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  Chapter One


  Jade


  “Is sex actually important?”


  “What?” Kyle spit out the sip of beer he’d just taken.


  “You heard me. Or really what I’m asking is whether it’s possible to live a satisfying and meaningful life without it.”


  He leaned back in the worn desk chair to get a better look at me. “Is there a reason for this question?”


  “Not really.” I hopped up onto the desk, careful to tug down on my skirt. “I’m just trying to plan out the rest of my life.”


  “Maybe drinking while we reorganized the station was a bad idea.” He leaned back further, rocking the chair in the process. The movement gave me a momentary vision of doing the same kind of rocking with him. I shook my head to clear the thought. I wasn’t going there. No matter how much I crushed on Kyle, dating him wasn’t in the cards. Dating anyone wasn’t. I’d been there and done that, and it had ended in disaster. I wasn’t opening myself up to that kind of mess and pain again.


  “I guess the answer to your question is a personal one. There are some people who can live completely satisfied without sex, but others who can’t.”


  “Which category do you fall into?” I wasn’t sure why I was opening up such an awkward line of conversation with a friend who was also now technically my boss, but once I started I couldn’t stop.


  “The second group.”


  “Really? But you haven’t had any in months, have you?” I leaned toward him, challenging him to disagree.


  “How would you have any clue about my sex life, Jade?” He turned his head slightly. He always did that when he was thinking.


  “Because you spend almost all your time here.” As the manager of the campus radio station, Kyle spent nearly every moment that he wasn’t in class in his office or overseeing one of the student radio hosts. Like me.


  “That doesn’t mean I haven’t had sex.”


  “Now that sounds like you’re implying that you’ve had sex here.” I tapped the wooden desk. “I’m assuming that’s not what you meant.”


  “No. I’m saying you don’t keep tabs on me all the time.”


  “Okay. So the last time you had sex, was it mind-blowingly amazing or did it suck?”


  “Now that question can’t have anything to do with you planning out the rest of your life.”


  “No it can’t.” I ran a hand through my long black hair. I was far too tired and buzzed to be having this conversation, but I didn’t actually care.


  “When’s the last time you had sex?” His brow wrinkled.


  “It’s been awhile. I’m not going to make up some story about you not keeping tabs on me.”


  “How long is awhile?”


  “Why?” I crossed my legs.


  “Because I’m trying to figure out where all this is coming from and where the conversation is going.”


  “Why would you be worried about where it’s going? Are you afraid I’m going to try to jump you or something?” I bit my lip in an exaggerated way. A small of amount of alcohol decimated my inhibitions. It’s why I rarely drank and never did unless I was around someone I trusted. For one reason or another, I trusted Kyle.


  “I wouldn’t be afraid of that.”


  “I thought about it before when you were leaning back in your chair.” It was more than the alcohol making me honest. It was Kyle. I always told him he should go into counseling. He could make anyone open up about anything,


  “You need a boyfriend.”


  “No thanks. Hence my question about not having sex. I’m not meant for relationships.” I hoped he wouldn’t ask for details, but I knew he would.


  “How many relationships have you had?”


  “Not many.”


  “Me either, but I’m not throwing in the towel quite yet.” He leaned back again. Either he’d forgotten what I’d said, or he didn’t mind me having sexual thoughts about him.


  “Have you ever had sex without a relationship?” I’d already made him uncomfortable, no reason to stop now.


  “Yes.”


  “Kyle Bradley. I’m surprised at you.”


  “Why? Do I really seem like such a saint?” He watched me carefully.


  “Not a saint, but an ‘emotions matter’ kind of guy.”


  “It’s not a habit of mine, but it happens.”


  “I’ve never had that kind of emotionless sex. Maybe that’s my problem.” I took another small sip of the bitter beer.


  “That’s not your problem.” He tossed his empty beer bottle into the recycling bin across the room.


  “Nice aim.”


  “I did play basketball in high school, you know?”


  “I didn’t know that.” There was a lot about Kyle I didn’t know. There was a lot about me he didn’t know either. “Do you think I should try?”


  “Try what?” He sat up in his chair.


  “Having random hook-up sex.”


  “No. I don’t think you should.” He stood up. “And on that note, I’ll walk you home.”


  I groaned. “I don’t want to go home.”


  “Why not? I thought you were excited to be living in your sorority house.”


  “I was until I realized how boring staying alone in the house over the summer would be. I also thought I’d have a roommate, but that was before she moved into your place.”


  “Savy doesn’t live with me.”


  “No, she lives with Glen, and he’s your roommate and she spends almost every night there. Like I said, she moved into your place.”


  “Oh. I get it now.” He walked over to the door of the radio station.


  “You get what?”


  “Why you’re being like this.” He shut off the light and ushered me out into the hall.


  “Like what?”


  “You’re jealous. All of your friends have boyfriends and you don’t.”


  “I’m not jealous.” I crossed my arms. “That’s ridiculous.”


  “Is it?” He held open the outer door. “I’m not judging you. I’m merely stating the fact.”


  “I’m not jealous.” I brushed off his words. “I’m just trying to accept that I’m fated to spend life perpetually single. I know I can take care of myself, the only thing I was wondering about was the sex.”


  “You can be so incredibly weird.”


  “So can you.” I bumped my shoulder into his. I’m not sure when Kyle and I actually became friends. It happened gradually after he started helping me with my radio show freshman year. Nine months later, I rarely went a day without seeing him. Unfortunately the friendly feelings had slowly grown into something different. Talking about sex with him probably wasn’t going to help, but then again I doubted it could make me want him more.


  We walked silently. I didn’t try to dissuade him from walking me back to my house. I wasn’t keen on getting mugged, and he didn’t seem to mind the small detour out of his way.


  He stopped right out front. “This is going to sound absolutely crazy, but I need you to agree anyway.”


  “Okay.” I watched him with interest. Kyle wasn’t the type to call any of his ideas crazy. He was more likely to proclaim them as wonderful.


  “If you’re ever going to seriously consider trying out the random sex thing, call me first.”


  My mouth fell open. “Uh, you didn’t just say that.”


  “I’m just saying I’d rather my best host not die or get badly hurt after she decides to hook up with a random guy.”


  “Oh yeah? Worried about your radio station?”


  “And a friend.”


  “Haven’t you heard about the hazards of sleeping with a friend?” My heart was beating a mile a minute. Had Kyle offered to have sex with me? He must have had more to drink than I thought.


  “They’re no worse than hooking up with a random psychopath. Or a drummer,” he mumbled.


  “Wait. What?”


  “Nothing.” He looked down.


  “Nuh uh, I heard you. You think I was talking about having sex with Len?” Kyle made no secret of his distaste of the guy.


  “He does flirt with you every chance he gets, even when he’s across the country.”


  “And that means I want to sleep with him?” Admittedly I’d had a mega crush on Len Denton, drummer of Chance of a Lifetime, but if my friendship with him had taught me anything, it was that I definitely didn’t want to sleep with him. I’d have chosen Kyle for that role ten times over.


  Kyle shrugged. “Just saying, I think I’d be a better choice.”


  “So what am I supposed to be agreeing to then? I’ll call you if I get horny next time instead of hooking up with someone random?”


  “It sounds so much worse when you say it that way.”


  “Because it is that bad.” I still didn’t know if he was actually serious. The offer was so unlike Kyle I doubted it could be.


  “Fine. I was just offering.” He shoved his hands in his pockets.


  “You were offering your sexual services. Got it.” I smiled. Joke or not, I had to give him a hard time about it.


  “That sounds even worse.”


  I put a hand on my hip. “Shall we say goodnight before it gets any worse?”


  “Forget I said anything.”


  “I will. After I tell all my friends.” I grinned. Teasing Kyle came so naturally.


  “Don’t you dare.”


  I laughed. “Don’t worry. I wouldn’t do that to my enemy let alone my friend.”


  “Your friends are nice and all, but they’re—”


  “Scary?” I finished for him.


  “Your words. Not mine.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “Goodnight, Jade.”


  “Goodnight. Don’t worry. I don’t think I’m going to call you tonight.”


  He laughed. “I told you it was a crazy idea.”


  “I’m going to call Len instead.”


  “Don’t even…”


  I laughed. “You really don’t have to worry about that.”


  “Good.”


  I headed up the front steps of my house. I knew he wouldn’t leave until he saw me walk inside.


  “Jade?” he called right before I pushed open the door.


  “Yeah?”


  “You don’t actually think you’re destined to be alone, do you?”


  “Of course not.” I forced a smile. That was exactly how I felt.


  Chapter Two


  Kyle


  I’d barely made it around the corner from Jade’s house when my cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, half expecting it to be Jade texting me with another joke about my ridiculous offer. She was never going to let me live it down.


  It wasn’t Jade. It was my older brother Dylan. Call me.


  I pocketed my phone. I wasn’t in the state of mind to deal with him. He was the golden boy of the family. As far as my parents were concerned he couldn’t do wrong, but I knew the truth. I was the one who had to clean up the messes he always seemed to make. I was positive he’d made himself another because he never contacted me for any other reason. I’d thought things would get better when he graduated and moved back up to Boston, but they hadn’t. He got in even more trouble now.


  My phone vibrated again. I glanced at the screen. Call Now.


  I let out a deep breath before giving in. I didn’t want to have to explain my asshole brother to my new roommate.


  I pushed call.


  He answered immediately. “Where have you been?”


  “It’s been a minute.”


  “No it hasn’t.”


  “Are you drunk?”


  “I fucked up.” He sounded off, even more off than usual.


  “You? Impossible.” I didn’t hold back on the sarcastic tone.


  “No, I really fucked up this time, and I need your help.”


  “What did you do?” I stopped outside my building.


  “I can’t tell you over the phone.”


  “I don’t know what to tell you then.”


  “You’re coming up to Lake George next week. I’ll see you then.”


  “No I’m not. I told mom I couldn’t make it this year.”


  “Yeah, well, I might have said you changed your mind.”


  “You’re an asshole. How the hell am I supposed to back out of it again?” I’d had to deal with my mother’s wrath once already when I bowed out.


  “You’re not going to. You’ll be there. You’re not leaving me hung out to dry. I need you to have my back.”


  I groaned. Backing out of the trip again was going to be impossible. My mother would flip out. “Fine. I’ll get someone to cover for me at the station.” We didn’t have much going on in the summer, and Jade was always bugging me to let her help out more. This could be a good chance to get on her good side.


  “Good. I’ll tell you everything when I see you.”


  “Great.” I gritted my teeth. It was anything but great. I tried to keep my time with my family to a minimum.


  “Oh and bring your girlfriend. Mom wants to meet her.”


  My stomach dropped. “Oh, I don’t think she can make it.”


  “Why’s that? Is it because she’s not real?”


  “Of course she is.” Of course she wasn’t. I hadn’t had a girlfriend in months.


  “Great. I already assured mom that if she was real you’d bring her with you. We’d all love to meet her.” He hung up.


  Fuck. I knew lying to my mom was a mistake, but I had no choice. The alternative was putting up with her endless attempts to set me up with her friends’ daughters. After a few disastrous dates, I was determined to avoid those setups for good.


  Now I had three days to fess up to my lie or find someone to come with me. I was friends with plenty of girls, but all of them had boyfriends, except one. The problem was that one was also the girl I’d wanted for months. It looked like I was going to be the one calling Jade that night.


  Chapter Three


  Jade


  “Didn’t I just say goodnight to you?” I pretended to be annoyed by Kyle’s phone call, but I had nothing better to do. As I’d whined about earlier, my roommate wasn’t home. Again. I really needed to find more people who’d stayed around for the summer.


  “Yeah… sorry. I have a huge favor to ask you.” His voice lilted as though he was nervous. He hadn’t been nervous to offer his sexual services. If he was nervous now this had to be a pretty huge favor.


  “No, I’m not having random sex with you tonight. I’m too busy.”


  He laughed. “I thought we were going to forget I ever said that?”


  “I’m not forgetting it. The more I think about it, it was kind of sweet.”


  “Sweet?”


  “You didn’t want me having some sort of self-esteem issue thinking I couldn’t get some if I wanted it.”


  “Jade, you can get sex anytime you want. That’s not in question.”


  “Then why did you offer?” I chewed on my nail. It was a bad habit that surfaced when I was particularly nervous.


  “We’re not talking about that.”


  “Fine.” I slumped down on my bed. “It was weird though.”


  “This is even weirder.”


  “What is? The favor?”


  “Yes.”


  “Before you tell me what it is, what’s in it for me?”


  “If you help me?”


  “Yes.” I propped myself up with two purple pillows.


  “Free concert tickets.”


  “I already get those.” Free concert tickets was a perk for working at the only college radio station in town.


  “How about a trip to upstate New York?”


  “Uh… by myself?”


  “No. With me.”


  “First you offer sex and now a getaway? Wow, you sound like the desperate one.”


  “With me… and my entire family.”


  I laughed. I didn’t know what else to do. “What is this? Where’s the joke?”


  “There’s no joke. My parents think I have a girlfriend. I don’t.”


  “Why do they think you have one?”


  “I may have let them think I did. It doesn’t matter though. What do you want in return? I feel weird paying you…that seems too much like an escort or whatever, but I’ll let you borrow my car anytime, or anything. It’s only a week. We leave in three days, and the weather should be nice. Lake George is beautiful this time of year.”


  “Only a week? The weather should be nice? You’re asking me to pretend to be your girlfriend.” How was he asking any of this in a remotely serious fashion?


  “Yes… I know it’s pathetic, but I don’t have anyone else to ask.”


  “So now I’m your last resort?” He had to be kidding.


  “No. Of course not. You’re my first choice. Please.”


  “I’ve never been to Lake George before. Chase has a place there, and Cara says it’s beautiful.” My good friend Cara’s boyfriend had taken her up for a visit before.


  “It is. It’s breathtaking. Can’t be missed. Can I order our tickets? You’ll come?”


  “Can I have some time to think about it?” I should have said no, but part of me wasn’t ready to rule out the possibility.


  “You’ll think about it? As in you aren’t automatically saying no?”


  “Against my better judgment I will consider it.” I sighed. “Goodnight again.”


  “Goodnight, greatest most awesome friend in the world.”


  “Buttering me up won’t help.”


  “Are you sure? You’re wonderful you know.”


  I laughed. “Goodnight, Kyle.”


  “Goodnight.”


  I hung up and tossed my phone next to me on the bed.


  Why had I given him false hope? Now I was going to have to let him down the next day. He couldn’t have actually expected me to say yes. I mean, who in their right mind offers to have random sex with a girl one minute and then asks them to be their fake girlfriend the next? Kyle, that’s who. If it had been anyone else the answer would have been an easy no, but this was different. I could never say no to him. Whether he wanted me to cover a shift for someone or do his laundry, I’d have done it… just like I was going to do this. I needed someone to talk me out of it, and fast.


  I picked up my phone again and called someone I knew would still be up.


  “Jade!” Cara answered after a few rings. “How are you?”


  “You sound entirely too excited. What’s going on?” I could hear loud music behind her.


  “What’s wrong with excited?”


  I heard the sound of a door closing and the music quieted. “Nothing. You sound good.” Cara was off on the Sinister Summer tour with her rock star boyfriend. In other words she was having a much more exciting summer than I was.


  “Ok. What’s up with you?”


  “I need you to tell me not to do something idiotic.”


  “Define idiotic.”


  I’d piqued her interest. “Pretending to be someone’s girlfriend…”


  “That’s idiotic. Don’t go there.” Cara was very good at getting straight to the point.


  “You don’t even know who I’m talking about.”


  “I don’t care who. That’s insane. If you need money, I’ll lend you some.”


  “I don’t need money!” I wasn’t sure whether to be offended she’d immediately assumed it was about money.


  “It’s Kyle isn’t it? Oh. My. God.” Her serious tone turned to excited.


  “Wait? Why would it be Kyle?” I asked curiously.


  “Who else would you consider doing this for out of the goodness of your heart? You’re into him. You’ll never admit it, but I bet I’m right.”


  “You’re right,” I mumbled.


  “Ahh!” Her ear piercing scream nearly destroyed my eardrum. “What’s going on with you guys? Why in the world would he ask you to do that?”


  “We’ve been hanging out more, and he apparently made up a fake girlfriend to his parents…”


  “Wait. He wants you to pretend to his parents?”


  “Yeah… on the family trip to Lake George.” It sounded even worse when I explained it to her.


  “Lake George? That’s all the way up in New York.”


  “I’m aware of the geography.”


  “You can’t really say yes, you know that, right?”


  “Why not?” I knew perfectly well, but maybe playing devil’s advocate would get me some good advice.


  “Because pretending to be someone’s girlfriend is inherently risky, and it’s worse when it’s a guy you actually like.”


  “But maybe that’s why it’s good. Maybe pretending will be so awkward that I’ll stop liking him.”


  “And you admitted it.”


  “You’re doing a victory dance, aren’t you?”


  She laughed. “How’d you know?”


  “Just a guess.” Cara didn’t do a great job of hiding her feelings on the subject of my dating life. She thought I’d been single long enough.


  “You should tell him you like him. If he’s desperate for a fake girlfriend, why not get a real one?”


  “I don’t want to be his girlfriend.” I wasn’t going there, and I hoped Cara wouldn’t push for too many details.


  “But you admitted to liking him.”


  “That doesn’t mean I want a relationship. Think of what would happen when we broke up. I’d lose my show.” And I’d lose much more. I wasn’t strong enough.


  “You can’t stay single forever.”


  “Says who?”


  “Says me. Besides, don’t you uh… get lonely?” That was her polite way of saying horny.


  “There are other ways to deal with that.”


  “Yes, but none as satisfying as finding the right guy.”


  “I don’t want a boyfriend.”


  “Fine. Then why even consider pretending to be his girlfriend? All the fuss with no rewards.”


  “I can’t say no to him. I don’t want him to hate me.”


  “He’s not going to hate you for being reasonable.”


  “I kind of want to go…”


  “Because you like him. At least if you’re doing this it’s with Kyle. That makes it better.”


  “Yeah, I’m glad I wasn’t asked by a random guy.”


  “You know what I mean. Kyle is safe.”


  “Then I probably shouldn’t tell you what else he said tonight.”


  “What do you mean?” She breathed heavily into the phone. “What else did he say?”


  I considered spilling the beans, but I couldn’t. Kyle would kill me. “Nothing. Forget it.”


  “No way. You can’t throw that out and then back down.”


  “Yes I can.” I sat up. “How’s the tour?”


  “Interesting and fun, but I miss normal life.”


  “I’ve followed your blog. I’m totally jealous.” I couldn’t imagine anything cooler than touring across the country and seeing a new city every day. I’d seen so little.


  “Don’t be, and you know you can always come out and join me. Len would love that.” She laughed. “But either way we need to get back to you and this Kyle thing. Are you sure you’re okay going along with the charade?”


  “No. I’m not sure. I know I should probably say no.”


  “Yes, yes you should. Not that you shouldn’t spend time with Kyle… but you need to do it the right way.”


  “The right way… okay.”


  “Sorry. I’m not trying to lecture you.”


  “I know. I only wish I knew how to avoid making everything awkward.”


  “If you think saying no to him will make things awkward, what do you think will happen if you guys ever hooked up or dated?”


  “Exactly. Why do you think I’m avoiding it?”


  “Just be careful either way.”


  “I’m always careful.”


  “Normally I’d agree, but the fact that you’re even considering this brings that into question.”


  “I know.” I knew I sounded crazy and completely out of character.


  “And if you do go, remember it’s cooler up there. Make sure to pack a sweatshirt, and also figure out sleeping arrangements.”


  “I’ll pretend to be really old fashioned about sleeping with a guy before marriage, and thanks for the packing advice.”


  “Uh huh.” I could picture her raising an eyebrow.


  “Anyway, I never said I was going to say yes. I’m still leaning toward no.”


  “Either way, be sure to tell me.”


  “I will. Have a good night.”


  “You too.”


  I hung up. My talk with Cara had helped. I needed to say no, and I didn’t want to wait.


  I picked up and called Kyle.


  He picked up on the first ring. “Need me?”


  “Very funny. I made up my mind.”


  “It’s fine. I understand. I can find someone else.” His voice dropped.


  Someone else? The thought of Kyle bringing someone else made me lose all my resolve. “I’ll come.” I was pathetic. Completely pathetic.


  “Yeah? That’s awesome. I’ll get our tickets right now.”


  “Great.” I gritted my teeth. What had I just agreed to?


  Chapter Four


  Kyle


  I waited nervously outside the Delta Mu house. Maybe asking Jade to do this was a mistake. She’d seemed willing enough, but what if she changed her mind halfway through the week and admitted the truth? If I thought things with my parents were bad now, that would only make it worse. Jade wouldn’t do that to me. Would she? Despite knowing Jade for close to a year, I didn’t actually know all that much about her. Every time she seemed close to opening up, she stopped short. I couldn’t blame her though. I hadn’t exactly been forthcoming myself.


  I’d just headed for the front steps when the door opened, and Jade walked out wheeling a black suitcase. I hurried up the steps to take the bag from her. “Hey.”


  “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Jade mumbled while I placed her bag in the trunk.


  “I can’t really believe it either, but I appreciate it.” Not only was she going to help me save face with my family, but I got to spend a week with her. I knew there were better ways to spend time with a girl, but maybe getting away from campus was what we needed. Dating on campus was complicated even when most of the students were away. It was hard to change up anything.


  “Why you need me to do this still makes no sense.”


  “I already told you why.” I held open the passenger door for her. She was going to have to get used to me doing those sorts of things if she was going to pretend to date me. I could be dumb about plenty of things, but I still believed in chivalry.


  “Why not tell your mom you broke up with the girl? Wouldn’t that be easier?”


  “No. She’d hound me like crazy about what I did to mess things up.” I closed her door and went around to my side. There was no easy way to explain everything to Jade. The full story involved years of depression and a mother who believed finding the right girl would fix everything.


  “You mean your mom wouldn’t side with you?” She scrunched up her nose in either confusion or disgust.


  “Not on this. You don’t know my parents.”


  “I wasn’t being judgmental. My mom would do the same thing.”


  I studied Jade’s beautiful face. I knew she didn’t see what I saw, but there was no questioning it. She was gorgeous. “Really? That surprises me.”


  “Your mom does the same thing, so why would it surprise you?”


  “Because you’re you, and I’m me.” I turned on the car. I hadn’t left much leeway for us to make it to the airport.


  “And that makes sense because….”


  “Forget it.” I pulled away from the curb. The street had only a fraction of the traffic it had during the school year. “You’ll understand more when you meet my parents.”


  “What if they don’t like me?”


  “You’re pretending to be my girlfriend, yet you’re worried about what my parents will think?”


  “I don’t know. I’m probably not the usual type of girl you bring home.”


  “Yeah, I don’t bring girls home much.” I didn’t bring girls home at all. First of all I hadn’t met any worth bringing, and second I knew how intense my family could be.


  “Wait. What name are they going to call me?” she asked in a strained voice.


  “Jade.”


  “Uh, they never asked your girlfriend’s name before?”


  “They did.” I looked straight ahead. “I never told them. I didn’t want my mom trying to snoop around. At least that’s the excuse I gave.”


  “Yet they bought that you’re now ready to bring the girl on a family vacation?” Skepticism dripped in her voice.


  “It’s all my dumb brother’s fault. He told them I would come, and I’d bring my girlfriend to meet everyone.” I sounded lame even to my own ears.


  “And you couldn’t tell them no?”


  “Not after that. My mom would know I was lying.”


  “But you’re lying now.”


  “Yes… but it’s different.” It was sort of.


  “Why, because she doesn’t know?” Jade put a hand on my leg. The touch was at once comforting and exciting. If I was getting excited over her hand on my leg I was in trouble.


  I glanced over. “And look you’re already playing your part.”


  “Oh. Sorry.” She moved her hand.


  “I meant it was good. This isn’t going to be that hard.” I missed her hand.


  “Your family isn’t scary, is it?” She stiffened.


  “Define scary.” I didn’t want to worry her, but I didn’t want to sugar coat it either. She was going to find out soon enough.


  “Oh boy. Maybe you should turn around and drop me off.”


  “They’ll be really nice to you. Just stay away from my brother. He’s a little crazy.”


  “Dylan, right? He dated Juliet.”


  I groaned. “Yeah. If you’ve talked to her about him then you know why I’m warning you. He’s an ass most of the time.” Dylan had dated one of Jade’s sorority sisters, and he hadn’t treated her well. The fact that I’d had a huge crush on her for years didn’t help my feelings on the subject either.


  “I’m assuming he’ll stay out of my way since I’m supposedly your girlfriend.”


  “Yeah… not really. Like I said, he’s an ass. Plus, he probably doesn’t believe you’re actually my girlfriend. It’s going to get worse when he sees you.”


  “Sees me?” She looked down at her clothes.


  “Have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately? I don’t get girls like you.”


  “Uh, not exactly. You’re the rich boy. You’re the one who’d be unrealistic for me.”


  I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “Seriously? Is that what you think?”


  “Half my house has a crush on you. Ever since you stood up to Aaron last year you’ve been on the hot list.”


  “Yes, when I got my nose broken by Cara’s ex. Wonderful memory.”


  “When you stood up to one of the biggest guys on campus to defend a girl. That was cool of you.”


  “Glad you think so.” I’d tried to push that night out of my memory. I wasn’t sure what I’d been thinking. Really, I probably wasn’t thinking at all. I’d snapped when my friend’s ex called her a slut. He was a jerk, and I wasn’t going to stand by and listen to him.


  “Ok, start telling me everything.”


  “Everything about what?” I turned away from campus and toward the airport.


  “About your family. What I should expect.”


  “It’s not going to be all that crazy. Just my parents, my brother, my grandparents, and a cousin.”


  “Is the cousin a boy or girl?”


  “A girl.”


  “Our age?”


  “Twenty-five.”


  “Ok. Got it. Any weird food stuff I need to know?”


  “About me?”


  “No, your family. I already know all your weird ones. You hate mustard and like mayo.”


  “You know I hate mustard?” I tried to remember when that would have come up.


  “It doesn’t take much to figure that out.”


  “Okay. Then nothing else. My family eats what other families eat.”


  “Alcohol? Yay or nay? For us since we’re underage?”


  “Yes to both. They’re not going to check your ID.”


  “Oh thank goodness.”


  I laughed. “I never took you to be so alcohol dependent.” Jade rarely drank, and when she did she usually didn’t even finish a single beer or drink.


  “I’m usually not, but you’ve never seen me pretending to be someone’s girlfriend.”


  “Have you done it before?”


  “Of course not.” She pushed my shoulder.


  “Glad I’m breaking your fake girlfriend virginity then.”


  “You just wanted to use the word virginity.” She crossed her arms.


  “No I didn’t. It sounded funny in my head.”


  “No more use of that word. I need to stay in character.”


  “In character?” I turned onto the interstate. “What does that mean?”


  “Should I go with prim and proper? You are a rich boy after all.”


  “Stop.” It was my turn to put a hand on her jean clad leg. “You’re not playing anyone but you. The only thing you’re pretending is that you’re my girlfriend and not just my friend. Got it?”


  “Oh, you’re no fun.”


  “What were you hoping to be? An exotic dancer by night?”


  “No, I was thinking more pre-med trying to save the world.”


  “My parents are going to be cool with you as you are. The almost sophomore music obsessed Delta Mu.”


  “They know I’m a sorority girl?” She cringed.


  “My mom was Delta Mu at Harrison. Don’t worry, it’s a good thing.”


  “But I’m not really a sorority girl.” She folded her hands in her lap.


  “You are as much as I’m a frat guy. Whether you fit the stereotype or not, you’re one.”


  She sighed. “All of my acting skills are going to be wasted.”


  “Except for the ones involving pretending to be my girlfriend. You’re allowed to go over the top there.”


  “Over the top?” I heard the suspicion in her voice. “What, am I supposed to be all over you in public or something?”


  “Not all over me, but very happy with me. I’m not looking to make them think we’re breaking up. We can take care of that when we’re miles away from them again.”


  Her face fell slightly, but I wouldn’t let myself read into it.


  “What about sleeping arrangements?”


  “I’m sure my mom will put us in separate rooms. You might be with my cousin though. Would that bother you?”


  “Nope. That’s fine.” Jade continued to quiz me on my family as we drove closer to the airport. I told her what I could, but I didn’t want to scare her. I wasn’t taking the risk that she wouldn’t get on the plane.


  Chapter Five


  Jade


  I generally like flying, but I spent the entire flight up to Albany with my stomach in knots. Kyle tried to distract me, but all I could picture was how awkward it would be if his parents saw through the charade. Would they blame me? As the plane taxied down the runway, I knew I had to stay positive. There was no way I was going to make it through the week otherwise.


  I stalled as long as I could, but eventually I had no choice but to walk down the aisle and get off the plane. Kyle got right into character, wordlessly taking my hand as we headed to baggage claim. His strong hand comforted me as I struggled to pull myself together. I could do this. I could face his family.


  We walked through the doors into baggage claim. “Kyle!” A woman called his name as we rounded the corner.


  “Hey, Mom.” Kyle smiled and pulled us toward where a stunning middle-aged woman waited. Her gray hair was the opposite of the black that my mom always kept hers dyed. “This is Jade.”


  “Jade!” She pulled me into a hug. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you. We’re so excited you were able to join us.”


  “Thanks for having me.” All of my planning, and I couldn’t come up with anything better to say?


  “Of course! We’re thrilled that you’re here.” She put her hands on my arms and looked into my eyes. Guilt rushed through me. Was I really supposed to lie to this woman for a week? Cara had been right to deter me. I’d made a huge mistake.


  “Is Dad in the car?” Kyle asked without any hint of nervousness.


  “No, he’s at the hotel working.” His mother smiled sheepishly. “Are you surprised?”


  “No.” Kyle took my hand again while carefully avoiding my eyes. He probably knew I was about to lose it. “Let’s wait for our stuff.”


  I smiled. When all else fails smiling can get you out of some awkward situations.


  “I’m sure Kyle can handle the bags.” His mother put a hand on my back.


  “Sure. Be right back.” He winked before letting go of my hand. He was dead. Two minutes after landing and he’d ditched me already. It was also when I realized I still didn’t know his mom’s name. I couldn’t believe I had forgotten to ask Kyle that simple detail, and I couldn’t ask now. A boyfriend definitely would have told his girlfriend that.


  She waited for Kyle to walk out of earshot before turning to me. “I know I’ve already said it, but I’m so excited you’re here. Can I admit something to you? Woman to woman?”


  “Uh, sure…” I stammered. Did things have to get awkward already?


  “Kyle’s brother tried to convince us that you were made up. Can you believe that? And part of me believed him. I’m so happy we were wrong!” She pulled me into another hug.


  Oh. My. God. I was going to hell. I was completely and certifiably on my way. And why was this woman so excited that Kyle had a girlfriend? He was twenty years old, not forty. Would it matter if he were single?


  “Uh, yeah. I’m real.” I fought the urge to chew my nails. That would only make me look stranger and possibly more guilty.


  “Of course you are.” She stepped back and looked at me. “And you’re absolutely beautiful. No wonder Kyle is so taken with you.”


  “Oh. Thanks.” What was one supposed to say to that?


  “Kyle mentioned this is your first time to Lake George. You’re going to love it, especially the hotel we’re staying at.”


  “Oh. Cool.”


  “And don’t worry, you and Kyle can stay together.” She winked. “I’m not going to be old fashioned.”


  “Oh, it’s fine. You don’t have to make yourself uncomfortable for me.”


  “I won’t be uncomfortable. If Kyle brought you here it means he’s serious about you. You might as well be family.” She nudged me.


  I glanced over my shoulder to where Kyle waited by the baggage carousel. A loud beep signified that it was finally starting to move. I hoped our bags came off quickly. I wasn’t sure how long I was going to be able to handle his mom on my own before saying something stupid.


  “Where are you from, Jade?” She smoothed out her long white linen skirt. “Kyle hasn’t shared all the details yet.”


  “South Carolina. A small town about three hours from Charleston.”


  “Oh, how lovely. South Carolina is such a beautiful state. You know we have a house out on Kiawah. Has he taken you there yet?”


  “Not yet.” I hoped Kyle didn’t fabricate that detail earlier.


  “What?” She turned and strode over to Kyle.


  I watched nervously. Hopefully we weren’t already getting caught. After several deep breaths I walked over to meet them.


  Kyle gave me a sheepish smile. “Mom says I owe you an apology for not taking you to the beach yet this summer.”


  “No apology needed, it’s been busy.”


  “You and that radio station. You’d think Kyle owned it for the amount of time he spends there.” His mother gave me a knowing look.


  “She knows, Mom.” He rolled his eyes. “She works there too.”


  “You do?” She turned to me. “How nice. I had no idea.”


  “Yes, Kyle’s a wonderful boss.”


  “Boss? Is he your boss?”


  “Technically he can fire me. He doesn’t pay me though.”


  “I never considered that Kyle’s position came with that sort of responsibility.” His mom seemed pensive.


  “Of course not. Who’d trust me with responsibility?” He let out a deep breath.


  “That’s not what I meant.” His mom narrowed her eyes.


  “There’s my bag!” Like a beacon of hope, my black rolling bag with the tie dyed belt came out onto the conveyer belt.


  “I’ll get it.” Kyle shot me an apologetic look before walking over to grab it. Thankfully a few seconds later his bag showed up too, and we headed out to the car.


  Kyle held open the passenger door to his mom’s Mercedes for me.


  “Oh, I can sit in the back.” I bent down to move under his arm to the back before he could stop me. He wasn’t making me sit up front with his mom. I preferred sitting in the back where I could hopefully be forgotten about. I’d looked it up, and the drive was going to be close to an hour.


  Kyle didn’t say anything. He just got in the front and closed his door a little harder than he needed to. I hoped he snapped out of his funk. I was the one in over my head on this one. He could at least try to keep things reasonable for my sake.


  “Have you told Jade much about the plans for this week?” His mother broke an awkward silence that had set in since the conversation in baggage claim.


  “I wasn’t sure of the plans myself, so I couldn’t tell her.” Kyle rested his arm on the center console.


  “Well, that’s the whole fun of it. We have almost no plans at all. Isn’t that a hoot? A break from the usual.” She inserted her ticket into the toll booth machine and the lever moved to let us out of the lot.


  “That’s great.” Kyle looked at me through the space between the seats.


  “Sounds good.”


  “I already told Jade, but you two are staying together, so don’t worry about that.”


  “Oh. Thanks.” He shot me an ‘I had no idea’ look.


  “I assured your mom we didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.” It’s not that I wanted to share a room with his cousin, but I wasn’t sure if staying in a room with Kyle was such a good idea.


  “Exactly. We’ll do whatever you want, Mom.”


  “You’re staying together. Everyone else has already checked in anyway.”


  “Oh. Ok.”


  I looked out the window, needing to focus on something—anything but the fact that I was going to be spending a week in a hotel room with Kyle. Hopefully it would be double beds.


  At least the scenery kept my attention. Tall green trees were a welcome change from the typical palm trees of Charleston. Both were beautiful in their own ways, but upstate New York was new to me, and there is something awe inspiring about seeing a new place for the first time.


  Forty-five minutes later his mom pulled into an empty spot in the lot and led us toward an absolutely beautiful old hotel.


  The large white building was beautiful in its own right, but it was the seemingly endless lake that held my attention. Kyle took my hand and my bag as we walked inside. I was so busy looking around me, that I was lucky I didn’t walk into anything.


  “I told you it was pretty up here.” Kyle nudged me.


  “I never doubted it.” I waited patiently in the lobby as his mom went up the desk.


  “Have fun you two.” His mom smiled as she handed Kyle the room keys. “Remember, dinner is at six thirty. Don’t be late.” She patted Kyle’s arm and walked away.


  “Ready?” Kyle asked.


  “Sure. Let’s see this room.” I followed him upstairs while a bellhop saw to our bags. I was never comfortable leaving my stuff with anyone, but then again the only things of value I had were in the purse I was carrying.


  Kyle pushed open the door to our room, and I followed him inside. My eyes immediately went to the one king sized bed. It was going to be an interesting week.


  Chapter Six


  Kyle


  Jade was going to kill me. She was probably ready to kill me already, but as soon as I found out we were sharing a room I knew I was in trouble. Add in the one bed, and it was worse. But that wasn’t the half of it. The itinerary laid out on the bed said it all.


  “A couple’s massage?” Jade held the paper in her hands. “Did you know about this? I thought your mom said there were no plans.”


  “Are you really going to ask me that?”


  “Private wine tasting, I can handle that, but a couples massage?” She dropped the paper onto the bed as though it were on fire.


  “My mom may be making way too big of a deal out of me bringing you. I guess she wanted to surprise us.” I stretched, still stiff from all the traveling.


  “You think?” She glared down at the offending off-white paper. “At least there weren’t rose petals on the bed.”


  A knock on the door made me freeze. A follow up knock snapped me out of my momentary panic, and I walked over to open it. A bellhop stood outside the door. I thought it was just the bags until I noticed a tray and ice bucket in his hands. “Hello Mr. Bradley. Here’s your champagne and strawberries. I hope you two have a wonderful, romantic week together.”


  I said nothing. I couldn’t. The thought of turning around to face Jade had me ready to bolt from the room.


  “Would you like me to set this up for you?” The bellhop asked.


  “No thanks.” I took the tray as well as the champagne and ice bucket. “I can handle it.”


  He brought in our bags and set them inside the door. “If you’re sure, sir.” He nodded before showing himself out of the room.


  Forget Jade killing me, I was going to kill my mom. Unless. I opened the small white card attached to the ice bucket.


  Hope you and your girlfriend enjoy yourselves- Dylan.


  “Asshole.”


  “Excuse me?”


  I turned to find Jade sitting on the edge of the bed looking positively mortified.


  “Not you, obviously. It was my brother. He did this.” I brought the strawberries and champagne over to her.


  “Would you read into anything if I ate a strawberry?” She removed the cover to the dish.


  “What would I be reading from it? That you secretly want me?”


  She picked up a strawberry and bit into it. “I really like strawberries.”


  “We might as well open the champagne too. We’ll need it before we face the rest of my family for dinner.”


  “It’s funny how you’re only now admitting how bad this week is going to be.”


  “It’s not going to be bad. At least we have the cover to do our own thing. It’s beautiful up here, so we might as well enjoy it.”


  “Well, we’re not going to enjoy the sleeping in the same bed part.” She seemed to be setting down ground rules. I was okay with that. I owed her.


  “I can sleep on the floor if you want.”


  “We don’t have to go that far. You’re just staying on your own side.”


  “I promise I’ll do my best to resist you.” I winked, hoping to lighten the mood.


  “I’ll do the same.” She smiled slightly.


  I reached around her and grabbed a strawberry. “I want to see if they’re as good as you’re making them look.”


  “How am I making them look?” She paused with the strawberry halfway to her lips for another bite.


  “You’d understand if you could see the face you made when you bit into it the first time.”


  “I didn’t make a face.” She used her fingers to wipe away a few drops of strawberry from her lips.


  “Yes you did.” I bit into the strawberry. “The face was understandable. These are good.”


  “Told you.” She put a hand on her hip.


  “Actually you didn’t.”


  “Stop it.” She finished her strawberry and put the stem down on a napkin.


  “Fine.” I smiled. “Ready for that champagne?”


  “Sure. It’s five o’clock somewhere.”


  “It’s a quarter till five already. Completely reasonable.”


  I held the champagne bottle away from her as I opened it. The top popped off with a satisfying sound, and I poured two glasses.


  Jade accepted hers before gently tapping it into mine. “To whatever it is we should be toasting.”


  “To a good week.”


  “A good week.” She brought the glass to her lips, and I couldn’t help but study them. I bet those lips were incredibly soft.


  “Is there strawberry on my face?” She wiped nonexistent strawberry juice off her cheek with the back of her hand.


  “No. Sorry. I zoned out for a minute.”


  “Well stop that. I need you all here for tonight.”


  “It’s not going to be that bad.” It probably would be, but there was no reason to scare her more than she already was.


  “You just told me we’d need alcohol to handle it.” She held up her glass.


  “Exactly. We have plenty of it now. We’ll be fine.”


  She shook her head. “You’re too much.”


  “I’d have thought you’d have figured that out a long time ago.”


  “You’ve had us all fooled.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “I told Cara what I was doing.”


  “Oh?” I asked somewhat nervously. Cara was usually very vocal about what she thought of things. I’d gotten to know her really well since she started working on Jade’s radio show.


  “She said it was okay because you were safe.”


  “I’m safe?” I knew she’d meant it in a good way, but it felt more like an insult. Is that really how those girls viewed me? Safe?


  “Yeah, I guess she figured you weren’t trying to take advantage of me.”


  “I’d never do that.” If that’s what they meant by safe, I’d own up to it. I wouldn’t hurt someone intentionally. Especially not someone like Jade.


  “I know.” She took another sip of her champagne. “I probably shouldn’t drink too much of this. Feeling relaxed is one thing, showing up to dinner plastered is another.”


  I laughed. “Now that would be interesting.”


  “If by interesting you mean awful, then sure.”


  “Fine. Drink what you want and then we can go take a walk. Fresh air always helps.”


  “Sounds great, but I should probably change first. Is a black sundress okay for tonight?”


  “Perfect. Pretty much anything but jeans.”


  “You mean I can wear my cut-off daisy dukes?”


  “You don’t even own those.”


  “You want to bet?” she challenged.


  “If you do, I’d love to see them.” I hadn’t actually meant to say that out loud, but considering how long her legs were, the thought was a natural one.


  “Maybe one day.” She smiled before setting down her half full glass.


  I quickly changed into a fresh shirt and slacks while I waited for Jade to get changed in the bathroom. Now that we were actually here, I couldn’t believe we were about to put on a show for my entire family. My mom had been one thing, but my father and brother and the rest of them? Dylan especially wasn’t going to make this easy for me. Hopefully he’d be too tanked to waste his energy. Either that or maybe he’d found a girl already. Dylan never had trouble doing that. It was keeping the girl that was his problem.


  The door to the bathroom opened, and my breath hitched as I took in the sight of her. “You look amazing.” I raked my eyes over her slim figure. The black dress fit her like a glove and showed off every curve.


  She laughed. “Yeah, right.”


  “You do. I mean you always look good, but that dress looks awesome on you.” I resisted the urge to reach out and touch her.


  “Thanks.” She picked up her small black purse from the bed. “I’m ready.”


  “Are those shoes comfortable?” I glanced down at black sandals.


  “Comfortable enough.”


  “Ok, good. Let’s do this.”


  I held open the door and gestured for her to walk into the hall. She took a deep breath before taking small tentative steps.


  I let the door close behind us and put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be fine.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  “They’re going to be harder on me than you.”


  “But they’re your family. It’s different.”


  “Remember that when the tables are turned and we’re with your family.”


  “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.”


  I laughed. “I did say I’d pay you back.”


  “And I’d never subject either of us to that. My mom would figure it out in seconds.”


  “She’s that intuitive?”


  “Completely. I was never able to get away with anything.” Her face fell. “Well, at least most of the time I couldn’t.”


  “Only most of the time?” I moved my hand to her back as we walked toward the stairs. “This I have to hear.”


  “It’s nothing exciting or fun. Trust me.”


  “If you say so.” I wasn’t going to push her.


  We walked down the grand staircase to the main floor before heading outside to the veranda.


  Jade ran her hand down the bannister as we walked down the steps. “It’s absolutely beautiful here.”


  “It is. It’s always been one of my favorite vacation spots.” I shielded my eyes from the reflection of the sun on the calm water. Despite the glare, the lake was as beautiful as always.


  “I can’t believe you guys vacation up here while you also have a house down at the beach.”


  “What you mean is that I’m spoiled.”


  “Sort of.”


  “I’m not going to pretend that I was deprived of much in that department growing up.”


  “In that department? Meaning you were deprived in others?” Her brown eyes locked on mine.


  “Forget it. It’s not important.”


  “If you say so.” We continued down to the shore of the lake. “Oh, before I forget again, what’s your mom’s name? I felt like an idiot earlier because I didn’t know.”


  “She’s Grace and my dad’s Steve.”


  “Grace and Steve. Got it.”


  The evening was windy, and Jade’s hair blew all around her. She pulled it back and held it at the nape of her neck. “I’m glad I brought some sweatshirts with me.”


  “Do you want to get a sweater right now?”


  “No. I like it. Sometimes feeling a little cold is good.”


  “I know what you mean.” I turned back to look out at the expansive lake. It was the kind of lake that made you think of the ocean because it seemed endless. “Do you like the water?”


  “Usually.”


  “Let’s start with when you don’t.”


  “Contrary to what I just said about the wind, I hate swimming in cold water. If it’s warm, I’m all about it though.”


  “In other words you wouldn’t want to do a polar plunge with me?” I teased.


  She cringed. “That sounds horrid.”


  “It’s actually invigorating.”


  “You’ve done it?” She eyed widened in surprise. “For real?”


  “I did it last New Year’s. My brother talked me into it.”


  “Your brother sounds crazy.”


  “He is. Very.”


  “And I have to go meet said scary brother now?”


  “You do. That kind of makes me a jerk, huh?”


  “Not a jerk unless you ditch me.”


  “You think I’m going to ditch you? Doesn’t that defeat the whole purpose of bringing you with me?”


  She tilted her head slightly. “Technically just having me here supports your claim, so you can ditch me after I meet everyone else.”


  “But then I can’t sell them on how madly in love we are.”


  She put a hand on her hip. “I wasn’t aware that was part of the plan. New girlfriend is different from madly in love.”


  “I want to make sure we adequately put your acting skills to work.”


  “Oh, we’re putting them to work.”


  “Are we?” I leaned in slightly.


  “If it isn’t the love birds.” Dylan sauntered over visibly intoxicated.


  Jade straightened up.


  “Dylan, this is Jade. Jade, this is my brother, Dylan.”


  “A pleasure to meet you.” He held out his hand.


  “Nice to meet you too.” She tentatively gave her his hand.


  “How did you meet my brother?” Dylan took his time shaking her hand before releasing it.


  “We work together at the radio station.”


  “I see.”


  She smiled. “Yeah, you know the whole ‘I want to sleep with my boss’ thing.”


  I choked down a laugh. Was she really going there?


  “Your boss?”


  “Yes. Kyle is the manager of the station now after all.”


  “What year are you?” Dylan continued the interrogation.


  “I’ll be a sophomore in the fall.”


  “Going for a younger woman, huh Kyle?”


  “Like you should talk? We’re only a year apart, and you rarely date anyone close to your age.”


  “And you saw where that got me.”


  “What happened with Juliet was your fault.” I still hadn’t forgiven Dylan for hurting the girl I’d crushed on my whole childhood. I wasn’t into her anymore, but he’d been an asshole to take advantage of her adoration.


  “So what do you do, Dylan?” Jade stopped me from saying something I’d probably regret.


  “I’m in the process of taking over our father’s business.” He looked at me. “Kyle will be working for me after graduation.”


  “No I won’t.” I had no intentions of going anywhere near the family business. Even if I had any interest in business, I wouldn’t have touched ours with a ten foot pole. My relationship with my family was complicated enough without throwing in working with them.


  “You make it sound like you have a choice.” Dylan shook his head. “If you don’t they’ll cut you out of the will.”


  “Like I care about that?”


  Jade took a long look at me before turning back to Dylan. “Would you excuse us?” She grabbed onto my arm.


  “Sure, I’ll see you at dinner.” Dylan stomped away.


  “What a jerk.”


  “You think?” I wasn’t going to defend him. He wasn’t perfect when he was sober, but he was worse when he was drunk. “Were you expecting something different?”


  “I thought he was the golden boy or something.”


  “My parents don’t see him the same way I do.”


  “Is your dad as bad?” She continued her walk around the lakefront.


  “Yes and no. He’s never drunk, if that helps, but he can be a jerk.”


  “Your mom seems nice.”


  “One out of three isn’t so bad, huh?”


  She smiled. “We should probably head back inside. We wouldn’t want to be late.”


  “We wouldn’t?”


  “We shouldn’t.”


  “We should have had more champagne.”


  “Alcohol doesn’t fix everything.”


  “It numbs it.” I laced my fingers through hers as we headed back toward the hotel.


  She looked down at our hands. “You’re getting the hang of this.”


  I shrugged. “It’s not as strange as I’d have thought.” It actually felt natural. Completely natural. I filed away that thought. Jade wasn’t going to have any interest in having a real relationship with me after spending a week with my family.


  Chapter Seven


  Jade


  I tried to calm my nerves as Kyle led us back toward the hotel. I wasn’t ready to meet the rest of the family. If Kyle’s dad turned out to be anything like his brother I was in for it. I didn’t do well with jerks. It’s not that I couldn’t stand up for myself, it was actually the opposite. I was likely to say or do something really stupid. At least according to Kyle he wouldn’t be drunk.


  “You okay?” Kyle held open the door to the hotel.


  “I’m fine.” I was the one who’d agreed to this crazy idea. It was a bad time to be having doubts.


  We walked toward the dining room silently. Neither of us was particularly excited about getting this dinner started.


  “Kyle!” A bubbly girl bounded over as we neared the restaurant. Her long brown hair fell in waves the way mine never would. “You made it.”


  “Hey, Dana.” Kyle gave her a hug. “This is Jade.”


  “Hey, Jade. Nice to meet you.” She held out her hand. “My cousin never brings girls to things so consider yourself special.”


  I accepted her handshake. “Oh, Kyle always makes me feel special.” I figured I might as well lay it on.


  Dana laughed. “No getting too sappy on all of us this weekend. We aren’t all as happy in love like you two.”


  “What happened to Bobby?” Kyle ran his thumb over my hand.


  Dana sighed dramatically. “He’s history.”


  “That’s too bad.”


  “No it’s not, and you agree. You hated him.”


  “Hate is a very strong word.” Kyle shifted uncomfortably.


  “You strongly disliked him.”


  “That’s better.” Kyle glanced at his watch. “Is everyone else inside already?”


  “Probably. You know how the grandparents are.”


  Grandparents? How had I forgotten that part?


  “I’m glad I found you guys. I wouldn’t want to walk in alone. Grandma is going to get on my back about finding a man.”


  “You’re so young.” Kyle had said she was twenty-five. What was with his family caring so much about people being single?


  “Not to her.” Dana rolled her eyes.


  “Let’s not get on her bad side by being late then.” Kyle let go of my hand and moved it to the small of my back as we walked into the dining room. The warmth of his hand penetrated the thin fabric of my dress and sent a jolt of excitement through me.


  “Right over there.” Dana nodded to a big group at a table by the window.


  I followed Kyle over with dread. Even if I was actually Kyle’s girlfriend this would be hard.


  “Look who decided to show up.” Dylan announced our arrival while looking right at me. What was his problem? Was he trying to make me uncomfortable? When he winked I got my answer.


  “Oh Kyle, is this her?” an older woman stood up.


  “Yes, Grandma, this is Jade.”


  My stomach fell. Was I really going to have to lie to this little old lady?


  His grandmother broke into a grin. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you, honey.” She walked around the table, leaning heavily on her cane, and hugged me.


  Finally? How long did everyone think we’d been together? We really should have discussed the back story more.


  I took a deep breath and snapped out of it. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”


  “Why don’t you take a seat, Jade?” Dylan pulled out an empty spot next to him. “Kyle, it looks like you’re down by Grandpa.”


  I looked around. Dana had taken a seat by the grandmother. Couldn’t his family have at least saved us seats together?


  Making a scene didn’t seem like the best option, so I accepted the offered seat. Kyle threw me an apologetic glance before taking his seat all the way on the other side of the table.


  “Hello, Jade. I don’t believe we’ve met yet.” The man on my other side held out his hand. It had to be Kyle’s dad. He looked eerily like an older version of Dylan.


  “Hi, Mr. Bradly. It’s nice to meet you.”


  “Please, call me Steve.”


  I nodded even though I had no intention of doing it.


  “Did you know that Jade works for Kyle at the radio station?” Dylan asked his father. “I never imagined Kyle would have taken advantage of someone that way.”


  “He didn’t take advantage of me.” I quickly jumped to Kyle’s defense. What was Dylan’s problem?


  “There’s nothing wrong with a man dating someone who works for him. It’s only natural.”


  “Is it, Dad? Is it natural for a man to do that?” Dylan leaned over me. “I guess you’d know wouldn’t you?”


  “Wait, did Grace work for you before you got married?”


  Dylan grinned, and I realized the trap I’d walked into.


  Steve cleared his throat. “No. We met when we were still in college.”


  “Then pray, tell us, what experience are you pulling your wisdom from?” Dylan reclined back into his chair.


  “Dylan…” Steve glared at his son.


  “Yes, Dad?”


  I was not going to sit in the middle of a conversation of Dylan accusing his father of sleeping around. “So, Mr. Bradley, I heard you’re a Harrison alumni.” I needed to steer the conversation away from relationships.


  “I am. Most of the family is.”


  “That’s great. How do you think the university has changed since you were there?”


  “Oh, there have been a lot of changes.”


  I silently sighed with relief as Mr. Bradley went into a long discussion about the school. Hopefully that would buy me some time. I carefully avoided looking at Dylan. I wasn’t about to give him another opportunity to make things awkward for me.


  After Steve finished describing his gripes with the new administration I picked up the menu. Hopefully giving him an opportunity to talk about something he wanted to talk about would save me from any more painful conversation.


  It didn’t help with Dylan.


  “You looking forward to getting in the water while you’re here?” He rested his elbow on the table next tom me.


  “Sure. I like swimming.”


  “Have you ever been skinny dipping?”


  “Seriously? You’re going to go there?” My mouth fell open.


  “I’m only making conversation.”


  I ignored him and looked straight ahead. Engaging him more than absolutely necessary would only egg him on. I also carefully avoided Kyle’s eyes. I didn’t want him making a scene on my account. Things were awkward enough. I didn’t need him making them worse.


  The waiter had just cleared away our dishes when Dana threw me a life line.


  “Jade, want to run to the restroom with me?”


  “Absolutely.” I practically jumped out of my chair.


  She smiled and walked around the table. “We’ll be back in a few.”


  “I’m sorry,” she whispered as we walked away.


  “It’s not your fault.”


  “It’s still my family. They can be a lot to handle.”


  “That’s putting it mildly.”


  “That’s why I still can’t believe Kyle brought you. I’d have expected him to try to protect you more.”


  “I don’t need protection.” I responded automatically, although after an hour or so next to Dylan I wasn’t so sure.


  “You know what I mean.” She led us out of the dining room.


  “I know, I think he just wanted to introduce me to everyone.” I was getting tired of defending Kyle. He hadn’t actually ditched me, but getting stuck on the opposite side of the table from him and forced to sit between his dad and Dylan wasn’t ideal. I’d barely managed to eat my dinner.


  “You really like him, huh?” She pushed open the heavy wood door to the women’s restroom.


  “Yes. I do.”


  “You’re lucky Dylan graduated before you got there.”


  “I’m beginning to realize that.” I left out the part about already knowing his awful reputation. There was no reason to go down that road.


  “He has this tendency to always go after girls Kyle likes just because he can. I’m sure he assumes you’ll be as easy as the rest.”


  I laughed dryly. “I wouldn’t touch him with a ten foot pole.” Then I belatedly realized I was talking about her cousin. “Sorry, forget I said that.”


  “It’s ok. I totally get it, but most girls don’t. It’s like he has a magnet that pulls people in. Trust me, I’ve lost more than a few friends that way.”


  “He hit on your friends?” I stopped before opening a stall.


  “Hit on? That’s putting it politely. It’s pretty recent though. He was much better pre some messy break up he had. I think that girl had also been one Kyle liked.”


  “You’re talking about Juliet?”


  “Is she a friend of yours?”


  “Yes, a good friend.”


  “So you know all about Dylan then?”


  “She doesn’t talk about him a lot. It’s more that she talks about how much nicer Kyle is.”


  “It’s like night and day now.” She hesitated in front of a stall.


  “You keep saying now. This really is new? I mean he treated Juliet pretty awful.”


  “Not this bad. This whole drunk all the time, picking fights with everyone stuff is new. He used to be fun and charming actually. Not the kind of guy you’d set up with your girlfriends, but one who was nice to have around at family occasions, you know?”


  “I know what you mean.” I knew people like that. They didn’t make great friends, but yet they were still fun to have at a party.


  I stepped into the stall, expecting it to end the conversation. It didn’t.


  “What do you guys have planned this week?” Dana talked through the wall of the stall.


  “Uh, I’m not sure.” I quickly finished up and washed my hands. When I’m in the bathroom it’s for one reason, to go to the bathroom.


  Dana joined me at the neighboring sink. “I’m sure Kyle has some romantic ideas up his sleeve.”


  “Is Kyle usually the romantic type?” I figured digging around couldn’t hurt.


  “Shouldn’t you know the answer to that?” She reached around me for a hand towel.


  “I mean with other girls.”


  “What other girls?”


  “Come on, he’s had girlfriends. You said yourself that Dylan always stole them.”


  “I said he always stole the girls Kyle liked. He went on dates with girls in high school I think, but I don’t think he ever had a serious girlfriend before you.”


  “He did. He was dating Abby last year.” The brat had left him for his frat brother. He was better off without her, but I knew it was pretty hard on him.


  “But they weren’t serious, at least I never heard about her.”


  “I guess it’s all in how you define serious.”


  “You guys are serious though, right?” She turned to look at me. “He wouldn’t have brought you otherwise.”


  “His invitation surprised me at first.” That much was true.


  “Surprised you, huh? Is he usually big on surprises?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “What’s he like?”


  “Uh, haven’t you known him his whole life?”


  “I mean how is he? I’ve heard some things about Dylan, and I wondered if it was a family trait.”


  “I’ve heard those too.” My sorority big sister Mallory had shared the details of Dylan’s bedroom inadequacy over Juliet’s protests. If guys only knew what got discussed in a sorority house.


  “And since you’re here I assume Kyle isn’t like that?”


  “Kyle’s amazing at everything.” The words came far too easily.


  “At everything?”


  “Everything. He’s very imaginative. I never know what to expect.” If he could hear me now.


  “Kyle?” She put a hand to her chest. “Interesting.”


  “Doesn’t this weird you out? I mean he’s your cousin.”


  “I don’t want more details… but, wait. Didn’t Kyle tell you what I do for a living?”


  “No.” I was discovering more and more that Kyle had told me nothing.


  “I’m a sex therapist.”


  “Oh…” Yeah, probably a detail Kyle could have mentioned.


  “So talking about it really doesn’t bother me.”


  “I’d guess not.” I looked longingly at the door. “Should we head back? They might all be waiting for us.”


  “Does talking about sex make you uncomfortable?”


  “No. I talk about it on the air all the time.” But that was in a studio with headsets on. Talking about it face to face with the cousin of the guy I liked was very different. Besides, normally I wasn’t talking about my own sex life—or at least a make believe version of it.


  “On the air?”


  “On my radio show. It’s called Sleeping with the Band.”


  “Clever name. Do you guys transmit online?”


  “Kyle has it set up so that shows are archived online afterward.”


  “Great, I’m going to check it out then.”


  “Oh, great.” Wonderful. That’s all I needed. But then again she was a sex therapist. I assumed listening to my banter about what kinds of guys and girls band members liked wouldn’t phase her.


  I was way more excited than I expected to be about returning to the dining room. I didn’t particularly want to deal with Dylan again, but was that much worse than describing my fake sex life to Kyle’s cousin?


  “Welcome back.” Dylan smiled as I took my seat. The seat on my other side was empty. As was Kyle’s spot.


  Dylan noticed the direction of my glance. “Dad and Kyle went out for a walk.”


  “Oh.” I wasn’t sure what to think of it. I hoped Kyle’s dad wasn’t questioning him about me.


  “We ordered dessert. Kyle and I argued about what you’d want. He thought for sure you’d want the sorbet.”


  “And what did you think I’d want instead?”


  “A chocolate torte. You strike me as a chocolate girl.”


  “Kyle was right.” I put my napkin back on my lap.


  “Really?” Dylan seemed legitimately surprised.


  “Yes. Why does my dessert preference matter?”


  “A girl’s choice of dessert says a lot about her.” He leered.


  “Oh, this I have to hear.”


  “A girl who likes rich chocolate is passionate. Wild.” He leaned in.


  “And what about a girl who likes sorbet?”


  “It means one of two things.”


  “Which are?” I leaned away, but he only moved closer.


  “Either she’s trying to resist her wild side, or she doesn’t know she has one.”


  “You’re crazy.”


  “Am I?”


  “Yes.” I looked toward the window, but all I could see was darkness.


  “Have you found your wild side, Jade, or do you need someone to help you?”


  “I already have someone to help me with that. Have you forgotten I’m Kyle’s girlfriend?”


  “I haven’t forgotten, but Kyle isn’t exactly the expert.”


  “I beg to differ.” Once I started talking about our make believe sex life it got easier.


  He raised an eyebrow. “I don’t believe it.”


  “I don’t really care whether you do or not.”


  “Of course you care.”


  “Why would I care at all about what you think?”


  “Because you’re searching for approval.”


  “Am I now?”


  “Yes. Why else would you be dating my brother? He’s older, has more money than you, and is your boss. It’s the approval and status you want.”


  “Actually it’s just him.” I glanced up as Kyle returned to the table. “Kyle, I heard you ordered me dessert.”


  “I did. Sorbet.”


  “Thanks for remembering my favorite.” I smiled at him and ignored the huff from next to me. I had a new goal for the week, stay as far away from Dylan Bradly as possible.


  Chapter Eight


  Jade


  “So, you survived the night.” Kyle closed and locked the door of the room behind us.


  I kicked off my sandals and sprawled out on the bed. “Just barely.”


  “Dylan was that bad?” He sat down next to me on the edge of the bed.


  “He was awful. Between sexual innuendos and trying to make your dad mad, it got crazy.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s fine. I should have known what I was getting into. But I am mad about one thing.” I sat up.


  “What?” he turned.


  “You didn’t warn me about how many questions Dana was going to ask. Do you realize how close I got to blowing our cover?”


  “What kind of questions?”


  “Personal ones.” Had I been talking to anyone but Kyle I probably would have been embarrassed, but I wasn’t with him. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.


  “Personal how?”


  “As in what kind of lover you are.”


  “My cousin asked you what I was like in bed?” He looked horror struck.


  “It may have helped if you’d told me what her profession was.”


  He laughed. “Yeah… I forgot about that.”


  “Evidently.”


  He got a dangerous smile. “What did you tell her?”


  “I’m not telling.”


  “Come on. You have to tell me. What if she asks me the same thing?” His eyes twinkled.


  “You think your cousin is going to question you about what you do in the sack?”


  “She questioned my girlfriend.”


  “Your pretend girlfriend.”


  “She doesn’t know it’s pretend.”


  “You really want to know?” I pulled my legs under me while tugging down my dress. Flashing Kyle while we talked about sex probably wasn’t the best idea.


  “Yes, I do.”


  “I told her you were very inventive and always surprised me.”


  He chuckled. “Inventive?”


  “It sounded good at the time.”


  “Do you think I would be?”


  “What?”


  “Do you think I’d be inventive in bed?”


  “You’re inventive in everything else.” I knew my face was probably turning red.


  “And you think that translates to the bedroom?” He watched me carefully.


  “Your turn.”


  “My turn for what?” he pressed his palm into the bed.


  “If Dana asked you about me in bed, what would you say?” I forced myself not to turn away after asking the question.


  “So you don’t just ask these kind of questions when you’re drunk?”


  “Fair is fair.”


  “That’s true.” He nodded. “I bet you’re far more adventurous than you are out of bed.”


  “I’m not adventurous? What do you call me coming here?”


  He held up his hands in defense. “I wasn’t trying to offend you. I was only answering your question.”


  “At least you didn’t use the word wild.”


  “Wild’s different. I prefer adventurous.”


  “Me too. Your brother used the word wild.”


  “My brother was talking about you being wild in bed?”


  “Yes. At least he was hinting at it.”


  “I’m going to kill him.” Kyle’s hands balled into fists.


  “Does it really bother you that much? It’s not like he’s hitting on your real girlfriend.”


  “But he’s talking inappropriately to the girl he thinks is my girlfriend, and either way you’re my friend. You deserve respect from everyone.”


  “Thanks.”


  “For?”


  “Saying I deserve respect. I don’t hear that often.”


  “You should, but back to that adventurous stuff…” He grinned. “Am I right?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t have enough experience to tell you either way.”


  “Are you a virgin?”


  “What do you think?” It really was fun to ask the questions.


  “No… I don’t think you would have agreed to this if you were.” He stretched out his legs.


  “Why not? This trip doesn’t involve sex.”


  “But it involves sleeping in the same bed with me.” He patted the bed, making our sex talk seem even crazier—and possible.


  “We didn’t know that before we came.”


  “But you’re not, right?” He studied me.


  “No. I’m not.” I wished I was.


  “I’m not either.”


  “Yeah, I know.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you told me you’d had random hook up sex the other day at the station. Besides, you dated Abby for months.” Saying her name put a bad taste in my mouth.


  “Good point. I forgot about that. But, how do you know I slept with Abby?”


  I stared at him.


  “Ok. I did.”


  “What was the point of denying it?”


  “I wasn’t denying. I was seeing if it was really assumed.”


  “It is. You date in college, you have sex.”


  “Not always, but yes. Sex is a part of most relationships.”


  “I want more experience, but I don’t want the relationship.”


  “Why?” He kicked off his shoes. “Why are you so anti-relationship?”


  “Because they’re never worth it.”


  “I don’t know if I’d say never, but sometimes.”


  “At least not now. What’s the point of a relationship at nineteen? Chances are it won’t go anywhere.”


  “Says the girl whose friends are all practically engaged.”


  “Not all.”


  “Most.”


  “But they’re not me.” I shrugged.


  “No. They’re not.” He brushed a piece of hair away from my face.


  “I’m not sure if I should take that as an insult or a compliment.”


  “Take it for what it is. You’re unique. That’s a good thing.”


  “You’re unique too.”


  “And inventive.” He laughed. “Don’t forget that.”


  “Although I still don’t know if that’s true in bed.”


  “I guess you’re going to have to wait to find out.”


  I laughed dryly. “Oh yeah? Is that a fact?”


  “I haven’t decided if you can handle it yet.”


  “Handle it? Aren’t I the one who’s supposed to be adventurous in bed?”


  “But what’s going to happen when we combine inventive and adventurous? Might be too much for us.”


  “Be careful Kyle, it almost sounds like you’re propositioning me.”


  “I already made my offer as idiotic as it sounded.”


  “How could I forget?” I got up and dug through my bag for pajamas. I wasn’t sure how much more of this sex talk I could take.


  I closed myself in the bathroom and took a deep breath. I wasn’t allowed to want Kyle. That wasn’t what this trip was about. Was it? Or was that why I’d said yes in the first place? I needed time. I couldn’t go right back out there. “I’m going to take a shower.”


  “Enjoy,” he called back.


  I heard the TV turn on right before I turned on the water. I stayed under the hot stream for a few minutes, hoping it would knock some sense into me. Sure sex with Kyle could be fun. Could be very enjoyable… but what would happen after? Could we really go back to being just friends?


  I couldn’t risk it. I turned off the water and toweled off before putting on my shorts and cami PJ set. It wasn’t overly sexy, but the cami was tight and the shorts were short. Oh well, I wore far less to the beach.


  I brushed out my hair, brushed my teeth, and walked out of the bathroom.


  Kyle turned off the TV and watched me. “Nice shower?”


  “Very. Nice and hot.”


  “You look really good with your hair wet.” His eyes weren’t focused on my hair. They were moving up and down me in a way that had my whole body heating.


  “Oh. Thanks.” I hung my dress back up in the closet and kept my back to him so he wouldn’t see me blush. “Are you going to shower?”


  “Why? You afraid I’ll get the sheets dirty?”


  “No, of course—” I turned from the closet to find Kyle standing there without his shirt on. My eyes trailed up and down his chest.


  “What were you about to say?” His lips twisted into a smile.


  I forced my eyes to stay on his face. “Nothing. Go ahead.”


  “All right.” He walked into the bathroom and closed the door.


  I grabbed my phone before sitting on the bed. I leaned back on the bed not caring that my hair was going to get the pillow wet. What was wrong with me? Was I really going to get that excited over seeing Kyle without a shirt on?


  I texted Savy. How goes it at Harrison?


  She replied right away. Miss you.


  No you don’t. She was busy enough with her part-time job and boyfriend.


  Yes I do.


  How’s Glen?


  The bigger question is how’s Kyle? I can’t believe you went along with his insane plan.


  Me either. I was crazy. Completely and utterly crazy.


  Has it been ok?


  Aside from his annoying brother, his sex-therapist cousin, and the fact that I kind of want to have sex with him. Yeah everything has been ok.


  JADE!


  What? I smiled, I knew exactly what reaction my text would get, but I had to get it out. Savy would understand, and I knew I could trust her. Besides if Kyle found out he wouldn’t be surprised.


  You just told me you want to sleep with Kyle.


  I said I kind of want to.


  Same thing.


  No. totally different. I’m going to resist. The shower shut off. I’ve got to go.


  So you can get it on with your FRIEND.


  No. It’s not happening.


  Let’s see what you’re saying at the end of the week.


  It’s not happening. It couldn’t happen.


  Promise to tell me if it does.


  It’s not happening.


  Just tell me.


  Sure. Tell Glen I said hi.


  Tell Kyle the same.


  K. I tossed my phone onto the bed stand as the door opened.


  Kyle walked out with just a towel around his waist. His hair was wet, and beads of water streamed down his chest to the top of the towel. I was going to die. Was he doing this to me on purpose?


  “Forgot to bring in a change of clothes.” He pulled out a pair of boxers and a t-shirt from his bag, and I tried to look away.


  “You okay, Jade?”


  “Yeah.” I forced myself to make eye contact with him. “You look good with wet hair too.”


  He ran a hand through his hair. “Do I?”


  “Yup.”


  I waited for him to return to the bathroom to change, but he didn’t.


  Instead he stood right there and pulled on his t-shirt. Next he put on his boxers, blocking himself with the towel. “I get it Kyle. You can stop.”


  “Stop what?” He stepped into the bathroom and hung up his towel.


  “You know exactly what I’m talking about.”


  “Do I?” he asked innocently.


  “Yes. You do.”


  “Let’s say I don’t.” His eyes twinkled. They twinkled way too much.


  I sat up. “I know you’re hot. Okay? I’ve known that for ages, as has everyone else. You already know I like you, so why mess with me like this after I agree to help you?”


  “Whoa. Back up there. I’ll take the hot part and put it to the side.” He smiled. “But the whole I already know you like me thing? Yeah…didn’t know that.”


  “Yes you did. Even Savy knew.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes.”


  “That’s good information to know.”


  I covered my face with my hands. “This week just got worse.”


  “It doesn’t have to.” He got into bed as though I hadn’t just aired my feelings for him.


  “And that’s it? You’re going to go to sleep?”


  “Is there something else we should be doing?”


  “Nope. Nothing at all.” I slipped under the covers on the opposite side of the bed. “Goodnight, Kyle.”


  “Goodnight, Jade.” He turned off the light.


  It was going to be a really long week.


  Chapter Nine


  Kyle


  I lay awake in the dark staring at the ceiling. I may have played it off like I was fine, but I wasn’t. My mind was running a million miles a minute, and my body wasn’t making things easier on me. Discovering Jade was as attracted to me as I was to her made it nearly impossible to stay on my side of the bed. And did she have to wear such a skimpy set of PJs? A girl with legs like those had to know what those shorts would do to a guy. Or maybe that was the point. She was wearing them to get my attention.


  “Kyle?” she spoke my name softly.


  “Yeah?”


  “I was checking to see if you were still up.”


  “I’m still up.”


  “I can tell. You’re talking.”


  I rolled over so I was facing her. The room was too dark to see anything, but somehow I needed to look in that direction. “Very perceptive.”


  “This feels like a sleep-over.”


  “Like with your girlfriends?”


  “Yes, but obviously you’re not a girl.”


  “Glad you noticed that.”


  “Yeah, it’s kind of obvious.”


  “Sorry I didn’t think ahead and pack romantic comedies or nail polish.”


  A pillow made contact with my face. “What’s that for?”


  “We can still have a pillow fight.”


  I laughed. “You’re kidding, right? It’s pitch black in here.”


  “Yes, I’m kidding, but I can’t sleep.”


  “We can talk.”


  “Aren’t we doing that already?”


  “True.”


  “How do you think we’ve done so far?” She shifted, pulling the sheet off me in the process.


  “We’ve done well.”


  “I don’t like lying.”


  “Yeah, me either.”


  “Then why did you ask me to come?” She shifted again and moved closer.


  “Haven’t we been over this already?”


  “Yes. Plenty of times.” She brushed her arm against mine, and I didn’t know if it was intentional. “Can I make a weird suggestion?”


  “Weirder than any of the ones I’ve made lately?”


  “No. Not that weird.”


  “Then ask away.”


  “Want to go out and take a walk?”


  “Now?” I leaned up on an elbow so I could see the clock. “It’s after eleven.”


  “That’s still pretty early.”


  “I’m up for it if you are.” It’s not like we were going to get any sleep anyway.


  “Ok, turn on the lamp. It’s going to take me a minute to let my eyes adjust.”


  I shifted over and turned on the lamp. I blinked a few times to get used to the light.


  Jade sat up. “That’s bright.”


  I laughed. “You can’t blame me. This is all your idea.”


  “I know, but it sounds fun, right?” She hopped out of bed before pulling on a zip up sweatshirt. She walked into the bathroom with a pair of jeans.


  “It does sound fun.” I jumped into a pair of jeans. Maybe some fresh air would clear my head.


  The resort was silent as we wove our way around down toward the lake. I had my phone ready to use as a flashlight, but the moon was bright enough to light our way.


  “There’s nothing like a night walk.” She spoke softly as though she was worried about someone else hearing. “I used to try to sneak out when I was a kid to do it.”


  “But you always got caught?”


  “Always.” She laughed. “One time I thought I’d made it, but it turned out my mom had followed me to see where I was going.”


  “Where were you going?”


  “Into the backyard. I couldn’t sleep and needed to get outside.”


  “Do you still do that?”


  “Get up to walk in the middle of the night?” she turned to me.


  “Or wake up a lot at night?”


  “Almost every night. I’m not the best sleeper.”


  “Me either. If you ever feel the urge to walk outside in the middle of the night, just call me.” I wanted her safe, but I also wanted her with me. Whatever I felt about Jade before had intensified, and I already knew there was no turning back.


  “Is that before or after I call you for sex?”


  “Before, after, in any order you want.” I laughed. As embarrassing as my offer was, I didn’t mind her bringing it up this time. I definitely had no problem with her talking about having sex with me.


  “Why don’t you sleep?” She looked out at the water.


  “Lots of reasons.”


  “Like?”


  “You already know I’m screwed up. That secret got out of the bag when I invited you here.” There was something freeing about that. I didn’t have to pretend to be put together for her anymore. Like it or hate it, she now had a hint at how messed up my life was.


  “Not any more screwed up than me.” She smiled slightly.


  “I guess we’re a lot alike then.”


  “I guess so.” She gazed out at a spot somewhere in the distance.


  “What are you looking at?”


  “Nothing. Just looking.” A tear slid down her face.


  Without thinking I wiped away the tear.


  She turned to me with her wide brown eyes, and I didn’t think. I leaned in and brushed my lips against hers.


  Her lips were soft and welcoming, and a single touch wasn’t enough. I started to move my lips against hers, and she responded, giving me all the encouragement I needed to deepen the kiss. She eagerly welcomed me into her mouth, letting me explore every corner as her hands twisted in my hair. I wrapped my arms around her, needing her closer than she could ever be.


  I couldn’t get enough of her taste, half sweet and half a minty flavor lingering from her toothpaste. Her body felt so warm pressed against mine.


  Finally we broke the kiss.


  She stumbled back out of my arms. “Wow.”


  “My thoughts exactly.” I was probably grinning like an idiot.


  “I can’t believe we did that.”


  “I can. I’ve wanted to for a long time.” It was even better than I expected. She was so responsive, and there was none of the usual first kiss awkwardness that could sometimes ruin the moment.


  “So have I.”


  “There’s only one problem though.” I looked right into her eyes.


  “And what problem is that?” She raked her teeth over her bottom lip.


  “I want to do it again.”


  “Then do it.” She started into my eyes intently.


  “Ok then.” I leaned in. She didn’t need to tell me twice.


  My lips connected with hers again, and the second kiss was even hotter than the first. I was barely able to pull myself away from her. How the hell was I going to sleep in the same bed with her now?


  She smiled, and I took her hand in mine. We started a slow walk back to our room. “The good news is it might be easier to answer questions and pull off everything this week.”


  “That is good news.” I could have cared less about what my parents thought. All I could think about was how to make sure I got to kiss her again.


  “What are our plans for tomorrow?”


  “Anything you want to do,” I answered quickly. I was still tongue tied, no pun intended. I would have agreed to anything.


  “Ok, I’ll have to come up with something good then.” She didn’t pull her hand back, which I took as a good sign. Maybe, just maybe, she was as affected as me.


  I inserted the key to the room and held open the door. She slipped under my arm and inside. I followed, locking the door behind me.


  I took off my jeans as I watched Jade unzip her sweatshirt. She was still wearing her pajama tank top underneath, but she might as well have been topless for how sensual the action seemed. I quickly jumped into bed, not wanting her to see how badly I wanted her. Once again she walked into the bathroom. She came out a few minutes later back in those short shorts. Without another word, she slipped back into bed beside me.


  I didn’t rush to turn the light off. I wasn’t sure if either of us were ready to go back to darkness again. If she was feeling even remotely like me, then sleep was the last thing on her mind.


  If a kiss could make me feel that way, the sex was going to be incredible. That thought ran through my head on repeat as I tried to keep my eyes anywhere but on her. Eventually my willpower gave out, and I turned to look at her lying under the sheets next to me with a soft smile on her lips. I wanted to taste those lips again so bad I could barely take it.


  She read my mind. “You officially have permission to kiss me anytime.”


  “That’s great permission to have.” I rolled over on to my side next to her. I wasn’t giving up any opening she was willing to give.


  “Do I have it too?”


  “On Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays.” I ran my hand down her bare arm.


  “But today is Sunday.”


  “I guess I can make an exception.” I grinned, loving how she’d moved us back to the teasing that came so naturally.


  “Can you?” She sat up and looked down at me.


  Something snapped. I needed her, and it wasn’t going to wait. I pulled her on top of me.


  She giggled. “Wow, and I didn’t even say please.”


  “I guess you didn’t.” I rolled her off me, and instead hovered above her.


  She looked up at me through her unbelievably long eyelashes. “Would you please make an exception?”


  “You have full permission to kiss me.”


  She reached up and pulled my head down to hers. Her lips crashed into mine aggressively, and that only made me want her more. I didn’t wait for her to open up this time, I pushed my way into her mouth, determined to get every taste of her I could.


  She slipped her hand underneath my t-shirt, and I needed more of her touch. I broke the kiss long enough to pull off my t-shirt.


  “If we’re playing fair tonight, you can take mine off too.” Her words sent a thrill through me, but also an alarm. Taking off her shirt was entering new territory. Much more dangerous territory.


  “You sure you want me to?” I ran my fingers over the strip of skin exposed by her tank top riding up.


  “Yes. Positive.” She sat up and pulled off the tank top herself.


  My eyes greedily took in the sight of her gorgeous breasts before I cupped a breast with one hand while my mouth descended on the other.


  She let out a moan, letting me know she approved.


  She ran her hands up and down my chest and stomach, each time stopping right at the waist of my boxers. She teased me that way until finally she slipped her hand underneath and took me in her hand.


  I groaned. No woman’s hand had ever felt so good. I needed to make her feel just as good. Despite how hard as it was to concentrate as she stroked me, I pulled her shorts down her long legs and slipped one finger inside her panties.


  She opened her eyes and watched as I slowly pushed her panties out of the way. I locked eyes with her as I slipped my fingers inside her, needing to know that she wanted each and every thing we were doing.


  She wriggled as I continued with my fingers, and I pushed her panties all the way off.


  She let go of me as she opened her legs, and although I missed the touch, I didn’t mind. It was time for me to take care of her.


  Listening to her moans nearly undid me. “Kyle.” She made my name sound so much better than it had ever sounded before.


  “Are you going to be mad at me for bringing condoms with me just in case?”


  “Right now I’d be mad at you if you didn’t.”


  “Good.” I reluctantly left the bed to pull a condom from the box in my bag. I’d thought that bringing them guaranteed I wouldn’t need them, but luck was on my side.


  I returned to the bed to once again take in the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen. Jade lay there completely naked and ready—for me. I saw it in her eyes, and I felt it in her heartbeat as I lay down next to her. “You’re so beautiful.”


  She wrapped an arm over her chest as if to cover up.


  “Hey. I just told you were beautiful. That was not code for ‘hide from me’.”


  “You’re making me self-conscious.”


  “I’m letting you know how gorgeous you are in case you forgot.”


  She raked her teeth over her bottom lip, and I needed more of her. I tasted her other breast this time, gently biting down on her nipple as I ran my tongue and teeth over her. At the same time I moved my hand between her legs to make sure she was really ready.


  “Kyle.” She said my name again, and I knew I couldn’t wait any longer.


  I unwrapped the condom, put it on, and moved above her. “I’ve wanted this for so long.”


  “Me too.”


  That was all I needed to hear. I thrust into her, needing to feel her wrapped around me. She gasped, and I knew ready or not, I had to be gentle. I made careful movements as I slowly eased more of myself inside. She moaned as I started to speed up the movements.


  I was in heaven as she wrapped her legs around me, encouraging me to continue. I needed to hold on as long as possible—to make this perfect for her, but she felt so good it wasn’t going to be easy. I cupped her ass with my hand, needing her closer, needing all of her.


  She called out my name, and I shuddered before releasing.


  I couldn’t move for a moment. I was in a state of shock. Sex had never felt so good. I looked down at her, at the sweat trailing down her chest and her messy hair—messy from being with me. She was so beautiful.


  She reached up and cupped my face with her hand. “That was really good.”


  I rolled off her. “I’d go with amazing.”


  “I mean really good.”


  “Trust me I know. I was part of it.”


  “Can that happen again? Can it happen a lot?”


  “It can happen as often as you want.” I would have offered Jade the moon at the moment, but a promise of more sex? Like I could have said no to that?


  “Not just on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays?” She smiled, reminding me that this was still Jade. Everything had changed, yet nothing had.


  “No this is a twenty-four hours/ seven days a week kind of promise.”


  “You better be careful. I might keep you busy.”


  I ran my hands through her tangled hair. “You better keep me busy.” My heart rate was just starting to return to normal.


  “Well, we don’t have to lie anymore. I know what you’re like in bed.”


  “I wasn’t particularly inventive tonight.”


  “Nor was I adventurous, but it was awesome.”


  “We can work toward the inventive and adventurous stuff. You are going to be keeping me busy after all,” I teased.


  “Definitely. Ok, see, that didn’t ruin our friendship, right?” She leaned up on one elbow.


  “No. It enhanced it.”


  “I’m not so worried about sleeping next to you tonight.”


  “You’re not?” I moved my hand to her inner thigh.


  “Should I be?”


  “That depends.”


  “On?”


  “Whether you have any plans to sleep.”


  “You think I’m giving you an all-nighter?”


  “Didn’t that whole twenty-four hours a day thing apply to me too?”


  “Yes.” she put her hand on top of mine and coaxed me in between her legs.


  “Ready already?”


  “It’s getting late. I don’t want to run out of time.”


  I smiled. “You’re perfect, Jade.”


  “Not perfect.”


  “Well, you’re as perfect as you need to be.”


  She didn’t need to guide my hand, I was more than happy to take over from there.


  
    ***

  


  The sun streaming in through a space in the curtains woke me up the next morning. We’d barely slept, so I was careful not to wake Jade where she lay in my arms. The night before had been unreal. I’d gone from thinking I’d made a mistake bringing her with me, to having the most unbelievable experience of my life. How was it even real?


  A knock on the door ruined the perfect morning.


  Jade stirred. “What time is it?”


  The knocking continued.


  “Who is it?” I called.


  “It’s me. I need to talk to you.” Dylan with his usual impeccable timing.


  “You can keep sleeping.” I kissed Jade on the forehead before throwing on some clothes.


  “You sure?” she asked sleepily.


  “Positive. I’ll be back soon.” I opened the door, pushing Dylan out of the way before he could look in.


  “Took you a while.” He smirked.


  I double checked that the door had locked behind me. “What do you want?”


  “It’s after nine already. Late night?”


  “Yes, it was.” I smiled despite my annoyance at Dylan. “It was a very late night.”


  “She’s easy on the eyes. I’ll give you that.”


  “Stay away from her, Dylan.”


  “Worried she’s going to leave you for me?”


  “She’s friends with Juliet. I wouldn’t worry about it.” I didn’t like to play dirty, but I also didn’t like him talking about Jade. She was off limits, and he needed to remember that.


  “That doesn’t change the way she was flirting with me last night.”


  “She wasn’t flirting with you.” My body tensed. “Stop.”


  “I will. Just warning you, the girl isn’t going to stick around if she’s already checking out your brother.”


  “I’m not worried about that. Tell me what you want so I can get back inside.”


  “Take a walk with me.”


  “Why?”


  “Because we need to talk.”


  “We can do it later.” We had all week.


  “When? Did you forget we have a ten o’clock tee time with Dad?”


  Damn. I had forgotten. Leaving Jade to fend for herself that morning wasn’t on my to-do-list after our incredible night together.


  “How about this? I’ll make you a deal.”


  I shook my head. “No deal. Your deals always get me in trouble.”


  “Hear me out. You give me fifteen minutes to talk, and I’ll get you out of golf.”


  “How are you going to do that?”


  “Do you doubt me?” He arched an eyebrow.


  “No.” If Dylan was anything he was convincing.


  “Fine. Fifteen minutes.” Fifteen minutes was better than five hours while we played a round of golf. I glanced back at the closed door longingly before following Dylan down the hall.


  We headed down and outside. I followed Dylan as he wrapped around the back side of the hotel. Evidently he wanted to make sure we didn’t run into any family.


  “What is it? Just tell me.”


  “I need to borrow some cash.”


  “Why? You have plenty.”


  “I fucked up. I already told you that.”


  “Yes… but why does that mean I should lend you money?”


  “I already borrowed some and that’s why I’m in trouble.”


  “Who’d you borrow money from?” I sincerely hoped Dylan hadn’t been stupid enough to borrow from the wrong people.


  “The company.”


  “What the hell, Dylan? That’s illegal.”


  “You think I don’t know that? But I had no choice.”


  “You always have a choice.”


  “I’ve been playing with Russo.”


  With the mention of the name I knew Dylan was in over his head. “You stole from Dad’s company because you ran up gambling debts? This keeps getting better and better.”


  “Can you help me? I’ll pay you back.”


  “How much are we talking?”


  “How much do you have?”


  “Dylan. Don’t.”


  “Fine. I need to replace at least fifty or Dad’s going to find out.”


  “Fifty grand?” My mouth fell open. “That’s insane even for you.”


  “Do you have it or not?”


  “I don’t have fifty. I can’t get access to most of my money yet, but I have some.” The trust fund my grandfather had set up for me didn’t kick in until I was twenty-one.


  “How much?” He ran a hand over his sweaty forehead. It wasn’t that hot out.


  “I can get you twenty, but I want it back.”


  “Of course. With interest if you want.”


  “I’ll transfer it at the end of the week on a few conditions.”


  “What conditions? I owe you, man.”


  “Stay the hell away from Jade. Do not mess with her, bother her, or even talk to her any more than is socially necessary. Do we have an understanding?”


  “Crystal clear.”


  “No more gambling. This is a one-time deal. This happens again and you’re on your own. Got it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh, and you’re still covering me for the golf.” I turned and headed back toward the hotel.


  “Thank you. I owe you.”


  “Just do what I asked.” I knew I was never going to see the money again, but I also didn’t want to deal with the fall out when Dad discovered it missing. Somehow I’d end up blamed. That’s how it always worked.


  I pushed off those thoughts as I walked up the stairs and down the hallway. When I opened the door to the room I heard the shower running. Maybe my morning wasn’t ruined after all. I slipped the do not disturb sign on the door before locking it and walking into the bathroom.


  Chapter Ten


  Jade


  I stood under the hot water, still in shock over what I’d spent the night before doing. Had I really slept with Kyle? The answer was obviously yes, especially since it had happened more than once. My body warmed as I thought over our night.


  I heard the door open. “Kyle?” I wasn’t sure whether I was more terrified or excited about him walking into the bathroom. Was it going to be awkward?


  “Mind if I join you?” he called from inside the room.


  “In the shower?” Did he want to hook up again? I had no clue if the night before had been a one-time thing.


  “Yes.” He pulled open the curtain and stepped in. I guess that answered one question. He wasn’t planning to bring things back to platonic.


  My eyes took in his naked body as I continued to stand under the stream of water. His eyes were doing the same thing to my body. “You didn’t wait for me to answer.”


  “I decided to go for it.” He grinned. “Very glad I did.” He closed the space between us, his lips meeting mine for a slow and gentle kiss. I closed my eyes, accepting his kiss and pushing away my doubts. I needed to live in the moment, and that moment involved Kyle kissing me in the shower.


  “I’m glad you did.” I fought off the urge to cross my arms over my chest. He’d already seen me naked. There was no reason to be embarrassed, yet I still was.


  “Mind if I get under there?” He gestured to the shower head.


  I nodded, and scooted out of the way. Were we really going to do this? Shower together like two people who were supposed to be showering together?


  Before I could think about it long, he eased me back under the water and his lips descended on my neck. He cupped my breast with one hand. I ran my hand down his wet chest, loving the feel of each muscular plane.


  “How are you feeling?” he whispered.


  “Good.”


  “I was hoping you’d say that.” His lips ran over my earlobe, sending a chill through me.


  “Would you mind helping me with something?” I handed him the bar of soap. If I was taking a shower with Kyle, I was going to enjoy it.


  
    ***

  


  “Are you up for a hike?” Kyle cleared away the remnants of our breakfast in bed. He seemed intent on keeping us in bed as long as possible after our shower. I wasn’t sure if it was all about the sex or staying away from his family. Maybe it was a little of both.


  “You should have told me to pack my hiking boots.” I jumped on the first non-sexual conversation Kyle had started all morning. I was still in a bit of a haze from everything that had happened. Despite my apprehension about the wisdom of what I was doing, I decided to channel the advice I gave my friends. Now wasn’t the time to overanalyze everything. Sometimes it was better to feel than to think.


  “You have hiking boots?” He stepped into a pair of cargo style shorts. Kyle seemed so comfortable being naked in front of me.


  “Yes… after how well I pulled off our camping at the festival you shouldn’t be surprised.” We’d camped out with some friends during a music festival a few months earlier.


  “But hiking boots mean you hike a lot.”


  “I do it with my mom.” I shrugged. “It’s kind of our thing.” For the first time in a while I really missed my mom. Then I thought about what her reaction would be to what I was doing with Kyle. I was lucky she wasn’t anywhere nearby.


  “That’s really cool. It means you’re all set for our hike today.”


  “But without boots.”


  “This is a really gentle hike. Sneakers are good enough.”


  “How many miles?”


  “Four.”


  “Sounds great.” I sorted through my bag for a pair of shorts and a t-shirt. Unfortunately I didn’t have any long socks with me, but if the hike was as mild as Kyle promised I’d be fine. I did however pull out my bug spray.


  “Now I did remember that.”


  “You conveniently remember the way mosquitos eat me alive?” Luckily the music had been great at the festival, so it had all been worth it.


  “That’s hard to forget.” He pulled on a t-shirt. “I felt bad for you.”


  “You laughed at me.” I’d been annoyed at the time, but eventually I forgave him.


  He walked over and put his hands on my hips. “I only laughed because you were so cute.”


  “I was cute because I was covered in bug bites?”


  “No, it was your reaction.”


  “No laughing at me if it happens again.”


  “I won’t. Instead I’m going to kiss each and every one of them to make them feel better.”


  “No hoping I get more bites just so you have more to kiss.”


  He laughed. “Would I ever do that?”


  “I’d hope not.”


  “Nope. I’d prefer blood sucking creatures not steal your blood. So that also means stay away from vampires.”


  “Couldn’t you just kiss those bites and make them better too?” Teasing and playing around seemed like the best way to handle any potential awkwardness. Kyle seemed to have the same idea.


  He ran his lips down my neck. “The only one biting you is me.”


  “I’m guessing that’s supposed to sound hot?”


  He laughed. “In theory.”


  “Stick to what your lips are doing. That’s hot.”


  “In other words keep my mouth shut.”


  “Not always. Sometimes your words are pretty darn sexy.”


  “Like when I tell you all the sordid things I want to do to you?”


  “Sordid? Let’s stick with dirty.”


  “I can do dirty.”


  “If you want me hiking keep those dirty thoughts to literal dirt right now.” I stepped out of his embrace. “I need to get changed.”


  “You mean you don’t want to go hiking in that?” He gestured to my pajamas. I’d gotten dressed while he ordered breakfast. There was no way I’d have eaten while naked.


  “Oh, you’re so funny.” I headed toward the bathroom.


  “Nuh uh. You don’t need to change in there.”


  “Why does it matter?”


  “Because you’re not supposed to be afraid to change in front of the guy you’re sleeping with. I’ve seen you naked plenty now.” He stopped. “Ok, not plenty. I could use a lot more of it.”


  I smiled. “It seems different at those kind of times.”


  “I know a quick solution to that problem.”


  “What?”


  He slipped the strap of my pajama top off my arm. “I can just undress you right now. Clearly it makes you more comfortable when I do it.”


  “That’s not what I mean.”


  “It’s what I mean.” He slipped the other strap down my arm and tugged down on the top, fully exposing my breasts. He quickly covered my breasts with his mouth and hand.


  “Kyle, that’s not the kind of getting dressed I meant.”


  He grazed my nipple with his teeth, and I stopped caring about getting dressed. “But if I’m getting undressed, so are you.” I unbuttoned the shorts he’d just put on.


  “I have no problem with that.”


  
    ***

  


  I pulled myself off the bed and slipped on my panties and a bra. “So much for an earlier hike.”


  “It was a very worthwhile reason to delay.”


  “Remember that when we get hot halfway through.”


  “It’s not that hot here, besides, now you won’t get bug bites.” He buttoned his shorts.


  “Oh yeah? Why is that?”


  “Haven’t you heard? Bugs prefer their blood more virginal. They don’t like biting after the victim has had sex.”


  I arched an eyebrow. “Then I shouldn’t get any bug bites.”


  “If you do that means we’re not doing it enough.”


  “Once again no hoping I get lots of bug bites.” I tied my tennis shoes.


  “Like I said before, I don’t want anyone or anything biting you except me.”


  “I’m going to pretend you don’t sound creepy.”


  He brushed his lips against mine. “We better get out of here before I ravish you again.”


  “Sordid? Ravish?”


  “You’re dating an English major, get used to it.”


  “Actually I’m sleeping with one, but close enough.” I headed to the bathroom. “I assume it’s okay if I go in there to brush my hair.”


  “Hey, you know I wasn’t saying you couldn’t change in there. I just didn’t want you doing it because you were nervous or anything.”


  “I know.”


  A few minutes later I was dressed, and we finally managed to leave the room. Kyle had already talked to his mom about borrowing her car, so we drove a little ways from the hotel before Kyle pulled over to the side of the road. “This is my favorite hike up here.”


  “Your favorite? Now you’re setting the expectations high.”


  He laughed. “I said my favorite here. I won’t claim it’s the best hike anywhere.”


  “Sure, sure.” I got out and waited for Kyle on the dirt shoulder.


  We started up the path through the trees, and I took in deep breaths of the crisp air. There’s nothing like getting away from it all in nature. The sun was bright, but the tree cover helped protect us as we continued up the trail. An hour later we finally reached the first lookout.


  “I thought the lake was beautiful, but this. This is unreal.” I gazed all around me to make sure I didn’t miss any of the views.


  “Now I know the trick.”


  “What trick?” I gulped down some water from the canteen Kyle had packed for us.


  “To impressing you. I need to get you out into the great outdoors.”


  “I love that movie.”


  He laughed. “I should have known you’d share my love for 1980s comedies.”


  “You can thank my mom for that too.”


  “I really need to meet her one day.”


  “No you don’t.” The thought of Kyle meeting my mom terrified me. She’d somehow know what I’d done. She had a sixth sense like that. At least she usually did.


  “Why not?”


  “First, she’d kill you for what we’re doing, and secondly, she’d ask you so many questions it would make your head spin.”


  “I’ll wait to meet her later then.” He took my hand and started walking again.


  “Why would later change anything?”


  “Time can change many things.” He winked.


  “You’re such a dork.” I knocked my shoulder into his.


  “So are you, but who cares?”


  “How am I a dork?”


  “You like my humor which makes you just as dorky.”


  “Dorks or not, let’s enjoy this beautiful day.” I ran up ahead. I couldn’t wait to reach the next lookout.


  “Yes, the trick really is to get you out into the great outdoors.”


  Chapter Eleven


  Kyle


  I’d never seen Jade so happy and light. Her smile was real. It wasn’t the sarcastic, casual smile she used at school, but a giant, I love life smile that made my heart beat faster.


  This was the real Jade. Jade with the pony tail and no makeup, with sneakers and shorts, and a little bit of mud. I wanted to believe it was more than the outdoors bringing it out in her. I wanted to believe it was me. But it probably wasn’t. I generally didn’t have that effect on people, but I could pretend. I could pretend that the night—and morning—we spent together would become something more.


  “I could stay out here forever.” Jade pulled on my arm to get me to look out at the view.


  “I could too, but it’s going to rain.”


  She sighed. “I don’t mind getting wet.”


  “Oh, I’m well aware you don’t mind that.” I wriggled an eyebrow.


  She pushed me playfully. “Kyle.”


  “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”


  “Yes you could. You can always resist.”


  “Not always. Sometimes words slip out.”


  “Are we only talking about words?”


  I pulled her close. “Are you asking if I can always resist you?”


  “Maybe.”


  “Don’t you already know the answer to that?”


  “Do I?”


  “Is there a reason you’re teasing me?”


  She ran her teeth over her bottom lip. “I’m not teasing. I’m being me.”


  “And being you means teasing me?”


  “I’m only asking a question, Kyle.” She bit her nail for a second before quickly dropping her hand to her side.


  “Did you have to say my name that way?”


  “What way?” she smiled.


  “That way. The way that makes me want you again.”


  Her face flushed. I loved knowing I had that effect on her. “I thought it was going to rain.”


  “It is, but as you reminded me, you don’t mind getting wet.”


  “Not if it means kissing you.”


  “I have to agree with you there.” I connected my lips with hers right as the sky opened up.


  Jade laughed, breaking the kiss. “We probably should start heading back.”


  “Changed your mind about getting wet?”


  “It sounded better in theory.” She started retracing her steps down the trail. I followed behind, eager to get her back to our room.


  The rain picked up, making the ground slick and muddy. Jade started to slip once, but I caught her in time.


  She steadied herself against me. “Thanks.”


  “Anytime.”


  “You like playing hero.”


  I brushed some of her wet hair away from her face. “I like playing it with you.”


  She smiled and turned around. We made it the rest of the way down without incident and dashed to my mom’s car.


  Jade buckled up as I started the car. “I hope your mom doesn’t hate me for getting her car dirty.”


  “Why would she hate you? It’s more natural to blame me.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “Don’t worry about it. She can get it cleaned.”


  “This car might cost more than my parents’ house.”


  “I doubt that, but you really don’t need to worry.”


  “Easy for you to say.”


  “You don’t need to be intimidated by my mom. She didn’t have much money growing up.”


  “Until she married your dad…”


  “And you don’t need to be intimidated by my dad either. They like you. I can tell.”


  “Well, as long as they like me enough for me to get through this week, I’m okay with it.”


  I put a hand on her leg. I couldn’t keep my hands off her. “Trust me, you’re going to make it through this week.”


  “What’s the plan when we get back to the resort?”


  “We’ve got a boat trip.”


  “A boat trip? Like the scenic kind?”


  “Yes, exactly. You said you liked the water….”


  “I do.” She looked out the window.


  “No worrying about my family.”


  “I don’t want to do or say something stupid.”


  “There’s an easy solution to your worries about that.”


  “There is?”


  “Yeah. Stay with me. No one can grill you if we’re together.”


  “I wouldn’t mind staying with you.”


  “Good.” I squeezed her leg gently as I turned into the resort. “Want me to drop you off out front?”


  “I’m already soaked, so I don’t mind walking.”


  “If you’re sure.” I pulled into a spot and grabbed my backpack from the backseat.


  We got out and ran to the front door and up the stairs. I opened the door and she walked in first. “I need to get these wet clothes off.”


  “By all means.” I gestured for her to start taking them off.


  “I didn’t mean it in that way.”


  “Oh wait, I forgot the new rules.”


  “What rules?”


  “That if I want you getting naked, I have to do it myself.” I pulled her sopping wet t-shirt off her.


  “If you’re undressing me, I’m undressing you.”


  “Go right ahead. I have no problem with that.” I grinned.


  She pulled off my shirt and tossed it on the floor on top of hers.


  “Now comes the hard part.”


  “What do you mean?” She chewed her nail.


  “I’m deciding whether I should take off your bra first or your shorts.”


  “And what’s your decision?”


  “Your bra.” I reached around and unhooked her bra, happily tossing it onto the pile.


  She went to cover her chest with her arms, but I carefully lowered her arms to the side. “You’re not supposed to be nervous when I’m doing it, remember?”


  “I’m still nervous.”


  “Maybe this will help.” I lowered my mouth to one of her breasts while I cupped her other breast with my hand.


  She moaned lightly while I used my free hand to unbutton her shorts.


  She reached over and unbuttoned mine. I refused to release her breast, so I stepped out of my shorts while I still had my mouth on her.


  She moaned against me as I pushed her shorts down, and slipped my fingers inside her panties. I released her breast. “Feeling less nervous?”


  “Mmm hmm,” she mumbled while she took me in her hand.


  “Do you think we need a shower first, or can we get in bed?”


  “As long as I get you again I’m good.”


  “Then let’s do both.” I grabbed a condom from my bag before leading her into the bathroom. Showers were never going to be the same again.


  Chapter Twelve


  Jade


  I was still on a high from the hike and the sex when Kyle announced we had to get ready for the boat ride.


  “Are you sure we have to go?” I rolled onto my side, keeping the sheet close to me.


  “Yes. Trust me. I’d rather stay here too.”


  “I want to go, but all this sex is only going to make it harder to face your family.”


  “Why?” He rolled toward me. “They already think we’re doing this.”


  “It’s still different.”


  “It makes it easier.” He left tiny kisses on my arm.


  “All right, if we’re going I need to get up.”


  “Ok, do it.”


  I tried to get up, but he didn’t loosen his hold.


  “Kyle.”


  “You did it again.”


  “Did what?”


  “Said my name in that way. I’d have thought you’d have had your fill already.”


  “I have.” I slipped out of bed. “At least I should have. No more sex right now. We have to get moving.”


  “I love that you said right now. That means they’ll be more later.” He arched an eyebrow.


  “If you’re good.” I picked out a dress and headed into the bathroom before he could complain about me changing in private again. A girl needed time to get ready.


  
    ***

  


  I walked as slowly as humanly possible as we neared the dock. I rationalized that every minute might give me more courage. The rain had stopped sometime while we were in the room, making it a pleasant evening for a boat ride if I could only handle his family.


  “Hey, nice of you two to show your faces.” Dana grinned as we walked over.


  I waved. “Hey, we were out for a hike all day.”


  “All day, huh?” She arched an eyebrow. “I hope you didn’t get caught in the rain.”


  “Most of the day,” Kyle wrapped his arm around my waist. His touch brought back images I didn't need to be seeing with his family around. “We enjoyed ourselves despite the rain.”


  “Hello!” Kyle's grandma walked over dragging her husband with her. “Isn’t it nice how the weather cooperated with us tonight?”


  “Absolutely.” Kyle replied with far too much enthusiasm. He might as well have been wearing an ‘I got laid’ sign around his neck.


  “Glad to hear it.” His grandmother touched my arm gently. “How about we go ahead and board. Dana, why don't you come too? The men can wait for the others.”


  “Sounds great, Grandma.” Dana smiled.


  Kyle kissed me on the cheek, and I followed the other women on board the large boat.


  “It's nice to have another woman here.” His grandma walked around to the front of the boat.


  “It's great to be here.” I forced away all thoughts of my alone time with Kyle. It was only an hour and a half boat ride. I could handle it.


  His grandma watched me with a smile on her face. “Kyle seems happier than I've ever seen him.”


  If she only knew the truth—it was all probably post sex glow. I nodded and smiled politely.


  She leaned in. “Have you discussed the ring yet?”


  “The ring?” I coughed. How serious did his family think we were?


  “I'm sure she's going to finish school first.” Dana gave me a reassuring smile. “How many years do you have left?


  “Three.” I wasn’t planning on rushing my college years away. I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to do with my life, but that was the point of college, wasn’t it? Like everything else, I’d figure it out eventually.


  His grandmother shook her head. “Well, they can't wait that long.”


  My head spun. Clearly Kyle and I weren't getting engaged, but it still stressed me out. Plus how was Kyle going to let his family down with the truth? At least I wouldn’t be there for it. I craned my neck to look for Kyle on the dock bellow. So much for not getting separated.


  “Would you like some wine?” Dana asked, once again saving me from an uncomfortable situation.


  “That would be great.” I smiled. “Is the bar inside?”


  “Yes.” Dana nodded. “Grandma, why don’t you take a seat? We’ll bring some back for you.”


  “Sounds perfect.” His grandmother sat down, and I followed Dana inside.


  “Thanks.” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure we were really alone.


  “No problem. I know how annoying that wedding talk can be.”


  “Do you mind if I ask you something?” I didn’t know Dana well, but she didn’t seem like the type to mind a few semi-personal questions. She had asked about my sex life within a few hours of meeting me after all.


  “I guess that depends on what you’re asking.” She held open the door.


  “Why is your family so obsessed with everyone getting married?” I certainly couldn’t figure it out. I’d heard about people pressuring girls to get married young, but Kyle? He was a twenty-year-old guy. He hadn’t even hit his prime.


  She laughed. “Blunt.”


  “It’s starting to feel like a running theme.”


  “I wish I had an answer for you.” She clasped her hands together. “I suppose it’s their way of trying to look out for us.”


  “Is it just your grandparents?”


  She shook her head. “My parents aren’t easy on the subject either.”


  “Where are they?” I’d been wondering about them since I met Dana the night before. Had it really been one day? It felt like forever ago.


  “They’re in Europe right now. Business stuff.” She was completely unanimated discussing them, as though she were talking about acquaintances, not parents missing the family reunion trip.


  “Oh ok.” I didn’t ask more. I didn’t know if it was the same business as Kyle’s dad or not, but it didn’t really matter. None of it really did, and I should have probably stopped asking questions. I was too curious by nature for my own good.


  Dana nodded toward the bar. “Is Chardonnay okay? It’s my grandmother’s favorite so she always expects me to drink it.”


  “Your grandmother dictates what you drink?”


  “Don’t ask. It has to do with avoiding red wine since it stains your teeth.” She rolled her eyes.


  I dropped it. Had Dana been my friend and not Kyle’s cousin maybe I would have pushed it. “Chardonnay sounds fine,” I said belatedly. I knew drinking around his family wasn’t the best idea, but I needed to do something about my nerves.


  “Great, you’re easy.” She walked over to the bar.


  “Found you,” Kyle whispered in my ear from behind me.


  “I didn’t know you were looking for me.” I couldn’t deny the butterflies fluttering in my stomach every time he came near.


  “I was going to see if you wanted something to drink.”


  “Dana’s got that covered.” I pointed to where she waited at the bar.


  “I see she saved you from my grandma.”


  “She’s been very helpful.” I slipped out of Kyle’s embrace as I saw Dana head toward us. I retrieved my glass, careful to avoid making eye contact with the bartender for fear of getting the ID question. I had another two years before I’d be able to buy my own drinks. “Thanks.”


  Kyle groaned. “Jade doesn’t have to drink that if she doesn’t want to.”


  “I have no problem with Chardonnay.” I sipped the chilled white wine.


  “Ok, just letting you know.”


  “Are you getting anything?” I asked Kyle.


  “I’m okay for now.” He took my hand. “Ready to go back out?”


  “As long as you promise to keep me away from your grandmother and all her engagement ring talk.”


  “She didn’t.” He looked me in the eyes.


  “She did.” I sipped my wine.


  “Maybe I should get a drink after all.”


  “Why? I’m the one she was questioning.”


  “But I bet I’m next.” He rubbed the back of his neck.


  “Go get something then.” I assumed he had a fake or something.


  “Already taken care of.” Dana handed off a glass to Kyle. “No complaints about what’s in it.”


  He laughed. “You saved me some time so no complaints.” He took a sip of his wine.


  “Shall we?” Dana nodded at the door. She was still holding two glasses.


  “Absolutely.” I pushed open the door, and we walked back onto the deck.


  
    ***

  


  I’d never spent so much time on a boat before, but it was beautiful. I spent nearly the entire ride gazing out at the clear sky and the sun reflecting off the calm water.


  “Sometimes I think living on the water is the way to go.” Kyle stood next to me against the rail.


  “As in living on a house boat?”


  “Or any boat. You’d never have to stay in the same place long. You could be someplace new every day.”


  “If you decide to spend a semester at sea make sure to invite me.” I’d finished off two entire glasses of wine. That was the problem with white wine. I drank it too fast.


  “Is that a promise?” He watched me far more seriously than he usually did.


  “I’m not sure.” I turned back to look out at the water. I didn’t want to read into things, but was there something serious beneath the joke?


  “When you decide let me know.”


  “I’ll let you know if you actually decide to go.” I gripped the rail with my hand. There was a chill in the air that made me wish I’d brought a sweater with me.


  He covered my hand with his own. “Are you holding up okay? My family isn’t freaking you out too much?”


  “Aside from the ring conversation, we’re good.”


  “I’m ready to go back to the room.”


  “Thinking more sordid thoughts already?” I tore my eyes from the water. Kyle was even easier on the eyes.


  He smiled. “Would you mind if I was?”


  “No. Not at all.”


  “Good.” He brushed his lips against mine.


  “Ahem.” The sound of throat clearing stopped us both in our tracks.



  Chapter Thirteen


  Kyle


  Dylan had the worst timing possible. I wouldn’t have minded if I’d believed for a second it was random.


  “Sorry to interrupt.” He wasn’t sorry. He wasn’t sorry at all.


  “Is there something you need?” So much for him staying away.


  “It’s not what I need. It’s what Grandma needs. She wants a family picture.”


  “And she sent you to get us?” My grandmother wasn’t one to outsource.


  “I thought I’d save her the effort.”


  “I bet.” I shook my head. “Where is everyone?”


  “Around the front.”


  “Great.” I took Jade’s hand and walked around toward the front deck where the rest of my crazy family waited.


  “There you are!” My mom grinned. “We thought you two had gone overboard.”


  “Nope. You weren’t that lucky.” I couldn’t resist giving my mom a hard time.


  Jade nudged me.


  “I need a picture. Who knows if I’ll ever have you all together again?” My grandma gestured for everyone to line up against the rail.


  “Would you like me to take the picture?” Jade asked quickly. “I’m pretty good at it.”


  “Of course not, sweetie. We’ll have this young man do it.” She pointed at one of the crew members. “You need to be in this picture.”


  “Oh, that’s ok. You don’t really want that.” Jade backed away.


  “Don’t be silly. You’ll be family soon enough.” My grandmother took her arm. Jade gave me a panicked looked.


  There was nothing I could do but agree with my grandmother. No reason to make her mad. “Of course you should be in the picture.”


  Jade’s panicked look turned into one of anger. What was she worried about? This wasn’t her family picture.


  “If you’re absolutely sure.”


  “We are.” My mom smiled at her.


  Grandma lined us all up to her specifications, placing Jade and I in the center, and the crew member started taking pictures.


  As soon as we were done Jade took my hand and pulled me away. “Your family is going to hate me even more after this.” Her hair was all windblown, but it only enhanced the wild and sexy look that had drawn me to her from the beginning.


  I pushed some of her hair behind her ear. Even if the hair enhanced the look, I wanted to see her face. “Not as much as they’re going to hate me.”


  “Now you’re admitting it?” she whispered.


  “Now that I see how much they love you.”


  She shrugged. “Nothing we can do about that now.”


  “Nope, you’re just too likeable.” I led her back to our spot around the back of the boat.


  She looked out at the water. “Always nice to be called likeable.”


  “You’re very likeable.” I ran my hand down her bare arm.


  She turned back toward me, leaning her back against the rail. “Are you trying to butter me up or something?”


  I stepped closer to her, effectively pinning her against the side. “And why would I be doing that?”


  “Because you want a repeat of last night. And this morning. And this afternoon.” A red flush crossed her cheeks.


  “And I need to butter you up to get that?”


  “You think it’s a given?” She arched an eyebrow.


  “No, but I can think of other ways to convince you.” I leaned in.


  She glanced over my shoulder. “How can you even talk about this with your family around?”


  “They’re not listening.”


  “At least our room isn’t near anyone else’s.”


  “Convenient isn’t it?”


  She smiled in response.


  I held Jade’s hand as we watched the setting sun. I had no idea what was going to happen after the week ended, but in that moment I didn’t care. I was holding hands with the coolest girl I’d ever met, and I was pretty sure I’d be doing a lot more than holding hands with her later.


  The boat docked, and I didn’t waste any time. I was ready to get Jade back to the room. I’d been ready the whole time.


  My mom waited for us on the dock. “Are you two interested in joining us for a late dinner or did you get enough to eat before we left?”


  “Actually we were thinking about ordering in some room service.” In fact Jade and I hadn’t discussed the possibility at all, but I assumed she wouldn’t be interested in spending more time with my family.


  “Oh, I see.” Mom gave me a knowing look.


  “I had a great time on the boat.” Jade smiled. “Thanks so much for inviting me.”


  “Of course, sweetie.” Mom beamed. “You two enjoy yourselves.”


  “Thanks.” I smiled at my Mom and started back toward the hotel before someone else could side track us. I had only one thing on my mind, and it wasn’t chatting with my family.


  We were nearly back to the hotel when I heard my name again. “Kyle, wait up!”


  I turned, still holding onto Jade’s hand. Dana waved and hurried over to us. “Hey, Dana.”


  “Hey. I wanted to see how Jade was doing.”


  Jade smiled. “Oh. I’m fine.”


  “I know my grandmother can be a little intense.” Dana nodded toward me, probably looking for me to agree.


  “A little?” Jade eyed us both skeptically.


  Dana laughed. “What are you guys up to now?”


  “We’re going back to our room.” I immediately cut off any invitation to hang out. Forget how tired of them Jade was, I’d had enough of my family for one night.


  “Oh. Going to be inventive?” Dana’s eyes lit up.


  I chuckled, and Jade scowled at her.


  “And I’ll take my cue.” Dana laughed. “Good night, guys.”


  “All right, let’s get out of here.” I turned back toward the hotel, and Jade followed along. If I wasn’t mistaken she was as excited to get back as I was.


  We reached the room, and I quickly closed and locked the door behind her. “I’ve been waiting all night for this.”


  She ran her teeth over her bottom lip. “You’re not the only one.”


  I untied the halter tie on her dress, and it slipped to the floor. “I really like when you don’t wear a bra.” I pulled off my shirt, ready to get rid of any clothes separating us.


  “Built-in bras are convenient.”


  “You’re going to have to get more of them.”


  “Don’t worry, I have plenty.” She unzipped my pants, and I knew the night was only going to get better.


  
    ***

  


  “Did that really happen again?” Jade pulled the sheet up around her.


  “It did, but are you really surprised?” I pulled her closer. I didn’t want any space between us.


  “Not surprised exactly.” She rested her head on my chest.


  “I told you this week could end up being fun.”


  She laughed. “And that was fun.”


  “Was it inventive enough for you?” I found her hand under the sheets.


  “Oh, it was inventive.”


  “I could get used to this.” I snuggled in closer to her.


  “The sex?”


  “The sex, having you sleep next to me—naked.”


  “You mean you wouldn’t enjoy it if I were wearing clothes?”


  “Of course I would. I just prefer the added bonus of the naked part.” I ran my free hand over her to prove my point. Having her without clothes was extremely convenient.


  She closed her eyes and relaxed as my hands ran up and down her body.


  I touched every part, stopping any time I felt her respond. I already knew her neck and nipples were sensitive, but I was surprised to find how much she enjoyed it when I ran my hands over the area right below her breasts.


  She shifted slightly. “Am I what you expected?”


  I moved my hand down toward her stomach. “Are we back to that adventurous talk?”


  “No, I mean what I look like. Or did you never think about it before?” She practically whispered the words.


  “Oh. Even better.” I ran my fingers over her belly button and further down. “And of course I thought about it. How could I have worked with you for so many months without thinking about it?”


  “You don’t think of all your hosts naked.”


  “No.” I laughed. “Just you.” She wasn’t the only girl, but she was the only one I was interested in that way. I hoped this would last for more than a week. Two nights in and I already knew I’d never get enough.


  “You’re more muscular than I expected.” She ran her hand over my abs.


  “You thought I was weak?”


  “No. But I wasn’t expecting this.” She patted my chest.


  “In other words I should walk around without a shirt on more.”


  She opened her eyes. “If you want to attract more girls.”


  “I’m okay with who I’ve attracted so far.” I kissed her neck. I’d waited months to kiss her that way, and I was going to enjoy it.


  “I’m glad we still have five nights left.”


  “I plan to enjoy every last one of those nights.” I continued to move my hands down, stopping at her inner thigh. I knew this was another sensitive spot. I couldn’t get enough of touching her. It felt like I was living a dream. I dreaded the ringing of the alarm clock that was going to pull me from my ultimate fantasy.


  “That’s funny. I was thinking exactly the same thing.” She leaned up on an elbow.


  “Any ideas of how we can enjoy the rest of tonight?”


  “I have a few.” She moved on top of me and let the sheet fall off of her.


  I cupped her breasts. “Whatever your ideas are, this is a really good start.”


  Chapter Fourteen


  Jade


  Everything got easier after the first few nights. Well maybe not easier, but more comfortable. Pretending to be a couple came more naturally when you were already doing what couples did. At least in the bedroom. We hadn’t discussed it after the first night—it just happened again, and then again. It’s as though we’d ripped off some invisible Band-Aid, and now sex was part of things. The sex was always good, always great, but each time afterward I was hit by a wave of regret. What was I doing to myself? What was going to happen when the week ended, and we returned to reality? Neither of us broached the topic, and I had a feeling we weren’t going to face it until we were back on campus and far away from our hotel room.


  “Are you enjoying your week?” Grace asked as we sat on the porch sipping iced coffees. I was enjoying the beautiful day. The sun was out and a light breeze made the afternoon especially pleasant.


  “Yes. It’s been wonderful. It’s so beautiful here.” My thoughts kept moving back to Kyle as I struggled to hold a conversation with his mom. He’d gone out kayaking with his grandfather, dad, and brother. I couldn’t blame him for leaving. From what he told me, he’d already wiggled out of golfing with his dad on a few occasions. If I’d thought he actually wanted to go with them I would have felt bad, but I knew he didn’t.


  “This is one of my favorite places.” She sipped her coffee.


  “I can understand that. It’s so peaceful.” I looked out at the lake in the distance.


  “You’re good for him.” She spoke without looking at me.


  “For Kyle?” I looked over.


  She smiled. “Who else would I mean?”


  “Thanks. You’ve got a great son.” A great son? I sounded ridiculous. If my mom could hear me. I shuddered. She’d kill me for the charade I was putting on—and sleeping with a guy who I wasn’t in a committed relationship with. Even at nineteen I found her opinion mattered to me. I owed her a phone call, but I wasn’t going to make it until I was back on campus.


  “I can see why you caught his eye.”


  “You can?” This I had to hear.


  “You have a way about you. You bring happiness into the room.”


  I nearly choked. “Uh, not really.”


  “You haven’t been told that before?”


  “No. Never.” It was usually the opposite.


  “Are you close with your parents?”


  “Define close.” I could use several terms to describe my relationship with my parents, but close wasn’t one of them.


  She laughed. “I guess that answers my question.”


  “I talk to my mom a decent amount. It’s just that she doesn’t really get me.” And she knew I was hiding something from her. One secret had changed our relationship for the worst, but it was too late to go back and fix that. Besides, she’d never look at me the same way if I told her now.


  “I think you’d be surprised.”


  “Is this a mom code or something? Defending each other?”


  She shook her head. “No, I’m speaking from experience with my own mom.”


  “Oh.” I was sure there was a story there, but it didn’t seem appropriate to ask. Besides, that would only open myself up to more questions.


  “And your dad?”


  “We talk sometimes. He’s cool, but he never knew how to deal with having a girl.”


  “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”


  “I’ve got a brother.”


  “Younger or older?”


  “Younger by two years. He’s in high school still.”


  “I look forward to meeting your family soon.”


  I only smiled. Like that was going to happen?


  She smiled slightly. “We probably have some time before Kyle gets back. Want to go do something?”


  “What did you have in mind?” I’d learned to ask questions before agreeing to things.


  “We can see if there are any openings at the spa. We can get all glammed up for tonight.”


  “Is our dinner that formal?”


  “Not really, but the last night of a trip is a great reason to get dressed up.”


  “I’m glad I packed a couple extra dresses.” I’d ended up needing one every night.


  “I get the sense that Kyle didn’t prepare you well for this trip.”


  “If by prepare you mean he told me we were going to a lake in upstate NY, then yes, he prepared me.” And it was more than the proper attire he failed to prepare me for.


  She laughed. “Shall we check out the spa?”


  “Sounds great.” It didn’t sound great, it sounded awkward, but what choice did I have? I picked up the remainder of my iced coffee and followed Grace inside.


  
    ***

  


  I waited uncomfortably as Grace wrangled appointments for us when there clearly weren’t any available. Evidently when Grace Bradley talked, people listened.


  I smiled politely when an attendant led us to the nail room.


  “Sorry I couldn’t get any facials for us, but we’ll do that next time.” Grace smiled.


  “Really, you didn’t have to do any of this for me.” If there’d been a way to politely decline I would have, but every excuse I came up with sounded forced and my goal wasn’t to offend Kyle’s mom.


  “But I wanted to. This will be fun. But first the important question, what color polish are you going with?”


  I froze. I’d only had a handful of manicures in my life, and I’d only painted my own nails a few times more. “Something light I guess.”


  “I bet a deep pink would look gorgeous with your skin tone.”


  “Oh, sure. Thanks.” I accepted a bottle of bright pink nail polish that Grace held out.


  I awkwardly took a seat in one of the spa pedicure seats. The water was piping hot, but I felt bad complaining. Maybe I was oversensitive or something.


  “Is this water too hot for you, hun?” My pedicurist asked.


  Considering I’d barely gotten my toes in, I couldn’t pretend. “A little bit.”


  She pressed a button and encouraged me to try the water again. “See if that’s a little better for you.”


  I slipped my feet in. “Much better. Perfect.” It was still a little bit hot for my taste, but I refused to put the woman out any more than absolutely necessary.


  “Having a mother-daughter spa day?” The woman working on Grace asked.


  “She’s not quite my daughter, but maybe one day.”


  “Oh.” Understanding crossed the woman’s face. “She’s dating your son?”


  “Yes. We’ve had a blast getting to know Jade this week.”


  “Jade’s a beautiful name.” The woman smiled. “So exotic.”


  Normally I’d have brushed away the talk about my name, but it was better than talking about my supposed serious relationship with Kyle. “Thanks. My mother named me after an author she really liked or something.”


  “What’s your son’s name?” She looked at Grace.


  “The son she’s dating is Kyle.”


  “Kyle and Jade. They sound nice together.”


  I smiled. “Thanks.” They did sound kind of catchy. I picked up a magazine and relaxed back against the chair. There was no reason not to enjoy myself. Who knew when I’d have the opportunity to get this pampered again?


  Three hours later I walked out of the spa. The whole mani, pedi, make-up, and hair thing was a bit over the top; still it was also fun. I found Grace much easier to talk to than I would have expected. She’d been pleasant all week, but there was something different about spending one-on-one time together. If I ever did have a mother-in-law I’d have wanted one like her. She was so non-judgmental, and she seemed to get me. Or at least she got the parts of me I was willing to share.


  She hugged me when we split in the lobby. “Thanks for that. I haven’t had that much fun in a while.”


  “What are you thanking me for?” She’d clearly been the one paying for it all.


  “For your company. It was appreciated.”


  “Well, once again thanks for spoiling me with all that. I had a great time.”


  “We’ll do it again next time.” She squeezed my arm gently before walking away.


  If I wasn’t feeling so guilty about pretending I’d have been in a wonderful mood, but I was pretending and eventually she’d find out the truth. That thought upset me more than I would have expected a few days earlier. It was no longer out of guilt, but a more personal level of disappointment.


  I walked back to the room, not quite sure whether I wanted Kyle to be back yet. One part of me wanted to get changed first so I could give him the full effect, but the other just wanted to see him.


  “Hey, there you are.” Kyle jumped up from his seat by the desk when I walked in. He was wearing slacks with a button down shirt. Usually I preferred a more casual look on a guy, but he made it work.


  “Hey, yeah got side tracked with your mom.”


  “I see.” He walked over and ran his hands through my hair. “Looks good.”


  I shrugged. “It wasn’t a bad way to spend the afternoon.”


  “Glad to hear that.”


  “How was kayaking?”


  “It was nice. I don’t get to spend time with my grandfather a lot, so it was worth it if only for that. Sorry for leaving you.”


  “Clearly I found a way to spend my time.”


  He laughed. “That you did.”


  “I still need to get changed, but I’m otherwise ready.”


  “Is that your way of telling me to stay out of your way?”


  “It’s my way of telling you I can be ready when you need me to be.”


  “Are you okay?” He watched me carefully.


  “Yeah, of course.” I shook off the uncomfortable feeling in my stomach. This was our last night. I had no clue what was going to happen when we got back to campus. It was hard to know what part of our time together was real and what was fake. And no matter what happened, would we ever be able to go back to being friends? The thought of losing Kyle from my life completely chilled me.


  “Would you tell me if you weren’t okay?”


  “Maybe.” I’d done enough lying in the past week to last a lifetime. I selected the last of my dresses, a red halter style dress and a strapless bra and headed into the bathroom.


  “Come on. You still won’t change in front of me?”


  “I wouldn’t want to ruin the effect.”


  He sighed. “I wish you’d get over this weird phobia.”


  “It’s not weird and it’s not a phobia,” I called through the closed bathroom door. We were heading back to school in less than twenty-four hours. It wouldn’t be a problem for long.


  “Whatever you say.”


  I quickly got dressed and walked back out.


  “Gorgeous.” Kyle’s eyes moved up and down my body. “Now can I undress you?”


  “We have to go or we’ll be late.”


  “And that matters?”


  “I spent all afternoon with your mom. I’d prefer not to get on her bad side for the last dinner.”


  “Which is why I’ll be good.” He kissed me gently on the cheek. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.”


  “I haven’t said that.”


  “Just making sure.” He took my hand and led me downstairs.


  For once we weren’t the last ones at dinner. Only his grandparents were seated when we walked into the dining room.


  “Hi, you two.” His grandmother smiled in greeting. “Did you have a nice day?”


  “It was great,” I answered immediately.


  “Kyle talked my ear off about you today, Jade.” His grandfather beamed. “I’ve never seen him so happy.” That seemed to be a popular line. If they only knew how much of it came from having lots of sex.


  I smiled tersely. “That’s great.”


  Kyle pulled out my chair and settled in next to me. After the first uncomfortable dinner, Kyle was careful to make sure we were always seated next to each other. We chatted comfortably with his grandparents while the rest of his family filed in. It turned out Grace and I weren’t the only ones dressed up. Dana had selected a formal look as well. She had her hair up in an elegant updo.


  “Could I get everyone’s attention please?” His grandmother didn’t need to clink a glass to have all eyes on her. The matriarch of the Bradley family could command the attention of a room with only a word. She had this aura about her that was impossible to ignore. “This has been such a wonderful week. It’s always amazing to spend time with the family, but this year was extra special.” She turned to me.


  Oh no. I held onto my chair for dear life. What was she going to say? “Jade, we are thrilled you decided to join us this year. We can tell that you bring Kyle so much happiness, and we are excited to see the life you two build together. I was going to give this to Kyle to give you at a later time, but it seems pointless to wait. You never know how much time you have.” She pulled out a black velvet box from her purse. “This was my mother’s, and I have always had it set aside for Kyle to give to the woman he decided to spend his life with.”


  Forget hell. I was going somewhere far worse. “Oh. I couldn’t possibly take it.” I didn’t dare glance to the side to catch Kyle’s eyes. I was positive I was turning bright red. I was sick to my stomach. What was I supposed to do?


  “Of course you can, and you will.” She held out the box toward me.


  I thought fast. It was supposed to be Kyle’s anyway. I’d accept it and then give it back to him when we got to the room. He could put it aside for the right girl. Whoever that was. A chill spread through me, but I pushed it away. I wasn’t allowed to feel jealous of the girl Kyle was going to end up with.


  “Jade?” His grandmother said my name.


  The entire table was watching me, including Dylan who was wearing an even bigger smirk than usual. He was enjoying my discomfort.


  After hesitating as long as possible, I opened the box to find a necklace covered in diamonds. I mean covered. It was probably worth more than most people’s annual salary. “Oh wow. This is too much.”


  His grandmother’s face lit up. “Put it on her, Kyle. I bet it would look perfect.”


  Kyle listened to his grandmother and lifted up my hair before carefully fastening the necklace around my neck. The stones were cold against my skin, and I knew I was wearing something I shouldn’t be.


  Grace gasped. “Beautiful.”


  I struggled to get out some words, but I knew my original idea of waiting and giving it back to Kyle in our room was out the window. “Thank you. This is a beautiful necklace, but I think Kyle should keep it until he knows who he wants to give it to.”


  “I want to give it to you.” Kyle beamed.


  Was he crazy? I was giving him an out so he wouldn’t have to look stupid when I gave it back. “Really. I insist.”


  “And I insist you wear it. It’s perfect on you.” Was this how he planned to pay me back? Didn’t he realize this was even worse than paying me money? I decided not to argue anymore. There was nothing else I could say in front of his family.


  I forced a smile during the rest of dinner even though I felt like even more of an imposter wearing the diamonds. I barely ate my meal, and I politely declined dessert. I was ready to get back to the room and to give the necklace to who it belonged to—Kyle.


  Steve asked Kyle to hang back to talk, so I headed back to our room on my own before Dana or Grace could offer to walk with me. I wasn’t in a state of mind to talk to anyone. Not until I was able to take the necklace off. It was like a giant weight around my neck.


  “He’s going to get tired of you.” Dylan’s dry voice came from directly behind me.


  I ignored him at first, unwilling to step into one of his games.


  “He’ll never settle for someone like you.” His tone was biting, and I knew he was purposely trying to get at me where it hurt.


  “Someone like me?” I couldn’t hold off any longer. I spun around. “And pray tell me, who is someone like me?”


  “A girl with no confidence.”


  “I have confidence.”


  “No you don’t.”


  I sighed. “Leave me alone, okay? You’ve had your fun. Move along.”


  “I’m trying to help you.” He stepped closer.


  “No. You’re trying to upset me.”


  “Sometimes you have to upset someone in order to help.” He leaned in, giving me a whiff of his hot alcohol filled breath.


  “You’re not helping me, and you’re not helping your brother.” I crossed my arms over my chest. Dylan had the ability to make me immediately uncomfortable. I still couldn’t believe he was related to Kyle.


  “Sure I’m helping him. No need for him to waste his time—or yours.”


  “I know this confidence thing is your way of saying I’m not rich enough or something, and I know Kyle doesn’t care about that.” Without thinking I touched the necklace.


  “This has nothing to do with money. Why would Kyle care about that? He has plenty.”


  “Whatever.” I turned around and started walking away. I’d had more to drink than normal, and I wanted to be anywhere but here talking to Dylan.


  “It has everything to do with confidence and chemistry. You have neither.” He grabbed my wrist and spun me around.


  “And you’re an asshole.” I tried to shrug him off.


  He laughed. “I knew you were fun underneath.”


  “You have two choices. You get the hell out of my way, or I scream.” There was something about Dylan that terrified me. I didn’t actually think he’d purposely hurt me, but he was drunk, and people did really dumb things under the influence of alcohol.


  “Are you threatening me?” He leaned in.


  Kyle pulled Dylan back and away. “What the hell are you doing, Dylan?”


  “Sorry, just talking.” Dylan smirked.


  “Are you okay?” Kyle looked at me long and hard as if searching for a physical sign of something. “Was he bothering you?”


  “No, it’s fine.” I noticed Steve and Grace heading in our direction. The last thing I needed was to make a scene.


  “Are you sure?” Kyle took my arm. “You look upset.”


  “Why would she be upset?” Dylan sneered.


  “You did something or said something. I can tell.” Kyle spun toward Dylan.


  Dylan smirked. “She said she was fine.”


  “Because she’s protecting you for some stupid reason.”


  “Stupid reason?” Dylan stuffed his hand in the pocket of his slacks.


  “Yes. Now I already told you to stay the hell away from her. Can’t you do one fucking thing I ask you to do?”


  “I’m saving you both some trouble.”


  “The only trouble here is you.” Kyle shoved his brother in the chest. Dylan stumbled back.


  I covered my face. What a mess. I had no idea what was behind Dylan’s problem with me, but I wanted to have no part in their fight.


  “What’s going on here?” Steve noticed his sons fighting and headed over.


  Kyle shook his head. “I told you to stay away from her.” He took my hand and led us back toward our room.


  Chapter Fifteen


  Kyle


  “I’m sorry.” I whispered the words for the millionth time as we walked back to our room.


  “What’s there to be sorry for?” She looked away.


  “I know he did something. Otherwise you wouldn’t have looked so upset. What I don’t understand is why you won’t tell me.”


  “It’s not worth you fighting with your brother over.”


  “We never get along.” I couldn’t begin to tell her how deep our rift went. I didn’t even really understand it. We’d been close as kids, but at some point all that changed.


  “It doesn’t matter. I’m never going to see him again after this week.” She spoke with complete finality.


  “You might. I mean he is my brother.”


  “He doesn’t go to Harrison anymore.” She picked up her pace.


  “But it’s at least possible that you’re going to spend time with my family again… or have they scared you so thoroughly that you won’t?” I tried to keep my voice light, but what was she saying? We hadn’t discussed the future at all, but I assumed she was at least considering seeing where things went when we got back to campus.


  “I kind of assumed this was a one shot deal.”


  “The pretending sure, but I mean everything’s changed, right?” I refused to believe I was imagining things. Something had changed, and it wasn’t just about sex.


  She shrugged. “Not everything.”


  “Unless I’m completely losing it, we have spent an entire week having sex.” Panic and slight anger warred with my determination to keep my voice calm. She was upset, I couldn’t make it worse.


  “You’re not losing it. We have.” She touched the diamond necklace self-consciously. It looked perfect on her, and despite the seriousness of the situation I was imagining what she’d look like wearing only that. Her next words snapped me back to reality. “But that doesn’t change everything.”


  “Sure it does. It means this isn’t just pretend.” I looked over my shoulder to make sure no one was listening.


  “The relationship is pretend. The back story. All that’s changed is that I now know what you’re like in bed.”


  I forced myself to ignore the disappointment coursing through me at her words. Did she really think that’s all this was? Sex? “And how am I in bed?”


  “You already know the answer.”


  “I do?”


  “Yes. Not that we’re doing that tonight.”


  “You mean my brother being a prick turned you off?”


  She smiled slightly. “Just a little.”


  “Why don’t we find a movie to watch or something then?” I refused to end the week on a bad note. Sex or not, I wanted her to have a good time.


  “Sure, but first I need to give you this back.” She touched the necklace again.


  “Why?” I had no interest in taking it back.


  “Because it belongs to you.”


  “But diamonds aren’t my thing.” I inserted the room key and opened the door. Hopefully she’d stop arguing. The necklace belonged to her now.


  “You know what I mean.” She followed me inside.


  “My grandmother wants you to have it.” And I wanted her to have it. How could I take back something that looked so perfect on her? I could tell she liked it.


  “She also thinks we’re about to get engaged.” She unclasped the necklace. “Just take it back.”


  “Are you sure?” I hesitated to accept it while I struggled to come up with another reason she had to keep it. “You don’t want it?”


  “Kyle, please.” There was a desperate note to her tone that killed my fight. I didn’t want to upset her. I’d find a way to give it back to her later.


  “If you’re sure.” I accepted the necklace and the case she pushed into my other hand.


  “I’m sure.” She walked over to the window and looked out.


  “I’m going to miss this place.” I wasn’t talking about the hotel. I was talking about the room and everything the last week had stood for. I wished not for the first time that our pretend relationship could be real. Maybe it could be, but first I had to convince Jade.


  “It’s been a fun week.” There was something sad about her words. I’d never wanted to know what someone was thinking more.



  Chapter Sixteen


  Kyle


  I wasn’t sure what to expect when we arrived back at campus. We’d had an amazing week together, but so far we’d completely dodged the conversation about what would happen when we returned to real life. I wanted to believe that nothing would change, that we could continue where we left off, but a part of me worried that she’d disappear like Cinderella leaving me with just a glass slipper or something. Jade had slept most of the flight back to Charleston, and I hoped it didn’t mean she hadn’t slept well. I had only gotten a few hours of sleep, but that was different. I never slept much. She stayed quiet while we waited for our bags at baggage claim, and she didn’t break her silence until we were back in my car.


  “Are you going into the station today?” Jade asked when we got in my car back at the airport.


  “Probably out of habit, but I don’t have to.”


  “Want me to go with you?”


  “That’s up to you. If you want.”


  Her face fell. “Ok, then I won’t.” She turned to look out the window.


  “Jade?”


  “Yes.” She turned back.


  “You’re not reading into that¸ right? I actually mean you should come if you want, but you don’t have to.”


  “Yes, of course.” She looked down at her hands in her lap.


  “Ok, I’m checking because you seem upset.” Even before our trip I was able to read Jade’s moods. I was even better at it now.


  She sighed. “I’m just going to put this out there. Are we going to pretend this week never happened?”


  “Of course not.” I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s possible.”


  “But what does that mean?”


  “It means we should try to make this work.” I mustered as much confidence as I could. I wanted things to work. I wasn’t ready to let Jade go. Things couldn’t return to where they were before the trip. Way too much had changed between us for that to happen.


  “I don’t want us to end up hating each other.”


  “I couldn’t hate you.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “Do you want to make things exclusive? Give this more of a shot?” I’d laid awake the night before thinking about it. I knew I’d lose my cool if I saw another guy with Jade. The thought of one sleeping with her? I wasn’t okay with that.


  She said nothing.


  “I mean, are you planning to sleep with other guys?”


  “I’m not ready for a relationship.” She bit her nail.


  “I never used the word relationship.” I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that either, but I knew I wanted to see where things went.


  “Then what are you suggesting?”


  “We let things just happen—but no sleeping with anyone else.”


  “Because I tend to have random sex every night.”


  “You were the one who said you were looking for it,” I teased.


  “But since you’re providing your services, I’m good.”


  “Okay. So we’re good?” I glanced over.


  “We’re good.” She looked at her finger guiltily and put her hands in her lap.


  “Good.”


  “Yeah.” She looked out the window.


  “By the way, I changed my mind.”


  “About?”


  “I need you to come to the studio with me.”


  “Why the sudden change of heart?”


  “I want your company.”


  “Ok.” Her face relaxed. “I want to drop my stuff off first and maybe get a work out in.”


  “Take your time. We don’t have to do it early.”


  “Great.”


  “Want to come over for dinner tonight?” I wasn’t going to leave things to chance. If we didn’t want things to fizzle out, I needed to start us on a routine, and dinner the first night back seemed like a good way to do it.


  “You don’t have to invite me over. This isn’t a relationship, remember?”


  “Yes, but I also know the truth about you eating Ramen every night.” Jade had admitted to her complete lack of cooking skills the night before. “Don’t you want to see Savy anyway?”


  “You were the one who said she didn’t live with you.”


  “She does. I admit it.”


  “Fine. I’ll come over.” She smiled slightly.


  I assumed her initial hesitation was nerves. “Great. One of my goals for the summer is teaching you how to cook.”


  “Oh yeah? You think it’s going to be easy?”


  “I’m not pretending either of us is going to become a gourmet chef, but you need to be able to make normal food.”


  “I live in the house. During the year there’s food.”


  “Yes, but you won’t always live there.”


  “Fine. What are we making tonight then?”


  “What would you like?”


  “I’m not sure. I’ve eaten way too much this week already.”


  “I’ll come up with something.”


  “Good.” She closed her eyes and leaned back against the seat. “Thanks for a fun week.”


  “When we left here a week ago I never expected to hear you say that.”


  “Me either.”


  I reached over and took her hand in mine, relationship or not, I enjoyed touching her, and I was going to do it any chance I had.


  She opened her eyes. “By the way, what did you say to Dylan?”


  “When?”


  “After the first night.”


  “Oh, I reminded him that you were off limits.” And gave him twenty grand, but I wasn’t telling Jade that.


  “Ok… just wondering.”


  “Evidently that didn’t work.”


  “It wasn’t that big of a deal. I can handle that kind of stuff.”


  “You shouldn’t have to.”


  “It kind of comes with the ‘hanging out with bands’ territory.”


  “Are you trying to make me tag along every time you do interviews off air now?”


  “Nope. See, that’s another reason for the no relationship thing. You aren’t responsible for that kind of stuff.”


  “Not responsible? Technically I am since the interviews are for the station that I run.”


  “You never cared before, and don’t pretend you didn’t know.”


  “I care more now.”


  “Exactly. Don’t. I can take care of myself. Only care to a friend level.”


  “What if my friend level is really high?”


  “That’s fine then.” She laughed. “There is one thing I wouldn’t mind your company for.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Want to catch the Sinister Tour in Charlotte? It’s the last stop, and Cara really wants me to go.”


  “I do have anytime tickets from Chase for defending Cara’s honor.” Cara’s boyfriend had thanked me with a set of free concert tickets to be used on any stop during the tour.


  “Perfect. You can protect my honor while we’re there.”


  “Oh, I’ll be protecting your honor.” I turned onto Jade’s street.


  “Give me a call before you head over to the station.”


  “I will.” I drove as slowly as possible before stopping in front of her sorority house. I didn’t want her to get out. Despite all the promises I’d made her, I was nervous about what was going to happen.


  “Thanks.” She unbuckled.


  “Jade?”


  “Yes?” She hesitated with her hand on the door handle.


  I unbuckled and leaned across the center console. I didn’t hesitate before connecting my lips with hers. I needed another kiss, another taste before things moved into new territory.


  She kissed me back with just as much enthusiasm, opening up to me and encouraging me to deepen the kiss. Her hands tangled in my hair, and she pulled me closer.


  Finally, breathless she broke the kiss. “Can we finish that later?”


  “We can finish that anytime, remember?”


  “So glad you changed the Monday, Wednesday, Friday rules.”


  “Yeah, those were only going to hurt me.”


  She kissed me on the cheek.


  I got out and pulled her bag out of the trunk. I walked her up to the porch.


  I leaned in for another kiss, but she stopped me. “If you start that again now, I’m never getting inside.”


  “And the problem with that would be what exactly?”


  She laughed. “See you soon.”


  I waited for her to type in the code to her house and walk inside before returning to the car. Joking aside, I did worry about Jade. I couldn’t help it. I knew what jerks guys could be, and I wasn’t letting anyone mess with the girl I was determined to make mine.


  
    ***

  


  “You’re back!” Savy nearly ran me over as I walked into my apartment.


  “Glad you’re so excited.”


  “Where’s Jade?” She looked behind me into the hall.


  “She’s at the house.”


  “I’m going.” She glanced behind her. “Glen, I’ll be back later.”


  “Don’t interrogate her too much, babe.” Glen kissed her lightly on the lips.


  “I have to. I can’t trust you to get all the details from Kyle.” She gave me a long look. “You’re not going to hurt her, are you?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Good.” She grabbed her purse and hurried out the way I’d just come in.


  “Didn’t take you long, huh man?” Glen asked as I headed down the hall to my room. At least Jade had shared the news with Savy. That meant Glen knew too. We weren’t old friends, but when you live with someone they tend to play a big role in your life. Hopefully that would make the transition less awkward.


  “I’ve known Jade for close to a year, so technically I did.”


  “I mean on your trip. You waited a few hours?”


  “It just kind of happened.”


  “You just happened to have sex with Jade?”


  “Hey, I know your back story with Savy. You’re not one to talk.”


  “No, I’m not. I also know what it’s like to hurt a girl. Just be careful.”


  “Trust me, I am trying to be. It’s still new, but I’m hoping it turns into something.”


  “Only hoping? Having doubts already?”


  I started to unpack. If I didn’t do it right away my bag would sit on the floor until I needed it again. Since I was hoping for company that night, I wanted my room clean. “Not doubts on my end. More on hers. She seems hesitant to commit to anything.”


  “Why?” He watched from the doorway.


  “I’m not sure. My guess is someone hurt her somewhere along the line. We’ve agreed to make things exclusive, and otherwise we’re going to let things happen naturally.”


  “If by naturally you mean having Savy interfere. Just warning you, she’s been rooting for you guys to get together for months.”


  I remembered what Jade said about how everyone knew about her crush. “Did you know Jade was into me?”


  “Even if Savy hadn’t told me I’d have figured it out, and I don’t even know her that well. She hasn’t exactly been hiding it.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me? You already knew I liked her.”


  “I figured I’d let things happen naturally.” He laughed. “This should be interesting to watch.”


  “She’s coming over for dinner.”


  “What are you making for her?”


  “I’m not sure, but part of it is a cooking lesson. I told her she needs to learn.”


  “Does it have to be tonight? I was thinking about grilling some steaks.”


  “She’d probably go for that. She wasn’t exactly thrilled about doing the cooking.”


  He laughed. “A girl who doesn’t want commitment or to cook. I like Jade.”


  “She’s something else.”


  “So is Savy. That makes things more interesting. I’m heading to the gym, want to come?”


  “Sure.” Maybe I’d get lucky and run into Jade while I was there.


  Chapter Seventeen


  Jade


  Being back in the house was strange. I was so used to spending time with Kyle and his family, the vacant house felt even emptier. In a few months the house would be filled with girls again, but for now it was just me.


  I picked up my phone to text Savy. I’d promised to let her know when I made it in. I’m back. I was excited to see her, but I was also nervous about the inevitable questions that were going to come my way. I was also due the same questions from Cara. I’d been carefully avoiding her calls, like I’d been avoiding the calls from my mom. Eventually I was going to have to respond with more than a five word text: I’m fine, will call soon.


  Savy didn’t answer, so I tossed my phone and started changing into gym clothes. Some time at the gym was exactly what I needed. I’d never been into working out in high school, but my friends had gotten me over the intimidation factor and now it was a major part of my stress relief.


  I’d just pulled on my sports bra, tank, and shorts when the door burst open. Savy stumbled in half out of breath. “Tell me everything. Every single detail.”


  I took in her sweaty form. “Did you run over here?”


  “Yes! You promised to call when you got in.” She dropped her keys and phone on her perfectly made bed. She hadn’t used the bed in weeks.


  “I texted you.”


  “When?” She tied her long blond hair into a ponytail.


  I glanced at the digital clock. “A few minutes ago.”


  “You’ve been here more than a few minutes. I’ve already seen Kyle.”


  “You sound like my mom.”


  “Come on. Spill.” She took a seat on my desk chair. “Don’t spare any of the details.”


  “I already gave you some details.”


  “You gave me the cliff notes. No scratch that. You gave me the cheap imposter kind of cliff notes that probably don’t even get all the details right.”


  “I experienced it, so I assume I got the details right.”


  “Come on,” she groaned. “What happened?”


  “You know what happened. We had sex. Many times.” I didn’t fight the blush I knew was covering my face. This was Savy. I could be open with her.


  “Ok, how was it the first time? Romantic? Drunken?”


  “Completely sober. Hot. It started with an amazing kiss when we were out for a walk. It’s hard to describe, but there’s a spark between us.” Kyle made me smile more than anyone else I’d ever met. I felt such a connection with him that made me want to open up to him completely. I couldn’t, but I’d never been so tempted before. At least I had a week of incredible memories.


  “Ok, we’re finally getting somewhere.” She pulled her legs up to sit cross-legged.


  “There isn’t much else to say except it was amazing.”


  “So what now? You guys are a couple?” She nearly bounced in the chair.


  “No.”


  “I’m going to kill him.” She jumped to her feet, the excitement quickly turning into anger.


  “Whoa there nelly. No killing him. We’re both setting the pace. Neither of us want a relationship.”


  “Uh…. Why?” She looked at me like I had two heads.


  “It’s easier that way. It will make it easier when he inevitably decides he’s ready to move on.”


  “First of all, why would moving on be inevitable? You’re gorgeous and perfect for him. And secondly, how in the world would that make it easier?” She narrowed her eyes.


  “He won’t be an ex. We can go back to being friends without the sex.”


  “Are you ill?” She strode over and put a hand to my forehead as if to check my temperature. “Or maybe delusional? Nothing you are saying makes any sense.”


  “I want him to make sure he actually likes me before we make this anything more.”


  “Ok, I’m kind of getting it.” She sat down next to me. “You’re trying to make sure you can save face if he decides to break up with you?”


  “But see, if we’re not in a relationship it wouldn’t be a break-up. I hate break ups. I hate everything about them.” On top of all the internal pain, you also had to deal with the public humiliation. The combination was nearly deadly.


  “But your fear of break-ups can’t keep your from having a relationship, and besides, I know from experience whether you call it a real break-up or not, ending anything hurts.


  “I know, but it’s not as public.”


  “Jade, are you even listening to yourself?”


  “Sort of.” I pulled my running shoes out and slipped them on.


  “Do yourself a favor. Use your work out to do some thinking. Don’t ruin something good out of fear.”


  “I’m not ruining anything.” I closed my closet door with a little bit too much effort.


  “When are you going to see him again?”


  “We’re going over to the station later, and then I’m going over for dinner.”


  “Nice. A side bonus of all of this is that we’re dating roommates.”


  “I’m not dating Kyle.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You’re dating Kyle.”


  “Just let me handle this my way. We’re exclusive so don’t even go down that line of thought.”


  She held up her hands. “Ok, that’s something, and I can’t stop you. I’m trying to help.”


  “You obviously got your workout running over here, but mind if I go do mine?”


  “Not at all. I’ll walk over with you.”


  “Thanks.” I grabbed my keys and water bottle and headed back outside. I’d never needed a workout more.


  
    ***

  


  The gym was nearly empty. It was one of the perks of being on campus in the summer. I missed the hustle and bustle sometimes, but I didn’t mind showing up at the gym in the middle of the afternoon to find absolutely no lines for any of the equipment.


  I started off with my cardio, happily jumping onto an elliptical while I listened to my gym play list. Savy had told me to use my gym time to think about what I really wanted with Kyle, but I wanted to do the opposite. I wanted to push everything from my mind and focus on the workout. It was the only time I could manage to clear my mind and focus on the moment.


  After thirty minutes I downed some water and headed over to the weight room. The weight room was a little bit busier than the cardio area, but the free weights I needed were available.


  “Hey, you’re Jade, right?” I turned around to find a guy who I’d had some classes with freshman year.


  I adjusted a weight in my hand. “Yes. Hi. I’m sorry I don’t remember your name.”


  He laughed. “I’ll pretend that doesn’t sting. I’m Ray. We had –”


  “Psychology and Biology together last year.” I decided to redeem myself.


  “Right. Ok, so I wasn’t completely invisible to you.”


  “Sorry, I’m really bad at names.” It had taken me weeks to memorize the names of all the girls in my sorority.


  “So you’re here for the summer too?”


  “Yeah, it seemed better than going home.”


  “I know the feeling.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot. “You’re really into music, right? You have that show on the radio.”


  “Yeah.” I smiled. I loved when people knew that. It was my one claim to fame on campus.


  “Cool. Maybe we could go listen to music sometime?”


  “Oh. Um.” Talk about awkward. How had this gone from a random discussion to him asking me out? I was so out of my element I didn’t know what to do.


  “Is that a yes?” He rubbed the back of his neck.


  “No. I’m kind of seeing someone.”


  “You have a boyfriend?” His voice was more suspicious than disappointed.


  “Not exactly, but it’s exclusive.”


  “Ok, if that doesn’t work out, let me know.” He frowned.


  “It’s going to work out.” I startled as Kyle looped a hand around my waist. “I wouldn’t waste your time waiting.”


  “Kyle? This is the guy you’re kind of seeing?” Ray asked.


  “Yes, you have a problem with that?” Kyle tightened his hold.


  “No, I’m just surprised. Remember what I said, Jade.” Ray walked off.


  “Uh, hi.” I couldn’t ignore my excitement at seeing Kyle again. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get him out of my head.


  Kyle turned me around so I was looking at him. “Was that guy bothering you?”


  “No. It’s fine. We had some classes together last year.”


  “You’re too irresistible for your own good. We’ve been back on campus a few hours and someone’s already asking you out. And there’s almost no one here.”


  “Maybe that’s why. The pickings are slim.” He didn’t need to paint me as some sort of guy magnet. I wasn’t at all.


  “You’d never be just a fall back.”


  “I never once had a date to a date party last year.” I wasn’t sure why I was admitting such an embarrassing detail, but I did. Kyle seemed to have a very warped view of me.


  “Only because you made yourself seem unapproachable.”


  “I did not.” I stepped back.


  “Did so. Why do you think I never asked you out?”


  “You were dating Abby.” I crossed my arms.


  “Only for a few months.” He held out his hands palm out.


  “You could have asked me out anytime.”


  “Don’t feel bad about not having dates by the way. I had to beg Cara to go as mine once.”


  “I remember that.”


  “I forget you girls tell each other everything.” He shook his head.


  “You should probably try to remember that from now on.”


  “I’ll try.”


  “Mind if I finish lifting?” I adjusted the weight in my hand.


  “By all means. I’ll do the same.”


  “But then I can’t concentrate.”


  “Why not? I’m not going to bother you.”


  “I’ll end up staring at you.” Kyle was very distracting.


  “I’m not apologizing for that. It’s not like you’re only allowed to look.”


  “Stay a good distance away.”


  He laughed, and I went back to working out. I forced my eyes to stay on the weights, and before long I was done.


  Kyle strolled over. He was sweaty, and the sweat made him look even hotter. “Feel like saving water?”


  “Saving water?”


  “Yeah, we both need to shower…”


  “I’m not going over to your place to shower.” Not that it sounded bad, I just needed to ease my way back to normalcy. Besides, showering at his place with Savy around felt weird.


  “I had to try.” He grinned.


  I attempted to calm my racing heart. “No you didn’t, but I give you points for trying to tie it into an environmental issue.”


  “Trying to? I completely succeeded.”


  “Are you two already arguing like an old married couple?” Glen walked over shaking his head. “I thought that was going to take at least a few more weeks.”


  “Nice to see you too, Glen.” I pretended to pout. I hadn’t known Glen for long, but I’d liked him immediately. He was such an easy guy to get along with, and he was perfect for Savy.


  “I’m glad to see that Savy didn’t kill you with all her questions.”


  “She actually went pretty easy on me.”


  “Probably because she spent all week asking me questions I couldn’t possibly answer.”


  “I’m sure you survived.”


  “I did. I’m still loving the whole non-long distance thing.” He grinned.


  “I bet.” Savy and Glen had dated long distance for six months, and I had a feeling they’d never do it again.


  “You guys heading out already?”


  “I don’t know about him.” I pointed to Kyle. “But I am.”


  Kyle nodded. “I’m still trying to talk her into a shower, so I’m going too.”


  I nudged Kyle.


  “What? Now I can’t joke about sex?”


  “Not to other people,” I hissed.


  “It’s just Glen.”


  “So, he’s still a person.”


  Glen laughed. “See you later, guys.”


  I waved at Glen before heading down the stairs. I assumed Kyle would follow.


  “Mind if we push off your cooking lesson for the evening?” he asked.


  “Not at all.”


  “How’d I know you were going to say that?”


  I shrugged. “But what for?”


  “Glen wanted to grill, sounded good to me.”


  “Works well. Should we split to shower and then meet up at the station?”


  “Sounds good. Not the split to shower part, but the meeting up after.”


  I smiled. “I think you can handle showering alone.”


  “I’ll try my best.”


  We walked silently back toward my house. It was the first awkward silence we’d fallen into, and I hoped it wasn’t a sign of what was to come.


  Kyle stopped in front of my house. “Meet you at the station in a half hour?”


  “Can we make it forty-five?”


  “You never took long showers this week.”


  “But now I’m home.” I was looking forward to a long, hot shower.


  “Are you trying to tell me you were putting on a ‘low maintenance’ show for me?”


  “I guess you’ll have to wait to find out.” I ran up the steps to the house. I turned back before walking inside and smiled. He was still watching.


  Chapter Eighteen


  Kyle


  I’d like to pretend that Ray hitting on Jade at the gym didn’t bother me, but it did. Ray was the kind of guy who wasn’t going to step down once he knew he had competition. He’d go after Jade just because he could, just like Dylan. An hour after arriving back on campus and things were already complicated. I needed more time alone with her.


  I was ten minutes early to meet Jade at the station. We’d filled the week with lots of pre-programmed sets and a few of my hosts who happened to be around for the summer. The station was empty when I walked inside.


  I walked past the table where Jade and I had discussed her wanting to try out random sex. It made me wonder once again about what she was thinking. Was that all our week was for her? It wasn’t like I was ready to commit to some long-term relationship either, but I wanted more than hook-ups. I couldn’t get a read on what she was really thinking.


  I’d left things even messier than usual with my dad and brother, but I didn’t plan on seeing them again until Thanksgiving. I hoped things would naturally settle down by then. Somehow Dylan harassing my girlfriend had been my fault because clearly both she and I had provoked it—my dad’s logic never ceased to amaze and annoy me.


  “Couldn’t wait for me?” Jade called from the doorway.


  I smiled. “It was all I could do to avoid breaking into the Delta Mu house to find you.”


  “Oh yeah? Miss me that much already?” She was wearing a short black skirt and a t-shirt. The skirt was a little bit dressier than her usual attire, and I wondered if she was wearing it for me. I hoped so.


  “Of course. I must have gotten used to the whole twenty-four hour thing.”


  “It was a fun week.” She closed the door behind her.


  “And next week can be just as fun.” I walked around the desk toward her.


  “Except it can’t be. I need to find a job.”


  “Don’t you have that work study one at the library?” I knew she didn’t love that position, but she also didn’t seem to mind it.


  “Yes, but that caps me at fifteen hours. I need something else.”


  “Well if you need a reference, you know you have one.”


  She laughed. “Says the guy I’m sleeping with.”


  I rested my hands in their favorite spot on her hips. “Which will make the reference that much more convincing.”


  “And completely useless because of the bias. I’ll try my luck without it.”


  “If you’re sure.” I ran my lips down her neck, stopping at her favorite spot.


  “I’m sure.” She moaned softly.


  “How was your shower?” I moved my lips to her ear.


  “Nice.” She wriggled against me. My touch was having exactly the effect I’d hoped for.


  “It could have been nicer.”


  “Don’t remind me.”


  “Why not?” I looked right in her eyes. “We could fix that later.”


  “If I run out of hot water I might take you up on it.”


  “How about you take me up on another offer then?” The move I was about to make was risky, but I wanted her, and I needed her to see that we weren’t over just because the trip was.


  “Is this the kind of offer I’m going to like?” Her lips parted.


  “I hope so.” I grinned.


  “If it involves you and me, I’m going to like it.” She touched her neck where my lips had just been.


  “Remember when you joked about having sex on this desk?” I tapped the table top.


  “Yes, I remember that well.” Her face flushed slightly in that cute way of hers. “You said you’ve never done it.”


  I reached out and took her hand in mine. “Care to change that?”


  “I’d love to change that.”


  “Good.” I crushed my lips into hers, and she responded immediately. I deepened the kiss as she slipped her hand under my t-shirt.


  I broke the kiss long enough to remove both my t-shirt and hers.


  She glanced toward the closed door. “I didn’t have a chance to show you my adventurous side this week.” She slipped off her skirt, and kicked away her flip flops.


  “I guess you didn’t.” I took off my shoes.


  She unbuttoned my shorts and pulled them off me. “Now it’s your turn to get inventive and decide exactly how you want to do this.”


  “I can take care of that.” The first thing I took care of was her remaining clothes. I unhooked her bra and tossed it onto the growing pile of fabric. Next I pulled down her panties. She carefully stepped out of them while not so carefully pulling off my boxers.


  “I’ve missed you.”


  “I already told you I’ve missed you.” My lips descended on her neck again while I slipped my hand between her legs. She was already so wet, so ready for me.


  She ran her hand up and down my back while her other hand slid between us. She took me in her hand. “I really missed you.”


  “Is that your way of telling me to hurry up?”


  “Yes,” she breathed against my ear.


  I didn’t need to be told twice. I dug a condom out of my wallet before placing her on the edge of the table. I positioned myself between her legs. We’d had sex so many times already, but this felt entirely different. We weren’t on vacation. We were back in the radio station, ready to have sex on my desk.


  She wrapped her arms around my neck, and I returned to my favorite place. She moaned softly as I moved inside her, needing all of her.


  “Kyle,” she called out my name as I continued my hard and deep movements. If she wanted sex on the desk she wasn’t looking for slow and gentle. Her nails dug into my back, and I slipped a hand underneath her to cup her ass and pull her body closer to me.


  I held on as long as I could before shuddering as I reached my release.


  I stayed inside her as we looked deep into each other’s eyes.


  “Welcome back.” She spoke with a straight face, but I could see the hint of a smile on her lips.


  “Shouldn’t I be welcoming you back? I am your boss.”


  “You can welcome me back another time.”


  I stepped back, and let her hop off the table. She got dressed while I stood staring at her.


  “Aren’t you going to get dressed?”


  “When I’m done watching you.” I’d never get tired of seeing her naked body.


  “Out of context that could sound skeevy.”


  “But since I just had myself buried inside you, I think it’s okay.”


  Her eyes widened. “That was open.”


  “Open? Isn’t it what I was doing?”


  “Yeah… but you don’t usually talk that way.” She clasped her bra and all I wanted to do was take it off again.


  “You’re bringing that side out of me I guess.” I pulled on my boxers.


  “I’ll have to decide how I feel about it.”


  “Meaning it turns you on, but you don’t want to admit it.”


  She pulled on her shirt. “Maybe.”


  I stepped into my jeans. “If you rather I didn’t talk that way I won’t.”


  “And that’s the Kyle I know.” She kissed me lightly on the lips.


  “I’ve never changed.”


  “No. I just get to see a different side of you now.” She ran her hands over my bare chest.


  “And I get to see a different side of you, although there’s more I’d like to see.”


  “What makes you think there’s more?” She pulled on her skirt and slipped into her flip flops. If anyone walked in now they’d have had no idea she’d been naked on my desk moments before.


  “It’s that look in your eyes you get sometimes.”


  “That look?” She laughed. “Very descriptive.”


  I shrugged. “I’m saying it like it is.”


  “Do you actually have stuff to do here today, or were you just stopping by?”


  “Why? Have any other good ideas?”


  “Because sex on your desk wasn’t enough?” She raised an eyebrow.


  “Just checking.” I pulled on my t-shirt.


  “I’m asking because I’m hungry.”


  “We can leave.” I put on my shoes.


  “I can’t really believe we just did that.” She fidgeted with her t-shirt as though she were trying to get it to sit right.


  “And to think you were the one who originally came up with the idea.”


  “Yep, I’m the one with the dirty mind.”


  “It’s not dirty. It’s perfect.” I walked her to the front of the station and we stepped out. I pulled the door tightly and locked it.


  “At least it’s not as sordid as yours.” She laughed.


  “Let’s get some food.”


  “Sounds great.”


  I took her hand in mine as we headed back toward my apartment.


  
    ***

  


  Jade had been over to my apartment plenty of times, but it felt completely different now. She wasn’t there to visit Savy or to talk about the station or her show. She was there for me.


  “You two are adorable.” Savy grinned at us as we sat drinking some wine after dinner.


  “Thanks.” I put an arm around Jade. I was already getting used to having her next to me—to being part of something that could be called adorable.


  “You’d think anything is adorable. You’re still on a Glen high.” Jade crossed her arms as she leaned into my side.


  “Don’t say that like it’s a bad thing.” Glen topped off my glass and set aside the empty bottle of red wine. He settled back down next to Savy on the love seat.


  “It’s not a bad thing, it’s a fact.”


  “Are you still going for that interview tomorrow night?” Savy looked at Jade.


  “Yeah. It could be a good job.”


  “Which interview?” She’d discussed looking for a job, but not where she was applying exactly.


  “Over at the Music Attic. Bryan thinks he can get me something.”


  “At the Music Attic? You want to work at a bar?” I tried to keep my voice level, but why didn’t she mention it to me? Had she been hiding it or something?


  “It’s more than a bar. It’s an awesome music venue, and I’d just be doing door work and stuff. I’m not old enough to serve or anything.”


  “Yeah, but you’re going to have to deal with loads of annoying drunk people.” I didn’t like the idea of her working in such a crazy environment. I knew she was tough, but some drunk guys could get dangerous.


  “But I’d get paid to listen to music.”


  “Want me to come with you?” I knew most of the people who worked there, so they probably wouldn’t mind me tagging along.


  “To the interview?” she turned to look at me.


  “Yeah. I’ll give you a ride or if you prefer I can walk you over.”


  “No thanks.” She pressed her lips together.


  “Why not?”


  “Because there’s no reason for it. I can get this job myself.”


  “I wasn’t implying you couldn’t. I thought you’d want the company.”


  “So you wanted to babysit or something?” She moved away.


  “Of course not. I thought you’d want me to come.”


  Glen laughed. “And you’re at it again. At least you’re getting used to the fighting now.”


  “Fighting is normal for new relationships.” Savy scooted to the edge of the love seat. “It’s natural.”


  “This isn’t a relationship.” Jade sighed.


  “I’m sorry I suggested helping you. I guess I shouldn’t do that in the future.” Why was she being so defensive? I was only offering to help.


  “It would be fine if you were doing it for the right reasons.” She shifted further away from me.


  I needed to do something. I refused to let us get in a fight over something as stupid as me walking her to a job interview. I stood up and held out my hand in invitation. “You’ve never actually seen my room.”


  “You’re right. I haven’t.” She hesitated for a moment before accepting my outstretched hand. “See you guys later.”


  I led her toward my room before she could change her mind and leave. I’d find a way to get us over this initial transition period. I needed to bide my time, and everything else would work out.


  Chapter Nineteen


  Jade


  The first day back at the station was the strangest. We weren’t doing our regular shows during the summer, so instead of interviewing bands I was introducing listeners to new music. I tended to always go for the indie and underground groups, and Kyle never seemed to have a problem with it. He was good at his job. He made sure things ran smoothly, but otherwise he let the hosts exercise their creativity.


  I took my time getting in for my first hour on Monday morning. I usually showed up early as an excuse to see Kyle, but I didn’t need to make excuses to see him anymore. I smiled as I thought about how cute he’d looked when I left his bed that morning. We’d gotten spoiled with a king sized bed at the hotel, and his double was taking some time to get used to. I didn’t mind. I liked being close.


  I heard Kyle talking as soon as I pushed open the door to the station. I hesitated in the doorway. He was talking to Sean, another host. I tentatively walked further inside.


  Sean winked as soon as he saw me. “Hey, Jade. Next time try not to take your time off at the same time as Kyle. You left me hanging.”


  “Oh yeah, sure.” Did the wink mean he knew? I was too tired to read into it. The one downside to staying at Kyle’s was that I didn’t get as much sleep.


  “Sorry, she can’t agree to that.” Kyle walked over and put an arm around me.


  “Wait. Are you guys…?” Sean looked between us as a slow smile spread across his face.


  “Yes,” Kyle said at the exact same time I said, “Kind of.”


  Sean laughed. “So which is it?”


  “We’re letting things happen naturally.” Kyle ran his hand up and down my back. I wondered if that was his way of making sure I didn’t argue.


  Sean’s brow wrinkled. “And that means?”


  “It means I’m sleeping with him.” I stepped away from Kyle’s embrace and walked back to my desk in the inner office. Maybe I was a little bit blunt, but I wasn’t going to beat around the bush and start any false rumors. Right now Kyle was entertained by me. He’d get bored by the time the rest of the student body returned.


  I heard the door close behind me.


  “You’re sleeping with me?” Kyle said to my back. I wasn’t turning around.


  “I am.”


  “I think my ‘we’re letting it happen naturally’ explanation fits better.”


  “Tomato, tomato.”


  “Jade.” His voice came from right behind me. I fought the urge to turn around. “Look at me.”


  “Why?”


  “Come on.” He gave a heavy sigh.


  I finally turned around. I needed to get ready for my show so I’d have to turn around eventually. “Yes?”


  “You don’t need to be so self-deprecating. I like you. You like me. If you want me to start calling you my girlfriend I’m fine with that.”


  “I never asked you to do that.” I tried to ignore the tightness in my chest at the mention of the word girlfriend.


  “Ok, then how about this? I’m asking you to let me call you it.” His eyes bore into mine.


  “Why?”


  “Isn’t that obvious?” He rubbed the back of his neck.


  “No.” I crossed my arms.


  “I like you a lot. We work. Why not just make this more official?”


  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I wasn’t ready to take that risk yet unless I knew he really wanted it.


  “Why not?” His body stiffened.


  “I have to get ready.” I hurried toward the booth.


  “We’re not done with this conversation.”


  “We are for now.” I closed the door to the booth and got ready. I had no idea what to say to Kyle. I refused to let him call me his girlfriend out of some sense of obligation or guilt. He didn’t need to. It was easier to call it what it was.


  “I’m going to join you.” Kyle sat down next to me and put on a set of headphones.


  “I can do it myself.” I paid way more attention than necessary to checking over the set list.


  “I know that, but I’m joining you anyway.”


  “Fine, if you want to waste your time.” I rolled my eyes. Why was he being like this? The whole point of avoiding a relationship was avoiding the drama. Well, and avoiding the pain.


  I waited until exactly ten before putting us on air. “Good morning, Charleston. I hope everyone is doing well on this beautiful Monday morning. The only thing that could make this gorgeous day any better is some new music. So how about it? Let’s start with some new Pearberry that just dropped last week.” I switched on the new single from a local band I’d grown to love.


  As soon as I turned off my mic Kyle touched my hand. “About me calling you my girlfriend?”


  “I only want you to do it if you’re doing it for the right reasons.”


  “The right reasons being?” He narrowed his eyes.


  “You know.”


  “I think I do, except I’m struggling to come up with any wrong reasons.”


  “You’re only doing it because you think you have to.” I checked the time on the track. “You don’t.” The Chance of a Lifetime tune Sex on the Beach was up next.


  “I’m doing it because I want to… does that clear things up?”


  “What about letting things happen naturally?” I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t.


  “This is letting them happen naturally… and I’m not okay with people thinking I’m using you for sex or something.”


  “So now the truth comes out. You’re only saying this because of Sean. You’re worried he’s going to think less of you.”


  “No. You know what? You want to wait longer before attaching a relationship label? Fine.” He tossed his headphones aside and stormed out of the booth.


  I tried not to let it bother me, but it did. I wished I could see into his mind. What did he actually want? What did I want? I was crazy about Kyle, I loved the way he made me feel, but I wasn’t sure if that was enough.


  Chapter Twenty


  Kyle


  Jade was the single most infuriating, yet addicting, person I’d ever met. For the life of me I couldn’t read her. I couldn’t understand what she wanted or needed from me. If I thought she only wanted hook ups I’d have left it alone, but I knew she wanted more. I could see it in her eyes, and the way she stayed up to talk to me all night. I’d brought up the girlfriend thing because it made sense. Between Ray at the gym and her describing what we were doing as ‘just sleeping together’ something had to give. If we were agreeing to exclusive, why not use the label?


  I tried to step back, give her the space she wanted, but I wasn’t giving up. I’d never felt so connected to a girl before, and it didn’t help that my family called me constantly asking how she was. I wasn’t surprised she’d made such a good impression, but now I had no clue what to do. I definitely wasn’t telling them we’d broken up. If things went my way she’d officially be with me soon enough.


  I couldn’t sit around my apartment a second more. I knocked on Glen’s door, hoping I wasn’t interrupting something with him and Savy.


  “Come in,” he called through the door.


  “Hey guys, do you feel like heading down to the Music Attic with me?”


  “I wonder why you’d want to go there?” Savy sat cross-legged on Glen’s bed. He was seated at his desk typing.


  “Yeah, well. I’m not going to pretend otherwise.”


  “I’m sure she’ll enjoy the surprise visit.” Savy grinned.


  “Can you give me twenty minutes? I need to finish this paper.” Glen looked away from the computer. He was taking a busy load of summer classes to make up for some time he’d taken off.


  “Sure. I’ll wait for you guys out here.” I headed out of Glen’s room, closing the door behind me.


  I hoped Savy was right, and Jade did enjoy the surprise.


  Forty minutes later we finally reached the door of the music venue where Jade worked. A local band was playing, and they’d drawn in a big crowd.


  “Hey!” Jade beamed when she saw us. “I didn’t know you guys were coming out tonight.”


  “Kyle decided to surprise you.” Savy patted my arm.


  “It’s a great surprise.” Her eyes sparkled. She was excited to see me, and that made the trip down to see her completely worth it.


  I handed over my credit card to cover the three tickets.


  Jade took it, scanned it, and handed me the card and a receipt back. “I’ll come find you guys when the line stops.”


  “All right. Text me if you can’t find us.” I leaned over the counter and kissed her lightly on the lips.


  She smiled. “All right. I will.”


  I reluctantly walked inside. I couldn’t hold up the line any longer.


  “Did you see the way she looked at you?” Savy ran a hand through her long blond hair.


  “Was it different than she normally does?”


  “No. It was the same. That’s the point. The girl’s clearly crazy about you.”


  “The feeling’s mutual.” I wondered where Savy was going with the conversation.


  “Have you broached the relationship status thing again?”


  Glen led the way through the crowd. “Savy, don’t get into the middle of this. It’s none of our business.”


  “It is my business. Jade is my friend. I want her happy.”


  “Don’t we all?” I wanted her happy more than anyone. I hoped that her being happy meant being with me.


  “I wish I knew how to convince her to stop holding back.” Savy got in line for the bar.


  “Trust me. I do too.”


  “Have you talked to her about it in a while?” She dug out her wallet from her purse.


  “No. I’m afraid it will push her away.”


  “Yeah, but if you do nothing you’re the one who’s going to be pushed away.” She tilted her head back.


  “I’m not going anywhere.”


  “That’s the funny thing.” Savy ordered a couple bottles of water and handed me one. “Thanks for getting the tickets.”


  “You’re welcome.” I twisted open the top of my water. “But what’s funny?”


  “She’s afraid of getting into a relationship with you because she thinks you’re going to get bored and leave her. What she doesn’t get is she’s going to make you leave if she keeps playing these games.”


  I stared at her. Was that really it? Jade thought I was going to get bored with her? Maybe I’d been approaching the situation all wrong.


  Savy put a hand over her mouth. “Oh my gosh. I wasn’t supposed to say that. She’s going to kill me. I just want her happy. I want that so bad.”


  “Don’t worry, I won’t tell her you did. It’s good information to have though.”


  “You think you can convince her she’s wrong?” Savy asked hopefully.


  “I’m going to try.” I didn’t have another choice. I wasn’t giving up.


  I spent most of the show glancing over my shoulder, looking for Jade, but by the end of the first set I still hadn’t seen any sign of her. I excused myself from Savy and Glen and went back to the ticket counter. I found her talking to another guy who worked there. Bryan.


  When Jade saw me she ran into my arms. I hugged her back while noting Bryan’s dirty look. Didn’t she realize her co-worker was into her?


  She kissed me on the cheek. “Sorry. The crowd’s been crazy tonight.”


  “Bryan, do you have it now?” I met his eyes.


  He glanced at the empty entrance. “Sure. Have fun.”


  Jade waved. “Thanks.”


  I laced my fingers with hers and led her over to where I’d left Savy and Glen.


  She stayed glued to my side as the band moved into their second set. She jumped around and sang along, reminding me of our hike. Live music had the same effect on Jade that the outdoors did, it let her true colors show. I put my arms around her waist, enjoying the way her body bumped into mine. I liked the music, but I liked the company so much more.


  
    ***

  


  “Thanks for the surprise visit tonight.” Jade curled up beside me in bed.


  “Of course. I missed you.”


  “I missed you too.” She ran her hand down my chest.


  I closed my eyes, concentrating on her gentle touch. “My mom asked about you again tonight.”


  “Oh yeah?”


  “Yup. She wanted to make sure you were getting enough sleep with all the hours you’re working.”


  Jade laughed that light laugh of hers. “The lack of sleep isn’t from the job.”


  I opened my eyes. “I wasn’t going to tell her that.”


  “I appreciate that. Obviously she knows we’re sleeping together, but she doesn’t need to know exactly how much.”


  “She’s already asking about the holidays and Thanksgiving.” I tried to make it sound nonchalant.


  “Oh no.” She leaned up on one elbow. “Tell her I need to spend them with my parents…although you do know you’re going to have to make a break-up eventually.”


  “Do I?” I ran my hand through her hair. “I mean we are together a lot now.”


  “But we’re not together in the way they think.”


  “All they know is we’re dating and we met at the station. That’s still true. The only difference is we haven’t been sleeping together as long as they think.”


  “But sleeping together is different than dating.”


  “Then let’s try dating.”


  “Meaning?”


  “Let me take you out.”


  “Out where?” She sat up, letting the sheet fall down. I forced my eyes to move back to her face instead of focusing on her exposed breasts. Ogling her chest wasn’t going to help me convince her that my feelings for her were serious.


  I thought about it. “To dinner. Maybe a movie.”


  “You want to do dinner and a movie?” She looked at me like I was crazy. “Aren’t we doing things a little bit backwards?”


  “I do have another idea.”


  “Oh?”


  “Come away with me this weekend.”


  “That again? Are you serious?” She pursed her lips.


  “I did promise my mom I’d take you out to the beach house.” The thought of Jade at the beach with me made my body warm. The fact that she was already naked next to me didn’t help.


  “When?”


  “Do you have to work tomorrow night?” I asked hopefully.


  “Nope. I have the night off.”


  “We’ll go tomorrow morning. It can be a beach date.”


  “That’s still backwards. You’re taking me on a vacation again.”


  “No, it’s more of a short getaway.” I realized something as she sat there chatting with me. She was revealing her body to me without seeming embarrassed or nervous. Usually the only time she let me see her was when we were actively getting ready to have sex.


  “I wouldn’t mind some time at the beach.”


  “Great.” I pulled her down on top of me. “It’s a date.”


  “That still doesn’t change anything.”


  “Yes it does.” I kissed her nose.


  “Nope. We’re still just sleeping together.”


  “And going on dates.”


  “Fine. We’re dating. That doesn’t mean I’m your girlfriend.” She rested her head on my chest.


  “One step at a time.” I kissed her shoulder.


  “One step at a time.” She repeated my words before her hand slipped down underneath the sheet.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  Jade


  I should have said no to the beach trip. I should have stepped back before it became even harder to stay away, but I couldn’t. I wanted to go, and without thinking things through, I agreed. Every time I told myself I needed to stay away—to stop myself, I couldn’t. It was like I was addicted. It’s not like he ever treated me badly. He was the opposite, but the harder I tried to stop myself from falling for him, the worse I made it. Dylan’s words constantly echoed in my head, and memories of the last time I gave someone my heart crushed me like a ton of bricks until I couldn’t breathe. It was so much easier to focus on the sex. I wanted to be brave and take a chance on Kyle, but I was terrified.


  I shrugged off my doubts as I packed for the night away. No matter what happened, a day at the beach sounded great. Besides, we couldn’t keep things the way they were forever. Before we knew it the new semester would be starting, and I needed to know where we were at before that happened.


  Kyle picked me up much the same way he did before we left for Lake George, but this time things were completely different. He kissed me on the lips as soon as I walked out on the front porch. “Ready for some fun in the sun?”


  “Fun in the sun? Sometimes you’re a walking advertisement.”


  “Should I be emphasizing another part of this trip? How about for some fun in the sheets?”


  I let him take my bag. “Stick with the fun in the sun.”


  “Good. I’m excited to see what bikini you packed.” He put my small bag in the back of the car.


  “How do you know I packed a bikini?” It wouldn’t be the first time he’d seen me in one, it’s what I wore at the lake, but it was still fun to tease him. That was one thing that hadn’t changed.


  “Because I’ve never seen you in a one piece.”


  “I packed a few options.”


  “Options are always good.” He held open the passenger door.


  I slipped in and buckled while I waited for him to go around.


  “I’m glad you said yes.” He started the car.


  “Yes to the first trip, or this one?”


  “Both.” He took my hand in his. “I’m glad you said yes to everything.”


  



  The drive out to Kiawah was quiet and beautiful, and despite the humidity, I rolled down my window to enjoy the slight breeze and the scenery. Air conditioning is nice, but it takes away from the real experience.


  Kyle held my hand for nearly the entire forty-five minute drive out, pointing out a few sites along the way. After driving through two security gates, Kyle pulled into the driveway. “We’re here.”


  We got out, and I climbed the steep front steps while I waited for Kyle to unlock the front door. The house was large and open, the main living area was all one space. There were doors all over that I assumed led to bedrooms and bathrooms, but I didn’t spend much time exploring. We quickly got changed and made the small walk to the beach. I paused to look at a large turtle swimming in a lagoon.


  “Let’s hope a gator doesn’t get him,” Kyle teased.


  “Are there a lot of alligators here?” I asked.


  “Tons, but I’ll protect you.” He waggled an eyebrow.


  “Good because I was really nervous.” I bumped my shoulder into his.


  The beach was flat and covered with firm sand. It was the kind of sand that would make good sandcastles, not that I planned to make one.


  I wasted no time laying out my towel. We’d gotten a late start, and I didn’t want to waste a minute of beach time. Kyle laid his towel down right on top of mine. I didn’t mind, although with the beating sun, I knew it was going to get hot.


  The afternoon passed quickly, and I lay down on my back to take a quick nap. I woke up sometime later, and found Kyle staring at me.


  “You do know this isn't how normal people date.” I pulled down my sunglasses onto my eyes from where they'd been sitting on the top of my head.


  “What do you mean? I took you out for a day at the beach, and then we'll go home for dinner.” He sat up on his elbows.


  I tried not to stare at his chest too much. I would never get tired of seeing him without his shirt on. “Well, it's a nice date.”


  “Wait. Are you officially calling this a date?”


  “Maybe.” I bit back a smile.


  “Only maybe? I guess that means I need to try harder with dinner.”


  “What are we having for dinner?” I rolled over onto my stomach.


  “Kebabs and a chocolate torte for dessert.”


  “When did you go shopping?”


  “This morning.”


  “Wait.” I sat up. “You came all the way out here this morning?”


  “It’s less than an hour drive.”


  “Each way.”


  “I wanted to make tonight special.” His brown hair fell into his eyes. He’d let it grow out longer than I’d ever seen it.


  “You’re sweet.”


  “So are you.” He brushed his lips against mine.


  “I’m not sure we’re talking about the same kind of sweet.”


  “I don’t think we are.” His eyes twinkled.


  I glanced around at the kids playing in a tidal pool a little ways down the beach. “I’m ready to head back to the house.”


  “Funny, I was thinking the same thing.” He stood up and held out a hand to help me up. After shaking the sand off the towels, we made the short walk back to his parents’ house. It still amazed me that I was seeing a guy wealthy enough to have a beach house.


  We rinsed off in the outdoor shower before walking inside.


  “Think you got all the sand off outside, or do you need another shower?” He grinned.


  “I think I’m good. All that dinner talk got me hungry.”


  “I can make us a snack or a drink. Whatever.”


  “You’re really aiming to please today.”


  He put his hands on my waist over the towel I had wrapped around me. “I always aim to please.”


  
    ***

  


  After a fabulous dinner, a shared bottle of wine, and a starry night walk on the beach, we eventually made it to bed. I was exhausted from the sun, but excited to spend a night with Kyle when I wasn’t worried about Savy and Glen overhearing.


  “Could you get naked already?” I teased Kyle. He was taking his time that night.


  “In a hurry, are you?” He grinned before running his lips down my neck. “I don’t see any reason to rush things tonight.”


  “Of course you don’t. As usual I’m the one who wants it more.” I was only half kidding.


  “Is that what you think?” He moved over me. His grin widened. “That I don’t want you?”


  I nodded, ignoring that I was only in a bra and underwear while he still had his shorts on.


  “It’s exactly the opposite.” He gently pulled one of my bra straps down my shoulder. “I don’t like rushing things. I want to savor every moment.”


  “I could understand if this was the first time, but it’s not. We do this all the time now.”


  “We do. Don’t we?” He pulled down my other bra strap. “Funny how that happened.”


  “You know very well how it happened.” I tried to calm down my body. No guy had ever made me want them more than Kyle. You’d think after all the times we spent together I wouldn’t be as affected, but it had only gotten worse.


  “Do I?” He unbuttoned his shorts before getting up just enough to toss them off.


  “Yes. You do.”


  He left tiny kisses on my shoulder while he reached around and unclasped my bra. “Was it because you threatened to start having random hook-up sex?”


  “No. It was because you made me pretend to be your fake girlfriend.”


  “Made you?” He tossed my bra where he’d thrown his pants. “I seem to remember you agreeing without a fight.”


  “That’s not how I remember it.”


  His mouth descended on my breast. “Are you sure?”


  “Yes.”


  He lifted up his head. “Then maybe we should stop. If you don’t actually want to be with me, then we shouldn’t be doing this.”


  I pulled his head back down. “We should be doing this.” I didn’t actually believe the words, but I didn’t care. I needed him, and I wanted to believe he needed me.


  He grazed my nipple with his teeth. “Why should we be?”


  “Because we work. This works.” I reached into his boxers and took him in my hand.


  He groaned. “Stop trying to distract me.”


  “You are already distracting me.”


  “You want distracting?” He hooked his finger in the side of my panties.


  “Yes, distraction is good.”


  “I knew you were going to say that.” He slowly eased my panties out of his way.


  “Distract me.” I let go of him, so he’d have all the attention he needed.


  “Are you sure?” He pushed the cotton material slightly further down.


  “Completely sure.”


  He brushed his lips against my shoulder. “Then tell me the truth.”


  “The truth about what?” I breathed out. Just having his hand that close to me was making me hot. I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to be able to wait.


  “Why you agreed to pretend to be my girlfriend.” He slid my panties all the way down to my ankles. I kicked them off before he could get any idea about putting them back on.


  “Because I liked you, and it was a free trip.” He ran his finger along my inner thigh.


  “And now? Do you still ‘like me’?”


  “If I admit that my feelings for you go beyond sex, will you stop teasing and get busy?”


  He grinned. “Say it as more of a statement.”


  “My feelings for you go way beyond like.”


  “Way beyond?” He kissed me gently.


  “Yes.”


  “And does that go beyond sex?” His eyes locked with mine.


  “Yes.”


  He kissed me hard on the lips. “I’ve waited so long to hear that.”


  “Now it’s your turn.”


  “You already know it, but why not? Jade, my feelings for you are deeper than the world will ever know.”


  I pushed up against his chest. “Be serious. If I’m being honest, so are you.”


  “I’m crazy about you Jade, and it only gets stronger every day.”


  “We’re going to work. This is going to work,” I said to convince myself.


  “Of course we are.”


  Kyle’s phone rang from where he’d left it in the kitchen. He ignored it.


  “You know if we’re really together that means you’re only my second boyfriend.”


  “Yeah? I like the number two.”


  “I don’t want to know what I am for you.”


  “You’re the only one who counts.” He ran his lips over my ear.


  His phone rang again.


  “Maybe you should get that.”


  “Weren’t you the one telling me to hurry up?”


  “Yes, yes I was.”


  “Whoever it is can wait.”


  “I feel honored.”


  He moved above me. “You should feel honored. You’re always going to come first with me.”


  
    ***

  


  “Is it me, or was it even better that time?” He ran his hands through my tangled hair.


  “It was.”


  “It’s amazing what honesty can do.”


  “Says the guy who had me pretend to be his girlfriend.”


  “It turns out that was honest.”


  I raised an eyebrow. “Keep telling yourself that.”


  “I mean things can be so much more intense when we’re open with each other.”


  “I agree.”


  “Does that mean you’ll finally tell me?” He ran his lips along the sensitive spot on my neck.


  “Tell you what?” I shivered from the contact of his lips. He knew exactly where to touch me.


  “Why you were afraid.”


  “I wasn’t aware I was afraid.”


  “Savy told me.”


  “Told you what?” I sat up.


  He sighed. “Don’t get mad, but she told me you were afraid I was going to get bored and walk away from you.”


  “I told her that privately.” I couldn’t believe she’d betray me like that.


  “If it helps, it was an accident. She didn’t mean to tell me.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “And it helped. I was going crazy trying to figure it out.”


  “It was still private.”


  “Don’t be mad. She cares about you.”


  “I know.” I wouldn’t stay mad for long. Savy was unnaturally invested in Kyle and me getting together. Cara was too. She’d have probably done something similar if she weren’t across the country.


  “So? Why were you?”


  “Because I’ve been hurt before.” I lay back down next to Kyle.


  “By who?” He ran his hand down my back.


  “The guy I dated in high school.” I couldn’t believe I was admitting any of this.


  “What happened?” Kyle encouraged me to continue.


  “I fell really hard, and well, he didn’t. Not even when I told him I was pregnant.”


  “You were pregnant?” Kyle looked at me funny. “You’ve got a kid?”


  “I had a miscarriage. It happened right after I found out he’d already moved on—to my best friend. I always wondered if I hadn’t gotten so upset, would it have turned out differently?” My body went numb thinking about it. No matter how much time passed it still hurt.


  He took my hands in his. “I’m so sorry you had to go through all that… but you have to know it wasn’t your fault.”


  I shrugged. “I guess I successfully ruined the mood for tonight.”


  “No. You didn’t ruin it.”


  “I did. Why don’t you fix it? Tell me something happy.”


  “Something happy?” He continued to run his fingers up and down my arm. “Okay. When I think happy I think about my grandfather’s old hunting cabin. Dylan and I used to spend a few weeks there in the summer, and it’s like all of our cares and worries disappeared. It was so relaxing, so tranquil. I haven’t been back in years, but it’s my favorite place and I’ll have to take you some time.”


  “Sounds nice. I like tranquil.”


  “I know. I saw you on that hike.”


  I rested my head on his chest.


  “I’m sorry you’ve been hurt, Jade.”


  “Yeah well, life involves hurt.”


  “It does. It involves a lot of hurt,” he mumbled.


  I turned to look at him better. “Do you know that from experience?”


  “Let’s not go there. We’re supposed to be focusing on the good now. Life involves hurt, but it also involves happiness and love.”


  “It does.” I wanted him to keep talking, but I didn’t want to push him and ruin the night. Things were going to work, we’d figure it out. I squeezed his hand, and I could have stayed in that moment forever.


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  Kyle


  Dropping Jade off after our night away was easier than the last time I dropped her off. I knew she was ready to give us a shot, and that was all I needed. Sure, there would be road blocks, like segueing back into the regular school year, but we could handle it. We could handle it all.


  I was flying on cloud nine as I drove back to my apartment. The sex had been even better the night before. She wasn’t holding back with me and it showed. I couldn’t wait to see what our next night together would bring. Just thinking about it had me grinning, and I didn’t care one bit. After weeks of uncertainty, I finally had what I wanted.


  It was late enough in the morning that most people were at work, so I was able to get a good parking spot right out front of my building. I locked my car and ran up to my apartment.


  “Glen?” I called out as I opened the door. I couldn’t remember if he had class or not.


  He didn’t answer so I went right to my room. I finished unpacking my bag before I finally picked up my phone. I had three missed calls and a couple of messages. They were all from the night before and all from my brother. I’d been right to ignore the calls. He was probably wasted and asking for more money. Still, I had to listen.


  I hit play on the first message. Hey Kyle, you around? I need to talk to you.


  Nothing new there. I skipped to the next one. I really need to talk to you. Where the hell are you?


  And then the last one. Call me the fuck back. I have to talk to you now.


  I tossed my phone on the bed while I started to boot up my laptop. What would it be this time? More gambling debts? More stupid decisions at the company? I needed to call him back, but I wasn’t ready yet. I wanted to pretend my life was normal for a few minutes.


  My phone rang. I expected to see Dylan’s name on the screen, but it was my dad’s. He never called. He always made my mom do it.


  “Dad?” I said his name hesitantly. I had to be in some kind of trouble for him to be calling.


  “Kyle.” He said my name formally. “I have some news.”


  “What kind of news?” My chest tightened. No news from Dad was going to be good.


  “Not the good kind.” His voice was strained.


  “Is everything okay?” My body went numb. I thought over the messages from Dylan. Had he gone and done something stupid? Had he been arrested or was he in more trouble with Russo?


  “It’s your brother,” Dad choked out, and if I wasn’t imagining things I’d have thought he were crying.


  “What about Dylan?” My mouth went dry.


  Dad didn’t say anything for a moment. Then he cleared his throat. “He’s gone.”


  “What?” I pushed the phone more firmly against my ear. “Like he’s missing?”


  “No. He’s gone, Kyle. His car went off a bridge.”


  I couldn’t be hearing right. “That’s not possible. Why are you saying that?”


  “I’m saying it because someone has to. Someone had to tell you, and your mother can barely speak.” He fell into silence, and I knew he was trying to compose himself. “We’re having the funeral down in Charleston where the family plot is.”


  “No. There’s got to be a mistake. Is this some kind of joke?” I checked the screen of the phone again. It displayed my dad’s name, and it was his voice, but my dad would never mess with me like that. Dylan was the only one who’d joke about something like that. Was this all Dylan’s idea? Scare me into caring or something?


  “There’s no mistake, and I need you to hold yourself together for your mother’s sake.”


  “Hold myself together? You just told me my brother’s dead.” I felt the sting of tears in my eyes.


  “And my son is dead, but there are some things a man has to do. I’ll be in contact with all the details.” He hung up.


  My body went cold. This couldn’t be real. I had to be sleeping or something. Dylan dead? It made no sense.


  I pressed play on the message from earlier again.


  Hey Kyle, you around? I need to talk to you.


  I really need to talk to you. Where the hell are you?


  Call me the fuck back. I have to talk to you now.


  Dad had said his car went off the bridge. Was that purposeful? Had I ignored his calls to what, fuck a girl?


  I felt the blackness setting in, spreading around me. It had been months, almost years since I’d felt it and this time I knew it wasn’t going anywhere. Dylan was dead, and I’d done nothing to help him. He’d called me. I’d ignored his plea for help because I was too busy with a girl. Too busy with a girl who I’d had to spend over a month convincing that she even really liked me.


  All of the times I’d helped Dylan were worthless now because I wasn’t there for him when he needed me most. I’d failed him, and I’d failed my family.


  I dropped my phone. I didn’t know what to do. What to feel. The darkness swirled around me again, and I gave in. What was the use of fighting it anyway?


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  Jade


  I tossed my phone across the room. Kyle still wasn’t returning my calls. I was right from the beginning. Sleeping with him was a mistake. I’d bared my soul to him, sharing my most painful memory, and now he was ignoring me? He hadn’t even showed up at the station for my show. We’d never gone this long without talking since the Lake George trip.


  “Trouble in paradise?” Sean stood in the doorway of the booth when I finished my show.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I took off my headphones and smoothed my hair. I needed to pull myself together.


  “Yes you do. Where is Kyle?” He walked into the room. “You guys are usually inseparable now.”


  “I guess he’s busy today.” I shrugged before taking another glance at my phone. Maybe I wasn’t getting calls in. “I think my phone might be messed up, could you call me?”


  “Sure.” Sean pulled out his phone. A moment later my phone rang. I tried to ignore the sting of disappointment. “Thanks. Glad it’s not broken.”


  “I’m sure he’s just busy.” Sean’s cocky smile was gone. “I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I was just giving you a hard time.”


  “It’s fine.” I wasn’t fine, but that had nothing to do with Sean. No reason to make anything more awkward than it needed to be at the station. “I’ve got to go.”


  “All right. See you later.”


  “See you later.” I grabbed my stuff and hurried out of the station.


  I took my time walking home. There was nothing waiting for me there but an empty house and plenty of down time to overthink things. Maybe he just got busy with something else and forgot to tell me. But why did it have to be today? And wouldn’t he have told me if he had something important going on?


  I reached the house and took a seat on the porch swing. I knew he wasn’t going to suddenly materialize outside the house, but I wasn’t ready to go inside yet. I started the swing moving, enjoying the light breeze of the early afternoon.


  For good measure I called him again. The phone rang and rang before going into his voicemail. I already knew his voicemail by heart. Hey, Kyle here. I can’t come to the phone, but leave me a message and I might get back to you.


  I always thought his message was cute until that day. Until I realized it was possible that he wouldn’t get back to me.


  With a heavy sigh I got off the swing and went inside. I immediately changed into my running clothes. I didn’t know what else to do. I was due at work in a few hours, but I had to pull myself together first. On top of everything else I was stressing about, I didn’t need to worry about losing my job. I left my phone on my desk, giving it one long look before running downstairs and out of the house.


  I ran farther than I ever did, needing to get away from campus and to squash down the sickening feeling that I’d just lost the guy I was hopelessly falling for. Was I really going to be able to move on like nothing had happened? There was no chance.


  I ran past Kyle’s apartment. At another time I would have gone there for advice. I couldn’t now. I also couldn’t talk to Savy. She was too close to the situation since Glen lived with Kyle. The only other person who even knew what I was up to was Cara. After a few minutes of deliberation I turned back toward campus. I needed to talk to someone, and I needed to do it fast.


  I didn’t bother to take a shower first before calling her.


  She answered on the second ring. “Hey. What’s up? I haven’t heard from you in ages.”


  “Yeah, things have been complicated.”


  “Complicated? Uh oh.” I heard muffled talking. “Sorry, I’m good to talk now.”


  “Where are you?”


  “In San Diego. It’s sound check time.”


  “Cool. Wish I was there.”


  “You could always come out here.” Cara invited me every time we talked, but I couldn’t tell if she was serious or not. Maybe she was lonely when Chase was busy.


  “I can’t. I have to work every night this week.” I’d had my one night off the night before. Maybe I should have worked instead. I wouldn’t be freaking out as much if that had been the case.


  “How’s that going by the way? Still enjoying it?”


  “It’s fine. Not super exciting but it’s enough money to cover my expenses.” I didn’t mind the job at all, but at the moment everything seemed bleak. I couldn’t muster any enthusiasm.


  “Nice. And how about we just face the elephant in the room” She paused, and I knew what was coming. “How’s Kyle?”


  I sighed. Just hearing his name upset me.


  “Uh oh. What’s going on?”


  “I don’t know.” I struggled to keep my voice level. What was wrong with me? Was I going to start crying over this?


  “Are you still refusing to commit to anything?”


  “No. Last night I admitted to having real feelings for him.” I’d thought it’s what he wanted to hear, but maybe not. Maybe the other stuff I shared outweighed it.


  “That’s great!” She screamed so loud I had to hold the phone away from my face.


  I sat down on the edge of my bed. I was suddenly too tired to stand. “I thought it would be.”


  “Uh oh. What happened?”


  “He’s ignoring me. He’s avoided my calls all day, and he didn’t show up during my show at the station.” The words all tumbled out.


  “Really? That doesn’t sound like Kyle.”


  “I know. It’s weird.” I kicked off my shoes. “I admitted how scared I was, and he turns around and does this?” I sighed. “Am I blowing things out of proportion?”


  “You’re not, but I wouldn’t assume the worst. Maybe something came up.”


  “That’s the only explanation there could be, right? I mean he can’t have suddenly decided he doesn’t like me and is going to give me the silent treatment?”


  “Kyle’s not like that. Plus he knows he’s going to see you again.”


  I wished I could tell Cara the truth, about how I’d told him about the miscarriage, but I couldn’t. I’d never told anyone but Kyle. It was the one secret that even my mom didn’t know.


  “Are you working tonight?” Cara pulled me from my thoughts.


  “Yeah. I have to shower and get moving soon.”


  “Maybe call Savy on your way and see if she’s seen Kyle around?” Cara suggested.


  “Is that wimpy though? Bringing my friend into it?”


  “She’s your friend. She’s supposed to be involved. I wish I was there to do more.” Her voice fell. “I feel far away.”


  “It’s fine, but promise you’ll be here to pick up the pieces if I break apart?”


  “I will be there so fast it will make your head spin, but let’s hope there are no pieces.”


  “Love you, Cara.”


  “Love you too. Try to relax, and give Savy a call. I’ll have my phone with me all night so call any time.”


  “Thanks.” Despite everything, I had to acknowledge I had good friends. That wasn’t something I could say in high school. Hence my best friend sleeping with my boyfriend. I never found out for sure, but my hunch was she’d slept with him before he dumped me too.


  “No problem. Talk to you soon.”


  I ended the call and tossed my phone on the bed. I needed to pull myself together. I was okay. If Kyle dumped me I’d get over it. It wouldn’t hurt so bad this time.


  I took a fast shower and got changed for work. At least the wardrobe was easy. A pair of jeans and a tank top always did the trick.


  I left earlier than usual because I wanted to get there before it got dark. Hopefully I’d find a ride home. I knew Kyle wouldn’t be offering.


  Halfway there, I took Cara’s advice and called Savy. She answered right away. “Hey!”


  “Hey, how are you?” I gave myself a moment to build up the courage to ask about Kyle. I didn’t want to get myself upset again. Maybe calling on my way to work wasn’t such a good idea.


  “I’m good. Just got back from work. How about you?”


  “I’m on my way to work.”


  “One of these days we’ll get our schedules to match up.” She laughed.


  “Have you been at work all day?”


  “Most of it. Why?”


  I braced myself. “I was just wondering if you’d seen Kyle.”


  “Not since you guys got back today. By the way how was the beach?”


  “The beach was great. I’ll talk to you later.” I hung up before she could ask any more questions. Savy clearly didn’t know anything either. I glanced at my phone again willing Kyle to call. He didn’t. Of course. I pocketed my phone and continued the walk. At least I’d be busy at work. That would keep my mind occupied for a few hours.


  
    ***

  


  “Do you want a ride home?” Bryan asked. The bar was empty, and it was already after midnight. Normally I’d have tried to worm my way out earlier, but what was the point? There was no one to rush home to see now. He still hadn’t called or texted.


  “Would you mind?” Kyle’s warnings about walking home alone at night ran through my head. Mad at him or not, I wasn’t going to put myself at risk. Bryan was a good guy, and he never seemed to mind going out of his way to drop me off.


  “Of course not. Give me a second to grab my stuff.”


  I nodded. “Take your time.” I was exhausted, but I knew I wasn’t going to sleep.


  How could a guy go from so hot to so cold? I was desperate to know, but then again I wasn’t ready for ‘the talk.’ Maybe he wasn’t as nice of a guy as we all thought. Maybe he’d wanted me to fall hard so he could break my heart. The thought didn’t sit well with me. That wasn’t Kyle. It couldn’t be.


  “You okay?” Bryan asked when he returned.


  “Kind of.”


  “That doesn’t sound so promising.” He gave me a knowing look.


  “It’s nothing.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Jade? That’s bullshit and you know it.”


  “It’s just stuff with a guy.”


  “With your boyfriend?”


  I got ready to argue Kyle wasn’t my boyfriend, but he was now, or at least he was supposed to be. “Yeah.”


  “You guys have a fight?”


  I considered politely asking Bryan to but out, but I changed my mind. “You know what, maybe you can help.”


  “Sure. Should we sit down for this?” He gestured to the two chairs in the ticket office.


  “Maybe that’s a good idea.” I sat down and waited for him to sit next to me.


  “I’m all ears.” Bryan smiled lightly.


  “Ok.” I let out a deep breath. “If a guy asks you to admit your feelings, and you do, and then a few hours later he starts ignoring you, what does that mean?”


  Bryan wrinkled his brow. “Uh, what?”


  “I finally agreed that I wanted more than sex from Kyle.” I played with a string that had come loose at the hem of my tank top. Maybe talking to Bryan about this was a mistake.


  “Finally agreed?”


  “We were friends with benefits first, but like I said, I finally admitted my feelings were real. I opened up to him. He dropped me off this morning and things were great, but now he’s avoiding me.”


  “Maybe he’s busy?” Bryan shrugged.


  “Be honest.”


  “You really want me to be honest?” He ran a hand through his shaggy brown hair.


  “Yes. I can take it.” I held onto the sides of the chair. I was going to stay strong. Bryan couldn’t know for sure anyway.


  “He’s probably scared. He thought he wanted more and now that he’s getting it he doesn’t know what to do.”


  “So what do I do?” I took a deep breath.


  “Honestly? If I were you, I’d run. There are plenty of guys out there that aren’t commitment phobic.”


  My temporary excitement disappeared. “But I don’t want to run.”


  “You really like the guy.”


  “A lot.” Way too much. If I didn’t, the solution would be simple. Forget about him and move on with my life. But there would be no forgetting Kyle. Not after the time we’d spend together. Not now that I knew how he could make me feel.


  Bryan patted my back. “Then you go home, try to get some sleep, and hope he calls to explain himself tomorrow. Don’t chase him too hard. That’s only going to make him pull away more.”


  “Thanks for the advice.”


  “No problem.” He stood up. “Ready to go?”


  “Yeah.” I walked with him to the door and waited for him to lock up. My brief reprieve was over, now I had no more excuses to keep myself from trying to get some sleep. I checked my phone again even though I knew there wouldn’t be a single missed call or text.


  The night was still warm as we walked over to Bryan’s Mustang. It reminded me of a lot of the guys back home. I slipped into the passenger seat, relieved I wouldn’t be walking even though the fresh air did sound good.


  “You want me to drop you at the Delta Mu house, right?”


  The handful of times Bryan had driven me home he’d dropped me at Kyle’s. This would be the first night in ages I wasn’t going over there. “Yeah, the house.”


  “All right.” He turned and headed in that direction. We sat in silence until he pulled up in front of the house.


  I unbuckled my seatbelt. “Thanks for the ride.”


  “No problem. And Jade?”


  “Yes?” I hesitated with my hand on the door handle.


  “You’ll be fine no matter what happens with the guy. He’s not the only one out there.”


  “Thanks.” I hurried out of the car. I wasn’t up for any more conversation.


  I got changed into my pajamas and looked at my phone one last time. I didn’t want to call and seem desperate, but maybe I’d sleep better if I tried everything possible. I hit call, and I got his voicemail again. Great. Point made.


  I considered texting Savy, but it was way too late. I couldn’t wake her up. I washed up and got into bed, hopeful that I’d find a way to get some sleep. I needed a break from the thoughts and confusion swirling through my head.


  I lay awake for a few hours before my phone rang. I picked up quickly without looking at the name on the screen. “Kyle?”


  “No. It’s Dana.” Her strained voice was unfamiliar, but the name eventually sunk in.


  I pulled the phone away from my face to look at what I knew would be an unfamiliar number. “Dana? Hey…” What was she calling me for?


  “I’m guessing by the way you answered that you aren’t with Kyle?”


  “No. I haven’t heard from him all day.” I clutched the phone tightly.


  “That’s what I was worried about.”


  “What do you mean?” I sat up and turned on the light.


  “You really haven’t talked to him, have you?”


  “No. He’s ignoring my calls.” I let the words slip out without thinking. For all I knew she already knew the whole relationship was a farce. Maybe that’s what he’d been doing all day.


  “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but you need to know.”


  “Know what?” My stomach dropped. “What’s going on?”


  “There was an accident last night.”


  “Is everyone okay?” I’d been with Kyle the night before. She couldn’t mean an accident involving him.


  “No.” Her voice was tight.


  “What do you mean? What happened?”


  “It’s Dylan.” She cleared her throat, and I already knew her next few words wouldn’t be good ones. “His car went off a bridge. He didn’t make it.”


  “What?” I held onto my quilt because I needed to hold something. “You can’t mean that.”


  “I do.”


  My body went numb. Dylan was dead? Eventually my senses kicked back in. Dana had just lost her cousin. “I’m so sorry.”


  “Kyle hasn’t been answering his phone since his dad told him. We were hoping he was with you. Grace is already beside herself, I don’t think she can handle worrying about Kyle right now.”


  “I’ll go over to his place right now.” I pulled on a hoodie sweatshirt over my pajama cami and jumped into a pair of jeans.


  “It’s the middle of the night. Be careful.”


  “I will be.” I hung up. Going anywhere in the middle of the night was risky, but I didn’t care. Kyle needed me. I’d spent all day convinced he was avoiding me when he was dealing with a tragedy. I was a horrible person.


  I grabbed my keys, dashed downstairs, and I ran out the front door.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  Kyle


  I turned off the ringer on my phone and locked my door. I couldn’t handle listening to it anymore. I’d spent hours staring at the wall, hoping I’d wake up from this nightmare. I didn’t wake up. As the sun set and my room fell into darkness, I knew any hope was long gone. The news was real. Dylan was dead.


  Sometime in the middle of the night I finally laid down. My body ached from sitting, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep. I hadn’t eaten all day, but the thought of food made me sick.


  I heard the banging on the front door but ignored it. Glen could deal with it.


  Jade’s worried voice sounded from somewhere far away, but I blocked it out. I wasn’t going near her. I knew it wasn’t her fault, but that didn’t change anything. I’d been so focused on her I’d ignored Dylan. Facing her would be almost worse than facing myself. At least I could avoid her.


  “Kyle?” Her voice came from right outside my door now. “Kyle, it’s me. Can I come in?” The knocking on the front door was easy to ignore, but it was harder to ignore her when she was so close. Part of me longed to see her, to touch her, to allow myself a moment of comfort, but I couldn’t. Even if I could get past her role in my mistake, did I deserve to? The answer was no. Whether she knew it or not, she was lucky. She wouldn’t be pulled in any further to my messed up life or the darkness that I knew was going to take over.


  I put on headphones and turned the music up high. It was a song I’d gotten as a free download, but I hated. Perfect. I didn’t deserve to listen to anything I liked.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  Jade


  He ignored me. He ignored my knocking just like he’d ignored my calls. But this wasn’t about me. This wasn’t about us. It was about him. I knocked again. It was nearly three a.m., and I was both emotionally and physically exhausted, but I wasn’t leaving until I saw for myself that Kyle was okay.


  I knocked again, this time trying to turn the knob. As I suspected it was locked. “Kyle, please. I need to see you. I need to be here for you.” Nothing. I chewed my nails. How long was he going to make me wait?


  Eventually my legs started to ache, and I took a seat on the floor outside his room.


  “Are you really going to sit there all night?” Glen strode toward me. He was wearing only his boxers. He’d dashed out of bed to answer the door without getting dressed. Savy was still sleeping. She could sleep through anything. I wish I had her ability to do that.


  I met Glen’s eyes. “I’m not leaving.”


  “Are you finally ready to tell me what’s going on?”


  “His brother died,” I said softly. Maybe it was Kyle’s story to tell, but I needed to explain my presence and my worry. This wasn’t about us fighting. This was about Kyle getting through the most traumatic experience of his life.


  “I had no idea.” Glen kneeled down beside me. “When did it happen?”


  “Last night I think. His family called me all worried. I’m not leaving.”


  “Then hold on.” He stood, walked away, and returned a minute later with a pillow and a blanket. “At least try to be comfortable.”


  “I’m not going to be able to sleep.”


  “I understand. I probably won’t either.” Glen wasn’t just saying that. The worry on his face said it all.


  “Hopefully he’ll let me in eventually.” I tapped on the closed door.


  “Kyle’s lucky to have you.” Glen nodded before walking back down the hall to his room.


  I wrapped the blanket around me. Kyle would have to open the door eventually. Right? It was at that moment, with my back pressed up against the hard door that I finally admitted something to myself. I was in love with Kyle. But what if that love wasn’t enough?


  
    ***

  


  I blinked, taking a moment to remember where I was. Sunlight streamed in through a small window in the hallway. The hallway. I was in the hallway outside Kyle’s room. He’d never let me in. He’d let me spend the whole night sleeping on the floor. I pushed away my anger and annoyance. He was going through so much more than I was. I tried to push away the remnants of a nightmare about Dylan. What was wrong with me? Why was I messed up over a guy I barely knew?


  “Jade?” Savy said my name softly. “He still hasn’t opened the door?”


  “Nope.” I touched the white door frame.


  “Glen told me what happened. Obviously he’s taking it hard.”


  I pulled myself up to sitting. “I just wish I could help. There has to be something I can do.”


  Savy sat down on the floor next to me. “Everyone grieves in their own way. Maybe he really needs the space.”


  “You think?” Did needing space mean leaving me completely in the dark? All I asked for was a second. Just a chance to see him.


  She shrugged. “What else can you do?”


  “Does that mean I need to leave?” I pulled my knees up to my chest.


  “You don’t have to do anything. You’re welcome here as Glen’s guest too…”


  “But I don’t want to be here if Kyle doesn’t want me here.” I stood up. “Will you call me if he comes out? Don’t upset him or ask him to call me himself, but let me know he’s okay.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t promise that.”


  “Why not?” Was she really going to be that way at a time like this?


  “Because I’m coming with you. Glen’s here. He’ll call us.”


  “You don’t have to come with me.”


  “Yes I do. Besides, Kyle isn’t going to want me around either.”


  “Well, I could use the company.” I was going to drive myself absolutely nuts otherwise.


  “Good.” She linked her arm with mine. “Because you’re going to get it.”


  We met up with Glen in the kitchen. “Hey, no change?”


  “Nope. Nothing.”


  The only thing keeping me from knocking down the door was that I heard him stir a few times. He was in there, but he didn’t seem any closer to letting me in.


  Glen rested his hand on the table. He was dressed now. “I’d try to talk to him, but he doesn’t know me that well. If he’s shutting you out, he’s going to do the same to me.”


  “I guess it can’t hurt for you to try.” I leaned against the kitchen counter. “I’m worried, and his family is too. I’m sure their tearing their hair out already. I forgot my phone at the house, but I bet I’ve missed some calls.”


  “You walked over here in the middle of the night without a phone?” Glen looked at me like I was crazy.


  “I wasn’t exactly in the best state of mind.”


  “Next time call me. Okay? You shouldn’t be walking around alone at night.”


  “I was running… but I know. I really couldn’t even think straight. I heard the news and had to get over here.”


  Glen walked over and patted my back. “I know. Like I said next time call me.”


  “I hope there never is a next time.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  I nodded. I didn’t have the energy to continue talking.


  “Let’s get going.” Savy waited with her hand out. “You need a shower.”


  “Are you saying I smell?”


  “No.” She shook her head. “I’m saying you look like you could use one.”


  “I promise I’ll keep you updated.” Glen gave me a hug as we headed to the door.


  “Thanks. Hopefully he was just waiting for me to leave.” It pained me to say the words out loud, but the important thing now was his wellbeing.


  Glen followed us to the door. “I’m going to try to make myself scarce. I don’t think this has anything to do with you. It’s him. He probably just wants to be alone.”


  I nodded. “All right. See you later.”


  Savy opened the door, and I slipped out slowly. Leaving Kyle’s apartment was hard. It felt like I was leaving him, and I had a feeling it was going to be hard to get close to him again.


  Savy and I walked quietly back toward the house. The morning was bright, but it was impossible to enjoy the nice weather. All I could think about was Kyle. And Dylan.


  “You holding up okay?” Savy touched my arm gently.


  “Define okay.”


  She sighed. “I know this is hard.”


  “It’s harder for Kyle.” I hurt just thinking about what he was going through.


  “He’s going to get through this. He’s lucky to have you.”


  “That’s what Glen said, but I don’t know if Kyle would agree. I’ve got this sinking feeling that I’ve lost him. That somehow any chance we had has slipped away.”


  “Don’t think that way. Right now you need to give him some space. We can see if we can find out anything about the funeral. You should probably send something since you know the family.”


  “Although I also lied to his family.”


  “They don’t know that, and really you weren’t lying. You were in love with Kyle before you went.”


  “Love? I’ve never told you that.” I’d only recently admitted it to myself.


  “But would you admit that’s how you feel now?”


  I nodded, doing everything I could to avoid the tears from falling again. “I wish I weren’t in love.”


  “We can’t choose who we love or when it happens.” She sounded wistful.


  “I wish we could.”


  “Life would be boring that way.”


  “What’s wrong with boring?” Boring was better than this. Anything was better than this.


  “You know the answer to that.” She linked her arm with mine again as we continued our slow walk.


  “Life is confusing and hard.”


  “It is. It’s also short.”


  “It is. I mean Dylan was only twenty-four or something.” Maybe it was his youth that made his death so hard for me to accept.


  “Do you know what happened?”


  “His car went off a bridge.”


  “Was it on purpose?”


  I shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  “If it was on purpose that probably explains why Kyle is so upset. He probably feels like he should have done something.”


  “He did a lot for his brother, but their relationship was messed up. Dylan treated him awful. But maybe that makes this all worse. You know? It’s never easy to lose someone, but imagine if you hadn’t had the chance to say the things you wanted to say? Like unfinished business.”


  “It wouldn’t be easy.” Savy sighed. “What can I do to help you take your mind off it?”


  “I just want to fast forward through today and see Kyle.”


  “Unfortunately I left my time remote back at my parents’ house.”


  I laughed dryly. “So funny.”


  “Hey, I have to try to make you laugh or at least smile.”


  “Thanks for being here for me.”


  “You’re always there for me too. It’s what friends do.”


  I wiped my eyes with my sleeve. “Well, you’re a great friend.”


  She smiled and typed in the code to the house. I walked inside and slumped down on the couch. The thought of walking up the stairs seemed exhausting.


  Savy hesitated in the foyer. “I should have grabbed something for breakfast.”


  “There’s cereal and milk in the kitchen. I picked it up this weekend.” I pointed behind me.


  “Want me to pour you a bowl?”


  “No thanks, but get yourself some.” Food sounded horrible.


  “You sure?”


  I nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll eat later.”


  She drew her eyebrows in together. “All right, but you have to eat something soon. Starving isn’t going to help.”


  “I’ll have some lunch later or something.”


  “All right, but I’m holding you to it.” She headed into the kitchen. I was glad to have Savy with me, but part of me would have preferred to have been alone.


  My phone rang. I checked the screen before picking up. Disappointment engulfed me. It was Dana. Not only was it not Kyle, but now I had to admit that he wouldn’t see me.


  I swallowed hard before answering. “Hi.”


  “Hi, Jade. Have you seen him?” Dana sounded as tired as I did.


  “Nope. He wouldn’t let me in. I spent all night sleeping on the floor outside his door.”


  “Outside, outside?”


  “No, inside the apartment but outside his room. His roommate let me in.” I guess that was something. I hadn’t spent the night out in the elements.


  “Kyle let you sleep out on the floor all night? That’s not Kyle.” Worry filled her voice.


  “He was understandably upset.”


  “Are you still at his place?” I heard what sounded like zipping. Maybe she was packing.


  “No. I decided to leave so he’d maybe leave his room to eat.”


  “Why wouldn’t he do that with you there?”


  “I wish I knew.” I let out a slow, deep breath.


  “I’m on my way to the airport. Are you going to try to see him again?”


  “I’m going to give him some space before trying again.” Not that it would be easy. Twenty minutes after leaving I was ready to turn back.


  “I’m going to preface this with a disclaimer that I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours and my cousin died, but were you and Kyle in a fight?”


  Blunt. “No. We were less in a fight than ever.”


  “Oh.”


  I wished I could see Dana’s face. Sometimes the phone was way too hard. I had no idea what she was thinking. “I’ll head back over in a few hours.” If I could hold out that long.


  “The funeral is on Thursday in Charleston. Hopefully he’ll be talking to people by then. Please keep me posted if you do see him. My flight leaves at three, but I have a layover in Atlanta.”


  “I’ll let you know if I see him.”


  “Thanks.” She paused. “Don’t give up on him.”


  “I wasn’t planning on it.” The bigger question was would he give up on me?


  I waited as long as I could before heading back over. Savy seemed to understand my need for quiet, so she kept herself busy while I took a quick shower and otherwise sat around worrying and working through every possible scenario of what would happen when I went back.


  Finally I couldn’t take any more waiting, and we headed back over.


  “Not to be a Debbie Downer, but I don’t want you to get your hopes up.” Savy bit her lip.


  “Meaning that he probably still won’t see me.” I stuffed my hands in my pocket to avoid biting my nails again.


  “We didn’t wait that long, and Glen never called which means he hasn’t come out. There isn’t any reason to think anything has changed yet.”


  “I know, but it feels better to be closer. Besides, I promised his cousin I’d try.” I was going there more for me than Dana, but it didn’t hurt to use her as an excuse. Not that Savy or Glen were going to ask for one.


  We reached the apartment and walked upstairs. I let out a deep breath while Savy knocked on the door. A minute later Glen pulled open the door. “Back already?”


  “She waited as long as she could.” Savy pointed at me. “I couldn’t let her sit there suffering anymore.”


  “I wish I had some good news on my end, but I don’t. It can’t hurt to try his door again though.”


  I nodded. “I’m going to.” I took slow and deliberate steps down the hall to his room. His door was of course still firmly closed.


  I knocked softly. “Kyle?”


  No response.


  “Please, Kyle. If you don’t want to see me, at least pick up your phone when your family calls. They’re worried. I’m worried.” The only reply I got was silence.


  “Please. Just say something. Anything.” I slid down to the floor. I couldn’t leave. I refused to walk away from him when he needed me most even if he didn’t want me at all. “I need to know you’re okay.”


  He said nothing, and I buried my face in my hands. “Kyle, you don’t have to go through this alone. I know you’re dealing with so much, let me help you.” I started crying again. I felt helpless.


  Then like a beacon of hope, I heard my name. “Jade.”


  “Kyle?” I stood up and put my ear to the door.


  “I’m fine. Please leave me alone. Move on.” His voice was scratchy and pained. He didn’t sound like Kyle at all.


  “Move on? What are you talking about? You want me to leave you alone for now, sure, but I’ll be back.” The tears streamed down my face. “I don’t care whether you want to be with me anymore, but I’m your friend whether you like it or not.”


  “Then be my friend and leave me alone. Don’t come back.” He turned on music, drowning me out.


  My tears went from a slow stream to an uncontrollable waterfall as I listened to the blaring music. It was an electronic pop song I usually loved, but I knew I’d never listen to again.


  I waited for a few minutes until Savy walked down the hall.


  “Come here.” She held out her hand.


  I accepted it and let her pull me into a hug.


  “He’s going to be okay. Just give him more time.” She held me while I cried.


  “But what if he’s not okay?” I stepped back.


  “He will be.”


  I wiped my eyes. “Even if he won’t talk to me, he has to talk to his family. His cousin says the funeral is Thursday.”


  “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but maybe you should let his family handle this now? You’ve tried your best. Now it’s their turn. Where is the funeral?”


  “It’s down here. His cousin said she’s flying down today.”


  “Then we’ll wait until they get here.” She patted my arm. “This doesn’t mean you’re giving up on him. Give him time to grieve. He’ll come around.”


  “Maybe you’re right.” I ran my hand through my hair that was still damp from the shower. “He’s made his feelings known, so it’s time to let him have the space he needs.”


  “You’re going to be okay. I know this is so hard on you though.” She squeezed my hand.


  “I’m going back to the house.”


  “I’ll walk you back.”


  I shook my head. “No. I need some time alone. I might call my mom.”


  “Text me when you get back to the house?”


  “What do you think is going to happen to me?”


  “Just do it, and I’m staying there tonight.”


  “You really don’t have to.” I turned and headed toward the door before I could change my mind. Walking away from Kyle hurt, but I had to do it. If he couldn’t recover with me around, I needed to get lost.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  Jade


  I spent the rest of the day feeling sorry for myself. I couldn’t even get myself to call my mom. How could I explain to her how important Kyle was to me, and why it hurt so much that he wouldn’t let me help him? I’d skipped lunch like I’d skipped breakfast, which was why I was out hunting down something to eat in the middle of the afternoon. The only thing that sounded remotely good was a piece of pizza from the student center, so I took a slow walk over.


  I had maybe three bites of the pizza before I tossed it out and headed home. Maybe I’d get my appetite back the next day.


  The house came into view, and the first thing I noticed was someone sitting on the porch swing.


  As I walked closer, I was able to make out who it was. I slowed my pace, it wasn’t anyone I was ready to see. But there I was being selfish again. None of this had anything to do with me. I took a few moments to prepare myself before walking up the porch steps.


  “Grace. I am so sorry for your loss.” My words couldn’t come close to summing up what I really wanted to say to Kyle’s mom. Nothing I could come up with would be enough to cover what she was going through.


  She glanced up at me. Her eyes were red, and there was no question she’d been crying. She only nodded.


  “Is there anything I can do for you? Kyle isn’t here if that’s who you’re looking for.”


  “He won’t talk to me.” Her body shook.


  “What?” I sat down next to her, not sure what I was supposed to do. “He didn’t open the door for you either?”


  She shook her head. “He did, but it was like looking at a ghost. He told me to go away, that he had nothing to say, and he didn’t want to make things worse. He told his own mother to go away.”


  She’d seen him. That was more than I could say, but looking like a ghost? “I don’t understand… Kyle has to realize…”


  “He’s hurting. This is what he does when he hurts.”


  I knew Kyle so little compared to his mom so there was no reason to argue. I wished there was something I could do for this woman. Losing a child… I’d nearly broken in half with the miscarriage. This was so much worse.


  “But I can tell he’s beating himself up about this, it’s not just grief. But I don’t understand why. He won’t tell me anything.”


  “He’ll come around when the shock wears off.” I recycled the words Savy had used on me. They didn’t feel any better coming from my mouth.


  She turned to look at me. “Do you know about his depression, Jade? Has he ever told you?”


  “Depression?” Kyle had never mentioned it.


  She seemed pensive, like she was struggling for words. “He’s been on and off medication for years. You never know what’s going to set him off.”


  “He never told me.” What else had he never told me? I’d shared my deepest secret with him, yet he didn’t trust me with his.


  “He’s embarrassed.”


  “He shouldn’t be.” How could he believe I would think less of him for suffering from depression? I had enough of my own issues.


  “No, but that’s not why I’m here. I came by to see you because I need your help.” She took my hands in her.


  “You know I’ll do anything I can, but Kyle doesn’t want to see me.”


  “You have a better chance of getting through to him than me.”


  “No.” I shook my head. “You’re his mom. I’m not that important to him.”


  “You were important enough to bring to meet us. That’s big for Kyle. You need to get through to him. Get him to come out. He’ll regret it forever if he doesn’t go to the funeral.”


  It was time to come clean. I was done lying. “Grace, I know this probably isn’t the time, but you need to understand.”


  She held up a hand as if to stop me. “That you weren’t really dating.”


  My jaw dropped. “Did Kyle tell you?”


  “I knew from the beginning. A mother knows her sons.” Tears fell from her eyes as she said the words.


  “But you went along with it?”


  “I saw how happy you made Kyle. I wasn’t going to ruin that. I figured the two of you would figure things out eventually.”


  “We did.”


  “And I’m glad for that.” She squeezed my hands so tightly it almost hurt. “But right now I need you to help. I lost one of my sons. I can’t lose the other.”


  “I’ll try anything I can.” I fought back tears that threatened to spill. It wasn’t right to cry in front of Grace with all that she was going through. “But that doesn’t mean he’ll see me.” He’d made his feelings about that crystal clear.


  “When did you fall in love with him?” She locked eyes with mine.


  “I…” There was no point denying what I already knew, especially when she was going through so much heartbreak. “I knew what I felt was real at the lake, but I tried to deny it to myself. I really knew for sure last night when I slept outside his door. I thought I’d break in two if he didn’t let me in. I knew he was hurting yet I was powerless to help him.”


  Her eyes filled with tears again. “Maybe all you need to do is tell him that. Tell him exactly how you feel. It’s amazing how powerful a few words can be.”


  “I’ll get him to the funeral. I promise.” I wasn’t sure why I promised something I had no control over, but I didn’t see another option. Grace was right, Kyle would always regret missing it, and she needed him there. The whole family did.


  I was willing to admit the depth of my feelings to him and make myself vulnerable to help him. I was willing to do anything, but he needed to give me the chance.


  Chapter Twenty-Seven


  Kyle


  I was letting everyone down. Everyone. Dylan was gone, and I’d hurt Jade. To make matters worse, I’d probably broken my mother’s heart even more than it was already, but I couldn’t handle any of it. I’d made the mistake of opening my door to face her, and it had nearly destroyed me. She was broken, destroyed by the loss of her golden son.


  Of everyone in my family, I had the best relationship with my mom, but even she knew how weak I was. It’s why she never pushed me about the family business like Dad did. Dad pretended to think I was stronger than I was.


  I waited until I heard the front door close before packing my bags. I had to get away from campus and town. I couldn’t hide out in my room forever, and I was going to go completely crazy if I did.


  I packed a small duffel bag and opened the door slowly. I heard Glen and Savy’s low voices coming from his room, so I made a run for it. I wasn’t in the mood to deal with either of them.


  “Kyle?” Glen called as I closed the door behind me. I hurried down to my car, hoping he wouldn’t follow.


  Of course he did. “Kyle, wait!”


  I reluctantly turned toward him. “Hi, I’m heading out of town for a while.”


  “I heard about your brother.”


  “Yeah, well.” I didn’t know what to say.


  “I’m really sorry, man.”


  I opened the car door. “Thanks.”


  “Where are you going?”


  “Away.”


  “Are you going to call Jade?”


  “No. I already told her to leave me alone. She’s a smart girl, she’ll take the hint.” I hated talking about her that way, but it would be easier if they weren’t fighting to keep us together. She needed all of her friends on her side. She’d been hurt before and made it through. She was a heck of a lot stronger than me. She’d be fine.


  “That’s cold.”


  “Yeah well, considering it took her weeks to decide I was worth more than sex it’s all right.” It wasn’t all right, and I knew it in the deepest part of my heart, but that didn’t change anything. It would be easier for everyone if I left for a while.


  “You know as well as I know that isn’t true. She was just scared.”


  “And I don’t have time to deal with any of that right now.” I got in my car and closed the door.


  Even through the closed window I heard him speak. “Don’t do this. Don’t run away from your problems.” Glen’s hand curled into a fist at his side.


  I turned on the car, hoping that gave him the hint that he needed to step back. He did.


  There was only one place I could go, and it would be a long drive to get there. A long drive was exactly what I needed. I needed time to process and forget.


  Chapter Twenty-Eight


  Jade


  I called Kyle a few times. It was my chicken attempt at doing what I’d promised Grace. I didn’t have the nerve to go back to his apartment yet. I had no clue how I was going to convince him to speak to his mom again and go to the funeral, but I would even if it meant talking through a closed door.


  I couldn’t help but wonder why he’d never told me about the depression. I refused to get upset. He must have had his reasons. I didn’t believe he was embarrassed though. How could he ever be embarrassed with me? I’d never judged him for anything. But maybe it had nothing to do with reality. Like my fear of him leaving me if I gave a relationship a chance. Fear can change you and mess you up so much that you barely resemble the person you once were.


  My phone rang again, and this time I didn’t even consider that it could be Kyle. I knew that wasn’t going to happen anytime soon.


  I glanced at the screen. It was Savy. “Hi.”


  “Jade…he left.”


  “What?” I jumped to my feet. I’d been sitting on the couch for hours. “What do you mean he left?”


  “He took off and literally left Glen in the dust.” Savy’s voice fell.


  “Did he say where he was going?” I chewed on my nails again. What was going on? Where would Kyle go without telling anyone?


  “No. He just said he was getting out of town.”


  “Oh.” I stuffed my hand into my pocket. If I bit my nails anymore they’d be down to my cuticles.


  “I’m sorry, Jade. Glen tried to stop him, but he wouldn’t listen. And I’m sorry he’s taking this out on you.”


  “What do you mean he’s taking it out on me?” What was she getting at?


  “Well, he also said some not so nice stuff to Glen, but I don’t want to upset you.”


  “You’re already upsetting me.” I hated when people brought something up like that but didn’t follow through.


  “He made some comments about you getting the hint when he left.”


  “Great.” I was mad. I knew he was going through an absolutely horrible experience, but did he have to close me out that way? The anger begged to become hurt, but I wouldn’t let it. “He really didn’t give any hint of where he was going?”


  “No. Just that he wanted to get out of town.”


  I thought back to the night at the beach. “Do you think Glen would let me borrow his car?”


  “Probably, but why? Do you know where he is?”


  “I think so. I’m going to put some mileage on it. Is that okay?”


  “Here, talk to him.”


  “Jade?” Glen’s voice filled my ear. “What’s up?”


  “Can I borrow your car? I need to try to find him.”


  “Yes…” Glen answered slowly. “But try not to total it.”


  “Very funny.” I wasn’t in the mood for a joke.


  “When do you need it?”


  “As soon as possible.” I didn’t want to be pushy, but I couldn’t wait. I had to find Kyle.


  “All right. I’ll go fill up my car and bring it over to the Delta Mu house.”


  “You don’t have to do that.”


  “Yeah I do. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”


  I replaced my phone in my pocket and ran upstairs. Savy was lucky. She had a great boyfriend.


  I packed a bag and called Dana on my way downstairs. I couldn’t bare talk to Grace again until I’d done what I promised.


  Dana picked up right away. “Hi. Any news?”


  “Where is your grandfather’s hunting cabin?” I’m not sure how I knew for sure, but I did. He was upset which meant he’d be searching for a place he felt safe and happy. That was the cabin for him.


  “In Virginia. Why?”


  “I think Kyle went there.”


  “He left town?”


  “Yes. His roommate told me. I’ve got a car, and I want to find him.” I wasn’t going to waste time beating around the bush.


  “I’ll text you the address, but are you sure you want to do that drive? What if it turns out he’s not there?”


  “I have to at least try.” I owed it to Kyle and to Grace. I also owed it to myself. I couldn’t give up on him.


  “Kyle’s lucky to have you.”


  “People need to stop saying that.”


  “Why? It’s true.”


  “He doesn’t think so.”


  “What?” She seemed genuinely taken aback.


  “Don’t worry about it.” Dana had enough on her plate.


  “You two are the real deal. Don’t sweat it.”


  “If you say so.” I hoped she was right, but it wasn’t the time to worry about it. “I’ll let you know if I find him.”


  “Be safe.”


  “I will be.” I walked outside to wait for Glen to arrive with his car.


  Five minutes later Glen’s Outback pulled to a stop in front of me. Savy was in the passenger seat. Glen got out and walked around to take my bag from me. Savy darted into the house. I watched her retreating figure before turning back to Glen. “Thanks so much for letting me borrow the car.”


  “There’s been a change in plans.”


  “Oh?” He wasn’t backing out. He couldn’t be.


  “Really it’s been the plan all along, but I wanted to avoid the arguing until the last minute.”


  “What do you mean? You are letting me use the car, right?” I tried to keep my voice steady. I needed the car. I needed to find Kyle.


  “We’re coming with you. Savy went inside to pack an overnight bag in case we don’t come back tonight. You made it sound like a long drive.”


  “Wait, what? You guys don’t have to do that.”


  “We’re not letting you go alone. Besides, this way I don’t have to worry about you totaling my car.” He smiled, but I could tell he was forcing the joke.


  “Are you sure?” I couldn’t deny some relief at the thought of the company. Doing a long drive by myself didn’t sound appealing.


  “Completely sure.” He rested a hand on the hood of the car. “You’re not in this alone.”


  Savy reappeared a moment later with a backpack. “Sorry that took so long.”


  “You were gone two minutes.” I smiled for the first time in days.


  “Ok, good. I tried to rush.” She pulled me into a bear hug. “Ready for this?”


  “As ready as I’ll ever be.” I opened the door to the passenger side backseat and got in.


  Glen leaned in before I could close the door. “I tried to clean it out back there.”


  “It’s fine.” Getting in the car meant I was one step closer to finding Kyle. If my guess was correct. It had to be. I wasn’t willing to accept another answer.


  “You’re easy.” He closed the door and got in. “Did you print out a map or are we GPSing this?”


  “I’ve got it set in my phone.” I thought ahead. I didn’t want to waste any time.


  “Either way I bet we have to get on I-26.” Glen pulled away from the curb.


  I took another look at the house as we drove off. I closed my eyes. I hoped that when I came back the next time I’d have Kyle by my side. It had been a long time since I’d wanted something more.


  
    ***

  


  Six hours and one stop later Glen turned down a long dirt road. “Are you sure this is it?” Rain poured down on the car as he slowly eased us forward.


  “It’s the only turn we’ve seen. I guess we can keep driving a little, and we can always turn around.” I didn’t want to lead us into the middle of nowhere, but I refused to give up when we were so close.


  “Maybe try the cousin.” Glen suggested. “Just make sure this sounds right.”


  “All right.” I tried Dana but the call didn’t go through. I looked at my phone. No service. “Yeah, we’re in the boonies.”


  “I’m going to pretend this isn’t freaky. I mean, middle of nowhere, no cell service, and a major thunderstorm.” Savy glanced at me warily.


  “It’s not a major thunderstorm.”


  As if in answer a large crack of thunder filled the air. It was loud enough to drown out the sound of the car pushing through the increasingly muddy terrain.


  “What’s that up there?” I peered out into the dark night. If I wasn’t mistaken there was a light.


  “This is the start of so many horror movies.” Savy wrapped her arms around her.


  “We’re fine.” Glen put a hand on her leg. “We’ll check this out.” He drove around toward the light.


  “Look, it says Bradley on the mailbox!” A wave of excitement gave me a new dose of energy. “See, we’re not in a horror movie.”


  “Do you want us to go in with you?” Glen put the car in park as close to the cabin as he could get.


  “No. I need to do this alone.” I could see several lights on in the cabin, so at least I knew he was really there. That both filled me with relief and terrified me.


  “We’re not leaving until we see you’re inside.”


  I nodded. “And there’s a good chance he’s not opening that door.”


  “He can’t leave you standing in the rain.” Savy seemed way more confident about the situation than I did.


  “I’m going to hope you’re right.” I opened the car door and dashed to the door of the large cabin. Even with my speed, I still managed to get soaked. I glanced back at the car before mustering the confidence to knock.



  Chapter Twenty-Nine


  Kyle


  I heard the knocking and tore myself away from the old photographs on the wall. I’d come to the cabin to be alone, who’d followed me here? If it was my mom again, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do.


  I glanced out the window and saw her. Jade? She’d driven all the way up to find me? I stared at her for a moment. Her dark hair was soaked, and she had one arm wrapped around her chest as she anxiously watched the door.


  She began shivering, and I snapped. I couldn’t leave her standing out there in the rain. I opened the door and took in her sopping wet form. “Jade.” Her name came out in barely a whisper.


  “Kyle.” She stood there staring at me.


  “What are you doing here?” I tried to keep my voice level, but I was hit by such all-encompassing emotion that I could barely see straight.


  “I’m here because I need to be. I need to be with you.” Her eyes remained fixed on mine.


  Her words almost broke me. I fought the urge to reach out to touch her. One touch and I’d never be able to let go. Instead I broke the intense gaze between us and gestured for her to get out of the rain. “Come in.”


  “If you’re sure.” Her eyes searched mine, probably looking for evidence that I was really inviting her in.


  “I am.” I took her hand and pulled her inside, closing the door behind her.


  “You’re here.” My body trembled with the effort to keep away from her. Did I think I could really stay away? That I could hold any anger or resentment toward the girl who lit up my life? “How’d you know I’d be here?”


  “I didn’t know for sure. I got the address from Dana and took a chance.” She dropped her now sopping wet bag on the floor. “I’m worried about you. Everyone is. I know you are hurt, but that isn’t a reason to run away from everyone. You need to let someone in.”


  “This isn’t about being hurt.”


  “Then what is it?” She wrapped her arms around her chest. She shivered again.


  “You need to get changed.” I headed toward the bedroom where I left my bag. I pulled out a t-shirt and a pair of gym shorts, and then I grabbed a fresh towel from the bathroom. I held all three out to her.


  She shook her head. “It can wait. First, I need to make sure you’re all right.”


  “I still can’t believe you followed me here.” I resisted the urge to dry her off myself. I couldn’t handle watching her in such discomfort.


  “You can push me away all you want, but I’m still your friend, and I still care about you more than you’ll ever know.” Her eyes locked with mine again. “I still love you.”


  “Love me?” Her words filled me with a mix of confusion and warmth.


  “Yes. I realized it a while back, but it took being pushed away to finally admit it out loud. I guess that’s life for you.”


  “I don’t know what I feel right now.” That wasn’t entirely true. I knew. I just didn’t know if I should feel that way. I didn’t deserve her love. Not after what happened with Dylan.


  “And that’s okay.” She looked at the ground. “But you do need to go back to Charleston, and you need to talk to your family.”


  “Could you get changed?” I couldn’t handle watching her stand there all wet.


  “Will you agree to come back to Charleston if I do?”


  “Are you using your health and well-being as leverage?” She had to realize how important her comfort and health were to me.


  “I know you care about me. You may not love me or ever want to be with me again, but that doesn’t mean you don’t care.” She looked down.


  “Of course I care. That’s the thing. I care so fucking much that it blinds me.”


  “What does that mean?” She bit her lip.


  “I cared so much I ignored my brother’s call for help. I was so fixated on you that I couldn’t see anything else.”


  She reached out a hand to me but then dropped it. “You have to know that whatever happened to Dylan has nothing to do with you.”


  “I ignored him when he needed me most.”


  “What did he need you for? Money or to clean up a mess he made? Isn’t that what you said he always calls about? I’m not trying to disrespect him, but do you really truly believe he was asking for another kind of help?”


  “He was a good driver. It couldn’t have been an accident.”


  “Unless he was drunk. You know that, but you’d prefer to blame yourself rather than to blame him. And that’s admirable, but sometimes it’s not about being admirable and defending someone else. Sometimes it’s about facing the truth and accepting that somethings are going to happen no matter what we do or say.”


  “Get changed.” I held out the clothes and towel again. She was right, and her words stung me in a place I didn’t know could hurt again. My heart.


  “Fine.” She pulled off her t-shirt and slid off her wet jeans. She stripped down right in front of me with no hesitation. She dried herself off while keeping her eyes fixed on me. There was nothing sexual about her actions. She wasn’t doing it to turn me on. She was doing it to prove a point.


  She pulled on the t-shirt and shorts with nothing underneath. At another time it would have driven me wild knowing she was wearing just my clothes, but my body couldn’t feel that way now. “Will you come back?”


  I shook my head. “Not yet.”


  “The funeral is tomorrow.”


  “And Dylan won’t know if I’m not there.” I looked away.


  “You’re not going for Dylan. You’re going for your mother.”


  I turned back to look at her. I couldn’t keep my eyes off Jade for long. “Have you talked to her?”


  I nodded. “Yes. She knows everything.”


  “Everything?” A few days ago I would have panicked, but it didn’t matter now.


  “Yes. She knows about us making the relationship up, but also how it all changed. How I fell hopelessly in love with you only to lose you as soon as I realized what was happening.” Tears streamed down her face and all I wanted to do was wipe them away, but I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to stop there. I was going to let her in, and I wasn’t sure I could. I didn’t want someone so full of life to see the darkness. “But that’s not why I’m here. That’s not what’s important.”


  “Of course it’s important.” Something snapped again, and this time I didn’t fight it. I pulled her into my arms and held her cold body against mine. “Everything about you is important.”


  “I wish I could make everything better for you, but I know I can’t. I just want to be here for you, to help you.”


  “I need you,” I admitted the very thing I’d fought against since hearing the news.


  “And I’m here.”


  “Why? Why are you here?”


  “I’ve already said it, but I’ll say it again. I love you, Kyle, and when you love someone you’ll do anything and everything to help them.”


  “I love you too.” Maybe it was a bad time to admit it. Dylan had only been dead a few days, but did that mean I couldn’t tell her how I really felt? That I couldn’t allow myself the one comfort I needed?


  She smiled through her tears. “You don’t have to say that.”


  “I mean it.” I looked deep into her brown eyes.


  “I know.” She took my hand. “That’s why you let me in.”


  I brushed my lips against hers gently. I couldn’t give her anymore, but somehow I knew that would be enough. “Will you stay with me tonight?”


  “You’re kind of stuck with me. My ride probably left.”


  “Your ride? Wait, how did you get here?” In all the craziness I’d forgotten she didn’t have a car at school.


  “Glen and Savy drove me up here.”


  “They’re good friends.” I owed Glen an apology, but first I needed to give another. I took Jade’s hands in mine. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t.” She brushed her lips against my stubble covered chin. “Don’t do that now. Let’s just be here. In this moment.”


  I said nothing, hoping she’d understand that my silence meant I was agreeing.


  She ran her hands down my chest. “Have you eaten anything? Is there anything here I can make you?”


  “You’re the guest.”


  “No, I’m not here as a guest.” She spoke so seriously. I wasn’t sure if it was out of hurt, worry, or fear, or maybe a combination of all three.


  “I’m not hungry.”


  “Me either, but have you eaten in the last day?” Her eyes were filled with unshed tears.


  “I have.” I’d forced myself to stop for lunch.


  “Good.” She tried to smile, but her lips didn’t quite make it fully into the position.


  “Want to go lie down?” I longed to hold her body against mine.


  “That sounds perfect.”


  I gripped her hand tightly in mine and led us to the bedroom. I wasn’t in the mood to do anything that night, and I knew she wasn’t either, but I needed to hold her. I needed to feel her body in my arms to know that everything would eventually be okay. I was going to make it someway, somehow.


  Chapter Thirty


  Jade


  I lay awake listening to his even breathing. Kyle was going to be okay. Whether he knew it or not, he’d come back from the loss and move on. I didn’t know if admitting my love for him during such a devastating time was a mistake, but taking Grace’s advice seemed like the only option. He needed to understand he wasn’t alone and he had so many people who loved him. If he couldn’t be strong for himself, he needed to be strong for everyone else.


  “Jade?” His soft voice broke me out of my thoughts.


  “Yeah?”


  “Are you awake?”


  I smiled to myself, remembering a similar conversation weeks earlier that had started the opposite way. “I’m awake.”


  “Want to go for a walk?”


  “Now?”


  “Yes. I need one.”


  “Absolutely.” I slipped out from under his arm. “Let me see if my clothes dried out yet.” I’d emptied out the entire contents of my bag in the hopes that something would be dry by morning.


  “What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?”


  I shrugged. The borrowed t-shirt and shorts were comfortable enough to sleep in, but I needed something else if we were going to walk any real distance. “I guess nothing, but I’d kind of like some underwear.”


  “All right, I get that.”


  Thankfully I found a dry pair of underwear, and I put them on under my borrowed clothes. Kyle watched me, not moving until I was fully dressed.


  “Stare much?” I teased. It felt good to tease him again.


  “I’ll never get tired of watching you.”


  “I never thought I’d hear you say that again.”


  “And I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry for making you feel unwanted.” His eyes said more than his words. The emotion inside them reminded me that I had to be careful. He was vulnerable.


  “Ready for that walk?”


  “Absolutely.” He took my hand and led me outside. The rain had stopped at some point, but the grass was wet. It was still dark out, but the chirping of birds suggested that morning was closer than it appeared.


  “Where are we going exactly?” I didn’t care where he was leading me, but I wanted to talk. Or really I wanted to hear him talk. I wanted to hear his voice somewhere other than his voicemail.


  “To my favorite spot.”


  “I’m excited to see it.” I squeezed his hand.


  We walked across the soggy ground, as I ignored how wet my feet were getting in my flip-flops, until we reached an old tree with a hunting stand perched in the high branches. The tree overlooked a large pond, and a ladder was attached to the side of the tree.


  He started up the ladder first. “We’re here just in time.”


  “In time for what?” I carefully climbed up the ladder rungs.


  “The sunrise. Dylan and I used to get up early and come out here to watch it when we were kids. There’s nothing like it.”


  He put an arm around me, and I leaned into his side. The sun started its breathtaking journey into the sky. The bright and vibrant colors were painted across the open sky, showing themselves little by little much in the same way my feelings for Kyle had grown.


  We sat there long after the sun had taken its place in the sky. We were both trying to hold onto the moment, a moment we knew couldn’t last.


  He kissed my forehead. “I guess we need to go.”


  “We do.” I didn’t want him to leave his happy place, but he needed to make the funeral. Not only would he regret it if he didn’t go, but it would hurt his family. Feeling guilty for something that wasn’t his fault was one thing, he didn’t need to give himself something real to feel bad about.


  He laced his fingers with mine. “Will you come with me?”


  I looked down at our entwined hands that fit together perfectly. “Of course.”


  “And after? You’re not going to leave?” There was a vulnerability in his eyes and voice that nearly broke me.


  “I’m here for as long as you need me.”


  “Even if that means forever?”


  “Even if it means forever.” I squeezed his hand.


  
    ***

  


  Funerals are always hard, no matter who they are for. Death may be a natural part of life, but there is nothing that comes natural about laying someone to rest—especially when the person is as young as Dylan.


  My heart broke as I watched Grace and Steve standing by as his casket was lowered into the ground, but I forced myself to stay composed and focused on holding Kyle’s hand. He held on with dear life, almost hurting me with the intensity of his grip. He hadn’t said a word since we’d pulled up to the small graveside service open only to family and friends. Kyle had declined the opportunity to speak, and Dana did it instead.


  My friend Juliet gave me a sympathetic look from where she stood tucked against her boyfriend’s side. Her relationship with Dylan was complicated and ugly, but I knew she hadn’t come for him. She’d come for Grace and maybe herself. Sometimes you need to physically see something before you can get the closure you need.


  Chapter Thirty-One


  Kyle


  
    Two Months Later

  


  



  I looked out over the rail at the water slopping against the side of the bridge. Jade had convinced me that I needed closure, and I knew she was right. I brought a box of memories with me. I’d planned to toss them over the edge, but at the last moment I couldn’t.


  Jade and I had grown closer in the months since Dylan’s death, but it was as friends. Jade had insisted on it. At first I’d argued, terrified that it was her way of politely leaving me, but eventually I understood. I needed to heal before I could begin to face the challenges of building a real relationship with her.


  Neither of us dated anyone else, and she let me take her to her sorority date party. I’d already promised myself she’d never go to one alone again, but our time together was platonic, and as much as I wanted her, I resisted. They were the longest two months of my life.


  “Here, toss this instead.” She put one of the flowers she’d brought into my hand. “It will feel good.” Like the return to friendship idea, the road trip had been her idea as well. I’d learned to stop questioning Jade. She was full of good ideas, especially when it came to me.


  I tossed the yellow orchid in and watched as it slowly drifted down. The water accepted the offering, and the orchid drifted out to sea. I took another flower. And another, until they were all gone.


  We stood there watching the yellow and purple flowers floating away. Despite the flowers, the waves hadn’t changed at all. Nothing had. It all looked exactly the same. Just like there was no evidence of the way Dylan’s car had careened into the water at the exact spot two months before.


  Jade squeezed my hand, and I squeezed back. Despite all the hell of the past months, she was still there with me. No matter how hard I’d pushed her away she came right back.


  
    ***

  


  “I’ve missed you so much.” She ran her hands down my chest in the same way she always had before. It felt good through my shirt, but I knew how good it felt when there was no cotton separating her soft fingers from my skin. We’d just arrived back on campus, and without either of us discussing it, I knew it was time.


  “I’ve missed you too.” I rubbed her back, marveling as always that she gave me the time of day. I knew I wasn’t the easiest guy to deal with, but it never seemed to deter her. I swore up and down that I’d make it all up to her. I’d be exactly the man she needed in her life. But for now all I could do was live in the moment, and enjoy the look of complete love on her face.


  “Don’t leave me again. I can’t lose you.” Her words were whispered as her lips brushed against my ear. She wasn’t talking about us breaking up, she was talking about the way I’d shut her out. I’d hurt her more than I’d realized at the time.


  “You never really lost me.” I took her hand in my own. “I only lost myself.”


  “I lost you.” Tears spilled down her unbelievably beautiful face.


  I wiped away a few tears. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for hurting you.”


  “You only did it because you were hurting.”


  “That doesn’t excuse it.”


  “No, but it changes things.” She blinked a few times, offsetting a few tears that had settled on her eyelashes.


  “Why did you wait for me? Why are you still here when I pushed you away?”


  “Because love does messed up things to you.”


  “It does…” I pulled her closer. I needed to feel her heartbeat.


  “I never wanted to love you.”


  “I did. That’s all I wanted from you. Your love, and your heart.”


  “And it’s yours.” Her tears continued to pour from her eyes, and I knew wiping them away wasn’t enough. I left gentle kisses across her cheeks, trying to replace each tear with my lips.


  “How in the world did I ever get so lucky?”


  “You can’t mean that. With everything you’ve been through, you can’t actually feel lucky just because I’m here.”


  “That’s exactly how I feel.” I brushed my lips against hers. They were as soft and sweet as always. “You’ve brought more happiness to my life than you’ll ever know.” I returned my lips to hers, and we moved them together gently. But that didn’t last. It couldn’t. We both sped up the pace, and she parted her lips to let me inside. I let my tongue enjoy coming home, as I slipped my hand under the bottom of her dress. I needed to feel her skin. I needed to feel her.


  She slipped her hand under my shirt, running her hand up and down my body in the teasing way she’d done the very first night at the lake.


  She broke the kiss. “I need you, Kyle.”


  “I need you too. I always need you.”


  “Show me.”


  I didn’t waste a moment. I slipped off her dress, taking in a breath as her bare breasts came into view. She pulled off my shirt slowly, before moving on to my pants and boxers. I gently laid her back down and pulled off her panties. I held back and just watched her. I watched the beautiful woman who I’d come so close to losing because I couldn’t stand the thought of loving anyone. “You are too beautiful for words.”


  “Thank you.” She locked eyes with me, and she didn’t cover up.


  I lowered my mouth to her breast while I cupped the other. I needed to explore every inch of her again as though it was the first time. In some ways it was. Neither of us were the same people we were that night at the lake, and neither of us were pretending that what we were about to share was anything short of everything.


  She moaned beneath me, gently stroking me with her hand. I released her breast with my mouth and left kisses all the way down her body while I slipped my hand between her legs.


  She opened up to me while locking her eyes with mine.


  “I need you, Jade.” I moved above her, watching for the signal that she was as ready as I was.


  “Show me you need me.”


  I nodded before thrusting into her. I didn’t take it slow or gentle. I moved in and out quickly, needing the full length of myself inside her, needing to feel complete.


  She wrapped her legs around me as she pulled my head down to meet hers. Her lips eagerly melded with mine. The combination of her lips on mine while I moved inside her was almost too much.


  She moaned, her body heaving underneath me. I broke the kiss long enough to say the words I needed to say. “I love you, Jade.”


  “I love you, Kyle.”


  I reached my release and stayed inside her.


  She looked up at me again with tears.


  “Did I hurt you?” I wiped away her tears.


  “These are happy tears. You have them too.”


  I ran my hand over my cheek, she was right. At one time in my life that might have embarrassed me, but not now. Not when it was because I was finally reconnected with the girl I loved. I kissed her lightly. “You’ll stay tonight, won’t you?”


  “I’ll stay any night you want me to.”


  “Then stay every night.” I rolled next to her.


  “I’d like that.” She rested her head on my chest. “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”


  “There’s no one else I’d want to be with.” I ran my fingers through her tangled hair.


  “It looks like we’ve moved passed friends again.”


  “That we did.” I laced my fingers with hers. “I guess sleeping with a friend isn’t so bad.”


  “I don’t want to go back to being just friends ever again.”


  “We’re never going back there. We’re staying right here forever.” I put our hands right over my heart.


  “I’d like that.”


  “I’d love it.” I kissed the spot right over her heart.
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  On The Rocks


  



  Love is best served on the rocks.


  



  My roommates look really good naked. At least one of them does. I’m sure the other one does too, but I haven’t seen him without his pants on. Living with two guys wasn’t something I’d ever considered, but the opportunity fell in my lap, and I’d have been crazy to turn it down.


  



  College went by in a great big blur leaving me with less of a direction than I had going in. Add in a family that wanted nothing to do with me, and my post-college plans were less than clear. What’s a girl to do when she has nowhere else to turn? She moves to the Outer Banks and learns to bartend. After all, it was my horrible bartending skills that led me to my roommate’s bed and into his heart.


  



  



  
    Chapter One

  


  



  
    Carly

  


  



  I’m all about ‘80s Flashback Fridays on radio stations as long as I don’t have to listen. I love music, but the ‘80s is one decade of tunes that needs to be buried—in a deep hole—and covered over. At least that’s how I felt as I sat in traffic while the sun beat down on me through the window.


  My Camry is a great car. I love every little thing about it, except for its malfunctioning radio, and said radio’s impeccable timing of getting stuck on a station at the worst moment. That’s how I came to be singing along to Madonna’s Like a Virgin at the top of my lungs with the windows down as I drove into Corolla, North Carolina. I need to amend my earlier statement; there are a few redeemable songs from that decade.


  I hadn’t actually told my brother that I was coming to stay with him. That kind of forewarning would have resulted in him trying to dissuade me from visiting. As cool as Colin was, he had a thing about privacy, especially now that he had a serious girlfriend. He’d been home from Paris less than a month, but I knew he was trying to convince Maddy, the girlfriend, to move in. From what I understood she was resisting. Maddy also happened to be one of my favorite people in the world, so I was trying to be Switzerland in the whole situation. Of course her moving in might make it more likely that they’d get married, which would mean I’d see her for the rest of my life. I guess in that way I was kind of biased.


  After getting a few stares from pedestrians, I lowered the volume of both my voice and the radio. There was no reason to annoy the neighbors—even if they were mostly tourists.


  I pulled into Colin’s driveway, taking in his gorgeous two story beach house. The place wasn’t actually his. His company owned it, but it was still pretty cool.


  Nine o’clock at night seemed like a safe time to show up unannounced. It was late enough that even my workaholic brother should have been home, but it was early enough that I wouldn’t interrupt any activities he was having with Maddy. I’d done that before, and Colin was less than thrilled.


  Maddy was there. I noticed her bicycle leaning against the garage. I was surprised Colin hadn’t brought it inside. He was very much into keeping the property visually appealing. I know I’m probably painting him in a negative light. I’m not trying to. He’s a great guy, a fantastic brother and all that, but he could be incredibly uptight about some things. Maddy seemed to chill him out and bring out all his good qualities. She needed to stick around. In my defense, I knew he was good for her too. I guess you could say they brought out the best in each other.


  I popped the trunk and pulled out a couple of bags. I’d probably over packed, but I didn’t plan to leave for a while. Going home to my parents’ house was out of the question, and now that I had a college diploma, my on-campus apartment was no longer an option. I brought everything I didn’t want to leave in storage. I walked up the steps dragging an oversized duffel and a large rolling suitcase. By the time I reached the top stair I regretted the decision to drag them up myself. Colin could have lifted them and saved me the effort.


  I took a deep breath and readied myself before knocking.


  The door opened, and Maddy pulled me into a huge hug. “Carly!”


  “Hey!” I shared her enthusiasm. I was probably even more excited to see her than I was to see my brother.


  Maddy opened the door wider and picked up the duffel. I’d taken two steps into the entryway when Colin walked down the hall.


  “Carly?” Wearing only jeans and with wet hair, Colin’s appearance made me doubt my timing analysis. But then again Maddy’s hair was completely dry. Maybe he’d just taken a post-work shower.


  “Hey, brother.” I dropped the handle to my suitcase and hugged him before he could respond.


  “Uh, why are you in my front hall with all of your belongings?” He looked around the entryway like the walls might provide him with an answer.


  “You think this is all my stuff? You did live with me for fourteen years of your life.”


  Maddy laughed. “Are you in town for awhile? When we saw you at graduation you said you were planning to stay around campus for the summer.”


  “Yeah. Change of plans.” The staying around idea had sounded good until my friend who was supposed to be splitting the rent in an apartment went and got engaged. The trials of being a single twenty-something.


  “So you’re here for a few days then?” Colin’s voice lilted a little. He was afraid of my answer.


  “Maybe a week—or a month or something.”


  “Carly!” Colin turned red. That’s what he always did when he got annoyed.


  “What?”


  “You know I love you, but you can’t move in here.”


  “Why not? You have tons of room.”


  “It’s my house.”


  “I’ll be good. I was helpful when I was here in December.” The jab probably got him where it hurt. I’d rescued Maddy when he’d stood her up on their three-month anniversary because of work. That should have entitled me to something.


  A smile crossed his lips, and I knew he was done fighting. “Fine. You can stay a few days.”


  “Awesome!” Maddy popped up on her toes. I’m pretty sure I brought out the giddy, girly side in her. I got the feeling she was usually more reserved. Her current position was as a bartender, but she definitely seemed very type-A personality. That side of her nature mirrored Colin’s.


  I edged my way further into the room. “I’m sure you guys already have plans, so I’ll go unpack.”


  “Plans? Not exactly.” Maddy reached for the duffel she’d dropped, but Colin went and picked it up along with my suitcase. He moved them easily down the hallway to the guestroom.


  He returned a moment later smiling. He could act tough, but he loved seeing me.


  “Then what should we do? Want to go out for a drink, or watch a movie or something?” I threw out suggestions, wanting to keep things fun.


  Maddy tried to stifle a yawn. “I was thinking about baking something.”


  “Baking?” Colin and I asked in unison.


  Maddy laughed. “Ok, you two sound related right now. Why are you surprised?”


  “You don’t bake,” Colin said matter of factly as he pulled his t-shirt on over his head.


  Maddy put a hand on her jean clad hip. “Brody’s teaching me. He’s given up on the cooking, but he thinks I have some ability when it comes to baking. I like it. It’s more of a science.”


  I made myself at home on one of Colin’s couches. “Oh yeah. Brody’s a chef, right?” Brody was one of Maddy’s two roommates. I’d only met him once but he’d seemed cool.


  Maddy sat down next to me. “Yeah. He’s amazing. He’s also a good baker, but it’s not his specialty.”


  I stretched, I’d spent entirely too long in my car. “Not only do you live with attractive guys, but one can cook. You’re a lucky girl.”


  Colin scowled. “And you wonder why I’m frustrated she hasn’t fully moved in yet?”


  Maddy gasped. “You told Carly that!”


  “Yes. She agreed with me that after months of living together in Paris, this shouldn’t be a big deal.”


  “I did not agree.” I turned to Maddy. “Ignore him. What are we baking?”


  “Oatmeal raisin cookies.”


  “Can’t you make them chocolate at least?” Colin whined but his grin made it clear he wouldn’t have cared if she’d suggested baking liver and onions. He loved having Maddy in his home. I wondered if she realized how much her moving in meant to him.


  “I found a great recipe, but I need to run to the store.”


  “Oh, can I come?” I might have just spent five hours in the car, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t tag along.


  Colin put a hand on her shoulder. “What do you need to get?”


  Maddy smiled. “Raisins, oatmeal.”


  Colin laughed. “All right, why don’t we all go? But we’ll have to take your car, Carly. Maddy’s is at her place, and mine only seats two.”


  “Or we could take your BMW. You can stay home.”


  Colin shook his head. “Nope. It’s a lease.”


  “Fine, but I’m not driving.” I tossed him my keys.


  He caught them. “All right, do you have enough of a list, babe?”


  Maddy stood up. “Yeah. I’m all set.”


  “I’m surrounded by crazy girls.” Colin put an arm around each of us, and we headed out the door.


  “Yes, but loveable crazy girls.” Maddy kissed him on the cheek.


  “Most of the time.” He moved away in time to avoid her hand making contact with his arm.


  Maddy refused to let me sit in the backseat, so I reluctantly took the front. There was no reason to argue over something like that. Colin drove down the one major road in town and pulled up in front of a small general store type place. There was a large grocery store in town, but apparently Maddy preferred this family owned market even though it took longer to get to.


  Colin met Maddy on her side of the car and took her hand. I probably had a goofy grin on my face. I loved seeing my brother so happy, and it was because of a great girl. At least I could have a normal relationship with one of my siblings.


  The surprisingly spacious store was nearly empty. Only an older couple perused the shelves. I didn’t even see anyone at the register. Hopefully they’d get back by the time we finished.


  I followed Maddy around as she filled a basket with ingredients.


  “Boo!”


  I jumped back, turning around and coming face to face with a set of drop-dead gorgeous blue eyes. The owner of the eyes ran a hand through his dark brown hair.


  I recovered from the surprise, but not from his closeness. “Umm, what the hell was that?”


  “Macon!” Maddy groaned. “You scared Carly half to death.”


  “Carly wasn’t scared, were you?” Macon, Maddy’s roommate, took a step back and grinned.


  Colin responded before I could. “Don’t mess with my sister.” He emphasized sister more than he probably needed to.


  “Funny. I almost forgot you two were related. You don’t look anything alike.” Macon let his eyes roam over me. “And that’s a very good thing.”


  I looked down at my violet sundress self-consciously. I could count the number of times a guy had undressed me in his head like that before. He hadn’t done that to me the last time we met. I wondered what had changed.


  “Macon, quit perving on Carly.” She shook her head before turning to me. “I guess meeting Macon for the second time means he’s going to show you his true colors. Also known as his annoying side.”


  Macon laughed. “Don’t listen to a word she says. She loves me.”


  “Not as much as you love yourself.”


  It was my turn to laugh. Macon was a riot—and sexier than sin. I completely understood why Colin didn’t want Maddy living with him.


  “Ok, this love fest is great and all, but if we want to make cookies we should go. Now.” Colin put a gentle hand on Maddy’s arm. He was always really careful with her, like if he wasn’t, she’d break. I didn’t see Maddy that way. She was one of the strongest girls I knew.


  “Cookies?” Macon looked in Maddy’s basket. “Wait. No. Oatmeal raisin? For real?”


  “That was my response.” Colin laughed. “Why not chocolate chip?”


  “Exactly.” Macon looped his thumb in the front pocket of his jeans. The action brought my eyes down in that direction. I quickly glanced back up, but not before he caught me looking.


  “Are there going to be enough cookies for four?” Macon asked Maddy.


  “I thought you didn’t like oatmeal raisin cookies?” She raised an eyebrow.


  “I do, just not as much as chocolate chip. Besides, I can give you a ride home.”


  “I’m staying at Colin’s tonight?” She turned to my brother.


  “Uh, why wouldn’t you stay over? It’s not because of me, is it?” That would be my one way boot from Colin’s house. I sure hoped she didn’t insist on staying at home.


  “I just didn’t know if you guys wanted brother—sister time or something.”


  I jumped in quickly. “Nope. I’d rather hang out with you too.”


  “Ok. Then I don’t need a ride, and if you really want cookies I can bring them by tomorrow.”


  Macon shrugged. “Suit yourself. I should probably head home anyway. I have a six a.m. dive tomorrow.” Then he turned his attention to me. “And nice seeing you again, Carly.”


  “You too.” I tried to keep the disappointment out of my voice. Colin would have jumped all over it.


  
    ***

  


  Waking up to waffles cooking always put me in a good mood. As much as Colin pretended he didn’t want me around, he sure had a funny way of showing it. Making me my favorite breakfast on my first morning wasn’t going to make me want to leave. I’d struggled to pull myself from the soft sheets. I’d upgraded to nicer sheets my senior year, but they weren’t like these. I stepped into the in-suite bathroom before heading to the kitchen. I was positive the shower in my room would have a whole lot more water pressure than the one at school.


  “What’s the occasion?” I took a seat at the large island and watched him cook. He seemed to be handling everything just fine on his own.


  “You know, just thought I’d make you guys something.” He played it off as no biggie.


  “Where’s Maddy?” I got up, deciding I couldn’t wait any longer for a cup of coffee. I needed caffeine in the morning.


  “Still sleeping. She’s usually up by now, but I thought I’d let her sleep in.”


  I smiled. “Good decision. Now you can bring her breakfast in bed.”


  He poured batter onto the waffle maker. “Good idea. Could you make her a cup of tea?”


  “Yeah. Definitely.” I rifled through the cabinets until I found the stash of teas Colin kept for her. He never drank them himself.


  After settling on green tea, I walked around Colin to the sink and filled up the kettle. “What time are you going into work?”


  “I’m not.” He finished the first waffle and went to work on another. “It’s Saturday, remember?”


  “Since when did the day of the week dictate whether you went to work or not?” I knew my brother was trying to make more time for Maddy, but taking all of Saturday off seemed like a stretch.


  “Since Paris. Maddy’s working tonight, so I’ll get work done when she’s at the Grille.”


  “Are you okay with her bartending again?” I figured this might be my one chance to ask. I certainly wouldn’t ask in front of Maddy.


  “Sure. It seems to make her happy enough. She’s still trying to figure out what she wants to do.”


  I drank my coffee and put two waffles on my plate before Colin made a tray to bring up to Maddy. I figured I didn’t need to be involved in the delivery.


  “What’s really going on, Carly?” Colin pulled the syrup out of the fridge. It was the real maple kind that cost a fortune.


  “What do you think is going on?” I let some annoyance slip into my voice. Colin new exactly why I’d shown up on his door step.


  “You’re going to have to face her sometime.” He gave me a knowing look.


  “Easy for you to say.” I crossed my arms.


  He leaned on his elbows. “She’s your sister too.”


  “Don’t remind me.” I walked back to my room in a huff. I couldn’t afford to fight with Colin. He was the only one in my family who didn’t hate me.


  



  
    On The Rocks is available now!
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