his eyes were hooded as they stared into my own.

      “What are we doing?” he asked breathlessly.

      I mumbled something nonsensical about goose bumps, tingles, and Jesus Christ.

      He chuckled and ran the pad of his thumb across my bottom lip, absorbing the moisture left from our kisses. “I hate that you gave these to someone else,” he said softly. “I’m that guy now. Stealing kisses from someone else’s girl.”

      “Stop,” I murmured and closed the distance between us again. He let me lead. The kiss was a slow, gentle whisper of a thing. An unspoken plea to shut out the world outside this car.

      His hand snaked behind my back, sliding under my shirt, across the strap of my bra, till his warm palm rested against my spine. His lips dragged across my cheek and down across my neck. He sucked lightly on my collarbone and then traced the crevice around it with his tongue.

      “I can’t lose you,” I whispered, clutching on to his strong shoulders. “I can’t do it. I can’t send you away when I haven’t even had the chance to tell you—”

      He suddenly pulled back, fiercely gripping hold of me. His face hardened. “I’m not going anywhere, Soot. Do you hear me? You can’t get rid of me. Not even if you try.”

      He had no way of knowing his words were a salve. They healed me, from the affliction of his father’s demand, from second-guessing what was best.

      This. Here. Right now. Us.

      This was the best thing. How could it not be? How could anything this right, not be good?

      He leaned back and ran his fingers through the hair framing my face. “Ash, I . . . I’m sorry if I—”

      I put a finger on top of his lips. “If you apologize for kissing me this time, I’m gonna cut your balls off with a spoon.”

      He laughed. “I sure as fuck am not sorry for kissing you. I like doing it way too much. But we . . . we have to get this right.”

      “When you kiss me, everything feels perfect,” I said boldly.

      He smirked, a boyish, happy little grin that made wicked things inside me convulse. He cupped my chin and pulled my mouth back to his for one short, greedy little nip.

      “I’m gonna make him agree to my plan. Then, you and I . . . we need to talk about . . .”

      “What the hell just happened here?” I asked, staring hungrily at his lips.

      “God, I have to get you home. If you keep looking at me like that, I’m not gonna be responsible for what happens next.”

      “Brayden, you have to talk him into it.” The renewed despair in my voice pushed him back into his seat.

      He gripped the steering wheel with strained knuckles.

      “I will.”
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      Brayden

      I pounded my head back against the headrest a handful of times and smacked my open palm against the steering wheel. Sweat soaked the back of my shirt. My chest had a band around it, constricting me to the point of discomfort. I balled up my fist and pressed against my heart, willing it to get its shit together. I tried that focused-breathing thing Mrs. F had taught me in the hospital.

      In. Two, three.

      Out. Two, three.

      The fruity stuff made me feel like such a dipshit.

      I reached blindly into the back seat and struggled to pull my gym bag up into my lap, searching the side pocket for what would help me out of this funk.

      The plastic bottles were covered in names so long, they had to afford some comfort. I sifted through them till I found the one I needed. Doc had said to take one of these fuckers for anxiety. I twisted off the cap and shook the white capsules into my hand.

      A full-blown attack called for at least two or three.

      I put them on my tongue and swallowed them down. Water was for chumps unskilled at stuffing down bitterness.

      My mouth had been full of that shit all afternoon.

      Ever since my father and I stepped foot inside the bank . . .

      

      The teller hovering over us was annoying as hell. She’d descended on us as soon as we walked in the door.

      She had on shiny black heels and one of those long, tight skirts that hung just past her knees. It clung to her hips like a second skin.

      She kept giving my dad painfully obvious fuck-me eyes.

      He nails supermodels in his spare time, sister. Small-town bank tellers aren’t even on his radar.

      Save it for the used car salesman or the grocery store manager standing out in your lobby.

      I tried to ignore her, but her floral perfume made my eyes burn—even more than thinking about the task at hand.

      She kept blathering on and on about something from bygone days. Evidently, they’d gone to high school together. My father barely acknowledged her, but she had memories to relive.

      Catch a hint, lady. No one’s here to fuck around.

      That was one thing my father and I had in common. This was the last place either of us wanted to be.

      She pulled the safe deposit box down, after making a show of reaching up so that her silk blouse pulled tight across the ample breasts struggling to get out of it.

      “Are you sure there’s nothing else I can get you?” she asked. “Anything at all?”

      My father looked up and smiled. “No, Tammy. We’re good. Thank you for everything.”

      Tammy?

      She’d introduced herself as Tabitha.

      He was usually good with names. It came with the job. Jesus, I hoped he’d never fucked her. Completely forgetting her name was pretty damn bad. Even I could recall the names of all the girls I’d screwed.

      Half of them wouldn’t speak to me now.

      But I still knew what to fucking call them.

      She didn’t seem to care that he’d misspoken. She preened and twirled a piece of her dirty-blonde hair around her finger, overtly ecstatic she finally had his attention.

      Yeah, he’d definitely fucked her.

      “Well, if there’s absolutely anything you need—at all, ever—you just let me know.”

      She left behind blissful silence.

      My father used a little key to open the box. He turned it upside down, unceremoniously scattering papers and envelopes across the table. “It’s in here somewhere.”

      I’d wrongly assumed grabbing my grandmother’s will would be quick. The box was crammed full of shit. I took the bottom half of the messy pile.

      A receipt for some jewelry. My grandparents’ marriage license. An old passport with a really funny picture of my grandfather.

      My dad smirked and took it from me when I held it out. He ran his thumb across the photo a couple of times.

      There was some insurance policy for jewelry. Some kind of deed to her house. And my father’s birth certificate.

      I studied that for a minute.

      The shiny paper had two tiny footprints stamped near the bottom.

      I didn’t stop to think about my dad being a little kid very often. There were pictures of him all over the house. Most in football uniforms, holding a ball or trophy. I didn’t usually give them more than a passing glance.

      The next document was tucked in a small, nondescript manila envelope, devoid of any writing on the outside. I unfolded the plain white paper and found my full name at the top.

      Brayden Samuel Ross.

      It didn’t have cute little footprints. It had a raised-looking seal that pressed up from the bottom of the page.

      My finger grazed across the ridges as I stared at something else that stood out even more. A name I’d never seen before. On a piece of paper I’d never bothered to wonder about.

      A name was printed directly under mine.

      Suzanne Elizabeth Keegan. Mother.

      My name and the word mother looked foreign, pressed together on the same page.

      I’d barely ever asked about her.

      When I’d first started school, I’d ask Grams a lot why the other kids had two parents and I only had one. Her face would contort in pain whenever I brought it up, so eventually, I stopped asking. I’d had more questions as I got older, but I’d kept quiet. By then, I’d known that hearing the answers would only cause me suffering.

      They’d never used her name.

      I’d been born to a nameless woman.

      “Her name was Suzanne?” I asked.

      He abruptly looked up from the papers he’d been sifting through. “What?” he asked, his brows creased.

      I turned the page around to show him. “The woman you fucked to make me. Have you forgotten her name, too?”
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      Ashley

      Those kisses in his Jeep were a spark. They lit an inferno inside me.

      I was ready to let it rage out of control.

      Life, however, was not.

      Old fires burned, stealing oxygen away from mine.

      “I think you’d better come to the ball field by the elementary school. I was driving by, and . . . Ash, kissing you has scattered his brain. This is not normal behavior. He looks really fucked-up.”

      As soon as we pulled into the school lot, the reason for Joey’s flustered SOS call became evident.

      Brayden’s Jeep was the sole vehicle parked near the ball diamond. He had a bucket of baseballs beside him, about forty feet from the car. He was using the shiny metal as a backstop, pitching fastballs straight into it. The driver’s window was smashed out. Both doors looked like they’d lost a fistfight with a rhinoceros.

      “What is he doing? He’s destroying his car,” Nathan said as he gunned the engine of his Honda and drove straight toward Brayden, stopping him from finishing his next toss. Nathan jumped out of the car as soon as he threw it into park.

      “Bray. Stop, dude. What the fuck are you doing?”

      Brayden looked up at my brother, dazed, like he’d fallen into some kind of trance.

      His muted appearance felt half as scary as the uncharacteristic tears streaming down his face. Nathan was shocked by them, too. He faltered for a minute, momentarily breaking his stride before he continued forward. He walked toward Brayden, holding out his hand for the ball.

      Brayden twisted the white leather in his palm. His index finger rubbed across the laces before he softly placed it in my brother’s hand. His body shook from its absence. My brother slung an arm around his best friend to prevent his collapse.

      “Whatever is eating at you, we’ll get you through it, man. We’ll get you through it.”

      Brayden broke down, clutching on to Nathan’s shoulders like he needed them to stay above water.

      “Let’s sit down for a minute,” Nathan said, steering Brayden toward the little set of bleachers on the edge of the field. He turned to look at me over the top of Brayden’s bent head. He had that same look I’d first seen in Mrs. Dietrich’s classroom.

      As I sat on Brayden’s opposite side, he looked up at me and gaped, as if he’d just realized I was there. His eyes were glazed and unfocused.

      “Dallas? What’s going on? Talk to us. Did your dad say no? Is he gonna make you move?” The pit in the bottom of my stomach climbed for my throat.

      He blinked rapidly a few times like he had to reconnect his brain to his mouth. “No. No, it’s not that. He agreed to it. I didn’t really give him a choice.”

      I wanted to double-fist my relief. I wanted to grab him and give him a full smacking kiss and tell him how happy that news made me. I wanted to tell him he wouldn’t have to kiss someone else’s girl ever again.

      I’d broken up with Kyle two days ago.

      I’d had a taste of perfect; I was done settling for good and nice.

      But nothing about Brayden’s demeanor invited celebration.

      “If it’s not that, then what’s got you so triggered?” Nathan asked.

      “My dad wanted to get all this paperwork straight before I go back to school.” He cleared his throat and swallowed, looking at something across the field. “There’s a bunch of legal shit to get done. We went to the bank this morning to go through my grandmother’s safe deposit box.”

      I nodded and reached out to take his hand. It felt clammy and cold. Nathan nodded, too, both of us thinking we understood.

      “I know that had to suck. Hits home that she’s gone,” Nathan said remorsefully.

      Brayden shook his head back and forth, popping his jaw as he ground his teeth. “No, I wish that were the hard part.”

      He sat quietly for a minute, staring down to where our fingers interlaced.

      “I found my birth certificate. Which shouldn’t seem like a big deal, right? Only I’ve never seen mine before. I guess it’s been locked up in that damn box for almost eighteen years. I’ve . . . I’ve never even wondered about it before. I don’t know why.”

      Nathan and I exchanged a glance. I had that weird feeling again, that sense of foreboding when you knew the bottom was about to drop out beneath you.

      “Suzanne Keegan. That’s my mom’s name.” He seemed stunned by his own words.

      “Brayden . . .” I said, drawing out his name, lacing it up with sympathy.

      Nathan closed his eyes and placed a hand on Brayden’s shoulder.

      “All these years . . . I thought not knowing would be better. But, today, I decided to ask. I asked him who she was. Why she didn’t want me.” Fresh tears spilled down his cheeks. He used his free hand to scrub them off his face.

      “What did your dad say about her?” I asked quietly.

      “My dad was in love with a girl all through college. Her name was . . . is Michelle. They met his freshman year and dated all the way through till he was drafted. After school, she moved to Texas to be with him. They got engaged. My dad was young and cocky, and suddenly, had a fuck-ton of money. He said there were women. On the road. They would line up outside the locker room . . .” He trailed off and dragged his other hand through his hair. His knee bounced up and down, keeping steady time to the rhythm of his nerves.

      “He cheated on her. With some random girl. He was drunk and high on something someone had given him to come down after a big game. He said he barely remembered her. Until she showed up on their doorstep ten months later with me crying in her arms.”

      “Shit,” Nathan muttered.

      “Yeah, man. It’s some shit,” Brayden agreed, nodding to my brother. “He had testing done to make sure I was his. But, hell, look at us. He said, from the start, it was pretty easy to tell I’m his kid.”

      He pulled his hand from mine to tug two fistfuls of his hair.

      Hair the same exact color and texture of his father’s.

      “So, what are you thinking, buddy? You want to find her or something?” Nathan asked.

      “Fuck no. Why would I? So, she can tell me to my face she never wanted me? Nearly eighteen years of silence have sent that message loud and clear.” He balled his hands into fists. “She was young. Didn’t have any money. Said she couldn’t take care of me. She wanted him to help her.”

      I reached out and uncurled his hand, forcing him to relax so I could thread my fingers back through his. I needed to touch him. If some of his pain seeped into me, I could help him shoulder it.

      “He paid her off. She signed over custody. He’s never heard from her again.” His voice grew quieter as he finished telling the story of how he had come to be.

      “I mean . . . I always knew I wasn’t supposed to be born. I just didn’t realize how much I’d royally fucked-up my father’s life.” He blew out a breath. “No wonder he never wants to spend time with me. I don’t know how he can even stand to look at me. Michelle left him. Right after I showed up.”

      “Brayden.” I reached up with my other hand and brushed his hair back from his face.

      “I always let myself imagine that my mother was unfit in some way. Or maybe she had some horrible disease and couldn’t keep me. But it wasn’t any of that. She just didn’t want me.”

      “I’m so sorry. You’re grieving over Grams and, now, all this. It’s a lot for anyone to handle.”

      He smirked at me sadly. “It gets even messier than that. For the last year, my dad’s been with Michelle. She’s a TV reporter in Nashville. He ran into her somewhere. They’ve been seeing each other again. That’s who he was with when he found out about Grams. I guess that’s why he’s been gone so much this year. Even more than normal. He’s been with her.”

      Nathan whistled a low, sad sound and shook his head.

      “I know, right? How many kinds of fucked-up can this be?” Brayden laughed sarcastically. “He kept her a secret. I don’t know if that was to protect her or protect me. But, now, he wants me to meet her. She’s gonna be in New York next weekend.”

      “What are you gonna do?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. My brain hurts from thinking about all this shit.” He twisted the front of his shirt in his free hand.

      I’d never seen him so agitated.

      His own skin bothered him.

      “I came out here to blow off some steam. Guess I decided fucking up my car seemed like a brilliant idea.”

      He glanced back behind us at his rhinoplastied Jeep.

      “You fucked it up pretty good.” Nathan smiled sheepishly, slapping his friend on the back.

      Brayden returned the grin, chuckling as the mood lightened by a fraction.

      “I wasn’t even throwing heat,” he muttered.

      It wasn’t the inferno I’d hoped for.

      The situation couldn’t handle more flames.
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      Brayden

      She didn’t want to look at me.

      She stared down at her hands or up at my father, never directly at me. Subtle pain rushed across her face as he introduced us.

      Not the full-blown horror of a head-on collision.

      The sharp, sudden sting of stepping on glass.

      When we’d arrived at the restaurant, she’d already been seated at a quiet table toward the back. One that catered to people like my father, with celebrated last names.

      “Shellie, this is Brayden. Brayden, this is my . . . this is Michelle.” My father smiled as he leaned down to place a kiss on the top of her head.

      She stood to shake my hand.

      She was a pretty woman by all conventional standards. The very opposite of every woman I’d ever seen dangling on my father’s arm.

      She wasn’t supermodel tall. Her curves were real, unsculpted by a doctor, a trainer, or a personal chef. Glossy brown hair hung simply down to her chin. She wore a dark purple dress with a modest black cardigan tied loosely around her shoulders.

      Nothing appeared flashy or overtly displayed.

      She had the sophistication and polish of a television reporter mixed together with something that felt small-town cute. The only Jack Ross I’d ever known dealt in Caribbean sunsets and string bikinis. This lady looked more Sunday church and covered casserole.

      “It’s very nice to see you, Brayden.” A thick Tennessee accent coated her greeting like honey dripping over biscuits.

      Her choice of words stuck to the side of my brain.

      Not, It’s very nice to meet you.

      Of course. From her perspective, this wasn’t our first encounter. We’d met before. Nearly eighteen years ago when I’d shown up on her front doorstep, unannounced.

      Her brow wrinkled slightly as I grasped her hand in a polite shake. She gazed at our clasped palms, then looked up to my face.

      That’s when I saw it.

      Hurt.

      The kind of grief you learned to live with over time ’cause you knew it would never really go away.

      I knew them both well. Grief and hurt. They were friends of mine. Since the day Grams left me, we’d become real close pals.

      Michelle had known them for a long time, too.

      Thanks to my father.

      And me.

      People said the passing of time would help ease my loss, but that seemed like a load of horseshit. Michelle’s face proved that time never totally healed all wounds.

      I’d come unprepared for her anguish. I’d spent the whole flight trying to think about what we’d say to each other.

      Her physical reaction caught me off guard. I should have expected it. The last time she’d laid eyes on me, I had been a wailing baby, arriving at her door in the arms of a home-wrecker.

      My eyes must have been the trigger. I’d never given them much thought before. My father’s muddy-brown eyes were the only part of us that didn’t match.

      I sat across from her, meeting for the first time I could remember, with the eyes of the whore who’d destroyed her life.

      What person on the planet would handle that well?

      My father held her hand. A quiet gesture, probably done unconsciously and meant to stay unnoticed. It struck me directly in the gut. He offered her comfort from the pain of looking at me.

      My heart raced, and my forehead felt clammy and covered in sweat. It was happening again—that rush of anxiety, tightening around my chest. I wanted to excuse myself and go get sick in the restroom.

      “So, your dad told me you got to work out with a trainer from the Yankees today?” she asked, squeezing his hand as she started the conversation.

      “Yeah.” I coughed into the side of my fist, trying to loosen the vise grip crushing my lungs. “I mean, yes, ma’am.”

      Her answering smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.

      I couldn’t blame her.

      None of this was her fault.

      A team of waiters, arriving with drinks and full plates, dulled the awkwardness.

      We made it through dinner. We ate food I couldn’t taste while bumping our way through a discussion of generally comfortable topics. Baseball. The weather. Sights to see in New York. We ate a dessert I’d never remember, then sipped coffee long enough for my dad to pay the bill.

      I avoided direct eye contact.

      I didn’t like being the cause of her discomfort.

      She put a hand on my arm as we exited the building. I slowed and looked down to her fingers resting against my sleeve.

      “I didn’t want to bring it up during dinner ’cause your dad said it’s not easy for you to talk about yet.”

      Every muscle tensed inside me. Was this where she would chastise me for ruining everything? This was about to get weird.

      “I’m so very sorry about your grandma, Brayden. She was a wonderful woman, and I know you must’ve been the apple of her eye.”

      I kept waiting for the horns to appear, but she was genuinely . . . nice.

      My forehead scrunched up. What the hell was this lady doing with my dad? This woman had the biggest heart of anyone I’d ever met. How could she stand there, beside me, and remember . . . all of it . . . and still have an ounce of forgiveness for my father’s mistakes? How could she still choose to love him? If I were in her shoes, I’d have clubbed the guy over the head with a bat.

      “Yeah. Thanks. I’m trying to get used to the idea she’s really gone.”

      She spared me that line of bullshit everyone else handed out about time. We both knew better. Her hand rubbed up and down my arm, answering only with a sympathetic nod.

      I liked her.

      Passing time couldn’t heal us, but maybe it would at least help her to learn to like me.
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        * * *

      

      I stood over to the side as my dad hailed her a cab back to her hotel. I felt bad about that, too. If I wasn’t around, she’d surely be going back to his apartment.

      This was one more time I would drive them apart.

      He kissed her good night. A soft, gentle bit of a thing that he seemed reluctant to end. He ran the pad of his thumb over her bottom lip and whispered something in her ear before he leaned forward again, pressing a kiss to her forehead.

      I nearly doubled over in pain.

      The whole exchange looked so achingly familiar.

      I closed my eyes, trying to conjure Ashley’s face and the memory of our kiss. I’d replayed it a million times—the feel of her mouth, the plea for me not to stop, my name coming out with a sigh. Finally, telling her she was beautiful.

      I’d retreated to that happy place inside my head to get through this whole last week. The memory of those kisses helped more than the little white pills I’d also started to think of as close friends.

      I needed to hear her voice.

      I started to pull out my phone.

      “Hey, son, let’s walk for a little while,” my dad said as he watched Michelle’s cab pull away. “I have some stuff I want to talk to you about.”

      We wound our way through the streets, back in the general direction of his place. He talked about playing ball, about tough choices and crucial decisions. He made mention of strings he could pull and keys to success. He wanted to know my level of commitment, if I was ready to work big for hard things.

      He’d danced around all this earlier, on the drive back from the surprise workout. I couldn’t wrap my mind around his ideas. Was I good enough for his dream world?

      Stay. Stay. Stay.

      I’ll be good.

      Between my father’s big plans, Michelle’s sad eyes, and Ashley’s wicked lips, my insides were tangled and twisted. The Xanax I’d taken in the men’s room two-thirds of the way through dinner must’ve been wearing off.

      “What did you think of Michelle?” he finally asked.

      “She’s nice,” I replied simply.

      “Yeah. Yeah, she is.” He stopped walking for a minute and looked at me. “She remind you of anyone you know?”

      I stared back at him.

      Where the hell’s this going?

      “Yeah. A little,” I finally said as he restarted our movement forward.

      “Brayden, all this stuff I’ve laid out for you, this is the big time, kid. Your life is about to start moving so fast, you’re not gonna know if you’re coming or going. I want you to benefit from the lessons I’ve learned. I want to help you avoid my mistakes.”

      “You mean, like fathering a child with a random girl in a locker room?” I asked snidely.

      He stopped abruptly, leaving the handful of people who brushed past him perturbed by the log-jammed path.

      “No. I mean, like hurting that little girl back in St. Michaels, who isn’t anywhere close to being ready for what’s coming your way.”

      My fists knotted at my sides.

      “You don’t know a fucking thing about her.”

      I didn’t like hearing people talk about Ash any more now than I had when we were kids.

      I pressed ahead, back into the self-important stream of sidewalk traffic.

      “No. You’re right,” he said, catching up to my heels. “I don’t. But I know a lot about you. A lot more than you think. You’re so much like me, Brayden. You think you’re invincible. You’ve had a really good time with a lot of girls in high school.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Look, there’s nothing wrong with it. You’re a teenage boy. Fucking around is what we do. But I get the sense that you’re different with this girl. I get the feeling you two are careening down a path toward being a whole lot more than you want to admit to me right now. Maybe more than you’re ready to admit to yourself. Do you really think you’re ready to take that on? All that responsibility? On top of everything I’ve just laid out in front of you?”

      He held his arms out, gesturing to the lights and sounds of the city bustling around us. “This is the world that’s waiting for you. You’re too young to anchor yourself to someone right now. Go out and drink some beer and fuck some pretty girls. Get it out of your system while you’re young. You’re gonna have enough to worry about on the field. You don’t need anything else on your plate beyond that.”

      “So, I was the anchor holding you back, right?”

      “No. Fuck. Brayden, that’s not what I’m trying to say.”

      He ran his hand through his hair, spiking it up even more, as he mumbled, admonishing himself for being shit at this kind of thing.

      God, I really was his carbon copy.

      We stopped at a corner and waited in silence for the light to change in our direction. I ground my back teeth together, trying to keep my hurt from lashing out.

      He didn’t say anything else, just silently walked next to me as we found our way back to his apartment.

      I didn’t speak when we got there either. I walked right to his fridge and took out a Sam Adams, popped the top, and chugged down half of it. He stood next to me, not saying a word.

      “You weren’t an anchor, Brayden.” His voice was quiet and pensive once he finally spoke. “My broken heart over losing Michelle is what held me back. For years. I couldn’t get over her. I spent the first couple years of your life at the bottom of a bottle because I didn’t know how to live without her.”

      I turned my back on him without acknowledging his words. I hunkered down on the black leather couch and sipped from the frosty brown bottle. He settled onto the arm of the chair across from me, folding his arms across his wide chest and exhaling loudly.

      I stayed silent, refusing to talk to him about Ashley.

      I didn’t owe him that.

      And I wasn’t giving it freely.

      “I don’t want to see you lose her in the long-term, the way I lost Michelle. I don’t want to see her end up hating you because you embrace a big life while she’s still at home, growing up.”

      “That’s not gonna happen. I am not you.” I punctuated each word.

      “Yeah? You really think we’re so different? Well, let me paint you a picture. You pursue her now and then turn right around and leave her after next year’s draft. You’re out there, living the dream. Which really means, you’re slogging through life as a rookie, playing too many games in towns you can’t remember, living off gas station quick-serve and ignoring pain because if you can’t perform every night, there are ten thousand guys lined up behind you, dreaming of taking your place.

      “You get weak one night. The partying’s hard, and the girls are easy. There are pictures of it online. Because, trust me, these days, everyone’s armed with a camera phone.

      “You break her fucking heart and lose her for good. You’re left alone with nothing that really means a damn thing because, deep down, in places you’re probably hiding from yourself, she’s everything you’ve pinned your heart on since you were old enough to like pussy.”

      I tipped my beer bottle up in a toast. “Fucking marvelous picture you’ve painted there. Thanks for that. Think that’s the first time you’ve ever told me a bedtime story.”

      He licked his lips and swallowed hard. “I’m just asking if hurting her is really a gamble you wanna take. Because it doesn’t have to be. Focus now. On what you need to do to be great. Ride off and make something of the gift God’s given you. Burn some steam when you need to. Have some nights people tell you were great, but you can’t really remember. Then, you go back to that town as the fucking hero.”

      He pointed a finger at me. “Trust me, a couple of years from now, you’ll be able to walk down any street there, and they’ll roll out a red carpet so plush, you’ll trip on your own feet.”

      I peeled half the label off my bottle, unable to look at him, the same way Michelle couldn’t look me in the eye at the dinner table.

      “You’ll have the moon and the stars in your back pocket, Brayden. And you’ll have lived enough life you’ll be ready to share it. If this whole thing with this girl is the true love your balls and your gut are telling you it is, when the time is right, she’ll be waiting for you.”

      “When did you turn into a fucking palm reader, predicting futures and making promises about lifelines?” I lay my head back against the couch, closing my eyes in another attempt to shut him down.

      “If you hurt her now, you’ll lose her forever. It doesn’t take a crystal ball to figure that out.” He sighed. “You can’t afford to be shortsighted. If she’s the one for you, Brayden, then she’ll still be there. Go back for her once you’ve figured out how to balance everything. And once she’s had the chance to figure out some dreams of her own. If I’d done that . . . if someone had given me that advice when I first started out, I never would have lost Michelle for so long.”

      “Whatever. We’re not even . . . together. Like that. I’ve never really told her how I feel.”

      He chuckled and scrubbed his hand across his face. “Not to be an ass, kid, but you kinda wear it on your sleeve every time she’s in the room.”

      I sucked down the last of my beer.

      I had no comeback for that.

      “Listen . . . Michelle and I . . . we’re solid now. After all the years and mistakes between us, she still loves me. She was out there, waiting for me to find her again. Your peach will be, too.”

      He walked to the kitchen. For a second, I’d thought the special story time was complete. But he returned with two bottles of beer. He held one out as a frosty-cold peace offering.

      “You think this counts as our first real father-son chat?” he asked, lamely trying to lighten the mood.

      “Nah. You did all the talking.”

      He laughed and took a long swig. “I talk for a living now. Comes natural.”

      He walked to stand in front of the window, a hulking giant, silhouetted against the muted backdrop of bright lights and big city. The guy who had everything. And, evidently, thought he knew everything now, too.

      We drank in peaceful silence. I gulped mine in the long swigs of a thirsty kid on a hot summer day. I was desperate to wash away the ugly images his words had burned inside my skull.

      He turned and smiled. “I’m not bullshitting about your future, kid.”

      Jesus. He wasn’t done with the talking part.

      “The moon and stars are waiting for you to grab ’em. I was just talking to Micky last week.” He shook his head and smirked at the mention of his longtime agent. “That guy is creaming his pants at the idea of representing another Ross. He said, with your ugly mug, he can have Nike swoops flying out of your ass before the ink dries on your signature.”

      I raised my bottle in a silent toast.

      He’d finally said something that didn’t sound half-bad.

      “And hey, kid, since I’m putting all my junk out on the table tonight”—he gave a throaty laugh—“thank you for coming this weekend. For agreeing to meet Michelle. It meant . . .” He ran a hand across the stubble on his chin. “It’s really gonna help us move forward. I’d like you guys to get to know one another.”

      “She seems . . . different.”

      “She is. She’s . . . fuck, I can’t really put it into words. She’s just . . . everything I need.”

      I answered with a shallow nod. Yeah. Now, he was talking some shit I understood.

      “There’s one more thing . . .”

      “You’ve given me plenty to choke down already, don’t cha think?”

      “Well, I’ve wanted to say this for the last couple of weeks.” He walked back over and stood next to the couch. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there when Grams passed. I’m sorry I couldn’t get there faster. I’m thankful she had you there with her in the end. I’m just damn sorry you had to go through that alone.”

      This didn’t count as our first real chat.

      But that sure sounded like his first real apology.

      “I wasn’t alone. I had the Fosters.”

      I wanted to add that I’d always had the Fosters, all the times when he should’ve been there.

      My mouth wouldn’t form the words.

      I set my empty bottle on the coffee table and rested my forearms on my knees, holding my head in my hands to ward off the building pressure.

      “Yeah, you did. They’re good people.”

      “The best,” I murmured, looking back up at him. “I don’t know what I’d do without them.”

      “Then, trust me when I tell you, you don’t want to do anything to hurt them now.” He stole the final words. They hung in the air like gilded barbed wire, fencing me in.

      He bid me good night and retreated down the hall toward his room.

      I sat there, alone, palming the bottle cap from my beer. The jagged ridges pressed down inside my palm, leaving angry marks. I rolled it back and forth a couple of times, then flicked it off the top of my thumb. It dropped down onto the floor, heads up.

      Heads or tails?

      Anger or forgiveness?

      College or the big leagues?

      Friends or lovers?

      Maybe I should let it all come down to the toss of a coin. Take the easy way out.

      Another beer or another Xanax?

      Both. Definitely both.

      I lay in bed a while later, fighting the numbness as I studied my phone. I paged through pictures, laughing at some stupid selfies Ashley and I took what felt like a lifetime ago.

      She was so fucking beautiful.

      I opened my texts and stared at the screen. She would answer right away. She always did. When I needed her, she was always there.

      I tried to imagine what the darkness would be like without her to pull me through it.

      My fingers hovered, uncertain of what to type.

      I hesitated for too long, wallowing in indecision. The screen faded to black, stealing my only source of light.

      That was the first night I fell asleep, lying beside my own loneliness.
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      Ashley

      I didn’t hear from him all weekend.

      I’d secretly hoped for something. A call. A text or smoke signal. Rolled parchment delivered by carrier pigeon. Anything to dent my unease.

      Brayden hadn’t said much leading up to the trip. He’d returned to school for five whole days, but nothing had returned to normal. He’d just played out the string, moving through life like a disjointed robot with fading batteries.

      He’d retreated inside his mind once again.

      Even I couldn’t reach him.

      All weekend I’d worried that either side of the coin would bring bad news. He’d either fall in love with the great big world, and change his mind about leaving, or meeting that woman would bend him even further inside himself.

      I desperately wanted to rewind. Back to those few stolen moments in his car when the two of us had been everything and the great big world stayed locked outside.

      I waited all day Sunday for him to come home to me.

      By sundown, I gave in to the temptation of rapid-fire texts.

      You okay? How did it go?

      You home? Want company?

      My mom has leftovers if you’re hungry.

      Seriously? Where are you?

      Kinda freaking out.

      I’d turned into that girl, cling-wrapped to my phone, waiting for a response that wouldn’t come.

      I left early the following morning, half-expecting Brayden not to show. I’d convinced myself he’d gone to get fitted for a blue blazer with an ugly yellow crest.

      He had not.

      I finally found him standing casually beside his locker, wearing jeans and a faded gray V-neck that hugged his broad chest and biceps in every single right place.

      The only thing ill-fitting was Heather Franco.

      She stood next to him, barely containing her breasts and ready-to-party reputation.

      She twirled her hair and giggled, clearly under the delusion he heard a lick of whatever she prattled on about. She stepped in closer, smashing one of her boobs against the side of his arm.

      I’d never been within five feet of her.

      That kind of exposure required a Hazmat suit.

      But watching her try to weave her dark magic made me feral. If she touched him again, I’d start foaming at the mouth. After years of standing down, the time had come to send tramps like Heather a message.

      I was done sitting in the back seat, waiting for my turn.

      “Hey,” I said sweetly, running my hand down the full length of his back. I grabbed one of his belt loops, lightly yanking in my direction. I pushed up on my tiptoes and placed a girlie kiss on the side of his jaw.

      Heather glared at me but mercifully stopped talking.

      “Do you mind? We were in the middle of a conversation,” she said with a cocked hip and the whine of a two-year-old.

      “Brayden doesn’t need to hear about your latest herpes outbreak.”

      If looks could kill, Heather would’ve already shoveled the dirt on my grave. Her eyes narrowed. She sharpened her tongue, preparing to stab me.

      “Look, you little twit, playtime at the zoo is—”

      Brayden didn’t give her the chance to finish. “Heather, go sell it to someone who’s looking to buy. I’m not interested in slumming.” His words came out flat and disinterested.

      She paused for a shell-shocked moment, then cat-hissed through her teeth.

      The chick had the look and sound of a rabid pussy. Droplets of spit flew out of her mouth. I contemplated how many minutes we had to make it to a decontamination chamber.

      “You’re an asshole, Brayden Ross.”

      “Have I ever claimed to be anything else?” he asked, holding both arms out by his sides as she turned on her heel.

      “You know”—she swiveled back around and waved an angry finger in his direction—“you’re not even all that good a fuck. All that stuff Coral Lynn brags about? Your dick is totally overrated.”

      “Well now, if that were true, why were you just over here begging for a ride?”

      She huffed twice, shaking her fist a little.

      She sneered at me before flipping her long auburn hair over her shoulder. “Good luck, sweetheart. You don’t stand a chance by the way. This bastard eats little girls like you for breakfast and spits them back out before lunch. Do yourself a favor and hold on to your chastity belt.”

      She sauntered off down the hallway. Even in her emotional state, she still purposefully swayed her hips, trying to garner attention from every male walking by.

      A few poor suckers turned to look.

      “She’s a germ-infested ho-bag, but I think you just crushed her heart.”

      “Heather doesn’t have a heart.” He snickered. “And she’ll forget all about me by the time she reaches the end of the hallway.”

      He turned back to face his locker, reaching in and shoving books around.

      “How come you didn’t call last night? How’d it go?” I kept my voice artificially light, masking the hot mess I had raging inside.

      “It was fine. She’s nice,” he said impassively as he bent down to pick his backpack up off the floor.

      Something was off.

      He wouldn’t look at me.

      I was getting the same brush-off he’d just given Herpes Heather.

      “Dallas?” My voice broke with the sound of wounded emotion I’d kept bound up until now.

      His movements halted as his shoulders sagged. He slowly turned to face me, concern and apprehension blending together in his eyes. His book bag slid back to the floor in defeat.

      Hooded eyes stared down at my mouth. That look made me want to do things nice girls shouldn’t even think about.

      Right there in the middle of the hall.

      Five minutes before first period.

      I involuntarily rubbed my lips together. But this time he didn’t lean forward to put me out of my misery. Instead, he squeezed his eyes shut and groaned quietly to himself, balling his hands at his sides till the veins in his forearms grew angry.

      “She had trouble looking at me.” Bright blue eyes blinked back open. They looked right through me though, staring past my shoulder to avoid looking at my face again. “I have my father’s face. But I have my mother’s eyes. I’m a reminder. A living, breathing reminder of what destroyed them.”

      His tone darkened as he continued, “You want to know how I felt? The whole weekend, I had this horrible, gut-wrenching guilt. My father was the fucking cheat, my mother was the fucking whore, but I’m the one who ruined their lives. Is that what you wanted to know? Is that what I was supposed to call and tell you?”

      Each word grew angrier.

      They piled up, one by one, bricks in a wall he rebuilt between us.

      “It was fucking spectacular,” he added sarcastically.

      I tried to take his hand, but he let it hang limply by his side. I awkwardly retreated, shoving both hands in the front pockets of my jeans.

      He finally looked straight into my eyes. “He hurt her. Real bad. Seeing me brought it all back to her. She stuffed it down. But it was there. I won’t ever hurt someone like that.”

      I was struck speechless. He’d gone away a shell of himself.

      He’d come back far worse.

      “What was I supposed to call and say, Ashley? That everything’s okay? That the weekend was great and things are peachy? That’s what you want me to say, right? Only it’s not. Right now, everything feels completely fucked.”

      “Brayden, you are not responsible for your father’s mistakes.”

      “No. But it’s my responsibility not to repeat them.”

      I bobbed up and down on the balls of my feet, burning nervous energy. I wanted to be anywhere else. His room, the boathouse. Anywhere I could cage him in and protect him from the storm brewing inside his head.

      “I don’t understand why—”

      My question died as he finally broke the space between us. His palm cupped the side of my chin, his thumb traced over my bottom lip. The abrupt break in the barrier between us caught me by surprise. Even the simple touch made me throb in places those nice girls didn’t talk about.

      “I can’t do this, Ash. I can’t chance it.”

      “Can’t do what?”

      His thumb stopped moving. He stared at my lips. Pain slashed across his face.

      “You’re everything. Have I ever told you that? I should tell you that more often. I promised myself I wouldn’t wait to tell people.”

      “Brayden, you’re not making any sense.”

      My palms pressed lightly against his chest, needing to feel attached to something stable as his words spun out of control.

      “I have to protect you now. It’s what I do. It’s what I’ll always do.”

      My brow scrunched up. “Protection from what?”

      “Me.”

      My hands curled into fists against his chest.

      His eyes darted to mine.

      “Meeting Michelle wasn’t the only reason my dad took me to New York.”

      He sucked in a breath, preparing himself to deliver words I already knew I wasn’t ready to hear.

      “We met with a development coach. He’s worked with some amazing players. Guys with superstar names and Hall of Fame careers. We spent a lot of time with him. They think . . . they want me to skip college.”

      My eyes grew wide.

      “Sometimes, college just wastes good years for a pitcher. Burns out your arm. My dad thinks I could get drafted next June and develop faster in the minors.”

      My mind clouded over with a memory of floral wallpaper and megawatt premonitions.

      “. . . faster than he even expects.”

      Jack Ross had this all planned out.

      “I’m gonna go up there a couple of times a month. This coach is gonna work with me on the side in their training facility. It’s where he works with a bunch of guys from the Yankees. The fucking Yankees, Ash. I’ll get to train in the same place.”

      “Wow. Skipping out on college . . . Is that what you really want?”

      “My dad thinks I need to focus on—”

      “I didn’t ask what your dad wants. I asked what you want.”

      His hand cupped my cheek. I could see it in his eyes.

      Lust and self-loathing.

      They swirled into a tornado I should’ve known to fear.

      “I can’t have what I want right now,” he replied softly. “I know we said we’d talk about it . . .”

      My chest heaved. His hands slid down to wrap around my fists, still resting over his heart. I looked down at them. At our skin locked together.

      Everything was right there, in our shared grasp.

      He just had to want it the same way I did.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve been trying to rein this shit in with you. I wouldn’t be able to stop myself. I’d own you. Every single part. And you’d give me everything because that’s who you are. I’d take all that and ruin it. Ask around; that’s what I do. Even Heather knows the truth about me. I’ve been ruining people’s lives since the day I was born.”

      My face darted up, as I was ready to protest.

      “No, Ash. Don’t fight me on this. Listen for once. I have to put the brakes on, before this gets too far out of control. Before I’m too far out of control. The most unselfish thing for me to do is let you go, so you can build your own—”

      “Oh my God,” I interrupted, trying to pull my hands away from his.

      His grip tightened.

      “He got to you.”

      His brow furrowed as his grasp loosened enough for me to push against him, granting my growing anger some space.

      “Your father. He gave you the speech, didn’t he? The whole let-go-and-make-room-for-big-things speech?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I got the same one, Brayden.”

      “My father talked to you?”

      “Yes. He cornered me. Gave me all these dire warnings.”

      He swallowed.

      “I wish he hadn’t done that. But he’s right, Ash. He was right to say that stuff to you. To warn you about me. I’ve come so close to totally fucking us up. My dad and I talked a lot about it this weekend. He’s made me see that now. If I hurt you, and you walked away . . . I wouldn’t survive that. They’re talking training schedules and draft positions and signing bonuses. Stuff is coming fast, and if I start something with you now and mess up—”

      “He’s got this all figured out, doesn’t he?” I asked cynically.

      Jack Ross had warned me change was coming. He just hadn’t bothered to tell me he had a steamroller already parked outside the door.

      I understood now.

      Crystal-clear.

      The New York trip hadn’t been about his old flame getting to know his kid. His father aimed to cement his role as the puppet master. Jack Ross couldn’t resurrect his own dreams, but he could sure as hell try to relive them through his son.

      I was an interference he couldn’t afford.

      One obstacle standing in the way.

      When I’d told Mr. Ross that Brayden should be allowed to choose his own happiness, I’d egotistically assumed it would include me. But, even as we stood inches apart, I could feel him pulling away.

      Brayden was dreaming about a new future. A big, bright one. Where I didn’t play a part.

      His father’s vision didn’t include me.

      Now, neither did his son’s.

      For all the years I’d known him, Brayden had longed for one thing. His father’s pride. He finally had a shot at it. A clear path.

      My name sat at the top of his father’s check marked list. My name with a bold red line slashed through it.

      His father was making him choose.

      We had our future all sketched out in the pages of an old composition book. But this wasn’t about Brayden’s dream to play baseball. It was about the dream he’d never put down in ink—his dream to feel like a wanted son.

      The second late bell rang.

      The ironic mark of our time running out.

      “I can’t catch my breath, Soot. It’s too much all at once. I think I need to take my dad’s advice about us.”

      He looked at me with pity, the one emotion I couldn’t stand.

      “Your dad’s advice?” I snickered. “You’ve spent your whole life being angry with your dad. You suddenly think he knows what’s best? For you? What’s best for us? I want to know what you want, Brayden. Not your father.”

      “Ash, I don’t know what all this means yet. I don’t know where I’m gonna end up after next year. But I do know, I’ll always want to come back to you. You’re my family. And this is my home. If I fuck us up now, I’ll have nothing. And we both know, I always fuck things up.”

      He pointed back and forth between us. “I don’t know how to do this. I’m used to screwing girls over and walking away without a thought. You deserve better. I just don’t know if I’m in a place to give you better right now. Someday . . . someday I’ll be good enough. I promise.”

      He reached forward to touch my cheek. I batted his hand away, rage fully taking hold as his intentions completely sank in. He planned to dismiss me. To put me back on the shelf. Again. Without even trying. He was taking the easy way out.

      “Ash . . . please.”

      I looked up and down the hallway. It was now empty and quiet—as desolate as I felt. I let his rejection roll through me till it coiled and hardened into red-hot frustration.

      What was I supposed to do? Go sit back in the corner? Play nice? Be friends?

      Fuck that.

      I needed to prove him wrong. Prove his father wrong. I’d waited too long for this.

      His dad wanted to fight dirty?

      Well, two could play that way.

      I surged forward and grabbed his belt loop again, using my other hand to sink into his hair, pulling him toward me. Without permission, I pressed my lips onto his.

      I didn’t wait for him to catch up. I opened my mouth and traced his lips with my tongue, forcing his weakness. My nails scratched down his back, trying to break through skin to get down to the truth I knew he was hiding.

      Strong hands tangled into my hair. He groaned and tilted his head. Deepening the kiss. Giving in the way my heart knew he would. His tongue lashed against mine, as his hands dropped to circle around to my lower back. Callous palms brushed under the hem of my shirt, heating my skin on contact.

      I took advantage of the new position, pressing myself fully against him. All my good girl parts stood at attention. My nipples pebbled against his chest. His hands slid down farther over my hips, cupping my ass, pulling me against the hardest part of him.

      I gasped as he swung me around, pressing my back up against his locker. I ground my hips against his. Desperately seeking more.

      I’d finally become her.

      That blissed out girl pressed up between him and the hard metal.

      I didn’t want to come up for air. I wanted to do all those not-nice-girl things. Over and over till I was drunk on them. But the time had come to accept the fate of my experiment. I pulled back, giving myself personal space I didn’t want or need.

      “Did that feel like we could ever go back to being just friends?”

      He groaned and dug both hands into his hair. “Soot. Don’t do this. I . . . I can’t do this . . .”

      Tears filled my eyes faster than I could bother to stop them. I wouldn’t stand there like pathetic Herpes Heather and beg.

      I dug deep to pluck up my last shred of pride. My eyes searched his as wetness cascaded down my cheeks.

      “You’re so worried about damaging our future, so worried about hurting me someday. You’re too blind to see that’s what you’ve already done.”

      I retrieved my bag from where I’d thoughtlessly tossed it aside, the way he was tossing me aside now.

      “When your father cornered me, he wanted a partner. Someone to help convince you to go to that fancy school. He told me sending you away would be the unselfish thing. But I couldn’t do it. I told him we needed to let you choose your own happiness. I was so stupidly sure whatever you chose would still include me.”

      “I am. Soot, I’m staying here because I’m not ready to leave you.”

      “But don’t you see? You already have. All the way gone would be easier than halfway. I won’t live in purgatory,” I added, with all the venom I had left. My whole body felt as drained as my resolve. “Say hi to your father for me.”

      I slung my bag over my shoulder and started the painful walk away from him. Unlike Heather, I didn’t sashay my hips.

      I wouldn’t be lucky enough to forget him by the end of the hallway.

      “Ash,” he called.

      “Ashley!” he shouted again. “That’s not what I want. Goddamn it.” His words were followed by the repeated slamming of his fist against the lockers.

      I didn’t turn back to watch him self-destruct.

      He’d made his choice.

      Now, he’d have to live alone with it.
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        Sometimes the only thing fair in life,

        is a ball hit between first and third.

        —Anonymous
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      Brayden

      “Well, the prodigal son returns to the fold,” Bobby announced, dropping down on the camp chair beside me. His ginger cheeks glowed with the warmth of alcohol. “Have you boys all read Belinski’s latest prospect report?” he asked, looking at the circle of guys chilling out around us.

      He garnered a few smirks before he looked back over at me. “How hard did you suck that dude’s cock to get him to write that shit about you? His blog post today reads like you’re the goddamn Second Coming of Christ.”

      He flailed his arms up and down in front of himself, sending sarcastic worship in my direction. I snickered but didn’t respond.

      “In all seriousness, what the hell did you do at that invitational in Orlando last week? That guy said . . . wait, wait, I’ll pull it up. I have to read it to you.” He dug down into his jeans, trying to squeeze his phone out from the pocket covering his thick thigh.

      “Bob, knock it off, man. No one wants to hear that shit,” I said, palming the bill of my cap as I stared around the bonfire to look for her again.

      “Brayden Ross has been a standout since the beginning of his high school career, but few other top prospects have shown the explosive growth we’re seeing out of the right-handed ace this summer.”

      I held my hand up, but he didn’t give a shit.

      Bobby lived for a captive audience.

      The guys around me had all stopped talking to listen in.

      “For a couple of months now, he’s been working with legendary pitching coach Ed Rossnel, and it shows. He’s bulked up his six-foot-three-inch frame, and on top of a blazing fastball, has added a nasty new knuckle curve to his repertoire. We’ve never seen someone show breaking stuff like this at such a young age. At this point, it’s not a question of if Ross will make it to the big dance; it’s simply a matter of when.”

      Bobby pressed his phone against his chest and tipped his head back with his eyes squeezed shut. “Jesus, man. That last sentence.” His head popped back up along with a shit-eating grin. “I’m not gonna lie; I almost came in my pants the first time I read that.”

      “I’m glad it was good for you,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

      “Hell, buddy,” Dillan said, kicking the leg of my chair, “that’s gotta make all this shit you’ve been doing worth it, huh?”

      I pressed my lips together in a flat smile and held my beer bottle halfway up in acknowledgment.

      “You have fun in Florida?” he asked.

      “I shared a hotel room with my dad for five days. What do you think?”

      I’d spent most of my summer on the road. The invitations to showcases and all-star exhibitions had rolled in.

      My father refused to turn down a single one.

      Scouts had been coming out of the woodwork. They’d sit in the stands, taunting me with their stupid notebooks and iPads, writing up the words that would decide my fate.

      When I hadn’t been traveling to train or play, I’d been at home, trying to play off not being a miserable asshole.

      “Thanks, Bobbo. I really enjoyed that,” I said, laughing sarcastically. I thumped him on the knee as I stood and searched one more time.

      Nothing.

      I turned to Dillan and murmured, “I’m gonna go take a walk down by the water. If she shows up, will you text me?”

      Dillan answered with a pitiful smile, “Yeah, man. Why do you keep torturing yourself like this?”

      “Glutton for punishment,” I answered under my breath as I started to walk away from the crowd.

      “Goin’ to get you some, Bray?” Bobby called.

      I flipped him off without turning around.

      I couldn’t blame him for assuming.

      I’d spent the summer working my way through a handful of girls most guys would have been more than happy to have bouncing on their dicks. Miranda Ramos. Leona Merritt. And Heather fucking Franco.

      Yeah, she’d come rolling back my way again and I’d decided to cave.

      That girl was a serious freak. She got off on having sex in public. She’d gone down on me in the movie theater twice and had me fuck her from behind, up against a picnic bench in the park behind Christ Church.

      She’d screamed, “Oh God,” through most of it.

      I guess that was her idea of finding religion.

      I’d gotten drunk and somehow ended up with Coral Lynn one night, after another bonfire just like this one. That was the first time Ashley had shown up at one of these parties.

      The royal-blue sundress she’d worn that night had tiny spaghetti straps. They’d begged to slide down her arms, so those perfect tits could come out to play. The cool breeze coming off the bay had kept her nipples pebbled against the thin cotton, tempting me with the knowledge she wasn’t wearing a bra. The skirt had flared out when she walked. She’d crossed her legs a couple of times, and I’d sworn I could see hot-pink panties peeking out at me from across the fire.

      Her lips had been my last straw though. They were my obsession. Always pink and lush. Just a little bit pouty without being too cute. She’d started putting something on them. They were always shiny and wet.

      So fucking wet.

      I wanted them. I wanted to lick the little upturned ridge across her top lip. I wanted to bury my dick between them and watch them slide up and down. Hear them calling out my name.

      That was the shit I dreamt about.

      Her lips made me the world’s biggest perv.

      Problem was, I didn’t lay claim to that title alone.

      I’d wanted to beat the shit out of CJ Weller. He’d sat too close to her that whole night, rubbing his hands all over her, feigning like he was trying to help her stay warm.

      Fucker had no game and couldn’t figure out how to cop a feel.

      When she’d left with him, I hadn’t been in a good place. I’d taken a yellow pill I was pretty sure was Valium. Between the supplements from Rossnel, and the good stuff my dad’s doc had given me—after I complained about jitters and insomnia—I’d lost track of what was what.

      I’d chased my little friend down with a Heineken.

      Everything had been fuzzy and better after that.

      Right up until I’d woken up at three a.m., passed out on my couch, with Coral Lynn still half-stuck to my cock. That chick had no self-respect. I’d woken her up, told her to get the fuck out, and then crawled up to my own bed.

      Ashley had also been there the night I ended up having sex with Whitney and Hannah—not together, just on the same night. That resulted from too many beers, Xanax, and some bad weed my new pal Danny brought.

      I swear I’d only been drinking—up until the point when Ashley walked in with Joey . . .

      

      “What the motherfuck does she have on now?” I hadn’t meant to share that thought out loud, but my eyes were bugging, and the words just popped out of my mouth.

      “Jesus, I don’t know, but there ain’t much of it,” Bobby muttered beside me.

      Dillan popped him across the back of his head for me.

      “What?” Bobby said in response. “I have eyes, man. Good Lord. It’s impossible not to notice her these days. She sure as hell has finally grown up. In all the right places.” He made an hourglass motion with his hands.

      Dillan popped him again. I nodded at him in appreciation.

      Ashley’s cutoff jean shorts were frayed so far up the little squares from the white cotton pockets stuck out at the tops of her thighs. As if that wasn’t enough to make my cock try to jump out of my shorts, she had them paired with half a shirt. The black lace top had fringe at the bottom that barely skimmed down to her belly button. All she had on underneath it was a silky black bra. It left her cleavage plumped up in a delicious little V that begged for my tongue.

      Saliva pooled in my mouth.

      “Who knew Brayden’s little pet would turn into the hottest chick in town?” Elijah Boon asked, waltzing over to join us.

      The dude graduated last year. Fucker came home from college for the summer and thought hanging out at high school parties still sounded cool.

      I expectantly looked at Dillan.

      He smirked at me and popped Elijah across the back of the head for me, too.

      “Shut the fuck up. She’s not my pet. And she’s not allowed to be the hottest chick in town.”

      “Well, someone should tell her that. Every guy around this fire is adjusting his hard-on.” He demonstrated on his own fly. “You ever tap that, man? I mean, hell, she’s hotter than half of the chicks I’ve met at Clemson. I’d tap that. All night long. She turns eighteen any minute now, right?”

      I glared at him until he held his hands up in submission and chuckled.

      “I’m just yanking your chain.”

      “Where the hell is Nathan?” I asked, looking around for my lost-in-action best friend. “Why can’t he ever mind his little sister?”

      “Where he always is. Off fucking Cindi again,” Bobby said, rolling his eyes. “He hasn’t come up for air since we got back home last week. I’m not sure how that guy doesn’t end up with gangrene or something. He doesn’t ever give his dick a chance to dry off.”

      The entire group snickered.

      Nathan and Cindi were pretty damn serious. They had been for a while. Our summer team traveled so much, the time apart took a toll on them. Nathan was always texting her, or on the phone whispering shit to her in the dark, while the rest of us were trying to sleep in the shitty hotel beds. He never hung out when we were home anymore either. The two of them were always holed up somewhere, acting like rabbits, making up for lost time.

      “I swear those two are married. That guy is so pussy-whipped, he’s not even paying a second of attention to his sister’s clothing selections,” Bobby added.

      “You mean, Joey’s. She’s the one responsible for this. I know it. Fucking Joey,” I muttered.

      I watched Ashley from across the fire. She sat on a blanket next to her personal Svengali and a couple of their other friends. Four or five guys were already circling them.

      “Damn vultures.”

      She kept running her hand across her belly. Blood-red fingernails trailed across soft, creamy skin. I could tell the revealing shirt made her as uncomfortable as it made me.

      Why had she started letting Joey dress her like a tart?

      I took another pull from my bottle, then absentmindedly picked at the label, while I watched her hand move back and forth. She might as well have been stroking my dick. That poor sucker got lost in his own world, dreaming about having those nails wrapped around him.

      My pants were getting uncomfortable. I stood up to relieve the pressure. My movement caught her attention. Our eyes met across the top of dancing flames. The pained expression that darted across her brow sucker-punched me in the gut. She didn’t even like looking at me—my worst fear come true.

      I turned my back on her and searched around for Danny. I needed to get away from Ashley, physically and mentally. My new buddy would have the answer. For a guy barely scraping his way through high school, Danny knew a whole lot about problem-solving.

      I don’t remember finding him. I also don’t remember walking away from the fire with Whitney. We just ended up back in a cluster of tall grasses, down near the water where black nothingness provided a little bit of privacy.

      “You fuck me so good, Brayden. Too good. I’ve missed this so much.”

      She was bent over, holding on to the trunk of a willow tree. She insisted on trying to turn around and kiss me, but I kept my hand tangled tight in her hair, holding her so she couldn’t gain access. I didn’t want to see her face.

      “You’re so big. God, nothing feels as good as your cock. No one else is this good.”

      She fucked like bad porn.

      Every one of her moves was predictable and fake.

      I really wanted her to shut her mouth. If she’d shut up for a minute, I could close my eyes and dream her into being someone else.

      I reached around and pressed against her clit so we could get this over with faster. She panted and screamed out my name a couple of times as she convulsed around my dick. Then, she held on to the tree with her hands, so I could pound my frustration into her.

      The release didn’t fix things.

      Even temporarily.

      Ashley had left with Tucker Hoile. Before I’d wandered away with Whitney, I saw her holding his hand as they walked up toward the road where everyone parked. He’d pulled her in close to him, wrapping his grubby hand all over the gentle curve of her exposed waist.

      Every nerve ending inside me still boiled. Rage like I’d never known.

      Whitney got the brunt of it.

      When I pulled out of her, she tried to turn again. I stepped back before she could reach me. I threw the condom off into the bushes, zipped my pants, and smirked in her direction.

      “Thanks, Whit. Nice catching up with you.”

      I didn’t even make sure she got back to the fire.

      She’d spent enough time out here with other guys all summer. I was sure she knew the way. I didn’t have time to worry about being a colossal asshole.

      I never picked nice girls for a reason. I picked horny girls with bad reputations, who were always ready to get off and then stupid enough to let me keep walking away.

      Whitney knew better than to expect more from me.

      I drank a couple more beers by the fire and took Danny up on an earlier offer for more weed. I had a rare rest week coming up. I didn’t have to play any more ball for eight whole days. Long enough for me to cover the damage from a night of bingeing. Unfortunately, not long enough to heal from the damage Ashley’s disappearance had inflicted.

      I turned to Dillan and Bobby halfway through my joint.

      “We need to get the message out to all these fuckers that she’s off-limits, and they’d better keep their hands off her. She’s off-limits to me, too, of course. That’s the motherfucking problem.” I inhaled and let the smoke fill up my lungs till it burned a little bit. “Walking around here like a goddamn cocktease. Driving me stupid.”

      Bobby laughed at me. “What are you over there mumbling about, ace?”

      “I don’t fucking know anymore,” I replied, my brain fogged over with a thick haze.

      The weed sucked. Danny’s price was more than fair, but the shit tasted like fertilizer. It did the trick though. I could barely picture Ashley’s little hand stroking her belly anymore.

      “You guys just start telling everyone. She’s my princess. She needs to stay in the motherfucking castle I built and ignore all the cocksucking vultures. God, she’d better not be sucking Hoile’s dick. I’ll kill him with my bare hands.”

      “Bray, I think it’s time to call it a night,” Dillan said from beside me.

      “Nah. I’m gonna finish this beer and then go talk to Hannah. She’s been over there . . .” I held my hand out, pointing in some general direction. I forgot I’d been holding a beer bottle and accidentally sloshed some on myself. “She’s been over there, eye-fucking the hell out of me all night. It might be time to give ’er what she wants.”

      “Just remember to bag your junk up, buddy. I don’t care if you go home puking yourself tonight, but I don’t want you taking any of Hannah’s diseases with you.” Dillan patted me on the shoulder. “And I’m driving your ass home. Give me your keys.”

      I fished them out of my pocket as I stood up. The world spun around a little, so I tried to make it stand still for a second before I handed them to him.

      “Think he might be too wasted to find his own dick right now,” Bobby muttered.

      I turned, to glare down at him, and to prove him wrong by grabbing myself. The motion just made the world spin faster. I straightened back up and tried to refocus on the direction I’d last seen Hannah’s pussy.

      Bobby stood up and grabbed my shoulders, turning me in a one-eighty from where I’d been looking. He patted me on the ass. “Go get her, tiger. And don’t worry if you pass out while you’re fucking her; we’ll cart your naked butt home.”

      I pointed back at him. “Thanks for always havin’ my back.”

      Bobby snickered, holding his own beer bottle up in a toast.

      I couldn’t even remember fucking her. Not that fucking Hannah was ever all that memorable. But she texted me a picture of her tits the next morning and asked when we could do it again, so I guess it happened.

      I lay in bed, sick, for two straight days after that. Sick from the toxic shit I’d pumped into my body, and sick from the thought that my princess might already belong to someone else.
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      Brayden

      “Hey, man, you all right?”

      In my distracted state, I hadn’t heard Nathan walk into the dugout. I couldn’t take my eyes off the right-field bleachers.

      “Yeah. I’m okay. Why?”

      I lifted a plastic bottle and squirted watered-down Gatorade into my mouth. The shit was nasty and hot now, but it had to be a million degrees in this bumfuck Texas town, so anything wet, tasted like the holy grail.

      “Your hands . . . you sure you’re okay?” he asked skeptically.

      I looked down to where my left hand rested on my thigh. I hadn’t even noticed the shaking.

      Both my hands were doing it.

      “Fuck,” I murmured, forcing them to still.

      I tipped my chin toward the bleachers. A handful of men were spread out across the metal stands. They looked like clones with mirrored sunglasses and nondescript ball caps. Their eyes were rarely uncovered, but every player on that field could feel their scrutiny. Like emperors sitting high atop the coliseum, they got off on the perverted power of holding on to everyone’s fate.

      “Hudgins is here again,” I explained.

      Bernie Hudgins had kept my nuts in his fist for months now. The jackoff never said a word to me. Some of the other scouts would at least smile or tip their hats. A few would make small talk and hand out compliments or advice. But not Hudgins.

      Hudgins was the iceman.

      People took his words as gospel, and he didn’t feel the need to play the game. Talking to people wasted his time. You could play ball, or you couldn’t.

      He was here to find out.

      The guy had a miserable life, driving in his shit-ass car from town to town, living in nasty little roadside motels, and eating fried crap out of greasy paper bags. He acted like a class-A prick, so everyone around him shared his pain.

      “Shit. Really?” He turned to look for himself. “Is that why you’re down here, crawling around in your own head and shaking like a leaf?”

      I shook my head and smirked. “Fuck off, Nathan.”

      I picked up a ball from a bucket beside the bench and chucked it up at him, underhanded. He caught it and stared down at the laces, twisting the ball around in his hand.

      “I told you I was fine,” I added.

      “Yeah? Well, how ’bout you tell it to yourself now?”

      He sat down on the bench beside me, smacking the ball back into my palm. I finally glanced over at him.

      We’d been practicing all morning in the dirt and heat, but Nathan looked like he’d just walked onto the field. His uniform wasn’t soiled or damp with sweat. His cleats looked shiny and new. The dude always had his shit together. I both admired and hated him for it. Cool as a cucumber. Nothing rattled him.

      If he knew how to bottle that shit, he could forget about baseball and become an instant billionaire.

      “You are fine. Stop worrying about Hudgins. Stop letting your father stress you out, too. God, I’m getting so sick of blowing sunshine up your ass, sweetheart.”

      He smirked at his own sarcasm and knocked his shoulder into mine. With one hand, he twisted his cap backward over the top of his dirty-blond hair.

      His eyes painfully reminded me of someone else.

      “You’re a goddamn baseball prodigy, and you know it. The whole world knows it. Start acting like it, dipshit. He wouldn’t keep coming back if he wasn’t impressed. This is the fourth or fifth time he’s watched you this month.”

      “Fifth time who’s watched him?” Bobby asked, walking in with Dillan and dropping a shit-ton of gear down next to my feet. “You gotta fan club here already, ace?”

      Nathan pointed up toward the pudgy, thin-haired monster who held my future in his hands. Bobby and Dillan bobbed their heads in understanding.

      “If I fuck this up today, my father is going to kill me,” I said, groaning.

      “You’re not gonna jack this up. You’re gonna strike all these motherfuckers out, just like you did last week, and the week before that,” Dillan said.

      “He’s right, man. And, when you do, we’re gonna do some hard-core celebrating. Getting some of that is our reward.” Bobby pointed to a group of girls hanging over the front rail of the bleachers beside the dugout.

      They were eyeing up every player walking by and giggling to one another.

      He made eye contact with one and then treated her to a couple of lewd hand gestures, demonstrating his appreciation for the ample cleavage she had on display. He laughed at her reaction, then turned his head to spit a sunflower seed casing into the dirt.

      “First dibs on that one in the blue shirt with the enormous rack. Damn. Things really are bigger in Texas.”

      “Bobby, you’re a pig.”

      “Yeah, ace, I am. But it takes one to know one. You can have her when I’m done. Wouldn’t be the first time we’ve shared.” He bumped me with his arm, teasing. “How about you, Nate the Great? You wanna test out the waters tonight? Skinny-dip in a different kinda pond? Remember what you’re missing? You know we’d never rat you out. What happens in Shitsville, Texas, stays in Shitsville, Texas.”

      “Nah, man. I’m good. I’m gonna hit the hotel minibar and call Cindi.”

      “I’m gonna go home and knit and call my wife,” Bobby said, mocking Nathan with a high-pitched voice. “Isn’t phone sex getting old? You’re probably doing permanent damage to your hand. There are five wet pussies standing over there right now that are ready to do the work for you.”

      “Shut up, motherfucker,” Nathan said. “You’re just jealous that I’m getting some on the regular, and you’re stuck with Brayden’s sloppy seconds.”

      “Hey now. Brayden’s sloppy seconds are better than most people’s first-round picks. That girl from Boston last month? Damn. She was smoking. The one with the tongue ring. Remember her, Bray?”

      I popped my jaw back and forth, annoyed by their entire conversation. “I don’t remember any of them, Bobby. I forget them as soon as the door hits them on the ass.”

      I ran my hands down my face, scratching across the week-old stubble on my chin and forcing myself not to add that faceless placeholders didn’t need a name.

      Bobby triumphantly clapped his hands together and held them up in the air. “That right there, gentlemen, is why Brayden Ross will always be my personal hero.”

      Bobby walked off on his own high note. Dillan followed, ready to hit the field for batting practice.

      I needed to follow suit. It was time to push myself into my normal pre-game routine, to find that zone where my mind shut down and my body took over.

      It was the only place I found peace anymore.

      I stood to start stretching my shoulders but couldn’t fight off the habitual need to glance back up toward Hudgins. My mouth filled up again with the sour taste of nausea.

      “Seriously? Knock that shit off, Brayden,” Nathan said, admonishing me again. He stood up beside me and lightly punched me in the arm. “You’ve got this. Just a walk in the park.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right.”

      I cracked my neck back and forth a couple times and tried to ignore the girls who were still hanging over the fence, sadly desperate for my attention. Bobby thought they were hot stuff, but they all looked like forgettable reminders of what I really wanted.

      “Hey, do you have any eye black? The glare is gonna kill me today,” Nathan asked.

      “Yeah. It’s in my bag. Help yourself. Side pocket.”

      I snuck one more look and accidentally caught Hudgins looking in my direction. He gave me an unaffected sneer and went back to talking on his phone.

      “Bray? What the hell?”

      My head whipped around.

      “What is all this shit?”

      Nathan had my bag up on the bench now, the side pocket unzipped all the way.

      The wrong side pocket.
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      Ashley

      “Why are we doing this again?” Joey whined as we trudged across the lawn toward Brayden’s boathouse.

      Not the old one that was special, and few people knew about. The obnoxious new one that now played host to raging weekend keggers.

      When summer gave way to fall, the weather grew too cold for bonfires in hidden inlets. The weekly carousing moved to the Ross house. The lack of adult supervision made it the perfect place to be up to no good.

      I had yet to attend a single party there.

      My moratorium on all things Brayden still held strong. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop me from worrying. Something odd was going on between him and Nathan.

      It took a lot to rattle my easygoing brother.

      “I just want to see what all the fuss is about. Everyone is always talking about these parties.”

      “Ashley. Sweetie, you don’t have the skills to lie to me. I’m sure this has something to do with Assden. Just spill.”

      I stopped abruptly.

      She almost fell over, trying to stop short in her ridiculous platform boots. They had wedge heels and fringe that hung down near the ankles. She’d crossed herself backward like a misbegotten Catholic when she told me the designer’s name. I had no clue who he was, but evidently, the boots were the perfect thing to go with the suede miniskirt she kept routinely tugging down to keep in place. Her platinum pixie cut had one thick streak of dark orange that perfectly curved down to her heart-shaped chin.

      I’d hoped we’d fly under the radar.

      She’d come dressed for New York Fashion Week.

      “Something’s going on between my brother and Brayden.”

      “Oh God. I should have known.”

      “He and Nathan have been arguing a lot. For weeks now. I heard them out on the driveway last night. They were sitting in the Jeep, shouting at each other. My brother refuses to tell me what it’s all about. I can’t remember a time they’ve ever been at odds before. And surely not for this long. I just need to make sure everything is—”

      “Ash, Brayden needs a swift kick in the ass, not his own personal superhero. I thought the red cape and tights didn’t fit you anymore.”

      I looked at her with guilty eyes, trying to block out the old memory of Kyle’s words.

      “. . .you always have to be the one trying to save him.”

      I hated that I was about to prove him right.

      Especially now.

      The last couple of weeks, there’d been a brand-new Coral Lynn outbreak. She just kept coming back, like a nasty virus no one could cure. It felt like an extra slap in the face to see her slobbering all over him at school.

      He knew damn well I couldn’t stand her.

      “Joe, from what I’ve heard, there’s gonna be plenty of liquor and dancing. Two things you love. And I suspect Coral Lynn will be there. So, we might try to trip her or pull some of her hair out. Maybe spill a drink or two on her . . .”

      “You know I don’t approve of this.” She pointed a finger at me. “I thought we agreed on my plan? Operation Blue Balls involves you looking hot and letting Assden rot in his own personal hell. It won’t work if you go soft and run after him.” She sighed. “But you know I’m always up for a Coral Lynn smackdown.” She clapped her hands together and then rubbed her palms as she lit up with a little wicked smile. “All right, let’s do this thing.”

      I was glad I’d managed to fill her with enthusiasm because mine died the minute we stepped inside.

      We were greeted by wall-to-wall people cloaked in a curtain of noise. Bodies swelled together. Arms swayed overhead. Hips swiveled in unison. The whole crowd pulsed up and down to the beat of an unrelenting bass. It hammered inside my chest. The air felt heavy and damp from too much body heat and congealed hormones.

      I immediately wished I’d stayed home with pajamas and a new book.

      “Well, hellllooo there, gorgeous ladies. Where have you two been all my life?”

      Some dude I’d never seen before slung an arm around each of our shoulders. He sported a serious case of drunk eyes and had the stench of beer sweat permeating through his gray hoodie.

      “You girls are looking freaking hot tonight. What can I get you to drink? I’m buying.”

      His breath fanned across my face.

      It left behind a path of scorched earth.

      He laughed at his own joke and pointed to the keg across the room. His hand left my shoulder and grazed down my back to finally rest dangerously close to my ass.

      He had all the moves of a used car salesman.

      Joey looked ready to unleash some Jackie Chan, but Dillan broke his way through the crowd and quickly came to our rescue.

      “Unless you want Ross to rip your arms out of their sockets, you might want to leave these two alone.” He pointed to me. “This one’s last name is Foster.”

      When the guy didn’t seem impressed by my surname, Dillan shook his head in disgust.

      “Mirror, mirror,” he added, pointedly.

      The guy’s eyes doubled in size as he suddenly decided to keep his hands to himself. “Oh, shit. Sorry. I didn’t know.”

      He looked me up and down. Twice.

      Then, he tipped his chin toward Dillan. “Thanks for doing me a solid, man.”

      He walked away without saying another word to us.

      “Uh, what just happened here?” Joey asked, perplexed.

      “I saved a life,” Dillan muttered. “Come on, ladies, let’s go make sure you have a good time.”

      He wrapped his arms around both of our shoulders. He didn’t reek of smoke or booze sweat. Dillan smelled like trust and Irish Spring.

      I never understood why he came to these things alone. But, as he steered us through the pack of teenage animals, I was grateful he had.

      At the edge of the makeshift dance floor, Joey started finding her groove. She laughed and ground her whole body up against poor, sweet Dillan. Luckily, he seemed highly amused. I made it through two songs before the drunk jerks slam-dancing behind us got on my nerves.

      “I think I’m gonna go check in with my brother,” I shouted over the music.

      “You want help looking?” Dillan asked. “Pretty sure he’s out on the deck.”

      “No, you stay and supervise Joey.”

      He chuckled as we both looked back at her.

      Joey had her eyes closed, her arms flailing, and her hairline damp with happiness. I envied her freedom.

      I fought my way to the glass patio doors. The vibe outside felt much more mellow. A gas fire pit warmed partygoers lounging on wicker sofas. Small clusters of people stood near the deck rail, talking at a regular volume.

      My brother sat in an Adirondack chair with his girlfriend perched sideways in his lap. He’d shucked off his coat, loaning it to her to keep warm. They were off in their own little world, whispering to each other and sipping from a shared red plastic cup.

      I hated the idea of bothering them.

      Instead, I stood back in the shadows, warming my hands by the fire. That’s when I heard it. The unmistakable Coral Lynn high-pitched squeal that had plagued me since I barely scraped double digits.

      “Brayden! Someone will see us. You’re so bad.”

      I turned to the sound of her equally annoying voice and found them on the couch at the far corner of the deck. Coral Lynn sat on his lap, straddling him. That’s why I hadn’t initially seen him. He’d been camouflaged by a rat’s nest of overdone blond hair.

      The good news was, she’d stopped talking. The bad news was, her tongue down his throat was what had cut her off.

      Coming here had been a very bad idea.

      Brayden didn’t need a superhero.

      He already had someone giving him mouth-to-mouth.

      My cheeks heated as I searched for the quickest escape route.

      The outside staircase led down to the lower level of the boathouse where Ginger’s neglected speedboat sat abandoned in the covered slip. I sat down on the edge of the dock and swung my legs back and forth, listening to the sound of the water lapping against the sides of the hull. The natural melody accompanied the violent rock and roll pouring down from upstairs. It provided background noise to my own violent musings about why Brayden couldn’t be suffering just a little bit more.

      While I’d spent months wallowing in the misery of unrequited love, he’d been busy drowning himself in alcohol and easy lays.

      I sat there for a long while, letting anger steep fully inside my veins. I’d foolishly rushed over here, like some stupid little girl who thought she could swoop in and save the day.

      Whatever my brother and Brayden were feuding about was their problem, not mine.

      A couple, with their shirts half off, staggered down the stairs, interrupting my stupor. He had her pressed up against the wall and was trying to undo the front clasp of her bra before she opened her eyes and saw me.

      “Oh, shit. Our bad. Sorry, we didn’t know anyone was down here,” she called out.

      She giggled as he kept kissing her neck and then started pulling him out the side door. They disappeared into the seclusion of dark night. Seeing them, two strangers caught up in one another, pleasantly oblivious to the world moving around them, made me feel even more dejected and abandoned.

      Just like Ginger’s damn boat.

      My phone, chiming with a text from Joey, finally broke through my sulking.

      Where are you? OMFG. Dance floor full of assholes.

      Can’t find you. Come find me.

      I forced myself to climb back up the stairs. I didn’t want to ask myself which would be better—finding Brayden still in a full lip-lock or finding Brayden long gone, off giving Coral Lynn the privacy she needed to be a complete whore.

      I should’ve taken the original guy up on his offer to buy me a free beer.

      The deck had cleared out some. My brother and Cindi were gone. We’d reached that point in the night where the party began to naturally fade.

      People were off fucking or puking.

      Only a handful of partygoers milled around the dark perimeter, nursing a quiet buzz. There was no sign of Joey, but my search for her died when my gaze settled on him instead.

      Brayden sat on a couch near the fire, not too far from the spot where I’d seen him before. He had on dark jeans and a black hoodie, partially unzipped to show a plain white T-shirt stretched tight across his chest. A black knit cap concealed the usual rowdiness of his hair.

      I wanted to hate him for looking too delicious, for making me want to run over and sit on his lap and not care that he was still covered in Coral Lynn’s perfume.

      Thankfully, he sat alone. The only thing keeping him company was the joint in his hand. His thumb and index finger expertly pinched the end of the crudely wrapped paper. He brought it back and forth to his lips.

      He must’ve sensed my disappointed gaze. With an exhale of smoke, he looked up into my eyes.

      “Soot?” he called out, confused. He blinked a few times before leaning forward to stuff his burning lack of innocence into a plastic cup on the table in front of him.

      “What the hell?” A nameless guy seated in the chair across from him grabbed the cup and looked down inside. “Why the fuck did you do that, man? That was some good shit.”

      Brayden ignored him. He was already getting up and walking toward me. His steps looked unsteady, like he had to force one foot in front of the other.

      He broke his new self-imposed rule about respecting my bubble, encroaching a good six inches inside my personal space. The pull between us, that combustion our bodies unconsciously generated, filled up the small gap between us.

      I hated myself for loving it.

      “Wha-what are you doin’ here? You’ve never come before. I didn’t know you were here. Jesus, look at you.”

      He appreciatively looked down at the tight purple V-neck Joey had forced me to squeeze into. My hooker tits were on full display.

      For once, he forgot to mind.

      He licked his lips instead of admonishing me. “Have you been here long?”

      I studied his face, taking my time to search for any indication of just how far over the edge he’d gone this time. I couldn’t tell if his slurred words came from plain old alcohol, too much pot, or festering germs from Coral Lynn.

      If I asked him directly, would he tell me? Would he give me the truth if I asked who he’d fucked around with this week? Or would he deal me white lies, contradicting what I’d already seen and heard for myself? How far down the road to the big time had he already traveled?

      How much of my Brayden was already gone?

      Next year, this scene would become his regular habit—drugs, booze, and loud parties full of faces without names. Girls would line up, begging for a piece of him for as long as they could have it. He’d make a complete circle back to the lifestyle that created him.

      A perfectly manufactured mini version of his father.

      That thought disgusted me.

      Almost as much as seeing it firsthand.

      “Long enough,” I finally answered.

      He reached out with both hands, cupping my face between them, rubbing his thumbs across my cheeks. His palms were warm against my skin. My body played traitor to my thoughts. His touch felt too good. I’d missed the contact, missed having him this close.

      “Why do you have to be so goddamn beautiful?” he murmured in a husky voice.

      For a split second, I became an addict, quenching my need for a fix. I couldn’t stop myself from turning my cheek into the rough calluses on his right hand. Sensing my weakness, he took another step forward, pressing his thigh between my legs in a way far too intimate for public consumption. Strong hands dropped down to grab my hips.

      He leaned forward to whisper in my ear. The scruff of his jaw rubbed against the soft skin beneath it. “I want a taste. Just a little taste. I need it so fucking bad, baby girl.”

      Lust-hooded eyes stared down at my lips. Fingertips pressed into the ridges at the top of my hipbones, holding me more roughly than he normally would.

      I held myself rigid against the onslaught of his thigh moving against me. Friction. Delicious and tempting and sweet. Every nerve ending between my legs begged me to press myself back against him, to slide over another inch.

      I fought off the instinct, pulling free and turning my back on him to catch my breath.

      That didn’t deter him. The heat of his chest pressed against my spine. An arm snaked around my waist as his lips brushed against my ear again.

      “You look so amazing.” His hand slid up the side of my body, lightly grazing the outside of my right breast.

      I gasped.

      “I want a little taste of every damn part of you. I wanna taste these first.” The back of his hand skimmed across my nipple. It stiffened painfully in response. “I wanna taste the side of your neck and this spot just below your ear. Do you even realize your whole body lights up every time I touch you there?”

      Fingertips lightly fanned across my sensitive skin. My breath came out in panting, short bursts. I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to stave off responses I didn’t want to give. He groaned. The barest hint of teeth skimmed along my earlobe, startling me. I swallowed hard.

      As my will slipped further, his mouth pressed back to my ear. “I could touch you in other places. Places that would make you mine forever.”

      His sharp, brazen words seared a path straight down to my core, the same path his hand followed. It slid down my belly and then palmed me through the fabric of my jeans. The seam pressed against me.

      “Give me something, baby girl. Any piece. Every day without you, I die a little bit more.”

      Everything throbbed. Between my legs and inside my brain. A horrible combination of pain and pleasure dueling against one another. The devil and angel on my shoulders started a full-blown fistfight.

      “Right here. Right now. I don’t even care who sees us.”

      His words curdled around visions of the scene I’d been greeted with earlier.

      “Someone will see us.”

      Her laugh and those words replayed through my mind, forcing me to battle against stupidity and lust. He was high. That was all. The buzz wouldn’t last. I knew how this would play out. We’d been here before.

      Too many times.

      He’d take his own quick hit and then leave me hanging by the threads my wounded heart barely managed to hold together. He’d walk away and leave me again, dying of thirst for something he’d never share.

      My anger prevailed.

      The good angel threw a knockout punch.

      I turned back around and pushed against his chest. “Are those the same lines you fed that skank an hour ago?”

      His hands clasped harshly on my wrists, preventing any attempt to retreat.

      “Get off me. Don’t you dare touch me with hands that were just up Coral Lynn’s skirt. I saw you with her before. I’m not some cheap slut who takes seconds,” I said in a low, foreboding voice that only he could hear. Anyone looking could see the unconcealed betrayal in my eyes. “This isn’t you talking anyway. It’s the weed and the booze. Is this whole scene part of your father’s plan, too? Do you even think for yourself anymore? Or do you just take everything he spoon-feeds you?”

      His hands dropped to his sides, dejected as they freed my own.

      “Smoke some more pot and go get Coral Lynn”—I motioned to the glass door between us and the lingering crowd—“or one of the other dozen Floozies you’ve been screwing around with.”

      “Ash . . . none of them mean a damn—”

      “I don’t care, Brayden. It’s not my business.”

      He leaned in toward me again, so close I could smell his cologne.

      “The pot helps me pretend they’re all you.” His voice had a raw honesty that tortured me.

      “Don’t,” I said, my eyes filling with liquid emotion I didn’t want him to see. I poked a finger into his chest. “Don’t fucking say that to me.”

      Molten blue eyes clouded with pain as they watched my tears spill over my cheeks. I angrily swiped at them.

      “I hate you,” I added, growling deep in my throat.

      I didn’t give him a chance to respond. I turned around and marched toward the glass door, welcoming the rush of noise that blocked out the voices in my head. I pushed back into the chaos. The crazy scene didn’t feel half as nuts as what I’d just experienced outside.

      I found Joey lingering on the edge of the dance floor.

      “Oh, hell. Those tears have Assden written all over them,” she said as soon as she saw my wet cheeks. “Let’s get you out of here. I knew this was a bad idea.”

      She helped me beeline for the front door.

      We slipped our boots off and started the long walk home in stockinged feet and silence. A best friend, who knew you weren’t ready to talk yet, was a very special thing.

      He texted me four times before we made it to the end of the driveway.

      I’m sorry I said all that shit to you. I’m an asshole.

      Please. I need you. I can’t breathe.

      Don’t leave me.

      You promised you’d always stay.

      “Shut your phone off, Ashley. You don’t need to deal with him tonight.”

      Occasionally, Joey came up with a really good plan.

      Luckily, I knew when to listen.
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      Ashley

      The knocking wouldn’t go away.

      “I’m working, dork. Leave me alone.”

      I’d figured on Nathan, coming to bother me again, but my mother walked into my room.

      She was wearing pajamas—soft flannel pants and a T-shirt with an oversize owl in sunglasses. Her feet were hidden inside fuzzy pink slippers, and she’d tied her hair up like a little girl. The two pigtails swung back and forth as she moved.

      She sat on the edge of my bed, patiently staring at me in that I’ll-sit-here-until-you-acknowledge-me way that mothers do. I saved the photo I’d been editing and closed my laptop, giving her a sheepish grin.

      “Okay. I’ll bite. What’s with the ridiculous outfit?”

      “This is my we’re-having-a-girls’-talk getup. You don’t like it?”

      She pulled the T-shirt taut, so I could see the word Owlsome printed across the bottom. I snickered and shook my head.

      “How come you’re holed up in here on a Friday night?” she asked, growing more serious.

      “Joey went out with her new guy tonight. Everyone else was going to Brayden’s.”

      “How come you didn’t go?”

      “Not interested.” I hoped my sullen tone would prompt her to stop asking questions.

      “Your brother said Brayden went off the deep end a few weeks ago. He heard people talking about you guys arguing. You left upset, and Brayden trashed part of the boathouse and threw everyone out. Want to tell me what it was all about? Brayden refused to tell Nathan any details.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      She sighed. “I’ve been getting that a lot from all three of you. Neither of the boys will talk to me either. You know, your brother and Brayden are arguing right now, too.”

      “Yeah. I don’t know anything about it.”

      “I’m worried about Brayden. His father should’ve let him stay with us.”

      “Stay with us? You mean, live here?” I almost choked on my own spit.

      “We offered. Figured he’s here so much anyway.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t like him being over there, all alone. But Jack turned us down.”

      Of course he did.

      The idea of Brayden and me together, under the same roof, must’ve been Jack Ross’s worst fucking nightmare.

      “Brayden could probably use a friend right now,” she added.

      “Brayden has plenty of friends, Ma. Trust me, he’s never alone.”

      “Ash—”

      “Mom, please butt out.”

      “I can’t. I’m worried about you, too.”

      She scooted over onto the bed to sit next to me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders, pulling me into her side the same way she had when I was little and needed my mommy.

      I gave in, resting my head against her.

      “You know, I have this theory. Sometimes, I think we take shortcuts. We meet people too soon. We make a connection we’re not ready for yet. We haven’t gone far enough on our own path. Haven’t gone through the things we’re supposed to experience before we get to that person.”

      “Oh my God. Seriously?” I asked, groaning. “Can we not do this?”

      My mother had a master’s degree in psychology. For years, I’d heard Nathan complain about her practicing psychoanalysis on him.

      Apparently, my time had come.

      I wanted to skip the conversation and ask her to send me the bill, but I’d learned my lesson about saying such things out loud. Maybe they were right all those years ago. Spending so much time alone in my room might’ve finally made me a better person.

      I sat quietly, waiting for the inevitable.

      “I know I’m being weird. But I see you sitting around, waiting for something. And I just”—she stroked my hair with the tips of her fingers—“I don’t want to see you waste precious time. When you’re my age, you’ll wish you could have these years back. You need to get out and experience lots of different things and meet lots of different people. Right now, you’re stuck.

      “I know you’re hurting,” she added. “I hate it.”

      Her psychobabble stuff wasn’t half-bad. I hadn’t realized I was being so obvious.

      Stuck was exactly how I felt. How I’d always felt, really. Like choices were made for me. Like the ship to happiness was being steered by everyone and everything around me, while I begged for a chance at the wheel.

      “Trust me, I hate it, too,” I finally replied.

      I rubbed my cheek on her shoulder, thankful at least that she’d stopped saying his name out loud.

      “I think you need to go find yourself some trouble. Go have fun and stop worrying so much. You have the rest of your life to be saddled with problems.”

      I didn’t say anything for a while. I lay there and let her stroke my hair and soothe my soul the way only a mother could.

      “You know, I’ve always believed that each one of us has a path. Our job is to wander down it. The whole way. Without getting distracted by shortcuts or bogged down by obstacles. Ash, you can’t let someone else stop you from moving forward, from finding where you fit into the world. You’re not wandering right now. You’re standing still.” Her hand paused against my hair. “You can’t waste yourself away, waiting for him to figure things out.”

      The bluntness of her final words filled my eyes with tears.

      “How did you know?” I asked, my voice cracking a little.

      “Oh, honey.” She sat forward, so she could face me. “How did I know what? That you’re miserable? Or that you love him and have a broken heart?”

      “All of that.”

      “Ashley, I’ve known for a long, long time how you and Brayden feel about one another. Maybe since that first day he wandered into my kitchen. He loves you, too, sweetie. He’s just not ready for it. He hasn’t had many examples of how to love. It scares him. I think he’s terrified of liking it and losing it again. He lost Grams, and now, I don’t think he can face losing the other woman he loves. I just don’t want you to sit around, waiting for him to learn to give in to how he feels. Truthfully, I don’t know if he ever will.”

      I swallowed and nodded, swiping at my tears with the back of my hand.

      “You told me to go find trouble once when I was little. Right after we moved here.”

      “Really?” She laughed. Her head tipped to the side, forcing her ridiculous pigtails to fall lopsided. “I guess I’ve always believed in it, huh? A little trouble is the spice of life.”

      “It was the day I met Brayden. He was my trouble.”

      She smirked sadly and nodded. “Well then, maybe it’s time to find a different kind of trouble.”
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      Brayden

      I’d never walked down this hallway before. It hid behind the gym, all the way back by the music department. A duel between an angry piano and wailing saxophone poured out of one of the classrooms. It sounded soulful and tortured—a perfect accompaniment for my mood.

      A handful of kids loitered around two benches that pressed up against one wall. This was no man’s land—no one conformed, but no one stood out either. They all blended together under a common vibe of insubordination. I kinda dug it. But the looks a few of them threw my way were clearly meant as a warning.

      I was in the wrong place.

      That was fine. I got it. I didn’t belong. Here, my unripped jeans and Under Armour hoodie made me an establishment nerd.

      The reason for my journey into the unfamiliar grinned when he caught sight of me. He had his back against the wall, one knee bent so his big combat boot rested on the bricks. He pushed off against it and briefly said something to the girl standing beside him. She wore an attitude, a flowing gray dress, and what looked like a spiked dog collar.

      “You’re an unlikely sight around these parts,” he called out, motioning to a spot away from the crowd.

      A few too many eyes stayed glued to us as we walked away together.

      Coming here to ask was a stupid idea, but I couldn’t get away from the tiny edge of desperation. The quiet rattle of an almost-empty bottle had forced my hand.

      So had remembering the look in her eyes when she said, “I hate you.”

      How the fuck did I get here?

      Not this hallway, but to this place.

      I shoved down my inner sense of doubt. This was no time for getting caught up in my same old bullshit.

      He took a pack of cigarettes out of his coat pocket, expertly shaking it until one slid halfway out. Motherfucker must’ve been practicing that move since he was ten.

      I waved my hand to silently refrain from the offer. He pressed one in between his lips, but he pocketed the box and didn’t show any sign of lighting it up. Maybe he wasn’t into breaking all the rules, just bending some of them.

      The white filter dangled from his mouth as he spoke, “Whaddya need?”

      Danny was an instigator of many things. He was a skinny-assed druggie with too many tats for an eighteen-year-old and too much black clothing for someone not from New York. He never got chatty. He always cut right to the heart of the situation.

      Did you want some weed, or did you need something stronger? Did you want to be up or down? For a little while or a long fucking time?

      He dealt in cash. Preferably new bills.

      He’d clearly watched too many mob movies.

      About a million years ago, we’d played a season or two of Little League together. Triple-A ball. Back when the coaches still reminded us the game was supposed to be fun, and nobody kept score.

      Back then, he’d still gone by Daniel and his mother forced him into sporting some ridiculous bowl cut. Now, his once strawberry-blond hair was dyed an unnatural black. It spiked up all over his head in short little thorns. He used bowls for activities that no longer involved his hair. And, anyone who tried calling him Daniel, would probably lose an eye.

      We’d randomly started talking again at a bonfire last summer. He and his girl had gotten into some kind of rumble. He’d ended up down by the water, trying to blow off steam. I shared a joint I’d been enjoying there in my own shitty solitude.

      Misery loved company.

      We were an unlikely pair, but I liked that what you saw was what you got. He didn’t have a hidden agenda. I was surrounded by assholes with veiled intentions these days, so his candor always seemed refreshing.

      “I’m kinda low on Z-bars. You got any?”

      “Daddy’s fancy doctor suddenly not working out?” He smirked again. It made a little bit of Daniel sneak out from under the mask.

      “Fuck off,” I said amicably.

      Danny had made some hard-core offers before.

      I’d turned him down until now.

      “I’m just givin’ you a hard time. Yeah, I got some. What count?”

      “Thirty-five.”

      He whistled. The cigarette dipped a little from its perch at the corner of his mouth. He pulled it out and tapped the unfiltered end against the back of his hand. “That’s gonna cost you a handful of Franklins.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “I can have it for you tomorrow. But how about I make a house call ’cause you coming back here to the Land of Misfit Toys is probably causing alarms to go off on the other side of the building? The Magic Kingdom doesn’t like letting go of its prince.”

      It was my turn to smirk.

      “Yeah, well, the life on top over there ain’t always all it’s cracked up to be.”

      He pushed the unlit cigarette back into his mouth. “You wouldn’t need me if it was, buddy.”
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        Never allow the fear of striking out

        keep you from playing the game.

        —Babe Ruth
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      Ashley

      As a little kid, I had no idea how to seek out the trouble my mother instructed me to find.

      Now, I knew exactly where it lived.

      I had trouble’s address tattooed in black-and-blue ink all over my stupid heart.

      It wasn’t the variety she intended. I knew what my mother had in mind. She wanted me to open myself up to something new. Go to the movies with friends. Say yes to one of the boys who’d called the house. Go out with Nathan and his girlfriend when they asked me to join them for pizza.

      For weeks, I gave all of those things a God’s honest try. I stuffed myself with radioactive popcorn and laughed at a comedy on the big screen. I went to a concert with Tucker Hoile, and although he hadn’t mastered even one of Joey’s rules, I made out with him in our driveway at the end of the night. I split thin crust Hawaiian with Cindi and helped her convince my brother to give fruity pizza a try.

      I did all of it. A handful of times.

      None of it fit. My heart knew what it wanted, and my stomach couldn’t suffer through an imitation brand.

      I sank into a deeper melancholy, a permanent sense of funk that chewed at my insides. I needed to escape my own thoughts, to get lost for a little while, like all those kids on the dance floor with Joey that night. Swaying and smiling. Not worrying about life beyond that tiny moment. I needed to drown myself in some regrets of my own. If I couldn’t have tingles, maybe I could teach myself to enjoy a burning, self-indulgent buzz.

      I certainly knew the easiest place to find that.

      “We’re going back there?” Joey asked when I called to tell her my new grand plan.

      “Yes, we are.”

      “Um . . . ’cause the last one went so well? Have you even spoken to Assden since you walked out of there a month ago?”

      “No. That doesn’t matter. We’re not going to see Brayden. We’re going to have fun. My mom told me to find trouble. That’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Ash—”

      “Don’t Ash me, Joey. Just find yourself some ridiculous outfit, and while you’re at it, find one for me, too. Mine needs to be killer.”

      She giggled.

      I had her.

      “Okay, you crazy bitch. You knew that would get me. I’m in. I’m bringing Conner.” Joey and her new man were getting serious fast.

      “The more, the merrier.”
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        * * *

      

      We arrived the following Friday night to an open door and déjà vu. People carpeted the kitchen and family room and spilled out onto the deck of Ginger’s boathouse. This time, we brought some muscle to help push our way inside.

      Conner seemed like a nice guy. His father owned some huge poultry ranch on the south side of the Wye River. I’d wiped tears of laughter when Joey first told me she’d fallen hard for the heir to a chicken fortune. Now, I could see the appeal.

      He wore tight Levi’s—distressed by real work, not a factory in China. His scuffed-up construction boots and the tattoo of a dragon curving up his forearm gave him enough edge to escape pretty-boy status. He was a year older than Brayden and my brother, but he’d skipped a year of school and graduated early. He’d been working for his dad for a couple of years, helping him run the business he’d eventually take over. The raw life experience made him seem a hell of a lot older than us.

      Their personalities should have clashed. Conner’s calm and serious battled up against Joey’s spastic and loud. But, within ten minutes, I could tell she’d wrapped herself firmly around his pinkie finger. From the way he kept looking at her, the feeling seemed mutual.

      “You girls want something to drink?” He motioned to the makeshift bar set up on the kitchen counter.

      Joey looked at me with questioning eyes, expertly lined like a cat and hidden behind false lashes. Her crazy had become real talent.

      I’d barely recognized myself earlier when she finally let me look in the mirror. She’d coaxed me into a short white denim skirt, that she must’ve bought in the little kids’ department, and a shimmery black top with almost no back and silver buttons floating down the front. My hair was a mass of curls half piled up on my head. The purposeful mess looked like someone already had their hands all over me. My eyes were done up almost as dark as my shirt, smoky and mysterious. They were juxtaposed with nude lips that looked shiny and wet.

      “I look like a classy call girl,” I’d told her, staring back at my reflection.

      She’d laughed until her eyes started to water and threatened to ruin her makeup. “That might be the nicest compliment you’ve ever given my work.”

      She’d dabbed at the corners of her eyes and stood behind me, admiring the fruits of her labor. “Ash, you don’t look like a prostitute. You look like every one of Brayden Ross’s wet dreams. We’re going over there tonight to have fun. Honest-to-goodness, no-good fun. And you’d better promise me, you’re not gonna give one thought to that asshole all night. Tonight is about you. Doing what you want for once.”

      I’d made her that promise.

      Knowing I wouldn’t keep it.

      Even now, standing in a crowded room, I knew not thinking of him would never happen. It would’ve been like cutting off my own arm and pretending I felt no pain. He was too much a part of me.

      What I want . . . what I want . . .

      What happens when the brand of trouble you want is the only one you can’t have?

      I sighed. My plan to embrace teenage stupidity probably called for copious amounts of liquid courage. I tried to squelch down the mental image of my younger self sitting on the futon beside Brayden taking my first real sip of beer.

      I smiled back at Conner and nodded my head. “Yeah, I’ll take something to drink.” I pointed toward the cluster of people on the makeshift dance floor, bobbing up and down and smiling like this was the best night of their lives. “I’ll have whatever they’re having.”

      “Not too strong, babe. She never drinks,” Joey called out from behind me. “You know what I like,” she added in a sultry voice.

      He smirked back at her and pushed his way toward the kitchen.

      “He’s really nice, Joe. I like him,” I said as she openly enjoyed watching him walk away.

      “I know, right? He’s perfect. He’s a gentleman, a hard worker, crazy about me, and he fucks like an absolute god.” She held her hands a foot apart in front of her, giving me an ample size comparison, before she fanned her hand in front of her face. She smiled from ear to ear.

      “Why can’t he have any long-lost brothers?” I asked, turning my mouth up at one corner.

      “We’re gonna find you one just like him.” She linked her arm through mine. “Come on, let’s get this party started.”

      She used her lack of height to sneak her way between bodies, pulling me along with her. By the time Conner found us, carrying three big Solo cups, we were already laughing and smiling like all the people packed around us.

      I sipped my drink, letting the syrupy sweetness slide down my throat until the world got fuzzy around the edges. It muted the bass of the music till the thumping no longer hammered in my chest. The crush of people swelling around us began to feel more comfort than pain. I felt good for the first time in weeks. Maybe months.

      This wasn’t what I wanted.

      But maybe it was exactly what I needed.

      I lost count of my refills and the number of songs we’d danced to. I’d just about stopped searching the room for the one person I hadn’t caught sight of yet. As the liquor chased down my inhibitions, I kept reminding myself I’d promised not to care.

      Joey and Conner had permanent love sickness plastered across their faces. They were stuck to one other like window clings—his hands molded to her hips, her hands attached to his neck. They looked good together. I wasn’t drunk enough to miss that.

      Unfortunately, I was drunk enough to pee.

      I’d been dancing with a guy I didn’t know. He had on a lacrosse T-shirt from a rival high school about thirty minutes away. He seemed like a nice guy. He avoided stepping all over my feet, he wasn’t too handsy, and he kept other drunk brutes from cutting their way into my personal space.

      I grinned at him and pointed in the direction of the hallway that led back to the bathroom. Standing up on my tiptoes, I leaned into him, so he’d hear me over the music. “Be right back. Save my spot.”

      He smiled in response.

      There was a line of girls waiting. Of course.

      God didn’t have the forethought to let women pee standing up.

      I rested my head back against the wall, closed my eyes, and tried to ignore Penny Durman, the rambunctious teacher’s pet from my trig class, who seemed hell-bent on talking my ear off.

      “Isn’t this place amazing? Can you believe all this is just to park some boats? I mean, they have a whole other guesthouse. I hear the real party gets going over there, if you know what I mean. Hashtag bow chicka wow wow.”

      Her mouth needed a couple of inches of duct tape.

      Of course I knew there was a guesthouse. We’d used it for campouts as kids. We’d built our own tents out of bedsheets. Grams had given us popcorn and full-sized candy bars and let us put scary movies on the big screen. A couple of times, I’d forced myself to stay up all night, so Brayden and Nathan would believe I could do it and wouldn’t call me a sissy.

      I hadn’t realized the party stretched that far, but the people over there probably weren’t watching Star Trek.

      I fought the temptation to put my fingers in my ears and hum, so I wouldn’t have to listen to her.

      I sobered up a bit once I got my turn and had a few minutes away from the thumping bass and chattering Penny. I straightened myself up in the mirror and dumped what remained in my cup down the sink. My mother wanted me to find trouble, finding me bent over a toilet later definitely didn’t sound like what she had in mind.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I’d been watching her all night.

      I’d almost lost my shit when I first saw her walk in. I didn’t think she’d ever come back. She’d been cold-shouldering me since the last time.

      She’d seen me with Coral Lynn that night. That had to be what sent her over the edge. Fucking Coral Lynn. Why had I let her come sniffing around in the first place? I couldn’t let myself get that hard up ever again.

      Although hard up pretty much felt like my permanent state right now.

      She looked incredible.

      Joey had outdone herself again.

      That tight little white skirt barely covered her ass and the silky blouse slid back and forth across her nipples when she danced. They were screaming out to me from across the room. When I first caught sight of the exposed curve of her back, I almost came in my pants.

      I gave up on telling my dick to stand down.

      I stood across the room and watched her like a voyeur getting a private show. She laughed and smiled, in a carefree way I hadn’t seen in a long time. She kept up with her best friend’s theatrics as they waited for Joey’s new boyfriend to bring their second round.

      She must’ve been buzzing by the time she reached the bottom of whatever he’d served her ’cause her cheeks were rosy, and she finally found her own rhythm. Her hips circled. Her hands twisted into her hair and then slid back down, skimming over her body in slow, taunting strokes that almost had me giving in.

      Then, that fucking douchebag showed up.

      I’d met him a couple of times at some other party.

      She did a decent job of keeping just enough distance between them. I hadn’t resorted to violence. Yet. But the pressure was building up inside me. It fed dirty thoughts of pounding that guy’s face in.

      I held them at bay until some idiot decided to mix up the music with a slower, sexier song.

      Fucking Rihanna.

      “Hey, man, you wanna smoke?” Danny asked, leaning against the wall beside me, joint in hand.

      He’d become a regular at my parties. His business was booming. I should’ve asked for a cut of his profits.

      “Nah. I’m good. Gotta keep my head on straight tonight,” I said, gritting my teeth as all the bodies on the dance floor started to meld together with the beat of the music.

      That asshole had his hands on her hips and was grinding his cock against her backside.

      “Way too close, fucktard. Take a step back,” I murmured.

      Danny glanced across the room, toward the cause of my affliction. He took another long drag. “You really okay with letting that shit slide?” he asked, blowing smoke out of the corner of his mouth as he loosely held the joint between his fingers. He used it to motion across the room. “If that were my bird, I’d go over and teach that motherfucker a lesson. Let’s just say, he wouldn’t be able to use his hands like that when I got finished.”

      Danny wasn’t a good influence.

      I wasn’t too stupid to see that, but I’d developed a real appreciation for our oddball friendship. He defined pusher in more ways than one. His words gave me the shove I needed to shut this shitshow down.

      It was a good thing, too.

      As I pushed my foot against the wall to propel myself forward, Ashley whispered something in Jay Saunders’s ear and then walked toward the back hallway. I paused for a second, feeling her move farther away from me. I took another long pull of beer to dull the ache. By the time I lowered the bottle, the dick-grinder was on the move, too. He followed the same path Ashley had taken.

      “Oh, hell no. Not gonna happen, shithead.”
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      Ashley

      What I’d had in mind did not greet me on the other side of the bathroom door. Dancing Boy was waiting, coyly perched against the wall.

      “Hey,” he said, smiling as he took my hand to gently guide me farther down the hall, away from the crowd.

      “Um, hey.”

      “Thought maybe we could hang out here for a minute. Get to know each other.”

      He tucked a loose strand of hair behind my ear. His fingertips trailed lightly down the side of my neck. This guy didn’t want to know more about me. He wanted to put his tongue down my throat.

      I thought about asking his first name, but my new laissez-faire teenage thing didn’t require it. He was a decent kisser. Better than Kyle. As good as a couple of the boys from last summer.

      Not even in the same ballpark as Brayden.

      He moved fast. A little too fast. I didn’t realize he’d snuck a hand under the hem of my shirt until I felt the warmth of his palm grab ahold of my lace-covered breast.

      It wasn’t like I’d never been felt up before. I could comfortably round that base. But his touchy-feely hand was accompanied by him smashing his hips against me. His dick pressed into my belly.

      Under normal conditions, I would have stepped back, told him to slow the fuck down, and asked him to point that thing somewhere else.

      Of course, under normal conditions, I wouldn’t have been rounding bases with a nameless horndog in the back hall at a kegger. My stranger-danger alarm must’ve drowned in the bottom of my last cocktail.

      Vodka broke things that normally worked just fine.

      “You are so fucking hot. Every guy at this party wants to be me right now,” he whispered in my ear as he trailed his lips down my neck, sucking lightly on the skin at the base of my throat. “Let’s go party over at the guesthouse,” he said, tugging the lace of my bra down to free my nipple underneath my shirt.

      I didn’t have a chance to respond. Stranger Boy suddenly vaporized, plucked off me by superhuman strength. I found him shoved up against the opposite wall.

      “What the actual fuck do you think you’re doing, Saunders? Who told you, you could touch her? Do you have a hearing problem? She’s mine, asshole. You don’t touch what’s mine. Ever.” Brayden’s forearm shoved harder up against the guy’s windpipe.

      “Shi-shit.” The guy wiggled from side to side, clutching at his human noose with wide eyes that begged for enough air to plead his case.

      Brayden only gave an inch.

      “I didn’t know, man. I swear. I didn’t know that was her. I thought . . . the guys said Snow White was sweet and innocent. Shit. Look at her, dude. How would I have known? She looks like the rest of them—begging to play.”

      Brayden loosened his hold enough to turn and finally glance back at me.

      Murderous rage comes in five or six different hues. His face turned kind of bluish-purple. Complemented with flared nostrils and narrowed eyes—it wasn’t all that good a look for him.

      He dropped his arm, freeing his prisoner. “Saunders, get the fuck out of my house before I hurt you.” He growled the words while never breaking eye contact with me.

      The guy didn’t need further instruction.

      “See ya around. Real nice meeting you,” I called, lifting my hand in a little wave to his quickly retreating form.

      Vodka broke things.

      And made them a little stupid.

      Brayden made an ugly sound in the back of his throat. “God-fucking-damn it, Ashley. What am I going to do with you?”

      He shook his head and took me by the arm, marching me to the end of the hall where the bedroom door sat closed. He pounded on it three times with an open palm. To my surprise, Dillan opened the door. A girl I’d never seen before appeared behind his back.

      “Sorry, man. You’ve gotta get out. I need the room.”

      Dillan finished tucking his shirt in and reached back to take his girl’s hand. She looked up at him like he’d hung the moon and named it after her.

      Good for him.

      I didn’t like it when nice guys always finished last. She peeked around Dillan’s shoulder to eye the snarling beast living inside Brayden.

      “No worries, man. We were getting ready to cut out of here for the night.” He patted Brayden on the shoulder. “Everything okay, buddy?” He nodded down at me with an uncertain smile. “Hey, Ash. You having fun?”

      Bless him for trying to buffer the tension.

      “We’re fine,” Brayden answered gruffly, pushing his way past them.

      Dillan looked down at me again with an unspoken question in his eyes. He hesitated, clearly unsure if he should leave me to manage Brayden’s anger all alone.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I did something sorta dumb, and now, I have to get a lecture from The Godfather.”

      “Ashley Jane! I’m not in the mood for your smart mouth,” Brayden called back out to us.

      “Go. It’s okay. This fight’s been brewing for months. I can handle it,” I said, patting Dillan on the arm as I smiled sweetly at his new girl. I hoped she didn’t walk away, thinking all his friends suffered from a dysfunctional personality.

      “I can’t tell if he’s fucked-up, Ash. You sure?” he asked quietly so Brayden couldn’t hear.

      “He’s just pissed. He’s not fucked-up,” I whispered back. “And, besides, I’m not afraid of him. You know he’d never hurt me.”

      He slowly nodded his head in agreement. “Be careful. Don’t provoke him anymore. He’s been . . . acting real weird. Your brother never showed tonight. They had another blowup. Things have been . . . Bray’s just been . . . off lately.”

      “I’ll be okay. We’re just gonna yell at one another. I promise, there won’t be any bloodshed.”
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        * * *

      

      I closed and locked the door to protect the outside world from the ticking bomb that paced near the end of the bed.

      He took a ragged breath and ran both hands through his hair before interlacing his fingers and clasping them behind his neck. All the muscles at the tops of his shoulders bunched up. I wanted to reach out and run my fingers across them, help him relieve the pressure he’d created there.

      I started to lift a hand.

      “Stupid vodka,” I muttered as I let it fall right back to my side. “So, let’s go ahead and get this over with,” I added, verbally poking the beast.

      He dropped his hands and rounded on me. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      He slowly stalked forward with a look so menacing, I started backing up toward the wall behind me as I second-guessed my decision to be left alone with him.

      “Saunders? You let Jay fucking Saunders paw all over you? Is he the reason you’re dressed like this?” His eyes darkened. They swept up and down my body with lecherous abandon.

      “He wasn’t pawing me, Brayden. Not that it’s any of your fucking business. We’d been dancing all night. I got a little buzzed, and we were having some fun. And I don’t see anything wrong with how I’m dressed.” I held my arms out, putting myself further on display. Silk and lace dragged across nipples already standing at attention. “I didn’t realize your parties had a dress code.”

      “I was watching you, Ashley.”

      He took another step forward, closing in further. Trampling on any chance I had to retreat. My hands reached back, groping for the wall.

      “I’ve been watching you all night. I saw the way you were dancing with him, the way you were letting him grind his dick all over you.”

      Another step.

      The space between us compressed down to inches. His raw emotion sucked up all the air within that ruler’s length.

      “I saw you whisper in his ear. Saw him follow you down the hall.”

      He grazed the tip of one finger down the length of my collarbone. Chills brushed down my arms. Pink stains of adrenaline flamed inside my cheeks. Months of pent-up anger and lust swirled into a powder keg, ready to ignite.

      “Is that your idea of fun now? Did you tell him you wanted to go somewhere to be alone? Since when do you drink and let guys shove their hands up your shirt, Ashley Jane? Tell me when acting like a cheap slut became your idea of a good time?”

      “I guess it started when I had to watch you, drunk and high, with your hands all over Coral Lynn.” As her name crossed my lips, I batted his hand away.

      “Coral Lynn doesn’t mean shit to me, and you know it,” he replied, snarling at me. He closed the remaining distance, half-pressing himself up against me.

      “Yeah? Well, I didn’t even know that guy’s name till you said it, so clearly, he didn’t mean much to me either. But it felt good at the time. Maybe it’s finally my turn to just do what feels good for a change. Maybe I’ve learned how to be a cheap slut by watching you all these years.”

      He leaned into me, resting his forearms against the wall on either side of my head, boxing me in. His breath fanned across my cheek.

      I had nowhere else to run.

      “Did you like it?” he asked, his voice seething with accusation as he spoke directly in my ear. “Did you like having his hands all over you? Did he follow Joey’s little rules? Was he a good kisser, Ashley? You let him up your shirt. Were you gonna let him in your pants next?”

      I pushed against his chest with both hands, forcing his face to pull away. Molten eyes seared into mine.

      “Were you gonna let him take you over to the guesthouse and steal your innocence next?” His words came out a hushed whisper, but his tone was still ugly and dark.

      The air in the room crackled.

      One lit match, and the whole place would explode.

      “Well, you’d be an expert on what goes on at the guesthouse, wouldn’t you?” I said, my tone biting back at him. “And what makes you so sure I’m still a virgin?”

      “Don’t.” His eyes grew wide as his jaw popped back and forth. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Don’t fucking mess with me right now. I’m barely hanging on here. You can’t say shit like that to me.”

      He pounded the wall next to my head with the side of an angry, closed fist. I felt sorry for the drywall beneath it. He heaved out a breath. His face melted in front of my eyes—from fury to confusion to undeniable pain. His brows scrunched up, as he lightly thumped the wall three more times.

      “You’d better be kidding.” His words sounded like both a demand and a plea.

      He ground the heel of one palm to the center of his chest. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath, inhaling the thick tension surrounding us. So many months of combativeness. So much hostility and loneliness.

      We were left standing in a dried forest, surrounded by snapping twigs, holding on to kerosene.

      “Not as good as you,” I whispered back.

      “What?” he asked, bemused.

      I opened my eyes and stared directly into his, letting myself soak them in as I dug down for renewed resolve. I missed the way those eyes used to look at me. Back when things were less complicated, and we weren’t always running from one another. I kept staring into them as the first tears began to pool in my own.

      “That’s what I kept thinking,” I whispered again. “I kept thinking . . . he wasn’t as good as you. No one ever is.”

      “Oh, fuck.” Brayden groaned as the resentment visibly drained out of him like a popped balloon.

      His shoulders caved in against the stiff stance he’d been holding. The angry fist resting against the wall over my head came down and curled gently into my hair. He pressed his entire body against me, pinning me between the hard wall and the hardness of his length.

      His touch no longer felt belligerent. He was shielding me, protecting me from the static and dissipating rage that still swirled around the room like smoke from a newly doused flame.

      A tear slid down my cheek.

      “Don’t cry, honey. I’m sorry. God, I’m so sorry.” His voice softened, back into my Brayden’s, as the words he rarely said ran easily across his lips. “I didn’t mean to . . . I can’t, Ash. I can’t do this anymore. It’s killing me.”

      “It’s killing me, too.”

      He turned his face, so his cheek roughly rubbed back and forth over mine. His skin absorbed the moisture of my tears, making them his own.

      My heart lost hold of one more tattered thread.

      “Being this close to you hurts. I don’t want it to, Brayden. I don’t want to hurt anymore. I just wanted to feel good. If I couldn’t feel good with you, I thought maybe, just for one night, I could force myself to feel good with someone else.”

      He shook his head and fisted his other hand into my hair.

      “But no one else is you.”

      The admission snapped the last frayed stitch inside my chest. The one that had held all the pieces of my heart together. Its loss broke open everything I’d spent months trying to mend shut.

      “When I saw him following you . . .” He visibly swallowed. “When I saw his hand up under your shirt . . . seeing someone else touching you like that made me . . . I can’t do it. I’m going crazy. I can’t keep them all away . . . and I can’t face just letting them have you,” he continued, sputtering half-nonsense as his eyes grew more hooded.

      He groaned just before his mouth collided with mine.

      Nothing about it felt giving or gentle. All at once, he was biting and sucking. Taking. I threaded my hands up into his hair, pulling and scratching my nails into the back of his neck, meeting his need with a fierceness all my own. His hands answered me back. They slid down the length of my body to cup my backside, lifting my hips up to meet his.

      The blaze that started between us, way too long ago, broke out into a full-fledged inferno.

      The flames danced at our feet.

      “You’re mine, Soot. You’re mine.” He kept saying it over and over, like he was dead set on convincing one of us.

      His hands made a rough trail from my butt over my hips, skimming up my torso to slide over the sides of my breasts. He took both my hands and pressed my arms up over my head, forcing them against the wall, holding them prisoner there. He pulled back long enough to stare into my eyes. His chest heaved like he’d just run a sprint.

      I licked my lips to taste where he’d been.

      He crushed his body back into mine. I could feel him. All of him. Hardness colliding with the very best part of me. The part that wanted him so bad, it hurt. I frantically swiveled my hips, searching for friction of any kind. He groaned again and thrust against me, giving in to what we both wanted.

      “Ashley.” He said my name like a reverent prayer, but at the same time his movements slowed.

      He let go of my hands and pounded the wall with the side of his fist, over and over, until the thumping matched the beat of my heart and the alarms going off in my head. I wound my hands around his neck, refusing to let go, even as I felt him mentally slipping away from me.

      I’d seen this act of the play before.

      This was where he’d let reason talk hormones out of doing what they pleased.

      “Don’t,” I said bitterly.

      “Don’t what, baby girl?”

      He placed both palms flat on the wall, boxing me in. His forehead pressed into mine instead of his hips. My hands dropped to my sides.

      “Why are all the other girls good enough, and I’m not? What have you always seen in them that you don’t see in me?”

      That did it. He pulled himself off me.

      Turning his back to me, he plowed both hands through his hair.

      My buzz vanished, replaced with adrenaline, desire, and fear of the rejection I already felt coming. Fresh tears spilled over. This was my last straw. We’d let it go too far this time.

      There is no going back.

      “Why can you fuck all of them, but you can’t fuck me?”

      “What?” He spun around to face me, eyes wide as they searched my face. “Is that what you want, Soot? You want me to fuck you like the rest of those girls who mean nothing?”

      “I don’t want you to throw me away again and run off to them.” My voice cracked. “I want you to want me half as much as I want you. Just for one lousy night. One night, Brayden. Why can’t you at least give me that?” My hands balled into fists at my sides. “I don’t want to think. I don’t want to worry. About anything or anyone else. I just want to be with you.”

      He didn’t respond. He stood, motionless.

      I bowed my head, unwilling to face any pity or denial. I had to be brave now. The slow burn inside me needed to stop. I was ready, to either put the flame out for good or let it explode into what it was dying to become.

      The in between would kill me.

      One or the other.

      Go or stay.

      I couldn’t take another day of the half-assed purgatory we’d fallen into. I was caught now in the same misery he’d suffered through for all the years I’d known him.

      I wanted to be enough.

      Enough to make him stay.

      I needed him to choose me over everything else filling up his world.

      Without forethought, my hands glided up to the top button of my shirt. It slid through the silky casing with ease. All its cohorts followed suit. My blouse fell open, exposing my heart in a way I’d never been bold enough to risk before.

      “What . . . what are you doing?” Brayden’s words tumbled out as a whisper, covered with a blanket of thick regret.

      He was fighting.

      Not with me. With himself.

      “I’m taking the wheel,” I replied simply.

      I’d started the night looking for trouble. A new version, because the old kind might never come back to me.

      This night had been my chance to take the reins, to emerge from the shadows. In part, I had. I could see it now. My misbegotten patience. The games. The settling for a back seat. I’d waited too long for something I should have just gone out and taken back.

      I didn’t need to go find trouble.

      I had it right here.

      Inside myself.

      It had been sitting there all along, begging me to unleash it.

      With calm resolve, I lifted my shoulders up and down, so the blouse could slide down my arms and pool at my feet, a puddle of black silk and pride. Thin white lace was all that covered my chest.

      I’d made a vow to myself as soon as I cashed my first paycheck from the marina. I’d promised myself, if this day ever came, I would give good old Whitney a run for her money.

      I realized now why Victoria’s Secret was so pricey. They sold nylon and confidence.

      Gone was the little girl who thought of herself as an ugly duck. I stood there, bare, feeling sexy and empowered, turning myself into the match.

      The power of certainty forced the edges of my mouth into an upturned smile. I let my fingers reach behind my back, working to unhook the clasp.

      “Ash . . .” Brayden stepped toward me, his voice clouded by apprehension. He inhaled sharply and then held his breath.

      I looked up into his eyes, finally brave enough to accept their intentions. I could do this. Expose my body and my desire and take whatever came with them.

      If he was going to reject me once more, I would live through it. I felt sure of that now, too. I would pick myself up and walk out. I’d be strong enough to sew my heart back together and never walk back in. It would end us. I knew that as well.

      I was done with halfway. Done with every interference standing in our path.

      My resolve crystallized.

      Now or never.

      I slowly coaxed both straps down off my shoulders and then pulled to let the frilly garment fall away.

      “Holy shit.” Brayden stared, transfixed, as if he’d never laid eyes on a pair of naked boobs before. He stepped forward until he stood only inches away from me. “Even better than all my daydreams,” he murmured.

      He tipped my chin up, forcing my eyes to meet his. “I should be strong right now. But, God, you’ve been driving me crazy. All fucking summer. I thought I was gonna lose my mind. Those goddamn bikinis you wear at work. These short fuck-me skirts with your legs hanging out all over the place. The tight shirts with these perfect tits peeking out.”

      One hand reached out and cupped my right breast, testing its weight, tracing the contour around the side. His thumb grazed over my nipple, making it tighten and pebble from the touch.

      He shook his head. “This is the prettiest shade of pink I’ve ever seen.”

      His other hand joined in, molding to me so both his palms covered and squeezed me.

      Watching his hands carefully explore me was the most erotic thing I’d ever seen. My creamy flesh was plumped up and spilling out against his darker skin. He moved in slow motion, so unlike the rush we’d been in before. He was taking his time. Treasuring me.

      When his thumbs slowly slid across both my nipples at once, places that already tingled started to throb.

      I pressed my head back to the wall and shut my eyes. “Oh God, Brayden. Please . . .”

      I didn’t even know what I was asking for.

      He did.

      He replaced a thumb with his mouth. Hot, wet sin. Unlike anything I’d ever known. I was in unchartered water, on one of those mystery boats sailing out to find happiness.

      I started making noises I knew nothing about.

      “How could you ever doubt how much I want you?” he asked, pulling his head up to stare into my eyes. “How could you not know? How could you not see that all I want . . . Soot . . .”

      “Tell me. Please. Don’t cut yourself off and walk away from me. Talk to me. You’re always begging me to stay, but you’re the one who runs. Don’t leave me tonight.” I placed my hands on top of his, molding them back to my breasts.

      He lightly kissed me, his lips barely grazing mine. They brushed back and forth, trailing around the edges. He pulled back enough to press his forehead down to mine.

      “You think I don’t want to give in to this? All I dream about, all the time, is telling the whole world to fuck off, so I can finally be with you.” The pad of his thumb sketched across my bruised bottom lip. “That shit I said to you at the last party was the truth. That was me talking. Not the booze and the weed. I fucking crave you. You’re all I want. You always have been. I just . . . don’t think I’m good enough to deserve you yet. I’m trying to be. Christ, I’m trying, baby girl. To be good enough to earn all our dreams. To be good enough so you’ll never leave.”

      He leaned forward and trailed kisses down the side of my neck till he reached my ear. “But how could you not know that what I dream about every night is being able to bury myself deep inside you and never come up for air?”

      I gasped and whispered his name before desperately pulling the back of his head, forcing his mouth down onto mine. He grabbed my ass again, lifting me up, so far this time that I had to wrap my legs around his waist because my feet couldn’t touch the floor. He thrust against me while using one hand to push my skirt up so it bunched around my middle. His hands met my lace-covered bottom, squeezing until they surely left a mark.

      He groaned painfully. “God help me. I don’t know if I can stop.”

      “I don’t want you to. I want to feel good, Brayden. Make me feel good.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying.” His breath came out in panting, short gasps.

      “Yes, I do,” I replied emphatically.

      I ground my hips forward, sliding the crotch of my panties over the hard bulge in his jeans. We both moaned in unison.

      “All that stuff you said that night on the deck. That’s the trouble I want, Brayden. Please.”

      He paused. Long enough for us to share a handful of ragged breaths.

      “You’re sure?”

      I nodded my head.

      He quickly spun me around, carrying me toward the bed. He gently laid me down and then hovered over me.

      “If you tell me to stop, I will. You understand?” he murmured against my lips.

      I pushed back on his chest a little, so I could see his face. I met his eyes with another certain nod and smile.

      With adept speed, his fingers unsnapped the button at the top of my skirt. In one motion, he yanked it down my legs. He propped himself up, so he could stare at me lying there in nothing but creamy skin and a scrap of white lace. One finger skimmed up my leg, across my hip and belly. He made a figure eight around my breasts and came to rest on my bottom lip.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, breathless.

      “Memorizing you.”

      I tried to suck back in some of the air his answer knocked out of me.

      “In case I wake up and this isn’t real again. I want to remember this forever.”

      His hand slid back down until he cupped my mound through my panties. My back involuntarily bowed up off the bed. I moaned—a drawn-out, primal kind of sound I didn’t even recognize. He sank down onto the bed next to me as he used two fingers to rub my clit. Back and forth, whispering across it, so slowly I had to squeeze my thighs together.

      “So wet. Jesus.”

      I arched even more into his touch.

      “Tell me, Ashley . . .” His voice grew a little angry again as he suddenly applied more pressure. Everything inside me pulled taut, so close to snapping. “Tell me you didn’t give this to anyone else. You were messing with me before, right? Did you let that asshole Kendrick touch you like this? I wanted to break that fucker’s fingers every time he got near you. Did you give this up to one of those shitheads I let slide this summer?” He rambled like a mental patient, watching his own fingers as they rubbed unforgivingly against the damp lace.

      I tried hard not to thrash around.

      “It killed me, seeing you with other guys. Please, baby. Tell me this is still all mine.”

      “Brayden, I’ve never wanted anyone else to touch me like this.”

      He exhaled a shaky breath. “Thank fucking God. I was so scared I was too late.”

      He leaned his head back down and traced my nipple, memorizing it with his tongue now. His fingers kept working their magic until I wasn’t sure I could take it anymore. I was full-out panting in a way that should be embarrassing. But I felt too good to care.

      Tingles were giving way to fireworks.

      “You’ve gotta tell me to stop, Soot. It’s the only way. I’ll do anything you ask. You know that. I’ll always do anything for you. Make me stop. I’m half out of my mind right now. You’ve gotta be the strong one tonight.”

      “I don’t want you to stop. I want to feel good.” My palm cupped the side of his face. My eyes joined in on the shameless begging.

      His eyes darkened. I watched as his very last shred of cloaked resistance finally fell away.

      “I want to watch you go over the edge so bad. That’s what I see in every one of my dreams.” He leaned down and ghosted his lips across mine. “I’m gonna make you feel so good, Soot.”

      His fingers slid under the edge of my panties, meeting my soft flesh and making me cry out. He traced his finger up and down, barely a whisper of a touch that sent little sparks shooting up my body. He coaxed a finger inside me. He eased it back and forth, pressing into me from the inside out. My mouth hung open, but no sound would come out. My eyes found his in marvel and question.

      “I know, sweet girl. I know. Just let go. I’m gonna make you come all over my hand now. Relax, and give it to me.”

      He worked his middle finger in and out. Over and over until I was writhing and grasping hold of the comforter beneath me. When he sat up suddenly, I almost died from the loss of contact. I tried to grab on to him, feeling a little self-conscious about my wanton behavior.

      “Shh. It’s okay. I need to see you. I need to see all of you.” He tugged my panties down my legs, completely exposing me. “Fuuuck,” he hissed, palming his crotch with one hand as the other leisurely traced back up the inside of my leg.

      He sucked two of his fingers into his mouth, and then gently thrust them one at a time back inside me, stretching the place only he had been.

      Taking another one of my firsts.

      “Dallas,” I cried out.

      He continued the onslaught. Granting no time to unscramble my brain, the wet heat of his mouth suddenly met my over sensitive clit. It traced over my new favorite spot.

      I was in shock.

      I leaned up on my elbows to witness what he was doing to me. His dark hair stood out against the creamy skin of my belly. I said something else about Jesus. His eyes met mine while his tongue and fingers continued working me.

      The room exploded.

      Every muscle inside me pulled strained and then shattered. I might have screamed. My body shook. Sense and reason splintered into little pieces scattered around me.

      “Dear Lord.” I didn’t realize I’d even spoken out loud until Brayden answered me back, “No kidding.”

      He hovered over me now, his chest visibly rising and falling, reminding me how to breathe. He softly kissed my forehead and my temple.

      “That was the most incredible thing I’ve ever seen.” He grinned shamelessly. “If that was from my fingers, you might not ever survive my dick.”

      He was still rubbing himself through his jeans. I tried to place my hand over his. He held my wrist, thwarting my attempt.

      “If you touch me right now, I’m gonna go off in my pants. I’ve never been this hard in my life. Even the thousands of times I’ve jacked off while imagining this very moment.”

      I swallowed because thinking about that made me tingly again. I reached up and palmed my breasts to create friction in any other spot.

      “Holy shit,” Brayden said reverently as he watched my fingers knead my own flesh. “Please don’t wake me up. Best. Dream. Ever.”

      That was a demented cue for some asshole to pound his fist on the bedroom door.

      “Brayden! Stop banging, and get out here, dude. We’re doing shots of Jäger. Your record’s on the line, brother. Quit fucking around!” Bobby shouted through the barrier.

      “I’ll kill him,” Brayden muttered, closing his eyes.

      The pounding continued.

      “Brayden! Bros before hos, dude. Kiss the pussy goodbye and come out here.”

      Brayden shook his head as his expression turned remorseful.

      “No, no, no.” I quickly sat up. I wasn’t letting him ruin this. “Don’t leave me, Brayden.”

      He took my hand and brought it down to rest on his crotch like I’d been trying to do moments before.

      “Does this feel like there is anywhere on earth I would rather be right now? I wish I could wave a magic wand and make all those motherfuckers out there disappear.”

      He shook his head in disgust again. I got bold enough to squeeze him through his pants, sliding my hand up and down a little to test his reaction. I wasn’t disappointed. His head dropped back, and his eyes squeezed shut. He inhaled deeply and then leaned forward to look at me with renewed hunger.

      “Let’s get out of here. I want you all to myself. We don’t have to do anything you’re not ready for. I promise. I just don’t want to let this dream end yet.”

      The doorknob rattled.

      The world outside kept trying to break the spell.

      I stared at the handle jerking against the lock. I detested the idea of opening that door. Everything felt crystal clear inside these four walls. I didn’t want to let go of this grinning version of my boy. In here, he was safe from the outside influences that turned him into someone else, that turned him away from me.

      From us.

      “I’m scared,” I whispered, motioning to the door. “I’m afraid we’re going to step out there, and I’ll lose you all over again.”

      Gentle hands framed my face. “I’m done letting anything on the other side of that door keep me away from you.”
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        * * *

      

      Halfway across the deck, almost to the stairs and sweet liberation, I heard my name called out. In my blissed-out state, I’d completely forgotten one important thing.

      Joey.

      I pulled back on Brayden’s hand, forcing him to stop. He groaned, but acquiesced, his arm circling possessively around my waist.

      “We’ve been looking all over for you. Where the hell have you been? You had us worried to death.”

      “Um . . . I’m so sorry. I went to the bathroom and . . .”

      How was I supposed to finish that thought?

      I was felt up by a random, and then I had the most fantastic orgasm with the boy I’ve loved most of my life. If you stop being a cockblocker, I might be forfeiting my virginity within the hour.

      Although Joey and I overshared all the time, I felt certain Conner didn’t want to hear that much of the story.

      “I found her getting sick in the bathroom. She’s had too much to drink. I’m taking her home.”

      Brayden. Always the protector.

      In my lust-filled haze, I’d forgotten all about the power of little white lies.

      “Um, yeah. I got sick. Had to borrow Brayden’s shirt.” I thumbed the black cotton swimming around me. It dragged near the hem of the skirt that barely concealed I’d never retrieved my panties.

      “Oh, shit, honey. You should’ve come and found me. Did you get it in your hair?” She reached out to smooth her hand over my tangled strands. “I know you don’t usually drink, but I didn’t think you’d had that much.”

      “It’s okay, Joey. Ash learned a good lesson tonight. I’ll take care of her now. I’ve got this. You and Conner stay and have a nice time. If you need a place to crash, you’re welcome to go up to the main house.”

      Joey eyed him suspiciously. Her nose got that funny wrinkle right across the top. A clear sign we were busted. He’d been too polite. He was never polite to Joey. It smelled fishy.

      Joey had a great nose for fish and bullshit.

      She slowly turned her head to eye me and telepathically yell, Are you kidding me? Her left eye twitched a little, transmitting a few more expletives as punctuation.

      “You want me to take you home and make a hangover cure? By morning, you might wish you’d had it to knock some sense into you.” Her double entendre wasn’t hard to miss. Neither was the eyebrow that rose up to her hairline.

      I’d vowed that tonight wouldn’t be about him. I couldn’t blame her for finding fault with my fickle mind. To any third party, it would appear suspect. I was tipsy and making major life choices.

      “When things are right, you’ll know.”

      One of my mother’s favorite mantras.

      Surely, that timeless adage had buried itself somewhere in Joey’s Book of Rules.

      I knew walking out of here with Brayden was the right decision. There were no inebriated uncertainties clouding my mind. His hand squeezed my hip, as if he’d read my thoughts.

      “I’m good, Joey. Really good.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she replied quietly.

      Trust me, I mouthed back.

      “I just hope you can trust him,” she returned aloud, not bothering to stay quiet anymore.

      Brayden cleared his throat and tugged lightly on my hand.

      “You’d better take care of her, asswipe,” Joey said. Her hands found her hips as she glowered up at him.

      “I will. She’s safe with me. You know she is.”

      Joey huffed as Brayden tugged on my hand again, prompting me forward.

      We made it to the stairs and walked down, past his dad’s boat, until we could exit out the side door. The grassy lawn stretched out before us. We faded into the privacy of night, following the same path I’d watched that random couple retreat to during the first party. I wondered if anyone watching could feel that same intimacy vibrating between us.

      “We made it.” Brayden laughed. He sounded carefree for the first time in recent memory. He was a kid again, ready to run to the end of the dock and take the plunge with me.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Our place,” he said, motioning toward the path to the old boathouse.

      Turned out, I had a megawatt smile of my own.

      This night was about taking things back.

      Our special place was one more thing I wouldn’t allow anyone to take from me ever again.
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      Ashley

      Strands of white Christmas lights bathed us in artificial starlight. Greedy fingertips danced under the hem of my skirt. Soft lips and hard thighs pressed against my own.

      As our kisses grew more heated, his hands edged farther under my skirt, pressing into naked flesh. He tore his mouth from mine, pulling back enough to look down at me with undeniable need.

      I nodded, silently coaxing him to keep giving in to what we both wanted.

      In one swift motion, he lifted me, forcing my legs to wrap around his hips. Delicious parts rubbed together, separated only by the coarse fabric of his jeans.

      I panted like a wild animal that no longer had fucks to give about decorum or vanity.

      I needed him closer.

      I needed more. More of everything.

      I felt like I’d combust if I didn’t get it. My body moved without thought, performing a dance it recognized on instinct. His hips thrust again, and I couldn’t wait.

      “Brayden. Please, I need you. All of you.”

      He walked us backward across the room until we reached the futon. He lowered me down onto it, leaving no space between us.

      My skirt bunched up around my waist as he forcefully pumped his hips forward and back, scraping against me until that cord inside me started to tighten again. I wrapped my legs back around him. My fingers trailed under his shirt, running across the ridges of muscles on his chest.

      “God, I can’t believe . . . I’ve dreamt about this so many times.”

      He moaned as his words coerced my heels to dig harder into his ass, holding him to me. At the same time, I tilted my pelvis up to grind harder against him.

      “Swear to fucking God, I’m never gonna let another guy touch you again. All mine.” He gave me a long, drugged kiss that bruised my lower lip.

      “I want to be all yours. For real. Make me yours, Brayden. Tonight. Right now.”

      “Ash . . . we don’t need to rush, baby.” His voice grew uncertain. He bowed his head down, avoiding my eyes.

      “You’ve had all my firsts. My whole life. I want you to have this one, too.”

      His forehead rested against mine. He nipped my mouth three quick times, forcing me to stop holding my breath as I waited to hear his answer. He didn’t reply with words. He pulled back again and stared down at my body, tracing soft fingertips across my skin like it was made of glass. His breaths grew more rapid and shallow, his brows creased in pain.

      “I don’t deserve this yet. I’m not good enough. I will be. Someday. I swear, but I just don’t think—”

      “Stop.” I grabbed his hand, squeezing his fingers. “Stop saying that shit. Stop thinking it. Brayden, you asked how I didn’t know your feelings. Well, how can you not know mine? I’ve been wearing them on my sleeve since I was a little girl. I’ve lov—”

      “No.”

      I didn’t expect the panic, the look of sheer terror that my words left painted across his face.

      “Don’t say that word to me, Soot. Please.”

      “It’s how I feel. How I’ve always felt.”

      He swallowed deeply, but he couldn’t tamp down the fear in his eyes. “Everyone who was ever supposed to love me, has left me. I can’t . . . I don’t . . . you can’t say that to me.”

      My grip softened. My fingers intertwined with his. I leaned up and kissed each of his cheeks and his forehead, and finally, brushed my lips across his.

      “If you won’t let me tell you how I feel, then let me show you,” I whispered the plea against his mouth. “Right here. Right now.”

      “If we do this, Ash, it will change everything. We can’t ever go back. I won’t be able to . . . I can’t ever . . . we could never be just one night.” He rubbed his hand down his face, scratching the stubble on his chin back and forth a few times. “Damn it. I’m so bad at this shit. I’m screwing this up. I want this to be perfect.”

      “I don’t need perfect. I need you. Just the way you are.”

      “I thought I could wait,” he continued, like my words hadn’t even registered. Rambling like he wouldn’t let himself hear them. “I thought I could go off and prove myself and then come back for you. That’s been my plan. I was following my dad’s advice. Focusing on the long-term. I’d go and get the moon and stars and bring them back to you. I’d make myself good enough. So good, you’d always stay.”

      I reached out to tip his chin up, like he’d done with me so many times. He licked his lips and swallowed. I started to say more, but he held a finger against my lips. His eyes pled for understanding.

      “You’ve been walking around, all pissed off, and teasing the hell out of me. Making me crazy. I’ve had a permanent hard-on for you . . . Christ . . . for years now. The damn vultures keep circling, and pretty soon, I won’t be here all the time to keep them away. If I wait, one of them could steal you. I don’t want to take that chance.”

      “Then, don’t,” I said simply.

      “Are you gonna wake up in the morning and think I’m the worst mistake you ever made? ’Cause, Ash, I’ve spent my whole life being someone else’s mistake. I don’t want to be yours, too.”

      “We could never be a mistake, Brayden.”

      Borrowing the confidence from my own words, I leaned up to pull his loaned shirt over my head. My nipples puckered against the damp air.

      I was getting used to exposing myself.

      Of body and mind.

      He stared down at my chest and licked his lips again. The unfettered reaction strengthened my resolve. I unsnapped my skirt and pushed it down my legs. He answered by reaching down to pull it the rest of the way off.

      I lay back on the futon, naked with want. “Does being with me like this feel right?”

      “Being with you like this makes me feel like I’m the luckiest bastard on earth. Literally.”

      “Stop talking, Brayden.” I stressed each word as I mimicked his trademark smirk. “I want you to fuck me now.”

      I liked bold Ashley.

      I didn’t know where I’d been hiding her all my life.

      She definitely liked to stir up trouble.

      His face softened. His mouth turned up at the edges, brightening against the abandoned sadness that never totally gave up its hold on him. “When you talk like that . . . dirty shit coming out of your mouth . . . it makes me want to come in my pants. You’ve gotta cut it out.”

      I grinned and batted my lashes at him. His fingertips feathered over my nipple and down across my belly.

      “I’m gonna make love to you first. Real nice and slow till you scream my name and see stars. The fucking is gonna come though. I promise. Once I’ve had this”—his hand traced the wetness making its way down my inner thighs—“I’m gonna be a raging addict.”

      He stood abruptly, pulling at the back of his neck till his undershirt came up over his head. Although the air in the loft felt soggy and cool, his chest was damp with a sheen of sweat. He fished his wallet out of his back pocket and pulled out a little foil packet.

      I could sense lingering hesitation as he stared down in awe at my naked form. I reached out to unsnap the button at the top of his pants. The heel of my palm brushed against his hardness. He sucked in air between his teeth. He pushed his jeans and briefs down in one swift motion and stood before me for the first time totally exposed in more ways than one.

      “Oh,” I said, taking him all in.

      So yeah . . . I’ll admit I was a little scared.

      I wasn’t naïve. I’d read enough of Joey’s trashy romance novels to know this would work.

      But, Lord, that thing looked big.

      And I suddenly felt very, very small.

      “I’ll go slow. I promise.”

      “I know. I trust you.”

      Bold Ashley reached out to grip his hardness. I wanted to know what he felt like on the outside first.

      I ran my hand up and down the length of him, feeling soft skin around steel. I looked up from where I gripped him. He was biting down on his lip, a deep indentation of white teeth against pink skin. I squeezed harder. His chest rose and fell under a heavy breath.

      “Seeing your hand around me . . .” He shook his head in disbelief. “You don’t understand how badly I’ve wanted this, for way too long.”

      He tore the little packet open. I moved my hand aside and watched as he slowly rolled the condom on himself. He balled up his T-shirt and wedged it under my bottom, tilting my hips up a little. Hovering over me, he laced his fingers through mine, holding my arms over my head. He leaned down to barely graze his cheek against mine.

      I didn’t feel scared anymore.

      With every single touch, he made me feel worshipped.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I was about to take something from her.

      But I felt like the virgin.

      I had no clue how to do this. Normally, I would’ve been slammed halfway home by now. I had the reputation of being a selfish prick. All the chicks I’d screwed and then screwed over would agree. But I fucked responsibly. I never took before I gave.

      But I’d never cared a lick about the feelings involved before.

      Everything about this felt new.

      My need to fuck the hell out of her, to crawl inside her skin and find oblivion, crashed up against my burning, lifelong desire to take care of her. I didn’t know how to make the two work together.

      Those feelings I’d been chasing down since I was a kid—I’d always called them an innate need to protect her. But that was the lie I’d told myself. I knew now. All those twisted emotions were really my burning need to love her.

      I loved this girl.

      More than anything.

      And that was why, more than anything, I didn’t want to hurt her now.

      I held my dick in one hand, pumping it a couple of times to make sure my pansy-assed performance anxiety hadn’t already swallowed me whole. I lightly traced the head against her slick folds, pressing softly against her swollen clit. I might as well have been bashing my head into a brick wall; it felt like the worst kind of torture.

      “Stop whatever nonsense is going on in your head right now. I’m not a goddamn china doll.”

      She read me.

      Just like all those stupid novels we’d shared over the years.

      “Soot, this might . . . there might not be a way for me to . . .”

      Her brows creased in that what-the-fuck way. Wicked green eyes flared.

      “This might hurt a little,” I said plainly.

      Jesus. I’d never wished for my dick to be smaller. But, for her, I truly would do anything. I’d have gladly traded for a smaller cock versus fearing I might tear her in half.

      “Brayden, stop thinking.”

      Her heels dug into my ass. Fuck if that didn’t feel like heaven. I wanted her to do that a million times while she cried out my name.

      I involuntarily thrust a little closer to her. My cock was literally right there. Begging to drive forward. That motherfucker had been pussy-whipped by this girl for longer than he wanted to admit. He twitched in my palm.

      “I know, dipshit. But this has to be right. Swear to fucking God, if you hurt her, I’ll cut you off,” I muttered unintelligibly to myself.

      “Brayden?”

      I shook my head, trying to clear the building fear.

      “I was just saying I’d rather cut my own dick off than hurt you.”

      She repeated my name again. This time as both an admonishment and plea. Her hands ran down my lower back until her nails could dig into my ass.

      That shit undid me. I gave in, pushing just the tip in painfully slow. She squirmed beneath me, eyes growing wider.

      “Stay still, baby. Let me . . .”

      She didn’t listen. Why had I thought she would? She never did. She buried those nails in my ass again and thrust her narrow hips up to slam toward mine. My cock told my head to go fuck itself. He’d waited too long. My whole body surged forward into hot, wet promise.

      “Jesus Christ,” I murmured, squeezing my eyes shut.

      I pumped once. One fucking time before she exhaled a loud breath that made me freeze. My eyes flew open, fearful of what they’d find.

      She was smiling.

      A beautiful, breathtaking thing that made me shake with relief.

      “Wha-what? Are you okay?” I finally managed.

      She blinked a half-dozen times, but the smile stayed put.

      “Is this really happening?” she asked softly. “Finally?”

      That made me grin.

      Like the goofiest, unsexiest, most ridiculous kind of grin.

      I started to nod, but right at that moment, she decided to bear down, squeezing her pussy so tight I swore there were blue stars between my face and hers.

      “Lord, Soot. You’re already tight enough. You keep doing that, this ain’t gonna last long. My dick has wanted inside you for way too fucking long. Don’t tease him now. He’s an impatient motherfucker.”

      That only made her smile widen.

      This gorgeous, full-blown, turn-my-world-upside-down thing.

      My dick was buried inside her, but that smile had me by the balls. I knew, right at that moment; I was gonna spend the rest of my freaking life trying to make that version of her smile show up to dance.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley

      “I love you,” he whispered as his lips met mine. “I’ve always loved you.”

      His words wrapped around me. Warm and smooth like a soft coat when you’d been stuck in a long winter rain. They filled me, lighting the cold emptiness that I’d sheltered for so long.

      He pulled back enough to look in my eyes. His fingers squeezed mine as he suddenly pushed forward.

      It was quick at first. My lips parted, and I took a few short gasps, ready for the onslaught.

      But he didn’t continue to move.

      He leaned up on an elbow and slid one of my hands down to rest on his ass. He was telling me to guide him, silently giving me the control. My world flooded with emotion. I pressed my fingertips into his flesh, urging him to give me more again.

      He swiveled his hips. Quick and then slow again. A little deeper each time. He mumbled a string of curse words as he plunged the final inches into a fullness I’d never known.

      It was both painful and pleasant.

      A strange mixture of mind and body.

      Completely overwhelming.

      My mouth kept hanging open as I was foolishly struck dumb by the emotions burning between us. He slowed for a minute and let me catch my breath. I inhaled deeply, letting my chest completely rise and fall.

      He started moving again. Maddeningly slow till brand-new strings, woven inside parts of me I’d never met, started to pull tighter and tighter.

      He thrust forward and drew a full circle with his hips at the very same time. Every muscle in my body clenched. He kept repeating the motion. Over and over. Leaving me right on the edge. Forcing my back to arch up. Forcing my hips to move of their own accord.

      He owned me.

      I was a windup toy controlled by a dial outside my own reach. Frantic need kept building inside me. Hurtling. Breaking. Dying for something I was just on the cusp of holding.

      My mouth hung open so wide, I must’ve been drooling. I palmed my breasts, desperate for something to keep me from floating away or passing out.

      “Fuck yeah, baby. That’s it. Squeeze them harder. You’re ready. Gonna make you feel so damn good now.”

      He thrust again, less controlled and more feverish. It was like waves building in the ocean before a storm. Higher and higher, I was climbing. He reached down between us and ran his thumb over my clit, back and forth. Lightly at first and then harder, matching his thrusts.

      “Look at me. I want to see you,” he said, in a husky voice I could barely hear over the crashing in my ears. “I wanna see you come all over my dick for the very first time.”

      My eyes never left his as I jumped off the edge of the world. Bungee jumped right off it, not even caring if the rope was gonna hold.

      Everything inside me flexed and released. I called out his name four or five times in one long string that ran together. That sent him into a frenzy. He pumped harder, sliding his hands under my butt, holding me to him. I dug my fingernails into his ass again.

      “Fuuuck.” He groaned, and his whole body shook. It tensed and released in the same rhythm mine had just before him.

      We lay tangled up, catching our breath, as sweat cooled on skin exposed to night air.

      “Brayden?” I finally asked.

      “Yeah, baby girl?”

      “Is it always like that?”

      “Never. Lord, Soot. It’s never been . . . that was . . . I’ve never felt like this in my whole life.”

      “Like how?”

      “Like I’m finally home.” He chuckled. “That doesn’t even make sense, does it?” he added.

      I smiled and reached up to cup his face and gently kiss his lips. My eyelids were heavy with peaceful exhaustion. “It makes total sense.”

      He disposed of the condom and pulled down an old fleece blanket from the back of the makeshift couch. He drew the T-shirt out from under my bottom and used it to wipe between my legs.

      “There’s a little bit of . . . I don’t want you to be scared.” He balled up the shirt and stared down at it.

      I could see the tiny red streaks he was eyeing.

      “It’s okay. I know.”

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asked, his brow wrinkled in concern.

      “Don’t let this go to your head, but turns out you’re perfect after all.” I chuckled and then repeated, “It was perfect, Brayden.”

      He threw the messy shirt on the floor and covered me with the blanket, pulling me into the warmth of his body as he nestled beside me.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, tracing his index finger along my upper arm and shoulder.

      “For what?” I asked sleepily.

      “For showing me.”

      I rubbed my cheek against his chest and let my eyes drift closed. Soft fingertips lingered over my hair, stroking me into a darkness I couldn’t fight off anymore.

      “I can’t believe you’re finally mine.”

      “Always have been,” I replied groggily.

      His chest shuddered beneath my cheek. He held his breath a few beats before exhaling.

      “I’m gonna fight to give you those stars, Soot. Every fucking one of them. I’m gonna shove them down in my pockets and bring them all back to you. I promise.”

      His arms tightened around me as I sighed.

      I barely heard him murmur against my ear, “I’ll never let you go.”
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      Ashley

      I awoke to the first pink ribbons of dawn and the sound of seagulls crying. I stretched, binge-drinking the feeling of his naked skin against mine.

      A strange thing happens when dreams and reality collide. The mind contradicts itself.

      I lay there filled with odd disbelief and a conflicting sense of déjà vu. Totally foreign. Yet oddly familiar. This couldn’t possibly be happening, but I’d lived this exact moment before.

      I had, of course.

      In daydreams that stretched over the tapestry of years.

      Every inch of him pressed up against me in newly familiar acquaintance. My greedy body already begged for more. I pulled the blanket down a bit and traced over the rippled muscles that led to his belly button.

      “Mmm.” All parts of him were stirring. His eyes opened and blinked a handful of times. “Are you real?”

      I smiled slowly and nodded.

      He lifted the blanket to peer beneath. “Are you naked?”

      I giggled.

      He dropped the blanket back down and propped his head up on his hand. “Holy shit. Was it all real?” He paddled through his own disbelief.

      I palmed his cock where it poked out into my hip, coaxing him back toward the space between dreams and reality.

      “I’m dead, aren’t I? Is this heaven?” He thrust against my hand and reached out to squeeze my breast, toying with the nipple that happily perked up to greet him. “I’m totally okay with it if it is. This is exactly how I’ve always pictured it.”

      I giggled again.

      “Fuck. Will you marry me, Ashley Foster? This is how I want to wake up for the rest of my life.”

      I smiled and buried my face in his neck.

      “Are you sore?” he asked, wrapping his arm around my back, lazily drawing shapes with his finger on the top of my hip.

      “Not too sore.” I flushed all over. Tiny pinpricks of goose flesh protruded from heated skin. I nuzzled my cheek against his throat. My skin wasn’t the only thing heating up. “I want to feel you inside me again.” My voice was muffled. It sounded equal parts dirty and shy against his skin.

      “Fucking A. Have I mentioned how much I love your mouth? When you say shit like that . . . next to your tits and pussy, it’s my favorite part of your body.” He squeezed my butt. “I don’t know. Your ass is pretty spectacular, too.”

      “Brayden.” My voice sounded heavy with need, even to my own ears.

      He reached for his wallet.

      We went faster this time, chasing Cinderella away from the chiming clock. Our bubble had to break soon. We didn’t have time to waste on patience. We stole our way toward the edge of the world again, my breathlessness no less potent when I repeatedly called out his name.

      As our skin cooled, I pressed my cheek on top of his heart.

      He drew a finger up and down the ridge of my spine. “How are we gonna get you home without your parents knowing you never came in last night?”

      “We’ll tell them I stayed to help clean up and fell asleep in the guest room.”

      More white lies.

      Joey had seen through them last night. I had only minor hope that my mother would let them slide this morning.

      My afterglow wouldn’t allow me to care.

      “What are we . . . I mean . . .” I had no idea how to ask this. “What should we tell . . .”

      “People? Your brother? Your parents?”

      “Your father,” I said plainly.

      “Fuck my father. I’m not gonna let him interfere anymore. I should never have let him get in my head about you in the first place. We’re not gonna be like him and Michelle. We’re not gonna fuck this up.” He traced the side of my face, pushing my hair back from my forehead. “Nathan is the one I’m worried about. We aren’t exactly on the best terms. He kinda did something that pissed me off, and I sorta said some things that weren’t very nice. I might have been a huge asshole. Things have been tense between us for a while. He’s not gonna approve of this.”

      “I don’t think he’ll care at all. He’s never been all that protective of me.”

      “That’s ’cause he always knew I was there to do it. When he realizes the big, bad wolf has taken you away, he’s gonna come for the jugular. He’s not gonna think I’m good enough for his little sister. Which is pretty much true.”

      “Stop. That’s ridiculous.”

      I couldn’t imagine Nathan having that big of an objection to us, but Brayden’s concern was the perfect justification for what I’d been lying there thinking about suggesting.

      Jack Ross had driven a wedge between us once. Whatever he’d said to Brayden on that first trip to New York convinced him we weren’t a good idea.

      I wasn’t anxious to let him do it again.

      I wanted what we’d had that very first summer, what we’d found in dozens of our sci-fi books—a secretive force field that no one could penetrate. I needed time to make him all mine again before I’d have faith we could stand up to complications.

      The longer we could go on avoiding Jack Ross, the better off we would be. If we had time to figure this out, time to get used to being together, then we could face him as a united front.

      “Maybe we should keep quiet about . . .”

      “About us?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Until you and Nathan get things worked out. Until we’re sure your father won’t get involved. I want to be with you and not worry about what other people think we should be doing.”

      “You want me to be your secret friend again?”

      He smirked, and I felt silly for asking. I bowed my head and picked at my fingernail.

      He tipped my chin back up, so I’d look at him. “We could tell your parents we joined a book club.”

      “Could we fool around in the library?” I whispered, cocking an eyebrow.

      His mouth hung open for a second. Shocking him had officially become my favorite new hobby. I felt a little high on the power of temporarily scrambling his brain.

      “Goddamn. I should’ve guessed my sassy girl would turn into a dirty girl.” He bit into the pad of his thumb, contemplating. “You gonna let me bend you over right in the stacks where we met?”

      I blushed. I wasn’t used to this new side of me either. Shy Ashley threatened to crawl back out. “That’s kinda hot,” I murmured, refusing to let her take back over.

      He reared up and rolled me over, hovering over top of me. “This really is heaven, isn’t it?” He laughed, looking around the room for his guardian angels.

      His face sobered as he looked back down to me. “I don’t care who knows about us. What label you want to stamp on this. I’ll do whatever you want.” He leaned down and placed chaste little kisses all along my collarbone. “I just know”—he paused between pecks—“that you’re all mine now. And I’m warning you; if another guy even looks at what’s mine, I’m going to lose my shit.”

      I didn’t bother to remind him that he’d already been doing that for years.

      It’s what led us here in the first place.

      We were quiet for a few minutes, both of us lost in thought. Eventually, this would get complicated. There was no avoiding it. Brayden had spent his whole life secretly wanting his father’s approval, and his father didn’t approve of us. Neither did the great big life, drifting out on the horizon, just waiting for Brayden to set sail.

      The cards weren’t stacked in our favor.

      But lying there, wrapped in his arms, my heart didn’t give a damn about probability or luck.
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      Ashley

      “Well, I certainly hope you don’t think you’re anything special now.”

      I squeezed my brows together and searched over both my shoulders, checking to see if her words were indeed aimed in my direction. In all the years we’d moved around a common sphere, Coral Lynn rarely ever spoke directly to me.

      My hand lightly tapped my chest, as if to say, Who me? The queen has come down from the castle to speak to the peasant girl?

      “I hear you came out of the back room at Brayden’s last Friday night, wearing his shirt and looking like a hot mess. Did you fuck him?”

      I looked all around me, pretending to search for some imaginary being. “I’m sorry. Have I entered an alternate universe where that could possibly be any of your business?”

      She placed a hand against a cocked hip and smashed her lips together in a condescending little pucker. “Don’t you dare think it makes you special. Do you know how many girls have been there before you? How many times I’ve been there? I hope you enjoyed my backwash.”

      “Ew. Really? Thanks for that stunning visual.”

      “Just don’t get too comfortable. You don’t have the body or the skills to keep him very long.”

      “And you do?”

      “He always comes back to me. Since we first did it on my mama’s living room sofa when we were barely fifteen.”

      “Classy.” I pondered whether I should clue her in that being an easy slut didn’t mean she had skills.

      She thinks he always comes back to her?

      Bless her heart.

      “You know, I think there are hospitals that take in the certifiably insane,” I added.

      “Cute,” she replied with narrowed eyes.

      She reapplied her resting bitch face as she smoothed her hands down the front of her dress and fluffed her blond hair to an even higher volume.

      “Look, I’m trying to do you a favor. I’ve seen plenty of other girls make the same mistake. I don’t want you thinking you’re different than the rest just because you’ve always been his little pet project. Brayden has a track record and a . . . healthy appetite.” She smirked knowingly. “You don’t have nearly enough experience to keep him entertained.”

      “If I wanted your advice . . .” I puckered my own lips. “Oh no. I forgot. There isn’t a single thing on earth that would make me ask for your advice.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m just saying, once the whole virginal-appeal thing wears off, he’s gonna be done with you. Trust me, I know.”

      Trust and Coral Lynn Taylor.

      Five words that should never have been strung side by side.

      “The only thing you know is how to spread your saggy, overused—”

      My snappy retort died in my throat as the object of Coral Lynn’s misconceptions walked up behind me.

      She smiled at him like a wicked stepsister.

      He slid a hand around my back, coming to rest suggestively on the side of my hip as he pulled me back flush against him. It was the first time he’d touched me in front of wandering eyes. We’d managed to keep our hands to ourselves during school hours.

      After school was a different story.

      I didn’t want to sink to Coral Lynn’s level and refute her earlier claim, but my virginal appeal had been well worn in by Wednesday afternoon.

      I kept trying not to walk funny.

      “You okay, baby girl?” he murmured before dropping a not-so-chaste kiss on the side of my neck.

      His blatant violation of our rules was meant to send a message.

      “You got a problem, Coral Lynn?” He leveled her with biting, unhappy eyes.

      She squirmed a little bit beneath the intensity.

      “I was just admiring Ashley’s outfit. She looks cute as a button today.” She smiled all fake and plastic. “I’ve gotta run.” She pressed her lips together and pretended to inspect her nail polish. “You just remember what I said, Ashley. Nobody likes to hear I told you so.” She waved her hand around like a beauty pageant contestant as she turned to walk away. “See you later, Brayden.”

      “Do I want to know what that was all about?”

      “Just Coral Lynn being Coral Lynn. I should scrub you down with an S.O.S. pad to make sure none of her filth is left on you before I ever let you touch me again.”

      I turned against him and playfully swatted my fingertips up and down his chest like I was trying to desperately wipe something off him.

      “Don’t let her bother you. She’s not even in your league.”

      He skimmed his hands down the length of my body—from the sides of my breasts all the way down to my outer thighs. His pinkie finger linked around mine, tugging a little bit until I met his smirk with one of my own.

      He looked up and down the hall to see who was watching and then bent his head down to whisper in my ear, “If all these assholes weren’t in this hallway right now, I’d have you against these lockers with my hands up your skirt ’cause I’m dying to know what you’ve got on underneath it.”

      I blushed and inhaled deeply.

      He laughed and tugged on my little finger again.

      This was his new game—trying to say stuff that shocked me. His main objective was making me blush in places other than my cheeks. Torturing me while we were at school was his other favorite hobby.

      “So, you two are talking again, I see. Cold war finally ended?” Nathan came up to his locker, alphabetically required to be right next to mine.

      We sprang apart, guilty without being charged.

      The momentary look of alarm on Brayden’s face proved priceless, but unnecessary. Our shame made no impression on my brother.

      “Um, yeah,” I said lamely.

      “We talked some shit out last weekend. I apologized for being a dickweed and our little Ash agreed to let me live.”

      “Motherfucker. I hope she made you grovel for whatever you did to piss her off so good.”

      “I literally got down on my hands and knees.” Brayden nodded as he grinned like the devil.

      I held my hand against my chest to cover the splotchy blush his innuendo left behind. Groveling was not what Brayden had been doing on his knees last weekend.

      He’d made his declaration in a syrupy-sweet voice, but to prove he wasn’t sweet at all, he took his middle finger and sucked on the tip while he waited for a response. He pulled it in and out a few times, feigning the need to chew off a hangnail. He and I both knew that wasn’t the case.

      He was playing me right in front of my brother.

      “I would’ve paid to see that,” my brother replied.

      I choked a little on my own saliva.

      Nathan shut his locker and rattled his car keys in Brayden’s direction. “Dillan and I are hitting the gym. You wanna come?”

      “Let me run home and change. I’ll meet you there. You need a ride home, Ash? I can drop you off,” Brayden offered.

      I could see how pleased he was with my brother’s invitation. Maybe the ice was thawing a bit between the two of them.

      “No, I’m good,” I said in a singsong voice as I slammed my locker shut.

      “Really? Did you drive today?” he asked, his voice full of confusion and double meaning.

      “No, I’m gonna get a ride home with Joey.”

      Brayden’s mouth fell open a little. He’d driven me home every day this week. I’d ridden with Nathan every morning, so Brayden would have the excuse to play chauffeur.

      As Nathan started walking away, Brayden lingered behind, holding out his hands to signal, What gives?

      I leaned forward, reaching up on my toes to whisper in his ear, “That was a dirty trick with the finger, buddy. But two can play that game. I took my panties off after gym. There’s nothing but skin underneath this skirt. Too bad you can’t drive me home to see for yourself.”

      His mouth hung open, and I gave him my best version of the evil Coral Lynn plastic smile.

      “Have fun working out with my brother.”

      “That’s not even fair,” he muttered, already pouting.

      I was pretty sure Brayden had never been sad to see bitchy Coral Lynn saunter away from him.

      I swung my hips a few extra times till I heard him call out, “Killing me.”

      His text appeared two hours later.

      Do you have any idea what it’s like to work out with a raging hard-on?

      And that stupid chick thought I didn’t have any skills.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            33

          

          

      

    

    







            Lost Currency

          

        

      

    

    
      Brayden

      I missed her.

      Which made me the world’s biggest douchebag ’cause I’d only left for my weekend in New York thirty hours ago.

      I’d spent a lot of time last summer making fun of Nathan for being pussy-whipped by his girl. I got it now.

      My entire world revolved around two things—being with Ashley and the day in June when a bunch of suits would sit in a room across the river in Secaucus and announce my fate.

      Thinking about the draft destroyed me in more ways than one.

      What if I didn’t make it?

      What the hell if I did?

      Few guys go straight to the bigs. I’d have to pay my dues. Hack my way there like everyone else.

      The minors would mean a beat-up bus, tin-can existence, over a seven-month stretch with a hundred forty games, while living out of a suitcase. And then, if I was lucky, I’d spend the winter in a cactus league, parked on the other side of the freaking country.

      By this time next year, I could be a rookie.

      On the field and off.

      I had no clue how to not fuck up a regular relationship. Not fucking up my first long-distance one? Yeah, what were the odds? I’d been gone a day, and I already missed her. How the hell was I gonna survive being apart for a couple of months at a stretch?

      I reread the sappy, sweet text it had taken me ten minutes to write. A paper trail would prove I’d completely cashed in my balls. I deleted it and tried again.

      I miss your body.

      She was having a girls’ night in with Joey and a few of their friends. I figured, by now, they’d be half-drunk on smuggled wine coolers and Liam Hemsworth flicks. But, she responded immediately.

      You miss my body, not my brilliant mind?

      No . . . I miss the whole package. Miss your smart mouth, too.

      Thought you loved my dirty mouth best.

      I love everything about your mouth.

      It wishes it were wrapped around you right now.

      Jesus Christ. Tell me more.

      Joey says I have to watch the movie and stop sexting you.

      I hate Joey.

      Three minutes later, I was treated to a final text.

      Hush. Xoxo.

      It was accompanied by a close-up photo of her breasts. Of course, she’d made it artsy. One perfect nipple gave me a naked smile, and the other peeked out beneath pinched fingers with bright red nails. She was taking an online class called Art of the Human Form. She’d used herself for some of the homework.

      Being in love with a photographer had its benefits.

      In this case, two perky ones.

      “Nice tits,” my dad said, catching me completely off guard as he looked over my shoulder.

      I quickly darkened the screen.

      “Someone special?” he asked as pulled out the barstool next to me. He placed two bottles of beer on the counter.

      I tucked my phone back into my pocket and pushed the ice pack higher up on my shoulder. “Nah. You know . . . she’s just a girl.” I stumbled a little.

      He’d given me an opening to tell the truth, but I couldn’t go through with it. I’d made a deal with Soot. Without her buy-in, I wasn’t going to back out of our agreement to stay quiet.

      “Best tits I’ve ever seen though,” I said, trying to sound cavalier.

      I’d just twisted the truth, really. She sure as fuck wasn’t just any girl, but they were the best tits I’d ever seen.

      I squirmed a little in my seat.

      “Well, enjoy ’em, kiddo”—he chuckled—“but I promise you, there’s a lot more headed your way. The more money you make, the bigger the tits get. You haven’t seen anything yet. You’ll be like a kid in a candy store next year.”

      He used a bottle opener to crack the tops off both beers before he slid one toward me. “You earned this today,” he said, taking a long pull from his own. He pointed to the ice pack on my shoulder. “It still bugging you? How long have you had that on now?”

      “Five more minutes on and then thirty off. I’ll do it one more time before I go to bed.”

      “Did you take that stuff the doc gave you? Doesn’t that help? That shit used to be magic for me after a game when my knees and my shoulders were screaming.”

      “Yeah. I only took a half though. I’m running kinda low. You think he’d give me more?”

      “Of course. I’ll call him in the morning and see if we can swing by his place after our run. He can write you a script for whatever you need. He knows how hard you’re pushing right now. Listen, there’s no reason to be a martyr, son. If it’s killing you, you gotta take care of it.”

      “It’s not that bad. But it would be nice to have some more, just in case I need it later on.”

      “We’ll go see Gavin tomorrow and get you hooked up. That’s the benefit of being friends with an MD. House calls on a Sunday.” He smirked before taking two long pulls of his beer. “Playing through pain is old school. I might still be on the field if someone had told me that before I went pro. I thought gritting your teeth and soldiering on was part of it. It’s not,” he said, looking me square in the eye. He gestured with the top of his bottle. “Don’t be afraid to speak up.”

      Truthfully, my elbow and shoulder hurt like a son of a bitch. I just wasn’t gonna admit any weakness to him. But, goddamn, the other half of that muscle relaxer was calling out my name now that I knew I could score some more. If the guy was in the giving mood, a few more Percs for after practices would be a motherfucking dream.

      It never hurt to ask.

      “So, I had an interesting lunch meeting this week,” my father said in that sort of creepy said-the-spider-to-the-fly voice.

      I scraped the pad of my thumb across my bottom lip, wishing like hell for a magic friend to protect my nerves from whatever bomb he was about to drop.

      “I got an hour-long sit down with Hudgins’s partner.”

      Just kick me in the balls already.

      “And?”

      “And the guy’s a scumbag.” He took another long swallow of beer and then cautiously eyed me, carefully selecting his next words. “They’re pretty damn impressed with you, kid.”

      I nodded my head and bit my lip, trying to keep a poker face.

      “He thinks you’ll go top five,” he added.

      I sputtered and had to fight to suck down the mouthful of beer I’d been holding on to. It burned going down against the lump of emotion jammed in my throat. “Fuck.”

      He smiled as he tipped his bottle up to me in a silent toast. “Precisely.”

      “He really said that?” My knee started bouncing up and down.

      “You’ve worked your ass off, Brayden. You’re in. You’re about to get an exclusive invite to the big dance. But look, I wasn’t gonna tell you this ’cause I don’t want it going to your head. Now is not the time to get complacent and slack off.”

      “No. I know. I won’t,” I said, staring wide-eyed at the bottle in my hands.

      “Be smart now. No injuries. No derailments. Stay the course. Stick to our plan.”

      “I got it.” I looked up at him with those same wide eyes as I slumped back onto the stool. “I got it, Dad.”

      He stood up and threw away his empty bottle. “I’m gonna hit the hay. You oughta do the same. I’m waking your ass up to run the park at seven sharp. If you wanna keep up with me, you’d better get some beauty sleep.”

      “The world can’t handle me any more beautiful than I already am,” I replied quickly.

      He chuckled and mumbled something about a chip and an old block.

      He paused again as he started to walk from the room. One hand patted me on my good shoulder, the other reached up and ruffled my hair. “Proud of you, kid. Super proud.”

      That lump in my throat tried to choke me again.

      I listened until his bedroom door shut down the hall before I stood and walked to the living room window.

      Across the dark shadows of Central Park, tall arms of light reached up from the mayhem of lower Manhattan. I pressed my forehead against the cool glass and closed my eyes, shutting out the massive world unfolded before me. Salty tears quickly confirmed my status as the world’s biggest pussy.

      It wasn’t his words that got me.

      They should have.

      I’d waited for them my whole life.

      But they weren’t what did me in. The hair thing. That fucking hair thing. The casual sign of affection that I’d seen a thousand dads do to their sons from the moment I’d been old enough to pay attention to such things.

      Only mine had never done it before.

      Tonight was my first time.

      I opened my eyes again, staring at my own reflection superimposed on the background of the shiny, great big world. My dreams were laid out right there in front of me, as bright as the neon cluster of city streets stretched out below my feet.

      I could picture all the words in that goofy composition book. It still had History scrawled on the front cover, but it had our future sketched out inside. A future that looked a whole hell of a lot like the one I almost had within reach.

      I had the dream girl and my shot at the big show.

      And, tonight, for the first time, I’d finally felt my father’s pride.

      I should’ve been on top of the motherfucking world. Instead, I had that familiar tightening in my chest and nausea filling my belly.

      I stood up straighter, pressing my forehead back to the glass so I could stare down at the street directly below. The people walking there looked like tiny figurines. For a brief moment, I let the grisly image of falling toward them flit through my mind. My legs flailed. My arms clutched nothing but sky. The cement rushed up to welcome me.

      Turns out, right near that peak at the top of the world, lies an unmarked trap door. Long hidden by the shining stars and glorified heroes who’ve already made it there; there are no warning signs. But the danger is clear. One misstep sends you plummeting, on a one-way-shortcut journey straight to hell.

      I wanted to take my final steps. To look out from the summit and enjoy the view. But all I could do was stare down at my feet and pray I didn’t nosedive all the way to the pavement.
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      Brayden

      Her skin was perfect. Smooth and soft and tempting. I’d never noticed another girl’s skin before.

      I wanted to drown in Ashley’s.

      She had a little birthmark on her lower back, a slightly lighter version of French vanilla. I dragged my thumb across it, inciting a wicked response that tightened my balls.

      “Shit, baby. Press back against me like that again. Fuck. Just like that.”

      She was lying on her stomach, twisted on her side so she could look over her shoulder at me. One leg hitched up a bit as I thrust into her from behind. I’d introduced her to this position last week—over the back of the family room sofa. These tutoring sessions beat the hell out of the old days when all I could teach her was math.

      The view I had of myself driving into her pussy was my new favorite obsession. Seeing us connected like that, basic and primal, struck at shit inside me. Possessive, crazy caveman shit that made my insides burn and proved what I’d always known.

      Nothing I felt about this girl was possibly normal.

      “Brayden, I’m so close. Harder. Please.”

      When she asked for more, it drove me motherfucking crazy. She coaxed illicit shit out of me without even trying.

      She was naturally sexy. She didn’t pose herself and fluff her hair and scream out fake crap because she thought it’s what I wanted to hear. She was just herself, free and uninhibited.

      That perfect skin got all flushed and pink. Her pert nipples stood up at attention, and her eyes worked this hooded lust thing that made my dick half-jack itself.

      I had to run baseball stats through my head to stop myself from losing it like a dipshit getting his first hand job.

      I pulled against her hip with one hand and used the other to hold her hitched leg, forcing her back against me as I jerked into her harder. She slid her own hand down to rub her clit.

      I groaned. “When you touch yourself, it makes me insane. Watching you do that is so fucking hot. I swear, in a previous life, you were a porn star.”

      I’d expected her to be timid at first.

      White lace and sweet words.

      Slow, soft, front-porch kisses.

      She was anything but. She had this inner kinky side that I was more than ready to help her explore.

      All her remaining insecurities stemmed from our widely different levels of experience. What she didn’t understand? If I could roll back time, I would void every encounter I’d had before her. None of them held any comparison.

      Everything with Soot felt brand-new.

      I couldn’t get enough of her. And I don’t mean that in a horndog, wet-dick, obsessive way. There was some kind of creepy link between us. Some kind of weird connection to happiness and rainbows and little leprechauns with pots of gold. All that shit I’d never bothered believing in.

      When I was buried inside her, watching her body move with mine, I felt at peace. She healed me and numbed me and made me feel . . . wanted. For the first time in my life.

      Being with her like this was the best high on the planet.

      Her head tilted back in pleasure. Dark raven hair cascaded down her back until the tips brushed against the curve of her spine, just at the top of her ass. I palmed that smooth skin, squeezing both cheeks in my hands. She giggled in response and reached up to push back against my chest.

      I knew what that meant. I pulled out of her and lay down on the futon, scooping her up like a rag doll so she could quickly straddle my lap.

      “You ready for a ride, huh, dirty girl?”

      She nodded her head and smiled down at me, brazen and carefree and so fucking gorgeous, I could hardly breathe.

      When I was old and shriveled and half-dead, I’d remember what she looked like in that moment.

      She leaned forward, so all that dark hair fell like a curtain around us. I tangled my hands into it and pulled her head down, so I could devour her soft pink lips. She hummed against my mouth as she sank down to claim my cock.

      Our hips moved together, rotating slow and lazy at first. She broke away from my kiss and sat up, holding on to the back of the futon like an anchor. I swiveled my hips faster, pushing deeper inside her. I thrust upward until it felt like I might split her in half. She threw her head back, and everything inside me burned again.

      I made the mistake of looking down, watching the way my cock was glistening as I thrust in and out of her. I traced my fingers around the folds where we met till she moaned in response.

      Jesus, I wasn’t ready to come yet. I needed to think about something other than how fucking perfect her skin looked right now.

      Dewy, unspoiled cream.

      She thrust forward and back in a series of quick little bursts. I sucked air into my lungs and fought off the flames inside my dick.

      The Yankees won the Series in 1923.

      Harper batted .311 last year.

      Rodriguez has a lifetime average of .296.

      “Is this right?” she asked, looking down at me.

      She swiveled her hips again, and my brain almost exploded before I could respond.

      “Christ. Are you kidding me?”

      I spread my hands down the sides of her hips and thrust into her deeper. “Make yourself feel good, baby girl. There’s no right or wrong between us.”
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      Ashley

      “Be still. Stop fidgeting so much.”

      The loft smelled like afterglow and salt water.

      This was still my favorite time, hiding out in our special place with the world shrunk down to only the two of us, finding our way home.

      Normally, I would’ve enjoyed lying in his arms a bit longer, but the hazy, golden light pouring in the window set too perfect a stage to pass up. I had to grab on with both hands before it vanished completely.

      I repositioned him one more time, sliding him over another inch so the shadows didn’t hide the ridge of muscle right above his hip bone. His skin absorbed the light, transforming the everyday magnificence to full-fledged bronze god.

      I gathered his hands back in place over his most prized possession, squeezing a little so he knew I meant business.

      “Seriously. You’re perfect. Don’t move.”

      My shutter snapped and whirled. I lost focus of my breathing. I changed my lens and repositioned him a couple of times, chasing the sunny spots that slid across the room.

      I wound my way behind him, focusing on the muscles that corded near his shoulder blades first and then the two dimples that bit into his flesh right near the top of his ass. As I circled back in front of him, his A-plus part tried to take over my shoot.

      “Um, Brayden? Can you . . .” I pointed and raised one brow.

      He looked down and held his arms out wide. “I can’t help it. He’s an independent contractor. Has a mind of his own. He’s easily excitable, and you’re walking around here, all bare and giddy. Cut him some slack.” He smiled and looked down at himself. “Down, boy. You’ve gotta behave. She’s working here.”

      He started laughing at himself, and I couldn’t miss out on the chance to twist my lens up to capture his face.

      I repositioned his hands across his uncooperative manly part, so I could take one more series of shots of the V of his hips. I was mesmerized by the veins that stood out there, little rivers of copper running across his skin.

      “You’re so beautiful,” I said reverently, never lowering the camera from in front of my face.

      “I’m not the most beautiful thing in this room. I wish I could take a picture of you right now,” he replied, his voice now full of sincerity instead of humor. “Naked and still covered in my sweat and happy as a clam with that camera attached to your face. The way you smile when you know you’re getting good stuff . . . it’s incredible to watch. Thank you for asking me to do this.”

      I pulled the camera down from my face and smiled up at him. “That’s how I feel, watching you play ball.”

      He started to pull me up to him, but as I rose to my feet, his shoulder made an uncomfortable cracking sound. He cringed and reached back up to hold on to it.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, it’s just stiff. Coach had me throwing some crazy shit this weekend. Got pretty consistent at ninety-eight. Changed my slider up a little more, too. I probably did too many reps. Need to add some real rest days this week.”

      I set down my camera and placed my hands over his biceps. Working my way up toward his neck, I massaged the muscles with hard, consistent pressure. He closed his eyes and sighed loudly, letting his neck roll to the side.

      “I don’t get why they’re working you so hard. Aren’t you gonna be wrecked by the time the real season starts?”

      “I’ve got the speed now. I just need to keep my ERA low in spring ball.” He chewed on his bottom lip when my fingers hit a tough spot. “My dad got some news this week . . .”

      My hands paused. Waiting.

      “I’ve got a shot at the top five. They’re impressed with how hard I’ve been working.” His eyes opened, absorbing my worried gaze.

      “How are you going to keep up this pace until June?”

      “It’s the difference of a couple million bucks if I do. The signing bonus for those top guys is exponentially more.”

      I stood quiet for a minute, trying to let the nerves sloshing around in my tummy quiet down.

      All this talk was getting real.

      My brother had received three scholarship offers. He and Dad had been sitting at the kitchen table every night, poring over statistics about each school’s program. I always left the room ’cause those conversations made my stomach almost as queasy as this one.

      “I won’t make shit that first year in the minors. The signing bonus is it. I know . . . I mean . . . I know I don’t have to worry about the rookie salary. I’ve got my trust fund and my dad. But it would be nice to have something all my own.” He looked at my hands as they continued delving into knotted muscles. “Besides, I need to start banking cash if I’m gonna buy that jet to take us to Paris.”

      He took my hands off his shoulder, sandwiching them between his own, collectively folded in prayer. He leaned forward and gently kissed the tips of my fingers. “You’re the one who taught me to dream big, baby. Don’t forget that. It’s all starting to happen now.”

      I’d found our composition book of penciled out dreams sitting on his nightstand last week. He’d taken it home and penned slightly scandalous additions about making himself worthy of the noises I made in bed. I’d drawn a silly face at the bottom and a couple of goofy hearts, before I’d thumbed through the old pages. I had to pinch myself as I read a few that were about to come true for him.

      I tried my best not to worry about what it all meant for us.

      We’d been living like that first summer again—encased in a safe, secret world—but eventually, the future would land on the doorstep of here and now.

      I had no idea if I’d be prepared for it.

      Some days, I wished we were still those two kids who didn’t know all bubbles burst.

      Brayden broke through my introspection. He’d stepped away from me to fish something out of the front pocket of his backpack. He cupped his palm and popped something in his mouth, throwing his head back in a quick jerking motion.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Something to work the kinks out. I won’t be able to lift tomorrow if I wake up this sore.”

      I started to question him, but he sat back down on the futon and reached his hand out, coaxing me to join him. I straddled his lap and threaded my fingers in his hair.

      “Now, you gonna let me take some pictures of you? Up close and personal?”

      “How up close and personal are we talking?” I asked, scratching my nails into his scalp till he groaned. “Your free agent is thinking for himself again,” I added, chuckling.

      “Well, I wasn’t thinking artsy,” he muttered. “I was thinking of starting with these.” He leaned down and captured one of my nipples between his teeth, tugging gently. “Then, I was thinking maybe one of these.” His lips dropped down onto mine in a brief, rough kiss. “Maybe with him in between them.” He palmed his cock.

      I panted a little and heaved out a breath.

      I’d gone down on him a couple times, but I had absolutely no clue what I was doing. Grasp, lick, stroke, suck. How the hell was I supposed to fit that whole thing in my mouth? And Joey’s book heroines all said it tasted like cotton candy. I wanted to raise my hand and call some serious bullshit on that fallacy.

      When we’d tried it before, I felt awkward. I had no rhythm at all and sort of just winged it, but he’d been effusive with his compliments, so I’d kept going until he couldn’t keep going anymore.

      I was admittedly nervous about trying it again. I did that blushing thing he loved. All over my body.

      He noticed, of course.

      “God, that’s pretty.” He lazily traced a finger down my chest. “What do you say, Soot? Do I get to take the pictures now?”

      The good girl couldn’t answer him aloud, so the harlot came out to play. We both smiled as I slid off the mattress and knelt between his legs.

      “Fuck. I wasn’t kidding; if I’m dreaming, please don’t ever wake me up.”

      The look of awe on his face fed my inner superpowers. I used them all to send tomorrow’s worries back out into the bay.

      The tide would no doubt wash them back in.

      But I’d take our happy bubble for one more day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rain Delay

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        There are three things you can do in a baseball game—you can win, you can lose, or it can rain.

        —Casey Stengel
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      Ashley

      “She can’t go with you,” Brayden declared, hovering behind my seat in the cafeteria. His voice had an edge that attracted some attention from others seated nearby.

      “Oh . . .” the kid across from me stammered. His fair complexion couldn’t hide his emotions. His cheeks flamed two shades brighter than his hair. “Um . . . I see . . . sorry, I didn’t know she already had a date.”

      It had taken a serious act of courage for sweet Shane Watkins to invite me to the winter semiformal. He’d been hinting at it in English for a couple of weeks now. He’d finally worked himself up enough to come over and ask. I couldn’t help feeling bad for the guy. He’d just moved here a couple of months ago. He hadn’t seen full-blown Brayden at his worst. Unfortunately, that version had stalked across the cafeteria as soon as Shane sat down across from me.

      “She doesn’t have a date. She doesn’t date.” He squeezed his hands into fists, making that barbarian cracking sound in the knuckles of both his thumbs. “She doesn’t dance either.”

      I covered my mouth with my hand, trying to disguise my reaction to how completely ridiculous that made me sound. A few girls at the end of the table whispered to one another.

      “Uh . . . oh. Okay. I understand.”

      Good thing Shane did because everyone else on the planet just thought Brayden was nuts, and I was humoring him.

      “It was . . . nice talking to you guys. See you around, Ashley.” He pushed his glasses back up on his nose and did this awkward wave thing as he walked away. He was adorable.

      I sighed and shook my head at Brayden. He plopped down next to me and started eating the food off my tray.

      “Fucking vultures. Always circling,” he said, whining like a boy who’d almost lost his toy.

      “You didn’t have to be so nasty and scare the poor guy.”

      “Nasty? I let him live, didn’t I? I didn’t break any bones or anything. I didn’t make a scene. I didn’t even touch him. Totally reformed. My new squeaky-clean image is still fully intact.”

      “He’s a nice guy.”

      “Whatever. That kid was dreaming about the half-dozen ways he could fuck you,” he said, lowering his voice. “Trust me, he had that look in his eye.”

      I sputtered a little of the soda in my mouth. “He did not. He wanted to buy me a corsage and hold my hand in the school gym next Saturday night.”

      “Is that what you want to be doing next weekend?” He raised his eyebrows up and down and stared down at my chest till my nipples puckered in response.

      My damn boobs had a thing for this crazy boy.

      “You have something else in mind?” I asked, coyly twirling a strand of hair around my finger to match my tone.

      “About a half-dozen things.” He looked around the table, making sure no one continued paying us any mind and then trailed one finger up my thigh underneath the table.

      I mouthed the word, Behave.

      He replied with the signature lopsided smirk.

      “I should have made more of an example outta that kid. We’ve gotta go public soon, baby girl. I need all these assholes to know you’re off the market.”

      “Soon,” I said, shaking my head. “You’ve gotta try to relax.”
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      Relaxing wasn’t something he had a whole lot of time for, but we finally hit a three-day weekend without a single thing scheduled. Brayden’s detox agenda involved binge-eating carbs and watching every Star Wars movie in the order they’d been made.

      Come over dressed like Princess Leia.

      White sheet and ear buns do it for you, huh?

      Don’t tease me. The Jedi version. Not New Hope.

      Seriously?

      You got any dog collars or spare chains handy?

      Dream on, buddy. I think I’m drawing a line at role play.

      Spoilsport.

      He opened the door that Saturday night in gray Calvin Kleins and nothing else. He had a bottle of Miller Lite, a bowl of peanut M&M’s, and every kind of Hostess snack cake ever manufactured scattered across the coffee table.

      “I see you have all the major food groups covered.”

      “Woman, I have a whole weekend off. No training. No working out. None of my father’s magic diet plan. I’m gonna gorge myself on sci-fi movies, junk food, and your pussy. If you say the word kale to me, I’m never talking to you again. Call 911 if I start involuntarily convulsing. Otherwise, hush.”

      I snorted as I pulled the first DVD from my bag and tossed it to him. “Are you planning on watching the whole thing half-naked?”

      He stuffed an entire chocolate Ho Ho in his mouth and palmed his crotch like Marky Mark shooting an old-school advertisement.

      “Yep,” he said with his mouth still full. “We both are. Drop your drawers, Foster. I’ll let you keep the bra on for the first show, and then all bets are off.”

      We lay on the couch, tangled up in our undies, with bellies hyped up on sugar and the formation of the Rebel Alliance. Halfway through Empire, Brayden’s phone started blowing up. He ignored it right until it interrupted his palm-over-mouth imitation of Darth Vader declaring Luke’s paternity.

      He muttered, “Jesus Christ,” in his own voice and finally gave in to look.

      “Fucking Dillan is texting me every five minutes like a twelve-year-old girl. He and your brother want to hang out.”

      We exchanged a look. He quickly typed something on his phone and threw it on the table.

      “It’s gonna be harder to hide from my brother now that he and Cindi broke up.”

      “Tell me about it. I thought those two were as good as hitched.”

      “He’s taking the offer from Tennessee.”

      “He’s gonna see more playing time there,” Brayden replied, affirming the discussions I’d heard around the dinner table all week. “Their shortstop’s knee is fucked. He could get called to start as a freshman.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s not happy about it. I guess they’d always talked about trying to stay closer to one another.”

      “He’s too good a ballplayer to base this decision on pussy.” The arm around my shoulder squeezed tighter. “They could have found a way to make the long-distance thing work.”

      The elephant in the room sucked the wind out of me. We’d both carefully avoided this topic. I didn’t want it to ruin our night.

      “She should have just tried my plan.”

      An eyebrow quirked up. “You’ve got a plan?”

      “I’m not gonna let you go in June. I’m gonna go all Jabba and chain you up in the basement and keep you all for myself.”

      He playfully pulled me on top of him, forcing a surprised laugh from me, as the heaviness between us instantly evaporated. He pulled at the clasp of my bra, forcing me to squirm against him.

      “If you watch the rest of this topless, I might be talked into becoming your sex slave.”

      “You’re so easy.” I giggled.

      An incoming text hampered his progress. Unlike Brayden, my brother and Dillan didn’t want to give it up. Brayden groaned and typed out another excuse.

      After they froze Han Solo, Brayden ordered a pizza fully loaded with salty, processed meat, and then he shut off his phone and tossed it across the room. I got up halfway through the third movie to get myself a soda and Brayden another beer.

      Turned out, he had a hankering for something else. I’d just snapped the fridge shut when he grabbed me from behind.

      “Wha-what are you doing?”

      “I’m ready for my dessert.”

      “What’s on the menu?”

      “You. And I’m eating right off the counter.”

      He hoisted me up and crushed forward to capture my lips with a bruising kiss. Calloused fingers quickly snuck inside my panties, stroking softly till he had me moaning.

      “I think I’ve changed my mind. Dessert might have to wait for round two. I need to be inside you.”

      He’d just started to pull my lacy purple boy shorts down when the side door burst open. Brayden turned instinctively, taking a protective stance in front to shield me. I ducked my head and clung to his back, turning my cheek against it to hide from being exposed to whoever dared intrude on our night of bingeing on all things.

      “Oh, shit. Fuck. Sorry, man!” Dillan laughed as he bounded in the door and stopped short.

      “Get out!” Brayden roared.

      More footsteps. More laughter mixed with Dillan’s.

      “Dude, we’re sorry. We didn’t know you had someone over here.”

      My stomach dropped at the sound of my brother’s voice.

      Holy. Shit.

      I’d been thinking about this moment a lot lately. Plotting out the way we’d come clean. The image in my mind never included me in a bra and panties or Brayden’s fingers still dripping wet.

      This wasn’t a dream. This was an ugly nightmare.

      Brayden’s arms reached back behind him, encasing me tighter.

      “Sorry,” Dillan said again. “Classy way to use the counter there, buddy.”

      “Dillan. Get the fuck out.”

      “We’re going. We’re going. We can see you have better things to do than drink a bottle of rum with us and toast to Nathan’s return to bachelorhood.”

      I thought we were in the clear. I truly did. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear their scuffling feet and the telltale squeak of the hinge on the side door. Then, everything stopped cold. All movement and laughter ended abruptly, like the arm of a record player scraped across vinyl ridges.

      “What the hell?”

      Brayden’s fingertips dug into the fleshy part of my outer thighs, bracing for an impact he already saw coming.

      My brother’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “Is that . . . isn’t that . . . my sister’s bag?”

      All the months of stealthy behavior. All the white lies we’d doled out. We’d almost gotten away with this one, too. My purse was sitting on the kitchen table. The monogrammed one my mother gave me last Christmas. It sat right where I’d dropped it hours ago without a thought or care.

      One more second of deafening silence passed.

      The refrigerator motor kicked on just as Nathan lunged forward. Dillan moved with him, already prepared to hold him back.

      I peeked slowly over Brayden’s shoulder. He didn’t relax his hold. Neither did Dillan who now had his back to us, his hands pressing forward against my brother’s chest. I lifted my head up.

      No use in fighting it now.

      We’d been trying to choose the right time.

      The wrong one had clearly been chosen for us.

      “Are you shitting me?” Nathan shouted as his hands clenched into fists.

      “Nathan,” Brayden began.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      Neither one of us spoke. Honesty felt like a brutally sharp sword. Nathan was already going to be upset that we’d been keeping our relationship from him. He was going to be very, very upset when he realized how long we’d been carrying on. Right under his nose.

      White lies and half-truths were invented for feeling-saving occasions such as this. My mouth just couldn’t come up with any.

      “Answer me, goddamn it. How long?”

      “How long has what been going on?” I asked, finding my voice. “How long have we been having sex, or how long have I been crazy about him?” I barely paused, lacking real desire for anyone to answer or interrupt. “A couple of months. And ever since I was twelve and wandered into the library and shared half his sandwich.”

      Brayden’s hands dug deeper into the sides of my legs.

      The answer didn’t matter. My brother hadn’t heard me. The pre-programmed switch connected to his ears had flipped to Off right about the time he located my purse.

      “Answer me, asshole. I want to hear it come from you. I want to hear you tell me how long you’ve been fucking around with my little sister.”

      “Nathan, let’s all just calm down, okay? Let’s take this in the family room and let Ash go up and get some clothes on. I’m not doing this with her half . . .” Brayden shook his head, unable to continue.

      I squeezed his shoulders in appreciation. He always protected me. Even from my own brother.

      Dillan pushed against Nathan’s chest, prodding him to back up. The sound of something crashing in the next room followed their exit.

      “Awkward that I left my shirt and pants lying on the floor next to the couch, huh?”

      Brayden turned to face me. We’d known this was coming eventually, but the reality still left fear in both our eyes. I leaned my forehead against his.

      “I’m so fucking glad I gave you half that sandwich,” he said softly, ghosting a smile and a light kiss across my lips. “Go up and throw on some clothes. Give us a chance to talk on our own a minute.”

      “Brayden . . .”

      “I can’t fight with your brother with you standing beside me in your underwear.” He kissed my forehead, the sweet way he always used to, before things had changed and he’d taken ownership of my lips. “Listen to me for once. Let me handle this.”

      He lifted me down off the counter. I looked back over my shoulder as I climbed the back stairs. He stood there, watching me, his hands laced together at the back of his neck. I turned halfway and held two fingers to my lips and then brought them back to my heart. He smirked at me and watched me climb the rest of the way up toward his room.

      Following Brayden’s instructions wasn’t my forte.

      And good things seldom come to pass when women leave things to happen man-to-man.

      I tore into his drawers, threw on an oversize T-shirt that hung to my knees, and raced back downstairs, hiding in the shadows of the hallway, right as the next crashing sound came from the family room.

      A beer bottle made close friends with the wall.

      At least it’s not one of their skulls.

      “Was it my sister with you in the locker room that afternoon? I heard you in there with someone. I figured it was one of your regular whores. Was it Ashley? You fucked her up against the lockers like a piece of trash, didn’t you?”

      “Nathan. Jesus.”

      “Or was it someone else that day? God knows, there’s no way you’re not screwing around behind her back. You’ve never been able to keep your dick in one girl at a time.”

      “Shut the hell up, Nathan. You know she’s not like the others.”

      “Oh, please. Is that the line of bullshit you’ve been feeding her?”

      “I’m in love with her. And, Christ, I tried to fight it for a long, long time. I hurt her, trying to fight it. Look, keeping everything a secret was dumb. But we wanted to find a good way to tell you. Somehow ease you into the idea.”

      “Well, congratulations. Walking in on you fucking around on the kitchen counter was perfect. And save your story for someone who doesn’t know you better than you know yourself. She’s no different. You don’t even know what love is.”

      “You’re wrong,” Brayden said, his voice growing louder as his patience fell away. “You’re so fucking wrong. Your sister and baseball. Those two things. They’re what I need to fucking exist. The last few months, since I’ve dropped all my bullshit and just let myself be with her, they’ve been the happiest I’ve ever been.”

      I took that as my cue to step from behind the threshold where I’d been eavesdropping. I walked to stand next to Brayden, lacing my fingers through his. He used the connection to pull me closer, possessively putting his hand around my waist, cementing the image of us as a couple.

      “I think I’m gonna be sick,” Nathan said, staring at our connected hands.

      “Nathan, buddy . . . you’re wrong about them,” Dillan said, bravely putting himself in the mix.

      Bless Dillan.

      Always trying to help.

      “Oh, what? You knew this was going on?” Nathan flung his arm out in our direction. “You knew about this mess and didn’t tell me either?”

      “Buddy, everyone knows. I’m not sure how the hell you’ve missed it. They’ve been googly-eyed for one another since . . . God, before I can even remember. The way he is with her? Did you honestly think all that shit was brotherly? Look at your sister.” He gestured in my direction. “Why do you think there aren’t a million guys all over her all the time? She’s got a code name, for fuck’s sake.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” my brother asked.

      His look of confusion matched my own.

      Dillan sighed. “Pretty much every guy in town knows the deal. You want an invite to party at the Ross house? You stay away from Snow White. Or risk the consequences.” He pointed at Brayden from across the room. “You know how many guys I’ve heard him threaten for just looking at her over the years?”

      “Snow White?” I asked quietly, looking up at Brayden’s sheepish smirk. “As in the Disney princess?”

      He shrugged his shoulders at me and whispered back, “Works. Got plenty of fuckers to keep their hands off you. I might have also been very drunk when I came up with it.”

      Dillan’s voice quieted, and his posture relaxed as he dragged his hands through his shaggy hair. “Nate, man, I know you’re pissed as hell right now, but Brayden has waited a long time for this. Let them be happy now. Why do you think this asshole has been walking around with that dipshit grin on his face for once? He’s finally found something that makes him get out of his own freaking head.”

      My brother wiped both his palms up and down his face. I took it as a sign that he might be ready to listen.

      “Nathan, please don’t ruin this. This is why we didn’t tell you. Brayden was afraid you’d freak out like this.”

      My brother turned to face me.

      My words had only stoked his anger.

      “Of course he did. You know why he knew that? ’Cause you have no idea what a fuckup he really is. He was the one protecting you all these years, but I was the one protecting him. I was the one helping to cover up all the shit he got into. Do you know how many girls I’ve seen him screw over? That’s what he does. He fucks around for a while, then he gets bored, and throws them away. Women are expendable. He’s a Ross after all. He was taught by the best of ’em.”

      I visibly cringed.

      He turned his attack back to his best friend. “All those other girls knew what they were getting into. They all just wanted to be able to say they’d been with The Great Brayden Ross. But not Ash. She thinks you’re her knight in shining armor. She thinks you’re still that guy who slays the big, bad bully. She doesn’t know. She doesn’t know that you like to go to parties high and fuck a couple of girls a night.”

      “Nathan, stop,” I said, pleading.

      “No, really, sis. You wanna hear about that college trip last year? The one where he stood in line at the team house and competed to see how many blow jobs he could get in a row? Bet he’s never told you about the threesome in Boston last summer, has he?”

      He pointed a finger back at Brayden. “She doesn’t know that side of you. And you don’t know how to love her. It’s not in your DNA.”

      Brayden stood there, taking my brother’s words like blows to the face. His jaw clenched, but he refused to protest or retaliate.

      Eyes, the mirror image of my own, glared back at me. “The whole town will think you’re just another one of his sluts. Is that what you want? Or is that who you’ve already become? Guess a quickie in the locker room was good enough for his mom and dad to make him, so he thinks it’s good enough for you. He’ll turn you into another one of his losers, hanging all over him, waiting for a few tossed crumbs.”

      Brayden took two steps forward, suddenly closing in on Nathan. “Don’t say that shit to her. I’ll stand here and take whatever you have to say about me, but I won’t have you calling her names.”

      “You’re the one turning her into one of your skanks. I’m just the one giving it a label. Does she know about all the other shit you’re into right now? Does she know about the pills and daddy’s supplements?”

      “Fucking knock it off. You don’t know what you’re talking about,” Brayden said.

      “You go on believing that, buddy. I’ve worked out next to you for too many years. I know exactly how you’re pulling this shit off now.” He jabbed his finger in the air, pointing at me. “But she doesn’t, does she? She doesn’t know your father and his doctor pal have been handing out narcotics like Halloween candy.”

      Brayden growled and bent his thumb across the fingers on his left hand.

      “Go ahead and hit me. I’d love it,” my brother taunted. “Show her who you really are.”

      I stepped forward, sandwiching myself between them. I turned to face Brayden, leaving my back to my brother. “Both of you, stop it.”

      “Do Mom and Dad know about the two of you? ’Cause they’re gonna love this. Fuck that.” He stepped forward and took my arm, pulling me around toward him. “You’re coming home with me now. I want to be there when you tell them.”

      “Get your hands off her.” Brayden took another step forward, too.

      I pulled my arm away from my brother.

      “She’s not getting in a car with you while you’re this mad. You need to go walk this off.”

      “What I need is for the guy who’s supposed to be my best friend to have enough respect for me to not fuck my little sister behind my back.” He pulled on my arm again. “You’re coming with me, Ashley.”

      Brayden shook his head at me. “Stay put, baby.”

      I looked back and forth between them. “You guys, don’t do this. Don’t turn me into the wishbone. Nathan . . . don’t make me choose. Why can’t you just let me be happy?”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of, Ash. What happens when he goes off to relive his father’s life? When the money and the girls and the pills take over? He’ll leave you here to rot and wonder who he’s off fucking in the next locker room. He will break you. I can’t stand here and not try to fight it.”

      “Is that really what you’re fighting for?” Brayden asked, his tone dripping with accusation. “Are you really this riled up about me and Ash being together? Or is this about you being royally pissed off at me? While we’re all handing out honesty, why don’t you be honest with yourself, Nathan?”

      “Don’t try to make me out to be the bad guy here. You have that market cornered. You know this thing is fucked-up, or you wouldn’t have been sneaking around like she was your dirty secret.”

      “I think this is way more than that. You’ve been pissed at me for months. You think I don’t deserve this stuff. You think it’s all falling in my lap. Admit it. You think you’ve put in sweat equity, and I’m just gonna waltz into the big league on my daddy’s name.”

      “You’ve taken one too many of those pills, asshole,” Nathan said, turning his back on Brayden.

      “No, I think I’m dead on. You can’t even stand to look at me right now, and I don’t think it has a thing to do with your sister. I think there’s a big green monster in this room, and it’s about time we dealt with it.”

      “You think I’m jealous?” Nathan spun back to glower at Brayden. “Hell, maybe I am a little bit. Who wouldn’t be? I just want an honest chance at what you’re getting. What you’re doing right now doesn’t feel honest.

      “I know how guys suddenly add speed to their fastballs and pack on fifteen pounds of muscle. If you numb the pain enough, you can keep hitting it hard, right? That’s what he’s told you?

      “You’ll do anything he asks to get his approval, won’t you? You have mindfucked yourself into feeling good ’cause you finally have your father’s attention. And you’re gonna do whatever you have to do to keep it.” My brother’s voice softened a fraction as he visibly felt the relief of uncorking feelings that had stayed bottled up for too long. “I know what you’re doing. Stop lying to me. And to yourself. I know you don’t think it’s a big deal. But you’re on a slippery slope, and now you’re trying to drag my little sister down with you.”

      He heaved out a breath and added, “Do I think you deserve getting fast-tracked to the big show? I used to. I’ve always been your biggest fan. But now? I don’t know. Stop taking all the shit stashed in your gym bag. Then, let’s see what you’ve got.”

      He dragged both hands through his hair. His voice softened even more, the fight draining out of him. “I just want you to earn it. I want you to get there and feel good about it. We’ve grown up like brothers, man. I’ve always listened to you complain about your father. Right now? I’m terrified you’re turning into him.”

      “Jesus,” Brayden muttered quietly, taking a step back and flexing his hands so they were no longer balled into fists. He was visibly shaken.

      “You’re standing here, trying to guilt-trip me for feeling jealous,” Nathan added, “but the real problem is you. You’re killing yourself with guilt ’cause you’re the one who doesn’t think you deserve it. You think your father is pulling the strings, and you’re not sure you’re good enough. So, you pop another pill to deal with it. Stop all of it, Bray. Earn this on your own.”

      My brother let his gaze settle on me before he added, “Do I think you deserve the ride to the big league? If my old buddy showed back up, that answer would be hell yes. Do I think you deserve my baby sister? Hell no. And nothing you do or say will ever change that.”

      Tears pooled as I stared back at Nathan. I wasn’t sure how I’d held them at bay this long. Every word filling this room tore me apart a little bit more. Two halves of me ripped down the middle with jagged edges and bloody paper cuts.

      “Well, at least we agree about one thing,” Brayden replied sadly, sitting down on the arm of the sofa. His palms ran down over his face again. The fight was draining out of him, too.

      My heart broke.

      This was bigger than me and all my little white lies. Bigger than the fruition of my schoolgirl crush. My head had been so filled with myself, so filled with my own romance, I hadn’t fully noticed the depth of the rift that had formed between them.

      As our connection had grown, theirs had slipped further away.

      A game of tug-of-war I didn’t want to ever replay.

      My brother walked out without saying another word. Slamming the door behind him until it rattled on its hinges.

      “Well, that went really well,” Dillan said sarcastically, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “I’m sorry, guys.”

      “This was gonna happen sooner or later,” Brayden replied. “He was never gonna welcome this with open arms. All that shit has been brewing between us for a while. I knew starting things up with Ash was probably gonna be the nail in the coffin.” He bent his head and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Doesn’t make it any easier though,” he murmured sadly.

      Dillan left, far quieter than he’d come.

      Brayden and I sat together on the couch, staring at the blank television screen in silence. I curled my feet underneath me and snuggled into his side. He put his arm around me, faintly tracing shapes on my back with his fingertips.

      “You know, she would have been really happy that we’re together.”

      I looked up at him with questioning eyes. His other hand toyed with the old ceramic tchotchke that had always adorned Grams’s side table. Some kind of silly porcelain cat with creepy glass eyes.

      I nodded in agreement.

      “She would have been the one,” he said. “The one person who thought we should follow our hearts and go for it. She would have been thrilled.”

      “I miss her,” I said quietly.

      “Me, too,” he murmured. “So much. Every fucking day.”

      His fingertips stilled against my arm. I wrapped my arms around his biceps, snuggling into him more.

      “Thank you,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      “For what?” I asked.

      “For what you did tonight. For not walking out of here with your brother.”

      “That wasn’t an option.”

      “I didn’t want you to be in this position. It’s been weighing on my mind since the night we got together. I wasn’t sure, if it came down to him or me . . .” He trailed off without completing his thought. “Thank you for staying. For choosing me. Other than Grams, no one’s ever really done that for me before.”

      I leaned up to lightly kiss his cheek. “I’ll always choose you.”

      He studied my face for a second before he leaned forward and kissed my forehead.

      I knew how much my brother meant to him. He would do anything for Nathan.

      Anything but give me up.

      I wanted him to believe my vow.

      I thought we were done with lies.
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      Ashley

      “Holy shit. That was fast.”

      No one heard me.

      I sat in the barren, metal bleachers, talking to myself. A soft, misty rain cloaked over the field and stands. It had chased the fair-weather fans away.

      On a normal day, his practice sessions were now a full-blown spectacle. Apart from my brother, the whole town was drunk with Brayden Ross fever.

      The deli named a hoagie after him. The gift shop printed shirts with his lucky number. Our little town paper kept devoting column inches to his every move. They’d run another cover story last week with a sweet picture of him as a little kid. He stood next to Grams, holding a bat two sizes bigger than he was.

      He already shouldered his father’s expectations, a weighted last name, and teammates who depended on him. Now, the entire town was betting everything they had on his success.

      He wouldn’t talk about it, but I knew, some days, all those pom-poms shook like leg irons.

      “Are you overdoing it?” I called out.

      “Nah, I’m good,” he replied. “Having a little fun. Just a few more. I won’t do too much.”

      He started to step into his stance. I focused my lens again, preparing for the exact same motion as before. Ready to capture a robot with human skin. But he aborted the final step of his windup. Strong arms fell by his sides. I lowered my camera to look up at him with my own eyes. He stared down at his shoes for a moment before turning around to look back at me.

      A timid smile bloomed across his face.

      Until that moment, I’d been selfishly elated I had him all to myself for a change. Now, I wished someone else could bear witness to that smile.

      “That last one was . . .” He shook his head and looked down again, unable and unwilling to finish his thought.

      As a species, baseball players are a superstitious lot. Jinxes are tough to overcome. Dirty socks. Live roosters. Beards way past their chins. The remedies are weird or hard to come by. Always better to avoid their necessity.

      He couldn’t finish giving himself the compliment, but I knew what that smile meant.

      “That thing had flames. You think it hit three figures?”

      He slapped the ball into his mitt a couple of times and sheepishly grinned at me again. “Close.”

      For a bittersweet moment, I saw him. The boy inside. The boy who still loved this whole thing—the rush of the release and the stark sound of a fresh white ball as it thwacked hard against the target. The boy who still got a little thrilled by something done well.

      I could draw his face from memory. I could close my eyes and hear piggybacked laughter and see that same smile. I could picture him throwing stones against my bedroom window, taunting me to come outside. He didn’t show himself very often anymore. He hid down beneath the layer of years that had come after the game turned from all fun to all work.

      I snatched my camera back up and tried to capture him inside my lens before he ran away again. I came to all these workouts, hoping to see him, to catch him on film so I’d have proof he was still alive and well. Proof I could show Brayden on the dark days when he didn’t believe in himself.

      That smiling boy knew how to talk trash and stand up for himself. That boy wasn’t afraid to give himself a pat on the back. He didn’t know the word pressure. He’s what grown-up Brayden needed. I wanted to introduce them to one another. Watch them shake hands and play a game of toss. But he was getting increasingly harder to find.

      He was buried deep under the weight of big plans.

      I stepped up to the fence and trained my camera through the metal links, using them to build a frame. My hands moved without my brain engaging in their process.

      Focus. Zoom. Repeat.

      Before every throw, he scuffed the rubber plate three times with the toe of his right cleat. He drew his hand into a fist that touched his chest in the same exact spot every time he rotated his shoulder forward. His whole body propelled the ball. Cheeks, face, lips, eyebrows—they all contorted into a circus of freaks, frozen by sheer determination. He always bit his bottom lip after releasing a ball he instantly judged inferior.

      I caught it all, building my own time capsule of the boy I loved, not the superstar everyone else pretended to know.

      His phone vibrated on the bench behind me, plucking me out of concentration.

      Dad.

      I held my camera below my chin and contemplated calling out to him again. I started to.

      “Brayden . . .”

      “Yeah, babe?” He answered me with raised brows and that coveted smile.

      My motor drive whirled.

      “Gotcha,” I whispered.

      “You okay?” he called back.

      “Yeah. Never mind. It was nothing.” I glimpsed back to make sure my white lie stopped ringing.

      His father was calling all the time now and coming home more frequently for two- or three-day stints. He came with luggage in one hand and his playbook in the other.

      His call could wait.

      This was our time. Just the two of us.

      Well, if I could coax that smiling boy back out, the three of us.

      New Brayden.

      Old Brayden.

      And me.

      I’d unknowingly joined in on a threesome.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      The red numbers taunted me. They glowed against the blackness of my room, tempting me to recalculate how much sleep I could get if I magically shut my brain off that very instant.

      I couldn’t find the switch. Couldn’t turn off the shitstorm of thoughts. They spun around like stock cars on a short track.

      He was right.

      Nathan was right.

      About so many things.

      He hadn’t talked to me in weeks. Since that night he’d found us. But I hadn’t been able to stop his words from ping-ponging around inside my head. He knew me too well, always saw right through my bullshit.

      I didn’t think I deserved all this.

      The biggest secret of all?

      There were days I wasn’t even sure I wanted it.

      Sometimes, I still yearned to be a regular kid. I wanted to go to school, work some meaningless part-time job at a strip mall, and come home to a mom and dad who ate meatloaf while they bitched about life at the office.

      Normal.

      I’d spent my whole life wondering what that would feel like.

      Normal didn’t worry about signing bonuses, workout plans, or letting people down.

      Tonight, I’d come home alone, to eat a dinner straight from the prescribed menu. Protein grams and complex carbs. Packed full of vitamins and no taste. I couldn’t even remember the food on the plate. While I ate, I’d listened to my father ramble over the phone. His words passed through both my ears without stopping. I was better off not hearing his latest instructions anyway.

      Sometimes, I missed those days when he’d had someone better to run off to.

      But Nathan was right about that, too. I secretly got off on suddenly being the center of my father’s attention.

      God help me.

      I’d spent the afternoon helping Ash get ready for the art show at school. It was the most normal thing I’d done in a long time. I got to just be the boyfriend for a while.

      She didn’t need a superstar.

      Today, she’d just needed a dude with some muscles . . .

      

      We hauled carloads of framed photographs into the smelly gym. I held each one up as she secured them where she wanted. Then, I held them all again every time she changed her mind.

      She had some new ones I’d never seen before. The black-and-white print of little kids clinging to the fence was the one that killed me. I stood in front of it, staring, for a long time.

      “What do you think?” she asked, timidly placing her hand on my arm.

      “It’s fantastic.”

      I was just a blur in the background. They were her story. The group of munchkins piled up against the chain links. One kid had his hand up in the air, fist-pumping the good life. Another had his mouth hanging open, punch-drunk with wonder. The third had both hands covering his mouth, telling a similar tale of disbelief.

      Their eyes were the only things completely in focus. Sharp irises touched with a trace of refracted light that gave them each a sparkle all their own. Their faces were turned toward me in the picture, watching me like I was something special.

      The word Awe was handwritten on a little index card, Scotch-taped to the bottom of the frame. The title she’d given it made me feel even more like a fraud.

      “Those kids think you’re a god. The way they look at you . . . I wanted to capture that hero worship.”

      “I’m not a hero,” I whispered, still staring.

      “To them you are.” Pride filled her voice. She bumped me in the arm before wandering off to fuss over things a little more.

      I couldn’t remember when they started coming. They just started showing up to watch. Half the damn town some afternoons.

      There were some regulars—faces I saw so frequently they had names. A lot of them were kids, like these three. They came with camera phones, dirty balls, and hope.

      The hope was the worst part.

      Hope that I would be someone. Hope that they could be just like me.

      It’s what I saw in that photograph, and what I could feel buzzing off them when I scrawled my name across the balls they asked me to sign. The pressure of their optimism pressed in on the sides of my skull and brought that familiar tightening to my chest. Maybe even more so than my father filling up my ear with his bucket list of everything I still had left to do to achieve greatness.

      I had to make myself worthy of those autographs. I had to become what they were all expecting and hoping for.

      Those kids wanted to brag someday. They wanted to say they saw me play before I became a household name. They wanted to show friends those signed balls, and the selfies we took over the fence, while they told them we came from the same hometown.

      I remembered the kid in the middle of her photograph.

      His hat had been a size too big. It kept falling over the fence every time he leaned over. The third time it fell, I’d gone to retrieve it.

      After he’d jammed it back on his head, he’d stuck his hand out in greeting. “My name’s Kenny,” he’d said as I shook his sticky hand. “I’m six and three quarters.”

      “I’m Brayden. Nice to meet you,” I’d responded. “I’m eighteen and a half.”

      “Yeah. I know who you are. My dad says you’re gonna be the next Nolan Ryan ’cause you throw real hard like he did.”

      “Really?” I’d asked, raising my brow. “I don’t know. Those are some big shoes. He’s a Hall of Famer. One of the best pitchers who’s ever played the game.”

      “Will you sign my ball? It’d be cool beans to have your adda-graph if you really end up bein’ any good.”

      He’d thrust a ball at me, half-covered in mud and kid snot. His hat already half covered his eyes again, and his stirrup pants were missing both knees.

      I’d signed it, To Kenny. You’re cool beans. Brayden Ross.

      The kid had taken his ball, wiped his nose with the back of his hand, and wandered off to where his mother waited, balancing his baby sister on her hip. He’d triumphantly held the ball out toward her. As I watched them walk away, I’d prayed I wouldn’t let him down.

      Kenny.

      I had to be good for Kenny.

      I had to make that ball worth something and live up to the look on his face in Ashley’s photograph.

      Nolan Ryan played pro ball for twenty-seven years. He struck out 5,714 batters, the major league record by a whole heck of a lot. He was a legend.

      How the fuck could I hope to ever live up to that?

      Ashley was absolutely glowing when we finally finished setting up.

      I wasn’t just handing out free sunshine with all my compliments. She had something special, a real gift. She wasn’t a fake or a fraud. She was going to be someone. She’d do big things. Make her own name mean something.

      I didn’t have to hope for that.

      I already knew it.

      “Can I have a copy of that one with the three kids?” I asked as we drove home.

      “Seriously?” she replied, obviously touched by my request. “You really like it?”

      “Love it,” I said, squeezing her knee. “I want that one hanging up in Paris.”

      She unbuckled her seat belt and leaned over to kiss me on the cheek at a red light.

      “I don’t deserve you,” I said, purging the thought before I could stop it.

      She should have picked someone like Kendrick. Someone who remembered to bring her flowers and write her poetry. I was never going to be that guy.

      She treated me to an exasperated look that reminded me so much of the little girl from the library. “Don’t start with that emo bullshit right now. We’re having a nice day.” She patted me hard on the side of the cheek and then settled back into her seat with her feet up on the dash.

      My chuckle rumbled low in my chest. “Sassy little witch,” I murmured back, flicking her on the knee this time.

      She didn’t want me to say I was unworthy.

      But it didn’t stop me from feeling it.

      My whole life, I’d wanted to be good enough. Good enough to make my parents change their mind and stay. Good enough to make them love me.

      How would I ever make myself good enough for Kenny’s praise and Ashley’s love? Was it even possible? What would happen when they saw through me like Nathan? When they realized I was nothing but a phony?

      They all leave.

      Don’t go. Don’t go.

      Stay.

      

      Those words still weighed heavy on my chest as I lay in bed, running over my mental to-do list and glaring at those damn numbers ticking past two a.m. It had become a nightly habit, sifting through all the things I needed to be better at tomorrow.

      Nail down my slider. Ask Ashley about her day. Smile at those kids more. Don’t sign the ball in the sweet spot. Call Dad about next weekend. Pass my physics test, so I can actually graduate. Find a way to talk to Nathan. Avoid. Nathan. Completely.

      Fuck.

      What I needed was eight solid hours of sleep.

      I reached for the nightstand drawer.

      At least I knew how to do more than just hope for that.
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        * * *

      

      Ashley

      I’d spent half the day dialing his cell, trying to figure out why he’d never shown up.

      It was an odd day for him to go missing. He had a science test. I had the school art show. He’d taken off the previous afternoon to help me set up my display. It wasn’t a day he’d just skip out on. Skipping school wasn’t really his MO anymore anyway.

      As soon as the art show wrapped, I gave in to concern and drove straight to his house. Finding the side door locked should have been my first clue. I had to use the key hidden under a planter to let myself in.

      Dishes littered the kitchen counter, but I couldn’t tell how long they’d been there. The house had an eerie silence, like a horror movie track right before the guy with the face mask jumps out from behind the door. I eyed the entrance to the pantry with disdain.

      “Brayden?” I called out.

      I climbed the back stairs almost sideways, watching in front and behind me. I about shed my skin when his bedroom door creaked against the hinge as I pushed it open.

      “Oh God,” I gasped, my hand clutching my chest before I exhaled in relief. “That scared the shit out of me.”

      His room was still dark. The bed held a mountain of sheets and blankets, all scattered on top of a huge mound. I poked it, confirming it held a body.

      “Brayden,” I called out again.

      I pulled the covers back in one swift motion, ready to berate him for napping and scaring me half to death.

      I nudged him in the ribs. “Wake up, you jerk. I can’t believe you ditched school.”

      People call it a sixth sense—that feeling that kicks in when your body knows someone is in trouble. It’s the adrenaline. It surges between the pit in your belly and the synapses in your brain.

      I knew.

      Something wasn’t right.

      He hadn’t so much as snored in response, hadn’t groaned or pursed his lips or told me to fuck off and let him sleep some more.

      “Brayden, wake up.” In four syllables, my tone morphed from jovial, to serious, to slightly panicked.

      I cupped his face in my hands. His skin felt warm and alive, but the rest of his body looked too relaxed. I patted his cheeks. His head rolled awkwardly under slack dead weight.

      Warning bells rang in my head.

      “Brayden, wake up,” I repeated forcefully this time, trying to demand compliance. I brushed the hair away from his face and patted his cheeks again. “Oh God, what are you doing? Wake up.”

      Fear settled in. My hands shook. I sat on the edge of the bed and tried to pull against his shoulders, forcing him to sit up. He was too heavy for me to get very far.

      “Oh God,” I repeated again. I started searching around the room, stupidly trying to force my body into action.

      I needed my phone.

      Jesus, where is my phone?

      My car.

      I left it in my purse on the front seat.

      But his had to be here.

      “Your phone, Brayden. Where is your freaking phone?”

      I turned to the nightstand and switched on the light.

      My whole body froze. My mouth fell open.

      The two half-empty water bottles, a protein bar wrapper, and a Heineken didn’t look that out of place. The five brown prescription bottles did.

      I groped for the cell phone beside them.

      The very dead cell phone.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      I threw the phone down, knocking over the glass beer bottle in the process. It crashed to the floor as I got up to go for the house phone.

      But my expletives and jostling must have broken the spell. He groaned. One hand moved.

      I leaned back over and shook him again. Harder this time, until he started rapidly blinking, like a drunk waking in a bar with no idea how he got there. I sat back down on the bed next to him. He slowly turned his head to look at me. The back of one hand wiped across his mouth. He visibly swallowed a handful of times.

      “What . . . what’s going on?” he asked, his voice raspy, still shaking off slumber.

      He started to pull himself up, slightly propping up against the headboard. “Hey, baby,” he whispered, reaching out toward me. “What’s going on? What’s wrong?”

      “Don’t you dare,” I said, my tone full of anger. The tears were coming now whether I liked it or not. “Don’t you dare touch me right now. You’d better start talking, mister.”

      “Talk? Talk about what?”

      I pointed to the table beside me.

      He slowly turned his head to look. “Fuck.” The word slid out on a long raspy exhale.

      “Exactly. What is all that, Brayden? I walked in here, and you were half-dead. I couldn’t wake you up. I was about to call 911.”

      “It’s nothin’, baby girl.”

      “It sure as hell doesn’t look like nothing.”

      He licked his lips and sat up higher against the headboard, forcing alertness. “I screwed up, Soot. That’s all. My whole body hurt last night, so I took a muscle relaxer after dinner. I haven’t slept in a fucking week, so I took something to help me chill out and fall asleep. I swear, I wasn’t drinking. That beer is old. I must’ve just been too dehydrated yesterday.”

      “You’ve been asleep this whole time? Do you even know what time it is?”

      He glanced at the alarm clock beside him.

      “You slept through everything. What would’ve happened if I hadn’t shown up looking for you? Brayden, you wouldn’t wake up. I was calling your name, and you wouldn’t move.”

      “Shit. Is it really three o’clock already?” He ran a hand down his face and then tugged at his hair. “I slept through school? Fuck. I had a test today.”

      He threw his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. His head shook as he searched for his bearings and stumbled out of the room. The bathroom door shut.

      Suspicion is an ugly thing.

      It twists around inside you, wrapping tentacles around thoughts, refusing to let go.

      My brother’s words that night should have festered; they should have forced me to explore and wonder. But I’d fought them back. I’d ignored them, stuffing them down into easy places that let me stay happy and blind.

      I picked up one of the brown bottles, gingerly holding it between my fingertips like the plastic might scald me. The name of the medication had too many vowels, but the doctor and big city address looked all too familiar. I shook it back and forth. Only half-full. One by one, I read their names. I lined them back up and sat down on the edge of the bed, staring back at them.

      I don’t know what made me open it. My fingers just sought out the truth. Suspicion took hold and wouldn’t let go. I pulled the little knob.

      My hand flew up to cover my mouth.

      I felt him standing behind me. His hand reached out, trying to close the nightstand drawer.

      “Ash, I can explain . . .”

      I swatted his hand, forcing him back.

      “He’s right, isn’t he?”

      He took another step away from me. His gaze searched everywhere in the room, except my face.

      “Nathan’s right. God, Brayden. What is all this? This isn’t okay. You have to know this isn’t okay.”

      In one motion, I yanked the drawer out and flipped it over so the contents emptied onto the bed. More than a dozen little brown bottles piled into a plastic mountain of pain.

      The buzzing in my ears drowned out half the words he tried to feed me.

      “You have to believe me. I am not a fucking druggie. I don’t take this stuff every day. Sometimes, I just need . . .”

      “. . . just gonna believe him?”

      “. . . I promise. God, Soot.”

      He groaned, and I finally turned to look at him. He was clutching at his chest, panting like he couldn’t get enough air. He bowed his head away from me, cursing under his breath as he crumpled onto the edge of the bed.

      I walked to stand in front of him, wedging myself between his legs. His head tilted up to look at me.

      Fear filled his eyes.

      “Brayden, just tell me. Tell me the truth.” My voice softened as I ghosted my hands down his cheeks.

      The side of his fist beat against his heart like he was trying to force it back into rhythm. He squeezed his eyes shut. Dark hair fell across his forehead.

      “It’s happening again. I can’t breathe,” he whispered. “I feel like I can’t . . .”

      I took another step forward, hugging him so the side of his face pressed against my belly. His arms wrapped around my lower back in a vise grip.

      “Please don’t go away. Don’t leave me. I promise, Soot. I promise, I’ll do better. I promise. I just . . . please. I’ll be good. I’ll be good.” His words all ran together in one long string.

      I’d never seen him like this. Almost manic. Desperate. Scared.

      Broken.

      He was that same little boy.

      Only he’d lost his smile.

      My hands rubbed through his hair, trying to soothe him, as he continued mumbling oaths.

      “Shh. Brayden. Shh. Breathe. Just breathe, okay? I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I just want you to be safe.”

      He pulled back far enough to look up into my eyes. I leaned down and kissed his face. His cheeks. His eyelids. And both corners of his mouth. Desperately trying to coax back that smile.

      The one that didn’t need any pills.

      The one that could still prove my brother wrong.

      I finally took a step back, cupping his face between my hands so I could force him to look at me. “You have to stop this, Brayden. All of it. You have to stop it.”

      He licked his lips and pressed forward, hugging me with the desperation of a child clinging to his mother.

      “Okay. I will. I promise.”
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      Ashley

      “He’s not here.”

      “I know. I came to talk to you.”

      I wasn’t sure which caught Jack Ross more off guard, my forceful tone or my actual statement. He quickly swallowed his trepidation though, moving to the side and opening the door wider for me to pass.

      I strode to in the middle of the room, feeling a little like Red Riding Hood, boldly knocking on the wolf’s front door. My hands clenched into fists at my side, physically stifling the remnants of little-girl nerves that wanted to turn tail and run.

      I had to do this.

      I had no choice.

      He walked around me, sitting down in the kitchen chair already pulled out from the table. The Washington Post Sports section lay open beside an empty plate and coffee cup. He held a hand out to the opposite chair, inviting me to join him.

      I declined with only a blank stare.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “You can stop taking your son to a doctor who’s loading him up with narcotics. Stop supplying him. Before he loses everything he’s worked for and becomes a full-blown junkie.”

      His chair slid out farther. It scraped across the tile floor. Calm and cool, he casually crossed one leg over a knee and fiddled with the platinum metal band on his flashy wristwatch. His head tilted slightly to the side. “What exactly are you accusing me of?”

      “With all due respect, sir—”

      “Ashley, I think you and I can forgo the formalities, don’t you?”

      His condescending tone gave me the last push I needed. Ire stoked the fire already burning in my belly. I wasn’t that same little kid anymore—the one who would cower or stumble. I defiantly lifted my head and stared him directly in the eyes, finally matching his self-assurance with some of my own.

      “You’re right. In that case, I would accuse you of being a shitty father, but I believe, in your own way, you love Brayden. So, I guess I’ll go with accusing you of being a really negligent one.”

      “Those are some big words to throw around, young lady.”

      “Well, Brayden’s gym bag and nightstand are packed full of some really big pills. And they’ve just been thrown around, too.”

      “Look, I don’t think people who lack hard-core athletic experience can understand the pain caused by rigorous training—”

      “A week ago, your son mixed two pills at the wrong time,” I interrupted. “He chased them down with alcohol and was basically comatose. I’ve done enough Googling this week to know, if I hadn’t come looking for him, things could’ve ended very badly. So, spare me your line of bullshit about not understanding what’s going on here. I’m not the one missing the big picture.”

      He rubbed the scruff on both sides of his jaw. His broad shoulders slumped a little. I hoped that meant the weight of my words had reached that far across the room.

      “Brayden didn’t tell me anything about that,” he replied quietly.

      “Yeah. I figured he hadn’t. That’s why I’m here. So, you understand that your son is like every other eighteen-year-old on the planet. He’s young and dumb. You can’t give him this shit anymore. Stop taking him to that doctor friend of yours. Stop getting this stuff refilled. He doesn’t need a pill to sleep. A pill for aches and pains. And a pill to come down off the one he took yesterday, so he can take another one tomorrow.”

      “I’ll talk to him. I’ll tell him he needs to be careful—”

      “No. That’s not enough. It needs to stop. Cold turkey. All of it.” I huffed out a little breath and held my arms out to hammer home my point. “Right now, it might be helping his performance, but if he keeps sliding down the path he’s on, sooner or later, it’s going to fuck everything up. If he’s gonna survive what’s in front of him, he has to learn to deal with the pressure on his own. Do you want to be responsible for ruining his career before it even starts?”

      “Do you?” he asked, countering my words.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He licked his lips as he toyed with the handle on his coffee cup. He used silence to intimidate. I tried not buying into it, but he sat quiet just long enough to make me antsy. His eyes narrowed as he finally assessed me.

      “The last time Brayden was in New York, I happened to see a certain text. Girls like you don’t send screencaps of their naked breasts unless things are pretty serious.”

      “How did you know . . . ?” I stammered, giving away any chance of plausible deniability.

      “You have a small mole over your left collarbone. I guess Brayden didn’t realize his old man is pretty observant.”

      “I don’t . . .” I sputtered and tried not to feel violated that he’d just admitted to seeing me half-naked. My arms instinctively crossed over my chest, lashing down like a suit of armor.

      “Before you try to deny it, sweet old Joanie waited on me at Lucky’s last night. She mentioned I’d just missed my son and his girlfriend. She’s very fond of you both by the way.” His lips pursed with disapproval. “Brayden doesn’t need any distractions right now. He can’t let anything hold him back.”

      “I’m not holding Brayden back from anything.”

      “I’m not so sure of that. He needs to have a singular focus. How can he achieve that when you’re interfering with—”

      “What the hell’s going on here?” Brayden walked in, wearing soaked gray sweatpants and a St. Michaels baseball hoodie. The screen door slammed to punctuate his statement.

      Neither of us responded. I looked down at my feet to avoid his question. I didn’t want him to think my confrontation with his father meant I didn’t trust his promise to stop popping pills on his own.

      He strode across the room and tipped my chin up with his finger. The eyes that greeted me weren’t the angry ones I’d feared. They were worried and protective, checking to make sure I was okay. He slowly rubbed the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip.

      We hadn’t spoken, but anyone with half a brain could feel the intimacy saturating the air between us.

      His raised brows silently questioned how we should play this with his father. I gave him a curt nod of speechless acceptance. He bent down and bruised my mouth with a quick, hard kiss, tugging a little on my bottom lip as he reluctantly pulled away.

      “This is a nice surprise, baby.”

      “I, um . . . I forgot you were going for a run this morning. Your dad and I were just talking.”

      As he turned back toward his father, a possessive arm slid around my back, ensuring his dad got the message that we’d become a package deal.

      Of course, he didn’t realize—

      My naked boobs had already burst that bubble.

      The Ross men engaged in some nonverbal communication of their own. Theirs had a different kind of heat.

      Brayden squeezed my hip. “I ran an extra three miles ’cause I’m jonesing for one of those cinnamon rolls from The Grind. You wanna ride over and get coffee?” he asked, turning his gaze back to me.

      “Sure. That sounds good.”

      Anything that involved getting the hell out of this kitchen sounded fan-damn-tastic.

      “You drive. I’ll meet you outside in a sec. I’m gonna run up and throw on dry clothes.”

      He was dismissing me, which I hated. I’d come here to wage my own battle—to slay the dragon and save the day. Kyle had been right about me all along. When Brayden was in trouble, I always put on a cape and charged right in. But, after he kissed the top of my head and patted my ass, I had no choice but to acquiesce and walk out the door like a good little soldier.

      As soon as it swung shut behind me, I heard his voice rumble deep, “How about I ask my question again now? What the hell was this all about?”

      I pressed myself up against the side of the house. I’d left him to handle his father on his own, but I refused to go very far. I couldn’t forgo hearing what else they had to say. This conversation had worried me for far too long. Jack Ross stood ready to insert himself. Ready to stand in the base path again and ruin all our chances. I was left standing out in the cold, waiting to see if Brayden would choose to let him.

      “She thinks you have a problem with the stuff Gavin gave you.” His father’s voice dropped lower than normal. “Do you?”

      “No. I’m fine. Her brother’s filled her head with a bunch of shit. The pills make her uncomfortable, so I stopped taking them. Threw all of it in the trash.”

      “Easy as that?” Jack asked.

      “I promised her I would. I won’t break my word to her. Easy as that.”

      “We talked about this girl, Brayden. I thought we’d agreed. When were you gonna tell me about this little relationship?”

      “I wasn’t. It has nothing to do with you. I listened to you talk. I never agreed to anything,” Brayden answered. “And I don’t know what the fuck I just walked in on, but Ashley is not holding me back. She’s what holds me together most days.”

      “Look, son, I’ve told you this before. I don’t care who you fuck. She’s a hot little piece. I get it. But there are gonna be lots of girls who come and go. You can’t let one of them come between you and your goals. We’re too close to everything now. Don’t let yourself get pussy-whipped too soon and screw up our plan. You’re gonna mess up both your lives.”

      “No. I won’t. You’re wrong,” Brayden replied forcefully. “The world may always label me a chip off the old block, but I am not you. I won’t ever hurt her. I might be a mistake, but I won’t turn her into one.”

      “Brayden, you don’t know what you’re—”

      “Stop. I do know. I know I’m in love with her.”

      Silence fell between them. I could mentally picture Jack Ross with his pursed lips and all-knowing scowl.

      The kitchen chair scraped again. Footsteps marched closer. My eyes darted to the screen door, fearful I’d be discovered.

      Spying seemed so much easier in all my favorite novels.

      “When I told you, about me and Michelle, there was one part I left out.” His father’s voice finally punctured the stillness.

      “The day I got hurt . . . that game . . . I wasn’t mentally there. We were playing in Kansas City. A big Monday night game with network cameras everywhere. I spotted her, during warm-ups, from half a field away. She was a field reporter on the opponent’s sideline. I couldn’t . . . I couldn’t think about anything but her.” He paused and cleared his throat. “I didn’t even see Huber hit me. He came out of nowhere. I just . . . my head wasn’t in the game. If I hadn’t lost my focus, I’d still be playing.” As he spoke, his voice grew softer, thickened by affected sincerity.

      I’d come to engage in combat with a man adorned with trophies and medals. Clearly, he was well schooled in how to complete a Hail Mary pass.

      My knuckles scraped against the brick wall behind me. I squeezed my eyes shut and waited for Brayden to fall under his father’s spell.

      “Dad, my dreams . . . they aren’t all about baseball.” Brayden’s voice sounded so calm, so resolute. “I wanna give her the moon and the stars and my last name. I want to have a son who has her green eyes and get old and fat and senile, sitting by her side. When I picture my future, she’s always with me.”

      “Jesus,” his father muttered.

      “I’m not losing focus.” Brayden punctuated each word. “I’m still gonna go out and make my dreams come true. But I’m taking her with me.”

      “Brayden. Kiddo, you have a lot of living to do before you make those kinds of decisions. Young and dumb and in love is a wicked combination.”

      His play on my own words made me cringe.

      “Look, I don’t care what you think about us. Just don’t talk to her like that ever again. She’s mine, and I don’t let anyone mess with her. That includes you, too.” He paused. “She’s waiting for me. I’ve gotta go.”

      Syrupy-sweet relief washed over me. I wanted to throw a few fist-pumps in the air as I scurried to the car to wait for him. I knew now what Brayden meant the night my brother found us.

      Feeling chosen, above all the doubts, above flesh and blood and bone, was the most amazing gift. An emotion I felt too young to name overwhelmed me. It crashed over my head like rain clouds, engulfing me in all-consuming need.

      I wanted to mark myself with this milestone.

      As soon as Brayden got in the car, I sought that very thing. I leaned across the console and kissed him, aggressively shoving my tongue in his mouth and nipping at his top lip. I couldn’t help myself. Hearing him claim me so permanently had made something elemental inside me snap. Love and lust and scorching need sucked all the air out of the car.

      “Whoa. What did I do to deserve that?” he asked, pulling back from me.

      “Do you mind getting the coffee to go?” My eyes grew hooded. They couldn’t tear themselves away from staring at his wet lips.

      “No. Why?” His brow furrowed, and his head tilted with question.

      “’Cause I need to be with you. Right now. You gotta fuck me fast and hard. Like you really mean it. Like we can never forget this day.”

      His mouth dropped open a little as my words settled into place. He blinked rapidly, trying to form his response. “Who the hell needs coffee?”

      He tangled his hand in my hair and pulled me halfway across the car to devour my mouth. Soft lips and hard teeth mixed with the sound of impatient moans. He pulled back and looked at me with eyes darkened by lust.

      “I don’t know what brought this on, but you’d better start this car and drive real fast before I fulfill your request right here in the driveway.”
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      We drove out Route 33 to a dead end, dirt road no one ever had any business wandering down.

      A forgotten field lay on one side of the road, a marshy inlet on the other. In the summer, when it rained hard enough, the whole strip would disappear, submerged underwater when the river swelled past its bank. Right now, the tide had receded far enough that the shoulders on both sides of us were crusted over with thick mud, gifting us with a perfect stretch of secrecy and silence.

      I barely had the car in park before Brayden pulled me over onto his lap. He already had his sweats untied and was pushing them down to let his dick spring free. I unsnapped my own jeans and tried to push them down, hampered by the awkward confines of the passenger seat. My elbow bashed against the dashboard. My foot got wedged funny, so I couldn’t kick my shoe all the way off.

      Movies made car sex appear way too easy.

      He groaned again, impatiently this time.

      “I’m going as fast as I can. This car is too small.”

      “Fuck, it’s not that.” He pounded the side of his fist on the armrest. “I don’t have anything with me. I changed clothes and didn’t grab my damn wallet. I don’t have a condom, baby girl.”

      I finished pushing my jeans off and threw them on the back seat. I straddled his lap again and pressed my lace-covered crotch down onto him, grinding till I found some delicious friction. He grabbed my hips and helped guide me, but at the same time, he kept shaking his head. He looked at me with such remorse and disappointment; it made me smile.

      “I don’t care,” I said, panting now. “Just pull out when you get close.”

      His chest visibly compressed up and down a few times. “Are you . . . are you sure?”

      I pushed my panties to the side and pressed down onto him again to show him proof of my certainty. He squeezed his eyes shut as I slid up and down a few times, coating him with more of me.

      “God, baby. You’re so damn wet.”

      “Please, Brayden. I need to be with you.”

      “You need reminding of who this pussy belongs to?” He said it playfully, but as my face grew somber—betrayed by too many emotions—he stilled and grew equally serious. “What is it? What is this about, Ash?”

      Soft fingertips brushed across my temple, coaxing a different kind of naked response.

      “I’ve been so afraid of your father. For so long. But you chose me back there.” I looked at him with eyes rimmed by the beginnings of happy tears. “God, Dallas. I get it now. You chose me. Over everything else.”

      “You were listening in? Why did I think you would wait in the car?” He chuckled softly and then sobered. “Fuck, Ash. Why have you been so worried? I told you. I will always choose you.” He paused and inhaled through flared nostrils. “You heard everything I said to him?”

      I nodded my affirmation.

      He smiled then.

      A brilliant, full-watt, infectious thing.

      “I meant every word, Soot. Every fucking word.” His declaration sparked a sudden electric charge. “Now, I guess I’d better find a way to show you.”

      When he fingered the elastic band of my panties, I moaned in protest, thinking he’d try using his fingers instead of his cock to get me off. The sound of my panties being ripped right down the middle caught me by surprise.

      He threw the scrap of pink lace over his shoulder toward the back seat. Grabbing my ass, he lifted me up a little, opening me wider, as he thrust up into me in one harsh, demanding stroke. I threw my head back and made his favorite noise in the back of my throat. He stilled completely, drawing himself back so just the tip of his erection stayed inside me.

      “You sure you trust me?” he asked, his voice husky.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered. “Now, Brayden. Please. Yes, I trust you.”

      He didn’t need any more convincing. He thrust up into me again in one motion that knocked the wind right out of me. I cried out his name and a long string of gibberish that made no sense.

      “Holy hell. We shouldn’t be doing this. Too risky. Oh, Jesus. I’ve never . . . without anything . . .” He wasn’t making much sense either. He groaned and slammed his head back against the headrest. “You feel so motherfucking good. Your pussy is so hot, I think my dick is melting.”

      He pulled my knees up more to nestle right next to his thighs. He thrust up again, so hard, I couldn’t speak anymore.

      “You remembering now? Who owns this pussy?” His words were totally controlling, but he said them through painfully gritted teeth that gave away how fiercely he was fighting to keep himself in check. His face displayed exactly how much I owned him, too.

      I nodded and looked down into his eyes. The connection between us felt different than ever before. Maybe it was the skin-to-skin contact in the most primal of places, out here in the wild neverland. Or maybe it was remembering the way he’d spoken to his dad earlier. It wiped away the film that had still stained my heart after all the bouts of rejection.

      I needed this.

      I wanted to show him what he still wouldn’t let me directly say.

      I tapped two fingers on my lips and carried them down to my chest. He responded by pulling at the hem of my shirt till he had it up over my head and flying back to join the rest of my clothes. My bra was soon to follow. He placed his lips right over the spot where my fingers just rested.

      Right over my heart.

      Which was young and dumb and totally, stupidly, in love with him.

      Hands framed my face. His thrusting slowed to match their gentle caress. “I love you, too,” he murmured. “So much, it makes me feel like I’m barely holding on to sanity sometimes.”

      He kissed me again. Tracing his tongue around the edges of my lips till I was reaching out to tug on his hair and force him to give me more. I rotated my hips around in a circle, crying out when he hit that spot that made me feel insane. He did it over and over again.

      My chest bounced in his face till he leaned forward and sucked one of my nipples into his mouth. I reached out and held on to the oh-shit handle above the doorframe.

      “Brayden, I’m so close. Is it . . . is it okay?”

      “God, yes. I wanna feel you squeeze my dick with nothing between us.”

      His words pulled a trigger. I went off like a rocket, crying out his name and a new compound word made of colorful expletives.

      I was barely back down on earth when he moaned, “Fucking hell. I’m too close . . . I gotta . . .”

      He lifted me off him with quick force and another groan that sounded almost painful. My head bumped the ceiling. His elbow hit the door. We were awkward and frenzied, trapped inside the confines of a brand new bubble.

      One finally strong enough to shut out intruders.

      I reached down with both hands and covered him, pumping back and forth against hard, slick skin. His eyes widened with surprise.

      “Sweet Jesus. Ash, move. I’m gonna . . .”

      My thoughts crystalized, guiding my movements from strained and unsure to suddenly purposeful. I wanted him to brand me. With his words and his body. I wanted to wipe him into my skin, so the intimate part of me could be all his, reclaimed from his father’s voyeur eyes.

      “On me, Brayden.” I leaned over and slid my hands up and down harder. “I want you all over me.”

      “You’re . . . you’re sure?”

      He hesitated, but I was already nodding and leaning forward.

      “Best. Dream. Ever.” He laughed breathlessly as he reached down and replaced my hands with one of his, holding firm as he pumped warm streams of himself out onto my breasts.

      His mouth fell open. He stared in amazement as I trailed my hand through the wetness, rubbing him into my skin.

      “That is the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen. Damn.”

      He couldn’t take his eyes off what I was doing.

      “Did I just blow your mind?” My voice came out girlish and giggly instead of sultry and wicked like I’d planned.

      “Hell yeah, you did. I’ve never . . .” He kept staring without finishing his thought.

      “That’s the slut who lives inside me. Between the bad sci-fi novels, she reads a lot of smut and Cosmo.”

      He laid his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes. “I love her, too. I love all the crazy people you have locked up inside that head of yours. Tomorrow, I’m buying you a lifetime subscription to that magazine.”

      We laughed together as we struggled back into our clothes, bumping elbows and noses and flailing our way back into our seats.

      We’d been hiding for so many months. Keeping everyone in the dark about us. Now that everyone knew, we were beautifully, blissfully . . . free.

      We drove back toward town, belting out bad pop songs. Our hands lay clasped on the console, filling the space between us. Just like they always had.

      My mind stored another mental snapshot to save for a rainy day.

      I had no idea how soon that day would come.
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      Ashley

      A brown cloud of dust spun up from the ground between second and third base. One of the freshman paced back and forth with a rusted drag mat slung over one shoulder, erasing the cleat marks left behind by another victory. They hadn’t bothered to turn off the scoreboard or the glaring overhead lights. They shone down like a spotlight on the only other player remaining on the field.

      “There’s a lot of them today, huh?” Bobby asked as he came over to the fence where Dillan and I stood, eavesdropping, while Brayden gave postgame interviews to a surprisingly large group of reporters.

      “How do you feel about rolling the dice with the draft?”

      “Are you sad to miss out on college?”

      “Still considering any of the schools that’re trying to change your mind?”

      “You feel ready to face big league hitters?”

      Their twisted words asked the same basic question.

      Hey, buddy, sure you aren’t making the biggest mistake ever?

      “Yeah. The one in the green shirt is from the Post. She’s the chick who did that article, slobbering all over him, last spring. Dude in the gray is USA Today,” Dillan said in a hushed tone as he wedged the toe of his shoe in a space between the chain links. “The tall guy is Baseball America.”

      “Not bad for a schmuck we used to tag home runs off of,” Bobby said, turning his head to spit in the grass before he flipped his ball cap around backward and crammed a handful of fresh sunflower seeds into his mouth.

      Dillan chuckled. “Bobbo, we haven’t tagged home runs off him since we were playing on the 10U team and barely knew how to piss while standing up. He’s getting ready to ink a deal that will make him an instant multimillionaire.”

      “Fuck. Say that again.” Bobby closed his eyes and raised his face toward the evening sky, soaking in something the rest of us couldn’t see.

      “Millionaire?”

      “No. Ink a deal. It’s like foreplay.” Bobby good-naturedly pounded his chest, caveman-style. “Fucker had better damn well get drafted toward the top and get himself called up fast. Next year, I wanna be able to tell all the college chicks that I’ve hit off a major league pitcher.”

      Dillan snickered.

      “What? I have no shot at college ball. My best hope is to be the endearing chubby guy in the entourage. Chicks all dig that guy, right, Ash?” He slung an arm around my shoulders.

      I smirked and turned back to watch the reporters around Brayden begin to disperse.

      One curiously lingered.

      A woman Dillan had said worked for The Baltimore Sun.

      She looked like she ought to still be in high school herself. She’d for sure never been on a ball field before. Her feet were strapped into ridiculous wedge heels that made her almost as tall as Brayden.

      Who the hell wore heels to cover high school baseball? I tried to quash my instant disdain for her. Women like her would be a constant fixture in his life soon.

      I needed to get used to it.

      She bit down on the end of her pen cap while Brayden finished answering a question. They started walking toward us. She fought to stay upright as they crossed through the soft infield dirt.

      When they were just a few feet from us, she opened her mouth to prove she her level of idiocy. “So, how old were you when your mom and dad first gave you a mitt? Are you like the baseball version of Tiger Woods? I bet you were an adorable toddler, wandering around, swinging a plastic bat, with your mom chasing after you.”

      I cringed.

      “Damn,” Dillan muttered beside me.

      “Not the brightest bulb in the pack, is she?” Bobby whispered. “Damn good thing she’s got those legs.”

      Brayden skirted the question. “Actually, ma’am, I don’t know how old I was when I first held a bat, but my grandmother is the one I’d credit with getting me here. She drove me to every practice. She scrubbed the dirt and the grass stains out of the knees of every uniform. My grams was always behind the scenes, helping prepare me to play. She just passed away last year, and I sure wish she were here now to see all this happening.” He channeled the accent a little at the end and treated her to the infamous half-smirk.

      I thought she might ask for mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.

      Brayden’s interview skills were pitch-perfect now, too. None of the nerves broke through. No doubt his father had been coaching him on that aspect of the game. He looked like a god, spoke like a humble gentleman, and gave delicious sound bites that made articles write themselves. He cast a wicked spell.

      This chick became his latest victim.

      She smiled up at him, transfixed.

      “How were things in the locker room today?” I asked Dillan, distracting myself so I wouldn’t puke in my mouth while she stumbled through another question.

      “Pretty much the same,” he answered quietly. “There hasn’t been any more of the pushing and shoving past that one day I told you about. They completely ignore each other on the surface, but at the same time, they watch each other’s every move.” His mouth quirked up apologetically. “Your brother and Brayden have been a buy-one-get-one-free deal since we were little kids. It’s weird, not seeing them together all the time.” He paused and then added, “How are things at home?”

      “Pretty much the same there too. He patched things up with Cindi, so he hasn’t been around as much to ignore me.”

      “Maybe it’s good they’re back together. Gives him something else to focus on.”
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      Focus.

      I’d grown to really hate that word.

      It followed Brayden around like a shadow.

      Along with more press, there were also more fans than ever before, all focused on getting a little piece of him.

      The small-town high school stadium wasn’t built for a superstar. The games he pitched enjoyed a standing-room-only crowd. His dad would come home for most of them. He’d stand next to the dugout and pace while he watched his son play. Everyone said the last part of this season didn’t matter. Neither of the Ross men had received that memo.

      All things considered, Brayden was holding up remarkably well.

      I kept watching for signs that his outer calm could be propped up from sneaking pills, but he’d seemed to replace one addiction for another. He’d hit in the cage a lot to vent steam, he’d go running almost every morning and he would fuck the daylights out of me whenever and wherever he had a minute to spare. We’d finally mastered the awkward confines of car sex.

      Those outlets seemed to contain his anxiety.

      Other than his ongoing standoff with my brother, we’d settled into a smooth pattern.

      We coasted right along.

      Until Murphy’s Law bit us in the ass.

      His father stood by the fence during the one outing where Brayden’s perfection slipped. He was just off.

      It happened.

      The normal rhythm wasn’t quite there. The opposing team wasn’t very good, but two of their mediocre hitters lit him up. One guy tagged a double in the bottom of the second. He walked two more batters. Then, some kid, who looked barely able to hold the bat, hit a two-run homer an inning later.

      Our team still had the lead. But, I could tell by the stiffness in his back and the way he kept shaking off calls, that things were far from all right.

      They pulled him at the top of the fifth. He didn’t stay on the bench to watch his team soldier on. He stalked toward the locker rooms with his fist smashing into his glove.

      I approached him too soon.

      I stupidly thought he’d be ready for consoling. I found him thrashing around, tossing things against lockers in a full-fledged tantrum.

      “You okay?” I asked, sitting down on the bench in the middle of the room.

      “Fuck no, I’m not okay.” He threw a batting helmet across the room, denting the red metal locker it crashed into. “Goddamn it,” he said, plowing both hands through his hair. “I can’t believe I just did that. Of course it’s on a day my dad is here to watch. I’m gonna catch so much hell for this.”

      He slammed his non-throwing hand, open-palmed against a locker, and then pushed over a cart loaded down with towels and empty water bottles.

      “You guys are still winning. You kept it together. You didn’t let anyone else on base the last two innings.”

      He kicked one of the bottles.

      “You’re allowed to have a bad day once in a while,” I added, dropping a match in gasoline.

      “No, I’m not,” he said, roaring back at me. “I have to be perfect right now. A bad day is gonna fuck everything up. If my goddamn ERA skyrockets ’cause I let a bunch of backwater fuck nuggets get on base against me, it could cost me what I’ve been working for since I was six years old.”

      He picked up another helmet and chucked it toward the first one, so it wasn’t so lonely all the way across the room.

      “You don’t get it, do you? You don’t get what I just did out there. If I can’t pitch against some crappy high school hitters who can barely swing their dicks, how am I gonna take down minor league guys this summer? Maybe I can’t. Maybe I’m not good enough. All those reporters are constantly asking me if I think I am. What if I’m not? What if I get there, and I’m shit? If I get lit up like I did out there, then what? What the fuck will I do? I can’t jack this up by throwing like the pussy I was out there today.”

      He’d been holding it all together.

      Himself. His team. His father’s expectations.

      The whole damn town’s.

      One bad performance had cracked the tough outer shell he’d encased around that burden.

      “You have no idea what I’m dealing with right now. You have a storybook life. Your biggest worry is next week’s trig test and what you’re gonna wear to my prom.” His tone sounded as ugly as the words themselves. “Those aren’t even real problems.”

      I bit down hard on my tongue, holding back my sassy retort. My impotent silence gave him an exit. He stormed off toward the showers. I started to pick up the shrapnel scattered around the room.

      I could hear him in the shower, talking to himself, beating himself up more with his own words. He’d already be black and blue from the inside out by the time his dad got ahold of him.

      I was stacking water bottles when he reappeared twenty minutes later. A white towel was wrapped low around his waist. Wet hair still dripped water down his naked chest.

      “You know I’m the world’s biggest asshole, right? That shit I said . . . I didn’t mean any of it.” His voice was soft around the edges now, his eyes full of apology.

      The fury he’d taken in there with him had washed down the shower drain with the dirt and sweat.

      He slicked his wet hair back with the palm of his hand. “The last thing I should be doing is taking my junk out on you.”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” I replied, looking up at him with sorry eyes of my own.

      “Fuck yeah, I do. I didn’t mean that crap about you not understanding. You’ve been by my side through all of this.”

      “It’s a lot, Brayden. Everything on you right now. I don’t know how to help you. What you said earlier . . . you have more than just baseball. You know that, right? If it doesn’t work out, you’ll come home. We’ll go back to our notebook and make new dreams.”

      “I don’t want to let you down either. I don’t want to be a disappointment to you.”

      “You know that’s a crock of shit, right?” I scornfully pursed my lips. “There’s nothing you could do to disappoint me. Brayden, I’ve wanted you since you were a bratty kid serving time in the library. I don’t care if you’re a baseball star or a busboy.”

      He held open his arms, and I walked into them, letting them drop around me like a safety blanket.

      “I love you so much,” he murmured against my hair.

      I pulled back to look up at him. “I love—”

      His index finger gently pressed over my mouth, silencing my reply.

      “I know,” he whispered softly.

      He replaced his finger with his lips. The gentle, drugging kiss left me standing on tiptoes, pressed up against him.

      He groaned as he pulled away and smiled. “I’m gonna throw some clothes on, then let’s get the hell out of here. I’ll have to face my father sooner or later. Right now, I’d like to opt for much later. Let’s go get lost somewhere for a little while. The only time I can shut off my brain is when I’m balls deep inside you.”

      He kissed the top of my head before looking down into my eyes. “Don’t hate me for that stupid stuff I said. You’re my bright spot. I’d be nothing without you.”
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      Ashley

      Big waves come in threes.

      It was the first thing my father taught me as a little girl learning to swim in the ocean.

      “If a swell comes in, rolling high above your head, dive down deep to avoid the crashing foam. If you get wiped out, get back up as fast as you can. The big ones usually come in three at a time, honey. You have to get your feet back underneath you, or the next two will knock you right down again.”

      He was right, of course.

      Bad things play as a trio. I don’t know the science behind it. Nature just loves a trilogy with cliff-hangers and sad endings.

      Three strikes knock you out.

      In baseball.

      And in life.

      That one lousy outing had exposed a fissure in Brayden’s shell. But it was a minor ripple, not a wipeout.

      We’d moved on from the bad game. Brayden’s anger with himself had fueled his next two outings. He’d thrown near perfect games. Things had calmed down, back to their normal hectic state. I’d let myself get distracted by that silly notion Brayden had mentioned in the locker room.

      I needed a stupid dress to wear to his prom.

      Joey had been all over me, carting me to too many places, stuffing me into ruffles and sequins and rhinestones. I just wanted her to pick one, so we could be done.

      That Saturday, my grand plan was to avoid my best friend at all costs. Brayden and I were taking one of the marina pontoon boats out to get lost somewhere on the bay.

      Just us, the sunshine, and the salt water. That was the threesome I’d been dreaming about all week.

      “Are you wearing that little white bikini?” Brayden asked, pressing himself up against me as I stood at the kitchen counter, trying to pull together a picnic lunch. He slid his hand under my shirt and cupped my breasts on top of my suit.

      “Yeah. Is it your favorite?” I asked innocently.

      He ground his pelvis against my ass, giving me hard proof as my answer.

      “You fucking know it is,” he said, squeezing me harder and leaning down to suck on the skin on the side of my neck. “What’s the fine for indecent exposure on a marine vessel?”

      “Brayden, behave.”

      He responded by sliding his hands inside the cups of my string bikini top, softly pinching both my nipples. They perked right up to his attention.

      Those things were such cheap sluts.

      “If you start this now, we’re never gonna get out of here.”

      “Spoilsport,” he said, rubbing the scruff of his jaw against my neck ’cause he knew it drove me crazy.

      I started to reach behind me to pull him in closer.

      “No, no, no,” he said, suddenly pulling away with his arms up in the air. “If you start that, we’ll never get there,” he said, mimicking me.

      He smirked like the devil and reached around me to grab half of the sandwich I’d just finished.

      “You mind if we stop at the Swenson’s on the way over?” he asked, his mouth half-full. “He keeps calling me. Some kind of trust thing I have to sign. I keep forgetting to do it. He said I could stop by this weekend to get it taken care of since I never make it over to his office during the week.”

      It was a simple errand. We’d cruise by his house, sign some papers, and be out on the water before noon.

      I temporarily forgot my father’s lesson.

      After the first big wave hits, you can’t look down. You can’t turn your back and face the shore, smiling and waving to your family because you just dodged that big one. You have to stay facing forward. Always alert. Looking for the next trouble with your feet firmly planted.

      The second wave waited so long to roll its way to shore, I’d grown complacent and ignored that childhood advice.

      The scariest waves aren’t the monsters that roll in after big nor’easters or hurricanes. They’re the ones that sneak up when you forget to look.

      The worst, are the ones you never see coming.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m sorry I kept putting this off,” Brayden said, looking down at the sheets of legal paper his family’s longtime lawyer set out on his kitchen table.

      “It’s no problem, son. I know your plate is pretty full right now. Your dad came by the office the last time he was in town. We’re all getting excited to see you sign a different kind of contract soon. Whole town is real proud of you.”

      “Thanks.” Brayden smiled as he scrawled his signature in spaces marked with bright yellow highlighter.

      “I’ll get this account set up next week. As soon as you graduate, the bank will move over the first third of the trust. The other third comes on your twenty-fifth birthday. The final part vests when you turn thirty-two. Although, with the way things are looking for you, Brayden, you might not ever need to touch this account.”

      “That would be real nice, sir. I’m tryin’ hard to make that happen.”

      The older man nodded in appreciation. He removed his silver-wired reading glasses and bit down on the end of the frame in contemplation. “You know, there is something else I thought I’d better mention while I have you here. I talked to your dad about it, but your situation is changing so fast, I think you should know . . .” He trailed off and glanced back to look toward where I stood by the counter.

      I cleared my throat, realizing he was coyly asking for privacy.

      “Oh, sir, it’s okay. Ashley is family. There’s nothing we can’t talk about in front of her.”

      We shared a smile from across the room.

      “Well, this is a little awkward, I guess. But you hear stories about young athletes who sign big contracts, and suddenly, long-lost relatives come out of the woodwork, looking for favors and a piece of the pie.”

      Brayden nodded his head in understanding.

      “I just thought you’d better know, legally, the contract I drew up between your mother and father reached the end of its term when the judge granted you emancipation last summer. She’s technically allowed to contact you again. I just thought . . . well, your name is going to be in the national media—with big dollar signs attached, I’m sure. If she sees press about you and there are no longer any legal ramifications to her reaching out, she might try something. I don’t want that to blindside you.”

      Blindsided.

      That perfectly described the expression on Brayden’s face.

      “What . . . I don’t . . .” Brayden looked down at the pages stacked in front of him, his brows furrowed by creases of deep confusion.

      I instinctively took two steps forward, trying to somehow physically shield him from the odd truth that had just dropped into the room like an atomic bomb.

      “I don’t understand,” Brayden finally said, his voice grave with emotion.

      He looked up at the man who thought he’d just done him a kindness. He blinked rapidly through glassy eyes.

      “Oh hell, son.” Mr. Swenson crossed one leg over his other knee and ran his thumb and index finger across his wrinkled brow. “I just assumed . . . your dad said he’d filled you in on all the history with your mom. I dumbly assumed . . .”

      “What contract?” Brayden asked, his voice stronger now, demanding. He was preparing to dive in.

      His lawyer groaned as he pulled open a manila folder laying on the table next to the papers Brayden had just signed. It had B. Ross typed on the top tab. He shuffled a few documents and then pulled out a thin set of papers.

      “Your dad called me shortly after he took custody of you. You were a tiny baby. He wanted someone he trusted to write up a contract. The terms were . . . well, a little unorthodox.”

      His middle finger pressed against his glasses, sliding them back up his nose, as he pushed the paper across the table. Brayden stared down at it like it was the most terrifying thing he’d ever laid eyes on.

      “What does this . . . what does this all say?” Brayden murmured. His fingertips reached out to touch the bottom of the page, gliding back and forth.

      “It says your dad would have full custody of you until you turned eighteen. Your mother would receive a lump sum payment of half a million dollars. The money was hers, free and clear, so long as she refrained from any contact with you while you were still a minor. It says, if she tried to contact you in any way, she could be prosecuted and would have to repay the funds with pretty steep compounding interest.”

      “What the hell?” I said it out loud.

      My filter had short-circuited.

      I took another step forward. My heart broke as I saw what he was doing. His index finger charted the same pattern over and over.

      The S in her name.

      He was tracing his mother’s signature.

      Moments before, Brayden had casually signed his name, accepting his inheritance. Now, he followed the path where she’d signed, to give away her child.

      For the first time Brayden would remember, he touched something that belonged to his mother.

      Black ballpoint ink.

      “So, all these years, she wasn’t allowed to contact me? She couldn’t send a card or pick up a phone ’cause she would be violating this piece of paper? This . . .” He picked it up, half-crumpling it in his fist. “This is the paper that kept me from having a mom? She gave me up for five hundred grand?”

      I forgot to dive.

      The wave crashed over our heads as the first tear slid down his cheek.
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        * * *

      

      We skipped the boat ride. No course we charted would have led toward happiness. Instead, I watched helplessly as my beautiful boy got swept under the current.

      We went back to his house and sat by the edge of the pool, dangling our feet down into the water. I stayed next to him, holding his hand, while he washed the tears in his throat down with a bottle of Jim Beam. Anguish rimmed around red eyes and slurred speech. He took shots of misery straight from the bottle.

      He was drunk within the hour.

      “You know . . . someone should reeeeeally track her down”—he gestured with the hand still holding the bottle, his words spilling out with a fuzzy intonation—“and tell her that the fucking New York Yankees are about to sign a contract to buy me for seven or eight million bucks.”

      He took another long pull as I contemplated the best way to get it away from him.

      “She shoulda held out for way more than five hundred Gs. I’mma worth waaaay more than that.”

      “Brayden . . .” I slid my arm around his back and nestled myself against his shoulder.

      “He kept her away from me, Soot.” His voice grew steadier with anger. “All these years, I’ve wondered. He knew why she didn’t send a card or a teddy bear for my birthday. He fucking knew.”

      “Mr. Swenson said your dad was trying to protect you,” I tried to explain.

      I knew he wasn’t ready to hear excuses.

      He’d stormed off to the car without letting the poor old man give further details. The old guy had tried to fill me in between his wheezing and anxious fluttering around the room. I’d stayed back for a moment to hear him out.

      “He thought she’d keep coming back for more money. Or she’d try to use you in some way to get more. Dallas, I don’t think he—”

      “He didn’t think. That’s the point. He didn’t think. What kid wants to grow up not knowing his mom?”

      Despite my efforts to slow him down, he kept drinking until his body started naturally rejecting more.

      I stayed the night, lying in the cold, dry tub, while he lay curled around the toilet. My mother came the following morning. She held his hand and talked to him in huddled whispers. It barely dented his dysphoria.

      It had taken so long for Brayden to forge some type of relationship with his father. Now, he was right back to where he’d started. Back to being a prisoner. Hating both of the people who had left him holding the bag of sadness and guilt for their meaningless one-night stand.

      All those years, his father had stood right on the baseline, blocking his mom from ever coming home to find him.

      But his mother hadn’t fought either.

      In Brayden’s world, when someone made a bad call, you stood up and got dirty. You threw your hat. You kicked the dirt. You called the ump a cocksucker.

      His mom had just walked away and never looked back. She’d signed her name on the bottom of the page, taken the money, and run.

      Grams’s own words.

      I wondered why she’d never spoke up. Why hadn’t she told her son the terms were too strict? Maybe she’d thought Brayden’s mom would come to her senses someday. Say, To hell with the law. I need to see my boy.

      Hindsight sharpens things in the side mirror as you slowly drive away.

      I hoped that night would be the worst of it.

      But a week went by, and sullen Brayden seemed here to stay. He was keeping up with school and practice, but he was moving through it all like a robot once again. He resurrected his vacant mask. His temper grew short. Even his patience with me seemed lacking.

      I sat on the edge, waiting for him to come back to me.
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      Ashley

      The day your whole life changes, you wake up totally benign.

      You dress the same.

      You eat the same breakfast.

      You have the same old everyday thoughts.

      Later, you look back on those last moments of normal and yearn for them. Desperately. You relive the tiniest detail in your mind, greedy for the feeling of plain.

      The way you brushed your hair. The way you stuffed an English muffin down for breakfast and called a full-fat Frappuccino your lunch. Because that was the last day guilt over empty calories would ever rank on a list of worries.

      The day my world turned upside down started like any other. No fanfare or demarcation. No gut feelings of dread. I didn’t have a strange ache in my knee or a twitch in my eye like some people might claim.

      Life was normal.

      And then . . .

      It wasn’t.

      It couldn’t be.

      Ever again.
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        * * *

      

      Brayden

      I needed to be numb. Blissfully unaware of anything and everything around me.

      I’d been so good.

      Better than good.

      I’d stopped everything. Just like I’d promised her I would. She thought I was doing it for me, but it was always for her. Asking me to choose between her and the pills, wasn’t even a hard question.

      I’d meant what I said. I’d always choose her.

      But now, I didn’t want to feel.

      My own legs. My arms. My skin. Any of the emotions I’d had for the last two weeks or the last two hours.

      They all leave.

      She didn’t want me.

      She left.

      She didn’t stay because she didn’t love me enough.

      Don’t go. Don’t go.

      Stay.

      Had she ever wanted to change her mind? She could have come for me. Maybe she tried, and he stopped her. Could he have done that?

      Not if she wanted me badly enough.

      My whole life, I wanted one parent who loved me. On days I felt greedy, I wanted two. Life dealt me half of a father instead.

      Half in my life, half out.

      I was a thorn in my father’s side. I cost him the life he wanted, with the girl he wanted to spend it with. I was a commodity to my mother. Traded for the money that gave her a new life.

      Grief shredded my insides once again. Fresh pain like I’d felt the night I held Grams’s hand for the last time.

      God, I miss her.

      Waves of raw loneliness I’d been pushing down crippled me until I literally bent over and tried to purge the sadness.

      My mother had a good life.

      She’d gone on.

      I gulped down another burning swallow of whiskey and then hurled the bottle across the room. I could see it break. Could see the stain of brown liquid running down the wall. But I didn’t hear a sound. The blood rushing in my ears, the staccato beat of my own heart thumping, drowned out everything else.

      I stared back at the screen. Willing it to show something else. Something that wouldn’t break me. Something that would make me whole instead of shattered like that bottle on the floor.

      I rubbed my hands against my temples, trying to feel something on the outside of my body. Trying to block out those eyes. The blue mirror image staring from the screen in front of me. The portrait of my sorrow and loss.

      I shut my eyes and pressed the heels of my palms against them, blocking out the world the quickest way I knew how. It only worked temporarily. I needed long-term. I needed to escape.

      I dialed the number without thought.

      “Hey, it’s me. You coming tonight? I need you here. Yeah. As soon as possible.”
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      Ashley

      I didn’t give the party much thought.

      I don’t even know how the plan for a pre-graduation celebration had come up. It certainly couldn’t have been Brayden’s brainchild. He was in no mood to celebrate. There hadn’t been a knockdown, drag-out party at his house since the one where we first hooked up.

      We’d been enjoying our own party for two.

      The baseball team had two weeks till the playoffs. The weekend after that, we’d suffer through all the ubiquitous prom traditions, and then the boys’ graduation would be looming.

      Another batch of threes.

      Another trio I didn’t want to tangle with.

      But, before all that, someone had suggested letting half of the teenagers in a fifty-mile radius come trash Brayden’s house one more time. For some stupid reason, he was going along with it.

      My mother spent the whole day fussing over a family dinner. She’d grown tired of her two offspring moving through the world like the other didn’t exist. She wanted peace and harmony restored before commencement, so all the smiles in the family snapshots would be real.

      She went through the hassle of setting the dining room table. She made Nathan’s favorite dinner and my favorite dessert. She called us all to the table and coaxed us to sit in preselected spots. After our mouths were stuffed with the first forkfuls, she pulled out a little game where people drew random cards with goofy questions meant to stimulate conversation.

      The first two were totally benign.

      Name some places you want to travel.

      What was your favorite childhood game?

      Then, Nathan took his turn, picking the third card.

      What do you regret?

      An awkward silence followed, broken finally by Nathan pushing his chair halfway back from the table. I expected him to make an angry exit, crushing my mother by refusing to play along. He cleared his throat instead.

      “I regret calling my sister a slut,” Nathan said resolutely.

      Dad choked a little on a piece of shrimp scampi.

      “I regret lying to my brother,” I retorted without pause.

      We both smiled cautiously at one another from across the table.

      “I regret backing your dad’s car into that pole in the parking lot last week and not telling him,” Mom said, smiling, too.

      “You what?” My dad choked again as we all laughed.

      Dinner ended on an up note. Mom seemed pleased with her handiwork. She was also pleased she could put her errant children back on dish duty together while she and Dad went for an evening walk.

      “You gonna come to the party tonight?” I asked as I dried a platter Nathan had pulled from the dishwater.

      “Nah, I don’t think so. Cindi and I are gonna hang out here. Watch a movie or something.”

      “You know you’re welcome to come, right?”

      He briefly looked at me and then back to the plate in his hands. “I know. I just . . .”

      “Nathan, he misses you. He’s going through some tough shit right now. Some more stuff about his mom and dad.”

      He sighed. “Yeah, I know. Mom told me some of it.”

      “She’s been over there a lot. She’s trying to talk him into getting some help. You know, like someone professional to talk to.”

      He nodded his head in understanding.

      “He loves you, Nathan. You’re still a brother to him.”

      “I know. It’s been weird . . . not having him around. I guess I kinda miss his sorry ass.” He reached out and turned the water off. The room grew quiet. “I’m sorry I said all that shit to you, Ash. But, for the record, I still don’t think that motherfucker is good enough for you.”

      I smirked and used the dish towel to pop him on the arm. “Why don’t you come for a while? It’ll be fun.”

      “I don’t think that’s my scene right now, sis. I’ll try to talk to Brayden, but we have some shit we need to hash through that doesn’t need saying in front of a hundred drunk idiots.” He leaned over and dropped a kiss on the top of my head. “You have fun though. Be careful.”

      I smiled and started to walk upstairs to change clothes.

      He called out to stop me before I left the room, “Hey, half-pint? I’ve missed you, too, you know.”

      He hadn’t called me that in so long. He’d stopped using the pet names at some point. Maybe they’d died off right around the time Brayden filled those shoes.

      For years, Brayden took that protective space in my life. I always thought my brother didn’t mind. Standing there, watching him with fresh eyes, made me suddenly question if Nathan gave up the role, or if I took it from him.

      The childish nickname, the very thing I once tried so hard to shake, now felt like a hidden treasure. A code word for truce.

      The sound of it soothed me.

      I walked back over and wrapped my arms around him. He squeezed me tight until I stepped up, placing my smaller feet on top of his so that I could kiss his cheek. Our hugs had been this way from the time he hit puberty and grew up unfairly tall for my reach.

      “Love you, kid,” he whispered, dropping his chin down on top of my head.

      I squeezed him again. “Love you too, Nate-Nate.”

      I hadn’t called him that nursery-school nickname in a long time either.

      I hated choosing. I loved Brayden. But I loved my brother, too. Standing there, finally holding on to him like a kid sister should, I knew I had to find my way back to having them both.

      Maybe this night would steer us full circle.

      Brayden

      “Hey, dude, party’s been raging without you. Glad you decided to join us.” Dillan patted me on the back.

      I could still feel his hand.

      I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to feel anything at all.

      I needed to find the reason I’d bothered to walk across the lawn.

      “Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Have you seen Danny?” I searched through the sea of bodies.

      Someone shoved a cold bottle of beer in my hand. I gulped without tasting it.

      “Danny? Oh Lord, Bray. What do you need him for? Fuck, man. Don’t—”

      “Dillan, skip the lecture, okay? I don’t need it. I need to find Danny. Stop being a goddamn Boy Scout and help me find him.” I turned too fast and swayed a little.

      Dillan grabbed my forearm to steady me. “Where’s Ashley?”

      “Not here yet. She’s coming. I’ve gotta find him before she gets here.”

      “Brayden . . .”

      I could hear the disappointment in his voice. I didn’t want that shit either.

      “Don’t do this,” he added.

      I rounded on him and grabbed a fistful of his shirt. My teeth ground together as I tried to hold myself at bay. My simmering anger needed somewhere to go. If he kept pushing, he was gonna find that out.

      I wanted to shove against him and tell him where he could stick his judgment, but he had this sweet thing about him. Dillan had always been a little bit better than the rest of us. His mama still made him go to church. Every Sunday. Goodness always shone right through him. I wished more of it had rubbed off on me over the years.

      My fist loosened. He hadn’t moved a muscle, but I swore he’d subliminally mindfucked me into knowing I couldn’t mess with him. The guy needed to become a preacher.

      Perhaps it was time to confess my sin.

      “I did something bad today.”

      His eyes studied me, already seeing too much. “How bad?” he asked.

      I tried to swallow the odd lump in the back of my throat. I took another long pull from my bottle, trying to wash it away. “I found my mom.”

      “You did what?”

      “I was fucking around and got the bright idea to search for her online. There are twenty-three Suzanne Keegans on Facebook. Twenty-three. A bunch of them are stupid teenagers with duck-face avatars. Two of them are old ladies. And exactly one”—I held up my index finger in the air and closed my eyes—“Suzanne Keegan is a middle-aged woman who lives in Oklahoma. She has a dog named Babbit and light-blue eyes that are a dead ringer for mine.”

      “Oh, shit. What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything. I . . . looked. I ran her through a background check website. One of her known addresses matched the one listed on that damn contract.”

      He swallowed hard. That lump from my throat must’ve been contagious.

      “Keegan is her maiden name. She’s married now. Her husband’s last name is Jessup. Suzanne Keegan Jessup. She drives a dark blue Lexus SUV. They have a lake house, and they like to go hiking on weekends. Oh”—I held my hand up in the air, prepared to finish my testimony—“I almost forgot the very best part.” My voice was heavy with sarcasm. “She has two children. Her daughter looks to be about fourteen. Her son looks like he’s probably eight or nine. They both have my eyes, too.”

      Dillan’s hand gripped my shoulder. “I’m so sorry. That’s some heavy shit. And, to find out like that . . . fuck, dude.” He shook his head back and forth with pity that made my stomach burn even more.

      “Yeah. It’s a kick in the ass, ain’t it?” I asked. “I’ve got a half-brother and half-sister out there who I’m sure have no clue that I even exist. She’s got a white-picket life. Perfect little family. They went to Disney World last year. Swam with dolphins at Sea World, too. I’ve always wanted to do that, ya know? Swim with a dolphin. Course, I’ve always wanted a mother, too.”

      “Brayden, I . . . I don’t know what to say.”

      I smirked and patted him on the shoulder. “Nah, man. There’s nothing to say to untwist it. It actually feels good to have told someone. Ya know?”

      He nodded sympathetically.

      I licked my lips and searched the room one more time. A shock of dark hair caught my eye with the promise of sweet relief. Just had to shake the choirboy first.

      “Listen, this ain’t my scene tonight. I’m not really in the partying mood.”

      “You want me to kick all these fuckers out? We can find Bobby, get drunk, and howl at the moon a little bit.”

      That made me smile, almost a full-fledged real one.

      Saint Dillan.

      “Nah. Let ’em have their fun. I’m gonna go up to the house and chill. When Ashley gets here, will you send her up?”

      “Of course, buddy. Of course.”
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      Ashley

      I got there late.

      By the time I pulled in, cars were sandwiched haphazardly, packing the driveway and spilling onto the lawn. Music pumped aggressively as I wound my way down the path that led toward Ginger’s boathouse. I bypassed the front door. Inebriation doesn’t come with volume control, and I wasn’t mentally prepared yet for loud.

      I skirted my way around the back to climb the stairs up to the deck. The mood was quieter than I’d expected. A few people stood near the railing, sipping from cups and talking in low tones. I lingered there for a moment, stuck between wanting to find him, but not wanting to face the crowd.

      Before I could open the back sliding door, I heard Bobby call out, “Hey, Ash. Have you seen Brayden?”

      “Uh, no. I just got here. Isn’t he inside?”

      “I haven’t seen him all night. I figured he was with you.”

      “You guys looking for Brayden?” a girl in the group Bobby had come from piped up.

      “Yeah. You’ve seen him?” Bobby replied.

      “I saw him with Danny when we first got here. He didn’t look so good. Someone said he went back up to the main house. Coral Lynn went up to check on him an hour ago, but she never came back.” The girl shrugged her shoulders and turned back to her friends.

      Blood drained from the upper half of my body. I swayed a bit, trying to gain balance under both feet. I might’ve sucked at math, but even I knew that Danny plus Coral Lynn were two variables that could never add up to anything good. I detested the thought of that skank crawling anywhere near Brayden. But Danny?

      That dude brought nothing but bad news.

      I turned back toward the stairs without speaking. Bobby pressed in front of me. “Let’s walk up there together. Twenty bucks says that motherfucker’s up there hoarding the good liquor he doesn’t want to share.”

      Bobby talked fast the entire way, his words spilling together as he stayed three feet in front of me. I knew what he was doing. I could sense it from the way he was prattling on. The air filled with fish and bullshit. Joey wasn’t the only one who could smell them both.

      When we entered the side door, I almost felt relieved. The kitchen and family room were empty. No sign of serial killers or bogeymen.

      “Where the fuck is he?” Bobby said aloud as I started for the stairs. “I’ll go check out back,” he called.

      He wasn’t out back. I just . . . knew. All the hair stood up on the back of my neck. Like the day I’d found him passed out in bed.

      Adrenaline propelled me up the stairs two at a time.

      Soft light peeked out from under the bedroom door. My hand stalled as it closed around the knob.

      Bobby bounded up behind me. “He’s not out back. He must’ve gone to . . .”

      If I asked, I’d lay odds the hair on Bobby’s neck was standing straight up, too. His words died in his throat, stabbed back by an unmistakable sound. One that had haunted me for too many years.

      Her giggle.

      The worst fucking sound in the world.

      The cackle of an assassin with three names and a knife that pierced right through my heart.

      My hand flew back from the knob like the metal had suddenly turned red-hot. I stood there, frozen, on the other side of another door I wished like hell could stay permanently shut.

      “Let me go in first.” Bobby’s hand rested on my shoulder as his tone grew suddenly somber. “It might not be . . .”

      I didn’t listen. I reached out and put my hand back on the knob. I didn’t turn it right away. I let it sit, tucked in the palm of my hand, as I swallowed down bile and dug deep for the courage to push it open.

      “Oh, fuck. Ashley, don’t . . .”

      My ears lost hold of Bobby’s oath as my eyes adjusted to the image before me.

      I thought the third wave had already come and gone. I thought it had already tried to drag us beneath its undertow. I thought we’d found the strength to keep our footing, stand our ground. But it still lurked on the horizon, building the strength it needed to knock me down.

      I hurt all over.

      Every bone.

      Every inch of skin.

      “My God,” I whispered, clutching at my emptied chest.

      Naked sheets and tangled up legs.

      The smell of sex and the jagged remnants of my heart.

      A tsunami I had no chance of standing against.

      Dizzy and a little bit nauseous, I grabbed the doorframe to steady myself as the blood rushed through my ears, blocking out all remaining sound.

      Bobby turned and looked at me. His mouth moved back and forth, but I couldn’t hear his words. I blinked a few times. He stepped forward. Hands clutched my shoulders. I thought to steady me at first, but then I realized he was trying to back me out of the room.

      Hell no. No. “No. No.” My mouth formed the whole string of them, but only the final two produced actual sound.

      Brayden lay on his back. Stark naked. His arms stretched out on either side of him. Head tilted back. Eyes closed. His body kind of twitched a little, wavering like he swayed to the drumbeat of a song stuck in his head.

      He hadn’t heard, hadn’t noticed, or didn’t care that we’d entered the room. Oblivious or irreverent. I couldn’t tell. The foil of a guilty condom wrapper lay torn on the nightstand beside him.

      Shiny purple.

      His brand.

      I swallowed half a dozen times, righting my equilibrium enough to let go of the doorframe.

      Coral Lynn finally moved, slowly drawing up the sheet to cover her own naked guilt.

      I reacted on instinct and a surge of exposed adrenaline, crossing the room to grab her by the hair. I pulled. Hard. Praying I could rip out every last strand. She’d just fucked my boyfriend. And shredded me into tiny pieces. The very least I could do was damage her perfect fucking hair.

      She stumbled to her feet as I pulled her away from him, half off the bed.

      “Get off me!” she shrieked, arms flailing. She gained her balance and stood, glaring at me, bending down to snatch her discarded dress off the floor.

      I wanted to be sick.

      As she stood back up, the sound of my palm connecting with her right cheek surprised the both of us.

      “You fucking filthy slut.”

      Brayden sat up, his whole body shaking now. He held his hand out in front of him like a sailor on a rocking boat, trying to grab for the rail.

      “Whoa. What the . . .” he said, words falling out crooked and slurred. “Soot? What’s goin’ on?” He gazed around the room and had at least enough sense to tug the sheet up. “What are we . . . what’s . . .”

      “Dude, what the fuck did you take?” Bobby asked, snapping his fingers in front of Brayden’s face.

      Brayden closed his eyes and fought to keep his head up straight. He leaned a little too far to the side in the process. Bobby lunged to hold him up as he almost toppled out of the bed. That woke him back up from his stupor.

      “What did you give him?” I asked, rounding on Coral Lynn.

      “Oh, please. I don’t give out drugs.”

      “That’s right. I forgot. You give out cheap sex and blow jobs.”

      “Fuck you, Ashley. I told you this would happen. I warned you that he always comes back to me.”

      I should have smacked her harder.

      “Goddamn it,” Bobby muttered. He shook Brayden a little more. “You’ve gotta fucking snap out of this shit, Brayden. You’ve gotta tell us what the fuck you took.”

      “He took some junk that stoner guy gave him,” Coral Lynn sneered. “Whatever it was, it went straight to his dick.”

      “Just took a little green one. Two little green ones.” Brayden pinched two fingers in the air, squinting his eyes. “Happy pill. Dan said it makes sex crazy. Need to forget shit for a while. Have crazy sex with my best girl.”

      “Ashley,” Bobby said, looking up at me from where he perched on the edge of the bed, helping hold Brayden up now, “he doesn’t even know where he is, sweetheart. He has no idea what was going on in here.”

      “Oh, please. He knew. It wasn’t like I had to try real hard to talk him into it,” Coral Lynn said, snickering. “He’s not so stoned that his dick didn’t work.”

      “Why are you still here?” Bobby asked. “Crawl back under your rock, Coral.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Bobby,” she said as she pulled her dress on over her head. “I don’t know why you’re standing here, all victimized.” She rounded on me. “You really thought you could hold on to him, didn’t you? You poor, stupid girl. No one holds on to Brayden Ross. Did you really think you could?” She glanced at me from head to toe. “What happened here is gonna be a nightly occurrence once he gets out of this dumbfuck town. He’ll have two girls doing him at once by the time he finishes his first home stand.”

      I slumped back against the wall in need of something to hold me up again.

      Bobby pushed Brayden all the way back onto the bed and stood up. He walked to Coral Lynn, grabbing her by the upper part of her arm, pulling her toward the door. “Get the hell out of here. And take all your venereal diseases with you.”

      “Get off me, asshole,” she said, whining and flailing against him.

      I walked to the nightstand and picked up a Solo cup full of warm beer. Coral Lynn’s lipstick marred the rim. I turned back to Brayden and threw the entire contents in his face. His eyes flew open and connected with mine. My hands shook. Then, my whole body decided it might as well follow suit. The shock of what had just happened settled in.

      “Baby girl, what’s . . . what’s going on? I can’t . . . I can’t focus on anything . . .” he said, bemused. His eyes were bloodshot and glazed as he tried to lift his head up off the pillow.

      “What’s going on is, you decided to fuck Coral Lynn.”

      He blinked rapidly and looked toward the door where Bobby was still gripping the no-good ho bag, finally pulling her from the room. He scrubbed his hands up and down his face.

      “What’s going on is, you’ve just made it official,” I added. “You’ve completed your schooling. Congratulations. You are hereby declared a graduate of the Jackson Ross School of How to Fuck Up Your Life. You’ve completed the circle, Brayden. You should’ve driven over to the school, so you could’ve gotten high and had sex with the whore in a locker room. Just like your daddy.”

      My voice was a cocktail of tears and hatred.

      I wanted my words to cut him. I wanted him to bleed the same way I was inside.

      “Ashley, I didn’t—”

      “Don’t.” I held up a hand. “Don’t try to deny what I can see with my own damn eyes.”

      He sat forward, suddenly steadier as the adrenaline of the moment forced a sharp edge of sobriety. He ran both palms up and down over his face, wiping away the fuzziness. “Fuck, Ash. Danny gave me something. I don’t know how . . . I thought you were . . . I don’t know . . .”

      “Me either, Brayden.” I bit down on the inside of my cheek. “I don’t know how this started. But I know how it ends. I have to get out of here before I get sick.”

      “Wait. I just . . . I need to get my head on straight. I feel so fucking weird.”

      “Well, that’s what you were looking for, isn’t it?” I started toward the door without saying another word.

      I needed to break down now. The adrenaline fled as fast as it’d arrived. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t keep my head above the water.

      Brayden groaned, “Ashley, please. Please, wait.”

      I broke down two steps from the door. I turned, and with one swipe of my arm, knocked everything off his dresser. The clatter of metal and glass felt good. I marched over to the wall and took down the picture of us jumping off the dock so many summers ago. I threw it against the opposite wall, smashing that glass, too. I sobbed out a breath and ran for the stairs.

      Dillan met me at the front door. “Bobby told me. He took the skank out of here. What can I do?”

      “Thanks, but there’s nothing that can help this right now.” A fresh batch of tears cascaded down my cheeks.

      “I should’ve . . . I knew he was upset. He . . . he found out something new about his mom today. He was waiting for you.”

      “Stop. Stop, Dillan. No more excuses. No more mommy issues. Or covering up his problem. I can’t. I have to get out of here right now.”

      “I feel like this is all my fault. If I hadn’t left him alone . . . let me get you home. You shouldn’t drive when you’re this upset.”

      “No, really, none of this is your fault. I’m fine. I just . . . I need to be alone.”

      He answered with pursed lips and a nod of his head. He followed me out to my car, pulling the door open for me.

      “Ashley!” Brayden shouted. He stumbled up the driveway, toward us, barefoot and shirtless. “Wait. Wait, don’t leave.”

      I looked up at Dillan, wordless alarm filling my eyes.

      “I’ve got it. Go,” he whispered, nodding his head.

      I climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine to drown out the shouting as Brayden closed the distance to the car.

      “I’m so sorry, Ash. I’m so sorry. Please.” He lunged forward, wedging himself between me and the car door. “I don’t know what happened. I thought . . . I don’t know. It was like I was in a dream. God, I’m just . . . my brain is disconnected.”

      “I need to go. Get out of the way,” I said, staring straight forward.

      “Are you leaving me?”

      “I’m leaving right now.”

      “What does that mean? Are you coming back? Fuck. Ash, you promised.” His open palm smacked the roof of the car. “You promised you’d always stay even if I fucked shit up. Let’s go up to the house and talk this out. Don’t leave like this. Don’t leave me.”

      “You made promises, too, Brayden. Tonight, you broke them all.” I finally turned to face him. “I have to go. I can’t talk to you right now. I can’t even look at you. All I see is Coral Lynn lying next to you, naked. I can’t do this.”

      “Jesus,” Dillan muttered. He stepped forward and put a hand on Brayden’s shoulder. “Let her go home. Let’s get you cleaned up, and you can sleep this off. You guys can talk this out in the morning.”

      Brayden pushed back too hard against his friend, forcing Dillan to stumble back.

      “Stay. Please. God, Ashley. If you leave me . . . I can’t . . .” He used the side of his fist to beat several more times on the roof of the car. “Goddamn it.”

      “I’m sure that Danny guy has a pill to help solve any problems you have. And Coral Lynn will be happy to hand out more favors, too.”

      “Fuuuck. I love you. You know I love you.”

      “You have a really funny way of showing it,” I replied, fatigued. More tears slipped down my cheeks.

      “Don’t cry, honey. I hate making you cry.”

      He reached out to cup my cheek, but I quickly turned away from him.

      “I have to go, Brayden.”

      I nodded to Dillan, who stood at the ready again. He quickly yanked Brayden back, letting me finally tug the driver’s door shut.

      To cap off the night full of gluttony and punishment, I let myself glance in the rearview mirror as I pulled away.

      I watched as the boy I’d loved for most of my life, fell to his knees.

      Plagued by anguish.

      And the red glow of my taillights.
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      Ashley

      I managed to swing the car door shut behind me. Halfway to the steps, someone, who sounded just like me, let out a pained cry. My body gave into grief. I crumpled down onto the bottom step as warm arms wrapped around me. Like Jack Ross the day after Grams died, I couldn’t make it into the house without assistance. I turned into his arms, grabbing ahold of him and letting my tears fall into the cotton fabric of his shirt.

      My brother held on, rocking me back and forth in his embrace until the worst of my sobs started to recede.

      “Let’s get you in the house.”

      He got me all the way to the couch. Cindi appeared with a glass of water and a box of tissues. I smiled up at her.

      “How did you . . .” I started quizzically.

      “Bobby called. He told me the short version. He and Dillan were worried about you making it home safe.”

      I nodded and sipped water to wash some of the nausea back down my throat. He wrapped his arms back around me. I rested my head against his shoulder, thankful for his strength.

      “I’m so sorry, sprout,” Nathan said, smoothing his hand down my hair.

      I smirked, hearing him dole out another one of his old silly names.

      “It’s okay if you want to tell me I told you so. There’s been a lot of that going around tonight.”

      He pulled back to look at me with a pained expression. “You know there’s nothing in this world that would have made me happier than him stepping up and proving me wrong. I wanted him to, sis. I never wanted you to get hurt. I wanted you both to be happy.” He added lightly, “You know I have to go over there tomorrow and beat the shit out of him, right?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t mean to make things worse between the two of you. I know what you mean to each other.”

      “What we meant, Ashley.”

      My brows scrunched.

      “Let’s be clear here. He might have stepped in a lot. But I am still your big brother. My loyalty lies with you. And, when he sobers up, he’s gonna find out just what that means.”

      “Nathan . . .”

      He silenced my objection by pulling me back into his embrace. His hand stroked my hair again, easing my pain in a way I’d never let him do before.

      “You’re good at this big-brother stuff,” I replied softly as a fresh batch of tears started falling.

      “I was just thinking that I was pretty shit at this.” He snickered. “Want me to wake up Mom? She’ll know all the right stuff to say.”

      “I think all the psychobabble and beat downs can wait for the morning.”

      He chuckled and quietly rubbed my back, patiently sitting in silence, waiting for my lingering tears to run out.

      His phone continually vibrated in his pocket. He finally jostled me enough to retrieve it.

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, pulling back.

      “Bobby said Brayden’s gone off the deep end. Beat the shit out of Danny. Probably broke Dillan’s nose. He needs to go crash somewhere and let that shit burn out of his system. Bobby thinks he took a crap-ton of Ecstasy. Fucker will be lucky if his heart doesn’t explode.”

      I didn’t invite the fear that curdled in my belly as I absorbed my brother’s words. I’d been so caught up in my hurt and anger, so ready to punish Brayden for his betrayal, I’d just assumed things couldn’t get worse.

      Old habits don’t die. They wither on the vine. Flaccid and remorseful, they lie dormant till they find a shocking rebirth at the most annoying freaking moment.

      Who was taking care of him?

      What if he tried to take more?

      A newly retired superhero still yearned for her old cape.

      “Is he okay now? Has he calmed down?”

      “It sounds like he’s over there, throwing punches at anyone who gets close to him. He’s already taken Dillan down. My guess is, Bobby’s next.” He typed one-handed on his phone. “I told him to watch his back.”

      He pocketed his phone and sighed. “I shouldn’t tell you this . . .”

      “Tell me what?”

      My brother looked across the room to where Cindi stood in the doorway, quietly offering support. She nodded briefly, urging him to share.

      “Dillan called me earlier. He was looking for you. It was right after you left for the party. I could tell something was up. He was worried. He knew Brayden was having a tough night.”

      “Yeah. He started to tell me that right before I left.”

      “Brayden found his mom. Online. He searched for her.” He exhaled loudly. “Apparently, she has other kids. A happy little family.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, Dillan said he was ranting about how she never bothered to come back for him.”

      I looked down at my shaking hands.

      “Ashley, that doesn’t excuse his behavior. You know that, right?” He groaned in exasperation. “Now you see why I was so afraid of you two being together, Ash. The dude has a lifetime of baggage stored up in his head. He doesn’t know how to be happy. I didn’t want you saddled with all of this.”

      I didn’t even know what to say. I glanced around the room, helpless. Cindi sat down on my other side, reaching out to take my hand.

      I used the other one to swipe at fresh tears before I looked up at my brother with wide eyes. “Nathan, I need you to do something for me.”
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      Ashley

      I was startled awake by a strange noise.

      I’d passed out on my bed, still fully dressed, with my phone clutched in my hand. I lay back down, convinced the sound had come from a bad dream.

      Then, it happened again.

      Screaming. Bloodcurdling, helpless screaming.

      I threw off the covers and swung open my door in one motion. I ran toward the top of the stairs as the horrible noise continued.

      “No! No!”

      My mother.

      “Lizzie!”

      My father.

      I reached the banister and looked down below to the front door. My mother lay crumpled in my father’s arms, crying hysterically. The front door sat open, the black night lit up only by the front porch light. Sheriff Kincaid stood there in full uniform. His stiff khaki hat was held solemnly in his hands.

      For the second time in my life, grief stood at our door.
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      Ashley

      I don’t remember how we got to the hospital.

      I don’t think any of us drove.

      My mother was still trembling. My father’s eyes were propped wide with shock and fear.

      One minute, I was clutching on to the rail at the top of the stairs, and the very next, I was standing in the sterile hallway where Nathan and I had held our post the night Grams died.

      Everything about it was just as bad—the same horrible sounds and the cat-vomit drapes I’d hoped to never see again.

      We sat in the torture chairs while doctors, in scrubs with blue bonnets and shoe covers, came and went. Forms on clipboards floated in and out for my father to sign.

      I don’t know how he held on to the pen.

      A pretty nurse with strawberry-blond hair and very white shoes brought my mother a pill and a glass of water. “Something to calm her down,” she said.

      I snickered at the irony. More pills to fix the problem.

      We didn’t need pills. I needed some doctor to walk out and tap his fingers to his lips and his heart and tell me this would be okay.

      We needed someone to come tell us that he was going to live.

      I sat in the chair and rocked back and forth.

      Waiting . . .

      Waiting . . .

      Waiting.

      Two thoughts kept looping through my mind.

      Please, God, let him be all right.

      This is all my fault.
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      Ashley

      Hours. Minutes. I had no concept of how many had passed.

      Eons. That was how it felt.

      I sat, watching helpless, as worry took years off both my parents’ lives.

      There wasn’t a scrap of skin left around my mother’s thumbnail. Her eyes had changed from pretty green, like mine, to the blood-red-rimmed horror of a vampire film. My father sat up unnaturally straight in his chair, like he thought if he refused to let his back bend, he could shoulder the weight of this for us all.

      A young doctor with auburn hair and black wire-rimmed glasses finally appeared. With his blue bonnet in one hand, he sat next to my mother and took her hand with his other. His voice remained gentle and steady as he talked about surgery and blood loss and the fragile nature of spinal trauma.

      I walked to the nurses’ station and threw up in the closest trash can.

      “You’re saying . . . you’re saying he might never walk again?” my father asked.

      “I’m saying, we don’t know yet. Right now, we finally have him stable. Once the swelling goes down, I can go back in, and we’ll know more. Mr. and Mrs. Foster, your son is a fighter. Nathan’s very lucky to be alive. We’re going to do everything we can for him. We need to wait and see now.”

      Wait and see and pray.

      Those same three words again.

      Fucking trios.

      I hated threesomes.

      “When can we see him?” my mother begged.

      “He’s still in recovery. We’ll monitor him there for another hour, and then you’ll have a chance to see him.” He squeezed my mother’s hand. “I’ll get you in there as soon as I can, Mrs. Foster. I know you need to see your son. Give me a little more time to make that happen.”

      She nodded appreciatively.

      The doctor stood up and nodded at my father before he strode back down the hall toward large swinging doors.

      Sheriff Kincaid stood to the side of the hallway, next to Reverend Holly. Someone must’ve roused him from bed in the middle of the night.

      “Lizzie, Robert,” he said, approaching my parents, “is there anything we can get you? Half of the town is out in the waiting room, ready to get y’all anything you need.”

      My father looked at the sheriff.

      “I’d like to know what the hell happened. What the hell happened to my boy? You said the car rolled over? Was he speeding?”

      The sheriff removed his hat, thumbing the wide brim, before looking back up at my father.

      “Robert, I wish I could tell you better news, but it was just a bad, bad accident. Best we can tell, he was driving north on Dawson Road. He’d just turned that corner—you know, the one that goes past the O’Neils’ place? He made it halfway around that bend and was hit head-on. He took the brunt of the impact on his side. We were able to get Cindi out of the passenger seat without too much force. But the whole dash had caved in on Nathan. We had to cut him out of the car.” His voice quieted as my mother’s sobs grew louder again.

      My father put his arm around her, drawing her into him. They held each other up.

      “Is Cindi . . .” I began, swallowing hard. “Is there any more word on how she is?”

      “She’s been admitted now,” Reverend Holly answered. “She has some broken ribs and a broken arm. She must’ve been thrown against the side of the door. But she’s going to be okay. They’re trying to make sure she doesn’t have any internal bleeding. But she’s awake and responsive. She’s been asking for Nathan.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I muttered. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Ashley, honey, none of this is your doing, child,” Reverend Holly said, pressing his hands together with the habit of prayer.

      I shook my head and let more tears fall. How I had any left, I didn’t know. My cheeks were chapped and burning now.

      “It was truly just an awful accident,” the sheriff repeated. “Nathan’s car was no match against the Jeep. It was just so much bigger and heavier; it pushed his car right off the road.”

      The sheriff’s innocent words turned my world back over. My heart raced, and little blue stars sparkled around me.

      “Jeep?” I asked hoarsely. “What . . . what did you . . . Oh God.”

      I sank down to my knees, covering my ears with my hands and bending over. I couldn’t hold myself together. I couldn’t bear any more. Too many waves. Too fast. I didn’t have the strength to stand. I sickly yearned for them to just sweep me under, away from the pain.

      “Ashley!” my mother bent over, hysterically grabbing my wrists. “Ashley!” she repeated, alarmed.

      I moved my hands away from my ears to grasp her hands. I took a gasping breath and looked up at Sheriff Kincaid. “Who was driving the other car?”

      He heaved a breath and looked down at me with pained eyes. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I thought you all . . . I thought y’all already knew.”

      “Sheriff?” my father asked tentatively. He stepped forward. “Who hit my son?”

      He had to have known. But I guess he needed to hear it spoken out loud.

      “Brayden Ross. Brayden was driving the vehicle that hit Nathan.”

      My fingers slipped out of my mother’s hold, letting go of their safety. I clutched at handfuls of nothing as I curled into a ball. My cheek rested against the sterile linoleum as my worst nightmare pushed me beneath the current.

      Drowning is not the violent end people imagine.

      There was very little sound as the power took hold and sucked me in deep.
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      Ashley

      The face of tragedy is covered in what-ifs.

      Every single one of them haunt you.

      Until you find yourself, hiding in the dark corner of a hospital chapel, second-guessing all your life choices.

      What if I’d gone to the party on time?

      What if I’d forced him to get help?

      What if I’d never unbuttoned my blouse?

      What if I’d gone in the dollar store instead of the library?

      I sat in that little room for hours, staring up at a fake stained-glass window fashioned above a tiny altar. Jesus stood there, with arms held wide, illuminated by the divine light of a flickering fluorescent bulb. I tried making deals—bartering more what-ifs with a God I’d neglected for too long.

      I’d spent years believing in Grams’s words—bitterness clips wings. I thought forgiveness would fix Brayden. Fix his problems. Fix the missing pieces he had inside.

      But I sat there, on a hard, wooden pew, trying to bargain with higher spirits and adopt a new perspective. The bitterness in my own heart seared my wings, morphing me into a flightless bird with no chance to fly. I saw it now. What Brayden tried telling me so many times.

      Sometimes, forgiveness just isn’t an option.

      My choice had already been made for me. All that remained was learning to live with it.

      I would never forgive myself.
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        * * *

      

      It was almost dawn when I finally went to him.

      He didn’t have an ugly curtain. His room had a real door with a clipboard posted beside it. I stood in front of it for a long time, utterly motionless.

      Another door I didn’t want to open.

      He looked almost normal other than the white gauze wrapped around his forehead. A shock of dark hair stuck up around it. His bottom lip had a gnarly gash; a purplish tint shaded one cheekbone. A machine by his bedside dripped clear liquid down to his veins. His eyes were closed as his chest rose and fell in a quiet rhythm.

      I sat next to the bed and watched him sleep. I’d studied his face so many times before. In my dreams as a little girl. Through my camera lens. Through the eyes of a sister, a best friend, and a lover.

      I sat quietly, afraid if I moved or breathed too deep, he would rouse and force me to face the brutal words I didn’t want to speak.

      The silence anchored us in place.

      It let me float on top of the pain for just a little while.

      Eventually, a nurse came. The rubber soles of her shoes squeaked as she prodded the machines around him. She smiled at me with lips pressed flat by empathy. She stopped to write something on that clipboard hanging beside the door.

      The metallic sound of the door shutting opened a pair of bright blue eyes. They softened as they fell upon me and filled with an instant love that almost broke me in two.

      He tried to speak, but no sound emerged. He swallowed hard and licked dry lips. “Soot,” he whispered, “you’re here.”

      A hand reached for me.

      I didn’t move.

      “What’s . . . what’s going on? No one would tell me what happened. My dad . . .” He closed his eyes for a minute, dropping his outstretched hand back to the bed. “They said my dad would be here soon. But no one will say anything else. They said I was in an accident?”

      “What do you remember?” I asked impassively.

      He slowly lifted his head, bringing his hand up to feel the gauze band. His eyes found mine again. He studied me, blinking, as he tried to clear his mind.

      “I had to get to you. I don’t know why. Dillan and Bobby . . . we were fighting.” His eyes narrowed as he sought his own answers. “Why wouldn’t they let me get to you. I hit Dillan. There was blood. So much blood. Where did all the blood come from? There was glass. And a woman screaming. Was that when I hit Dillan? Or from the accident? It was on my hands.” He held both palms up to quizzically study them. “I was on my way . . . I was coming to get you.”

      He looked at me, confused, eyes squinting, as if his memory would come back clear if he could force himself to focus.

      “Is everything okay? Why was I coming to get you? I don’t remember anything about . . .” He held a hand out toward me again.

      “You don’t remember our argument?” I asked, my tone growing more accusatory.

      He dropped his hand, sadly recognizing I wouldn’t take hold of it. I couldn’t let him touch me.

      “We argued?” He paused and squeezed his eyes shut. “Yeah. I remember you were upset. You were crying.” His eyes reopened wide. His hands clenched into fists at his sides. “Did I make you cry? Fuck. I hate this. Everything’s foggy.”

      “Do you remember any part of the accident?”

      “I woke up in an ambulance. Some guy asked me if I knew my own name. What year it was. I wrecked the Jeep?”

      I nodded my head. I wanted to reply, You’ve wrecked our lives, but I couldn’t make the words form on my tongue yet. I put my hand up over my mouth to hold in the sob of emotion desperately trying to sneak out.

      “How bad is it?” he whispered.

      I didn’t answer right away.

      “Fuck, Ashley.” His voice grew stronger. Normal. My Brayden again. Not covered by drugs or warped haze. “What happened? Why do you look like that? You’re freaking me out. What’s going on, baby girl?” He swallowed again, trying to take control of the panic building in his voice. “Are you hurt?”

      Alarmed eyes scanned the length of my body.

      “No. At least . . . not physically.” More tears welled up in my eyes. They refused to be tamed much longer.

      His eyes darted back to mine, questioning my tears and my stumbling words.

      “You took some shit tonight. Danny gave you some stuff. You were high. I came to find you. You . . . you . . .”

      “Say it,” he demanded. “What? What happened?”

      “You were . . . with Coral Lynn. I walked in on you. She was naked in your bed.”

      “What the hell?” he growled. His fists squeezed tighter. “That’s not possible. I wouldn’t . . . there’s no way. I know what you think you saw, but that can’t be right . . .”

      I shook my head again. His expression skipped from confusion to fury to full-fledged suffering. I watched as his mind tried to catch up with his heart. It was splintering beneath the same sense of desolate loss I’d found behind that bedroom door. His eyes filled with liquid desperation.

      “We fought. And I left.”

      “Oh God . . .” he murmured, resting his head back against the bed and squeezing his eyes shut again, trying to block out my words.

      “I guess, after I took off, you fought with Bobby and Dillan and got in your car.”

      “Jesus,” he muttered. “I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry. My God, Ash, you know I would never—”

      I didn’t let him finish. “That’s not all, Brayden.”

      He opened his eyes and sat forward. He knew from the sound of my voice. It cracked as I said his name again.

      The dam holding back my tears threatened to completely give way. I needed to get this done while I still could.

      “The accident . . .” I wet my own lips and swiped at my tears. “There was another car involved.”

      He stared at me. Blissfully ignorant for one more second.

      “I hit someone? Who?”

      My mouth opened. Only a broken sob spilled out.

      “Who, Ashley? Tell me,” he demanded angrily.

      “You hit Nathan’s car.”

      “Oh God.” He ripped the covers off in one swift motion and swung his legs over the side of the bed. The machine next to him beeped anxiously as he stood.

      “Ashley,” he said, walking toward me as I started backing up.

      He got to the end of the line of his tethered IV. Annoyed, he reached down and ripped it out of the back of his hand, stalking toward me unfettered.

      “Tell me. Tell me all of it. Where is Nathan? I need to see him.” He roughly shook my shoulders in both his hands. “Tell me where he is. Take me to him.”

      A nurse burst into the room.

      “Mr. Ross, you can’t be out of bed. What did you do to your IV?”

      Another nurse came in as backup. They both started pulling on his arms. He let them drop away from me as he saw the look in my eyes.

      “Tell me,” he demanded. He clutched a hand to his chest like he wanted to rip out his own heart.

      “He’s still in recovery. They don’t . . .” I paused as he fell back to sit on the edge of the bed, clasping his head between shocked hands. A trickle of blood trailed down from the back of one. “They think he’s going to live. But they don’t know if he’ll ever walk again.”

      “No.” He said it over and over again as his body shook. Both nurses stepped away from the violence of his grief.

      He looked back up at me, with the anguish of a broken man, facing things beyond repair.

      I needed to get out, to retreat while I still had the strength to do it, but my feet acted on old instinct. I quickly crossed to him. He grabbed ahold of my hips, tilting his head up to look at me, a mixture of confusion and fear. My hands gently cupped his cheeks. I leaned down and brushed my lips across his. He sobbed a shaky breath as I pulled away.

      He knew.

      It must’ve felt like goodbye to him, too.

      “I’m glad . . .” My voice broke again. I lowered to a whisper, so I could get the words out. “When they first told me it was you . . . I thought . . . for a second, I . . . I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Tears flowed down his cheeks now, leaving silent paths of liquid heartache.

      “You have to go talk to someone. This stuff with your mom . . . you can’t just keep numbing the pain. You have to get help. Promise me.”

      He nodded slowly. His hands gripped me harder, melding fingerprints and flesh.

      “I have to go,” I said, my voice barely audible. “I can’t . . . Brayden, I can’t stay.”

      “I know,” he replied, squeezing me again. He pressed his forehead to my belly, refusing to let go yet.

      Our words sounded simple, but they were weighted down with meaning. We’d pledged to always choose one another over everything and everyone else. I couldn’t stay and fix this. My superhero cape lay in shreds at my feet. When we lost Grams, tragedy pulled us together. This time, it had to tear us apart.

      I had to walk out the door.

      I had to choose my brother.

      Somehow, I knew he understood I wouldn’t be coming back.

      “Dallas.” He abruptly looked up at me.

      We gazed into one another’s grief. I licked my lips, knowing I had to say the words that would both fill and break him. The ones he desperately wanted and feared.

      “I love you.”

      His eyes squeezed shut. Fresh agony spilled down his cheeks.

      To the whole world, those words meant one thing.

      To Brayden, they always meant goodbye.

      “I know,” he whispered.

      I placed my hands over his slowly pulling myself from his grasp.

      As my hand took hold of the door handle, he called out my name. I stopped but only turned halfway.

      “Tell me you still know, too.” His voice cracked.

      “I can’t . . .” I tried to stifle my sob. “I can’t, Brayden.”

      He crumbled in front of me, fractured by his own mistakes, by a circled past that had spun back around and ruined him. Ruined us.

      Both hands clutching his chest. The nurses closed back in from where they’d lingered near the back of the room. They tried forcing him to lie down.

      I couldn’t do it this time.

      Couldn’t rush in like I had all the times before.

      He had to save himself.

      “I’ll find a way,” he called out in anguish. “I’ll find a way to show you.”

      Tears spilled down my cheeks.

      I turned and walked out the door.
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      Ashley

      I had a lot of time to think, sitting in those torture chairs, staring at the unremarkable pattern of the tiles lining the floor.

      My brother was moved to the ICU. He stayed safely tucked behind an ugly curtain with one of us by his side around the clock. He’d opened his eyes and spoken a few words. The doctors started mentioning experimental procedures, rehab facilities, and long-term care.

      I wondered what would happen to the dorm room at Tennessee where he was supposed to spend the next four years. The masochist within forced me to drive down Dawson Road to witness firsthand the skid marks that had trodden across our dreams and future plans.

      Someone from school planned a candlelight vigil out in front of the hospital’s main entrance. We could see their little wicks dancing in the night sky from the window in Nathan’s room.

      The baseball team forfeit the playoff game that no one had the heart to play. Joey must have come and taken the prom dress that had been hanging in my closet.

      A best friend knows when your sorrow can’t handle one more reminder.

      Our lives shrank down to nine-by-nine—the size of the cinder block walls that surrounded my brother’s mangled body. We pretended to eat and sleep. The skin around my mother’s fingernails held permanent cracks and caked blood.

      I was returning from the cafeteria one afternoon, five or six days later, when I heard my father’s voice. It rose angrily above the normal hospital hush that constantly played like background static.

      “I told you. I told you, and you wouldn’t listen. Well, now it’s time to be a father. A real one. Your kid needs you, Jack. Go be a dad. Get him real help. The kind Lizzie begged you to get for him over a year ago.”

      Apprehensively, I took a few more steps toward them. Jack Ross reached out toward my father. I couldn’t hear his response, but I could see the telltale paper he held out in his hand.

      “I don’t want your damn blood money. I want my son’s life back.” My father shoved the check away from him. “How do you think Brayden is going to live with the guilt? Have you even thought of that? Or are you just doing damage control with the Yankees front office? Put that check toward the world’s best therapists. That’s what your son needs now. You can’t buy back Nathan’s future, but you might still have a shot with Brayden’s.”

      My father strode away from him, back in the direction of my brother’s room. Jack Ross turned and started back down the hall. Right toward me.

      He stopped as soon as he saw me. He bowed his head until he was four feet away. He looked back up at me with solemn eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Ashley. About . . . about your brother. I’m just . . . so sorry.”

      Both his words and appearance were unusually disheveled. The plastic veneer had been scrubbed away. His hair fell flat against his head. His clothes looked wrinkled and bed-worn. And I certainly wasn’t used to him stumbling over what he wanted to say.

      “Yeah,” I mumbled. “I owe you an apology, too.”

      He looked at me, quizzically.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you. I should have gone along with your plan to move Brayden to New York. If I had . . .” I paused long enough to remind myself to keep it together. I couldn’t be weak now. I wouldn’t allow any more tears. “If I’d helped you convince Brayden to go to that fancy school. If I had stayed out of his way and just let him focus on baseball. If we hadn’t fought that night, or if I hadn’t been there at all . . . maybe this would all be different.”

      “Ashley, I’ve made some really bad mistakes in my life. You know that.” He cleared his throat. “I promise, this is the last advice I’ll ever give you. Don’t keep playing that game. The what-ifs. Believe me, it just makes the pain a thousand times worse.”

      “You knew this wasn’t going to end well. That’s my point. I just wish I were the only one who had to end up hurt by the fallout.”

      He shook his head. I took the chance to dig through my purse, trying to find the scrap of paper where I’d jotted down my research.

      I found the bright orange sticky note and held it out to him. “This is the name of a doctor in New York. He’s a psychologist. Supposed to be one of the best in the country. I called and talked to someone. She said he was good with prescription drug addiction and . . . he specializes in panic disorder. I’ve overheard my mom say . . . I think that’s what . . .” I couldn’t finish my thought.

      He took the paper from me, staring at the number.

      “Brayden knows.” I cleared my throat. “He knows about the contract you had with his mom. And he knows about her. He found her online.”

      “Shit,” Jack muttered on an exhale.

      “He has a little brother and sister.”

      His head quickly snapped up. Intense brown eyes stared at me.

      “It can’t be me anymore. I can’t rush in and save him this time. Please, Mr. Ross, help him.”

      “You really do love him, don’t you?” he asked softly. He squeezed his eyes shut in pain. “You’re his Michelle.”

      “Yeah, I am. Or I was.” I swallowed hard. “But, like you told me once, sometimes, we protect people best by letting them go. I wasn’t strong enough to do it then, but it’s what I have to do now.”

      “Thank you for this,” he said, holding up the sticky paper. “I’ll call them.”

      I nodded my head in appreciation.

      “Ashley, I think I . . .” He paused and blew out a breath. “Brayden was right. About having you in his life. Don’t doubt that. I was wrong.”

      I nodded my head and started to walk away. I turned back and bit my lip. I met his intense gaze with one of my own. “Take care of him.”

      I didn’t wait for a response.

      Sometimes, at the very end, when we want to kick and scream and fight to stay with the ones we love, we have to give in and let them go. We have to be strong and selfless and tell them it’s time to leave us.

      I dug deep for the strength to walk away.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            48

          

          

      

    

    







            Lined Paper

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley

      Three days later, I walked out to my car for my morning drive to the hospital and found a solemn pink rose tucked under the windshield wiper. Beneath it lay a single sheet of lined composition paper. Marred by torn edges, my name was scrawled on the outside in handwriting as familiar as my own.

      I leaned back against the hood of my car as I opened the creased note. It had three lines, freshly written in dark lead.

      Don’t ever swallow another pill.

      Make Soot understand how sorry I am.

      Find a way to prove I’ll always love her.

      It was the last time I heard from him.
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      Brayden

      After

      

      “Ross? You okay?”

      Nothing felt okay.

      My lungs temporarily forgot breathing wasn’t optional.

      I stood next to the car, doubled over, trying to get my shit together. At least I’d made it outside before the pressure got too bad. I swallowed down the taste of bile and pushed against both my thighs to straighten back up. I took my hat off and grabbed the abused chunk of hair above my forehead.

      “Fuck.”

      I repeated it a half-dozen times because one F-bomb didn’t suffice.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” I finally answered. “Just need to catch my breath for a minute.”

      I leaned back against the car and toyed with the bill of my hat, bending it so the curve made a more perfect arc.

      I hated a new hat.

      It felt like wearing someone else’s shoes.

      I’d given my old one away yesterday, to a kid at a rest stop on the Jersey Turnpike. His eyes lit up the second he recognized me, standing like any schmo stretching his legs while his car filled up with gas.

      The kid was cool. He didn’t say anything to the other kids piled inside his mom’s beat-up minivan. He just sat quiet with his face pressed against the window, staring at me, while he left a nose print on the glass.

      He had that look. The one that reminded me of flowery script and a bent index card.

      Awe.

      Same as Kenny. The kid I’d never forgotten.

      On a whim, I’d reached into my car, grabbed my hat off the back seat, and strode over to the boy’s van.

      The look on the kid’s face as I drove away was the number one reason I loved my job. Seeing people with their eyes lit up like that, from such a simple gesture, made me feel like Santa Claus.

      For that split second, I felt redeemed instead of cursed. I had the power to make someone’s life a little better, to be a hero again. For a moment, I could forget about being the monster who stole dreams and killed the light in the eyes of people I loved.

      Now, standing in the parking lot outside Foxy’s, I would’ve done anything to lift the weight of that monster back off my chest.

      One thousand four hundred twenty-seven days.

      I’d counted them all.

      “Harder than you thought?” he asked.

      “I just wasn’t totally prepared for it.”

      “I’ve gotta tell you, she’s even more stunning in person than in the picture you showed me.”

      I swallowed and nodded ’cause I couldn’t even form words around how much seeing her had me shell-shocked.

      I thought I’d come back prepared.

      Over prepared, actually.

      I knew she wasn’t the girl I left. I knew her long hair was a little shorter now. And, sometimes, Joey would talk her into something crazy, like the chunky purple streak she had near her face for a couple months last year. I knew her hips had the fullness of a woman and her brow had the worried creases that chased childhood away.

      I thought I was ready.

      But I’d forgotten that tears in those green eyes were my motherfucking undoing. I’d spent too long trying to block them out. Too many years on a therapist’s couch, trying to make peace with them.

      All those hours of spilling my guts, and here I was, standing in the parking lot.

      Back at square one.

      “Fuck,” I said again.

      “Still think coming here was the right decision?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I had to. I have no choice. It’s just gonna be harder than I thought.”

      “You ready to go? You want me to drive?”

      “Nah, man. I’m good. Just give me a second. I need to make a quick call.”

      He slapped me on the back and leaned back against the car door. “Take your time.”

      I wandered across the parking lot, down toward the water a little ways, as I dialed the number. She answered on the second ring. I didn’t give her a chance at a proper greeting.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the job at the bar?”

      “’Cause I knew it would keep you up at night. And ’cause all she’s doing there is putting socks on a rooster.”

      “English, please.”

      “It’s a waste of time. She’s not making enough to have any impact.”

      “Well, running into her at the bar just had a helluva impact on me, so it would’ve been nice to know.”

      “You saw her?”

      “Yeah.”

      “By the tone of your voice, I’m guessing I don’t need to ask how that went.”

      “What’s the account at now?”

      There was a shuffling of papers in the background. I heard her drop something and mutter a curse.

      “About seven hundred.”

      “Damn it.” I kicked at the gravel beneath my feet.

      “I don’t need to tell you, that’s not enough to cover the month.”

      I groaned and pulled at my hair again.

      “I know. I’ll come up with something.” I blew out a breath, trying to even out my heart rate. “Did you order all the equipment from the list Matt sent?”

      “Yes. The contractor is coming next week to get started.”

      I exhaled. Everything was right on schedule. Including the panic attack I could feel coming on.

      This had to work.

      I wasn’t going to be able to live with myself if it didn’t.

      “Brayden,” she said, her voice quiet with knowing concern, “it’s going to be okay. Relax. You’re okay.”

      I pictured a younger version of the angry woman I’d just walked away from. Telling me those same words with a tap of her fingers to her lips and heart.

      I put my fist on top of my own, where it was trying to beat through my skin.

      “Yeah. I hope so,” I said back, halfhearted.

      I’d waited for this for so long. I had it built up in my mind. Reality was far different than the daydream.

      “I miss you. You sure you don’t want me to come down there?”

      “No. You’ve got your summer class. I don’t want you to mess that up.”

      I left unmentioned there was no way I could spring her on Ashley yet. Having Jess in my life was one more thing that had gone right for me while everything was falling down around Ashley’s head back here.

      “Well, if you change your mind . . .” she said, her voice trailing off. “I love you.”

      I let the words soak in. I’d never get tired of hearing her say them.

      “I love you, too. Don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      “I don’t know what you’d do either,” she said, laughing.

      I ended the call and turned to walk back to the car.

      I couldn’t back down now. Couldn’t pussy out of this. Almost everything was proceeding according to plan.

      I just needed to get started.

      Ironically, my very first step required breaking one more promise.
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        To what lengths would you go

        to earn forgiveness?

        Would you beg?

        Would you borrow?

        Would you steal?

      

        

      
        Some risks are worth taking.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Stealing Home]
        

      

      
        
        The conclusion of

        Ashley & Brayden’s love story.

      

        

      
        Click here to purchase.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Several years ago, I sat down to a table at a dinner party full of friends who are acclaimed authors. I was the nobody, seated beside an empty chair. Halfway through the salad course, a woman I’d never met, with bright red lipstick and wind-blown cheeks, came blustering into the room with her little black suitcase rolling behind her. She immediately sat beside me, introduced herself and within moments had extracted my life story. “So, you’re an author,” she stated plainly, after I’d explained my background. “Oh lord no. I’m a writer who gave up that dream a long time ago.” “Nope. You have a story to tell. I can see it. Why haven’t you told it yet?” That encounter was the first domino, the one tile I needed to have knocked over to send me on my way. The next morning, I bought a 99-cent composition book at the newsstand at LaGuardia and the outline for Interference and Stealing Home began. Thank you, Debra Anastasia. I always needed to give myself permission to try. You sat down in that empty seat and changed my life.

      

      In many ways, that composition book was my second go round. My love of romance began with Elizabeth and Todd from Sweet Valley High. My love of writing began in sixth grade, inside the pages of a spiral notebook I passed back and forth with my friend Anne. We wrote horrible fanfiction based on our favorite boy band and the grown-up world we imagined we’d live in someday. She was my first beta reader. Then and now. Her friendship has seen me through every one of life’s challenges. This book would not have happened without her constant shoulder to lean on. She has been my biggest supporter, and my biggest ass kicker. Thank you for being my Joey and believing in grand plans.

      

      This process of unfolding ideas, putting yourself out there and letting people judge your words, is—let’s just say—very intimidating. It’s sort of like taking your blouse off, running down the street half-naked and hoping people don’t point and laugh. I never would have had the courage to try this without my squad of cheerleaders. Deanae, Pamela and Michelle, you are the best pep talk, advice-giving, idea-bouncing, morale-boosting team on the planet. All three of you make me a better person every day.

      

      The one lesson they teach, at every writer’s workshop, is you can’t even attempt this without a tribe of folks who’ve gone before you. To Jiff Simpson and Jenny Kate, (known by their combined pen name Jiffy Kate) and to SL Scott – thank you for always being so lovely and gracious. Your time, patience and advice were invaluable. Please go check out their work if you haven’t already. They are not only great people, they are great storytellers too.

      

      Last, and most importantly, to my family. To my parents and sister, for making all things possible. To my kids, for being my miracles, and for reminding me every day that dreams can come true. Being your mother will always be my single greatest accomplishment. And finally, to my husband Bill—no matter where I wander, you will always be my home. Thank you for being my Brayden.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Harlow Cole is a former journalism student, turned techie, turned mother, who finally decided at age forty-plus what she wants to be if she ever she grows up. Her writing journey first began in sixth grade, when she and her best friend penned boy band fanfiction in an old spiral notebook. Harlow is a connoisseur of peanut M&Ms, brand-new school supplies and angst-filled love stories that always end happy. At fifteen, she met her first love. They’ve now been married for twenty years. They reside in suburban Washington, DC, where Harlow moonlights as a taxi driver for their farting beagle and teenage twins.

      

      For more information on upcoming releases, visit www.harlowcole.com

      

      You can help feed Harlow’s social media addiction on any of the following channels:

      
        [image: Facebook] Facebook

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Pinterest] Pinterest

      

    

  

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg
STEALING HOME

HARLOW COLE






