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Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The overwhelming smell of bacon and eggs wakes me from one of the best night’s sleep I’ve had in months. Giggling—female giggling at that—reaches my ears as I roll over in my bed to stretch out my stiff muscles. More giggling, and now maybe some squealing too. I roll my eyes as I sit up, grabbing my black sweatshirt off the back of my desk chair before throwing it over my head. 

	This is not the same girl as two nights ago. 

	I sigh audibly as I stand up, adjusting my plaid sleeping shorts that had twisted at some point during the night. Slipping my feet into my Luke and Leia slippers that Aubrey bought me for Christmas, I decide it’s time to go out there and get this over with, because, well, I’m hungry, and that smell is only making it worse. 

	I could wait until the giggling girl leaves, but I just don’t have that kind of time this morning. Shuffling my feet across the floor, I open the door to my bedroom and make my way down the long hallway towards the kitchen. 

	The giggling gets louder as does the smell of my breakfast cooking, making my excessively empty stomach growl. I really wish I had eaten dinner last night, but I didn’t so now I’m paying the price because I’m forced to encounter . . . that. 

	“Morning, Aubrey,” I say in my most annoying sing-song voice, sauntering into the kitchen and ignoring the glare I get from Malibu Barbie who is draped over Aubrey like a cheap suit. I make a beeline for the stove where the bacon and eggs are popping and sizzling away. 

	“Morning, Abby,” Aubrey says with an amused tone to his voice. He knows I hate it when his girls sleep over. Especially when they’re irritating and territorial, like this one seems to be. “Have you met Britney?” 

	Britney? He’s got to be kidding me. 

	“Nope. Don’t think I have,” I say with my back to them, as I pick up the tongs and release the locking mechanism, making the two grabbers spring apart. Reaching into the pan, I grab two slices of crispy bacon that are dripping with grease and place them onto the waiting paper towels next the pan. 

	“Um . . . Aubrey?” Britney starts with a thinly veiled possessive edge to her voice. Or maybe it’s more of a, why is there a girl in your kitchen wearing her pajamas, edge. I can’t be sure. 

	I pat the bacon with paper towels, removing the excess grease before turning off the pans with both the bacon and eggs that are becoming a little too well done, because apparently, Aubrey is too busy with Britney to properly tend to my breakfast. 

	“Brit,” Aubrey starts, as I pick up the serving spoon to dish myself out some eggs before grabbing my degreased bacon and adding it to my plate. Brit? We’re already onto nicknames? Ugh! 

	I spin around to face the full-on bitch eye she’s throwing me. Long, manicured fingers wrap around Aubrey’s neck from the side, which just looks awkward and uncomfortable since she has to stand on her tip toes to reach his six foot two height. 

	“This is my twin sister, Abby.”

	“Oh.” 

	She giggles again, looking far too relieved for a girl I know he just met last night and who will soon be sent away like the rest of them are. I have to refrain from rolling my eyes as she releases him, looking more confident in her prize. Her eyes do a full sweep of me, tilting her head and propping a hand on her hip as she studies me. 

	“Right. I can see the resemblance now.” She straightens and nods her head like it all makes sense. “It’s so great to meet you,” she coos excitedly. 

	“You too,” I say with a smile. “And Aubrey and I do look a little alike.” 

	Britney is pretty, I’ll give her that, but they always are, so that doesn’t necessarily make her special around here. She has long blonde hair that reaches the middle of her back. Light blue eyes, swollen pink lips, and a large—quite possibly fake—rack that’s desperately trying to break free from the confines of her too-tight pink sorority tank top. 

	Like I said, Malibu Barbie. A sweet one though.

	“Yup. It’s the hair,” Aubrey teases, wrapping his arm around her waist before leaning in to kiss the side of her head. 

	“No.” She shakes her head, completely serious. “It’s the eyes.” 

	I snort, because right now my naturally dark auburn hair—the same shade as Aubrey’s—has some bright red streaks in it. Clearly not anyone’s natural color. 

	“Yes. Aubrey and I do have the same eyes,” I agree, leaning back against the counter across from them and taking a bite of my eggs to hide my smile. 

	Aubrey’s amused too, which I take for a good sign that he won’t keep this one around much longer. Their new girl luster usually wears off after a day or two anyway. I take one more bite of the eggs, but just as quickly put my fork down on the plate I’m balancing in my hand because they’re too well done for me. 

	“Well, I like your red. It’s so . . .” She scrunches her nose like she’s trying really hard to think of the right word. “Bright. Really makes your eyes pop.” She looks up at Aubrey. “How come your red isn’t as bright as your sister’s if you’re twins?” 

	Aubrey just shrugs, but I can see the inner groan. 

	“Well, thanks.” I smile as politely as I can because that was actually a nice compliment. Scraping the leftover eggs into the trash with my fork, I toss my plate into the sink, taking the remaining piece of bacon with me toward my room. 

	“I need a shower before class. It was a pleasure to meet you, Britney,” I tell her, holding up the hand with the bacon in it as a wave.

	“Oh.” Another giggle. “You too,” she says, far bubblier than any human should be at eight in the morning. 

	“You coming home after class, Ab?” Aubrey calls out to me before I can even make it halfway down the hall.

	I spin around, catching only half his face, the other side obscured by the wall. “Nope. I have work to do at the library.”

	He gives me a smile I can only see half of because of the wall, but am familiar enough with to know it means he’s planning on spending the morning with Britney and is glad I won’t be back in an hour. 

	Gross. 

	I finish off the last of my bacon, wiping the excess grease on my boxers, before walking into my room, shutting the door and going straight into my en-suite bathroom. 

	Aubrey and I live in a three-bedroom apartment in one of the large complexes that are just on the outskirts of campus, but still very much walking distance. There are two ten-story buildings, and though they are not technically part of the university, they are entirely filled with its students. We had a roommate—my friend Tessa—but she had a bad bought with bulimia and ended up leaving before Thanksgiving break. Aubrey and I agreed not to add on anyone else, deciding that we like it better just the two of us. 

	I shower quickly, already cutting it close since my class is at nine and on the other side of campus. Throwing on a black sweater, my dark skinny jeans and black Chucks, I run a brush through my long hair and apply some mascara before saying, “Fuck it.”

	       I grab my books and laptop, shoving them into my bag before heading out the door. 

	“Later Aub,” I call out as I shut the door behind me, not waiting for him to say it back. He won’t. I’d already heard more of Britney’s intolerable giggles from behind Aubrey’s closed door. 

	The air is cool, but not nearly as cold as it was yesterday, though spring in the south is at least a month off. I forgot my jacket in my rush, so I cross my arms around my chest, squeezing a little to ward off the chill as I briskly walk across campus towards Riley Hall, where my British Literature class is held. I’m an English major, biology minor, and other than having a love affair with books and a weird obsession for dissecting things, I have no idea what I’m going to do with that. 

	I’m only a junior, so I have at least a year before I need that figured out. I reach the large stone steps that lead up to the glass doors of the building with ten minutes to spare. 

	“Hey loser.” 

	I turn my head to see Nina, my best friend, jogging over to meet me. 

	“Glad I’m not the only one running late today,” she says, her perfect white teeth surrounded by pink glossy lips shining in the early morning sun. 

	“We’re not late.” I hold up my wrist that does not have a watch on it, tapping on it with my finger. “Still have ten more minutes.” 

	“Yes,” she agrees, looping her arm through my elbow. “But for you that’s late.” Nina’s right. I do compulsively early. It’s like a tick or an OCD thing, it cannot be helped. 

	I shrug. “Aubrey’s latest toy sidetracked me.” 

	She chuckles lightly, though I know she probably hates hearing that but will never admit to it. The heavy glass doors open before we can reach them as two girls exit the building, holding it open for us in a kind gesture. We thank them before entering the dim hallway that smells exactly the same as it has the last three years, like bleach and dirty mop water. 

	“How’s your paper coming along?” Nina asks, changing the subject away from Aubrey and his women, as we climb the stairs up to the second floor. Nina sips on her large stainless steel to-go coffee mug. 

	“Ugh,” I groan, sagging my shoulders as we round the corner and head for our classroom. “It’s coming along like crap. I’m only fifteen pages into it, Nina.” My frustration bleeds into my tone as I look at her profile. Her head turns towards me, making her stick-straight, almost-platinum hair brush her shoulders as her warm, honey-brown eyes find mine. She purses her lips, crinkling her eyes in sympathy at my plight. 

	“That sucks.” She reaches out, rubbing my shoulder in reassurance. “Sorry babe.” 

	We finally reach our class, which is all the way at the end of the corridor, and enter the large lecture hall that is set up like an auditorium with stadium seating. Our regular seats are halfway up and on the end. I always like to be on the end of a row so I can make a quick getaway when needed. 

	And no, I haven’t had to utilize this method yet. I’m paranoid, what can I say?

	Nina and I were roommate’s freshman year and we hit it off instantly. She’s here on an academic scholarship. She was raised by a foster family after her parents were killed in a car crash when she was only ten. She was lucky, because the foster people who took her in were her neighbors and they’re good people. Wonderful people even, but were already spread thin with their three other kids when Nina came along. 

	Hence the scholarship. 

	“So,” Nina whispers to me, leaning in slightly so that Professor Hot-and-Sexy doesn’t overhear. “Spring break?” she asks, keeping her eyes trained on our ridiculously attractive professor. 

	I sigh. She knows she’s pushing it. 

	“I can’t. There is no way I’ll be anywhere near where I need to be with my manuscript, and it’s due the week after we get back from break.” 

	She doesn’t say anything to this right away, but I know it bothers her. Nina has been saving up all of her hard earned dollars from her gig as a waitress at Brew’s Pub for this. A bunch of people are going to Vegas for the week, which I’m dying to do, but can’t. I just can’t. This manuscript for my Advanced Fiction Writing course is eating me alive. Why I ever allowed myself to get talked into taking it, I’ll never know. 

	I’m not a writer. 

	But it’s too late now to do anything about it, so I’m stuck.

	Which means no Vegas. 

	“You suck. You know that?” she hisses.

	“It’s not like I’m not dying to go with you guys,” I hiss back. “Aubrey hasn’t shut up about it, trying to get me to go, but I just can’t, so both of you need to drop it.”

	“Fine,” she huffs, leaning back in her chair, she angles herself so that she’s completely facing forward. We’re silent now, listening to a stupid lecture comparing the writings of Austen and the Brontë sisters. I mean, come on. We’re freaking English majors. We’ve all already read this shit. 

	So I zone out, thinking about my manuscript and how I can make it brilliant. I need to make it brilliant and not just for me, but because Professor Halpern, who not only teaches the class, is also my mentor. She’s my champion and an all-around kickass chick, so the thought of disappointing her with substandard work eats at me.

	But I’ve never been a writer and I’m kidding myself for thinking anything else. It has to be a minimum of eighty pages and I’m only fifteen in. Oh, and it’s due in a little more than seven weeks. Fuck. Me. 

	And did I mention that those fifteen pages are dribble? Because they are. I have yet to come up with a real story and I think that’s what has me the most frustrated. I feel like once I’ve mastered that, I’ll be able to write the hell out of it. 

	Leaning back in the reclining black fabric chair, I rock gently as I think about authors like Jane Austen, or Charlotte Brontë. Those ladies knew how to write. They wrote from things in their world. Society and love and betrayal. 

	My world is just so boring in comparison. 

	I have no love interest at present. Lately, I seem to be sort of the love ‘em and leave ‘em type, never sticking around past the three-month mark. I had a serious boyfriend through most of high school, but we fizzled out before we hit college. 

	Society? Please. 

	I come from an affluent family of lawyers who look upon me like I’m something of a novelty because I have no interest in following in their large footsteps. Aubrey does though, and while my family is supportive of my choices, they do not understand them. 

	Probably because English and Biology are about as different as you can get. But I can’t decide if I want to go to medical school or do something in the publishing world. So maybe that’s why my family freely comments that I’m in the process of ‘finding myself’.

	That said, writing a story about a misunderstood girl from a wealthy family? 

	Exactly, who cares? 

	Plus, this story has to be fiction, and I am not blessed with a creative soul. So for now, I’m writing it about a dream I had once when I was twelve where I was a fairy who went around healing sick kids in their sleep. It was actually what gave me the idea to possibly, maybe, want to be a doctor. 

	I like the idea, I guess, but I don’t have much plot to it yet and that’s where I’m falling short. 

	Class ends and I pack up my stuff after not taking a single note about anything Mr. Hot-and-Sexy said. My plan is to go to the library in an attempt to capture divine inspiration from the surrounding great works of literature, hoping they’ll bleed themselves into my soul and help deem me a writer. That was sort of poetic, right? Yeah, not so much.

	“You ready?” Nina asks, standing next to me, adjusting the heavy strap of her bag on her shoulder. 

	“Yup, but I’m headed to the library.” I stand and we both walk down the wide steps that lead to the classroom door. 

	I can practically feel her eye roll. I’ve never been one to go to the library and that’s not because I don’t work my ass off, because I do. I’m a straight-A student, but I tend to do my work sitting on my bed, or at the breakfast bar on a stool in my kitchen. The library and I only meet when I have to find something that I cannot access online, which isn’t all that often. 

	Every book I need for my English classes I can usually access on my Kindle or I already own. 

	I read. A lot. 

	“Fine.” Nina looks over her shoulder at me with a smile as I reach her and we begin to walk side by side out of the building. “I’m headed to the gym anyway, and I know how you feel about that place.” 

	She’s picking on me. I do exercise, but I like to run outside, even if it’s cold. 

	“You mean the meat market?” 

	“Yes,” she winks. “I’ve gotten more dates from that place than the bars.” 

	I snicker as I open the heavy glass doors to the building so we can exit into the bright mid-January sun. “That’s because you’re practically naked when you run on the treadmill.” 

	She shrugs unapologetically. “Whatever works.” She throws me a mischievous look that makes me laugh. 

	“You’re shameless.” I shake my head as we stall, standing in front of the building before we part ways. 

	“That I am,” she says absentmindedly as her eyes scan the quad watching as people pass us. “You around later?” 

	“Should be. I’ll call you when I’m done.” I take a step and give her a hug, which she immediately returns. 

	“Sounds good,” she says as she pulls back, her hand going back to the strap on her shoulder. “Later.” With a small wave, she turns and starts to walk in the opposite direction from where I’m headed.

	“Bye,” I call after her before doing a 180 and heading towards the very old, very large brick building that is covered with ivy, exactly the way you’d picture it looking on a campus like this one . . . old. I wave hello and give a few nods to people I know as I pass before I climb more steps to reach the entrance. The door is solid oak and heavy as hell, so I have to use two hands to pry it open, trying to suppress a grunt as I do. 

	I flash my ID to the chick behind the counter who couldn’t give a shit, before walking through the spindles and heading straight for the stairs in the back that will lead me to the second floor. The first floor is the computer lab, coffee shop, and checkout. The second floor is home to the fiction books as well long tables where I can sit, set up my laptop and start writing. 

	There are five other floors, but I’ve never been to any of them even once.

	It’s quite up here, hardly anyone in this section since a lot of people tend to have classes around this time. Locating a table off to the corner, and away from the windows that will no doubt distract me, I toss my bag on the table with a dull thud. I pull out my laptop, before putting my bag down on the floor. Opening my laptop, I type in my password, pull up my manuscript document, and then sit back and stare at the words with no idea how to proceed. 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	I’ve been staring at my computer screen for so long, the black letters of the document no longer have meaning. They’re becoming pictures and images, and I even find myself trying to make patterns. It’s pathetic and it angers me like no other. 

	Sitting up straight, I roll my head, cracking my neck while reaching my fingers out in front of me and stretching my arms and back. 

	I’m ready, I tell myself.

	I can do this, I encourage. 

	I’m so fucked, I remind myself. 

	Scrolling down to the bottom of page fifteen where I left off, I read over the last few sentences and start writing without overthinking it.

	And after a sentence or two, I realize I’m doing it. 

	I’m writing what I believe are logical, coherent sentences. It will definitely require a lot of tweaking and editing later, but it’s words and sentences and they flow, which is all I can ask for right now. 

	I feel the long wooden table I’m seated at shift as someone sits down next to me, but for once, I’m too engrossed to notice who it is. 

	They don’t speak to me and for a fleeting second, I wonder why they didn’t pick one of the other dozens of open seats that are not next me, but the thought passes quickly as I try to stay focused on my task. I make it two more sentences before an indication that I have a new notification on my Snapchat page pops up on my screen, interrupting all my thoughts. 

	I really need to disable that feature, especially since I don’t go on Snapchat all that often. 

	Having lost my entire train of thought—which is just sad how easily it happened—I click on the notification so that I can make it go away and get back to work. But when I click on it, it redirects my screen to my damn Snapchat page and to the notification that I was hoping to ignore. It’s a friend request from Brandon Kessler, which makes me scrunch my eyebrows and narrow my eyes at the name on the screen, because that just can’t be right. 

	Brandon Kessler is the lacrosse god of our school, and definitely not someone whom I share a circle with. 

	I’m about to hit decline, because I’m a bitch like that, but then I feel a pang of guilt and hit accept. Before I can click out of the website and get back to my work, a message bubble pops up from none other than Brandon Kessler with the word Hi in it. 

	“Huh?” I say out loud before I can stop myself and then I hear a chuckle next to me from the person that I had completely forgotten was there. 

	My head snaps to the right and I’m instantly stunned to see Brandon’s light blue eyes, surrounded by thick dark lashes, peering back at me, from a much higher vantage point. I tilt my head, raising my eyebrows in question, because this has to be some kind of joke. 

	I don’t think I’ve ever said two words to the guy. 

	And I’m not saying this in a snobbish way either because, personally, I have nothing against him. I’ve heard he’s a nice guy. But his crew, the lacrosse jocks, don’t usually spend time with girls who listen to the music that I listen to and dress the way I dress. 

	I look surreptitiously around the room and notice that there are only three other people in this area, none at our table. Plus, there are four other empty tables, and yet he’s sitting right next to me. 

	Looking at me. 

	I’m confused. 

	“Hi,” I say back to him since that’s what he messaged me, though that has me feeling foolish for some reason. 

	He chuckles again, and a dimple appears in his left cheek. His dark blond hair is perfectly styled, despite the lacking evidence of product—short on the sides and a little longer on top with a small flip up in the front. He has high cheek bones and a chiseled chin that Greek gods would be openly jealous of. He’s wearing a blue shirt to match his eyes and jeans. 

	Brandon Kessler just screams all-American good looks and genetics. 

	He’s very pleasing to the eyes, no doubt about that, even for the wholesome boy next door type. 

	He leans toward me, which I instinctively want to pull back from, but I don’t because I refuse to come off as intimidated or uncomfortable. Admittedly, I’m a little of both.

	“I was wondering when you were going to notice I was sitting next to you,” he whispers with a crooked smile that I may or may not feel in my stomach. He’s close enough to me that I can smell his cheap male body wash and woodsy cologne, both of which are a rather pleasant combination.

	I shrug, not feeling the need to lean into him when I speak because he’s too close as it is. “I was doing work, which is what one does in the library.” 

	I’m trying to hold all of the sarcasm out of my voice, but something tells me that I don’t quite achieve it since his smile grows, showcasing perfect straight white teeth. Usually my sarcasm does not rear these results, but it’s a nice smile, so I’ll take it. 

	He opens his mouth to respond when we get treated to a, “Shhhhh,” by some other kid I hadn’t noticed who is apparently within ear shot of us. We are in the quiet section of the library, after all. Brandon inches in a little closer to me and I can feel my eyes widen, unsure of what he’s doing, but then he pulls back and nods towards his laptop. 

	His fingers fly across the keys, but I can’t decipher what he’s up to since it’s angled away from me. A message bubble pops up, telling me that he’s messaging me again. Why? I pull my eyes away from the side of his face to read what he wrote me. 

	Brandon: I came to do work and then I saw you sitting here and I couldn’t resist.

	Me: Couldn’t resist what? Bothering me?

	 He turns, looking at me with a smile and a shake of his head like he finds me amusing. I cock a brow at him, which he ignores and goes back to his computer, typing away.

	Brandon: I have to admit that this is sort of weird to be writing to you when you’re sitting next to me, but apparently it’s the only way I can bother you in the library. 

	Me: Yes, this is weird, especially considering I don’t exactly know you and this is the first conversation we’ve ever had. 

	I’m hoping that this is enough of a hint for him get to the point, without me being rude. And I’m praying that he’s not going to hit me up to tutor him like the football player in my microbiology class did. 

	Brandon: I will concede that we don’t know each other well, but this is definitely not our first conversation and I feel like I should be hurt that you don’t remember it. But I’m not, so you don’t have to worry about it. I know that you were. 

	Huh? My head turns back to him, this time, I’m inspecting him closer, trying to jog my memory as to the conversation he mentioned. I’m coming up completely empty. He’s giving me a look that I don’t quite understand so instead, I turn back to my computer to type my response.

	Me: When was this conversation? Maybe that will help spring my memory into action? 

	I really should be working on my paper right now, but this stupid conversation has me curious and far too enthralled, if I’m being honest. Mostly because it’s ridiculous. I mean, I’m sitting next to a guy I do not know, despite what he says, and we’re talking over a computer. 

	Brandon: Freshman year at a party at the Sigma Phi house. We talked for about a half an hour before you left me all alone :(

	Is this a joke? I’ve never been to a frat party in my life. 

	Me: I don’t recall ever attending said party, you must have me confused with another girl. 

	Brandon: I could never confuse you with another girl, Abby. I’ve been working up the nerve to talk to you since that night and it’s going on 2 years. It breaks my heart you don’t remember me.

	This makes my mouth pop open for many reasons, but most prominent in my brain right now is wondering if he’s telling the truth. Could that have been a frat house? I guess it’s possible, right? 

	My head whips around to face him and his eyes are peering into mine with nothing but sincerity, and amusement. No hint of embarrassment or teasing. But then he laughs at my expression and I feel a blush creep up on me. I don’t remember that night, if that is even the night he’s talking about, and I’m pretty sure I know why. Doesn’t make me feel that much better, but nothing I can do about that now. He says I left him alone, so I guess that’s a good sign.

	He leans towards me again, that smile still intact. “Do you want to go get some coffee with me, Abby?” His breath fans across my face and when he says my name, it sounds . . . sensual. 

	Do I? I have no idea what day it is right now, that’s how taken aback I am by all of this. Yet I’m so oddly intrigued by this guy and this conversation because it’s so far from anything I would have ever expected that I find myself asking, “Now?” 

	Brandon Kessler nods his head up and down, far too close to my face for a guy that I have no recollection of meeting. I shift in my chair, angling myself back so that I can have some much needed distance between us. I really should stay and work on my paper some more, but I’m oddly liking the idea of getting coffee with this guy who says we had a conversation one night two years ago. 

	So, instead of doing the smart thing, I say, “Sure.” 

	He smiles big, showcasing those perfect white teeth and that damn dimple that I’m strangely fascinated by. Who’s fascinated by a dimple? Me apparently, because I keep staring at it. Brandon leans back in his chair, closing his own laptop without another word to me and tucks it in his bag which is next to it on top of the table. 

	I suppose that’s my cue to do the same since I agreed to this, so I quickly save my document, even though I only wrote maybe a paragraph or two, shut it down and put it into my own bag. He stands, waiting for me, and damn is he tall. He has to be close to six-five. I’m going to look like a hobbit or an ewok next to him. 

	But I stand anyway, despite my sudden reluctance and he does in fact tower over me by more than a foot. Awesome.

	Brandon steps back after I push in my chair and waves his hand in front of his massively muscular frame, indicating I should walk ahead of him. And as I start to step past him, he joins me, staying absurdly close beside me. 

	I’m not really sure what’s happening, but if anyone had told me that a girl who wears combat boots, has a nose ring, a tattoo or two and bright red streaks in her hair would be going on a coffee date with the clean cut, all-American lacrosse star, I’d laugh. Hard.

	But I’m not laughing, instead I’m apprehensive, and as we make our way silently through the library—though we don’t actually have to be quiet anymore in this section—I’m starting to second guess this choice. I’m starting to second guess him. Because what if this is the guy and I’m blindly following him? 

	We wordlessly walk into the bright sunshine and I stop halfway down the steps, my need for answers coupled with my growing anxiety, giving me pause. He stops, noticing that I’m no longer accompanying him and twists his head back over his shoulder with an expectant look. Brandon is a step below me, which helps a little with the height factor. 

	       “Did we really have a conversation at a party freshman year?” 

	He nods, laughing a little as he turns to face me. The sun makes his dark blonde hair appear lighter. 

	“We did.” He smiles brightly, evidently still amused by my amnesia. “We talked about what we were going to major in and music and movies. Typical college freshman stuff and all very PG.” He smirks, but I look down, shifting my feet, because I don’t even have a flash of this. 

	Not even a spark of a memory. 

	And that has my gut twisting on an entirely different level.

	“Hey.” His voice finds me and I raise my head to look up at him. “I didn’t mean to freak you out or anything. I just . . .” It’s his turn to shift, but he still looks way more confident than I’m sure I do right now. “I just liked talking to you that night, but you left the party and I never got your number, and we don’t have classes together.” 

	I shake my head. “No, it’s fine.” It’s really not fine. “I just don’t remember it, is all.” 

	He nods, with a strange expression that I can’t read . . . regret, maybe? 

	“I’m sorry you don’t remember.” 

	Why doesn’t he think that’s as bizarre as I do? Unless . . . no. No way. He doesn’t come off as anything but nice and he said our conversation was innocent. So it may have been that night, but I doubt he’s the guy. I’ve never heard anything off-putting about superstar jock, Brandon Kessler, other than he sleeps around. But what college boy doesn’t? 

	“Do you still want to go get coffee with me?” he asks, interrupting my thoughts. 

	I shrug a shoulder, surprised that he’d even want to get coffee with me. But I’m already out here, aren’t I? I’ve come this far and maybe if I talk to him some more, I might be able to recall something.

	“Yeah, let’s go.” 

	He smiles, looking at my hand that I’ve been twisting around a loose string on my bag strap like he wants to take it. He doesn’t, and I’m grateful for that. We walk down the rest of the steps together, naturally heading toward the outer rim of campus. 

	“Are you hungry? We could go to Jive. They have sandwiches and stuff.”

	I angle my head to glance up at him, unable to do it for long since the sun is positioned over his head and blinds me. “I like Jive’s coffee.” 

	“Perfect. Hey man,” Brandon says, and for a second I think he’s talking to me until I see Xander rounding on us. 

	I groan inwardly. 

	“Abby, I was looking for you,” Xander starts, stopping in front of both of us. His dark blue eyes bounce back and forth between Brandon and me for a beat, before focusing entirely on me. “Aubrey said I’d find you in the library.” 

	Why does it sound like he’s accusing me? 

	I’m surprised that he’s looking for me since my brother’s best friend hates me with a passion usually reserved for Hitler or politicians. He rarely looks at me unless forced, and even then, he hardly ever meets my eyes. It wasn’t always this way, but it’s been the policy long enough that I’ve come to expect his blatant I-hate-you attitude. 

	“I just left.” I smile sweetly. “What did you need?” I ask as politely as always. I’m never mean back to him, even if he’s always full of sarcastic and biting comments where I’m concerned. 

	“Do you have your laptop with you?” he asks curtly, as if being forced to converse with me is ruining his day. “Aubrey said he used it for a project that we’re working on together for our international business class, and I need his work.” 

	“Oh?” I glower, annoyed, propping a hand on my hip, because why Aubrey felt the need to use my computer, again, when he has his own is beyond me. Xander is glaring at me like this is my fault. Of course he is. “What’s the file? I’ll email it to you.” 

	“I don’t know. All Aubrey said in his text was that it’s on your computer. When I texted him back about it, he never responded.”

	Of course he didn’t. He’s with Britney. 

	“Hey Xander,”
 Brandon cuts in, which surprises me since I didn’t know that they knew each other. “Abby and I were just about to go and get some coffee together.” He gives me a big smile that I get the impression he uses to try and charm people. I bet it works for him every time. “Can it wait or do you need it now?” 

	“Uh.” Xander takes a step back like he forgot Brandon was standing there, probably because he’d never expect to see the two of us together. Xander is tall as well. Not as tall as Brandon, about six foot, but still tall. 

	“Really?” Xander raises his eyebrows, widening his eyes in complete shock. Does he have to sound so incredulous? 

	Okay, maybe his reaction is not that far-fetched. 

	I’m sort of there myself. 

	Brandon laughs at his reaction, moving into me in an almost possessive way. His hand comes up to run through his short hair. 

	“Yes, really,” he says firmly looking him in the eye. “I’d invite you along, but I was hoping for some alone time with Abby.” 

	Now it’s my turn to look surprised at just how brazen he’s being. I intertwine my fingers around the loose string on my bag. It’s a nervous habit. 

	“So,” he continues as if what he just said was the most natural thing in the world, “do you need it now or can she get it to you when we get back?” 

	“I need it before three.” Xander’s response is clipped, directed at me with something close to anger and betrayal in his eyes. It’s not my fault Aubrey used my computer. Sheesh. 

	“I can meet you at twelve-thirty, I have a class at one-fifteen,” I offer.

	“Fine.” He nods, looking to Brandon again. “See you around.” His tone is still hard, but softens a little as he addresses Brandon. Clearly I’m the only one he dislikes in this group. 

	“Yeah, later,” Brandon says trying to hide his amusement. We make it three steps before Brandon asks, “He’s really into you, huh?” 

	I laugh, shaking my head. “Yeah, loves me,” I say dryly, rolling my eyes. “But he’s my brother’s best friend, so . . .” I trail off with a shrug like this explains everything. “How do you know him?” 

	We walk around the tall, modern, mostly glass, science building–my second home–and about twenty feet ahead, across the street is Jive. 

	“He’s in a lot of my classes.” I look up at him just as he looks down on me, our eyes locking for a second. “I’m doubling in business and finance. Xander is too.” 

	“Right.” 

	We leave it at that as we look both ways, crossing the relatively busy street. Jive sits directly in the center of a strip, with multiple shops flanking it. There’s a 24/7 convenient store and Dough—the local pizza place—on one side of it, and on the other is a UPS store and a Chinese takeout place that never fails to give me a headache with the copious amount of MSG they use in their food. 

	Jive’s opaque, fogged over glass never bothered me until this very moment. 

	I can’t see inside and find myself wishing that I could. A lot of my friends frequent this place and I’m not exactly sure what I’d tell them about Brandon if I ran into them. 

	Probably because I don’t know what I’m doing with him myself. 

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	

	 

	 

	Brandon opens the door for me and as I enter, I’m instantly assaulted with the familiar scent of ground coffee and freshly baked pastry. The hissing sound of machines steaming milk and the low hum of people talking fills the space. But as I scan the small, brightly colored room, I don’t see anyone that I really know. Maybe one girl who’s in my French class, but I could care less about her being here or what she might have to say. 

	Since when you do you care what people think about you? Today, evidently. 

	“Why don’t you find us a seat and I’ll grab our drinks?” Brandon says from behind me. I spin around to face him as he gestures with his hand towards the fairly crowded seating area. “What would you like?” 

	“Café Americano with skim and sugar, please.” 

	“Café Americano with skim and sugar,” he repeats my order, trying to memorize it. “Got it.” He nods, stepping into line behind a few people. “Anything to eat?” 

	I shake my head and he smiles. 

	“Okay, I’ll be there in a sec.” 

	“K.” I spin back around, scanning the various tables, clustered cushy leather chairs and a few booths. Spotting a couple getting up from two of the tall black leather chairs in the corner, I make a beeline for them so that no one else decides to snag those coveted seats. 

	“Are you guys done?” I ask the two younger-looking girls. 

	“We are,” the one with dark brown hair and equally dark eyes says with a grin, as she picks up her empty coffee mug and walks away. Her friend follows with her own empty cup. I sit down quickly, slipping my bag from my shoulder and placing it on the floor, leaning it against the leg of the chair. 

	I hear my phone make a pinging noise, indicating a text message, so I reach down, unzip the outer pocket and pull it out. Sure enough, a text from Aubrey. Xander must have notified him about Brandon. 

	Fabulous. 

	Aubrey: Heard you’re having coffee with Brandon Kessler. I have way too many jokes to make at your expense over this than I’m in the mood to type. Can’t wait to see you later, sis. 

	I roll my eyes. Those two gossip worse than old women at Bingo night. 

	Me: What’s the file for your business class? I can email it Xander and avoid going there.

	Aubrey: Don’t remember. Anyway, it will be good for you to play nice with Xander. 

	I groan, because I know Aubrey won’t tell me and allow me to avoid seeing Xander. Aubrey is all about trying to get us to declare a cease fire. He wants us to be friends. Just not too friendly. 

	So I slide my phone back into my bag, zipping it up just as Brandon arrives, carrying our drinks. 

	“Here.” He hands me mine, before setting his down on the small, dark blue circular table that is heavily stained with coffee rings. 

	“Thanks.” I nod my appreciation as I bring the red porcelain cup to my lips, blowing off some of the steam before taking a sip. It’s perfect. 

	Brandon sits in his oversized chair that he still somehow manages to look too big for. I’m glad I didn’t pick one of the smaller tables. He adjusts his chair so that he’s closer to mine before stretching his long legs out in front of him. 

	“Did I get it right?” 

	“You did.” I grin, taking another sip before placing my coffee down on the table. Bringing one of my feet up and tucking it under my other leg, I angle my body towards him. 

	“So, you’re an English major, huh? How’s that working out for you?” 

	I laugh a little, raising an eyebrow at him. “How did you know I was an English major?” I challenge. “I was undecided for the majority of my freshman year.” 

	“I’ve been keeping tabs on you,” he says matter-of-fact, without any artifice or embarrassment. He’s actually the epitome of cool, casual confidence. 

	“Are you serious?” I squeak. 

	He shrugs, taking a sip of what looks like regular coffee, lightened with cream. 

	“You don’t strike me as the type of guy who waits two years to talk to a girl, while keeping tabs on them,” I tell him honestly. He’s gotta be full of shit, right? “And your spying missed that I’m a bio minor as well.” 

	Brandon shrugs one very large shoulder. “I’m not usually,” he admits, crossing his feet at the ankles. “But I don’t have classes with you and I’ve never seen you at any of the parties I go to, so I haven’t exactly had that many opportunities to talk to you again.” 

	“Okay,” I draw out the word. “We’ll go with that for now.” There really is no point in arguing with him on this, especially when I have more important questions. “So that night that we did talk at the party,” I pause, deciding how I want to phrase this. “We talked about movies and music and school?” 

	He chuckles lightly at my skeptical tone. “We did.” 

	He could still be making this up, because I’m not known for forgetting or blacking out, or whatever you’d call this. I just can’t believe that I had a conversation with a guy and not remember anything. And I don’t go to frat parties. Unless it was that night.

	“And did we have anything in common?” 

	“We did, actually.” His light blue eyes sparkle. “Not really in the music or movie department, you’re more of an indie rock girl and I’m . . . not.” He chuckles. “I’m also not so into old or cult classic movies all that much.” 

	I nod, trying to maintain my impassive expression, but in reality, I’m reeling here. The fact that he knows I like classic movies tells me that we did in fact talk. My music preference is not hard to discover. I go to shows frequently, wear band tees and listen to music on my phone in the quad regularly. But my movie preference is, because only people who know me know that I’m not all that into modern films. 

	“But we both have brothers,” he continues, not noticing my inner struggle. “Even if mine is not a twin. Our fathers are both lawyers, and we like to read a lot.” 

	“Okay,” I laugh, picking up my coffee again, because I suddenly need the distraction. 

	I can’t believe this guy remembers all of this about me from one thirty-minute conversation two years ago. I’m flattered, if I’m being honest. A little freaked out, but flattered all the same. I can’t remember the last time a boy showed that much interest in me. Probably not since Kyle in high school. That’s sort of sad in a way, but that’s a conversation for another day. Right now, Brandon is watching me closely, monitoring my reaction to everything he just said and I find my cheeks starting to heat. 

	“You have a good memory, Brandon.”

	He nods, leaning onto the arm of his chair in my direction. “I do,” he agrees. “But that’s not why I remember all that stuff.” 

	“Oh?” 

	“I liked you that night, Abby, and was pretty bummed when you bailed on me without a word.”

	“Jesus, you don’t beat around the bush, do you?” 

	He shakes his head. “Nope. Not really my style.” He bends into me a little more with that crooked smile again. His forearm resting along the soft leather of the chair. “So, English? Do you like it?” 

	I smile, looking down and biting my lip like an insecure girl would, before I raise my eyes back up to his. I like the way he looks at me. He makes me feel pretty and special with just his eyes. Like he’s able to look past the other things that most people see. 

	“I do, but I’m having a bitch of a time in my fiction writing class. That’s actually what I was working on when you started bothering me.” I smile so he knows I’m kidding. Well, sort of kidding.  

	“I didn’t have much of a choice.” He shrugs. “What’s the problem with your class?”

	“I’m not really a writer.” I laugh, bringing both of my knees up to the chair, resting them on the leather seat against the arm. “I mean, obviously I can write, but it’s not what I’m good at and this is an advanced writing class. We have to have at least an eighty-page manuscript done in a little under two months and I’m only fifteen pages in.”

	“Is two months not a long time for that?” His eyebrows scrunch with confusion, not understanding the problem.

	“Yes, at least for me. For everyone else, it’s fine. But as I said, I’m not much of a writer, so coming up with something I wanted to write about is tough, and forming the story the way I’d like it to come out is proving harder than I anticipated.” 

	He nods like this makes sense to him. “I wish I could help, but I’m not much of a writer either. At least not the creative type. That’s why I’m a business and finance person.” 

	“Yeah, I’m a bio minor so that science part of my brain seems to overshadow the creative side. You like business and finance?” I surmise. 

	He smiles, taking a sip of his drink before resting the mug on his thigh, his large hand wrapping around the porcelain. “I do. I’ve done a few internships over the summer at a couple of different financial companies, and I really enjoyed them.” He shifts a little, moving his mug back to the table between us. “I’m not exactly sure what I want to do after I graduate, but I’m hoping to narrow that down a bit after the summer.”

	“Wow.” I shake my head, looking at my hands that are folded on my knees. “I’m so not there yet,” I admit. “I have no idea what I’m going to do with my English degree, or my bio minor for that matter. They’re just so vague, ya know?” I chuckle to myself a little before looking up. “I’ve thought about being an editor or a literary agent or even a doctor.”

	Brandon’s head is tilted up towards the ceiling, tapping his lip like he’s thinking seriously about this, before turning his eyes back to me. “I could see that. All of it actually. If you’re ever interested, my uncle works for Penguin in New York. I’d be happy to talk to him about you.”

	“I may take you up on that.” I smile, lowering my legs back to the ground and crossing them at the knee. “I already have an internship set up in New York for the summer, with a small independent publisher.” I shrug. “I’m hoping this helps me decide on something. Last summer I worked for a company that edits and publishes science text books. Jesus, that was beyond boring.” I scrunch my nose. 

	He laughs, reaching over and touching my arm, running his hand up and down my bicep over my shirt. “So we could both be in New York this summer?” 

	I smile, trying not to think too much about his hand on my body. 

	“I guess we could.” 

	He grins, sliding his hand down until his fingers brush against the exposed tattoo on the inner side of my wrist. 

	“On ne voit bein qu’avec le coeur, l’essentiel c’est invisible pour les yeux,” he reads aloud in broken French, before his questioning gaze finds me. 

	“One sees clearly only with the heart, the essential is invisible to the eye,” I translate. 

	“What’s that from?”

	“The Little Prince.” His fingers continue to trace over the black ink. “It’s my favorite book, but I only read it in French.”

	He laughs. “Of course you do.” His fingers play with the edge of my shirt sleeve. “Why is that?”

	God, I’m all butterflies and he’s only touching my wrist. 

	No lightning bolts shooting out of my ass or anything, but legit butterflies are always a good sign. 

	“Because it sounds much better in French. That’s how it was originally written and that’s how it is meant to be read.” 

	“I guess I can’t argue with that then.” His hand pulls away from mine as he sits back in his chair, adjusting his position until he’s comfortable. “We should get going. I have a class in a little bit and you have a project to deliver to Xander.” 

	“Oh, Right.” I had been so involved in our conversation that I completely lost track of time. I reach down for my bag, unzipping the pocket that houses my phone and pulling it back out to check the time. I press the home button and the screen illuminates, showing a picture of Aubrey, Nina and I last fall. 

	“It’s noon already.” I shake my head not understanding where the time went.

	“It is. I have class in a half an hour.” 

	We both stand and I slide my phone into the back pocket of my jeans instead of my bag, because I’m just going to have to take it back out in a second to call Xander to meet up. Bending down, I pick up my bag, tossing it onto my shoulder before I reach for my coffee cup to carry it up to the counter, but Brandon beats me to it. 

	“I got this.” He smiles, holding a cup in each hand. 

	Brandon walks his massive body up to the counter where I notice the barista smiling and batting her eyes at him. I wonder if he gets that sort of attention and reaction from girls everywhere he goes? Probably. 

	Tall beautiful man plus lacrosse star equals chick magnet. 

	He’s back in a flash, grabbing his own bag, before reaching out and taking my hand like it’s the most natural thing in the world. We don’t walk though, instead he just stands there, staring at me. 

	“Can I see you again? I’d like to take you to dinner sometime this week.” 

	I’m surprised and instantly taken aback. I figured he’d be done with me now that he got his long suffering curiosity over with. 

	“Sure. I’d like that,” I tell him, finding that I really do mean it. I think I could like him. He’s nice and attentive. The fact that he’s hot is an excellent bonus too. 

	“Great.” He smiles big, releasing my hand and reaching into the front pocket of his jeans to retrieve his phone. “What’s your number?” he asks, eyes on his screen. I tell him and he types it in his phone before sliding it back into his pocket and meeting my eyes again. “You coming with me back to campus?” 

	“Probably not.” I shake my head. “I’m sure I’ll have to meet Xander at his place,” I tell him, looking over my shoulder as he holds the door open for me and we exit Jive. 

	“Okay. I’ll give you a call. I have practice most days, but I’d like to do dinner this week, so . . .” he trails off, standing on the sidewalk in front of me. Looming over me to the point where he blocks the sun from my face. 

	“Sounds good.” I smile up at him. 

	He reaches out, brushing his fingers across my cheek, making small butterflies erupt in my stomach. “And don’t worry about your paper. Sometimes there’s no harm in putting off a piece of work until another day.” He smirks, making me laugh. 

	“I see you are as familiar with my favorite book as I am.” 

	He shakes his head, surprising me as his hand drifts from my face. He scans the street around us, his attention focused on nothing in particular. “Not really, actually. My mother always said that when I was younger and I felt overwhelmed by homework.” 

	“Ah. Makes sense.” 

	“I gotta run or I’m going to be late. I’ll call you, Abby.” He leans down and glides his lips softly against my cheek before pulling back just as quickly. 

	“Thanks for the coffee.” 

	He winks before walking off, leaving me standing there on the sidewalk. My eyes follow him for a moment as he crosses the street. He’s confident in his own skin and it’s obvious in the way he walks. Like nothing can touch him and everyone is beneath him. 

	Which maybe they are, since he’s so freaking tall. 

	I reach into my back pocket to retrieve my phone, but just before I hit send on Xander’s name, Brandon’s voice calls my attention back to him as he stands across the street. “Oh, and Abby?” 

	“Yeah?” I call back, a little amused. 

	“Don’t let Xander be a dick to you.” 

	“Thanks,” I yell back, but don’t offer anything more since Brandon doesn’t know my history with Xander or anything else about me. He throws me a wave before turning back around and finally walking off towards campus.

	I hit send on my phone, which rings a total of three times before Xander’s voice fills my ear. 

	“About freaking time, Abby,” he snaps and I sigh. Maybe Brandon is right and I shouldn’t continue to let Xander get away with it. 

	“Jesus, Xander, I just finished up coffee. Give me a break. You said before three and it’s not even twelve-thirty yet. Did you get Aubrey to tell you the file name so I can just email it?” The last time Aubrey did this to us, he hid the file in some obscure place on my computer thinking it was funny. He’s really freaking lame like that. 

	He sighs heavily into the phone. “No, he refused as always. I’m at my place. Can you come by?” He’s trying for civil, I’ll give him that. 

	“I’m on       my way.” I hang up the phone before he can make a further comment at my expense. The phone rings in my hand instantly, but to my surprise it’s not Xander calling back, it’s Aubrey. I slide the screen to answer. 

	“You done with Britney?” I tease, saying her name like I’m a valley girl. 

	“I was done with that girl this morning. She was getting clingy like a deflowered virgin after prom night.” 

	“Oh yeah?” I smile at just what an asshole my brother can be. “And was she a virgin?” I start to walk down the street, back towards my apartment since Xander lives in the building next to ours. This whole area is a big loop, so if I stay on the street, it will eventually wind its way around back to our buildings. 

	He snorts. “Definitely not. That girl is a freak. She wanted me to—”

	“Enough,” I cut him off quickly, not wanting to hear anything about my brother having sex. He knows this, which is exactly why he likes to bait me. 

	“So,” Aubrey says in a way that is anything but casual, and I know what’s coming next. My eyes scan the store fronts as I pass them, glancing at the people walking by. The soles of my sneakers slap against the hard concrete of the sidewalk. “Brandon Kessler, eh?”

	I sigh, because I know I have to tell him something otherwise he’ll be relentless. “He asked me out for coffee, so I went.” 

	“I know that already, Abby. Xander told me that much.” 

	I laugh. “Then why the hell are you asking me about it?”

	“Because I want to know why Mr. Superstar Jock asked you out and even more so, I want to know why you said yes? He’s hardly your type.” 

	 I walk around an elderly couple who are walking slower than dirt in front of me, stalling for an answer, because if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t really know why I said yes to him. 

	“We talked once at a party a few years back,” though I don’t remember it, I don’t add, “and he said he was bummed that we never got to again.” I smile thinking about that. “He’s cute, so I said yes. It doesn’t have to be everything you’re making it to be, Aub.” 

	“No, it doesn’t. But somehow, I think it is. Xander made it sound like he was all over you.” I groan inwardly, but chose not to say anything to that. “Are you going out with him again?” His voice suddenly sounds cautious and I know this is where his brotherly protective thing comes in to play. 

	No one is ever good enough for me in his eyes. 

	Aubrey is usually terrible to the guys I date, way ruder to them than Xander is to me. 

	“Yes. He asked me out to dinner sometime this week. Said he’d call about it.” I shift the phone to my other ear, using my free hand to adjust the strap on my bag that is insistent on digging into my shoulder. 

	I hear a huff of air into the phone making a static sound in my ear. 

	“You just don’t seem like his type, but maybe I’m wrong about that. Maybe he’s getting bored with the dumb blonde thing and wants someone with a bit more . . . edge.” 

	I laugh at that. 

	“Nice Aub. Smooth even.” I’m coming up upon Xander’s building so I pause, loitering on the sidewalk just off to the side of the main doors. 

	“You know what I mean,” he says conciliatorily, but his tone is still one of concern. “I just don’t like it.”

	“You never do. Listen, I’m at Xander’s place because someone used my computer and refuses to allow me to just email him. Now I have to physically give him your half of the work.”

	“Yes, you do. And I will not apologize for it.” He chuckles to himself. “I’ll see you later. You cooking for me tonight?”

	“It’s Tuesday, so yes.”

	“Awesome. Later.” He hangs up on me and I feel like I dodged something, but I know better than to think that he won’t push me for more information on Brandon later. The real question is, what am I going to tell him when I’m not even sure myself?
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	I press down on the small square button for Xander’s apartment that makes an annoying buzzing sound, waiting patiently for a total of six seconds before the glass door clicks with the automatic unlock of the latch. Pushing through the door, it shuts quickly and heavily behind me, leaving me in the small vestibule between the two entry doors that houses the mailboxes. The door clicks again, so I pull down on the thin level bringing the door towards me this time.

	Whomever designed these buildings was clearly a moron, because if someone is entering the building from the outside and another person is leaving from the other door, the two doors bang together. 

	Nice, huh? 

	I walk into the cool, dimly lit hallway going directly to my left towards the stairs instead of to the right for the elevator. The elevators in these buildings are notoriously slow and since Xander lives on the third floor, I rarely use it. 

	My shoes echo on the metal tipped stairs as I jog my way up. I rap my knuckles on the door, but before I can get the third knock off, the door flies open. Xander is standing there with a completely impassive expression, his cobalt blue eyes staring directly at my right cheek. He makes it a rule to never look me in the eye, but instead goes for my cheek, which to someone who is not paying attention, makes it seem like he’s looking at me. 

	But I do pay attention so I know that he’s not. 

	And yeah, that stings. 

	His dark hair, that’s longer on top and buzzed around the sides and back, looks like he’s been running his fingers through it. Xander is tall and lean, but all muscle since he works out like a fiend. His jaw is lined nicely with just enough stubble that a woman would kill to run her palm up it just to experience the bristles against her skin. He even has that damn cleft in the center of his chin like Superman and Batman do. In fact, now that I think on this, he may resemble a bad boy Superman a little too closely. His green, long-sleeved concert tee clings to him in an unintentional, but sexy way. 

	Yes, I admit it, Xander is ridiculously hot, but his personality fucks that all up. 

	“Hi,” I say with my best attempt at a smile, as I walk past him, not waiting for him to invite me in, knowing that he won’t. His apartment is very similar to mine, only not as nice and his is a two bedroom instead of three. There is a large living room straight ahead and the open kitchen off to the right, that is separated from the living room by a half wall that also doubles as a breakfast bar. 

	Xander lives with Gavin, who he was a suite-mate with freshman year along with Aubrey. Xander and Aubrey shared a room, which is how they met. Much the way that Nina and I met. But Gavin isn’t here very much. He spends all of his time with Grace, his girlfriend since freshman year. Actually, I introduced the two of them because Grace is also one of my besties. 

	I walk into the living room, navigating my way around the old wooden and heavily stained coffee table that is far too big for the sofa it sits in front of. I plop myself down on the couch, dropping my bag onto the table gently with a dull thud. Xander comes over and sits down next to me, making sure to leave plenty of space between us. I unzip the large compartment and pull out my laptop, handing it over to him. 

	“Here.” 

	He nods, but doesn’t offer anything else. You’d think by now that I’d be used to the way he treats me, but I’m not. We weren’t always like this, and I have trouble not thinking about that when I’m with him. Hoping that he somehow remembers that I’m not as terrible as he clearly believes me to be. 

	I don’t know why he thinks this way about me. 

	I’ve never asked, and he’s certainly never offered. 

	He starts typing away on my computer after he unlocks it. The fact that he knows my password makes me smile. 

	It is hotgirl21, after all. 

	“Thanks for telling Aubrey about my having coffee with Brandon,” I say, slightly amused that he tattled on me to my brother. 

	Xander shrugs a shoulder. “Just thought he would like to know that you were getting played by a jock.” His tone is casual as hell, though his words are anything but. He doesn’t even look away from my screen as he says them, like whatever he’s doing is far more important than insulting me. 

	His fingers fly across the touch pad mouse, clicking things here and there, no doubt trying to locate the mystery file.

	“I’m not getting played by a jock,” I say a little too defensively, shifting on the couch so that my body is angled towards him, my face boring into the side of his. “We had coffee, that’s it. He’s a nice guy.”

	Xander snorts at the absurdity of my words as he shakes his head, his eyes skirting me quickly before bringing his attention back to the computer. 

	“You know, I never really thought you were one of those slutty girls until now, but maybe I was wrong about that. I’ve been wrong before when it comes to you.”

	I jerk back in response like he just slapped me across the face, which it sort of feels like he did. My hands fly up to my chest, trying to hold in my now racing heart as my cheeks flame red. 

	“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I’m so shocked that I can’t even elaborate. 

	“It means,” he clips, finally turning to look at me. Anger seethes in his eyes before he reins it in and his expression turns back to impassive. “If you want to go and get yourself used up by the whole lacrosse team, be my guest. I could care fucking less, but your brother happens to be my best friend and he will care.”

	My head whips away from him, glancing towards the open window. Indignation prickles my skin, a burning sensation stings the tip of my nose and behind my eyes. 

	I will not cry in front of this asshole. I will not. 

	“Why—” I start but have to clear the lump in my throat before I can speak. “Why do you do that to me, Xander?” I turn back to him, but he’s not even looking at me. His eyes are staring off seemingly at nothing. “Why do you like hurting me so much?” 

	“I don’t care enough about you to try and hurt you.” His voice is quiet, distant and maybe a little puffed up, like he’s trying to prove this to himself as much as me. Or maybe that’s just my pathetic attempt at hope here. 

	I suck in a rush of air, gasping as I do. I feel like the wind just got knocked out of me. I knew he didn’t like me. I knew he may even hate me, but for some reason, the thought of him not caring at all, breaks me. 

	I don’t say anything back to him, because, what can I say back? 

	Without crying at least.

	There really is no argument when someone tells you that they don’t care about you at all. That their harsh words are from indifference rather than antagonism. I can’t sit here with him anymore. If I do, I’ll lose it. 

	“Excuse me,” I whisper, getting up and rushing past him, heading straight for his bathroom and slamming the door when I get in there. 

	Surprisingly, the bathroom smells like Clorox, the old blue-and-white tiled floors and walls are sparkling and the counter is void of products of any kind. 

	I close the lid of the toilet and sit down on top of it. Bending forward, with my elbows on my thighs, I cover my face with my hands, sucking in deep breath after deep breath. In through my nose and out through my mouth in a slow rhythm, similar to what I use when I do yoga. 

	I will not cry over him. 

	I need to calm myself down, and I can’t seem to think of another way to get that job done. Why didn’t I just tell him to fuck off? That would have been so much better than hiding in here like a scorned little girl. 

	I have no idea how long I sit like this, but I finally manage to stand up and walk over to look at myself in the mirror. I look normal. Not even my mascara is smudged. 

	Good. 

	I turn towards the door, taking the two steps and opening it before walking back out into the hallway. I hear the clicking of computer keys as I round the corner to see Xander sitting in exactly the same position as before, looking as unfazed as ever. 

	Fine. This is how it’s going to be. I can do indifference too. 

	God, that makes me feel petulant, but whatever. 

	I brush past his knees and sit back down, leaning my body back against the lumpy, worn brown cushion. 

	“Abby—” Xander starts as he shifts towards me, something I cannot discern etched on his far too handsome face. 

	       I put up my hand to stop him before he can say anything. “Don’t. Please.” I shake my head, still holding my hand out towards him. “I think you’ve said enough, and frankly,” I sigh lowering my hand to my thigh, “I’m not in the mood to hear anymore. Just finish up so I can go.” 

	        He nods, his eyes slightly downcast, before closing the computer and handing it back to me. I wordlessly take it, and stuff it back into my bag. Standing, I lift it, adjusting it on my shoulder before walking past him yet again, this time for the door. 

	“I’ll see you tonight then.” Xander’s reluctant voice stops me just as my hand reaches the doorknob. “I’m coming for Tuesday dinner,” he explains to my back since I won’t turn to face him. 

	             Fucking Aubrey had to invite him to our dinner night. 

	“See you then.” 

	“I didn’t mean it.” I swear I hear him mutter it. I swear I do, but when I turn around, he’s not even looking in my direction. Apparently, I’m hearing things now. 

	I turn the handle and walk through the door, shutting it behind me without another word. I hate the idea of cooking for Xander after what just happened back there. And even though I know I have to suffer him regularly because of Aubrey, I was hoping for a bit more time before that happened again. 

	            I burst through the doors and back out into the cold afternoon sun. I have class soon, but I find myself walking back towards my apartment instead of campus. I’m hungry and just not in the mood to listen to a boring sociology class that I’ve put off taking since I started here. I walk the fifty or so feet over feet over to my building and before I know it, I’m unlocking my front door. 

	             Mercifully it’s quiet. Aubrey’s at class so I have the place to myself. 

	Opening up the fridge, I take out peanut butter and jelly and go about making myself a sandwich. 

	I was going to make lasagna, salad and garlic bread tonight, which just happens to be Xander’s favorite meal. I’m regretting that decision now that I know he’s coming, but I already have everything I need for it, so I guess it’s too late. The bastard certainly doesn’t deserve the awesomeness that is my lasagna. 

	             I stuff a bite of my sandwich into my mouth, chewing slowly as I take out my phone to hate text Nina about Xander when my phone pings a text in my hand. 

	Brandon. 

	This makes me smile way more than it should, especially after Xander’s comments about me getting played and used. 

	             Brandon: I realize I should be playing it cool, but I can’t seem to stop thinking about you. How do you feel about dinner on Thursday night? I have a practice every night but Thursday, and I have a game on Saturday.

	             Me: I can do that. Oh, and if it helps, I don’t like playing games. 

	            Brandon: Me either. So, can I pick you up at 6:30?

	             Me: That should work. 

	             Brandon: Thursday can’t seem to come fast enough.

	             Me: :)

	I smile as I set my phone on the counter, hoisting my body up onto it, swinging my legs back and forth over the side as I finish my sandwich. As I think back on the day, I have to admit that Brandon is a bit off. Not him as a person per se, just him wanting to date someone like me. 

	And how odd is it that he waited two years to talk to me again if we did hit it off the way he said we did? I mean, yeah, I don’t have classes with him and I don’t really go to the parties that he attends, but we do go to the same school. It’s not exactly like he made any sort of effort to find me, did he? 

	As much as I despise allowing these thoughts to wander into my brain, maybe Aubrey and Xander are right? 

	Could Brandon’s sudden pursuit just be an attempt to get me in bed, or to make a fool out of me somehow? Am I some sort of challenge or dare? You hear about shit like that happening at the frats. 

	Guys placing bets that he can’t get so-and-so girl into bed. 

	In truth, I’ve never dated anyone like him. I usually tend to stick to men whom I have more in common with. Not being the kegger or Greek row type, I prefer smaller, more intimate get-togethers or going out to a bar or a show. 

	And so do my friends for the most part, though Nina does enjoy a party every once in a while, especially when she’s single and looking for a hookup. 

	So, what does this mean I should do? 

	Are they right and I’m stupid for allowing myself to get played? 

	I shake my head to myself. 

	No, I’m not, I decide. It’s one date and by no means do I plan on sleeping with him on said date. 

	I’ll concede that he was a bit touchy-feely considering we’d officially just met. 

	But he’s also cute and nice and did not give me the creepy vibe once. 

	“Screw it. I’m going,” I say aloud, before hopping off the counter and getting the stuff I need to make my homemade sauce out of the cabinets and fridge, feeling content and resolved on my decision.

	 

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I hear keys rattling in the lock on the front door, seconds before it flies open to Aubrey and Xander laughing at something. I spent the rest of the afternoon cooking and listening to music. I open the app on my phone and turn down the sound on the Bluetooth speaker because I have it blasting a little too loud right now. 

	“Good timing,” I call out, setting down my phone and putting on my skull-and-crossbones oven mitts. Pulling down the door to the oven, I slide out the bubbling hot cheesy lasagna, placing it on top of the stove.

	“Fuck that smells good. I’m freaking starving.” Aubrey comes into the kitchen, hovering by the fridge so he doesn’t get in my way. Aubrey and I both cook, but I’m better at it than he is by far, so Tuesday dinner night has always been my thing. Aubrey is more of a breakfast guy, even if he was off his game this morning. 

	“Grab a bottle of wine, will ya? And tell your lover that if he’s going to crash Tuesday dinner, the least he can do is set the table.” I turn to face Aubrey who’s smirking at me like he knows something I don’t. 

	I hate that look. 

	“I can hear you, sweetheart, no need to go through my boy toy here,” Xander says seconds before walking into the kitchen and smacking Aubrey on the back hard, earning him a glare. 

	“Good.” I smile as sweetly as I can manage. Taking off my oven mitts and tossing them on the counter next to the stainless steel stove, I spin around with narrowed eyes. “So then what are you waiting for?” 

	I get a rare smile, but it vanishes before I’m even sure that’s what I saw. 

	He gets to work, grabbing placemats and silverware from the drawers. Aubrey pulls a bottle of red out of our wine rack, and starts to twist the corkscrew into the thick cork. 

	“So Abs, did you hear about Grace and Gavin?” 

	“What about them?” I ask as I pull the salad out from the fridge and wrap the garlic bread in foil so it stays warm. I hear the sound of wine splashing into our glasses as I walk around him, taking the salad bowl with tongs into the makeshift dining room we use. It’s really more of a table in an open space, but we’re used to eating like a family so a table was important to me. 

	“They’re moving in together,” Aubrey calls out. 

	I set the glass bowl on the long wooden table made from reclaimed wood—my father and I made it—–before I twist around toward the kitchen where Aubrey still is. 

	“What?” I all but shriek. Aubrey rounds the corner with a smile on his lips as he hands me a round wine glass, more than half filled with crimson liquid. “Since when? And why hasn’t that booger told me about it?” 

	I’m fuming here. Grace and I are super close and I’d like to think that if she made that sort of decision, she’d at least tell me about it, if not discuss it. 

	We’re girls after all, we deliberate and debate everything!

	Xander chuckles at my response, but I’m ignoring him right now as my eyes stare into Aubrey’s green ones, a little hurt that he knows about it before I do. “Chill out over there, Miss Angry Pants. He just asked her.”

	“First of all,” I point at Aubrey, “that’s the lamest name ever.” 

	“It really is.” Xander chuckles. 

	I point my finger at him next without taking my eyes off of Aubrey. “Second of all,” I continue like I wasn’t interrupted, “just asked her when?” 

	Aubrey shrugs, looking over to Xander to help him out. “I don’t know. Ask his former roommate. Can we sit? I’m wasting away over here.” 

	“Hardly,” I snort, but sit down all the same and serve both of them salad into their bowls. “Wait.” I pause, salad thongs suspended in the air over Xander’s bowl. Looking him in the eyes, he looks back at me for once, though not fully. “What do you mean former roommate?” I put the greens and veggies in his bowl before sitting back down to serve myself. “Did they kick you out or something?” 

	Xander shakes his head, looking at the table. “No, he’s moving in with Grace. Her apartment is nicer than ours.”

	“Oh.” I’m a little stunned by this, and if I wasn’t playing for team I-hate-Xander right now, I’d probably feel bad for him. “Who are you going to have move in with you?” 

	Xander’s eyes move over to Aubrey’s for a flash before coming back to the table in front of my plate. “I’m not.” 

	“What?” I’m confused. 

	Aubrey clears his throat, leaning forward over the table, pinning me with his eyes. “Xander is going to move in with us.”

	I laugh. I just can’t help it. Surely, he must be joking. 

	But they’re strangely quiet and my laughing subsides as I glance back and forth between their serious and hesitant expressions. “You have to be kidding me?” No response. I point my fork, prongs out towards Xander, while my eyes are locked on Aubrey’s. “He can’t stand me.” And then I drop my fork, making a loud clanking sound against my plate. “Wait.” I hold my hands up, palms facing out. “Are you kicking me out? Is that what this little chat is about?” 

	Aubrey snorts. “Of course not. Stop being so dramatic.”

	“Then just what the absolute fuck, Aubrey? You invite your man-lover to move in with us without even talking to me about it first?” 

	Aubrey shrugs like it’s not the big deal I’m making it out to be. “It will help with the rent, Abby. We’ll have more money left over for whatever. You can save that shit for when we graduate. I know you’re already stressing about that.” Aubrey’s eyes become pleading, as he folds his hands on the table staring at me. 

	“But you should have talked to me about this, Aubrey.” Much of the fight in my voice is gone. Now I’m just hurt. “I live here too. The fact that you totally disregarded that fact is really messed up.” 

	He nods solemnly. “I didn’t know if you’d say yes.” Aubrey finally has the decency to look bashful, and maybe a little regretful. Or am I just reading into this? Because my twin doesn’t do either of those two emotions. 

	I notice that Xander is oddly quiet. 

	My eyes scan over to him because I’m shocked he’d even want to do this. “Is this a done deal?” They both nod. “Well, fuck me sideways.” 

	I stand, taking my salad bowl with me toward the kitchen. I need a minute away from them without their eyes on me, manipulating me into something that I’m just not sure how I feel about. Especially after our little chat this afternoon.

	I grab my oven mitts, putting them back on before I grab the glass tray that is still steaming hot with lasagna. 

	“Go in the kitchen and get the bread, Aubrey,” I demand as I reenter the dining room, interrupting a conversation the two of them were having with their eyes. I set the dish on top of the dishtowel so that the table doesn’t burn from the heat. I move over to Xander, getting right up in his face and doing my best to level him with my eyes. 

	“Is this what you want? To live with me? Because if you do, I will not tolerate you being an insolent bastard to me whenever the mood strikes you.” 

	Xander sighs, leaning back in his seat, crossing his arms over his muscular chest and looking at my damn cheek. He’s blowing me off and that seems to turn my blood from boil to nuclear. “Honestly, Abby, I don’t plan on spending much time with you so I don’t foresee it being an issue.” 

	“Xander,” I poke his shoulder with my finger, but he doesn’t flinch or do anything about it, “you’ll be living in the same apartment as me. Cooking in the kitchen and watching television in the living room. You will have to endure me and if you can’t manage to do that civilly, then I will put my damn foot down about this.” 

	My face is so close to his that I can see the different shades of blue in his eyes. 

	I can see his cheeks becoming rosier, probably with anger. 

	I can smell his goddam aftershave and soap. 

	“Whatever you say, sweetheart.” 

	I stand there for another moment, just glaring at him the way he’s glaring at me. 

	And then something shifts. All of this anger bubbling inside both of us, makes the distance between us—which isn’t much—feel electrified. It’s snapping with static and so very charged that if I reach out, I could touch it. 

	His eyes bounce down from my cheek to my lips, lingering there for a moment before making a rare trip up to my eyes. 

	My breath hitches with the intensity I see in them. With what I feel coming from him. That small sound escaping from my mouth causes his pupils to dilate and his lips to part. His breath brushes across my cheek. My stomach turns into a fluttering mass as my heart begins to increase its pace.

	This heated moment doesn’t last long, because Aubrey clears his throat as he reenters the room, snapping me out of whatever the hell that was. “You two kids work your shit out or what?” 

	I pull back, not taking my eyes off of Xander until I’m standing up fully. I nod my head, then finally tear myself away, moving back over to my seat around the table. 

	“We’re good,” Xander says, adjusting in his seat and throwing me a glance. I pick up the spatula and begin to dish out helpings of lasagna to both of them. 

	“Oh,” I pause, holding my fork up in the air that is full of cheesy sauce and pasta. “No using my bathroom, Novak.” 

	He smirks. “Not a problem, Scofield.” 

	“Then we’re cool.” 

	“Perfect,” Aubrey says, barely containing his laugh. “Now that everyone is set on everything and our panties are no longer ruffled, Xander is moving in a lot of his shit tomorrow and Thursday.”

	“Super.” I take a bite of the lasagna that is so good I actually close my eyes to savor it. 

	“Yeah, he’s only bringing his bedroom furniture and clothes, because our stuff is way nicer than his old beat up crap.”

	“Dick.” 

	Aubrey shrugs. “Not if it’s true, dude.” 

	I nod my head. “He’s right. My stuff is much nicer.” 

	And it is. Aubrey could care less about design or color schemes or any of that stuff. I’m not a pro by any means, and despite the way I dress, I did not do the entire place in black. I used varying shades of navy blue, gray and cream. The L-shaped couch in the living room is a dark gray. The area rug beneath the metal and glass coffee table is a damask pattern in cream and dark blue. It’s modern, yet soothing and very unobtrusive. 

	The only request Aubrey had when I started getting furniture was that it be masculine. So the two end tables are a dark stained wood—again something that my father and I constructed—and the throw pillows have assorted patterns in all three colors as well as from the accent wall. I painted the main wall behind the sofa a deep burgundy color that I freaking love. It’s vamp in a rad way, and definitely sexy. 

	“This is so good,” Aubrey moans with his mouth full of food as he shovels pasta and garlic bread in at a disgustingly fast rate. 

	“It is. Thanks,” Xander says with a smile and I can assume just how painful those words were for him to utter, but he’s trying, so I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt. 

	“So, what the hell is with Brandon Kessler? That crap is already spreading across campus.” 

	I nearly choke on my food, coughing and sputtering a little before I take a hasty sip of my wine to wash it down. “What does that mean?” 

	“It means,” Aubrey glares at me with his fork pointing in my direction, much the way I did earlier, “that when I ran into Oliver McGruff, he said that Brandon asked you out on a date.” 

	“How do things like that spread so damn fast?” I shake my head in total bewilderment at the gossip fest that is my university. 

	“Is it true, Abby?” Aubrey asks, more concern in his voice now than accusation. He puts down his fork, his plate clear of food, and folds his hands in front of his chest, leaning forward against the table. 

	“Yes.” I shrug, taking another bite, chewing it slowly while I watch his eyes turn to something resembling disappointment. “He asked me out for Thursday night. What’s the big freaking deal here? It’s just dinner, Aubrey. It’s not like I plan on screwing him in the back of his car or anything.” 

	“Does he know that?” Xander asks under his breath. 

	“Seriously, Abby, this is not a good thing. Brandon Kessler is known for eating through sorority girls.” He gives me a pointed look. “And screwing them in the back of his truck.” 

	I roll my eyes, putting down my fork and wiping my mouth with my napkin before setting that down too. “That’s sort of the pot calling the kettle black, don’t ya think?” I ask, tilting my head and widening my eyes. My finger traced the rim of my wine glass. 

	“Yeah, but this asshole wants to date my sister, so it’s different.” 

	I sigh, lifting my glass and taking another long pull. I know Aubrey’s heart is in the right place and that he’s just worried about me, but I think I’ve officially hit my limit. “I’m a grown woman and you’re not exactly Dad, so ease up, will you?” 

	“No. I won’t ease up. And I may not be Dad, but I am your older brother.” He points a stern finger at me and I have to hold in my laugh before I piss him off further.

	I  let out an indignant snort instead of laughing, leaning back in my seat and taking my wine glass with me. “By two minutes. Aubrey, give me a break.” 

	“Abby, what if he’s using you?” Aubrey yells, leaning halfway across the table, fire in his green eyes. And this just pisses me off. I lean forward too, slamming my glass on the table, making the wine slosh around in my glass, but thankfully it doesn’t splash onto my wood table. 

	“What if he’s not?” I roar. “Why is it so unbelievable to either of you that a guy could actually like me? Could want to date me and not just fuck me?” 

	“Under normal circumstances, it’s not at all. In fact, as I recall, you’re the one always kicking the dozens of over amorous boys to the curb, but this . . .” Aubrey trails off, shaking his head. “Dammit Abby, I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

	“He’s a lacrosse jock who is known for screwing anything that looks at him,” Xander offers calmly, with his arms crossed over his chest as he leans back in his chair. I throw him a glare, because he should just butt the hell out of this.

	Taking two deep breaths, I try to calm myself down. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter what they think. Maybe they’re right about Brandon and maybe they’re not, but it’s my choice to date him, not theirs. I look up, first at Xander, but only briefly, and then over to Aubrey. 

	“You bring home girl after girl and I never say anything about it to you, because I respect your choices. They may not be my choices, but I love you and I don’t comment. You treat women like disposable trash and you have the audacity to criticize and comment when I get asked out?” I shake my head in total and complete disappointment. “You tell me that I’m getting used when you don’t even know that for sure?” I stand up, placing my palms flat on the table, angling forward, looking at a slightly stunned Aubrey. “I am not stupid. If I choose to date Brandon, I’m going in with my eyes open.” 

	Righting myself, I spin around and stomp off towards my bedroom without another word. 

	 

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I wake up early after a fitful night of sleep. I hate fighting with Aubrey. Freaking hate it, and when he didn’t come in my room last night to apologize after dinner, well, it hurt. I have no idea why he’s being like this over something as silly and inconsequential as a date, but he is, and I refuse to back down. 

	I’m a grown woman and it’s my life and he needs to respect that.

	End. Of. Story. 

	I throw on my running gear, including my long-sleeved sport shirt, because I’d be willing to bet it’s cold as hell out right now. Creeping into the living room, past Aubrey’s door, the apartment is dark and quiet. 

	Good. 

	I grab my headphones, plugging them into my phone before I tuck it into my running sleeve and head for the door. Music blasts in my ears as I walk out into the cold, somewhat dark, January morning. 

	It’s nearly seven, but in a college town, that’s early.

	My breath comes out in plumes of white fog to the rhythm of my steps as my feet pound the hard, frozen pavement. My lungs are already burning from the cold, but I tend not to care so much about that. In fact, a strange masochistic part of me likes it. 

	The sun is slowly starting its ascent up the horizon, bathing the moderately tall buildings with the most beautiful shades of purples, pale yellow and bright gold. Sunrise is by far and away my favorite time of day. And that goes beyond the fact that it’s magnificent to watch. It’s quiet as most of the world is still at rest, leaving me alone with my thoughts—thoughts that I’m rarely able to make sense of during normal business hours. 

	My world is never so clear as it is with the new sun on my face. 

	Usually, I run the full route around the school, which is about four miles give or take, but this morning, I find myself slowing down as I come up on the glowing lights from the only store open on this street, Jive. The inside of the coffee house isn’t crowded yet, just a few people getting their morning fix before going about their days. So why have I stopped, standing outside in the freezing cold, breathing hard and staring inside? 

	I’m not sure in truth, but ever since that fight with Aubrey, I find myself questioning things I know I shouldn’t. 

	It bothers me a little to think that Brandon could only want me for sex and nothing more. But what really hurts is Aubrey thinking that that’s all it could be. That because I dress a little differently than Brandon does, that he could never want me for me. I don’t really know when my twin brother developed such a low opinion of me, but part of me has to wonder if his best friend—my new roommate—had something to do with it. 

	“What are you doing standing out here in the dark?” Speak of the devil. Xander’s voice startles me, breaking through the loud music pumping through my ear buds. 

	I don’t turn around from the warm glow emanating into the darkness from the window, but I do pull out my ear buds. “Thinking,” is my only response. 

	Xander doesn’t say anything. He just walks right up next to me, facing the window that is slowly being covered with a foggy condensation. 

	Finally, after a minute of the two of us standing here like this, I turn my head to look at him. He’s dressed much the way I am and I find I’m a little surprised. I didn’t realize he ran in the mornings. I thought he was a gym rat like everyone else. 

	Xander isn’t looking at me, but that’s fine. I don’t need him to right now. 

	“Everyone knows my brother is very protective over me, and in truth,” a soft smile pulls at my lips as I think about this, “I’ve always like that about him.” Xander doesn’t move his head, but I know he’s listening to me, hands propped up on his lean hips. “But the way he spoke to me last night?” I shake my head. “That’s not the way my brother speaks to me. Not the way he treats me.” I turn my body now so that I’m facing his profile fully. “He said you could move in without discussing it with me first, though I’m just as impacted by the decision as anyone else. Then he basically called me a stupid whore who allows herself to get used because I don’t know any better. That the guy who asked me out couldn’t possibly like me.”

	He still doesn’t turn to me. Doesn’t even acknowledge my words. And it’s bugging the shit out of me. 

	“Is it because of you?” I ask, taking a step closer to him. Needing him to see me. 

	Finally, after the longest minute of my life, he turns to me. Just the simple twist of his head in my direction, but it’s enough for now. 

	“Is what because of me?” His voice is soft, not at all as hard as I thought it would be. 

	“My brother’s sudden complete lack of respect for me.”

	Xander gives me a look that says I’m being ridiculous, but I’m not. I felt it last night in the way he was treating me. In the way he totally disregarded me. “Don’t be stupid—” 

	I shove his shoulder with my hands before he can finish. “I’m not stupid!” I yell, causing a couple heading into Jive to look at us strangely. “I’m not stupid,” I repeat in a lower tone. “I’m so sick of that shit. And I don’t know why you are the way you are with me, but right now I don’t care. What I do care about is my brother, and if you’ve poisoned the well against me, I want to know why. Why you would do something like that when I’ve never done anything to you?” 

	Xander laughs, and this makes me want to punch him, but it’s not an amused laugh, I realize. It’s a dark laugh. The kind that says I don’t know shit, and it makes me edgy. He moves his body so that he’s facing me now, standing only a foot or two from me, breathing heavily down on me. 

	His blue eyes are so cold and dark that I actually gasp from the way they gaze upon me. 

	“Your brother loves you more than anything in this whole world. There is nothing I could say to ‘poison the well’ as you put it.” He puts air quotes around the words. “He didn’t ask you about my moving in because it happened so quickly and he was trying to help me out. He doesn’t think you’re a stupid slut, but he’s worried about you because Kessler has a reputation and he doesn’t want his sister mixed up in it.” His eyes blaze as he takes a step, cutting our distance in half. My neck cranes up to meet his eyes, but of course, his are not on mine. They never are. “And believe it or not, princess, I don’t spend my time planning ways to hurt you. Or even think about you,” he adds. “You believe you’ve done nothing to hurt me, then fine. Keep playing that game.” 

	And then he spins away from me, running off into the cold morning. For a moment, I want to run after him. Grab him and make him tell me what it is I’ve done, because clearly his words indicate that it was something.

	But for the life of me I do not know what. 

	Guilt and shame flood through me. 

	Maybe Xander is right. Maybe I read too much into what Aubrey said to me last night because of my own insecurities about Brandon’s real intentions with me. God, when did I become so melodramatic? I don’t even recognize myself right now. 

	Yanking the elastic from my ponytail, I rub my fingers against my scalp, trying to ebb the ache as I walk the mile back home. The streets are becoming increasingly busy with morning commuters and people walking their dogs as the bright sunshine makes everything feel warmer, more alive and vibrant. 

	Except for me. 

	I feel like crap and there is only one thing I can do to fix that. Well, one thing I can do to fix some of what’s making me feel this way. Something tells me that I’ll never be able to fix things with Xander, especially considering he won’t talk to me about it. 

	But Aubrey? Yeah, that I can fix.

	I open the door to our apartment. It’s still quiet and dark. 

	The only sound is Aubrey’s heavy breathing coming from his room. 

	I drop my phone and headphones on the counter, take off my running shoes and go straight for Aubrey’s room. The door opens with a small squeak, but it’s not enough to rouse him out of his deep slumber. He looks so sweet and peaceful in his sleep. Lips slightly parted, shaggy auburn hair tousled every which way, eye lids fluttering like he’s dreaming. 

	I sit on the edge of the bed, the weight of my body causing his mattress to bow. Aubrey stirs, moving a little and squinting his eyes in my direction. He figures out quickly that it’s me and sits up, tossing his arm over my shoulder and kissing the top of my head. 

	“You okay?” he rasps in that sleepy, gravelly voice of his. 

	“No. I’m not.” 

	“I’m sorry about last night, Abby. I am. I love you and I worry about you. That’s all that was.” 

	I nod my head against his shoulder. “I know and I’m sorry I got so upset with you about it.” 

	He sighs deep and heavy, his warm breath brushing against the top of my head. “I should have told you about Xander moving in sooner, but . . .” He pauses taking another deep breath. “I was afraid you’d say no and he’s my best friend and—” 

	“I know, Aubrey. I know.” I smile into his soft t-shirt. “It’s fine. I’ll learn to adjust and live with him.” And I will. I mean that. 

	“Thank you. That really means a lot to me.” 

	“So, we’re cool?” I ask, raising my head so I can look up at him. 

	“Of course. We always are.” 

	I smile, leaning up to give him a kiss on his forehead before I rise up and get off his bed. “Good. Now you can make me breakfast. I’m starving and I have an early meeting today.” 

	He laughs at me, but starts to get up all the same. “Pancakes or eggs?” he yells out as I leave his room, headed towards mine at the end of the hall.

	“Pancakes,” I call back before shutting my door and stripping out of my barely sweaty running stuff. I feel better. So much lighter. It’s amazing how attuned Aubrey and I are to each other. We’ve always been like this. Even as little kids we were inseparable. And when I started dating Kyle in my sophomore year of high school, it was always the three of us, and occasionally Aubrey’s flavor of the month. 

	Turning the water on in the shower, I let it run for a few minutes to come up to temperature. I wonder what it will be like next year after we graduate. Where each of us will end up. Aubrey’s a criminal justice and business major. Despite that, he’s brilliant with math and has an insane memory, whereas I’m good with languages and oddly enough, science. 

	Funny how that works. 

	Reaching into the stream, the water runs over my hand as I test it for temperature. Stepping inside, I let the hot water remove the early morning chill from my body. I wash up quickly, because even though I’m in the shower, I can still smell the food cooking from the kitchen and my stomach growls accordingly. 

	I towel off, run a brush through my long hair, that really could use a cut if I’m being honest, and get dressed into a black sweater, jeans and my Docs. The second I open my door, I plow right into Xander, getting knocked back into the wall by the force of the impact. 

	“Jesus.” I reach up, rubbing my left shoulder that stings from the collision it made with the wall. “What the hell, Xander?”

	He laughs, because apparently, I didn’t hurt him the way he hurt me. “Sorry about that. I’m moving in today, sweetheart. Remember?” 

	I look up to see his smug grin, even if it’s not really directed at me. “Yeah. I remember,” I say. “I just thought it was going to be later in the day,” I mumble as I brush past him, still rubbing my smarting shoulder as I head for the kitchen. 

	Aubrey’s laughing at my scowl as I walk in, leaning against the counter as I often do. “Don’t make that face. You said you’d be fine with it.” He looks way too happy right now. 

	“Just give me my food already and shut up,” I grumble, making him laugh even harder as he hands me a plate with two large blueberry pancakes covered in syrup. “Thanks.” 

	“Eat up before they get cold. I’m going to go help Xander move some of his shit in.” 

	“Have fun,” I say sweetly, batting my eyes and trying to hide my ire at seeing the one person I didn’t really want to see. 

	Oh, and he’s living with me now. 

	Just fucking super. 

	Opening the drawer, I pull out a knife and fork and get to work on my pancakes, which are only slightly helping my mood. Now, if I had some bacon with them . . . 

	For the next fifteen minutes, the two of them come back and forth with suitcases, garbage bags of blankets and linens and even a dresser and a bed. The fact that I’m going to be living with a guy who cannot stand me is becoming more and more real. I pick up my phone and text Grrace, because someone needs to get some crap for this and she’s my best option. 

	I hop up on the counter, taking a piece of pancake with me. 

	Me: As one of your closest friends I feel it only right to tell you that I’m officially pissed for having to hear from Aubrey about you and Gavin moving in together. Oh, and for making me live with Xander!

	I get a text back almost instantly, but I take my last bite of food before I pick up my phone off the counter to read it. 

	Grace: I’m sorry. I know that was a total bitch move. But you like me too much to stay mad. Bar on Friday night to celebrate?

	Me: Yes, but you’re buying my first drink for me. You’re lucky I love you, bitch.

	Grace: I love you too! Oh, and I expect full deats on Brandon hot-as-sin Kessler. 

	I set my phone down, laughing at that. My legs scissor kick in front of me as I hop down. Picking up my plate and flatware, I walk over to the sink, rinse everything off including the mess Aubrey made, and load up the dishwasher. I grab my bag off the back of the stool, call out a goodbye to the two boys hard at work, and get the hell out of the apartment before they start asking for my help. 

	I have a meeting this morning that I am not looking forward to. 

	I arrive at Professor Halpern’s office with five minutes to spare. 

	Instead of meeting as a class, we meet individually with her once a week to discuss the progress of our manuscripts. She’s not going to be happy, and I don’t blame her. I agreed to this class in the first place because she pushed me to do it. Said I had a lot of untapped writing potential and that once I got myself into it, I’d find I love it. Blah, blah, blah. 

	Needless to say, I have yet to tap into any of my supposed bottled up writing potential. Normally, I’d just drop the class, but I can’t. Halpern is my advisor and my mentor and my champion, and I love her dearly. The thought of disappointing her is more than I can bear. 

	But I’m so embarrassed to show her what little I’ve written.

	Her thick heavy office door opens two minutes later and she greets me with a warm smile that shines in her soft brown eyes. Her mostly gray hair is done up in its usual low pony tail, with the occasional strand that has rebelled, hanging near her face. She’s wearing her standard hideous long black skirt that stops a few inches above her ankles and white blouse. 

	“You’re early,” she snaps at me. God, I love this woman. “I was going to grab a diet coke. You want one?” 

	       “A diet coke?” I snort. “It’s nine in the morning, Halpern. You’re going to give yourself cancer if you keep that up.” 

	“I can’t stand coffee and I need a fix.” She tilts her head at me, putting one of her chubby arms around her large mid-section. “Go sit down in my office and pull up your manuscript. I’ll be back in a jiff.” 

	“Yes ma’am.” I salute her, getting a smirk in return. Halpern’s office is everything you’d think of for a college English professor. 

	She has two large black metal bookshelves that are filled to the brim with books of every kind, including a few of her own published works. Multiple diplomas and awards are hung up on the wall next to the small square window that lets in limited light, considering it’s not actually facing the outside. Just back out into the building.  

	Her small, wooden desk is pushed up against the wall and covered in picture frames of her six—yes, I said six—children and ten grandchildren. A large computer screen takes up much of the remaining space. It’s cluttered and dark with only a fluorescent light overhead that makes everyone look washed out and miserable.

	But I love this office. 

	I sit down in one of the hard plastic chairs that’s next to her desk, setting my bag on the floor before removing my laptop. Balancing it on my lap, I turn it on. Just as I’m pulling up my manuscript, Halpern reappears, diet coke in hand. 

	“Now, cookie, let’s see what you’ve got for me.” She sits her large frame into her very worn and very old black office chair, before leaning towards me. I blanch, feeling the heat start to creep up my cheeks. “Oh, come on now,” she says, clearly noting my panic. “It can’t be all that bad.”

	Oh, but it is.

	With her hand held out to me, I pass her my laptop and she takes it, setting it on top of her desk, pushing aside a picture or two. She’s quiet for a few minutes, reading quickly over my work as my eyes dance around her office, though I pretty much have it memorized. I just can’t look at her face when she sees what I’ve done. 

	Or what I haven’t done, I should say. 

	“Huh.” She nods her head a few times. 

	“I know.” I cover my face with my hands and she starts to laugh at me. 

	“Stop that now. These last few paragraphs are really very good.” 

	I pull my hand away from my face, resting them in my lap and looking over at her warm smile.

	She’s always smiling, this one. 

	“Really?” I ask completely surprised. Those are the paragraphs I wrote yesterday in the library before Brandon interrupted me, but I haven’t had a chance to read over what I wrote yet. 

	“Yes.” She nods her head enthusiastically. “Very good. This is what I’ve been waiting for from you.” She reaches over, handing me my laptop that I automatically take, and set down on the chair next to me. “My only question is why did you stop writing so abruptly? You were clearly on a roll.” 

	I sigh, slouching heavily. I’m really starting to wish I hadn’t said yes to coffee. 

	“I was interrupted and never managed to get back into the swing of it,” I half lie. Damn, I suck at life. 

	“Well,” she chuckles, leaning back in her chair that creaks in protest, “I think you’re onto something here.” 

	“But I don’t feel like I am,” I whine making her shake her head at me the way my mother would when she knows I’m being a baby. 

	“Cookie, this is a senior-level writing class. I put you in it because I think you can do amazing things. I’ve read your other work.” 

	I open my mouth to protest, but she puts up a hand stopping me, and I slink back into my seat like a good little girl. 

	“I’m talking about your writing for your other writing and lit classes. The ones that you whip off and barely even have to think about.” Her large frame leans forward, adjusting her chair so that she’s facing me fully. “You have real talent, just no confidence.” Her eyes bore into mine and I feel myself starting to heat again. I’m not very good with praise or compliments. 

	And it’s not because I’m modest or have a low sense of self-worth or anything. 

	I just hate being the center of attention or praise. 

	I’d much rather be lingering in the background and let others take credit. That may sound bad or wrong or whatever, but I can’t help it. 

	“I’ll try harder,” I say in a low weak tone that I hate. My eyes are downcast, but I slowly raise them up to her encouraging ones.  

	“I know you will, cookie. I know you will. Now,” she smiles, leaning back again, “get out of here and the next time I see you, I want some of your soul on those pages.” She winks at me, picking up her silver can of soda and taking a long sip of it. 

	“You got it.” I stand up, tucking my computer back into my bag and throwing it over my shoulder. “Thanks.” I smile and mean it. 

	I leave her office feeling both lighter and heavier.

	But as I walk across campus towards the library, I realize I have no idea how to put my soul on paper.  

	 


Chapter 7

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“I hate my uterus,” Nina groans into the phone. “Menstruating is further proof that if there is a God, he’s a fucking sadist.”

	“I really won’t argue with you on that point,” I say into back before switching the phone to the other hand so that I can finish applying my mascara to my other eye.  

	“I mean, we grow babies. Big. Freaking. Deal. That means we have to suffer through pain and carb loading once a month for that honor?” she scoffs. “All having babies means is that we get fat and stretch marks before pushing       something far too big out of our vaginas while we scream out obscenities in pain. Screw. That.”  

	I snort. “Don’t forget how hot our vag looks after the fact, and then we suffer sore nipples, lack of sleep and a lifetime of poverty at the hands of our children.”  

	“So true, my friend. So true.” She giggles and so do I. “You better call me tonight when you get home,” Nina says as I stare at myself in the mirror, which is not something I normally care enough to do. “I’m working at the bar until midnight, so I’ll be up.”

	“I’m sure I’ll be home and in bed by midnight,” I tell her, tilting my head this way and that way as I take in my outfit, trying to talk myself out of changing it again. 

	“But who’s bed will it be?” she teases and I roll my eyes. 

	“Now you sound like Aubrey.” My free hand runs down my black tank top dress that stops a few inches above my knees. I’ve added a crimson belt that’s cinched at my waist. The dress is a little low cut, but nothing terrible, and I plan on wearing a jacket over it, so that will help. 

	I’ve paired my ensemble with my black wedge booties that my mother bought me. They’re not my usual style, but I need all the height I can get when it comes to Brandon, even though I’m not really a heels girl. 

	I’ve even done my makeup and hair. I put on thick liquid eye liner on my upper lids, a small amount of blush so I don’t look as pale as I naturally am, and red lips to match my belt. My long hair is brushed into a glossy shine and left down my back in soft waves. 

	I feel pretty and that alone makes me smile. 

	“No,” Nina protests. “I’m encouraging you to end up in his bed.” 

	“I’m not sleeping with him tonight. It’s one date, Nina. Ease up.” I turn around, looking for my matching red purse, and finding it stuffed in the corner next to my dresser. 

	“Fine, but you at least need to text me when you get home.”

	“Will do. I gotta run, babe. He’ll be here any minute.” I stuff everything I need into my bag and sling it under my arm. 

	She squeals at the top of her lungs and I have to pull my phone away from my ear before I go deaf. 

	“Jesus, I hate it when you do that.” 

	“I know, but I’m so excited.” She’s practically panting into the phone.

	“Okay, Nina. Go to work.” I hang up on her, putting my phone into my bag and walking into the living room in search of my denim jacket. 

	“Aub?” I call out as I round the corner.

	“Yeah?” he responds automatically. The sound of guns being fired mixed with a strong male voice commanding things I don’t understand from the television tells me that he’s playing video games. 

	“Do you know where my denim jacket is?” I ask as I find both Xander and Aubrey sitting on the couch next to each other, leaning forward in concentration, controllers in hand. 

	“No,” he says back, but I wonder if he even heard me. “Fuck you, dude,” Aubrey yells out, adjusting his position on the couch like he’s actually about to get up and fight for real. “You can’t do that shit.”

	“I just did, bro. Nothing you can do about it,” Xander says back, equally intent on killing him. I roll my eyes and walk over to the front hall closet in search of my jacket that was not in my bedroom closet. I need something over my bare shoulders. “Ha. Gotcha bitch.”

	“Asshole,” Aubrey grumbles. “What the fuck are you wearing?” he yells, and for a second I think he’s still talking to Xander before he calls my name, making me turn around to face him.

	“What?” I ask, feeling my eyebrows furrow.  

	“You can’t go out in that, Abby.” Aubrey is standing now, walking toward me with conviction, like he’s about to pick me up and throw me in my room.

	“Calm the hell down. I’m trying to find my jacket to put over it.” 

	“No. I’m talking about your legs and the makeup. Do you work for Whores-R-Us?” 

	I smirk, tilting my head at him. “Really? That was so lame.” 

	He waves me off dismissively. “Whatever. You can’t go out like that.” 

	“I thought we agreed you’d stop this crap already?” I turn back around to the closet and after pushing a few things aside, I find what I’m looking for and slide it off the hanger. Shrugging it on, I walk back towards my room because I really don’t want to stand out here with Aubrey and the way he’s looking at me.  

	“Xander, I’m right, aren’t I?” Aubrey follows me, grabbing my arm and stopping me before I can escape. He turns my body to face Xander, who hasn’t moved from the couch since I walked in. Aubrey’s hand goes back and forth between me and Xander like he’s trying to egg him on to say something. 

	I pop my hip out and sigh, because I can’t imagine Xander has anything positive to add here. But he surprises me when he stands up and takes a few steps in my direction. His eyes sweep languidly over my body as he does, soaking me in. They glide down my dress, stopping on my exposed thighs before trailing back up to my face, pausing on my red lips, where they turn heated.

	I feel his eyes, everywhere. 

	Every place they touched, I feel. 

	My heart is racing and my skin is tingling and I’m nervous that if either of them look too closely they’ll notice my reaction. This is not the first time I’ve reacted to Xander or to his looking upon me. Sometimes it’s impossible not to because he’s just that good looking. But it’s been a while. 

	Mostly because he never looks at me anymore. 

	His cobalt blue eyes darken, turning smoky and fucking hot. 

	And I swear I see interest in them. I swear it’s there, until he opens his mouth. “I don’t see what the big deal is, Aubrey. I don’t think she looks pretty,” he emphasizes the word, “like this, so I can’t imagine Kessler will either. Though I suppose the dress is a bit revealing so she should definitely change.” 

	Okay, guess I was wrong about what his look meant. 

	“Screw you both,” I snap, pulling my hurt gaze away from Xander and storming back to my room like a scorned woman. But before I can slam my door in protest, there is a knock on our front door, which I wasn’t expecting. Usually you have to be buzzed into our building and those few extra minutes between buzzing him in and reaching our door were vital to my composure.

	Which just officially went out the freaking window. 

	Especially after the comments Aubrey and Xander made.

	I spin around quickly, trying to get to the door before Aubrey does, but he beats me by a mile and I hear Brandon’s voice before I even make it through the hallway.  

	I pass Xander on my way, who looks at me with desperate eyes that make me pause. “Don’t go out with him, Abby,” he pleads making my eyebrows knit together. 

	“Why?” I don’t understand. 

	“I just . . .” he sighs out, looking defeated and it makes me take a step in his direction. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”

	“Xander—” 

	He shakes his head, stopping me, and then my attention is called over to the door as I hear Aubrey talking to Brandon. Xander brushes past me, heading directly for the front door, but I take an extra minute, still reeling from Xander’s plea.

	“So, where are you taking my sister?” Aubrey asks Brandon and I can just imagine him there with his arms crossed over his chest like he’s standing guard over my virtue. 

	“I was thinking a Thai place, actually.” 

	“Uh huh.” Aubrey’s tone is cold.  

	“How’s it going, Xander?” Brandon politely asks, just as I make it into the entryway, where the three of them are congregating in one of the most awkward displays I’ve ever seen. 

	Brandon looks . . . well, he looks good. His dark blond hair is gelled and brushed forward in a frat boy version of a faux hawk. He’s wearing a light blue sweater that hugs his strong muscles. I’m starting to think he wears this color often to accentuate his eyes. His dark jeans hang from his lean hips in just such a way. 

	The second Brandon’s eyes catch mine, they widen, and then blink three times. “Wow,” he says, almost absentmindedly to himself. He doesn’t rake over my body the way Xander had. Instead, he stays locked on my face. “You look gorgeous,” he says in awe, and I want to throw a smug smile to Xander and Aubrey both, but I don’t. 

	I’m not that childish. 

	“Thanks. You look great yourself.” 

	He smiles, stepping up to me, still towering over me despite my four inch wedges. Leaning down, his lips gently brush against my cheek and for once, Aubrey is silent. 

	“You ready?” I ask once he pulls back to his full height.

	“I am,” he gleams, his eyes only on me. 

	Any doubts that I had about his motives with me vanish. Right then and there. Because not once did he look at my body in a way that was sexual. His expression only shows appreciation. Brandon reaches down, taking my hand into his and leading me toward the door. 

	“Night, guys,” I call over my shoulder, turning my head quickly and catching Xander’s face. His normally stoic mask is gone and he looks . . . pained? That can’t be right. But before I can delve deeper into that, Brandon pulls me out and the door shuts behind me. 

	“So,” I look over at Brandon as we exit the building and he leads me in the direction of his truck, “where are we going tonight?” 

	He looks down on me as he opens my door for me, helping me up into the truck because it’s high off the ground. “Do you like Thai food?” he asks, suddenly looking worried about his choice.

	I smile brightly and his eyes soften. 

	“I do. I love it.” 

	He nods, shutting my door and running around to the other side and getting it. His car is very clean and smells like a mixture of cologne and new car smell. The soft leather feels cold against my exposed legs, but the heat blasts out of the vents the second Brandon starts the engine. 

	“How was your day?” I ask, suddenly feeling a little awkward. I can’t imagine that Brandon Kessler and I have all that much in common that would make conversation between us easy. But then again, we didn’t seem to have a problem on Tuesday and we texted back and forth a few times yesterday. 

	“It was good,” he says as he pulls out into traffic. “I had a couple of classes this morning and then spent most of the afternoon in the weight room.”  

	“Really?” I ask a little surprised, though I guess I shouldn’t be. He is a Division One athlete, a star one at that, and I know that they work extra hard to stay in shape. I place my bag on my lap, angling towards him a little in the open expanse of the cab. 

	“Yup.” He chuckles, reaching over and taking my hand, he pulls it from my lap and rests it between us. “That’s usually what the team does when we don’t have a practice day.” He looks over at me quickly with a smirk before turning his eyes back to the road. “I’m sore as hell, so if you see me move funny, you’ll know why.”

	I chuckle, shaking my head. “I don’t think I’ve ever lifted weights in my life.”

	He laughs with me, playing with my fingers in his hand. “Now that you mention that, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you at the gym.”

	“That’s because I’ve never been to the gym here.” He looks over at me again as he navigates through the light rush hour traffic that we get in our small college town. 

	“You don’t work out?” His eyes skirt over my body quickly, not in a checking me out way, but more in a curious way.

	“I do. I run most mornings. I’m just not much for going to the gym and running on a machine that doesn’t take me anywhere.”

	“Where do you like to run?” 

	I shift in my seat a little, crossing my legs since I’m wearing a short dress. “I usually just do the loop.” 

	“All of it?” he asks amazed.

	I nod my head. “Yeah, it’s only four miles or so.”

	He laughs, throwing his head back a little. “It’s actually a bit more than five.”

	“Oh.” I turn my head, looking out the window. I didn’t realize that.

	“We should do it together sometime. What time do you run?”

	I shrug, my eyes still out the window watching the street lights create shadows along the way. “It depends. I like to go early, closer to sunrise.”   

	“That may be a bit too early for me.” He laughs lightly, playing with my fingers again, before releasing my hand and pulling us into a parking space. He comes around, opening my door for me and helping me down, which I try to do without flashing him my panties. Taking my hand in his, we walk into the restaurant, which is nicer than I expected it to be. 

	I’ve never actually been in here before. We usually get takeout from the Thai place that’s closer to our apartment, and this is on the other side of town. The room is dimly lit with a blue glow emanating from the bar off to the right. The rest is only illuminated by candles on each table. 

	Very romantic. 

	The very pretty hostess, whom I think is a senior, leads us to a table in the back, all the while eye-fucking Brandon. 

	I want to laugh at that, especially when she glares at me quickly before telling only Brandon to enjoy his meal. 

	The intimate two-person table is set with a white tablecloth, a single red rose in a small bud vase and a flickering votive. A short, stout waiter comes over and Brandon orders a beer while I get a glass of white wine. 

	“I’m going to be honest with you,” Brandon says as we’re both perusing the menu, “I’ve never had Thai food before.”

	I snort, lowering my menu to look at him. “Then why on earth did you pick a Thai place to eat?” 

	He looks down, a sheepish expression on his face. “One of my housemates suggested it. Said it’s the type of place a girl like you would like.” 

	I laugh, leaning forward over my menu. “A girl like me? I’m sorry, I’m going to need further clarification on this.” 

	He shrugs, smiling despite looking a little uncomfortable. “You know.” He shrugs again.

	“Nope.” I shake my head. “I definitely don’t know.” 

	“Fine,” he groans. “I’ve always gone out with sorority girls who were fine with me taking them out for a cheap burger or whatever I wanted, but you’re,” he looks down again, “different. You’re smart and beautiful, but just different in the way you dress and the things you like to do.”   

	“So you thought a girl who wears black, dyes her hair unnatural colors and has piercings would be into Thai food instead of a cheap burger,” I surmise and he nods, feeling stupid. 

	And I don’t want him to feel stupid, because I think it’s actually very sweet that he put so much time and consideration into this date. That he brought me to a nice, romantic restaurant that is far beyond his comfort zone to try and make me happy. 

	“Brandon,” I reach across the small table, taking his hand that is resting on top of it, “I like Thai food.” He smiles, relieved. “But I also like cheap burgers and bar food. I like pretty much everything and am far from picky or particular, so don’t feel like you have to change yourself and what you like for me.” 

	He beams, squeezing my hand. “I could like Thai food.” He glances down at his menu. “Only, I have no idea what to order.” 

	I laugh, sliding my hand away from his to take my menu in both hands. “I’ll order for both of us. How’s that?” He looks nervous. “I promise I’ll get stuff I think you’ll like.” 

	“Okay. I trust you.” 

	Sure enough, he likes everything I picked out and eats enough to feed three of me. 

	And we didn’t shut up once. We talked about everything and he even gave me some ideas for my manuscript, which I think I may implement. I don’t remember the last time I had this much fun on a date. 

	Maybe never. 

	We leave hand in hand, much the way we came in, when his phone rings. 

	“Sorry,” he says, reaching into his pocket to retrieve it. I wave him off, letting him know that I don’t care. I move towards the car and he hits the unlock button, this time not helping me inside because he’s preoccupied on the phone. The car is cold since we’ve been inside for a couple of hours, but thankfully he gets in and starts it up for me while he finishes up on the phone. “Let me ask her, okay? Hold on.” He moves the phone from his ear and puts his large hand over the microphone on the bottom. “A few of my friends are at Brew’s, do you want to go?” 

	I nod my head. “Sure, my friend is working there tonight.” 

	“Great.” He brings the phone back up to his ear. “We’ll be there soon. Later.” Hitting the end button, he slides his phone back into his pocket before turning on me. “You sure that’s all right? I don’t want to make you hang out with football and lacrosse jocks.”

	“No. That’s fine. I’ll hang out with anyone.” That didn’t come out the way I intended, but he doesn’t take it the wrong way. 

	Instead, he scoots across the seat to me. 

	“If you’d rather go somewhere else just the two of us, like for coffee or a drink, I’m good with that.”

	I smile, nudging him in the arm with my shoulder. “Stop worrying so much about me. I told you, I’m not high maintenance. We ‘alternative girls’,” I use air quotes on that because that’s what he called me before and I nearly peed my pants with laughter, “like bars as much as the sorority girls do.” 

	He laughs, leaning in and kissing the side of my mouth like it was a reflex. Like it was the most natural thing in the world and we’ve been doing it forever. He pulls back quickly, eyes wide as he realizes what he just did. “Sorry.” He runs a hand through is hair. “I, uh . . .” He bites his lip a little. “I don’t know why I did that.” 

	I shake my head, smiling. “It’s fine. I didn’t mind.” And I didn’t. It was a really cute gesture, and if this is where we have our first kiss, I won’t be disappointed. 

	“Can I do it again?” he asks softly, his eyes bouncing back and forth between mine and my lips. I give a slight nod of my head and apparently that’s all he requires, because his head dips down and his lips brush against mine softly, sweetly. Like he’s savoring the moment and is afraid to rush it. But just as quickly, he deepens it, snaking his hand around my waist and pulling me tighter against his body. 

	My fingers reach up, running through the back of his hair as his tongue opens my lips and sweeps over my own. A low groan rumbles from the back of his throat and he pulls away, breathing hard and looking like he wants to do it again.

	“Wow.” He smiles, chuckling lightly. “That was . . .” He brushes a hand through his hair. “We should stop or I will quickly lose my status as a gentleman because I will definitely want more.”  

	“Then let’s go meet your friends.” Because I will not let him make me a cliché in the back of his truck.

	“Right.” He grins, showcasing that adorable dimple. Shifting back over to his seat, he covertly adjusts himself. Of course, I notice it anyway.  

	“Good thing I’m wearing color stay,” I remark as he puts the car into drive and we head over to the bar.

	“Huh?” He glances over at me quickly, before reaching to take my hand again. 

	“My lipstick.” I smile at his puzzled expression. “I’m wearing red lipstick and if it wasn’t color stay it would be all over your mouth now.”

	He laughs, reaching up to touch his lips quickly as if he’s making sure they’re lipstick free. 

	“I like the red.” 

	Bringing my hand up to his mouth, he gently kisses my knuckles before bringing our joined hands back down and resting them on the seat again.

	       I’m half tempted to text Aubrey and let him know just how respectful Brandon has been. How he’s opened doors and held my hand and asked if he could kiss me. 

	Seriously, how many college boys do that? None. That’s how many. 

	He took me to a restaurant that he was totally unfamiliar with because he thought that I might like it. Brandon has been nothing but perfect, and maybe he does have a bad reputation with women, but so does Aubrey. 

	I think he’s wrong about Brandon Kessler. 

	This doesn’t scream act. This type of effort doesn’t say he’s searching for a quick lay. It says he’s invested. It says he’s hoping for more. 

	And that makes me smile. 

	So why do Xander’s heated eyes and pleading words suddenly fill my brain? 

	 

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The bar is packed, being a Thursday night in a college town and all. We walk in, hand in hand, and I instantly spot Nina, running around like a chicken with her head cut off, flipping from table to table with a tray balanced on one hand. Her blonde hair is pulled back into a high pony tail and her cheeks are tinted pink, no doubt from the sweltering heat of this place and her constant movement. 

	“I see my friends,” Brandon says, leaning down to speak closer to my ear so that I can hear him over the vociferous crowd. 

	I look in the direction that he’s pointing and I spot a few large guys and two girls sitting at a huge booth in the back. I nod my head, but as my eyes scan around the brightly lit room, the walls lined with old brewing equipment, I spot Aubrey and Xander talking to a couple of girls by the bar. 

	I tap on Brandon’s shoulder, stopping him before he drags me in that direction. He pauses, looks at me with questioning eyes before bending back down to me.  

	“I see my brother. I’m just going to say a quick hello and then I’ll meet you at the table.”

	His eyes bounce all around, but I don’t think he spots them because they come back to me quickly. “You sure?”  

	I nod. “Yup. I’ll just be a minute.”  

	He smiles, brushing his hand against my cheek. “Do you want me to come with you?”

	I wave my hand in the air. “Nah, I’ll be right over.”  

	He kisses my cheek and then saunters off, leaving me standing here. But I don’t waste time, I walk right over to Aubrey and Xander who are flirting with two girls, one blonde and one brunette. I nudge my shoulder into Aubrey’s backside making him jump forward, practically tripping over one of the girls. 

	“What the . . .” He trails off when he turns and sees me.  

	“What’s happening, studs?” I wink at Xander before smiling at Aubrey. Reaching up, I give him a big hug, just to mess with him.  

	And it works. “Who’s this?” I hear the blonde girl ask with an irritated, snobbish tone. 

	I look to Aubrey, feigning hurt. “You mean you didn’t tell her about me?” 

	Aubrey rolls his eyes at me. “Charlotte, this is my sister, Abby.”

	“It’s Caroline, actually,” she snaps, putting her hands on her hips. I snort, trying to look away, but unable to because that’s just too damn funny.  

	“Oh.” Aubrey tries to stifle his laugh, looking over to Xander who just shrugs, fighting a smirk of his own. “Well, it’s, uh,” Aubrey runs a hand through his hair, “loud in here.” 

	“Whatever,” The girl whose name is Caroline and not Charlotte, hisses. “Come on, let’s go.” She grabs her friend’s arm and pulls her away without a second thought. 

	Aubrey turns his angry eyes toward on me. I hold my hands up in surrender, losing the battle with my laughter. “I’m sorry. That’s my bad.”  

	“What are you doing here, Abby? Where’s your date, or did he use you up already?” 

	“Asshole.” I slap his arm, but not hard because I’m in a good mood. “He’s over there.” I point across the bar to Brandon, who is watching me and throws a wave, before gesturing with his hand that we should come and join him. “Come sit with us.” I look at both Aubrey and Xander. “Both of you,” I add. 

	“Want to?” Aubrey asks, looking more tempted than I would have thought.

	Xander just shrugs, not having looked in my direction once. “What the hell.”  

	“Lead the way, little sister.” I roll my eyes at him, but do as he says, taking him by the arm and navigating him through the throngs of tightly packed people until we reach the table. There are four large men sitting here, including Brandon. Two of them have brown hair, one’s darker than the other, and brown eyes to match each. The third has platinum blond hair with multitude of freckles and blue eyes. 

	I know the girls from one of my classes last year. They’re sorority girls, and very nice, so I smile at them and offer a small wave.  

	“Hi Abby,” Chrissy, one of the girls who has jet black hair and light golden brown eyes says. The other girl’s name I can’t remember, but she smiles and waves back at me. 

	“Abby,” Brandon says, pulling me into the seat next to him and wrapping his arm around my shoulder possessively. “This is Taylor,” Brandon points to the guy with the darkest hair and the biggest frame, “Chris,” the blond guy, and, “Jake.” The other brunette. 

	“Hi.” I wave again and they all give me a nod and a wave of their own. But before I can make introductions, Xander and Aubrey say their hellos to the guys like they know them already, doing the bro shake that guys do. 

	“Do you want a drink?” Brandon leans down to ask, close to my ear. I smile, but it quickly fades as my eyes find their way across the table to where Aubrey and Xander are staring daggers into me.  

	“Sure.” I nod, feeling a bit unsettled.

	“Cool, I’ll get that blonde waitress’s attention,” he says. 

	“Good luck with that, bro. I’ve been trying for a while now and she hasn’t seen me,” Taylor says, a little put out.  

	I smile knowingly, looking to Aubrey who is smiling now too. “That’s Nina, and I can get her attention,” I tell them with a wink, standing up. Putting two finger in my mouth, I let out a low whistle and sure enough, her head whips around at the sound, as does a few other people’s. She smiles excitedly and waves, holding up a finger to indicate that she needs a minute.

	“How’d you do that?” Chris asks.

	“I am a woman of many talents,” I tell him with a bow of my head before I sit back down. 

	“So Abby, did I do good with helping my man here pick out the Thai place?” Jake asks with a smarmy grin and a punch in the arm to Brandon.  

	“You did,” I laugh, but it gets cut off quickly when I see Xander’s face. 

	He’s looking at me, actually looking at me, and even though his expression is completely impassive, like he’s simply listening to our conversation, his eyes are anything but. They’re devouring, boring into me with something dangerous and unspeakable. Then I get a smirk that makes my insides flip in all the best ways. I tilt my head to him, smirking back, hoping he’ll tell me why he looks so— 

	“Hey biatch,” Nina interrupts my little stare down with Xander, drawing my eyes up and over to my best friend. “You look smoking hot,” she says, her eyes gliding up and down with an approving smile. 

	“Thanks.” I stand up and hug her, trying to mask my blush in her shoulder. She gives me a devilish look when she pulls back.  

	“You must be Brandon. Nice to meet you. I’m Nina, Abby’s bestie.” She brushes me aside, and steps right up to him, though he’s still seated in the booth. I laugh. I can’t help myself, because only Nina could get away with this. 

	“You too, Nina. I’ve heard a lot about you,” Brandon says all manners with a smile that I think he delivers to all attractive girls.  

	“Really?” She raises an eyebrow, looking over at me. “Well, it’s all true.” Brandon laughs. “What can I get y’all to drink?” she asks, getting back into her waitress role.  

	“Two pitchers of Bud Light, please, doll,” Taylor says with a wink. 

	“You got it, baby.” She winks back, always the flirt and I swear I see a blush on Taylor’s cheeks. Her eyes turn to me. “You want your usual?”  

	I nod my head, leaning in to give her a quick peck on the cheek before I sit down. 

	“What about you two dicks?” she asks Aubrey and Xander.

	“Your ass on my lap will suffice,” Aubrey says and I can’t help my groan as I scoot in closer to Brandon who reaches under the table, taking my hand again. I’ve never been much of a hand holder, but Brandon seems to do that a lot and I find I rather like it when he does it. 

	“Oh, honey.” Nina shakes her head indulgently, her high ponytail swinging against her head. “We’ve discussed this. My ass is far too special to go near your slutty man-whore lap.” Her eyes turn to Xander. “You want your usual too?”  

	He gives her a nod and a thanks and even a smile. Xander has no problems with Nina, but she’s not his favorite either.  

	“I’ll be back.” She throws Taylor another wink and then walks off. 

	“Your friend is hot,” Taylor says, leaning across the large light wood table towards me. “Is she single?”  

	I nod my head. “She is, but be warned, she eats men like candy.” 

	He laughs, blushing again and I’m starting to get the impression that he’s a little shyer than he tries to come off. “I’m good with that as long as she lets me return the favor.” Or maybe he’s not.  

	I hold up my hand in protest. “TMI Taylor, TMI.” He laughs, leaning back in his seat. 

	“What’s your usual?” Brandon asks, running his fingers that are still wrapped in my hand across my bare knee. 

	“Whiskey and ginger ale, if it’s a school night, which tonight is. Otherwise just a Jameson on the rocks.”

	His eyes widen as he leans back from me. “Seriously?” 

	I nod. “Yup. I don’t drink beer.” His eyes widen further like what I’m saying is the most ridiculous thing ever. He turns his head and looks over at Chris quickly before turning back to me, something unspoken passes between them that I can’t figure out. 

	“Huh,” is all he says as if this requires a lot of thought.  

	“Actually,” Aubrey starts, leaning over, arms folded on the table in front of him, ready to do battle. “Abby is really into wine.” He tilts his head. “Or didn’t she tell you that?” 

	I roll my eyes. Why does he always have to be so antagonistic to the boys I date? Just why?

	But Brandon laughs it off, not deterred in the slightest. “She didn’t mention it actually, but this was only the first date of many I hope, so I’m sure I’ll learn a lot more.” His hand squeezes my knee. 

	“I doubt you’ll get that far,” Xander says, leaning back in his seat and crossing his muscular arms over his broad chest with easy confidence. “Neither of you have the best track record with making it past a few dates.” His eyes turn from Brandon’s to my cheek. “I know Abby drops them before daylight comes.” His tone is so casual, but his words bite right through me.

	I groan, dropping my head back against the tall hard wood surface of the booth. “Jesus. Will both of you ease up?”

	“What does he mean?” Chrissy asks, making eyes at Xander, which shouldn’t bother me, but it does. Only because it’s giving him the floor to criticize me in public further. 

	I throw my hands up, completely exasperated with everything. 

	“I’m going to the restroom.” 

	I need distance. 

	Brandon gives my knee another squeeze, before leaning in to kiss my cheek, sliding back to my ear. “He’s just jealous, Abby. Don’t let him get to you like this.” I want to roll my eyes at that because I know for a fact that Xander is not jealous when it comes to me.  

	It’s more along the lines of disgustedly indifferent. 

	“It’s fine. I’ll be right back.” I get up without another word, because it’s not fine. It’s just not. I don’t know what has happened to me since Tuesday at Xander’s old apartment, but I think I’ve finally hit my limit for his hurtful bullshit. 

	I’m just done. 

	I make my way through the hordes of drunk college kids to the back hallway where the restrooms are located. And, of course, there is a line for the ladies’ room. But it’s not terribly long so I position myself in it, leaning my head back against the wall and closing my eyes, so I can catch the breath that I didn’t realize I had been holding. 

	Then I feel him. He’s not touching me, but I feel him all the same. Everywhere.

	“He’s not the brightest bulb, is he? I’d have expected better from you, but then again, maybe not.” Xander’s harsh voice interrupts my quiet and I cannot figure out why he followed me here just to continue with the insults. 

	I open my eyes, looking up at the ceiling for a moment before lowering my head, pinning him with my cold stare. Daring him to look anywhere else. Before I can even think about it, I grab his shirt, clenching the soft fabric inside my fits and dragging him down the hall, past the bathrooms and out the back door that closes behind us with a loud bang. 

	The alley in the back of the bar is well lit, but dirty. Thankfully the dumpster a few feet away is empty. My boots scrape along the ground as I move, my breaths puffing out as white vapor. I shove him with everything I’ve got against the door, but it’s not much with his large frame so he doesn’t hit the metal as hard as I’d hoped. 

	“I’m so fucking sick of your shit,” I yell in his face, slamming my hands against his chest, hard. His body bounces against the door, but the impact doesn’t alter his hard expression. “You say you don’t care enough about me to hate me, then prove it, Xander. You are my brother’s best friend and now my roommate. You could show me a modicum of respect. If nothing else, enough to leave me alone and stop saying such horrible, hurtful things.” I feel a hot angry tear start to roll down my cheek and I reach up, hastily brushing it away. He doesn’t deserve my tears and I’m pissed at myself for giving him them. “Stop trying to break me.”

	I take a deep breath, calming myself down. His dark blue eyes are swimming with something I can’t figure out. I can never figure out his looks. I shake my head in total defeat. 

	He just stands there, silently watching me.

	“Why did you follow me to the bathroom?” 

	Nothing. No response.

	I shove his hard chest again, but with very little force as I’m just about wiped out. 

	“Why do you make it your personal mission to hurt me as only you can? Just . . . why?” I shake my head, utterly deflated, taking a step back from him and spinning around. My hands cross over my stomach as I lower my chin to my chest, breathing in deeply. 

	“Abby?” Xander’s soft voice cuts through the quiet darkness, but I can’t acknowledge him right now. I can’t hear anything else that he has to say to me. I feel like I’m bleeding out and he’s the last person I want to witness it. “I don’t know why I followed you. Maybe it’s because I can’t stay away.”

	His hands find my waist and instantly I begin to shake. 

	He feels it. 

	I know he does, because suddenly his chest is pressed firmly against my back, as his thumbs brush up and down along my hip. A powerful shudder wracks through my body. His hands grip my waist tighter as he drops his forehead into the crook of my neck, his lips inadvertently rest against my skin, hot and wet.

	And I moan. I can’t help it. It just slips out. 

	He growls against me, stepping closer into my body, flush against my back.

	What the hell is happening?

	His nose rakes up towards my ear as he releases a contented sigh, and I want him to stop as much as I don’t want him to ever stop.

	“Abby?” he tries again, more of a pleading tone to his voice, similar to earlier tonight, but I shake my head holding up my hand to stop him. This, whatever this is, cannot happen here. 

	Not out here. 

	Not after his words cut me to the quick. 

	One minute he hates me. The next he’s callous and detached. Then he’s back to hating me. 

	And now? 

	Now I don’t know what he is. 

	“I can’t take anymore,” I whisper, my lower lip trembling as I try to hold in my tears. I don’t know whether to turn around and kiss him or punch him. I know what I want to do, but I won’t ever do it. I’m here with Brandon and this is all sorts of wrong on so many levels that I can hardly make sense of all of them.  

	“Abby, I—” 

	“Please.” 

	But I don’t know what I’m begging for as a small sob rattles through me. 

	He wraps his arms around me, engulfing me in his embrace and I start to lose it. “I’m sorry,” he says. “It was never supposed to be like this with us. I’m so goddamn sorry, sweetheart.” He grips me once more before releasing me completely. I feel his loss instantly. “I’ll leave you alone like I said I would. I’ll be nice. I promise.” 

	And then I hear the metal door crashing as it shuts behind him, leaving me standing out here alone in the cold dark night.  

	It takes me five full minutes to make it back inside, but when I do, Xander is gone. Aubrey is sitting in the booth, talking to the guys and sipping his drink, which I know to

	also be a whiskey and ginger ale. Yes, we like the same drink. Don’t judge.

	Brandon stands when I arrive, concern wrinkling his eyes at the corners. “You okay?” His hand reaches out for me and I willingly give it to him, letting him pull me into the booth.

	“I’m good. Sorry I was gone so long.” He shakes his head, dismissing my apology. I reach out, picking up my tall glass off the table and taking a sip of my drink, enjoying the smoky sweetness. 

	“Are you ready to go?” Brandon asks softly, leaning into me. 

	I take another pull of my drink, before turning to look at him and nodding my head. “Let’s go.” 

	“I can take her home,” Aubrey offers. “I’m heading there now anyway.”

	Brandon shakes his head. “Nah man, I’ll take her.” 

	Aubrey throws his hands up in surrender for once. “I’ll see you at home,” he says with a meaning that no one at the table misses. I nod, because he will.

	We say our goodbyes to everyone and walk hand in hand out to his car. I’m tempted to apologize for Xander and Aubrey’s behavior, but I don’t. I’m sure tonight wasn’t the first time he’s caught shit over a girl and it’s not the worst thing in the world for him to know that Aubrey is protective over me. 

	“Are you busy Saturday night?” he asks as we pull up in front of my building. Pressing the ignition button, he shuts off the car before stepping out and coming around to get me, leaving his question hanging in the car behind him. 

	He takes my hand, helping me down and holds me close to his side as we walk into my building. “No. I’m around.”

	He smiles, leaning down and brushing his lips on the top of my head. “We’re having a party at my house after our game. I’d really like you to come.” I look up at him as I press the button for the elevator. 

	“Okay.” I relent even though I hate going to parties. But I assume he’ll keep an eye on me. Watch out for me. 

	“Great. It’s an away game, but not far, so I should be back by seven. Do you want to come by around nine?” His hands are all over me. My arms, my waist, through my hair, against the back of my neck. 

	I look up at him, his light blue eyes sparkling in the overhead lights of the elevator. “I can do that.” 

	The metal doors of the elevator open and we both step out onto my floor, making our way down the hall towards my door. His hand is on my waist, holding me up against his side. But he pulls me back two doors down from my own causing me to turn around to him, scrunching my eyebrows in confusion.

	“I want to kiss you and I can’t do that with your brother and Xander breathing down my neck.” His hand comes up, brushing across my cheek as his eyes look into mine. 

	“Probably true.” I smile, and his lips come down to capture it.  

	Both arms snake around my waist, lifting me off my feet effortlessly. I clutch onto his strong shoulder muscles, holding on tight as he kisses me with reckless abandon. So deep and passionate that I feel it in my dangling toes. 

	He sets me down an untold amount of time later, resting his forehead against mine. “You’re very short.” 

	I laugh. “You’re very tall, and I did wear heels today,” I remind him.

	He nods against my forehead a crooked smile pulling at his lips. “You did, but you’re still short.” His lips brush against mine again. “You need to go inside,” he says against my mouth. “I’m having trouble making myself leave.”  

	“Good night, Brandon.” I lean up to brush my lips against his. “Thank you for dinner. I had a good time tonight.”

	He pulls away from me, but only slightly so he can see me better. 

	“I did too, Abby.” He leans in and kisses me again. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” Another kiss and then he’s back up to his full height before playfully nudging me towards the door to my apartment. 

	Unlocking my door, I open it slowly before turning back to Brandon who hasn’t moved from his position two doors down. I throw him a wave before entering my apartment and shutting the door, locking it behind me. It’s dark and quiet inside, Aubrey’s not yet home and I have no idea if Xander is or not. 

	But I can’t help wonder as I pass Xander’s room, heading for my own, what tomorrow will be like between us. His door flies open as I pass and he and I both start, before we stare, daring the other to speak. 

	“You’re home.” It’s not a question clearly since I’m standing in front of him, but I nod all the same.

	“I am.” 

	We watch each other. 

	“I didn’t mean what I said before.” 

	I shake my head, having no idea which thing in particular he’s referring to. Does that mean he’s not going to leave me alone? I’m sort of having mixed feelings on that.

	“You look so much more than pretty tonight,” he says softly, sadly, his cobalt blue eyes boring into mine. I gasp before I can help it, but he doesn’t allow me to respond. He simply walks past me into his bathroom, shutting and locking the door behind him. 

	He doesn’t want me to follow him. 

	But oddly, there is nothing I want to do more right now. 

	 

	 


Chapter 9

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I spent all day yesterday working on my manuscript. It seems that work from my other classes has taken a back seat to this, because after sitting in the library for five hours, I’ve only managed to write another twelve pages. I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m a perfectionist and as such, I’m never happy with my work. 

	It’s a problem. 

	So today, instead of working in the library again, I’ve been bouncing back and forth between the breakfast bar in the kitchen and my bed. I made Aubrey read some of it and he gave me some helpful pointers, but I still feel lost in this work. 

	Completely consumed by my inevitable failure, I slam the lid of my laptop down, shoving it aside and propping my elbows on the counter, covering my face with my hands. 

	“Problem?” Xander’s voice reaches me from the living room where he’s been working from the couch most of the day. 

	“I can’t do this,” I admit, and hating myself for it. 

	We haven’t spoken to each other much since Thursday night after the bar, but what we have said has been civil. Not friendly by any means, but I’ll take what I can get from him and so far it’s an improvement. 

	“Do you want me to read it?” he asks softly. I hear the fabric of the couch rub as he gets up, his naked feet slapping against the wood floor as he makes his way over to me. I lower my hands from my face and turn in my chair to look at him. It’s an honest offer, but I’m afraid of just how badly he’ll judge me on it. 

	At the same time, what do I have to lose? 

	“You sure you wouldn’t mind? I really could use all the help I can get.” I bite my lip nervously. “It’s shit, just so you know,” I add as he sits down in the stool next to me, sliding my computer towards him and opening the lid. 

	“I doubt that.” He grins, but just barely. “I’ve read some of your stuff before, remember?”

	I smile at his handsome profile, because yes, I do remember. 

	“That was a long time ago.”

	He chuckles softly as he types in my password. “Are you saying that your writing abilities have worsened over the years?”  

	I shrug. I don’t really have an answer for that. Halpern thinks I can write. That I have talent, but I’m just not feeling it. In fact, all of this is making me want to just focus on Biology and be done.

	He starts to read over my paper and I can’t stand how awkward I feel sitting here watching him do it, so I get up and walk into the kitchen. I need something to do. A proper distraction. 

	“Do you want coffee?” I ask, anxiously looking over at him as his eyes oscillate back and forth across the screen.

	“Uh, sure,” he says, not really paying attention to me. 

	I’m not really in the mood for coffee, it’s actually almost dinner time in fact, but Aubrey is bringing home a pizza when he comes back from the gym in an hour so I’m not going to start cooking. 

	“Espresso okay?” I call back. What is wrong with me? I want to shake my head at myself.

	“Whatever, Abby,” he smirks. “Shut up and stop talking to me already. I’m trying to read.” 

	I roll my eyes at his joking tone. Walking over to the cabinet, I pull out the bag of espresso, but then decide that a cappuccino will take more effort so I walk over to the fridge and pull out some milk too. 

	I load everything up into the espresso machine and hit the button, setting the large mug under the spout. 

	God, I’m so nervous right now, I’m practically vibrating with it. Clearly the last thing I need right now is a strong dose of caffeine, but it’s a little late for that now. The high pitched hissing of the milk steaming along with the mechanical popping of the machine fills the room and I’ve never been so grateful for such an annoying sound. 

	I’m humming Keep Ya Head Up, by Tupac and I hear Xander chuckle lightly at me, but I’m ignoring him for now as I work the coffee. 

	“Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll go easy on you. No need for nerves.” 

	I both hate and love that he knows me so well. 

	The first cup is finished so I walk it over to him, reaching across the counter to carefully set it down next to him. He doesn’t acknowledge the coffee or me, but I take that as a good sign and go about making another one for myself. 

	Ten freaking minutes later, I’m sipping my cappuccino and flipping through a magazine that I care nothing about.

	I’m going out of my damn mind here. 

	Just when I’m about to say something to him, he looks up and finds me. 

	“Come sit down.” His authoritative tone instantly puts me into action and I set down my coffee and magazine before scooting around the counter next to him. “Did you really write this?”

	I want to laugh, but instead I groan, because that’s probably the worst thing he could have asked me. I can’t even speak, so I nod instead. 

	“And where did you get the idea for this story?” 

	I shrug, feeling beyond small. Leaning my elbow on the counter, I prop the side of my face up in my hand looking in his direction. “I used to imagine I was a magical fairy when I was kid who could go around and heal the sick, but it all started from a dream I had once.”

	He nods his head, staring at the screen like he’s thinking about this. “Didn’t your high school boyfriend, Kyle, have leukemia or something?”

	“Yeah, but that’s not what this is about.”

	“You aren’t connecting with the fairy, Abby. You seem to just be writing a story, but there is no real emotion in it that comes from you.” 

	God, he’s right. “I know.” I’m so freaking defeated. I’ll never be able to get this done. Never. 

	“Why did you pick this story?” He shifts in the chair a little, angling toward me without looking at me. 

	 Another shrug. “I didn’t know what else to write about.” 

	“Look,” His eyes find my cheek. I’m biting the hell out of my lip as I worry my fingers on the counter. “It’s not bad. I don’t mean to make you feel like your writing is subpar. Some of it is very good, but I feel like if you were actually writing a story you cared about, it would not only be easier for you to write, but it would come out better.”

	“I don’t know what to write about, Xander,” I whine like a three-year-old before dropping my face to the stone counter. 

	“Fiction doesn’t have to be fantastical, Abby, just not historically accurate.” 

	Sitting back up, I lean my side against the back of the stool, dangling my legs between us. “I like fantastical, though. It’s fun to write.”

	“Just not this fantasy.” I can only shrug, because I honestly don’t know anymore. “Okay. Then what other types of fantasies do you have?” 

	I see the smirk he’s trying to hide and offer him one of my own. “Did you always have such a dirty mind?” I jest and his grin broadens, but he manages to contain it before he speaks again. 

	“Just answer the question.” He’s still smirking and I have the biggest urge to reach over and touch his mouth. How weird is that?

	“Hmmm.” I’m so tempted to mess with him, but we’re actually having a normal conversation so I don’t want to ruin that with sexual innuendo, even if it’s not serious. “Promise you won’t laugh at me?”

	“I make no promises, but if it helps, I rarely find anything you say amusing.” 

	“Asshole.” 

	He laughs as I shake my head. 

	“Superhero twins.” Surprisingly, he doesn’t laugh at that.

	“And what about these superhero twins?”

	“When Aubrey and I were young, we used to pretend we were superheroes. Sort of the way all kids do.”

	“I never did that.”

	I roll my eyes. “Well, aren’t you always the exception to the rule? Anyway, Aubrey was all about Superman at the time so he could fly and see through shit and laser things with his eyes. But I was sort of a smaller version of the dark and twisted girl I am now, so I would be able to read people’s minds and manipulate them into doing whatever I wanted.” 

	Xander laughs loud and hard at that. “Not much has changed in that department.” 

	“Hey, I do not manipulate people and I certainly can’t read minds.” I’m trying for indignant, but the huge grin on my face gives me away. 

	“Sure,” he says sarcastically. “Continue.”  

	“As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted,” I glare at him with a raised eyebrow. “I was always the bad girl in our little superhero play. And that had me thinking about superhero twins where one is the good guy and one is the bad girl and how both of them reconcile that.”

	       “Okay.” His eyes skirt mine. “Not bad. Needs more details. What are their superpowers? Same as when you were kids?” 

	He pulls up a blank page on the screen and we spend the next hour, until Aubrey walks in, brainstorming and coming up with an outline for my manuscript. Something I hadn’t done with the last one, which is probably why I ran into so much trouble with it. 

	“I don’t even know how to thank you,” I tell Xander with all sincerity, leaning over and giving him a kiss on his cheek. He blushes a little, looking rather uncomfortable with my affectionate gesture. “You helped me so much tonight. You’re aces.” I smile, touching his shoulder before getting up and going into the kitchen to help Aubrey with the pizza. 

	“It was my pleasure, Abby.” He looks up at me with a warmth in eyes I haven’t seen in years, but doesn’t say anything else, and I don’t expect him to. I suspect he’s reached his limit with me and that’s fine. 

	I can accept that. 

	“Are you guys going out tonight?” I ask, shoving a piece of mushroom pizza into my mouth. I’m freaking starving, not having had anything to eat today. 

	We were out late so last night celebrating Grace and Gavin moving in together that I almost felt like canceling on Brandon and just staying in. But I didn’t want to hurt his feelings or make him think that I’m blowing him off or anything. 

	“Don’t know. You still going to that party?” Aubrey asks, leaning against the counter, a piece of pizza folded in half in his hand. 

	“I am.” I scrunch my nose. “I’m freaking exhausted after last night and would much rather stay in and work on my paper.” I look to Xander with a soft smile he doesn’t return or even acknowledge. “But I told Brandon I’d go, so . . .” I trail off with a shrug before taking another bite of my pizza. 

	“Can’t say I love the idea of you going alone to a party like that,” Aubrey says, looking over to Xander to back him up, but he doesn’t. Xander has once again turned to stone. At the bar last night, he wouldn’t even look at me, let alone speak to me. So being the child I am, I ignored him back. 

	But today he was so very different with me. 

	His help was unsolicited, and greatly appreciated. And he was playful. Teasing me and smiling and he even brushed some hair out of my face. It was . . . god, I don’t even know what it was. Nice doesn’t seem like enough. Probably because I had butterflies the entire time. 

	Just like I used to have whenever I was near him.

	But now that I’ve had a taste of the old Xander, I’m kind of craving more. I know I need to let that one go, despite how hard it is to do.

	“I know,” I nod my head, partially in agreement with Aubrey on this, even if he has no idea why. “But Nina and Samantha are working and Grace is with Gavin tonight. I don’t plan on drinking or staying long for that matter.” 

	“Do you feel like you can trust Brandon to keep an eye on you and not try to take advantage?” Aubrey asks through a mouth full of food as he wipes the grease away from his lips. Gross. 

	“I’m not a little girl. I can handle myself. Brandon won’t take advantage of me, nor would I let him if he tried. I already told you I’m not drinking. I’ll be fine. Promise.” I give a reassuring smile, even if I’m a little miffed at his patronizing tone. “I’m surprised you don’t want to go and pick up your usual order of a blonde bimbo,” I half tease. “After all, it is Saturday night.” I stuff the last bite of crust into my mouth, crunching it slowly before I hop up onto the counter. 

	“Very true.” Aubrey grabs another slice from the box before shutting the lid and turning to Xander. “You want to go out and see who we can manage to bring home?” 

	Xander shrugs a shoulder like he couldn’t care either way. “Sure. I’m in.” 

	“Okay, we’ll go with you.” Why does it sound like he’s doing me a favor?

	“Jesus, it was bad enough having to deal with you having sex.” I point at Aubrey. “Now I’m going to have to hear it from both of you?” I shake my head, really not liking that idea. And it has nothing to do with the fact that it’s Xander having sex. Nothing at all. “Yuck. Maybe I should just stay with Brandon tonight.” I’m not serious, but I kind of want to see Aubrey’s reaction.

	“You better fucking not, Abby.” He pushes himself off the counter, holding his drooping slice of pizza out to me in warning. “You barely know the guy.” 

	I laugh, throwing my head back. “You are such a hypocrite.” I shake my head smiling. “But don’t worry. I’m not serious. But I think I may need to invest in ear plugs now that I share a wall with someone again.” I jump off the counter. “I’m going to get ready.”

	An hour later I’m ready to go. I’m wearing my Silversun Pickups concert tee, ripped skinny jeans and my Chucks. My damp hair is up in a ponytail and my eyes are dark and smoky. I’m sure I’m completely underdressed for this type of party, but this is how I feel comfortable, so I’m going with it. In all honesty, I’m too beat to make an attempt at anything beyond my makeup. 

	So fuck ‘em if they can’t take a joke, right? 

	Aubrey and Xander are waiting for me when I walk out in the living room, playing their usual video games and cursing each other out. “You bitches ready?” I ask.

	Both sets of eyes leave the television to look at me, but no one comments on my outfit tonight since it’s far from sexy. 

	“Let’s do this.” 

	The house is large, and in relatively good repair for an old Victorian that has housed students since the dawn of man. It’s in a row of other houses that are similar, and equally as noisy when we pull up in my car. I told them I wasn’t drinking tonight and I meant it, so I offered to be the designated driver. 

	The three of us enter the house single file, but I stop just inside the entrance.

	I don’t like being here. 

	My body erupts in chills and a shiver runs up my back. 

	Jesus, I didn’t realize it was this house. 

	I grab out before I even realize what I’m doing and catch Xander’s arm. His eyes turn back to find mine and suddenly, I’m beyond relieved that him and Aubrey are here with me. 

	“What’s wrong?” he asks, concern etched in his tone and expression. He reaches out, cupping my cheek with his warm hand, and I melt into him for the briefest of moments before I remember myself.

	I can’t tell him. 

	Shaking my head, I let go of his arm. His hand drops to his side, but his eyes stay on me for a minute longer. I feel like he can see right through me. He doesn’t comment, just waits until I start to move further into the house before he follows after. 

	What else can I do?

	The main room is big and smells of cheap stale beer, cologne and sweat. 

	Not a very pleasant combination, but not that uncommon I’m sure for a house where six boys live. House music is blasting from two large speakers at the far wall that are positioned up on cinder blocks and there is a massive sound system and television in between them. College football is silently being played on the television. The center of the room is cleared of most of the furniture and there are some very scantily clad women and a few guys dancing on the makeshift dance floor, holding red plastic cups.  

	I don’t see Brandon anywhere. 

	I also don’t recognize a single person here, which automatically sets me on edge. Aubrey takes my arm, pulling me through the large living room and into the back of the house where the kitchen is located, as well as the kegs. 

	I’ve never been so happy that my brother is with me. Have I said that already? Well, I totally and completely mean it.

	“Hey. There’s my girl,” Brandon’s voice climbs over the cacophony of drunken chatter. “And I see you brought your henchmen,” he laughs at his own joke. 

	Great, he’s drunk. 

	Brandon comes walking up to me, wrapping his arms around me and picking me up, giving me a tight squeeze. He sets me down after I wiggle a little and he nods his head at Aubrey and Xander, who don’t look too pleased. 

	“Hey guys. You want a beer?” 

	For a second, I’m afraid Aubrey is going to start something and get pummeled, but he just nods his head. “Yeah. Sure man, thanks.”

	       I mean, Aubrey and Xander are tall and well-built, but I don’t think they’d stand a chance against the lacrosse and football boys. 

	Brandon gives a lazy smile, throwing his enormous heavy arm over my shoulder and leading me in the direction of the keg that’s over by the sink. The small crowd of bodies surrounding it part like the Red Sea as Brandon walks up. 

	“Oh hey,” I yell loudly so that he can hear me. “Did you win your game?”

	He smiles big, looking down at me with glassy blue eyes. “I did. Scored the winning goal.” 

	“Great.” I try for enthusiastic.

	Some guy gives Brandon two red cups, but I decline it when he tries to hand one to me. “Oh, come on,” he pouts. “Celebrate with me.” 

	“I am.” I smile. “But I don’t drink beer, remember?” 

	“Right.” He laughs at a joke only he’s privy to, and hands Xander and Aubrey the two red cups before nodding to the guy manning the keg for another cup. “Do you want me to get you a whiskey or something? I know we have some bottles somewhere around here.” Brandon looks around the kitchen in search of what I assume are bottles of whiskey, but I shake my head. 

	“Nah. I’m good. I’m driving tonight.”

	“Oh.” He looks disappointed, but quickly gets over it, turning back to Aubrey and Xander who are both doing double time, scoping the room for girls and watching my little exchange with Brandon. “You guys good?” They nod in unison, Xander holding up his cup, a scowl etched on his full lips. “Awesome.” Brandon turns back to me. “Come with me.” He takes my hand and leads me out of the kitchen before anyone, including me, can protest. 

	But as I turn back, I catch Xander’s eyes on me and he looks crestfallen. 

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Brandon smiles at me over his shoulder. But it’s not the type of smile that says, I’m going to have my wicked way with you, so I follow him down the absurdly long dark hallway, past a half a dozen rooms until we reach two glass French doors at the end of the hall. 

	“Ready?” he asks with a boyish smile that I find just a little endearing. 

	“Sure.” 

	Brandon pulls down on the two brass levers, bringing the doors toward us, opening up to a balcony. We both step outside onto the worn but sturdy wood floor, and I inch over to the ledge, putting my hands on the peeling railing, peering down at the ground below. This is clearly the back of the house because it’s quiet and secluded, and even though I’m out here alone with a drunk Brandon, I’m grateful to be out of the smelly crowded downstairs. 

	“This is great,” I tell him, breathing in the cool night air.

	“Yeah.” He nods, bending forward at the waist and leaning his forearms on the railing, the same way I am. He’s much taller than I am, so I have to crane my neck up to see him. “I come out here a lot actually. It’s one of my favorite reading spots.”

	I know he said he reads a lot, but when I tried to talk about books with him, he balked. I don’t know if he says this because he knows I’m an English major and thinks it’s something I’d be into, or what. But I highly doubt he comes out here to read.  

	I blink, looking out at the night sky and trying to find various constellations, which isn’t difficult in this part of the world. 

	“I’m glad you came tonight. I was a little worried that you might bail on me since you said you got home late last night and were tired,” he admits, looking out at the backyard. 

	“I told you I’d come.” I nudge his arm with my shoulder. “But I am tired and I doubt I’ll stay all that long.” 

	He turns his body to face me with a warm smile that lights up his darkened eyes. “But not yet, right?”

	“Right,” I confirm. “I’m happy that you won your game.”

	He smiles, reaching out and draping his arm over me, rubbing up and down like he’s trying to keep me warm, even though I’m wearing a jacket and it’s rather mild out for the end of January. “It was just a scrimmage game. The real season doesn’t start for another couple of weeks. Maybe you can come to a home game sometime?” 

	“Sure.” I shrug, though I have little interest or understanding in the sport. “That could be fun.” 

	“I know I’ve had a few beers tonight and that you’re not really into that, but would it be okay if I kiss you?” 

	I love how he asks me that. 

	Freaking love it. 

	I don’t answer him, instead I turn in his arms so that I’m facing his chest and glide my hands up his arms, into his hair. His mouth comes down on mine in a soft slow kiss, with no tongue. But that only lasts a minute or two before he’s asking for entrance and I’m giving it. 

	He tastes of beer and toothpaste and smells of his soap and cologne. He doesn’t try anything more than this kiss, which I also like, but I know he wants to. 

	I can feel his restraint practically buzzing through him. 

	His arm is snaked around the back of my waist, pressing me up against his warm hard chest. 

	But he’s drunk. 

	I can taste that on him too, feel it in the slightly sloppy way he kisses me and it turns me off. 

	Especially when he tries to slide his hand down my jeans.

	Brandon groans into my mouth, and that’s my cue to pull back. I need air and space. The taste of beer on him revolts me for some reason.  

	And I absolutely hate that he just tried to get down my pants outside on a balcony when he’s drunk and I’m not. 

	I realize I’m at a party at his house, so I decide to cut him some slack.

	“Shit,” he laughs, running a hand through his hair. “I need to stop.” I laugh too and he looks down at me. “Okay,” he starts, taking my hand and intertwining our fingers. “I’m about two seconds away from picking you up, hauling you over my shoulder and bringing you down the hall to my bedroom.” He smiles. “But I don’t want to do that with you.” He smirks shaking his head. “I mean, obviously I want to do that with you, just not yet. I’d like to take things slow with you, Abby.” His tone grows serious as his free hand comes up and brushes my cheek. “I like you. A lot. And I realize this is soon and sudden and all that, but I’ve wanted you for two       years so, it doesn’t feel that way to me.” 

	I don’t know what to say. 

	I mean I like him, obviously, but not a lot. At least not yet. He’s a nice guy and fun to talk to and has been super sweet. But, I just don’t know. 

	“So,” he continues in the midst of my contemplative silence. “Do you want to spend the day with me tomorrow?” 

	“Yes. I do.” He smiles big. “But I can’t until the afternoon because I have to work on my paper for a while.”

	“That’s fine. I’m going to need to sleep in anyway.” He chuckles, pulling me into his chest and wrapping his arms around me. “Did I freak you out?”

	I shake my head in his chest. “No.” He might have. Just a little. But I’m going to roll with it because as I said, I like him. 

	“Good.” He kisses the top of my head, pulling me back and letting me go. “You ready to go back downstairs?” I gaze back towards the French doors behind us and think about it. “Let me rephrase,” he says and my attention turn back to his. “We need to go back downstairs because I’m having trouble being out here alone with you when I’m a few beers deep.”

	I laugh at his candor. “Then yes, I’m ready to go back downstairs.” 

	He leads me back down the hallway and the occasional sound of people having sex from within the doors only makes him squeeze the hand he’s holding tighter. I’m curious what his room looks like, but I know that’s a bad idea if we’re doing this whole taking-it-slow thing. As we round the bottom of the stairs, Brandon grabs my waist and directs me over to the corner of the room where a few other people are standing. 

	But I’m suddenly beyond tired and not wanting to be social in this sweaty, smelly house watching people grind against each other and call it dancing anymore. 

	“Hey,” I practically shout up to Brandon, garnering his attention away from whatever conversation he was having with whomever he was talking to. “I’m beat. I’m going to head out.” 

	His face falls a little, but he recovers quickly. “You sure?” 

	I nod. “Call me tomorrow when you get up and we’ll meet up, okay?” 

	“Sure, babe.” Babe? He leans down and kisses my lips. “Get home safe.” 

	“I will.” I grin, patting his stomach twice before walking away in search of Aubrey and Xander. 

	Heading back into the kitchen, I spot Aubrey leaning heavily into some blonde girl—they’re always blonde—who is giggling and smiling up at him like she can’t wait to attack.

	Lovely. 

	Looks like I’m going to have to endure yet another morning guest. 

	“Hey Aub,” I yell out as I reach them. “You ready? I want to get out of here.” 

	Aubrey’s glazed-over eyes find mine and an easy smile stretches his face. “Abby!” he slurs. “This is Pamela. Pamela, my sister, Abby.” He waves a hand back and forth between us. I nod, not really feeling like chit-chat. “Pamela is going to be joining us at home this evening.”

	“Fabulous,” I deadpan. “Where’s Xander?”  

	Aubrey shrugs, wrapping his arm around Pamela’s all too willing shoulders. “He went off a little while ago with some girl.” 

	I groan. “Fine, I’ll go find him. Just meet me at the car in five.” 

	Aubrey nods, waving me away. I spin around on my heels and make my way back through the kitchen toward the back of other side of the house, where there are three doors in a row off of a small hallway. 

	“Which one first?” I muse aloud playing my own version of eeny meeny miny mo. I knock softly on the first door, but with no answer, I hesitantly open it. 

	Bathroom.  

	Okay. On to the next. I repeat the process and this one is a closet. I realize that I don’t actually know if Xander is back here or if he’s upstairs. The thought of walking in on him with a girl makes my stomach roll. Maybe I should just text him and see if he responds? I reach into my bag, that’s hanging by my hip and as I finally locate my phone within its confines, the third door opens. 

	Xander walks out with red glassy eyes, flushed cheeks, disheveled hair and fingers in the process of zipping up his fly. 

	I freeze where I’m standing. 

	My breath catches in my lungs as a girl comes up from behind him, draping a hand over his shoulder seductively, using the other hand to wipe a finger across her bottom lip. She’s got long strawberry red hair and light green eyes, I think. It’s hard to tell in the dim hallway. 

	She’s pretty. 

	They haven’t noticed me yet and for a second I wonder if I have enough time to flee. 

	But then she starts to speak to him and I find I can no longer move. “So, that was fun,” she squeals and her high-pitched voice makes both Xander and I wince.  

	He shakes his head. “Um. Yeah . . .” he trails off, obviously not knowing her name. 

	And I feel sick. 

	Worst of all, I hate that I do. 

	I’ve seen Xander with girls before. This is not new and I’ve seen Aubrey with way too many to count. But for some reason, witnessing this moment, the way he looks in this moment, makes my heart hurt.

	I turn to leave. I can’t be here.  

	“Abby?” Xander practically slurs out my name and I freeze once again.

	“No,” the girl giggles shrilly. “That’s not my name. Why do you keep calling me that? That’s like the third time you’ve called me Abby.” I feel my eyes widen, my back still to them. “My name is Ally,” she emphasizes her name like he somehow cares to know. 

	“I wasn’t talking to you,” Xander says quietly, before coming up to me, leaving the annoying giggling girl behind. “What are you doing back here?” He’s all but accusing me, like I’m doing something wrong just by standing outside the door. 

	And maybe I am. 

	Maybe I’m the one in the wrong for not knowing how to feel about him saying my name when he was with her. Ally and Abby are similar and Xander is drunk enough that he probably just said the familiar A name. He doesn’t seem bothered by what she said about him saying my name while they were together. 

	So why am I? 

	“I—uh.” I can’t look at him as he stands in front of me now. I swallow hard. “I was looking for you. I wanted to leave and was wondering if you wanted a ride back.” My voice is so weak and my eyes are fixed on the floor in front of us, staring at my damn sneakers. 

	“You found me.” His hand comes up to my chin, lifting my face and my eyes to his glazed dark eyes ones. “Something bothering you, Abby? Something you’d like to say?” I wish he would stop saying my name. It’s almost like he’s doing it to get a reaction out of me. His eyes scan around my face. 

	“Wait,” Ally with the shrillest voice on the planet says, coming up to join my own personal nightmare. “You’re Abby?”  

	I want to die. Right now. I wish something would come up out of the floor and swallow me whole. She giggles again and I swear it’s like fingernails on a goddamn chalkboard. 

	“I just thought you misheard my name all this time.”  

	Shoot. Me. Now. 

	And why on earth does this stupid, brainless, girl think it’s funny?

	“Where’s Brandon?” Xander asks with an unmistakable edge, looking around like he’s expecting him to materialize any moment. He’s completely untroubled by the fact that this girl just called him out, again, for saying my name.  

	“I don’t know. Somewhere in the house.” My tone is clipped. “Are you ready to go or are you staying with your friend here?” I nod my head back towards the girl I cannot look at.

	I don’t wait for his answer because I need out of here this very instant. Xander says something to the girl that I cannot hear and then he’s next to me. Walking alongside as casual as ever. Totally and completely unaffected. I make my way through the house and out the front door to see Aubrey and Pamela going at it up against my car.

	Could this night get any worse? 

	I hit the unlock button on my clicker that causes a double beep and the headlights to flash. They break apart instantly, which was of course the point. I’m inside and starting the car before I can think about anything else. Before I can notice that Aubrey and his blonde de jour are mauling each other in the backseat. Before I can notice Xander sitting next to me in the front seat, watching me as he pretends nothing happened. 

	And maybe that’s how I should be too. 

	It doesn’t bother him, so why does it bother me so much? 

	I turn up the music playing through the Bluetooth so I don’t have to hear the sound of Aubrey’s smacking lips and her excessive moans. I can’t get us home fast enough and when I pull my car into my designated garage spot, I turn off the car and I’m out the door in record time. 

	Mercifully, Aubrey and Pamela call it quits as we all ride up in the elevator together in silence. Tossing my keys on the entry table, I scramble for my room. I need to shower off the stink of that party and this night and just go to sleep. 

	But just as my hand reaches the knob of my door, I hear Xander call out to me, “Good night, Abby.” 

	And there it is.

	Right there. 

	The way he says my name with so much heat and seduction makes my skin crawl in so many different ways I hardly know how to analyze it. I twist around to see him standing in front of his door, which is really just a few feet from mine. I’m tempted to yell a what-the-fuck at him. I’m tempted to scream and curse him for what he just did to me. For making me feel things that I know I should not feel. 

	For all of it. 

	But then he speaks and ruins everything inside of me. 

	“Don’t let that little scene back there go to your pretty head. I was so drunk I barely knew my name, let alone hers.” 

	And then he opens the door to his room, walks inside, and shuts it behind him. 
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	It’s still pitch black outside when I wake up. Normally I don’t run on Sundays, but I figured that after last night I could use a really good one to help clear my mind. I get dressed quickly in the dark of my room that is only illuminated by the glowing red numbers on my alarm clock. Padding quietly through my apartment, I wonder if Aubrey’s chippie will be gone by the time I get back.

	I hope so. 

	Shutting the door softly behind me, I head for the stairs in lieu of the elevator. The second my sneakers hit the cold concrete, I’m off. The frigid predawn wind blows across my face and through my swinging ponytail. And though I’m trying really hard for it not to happen, my mind automatically goes back to last night. 

	First to Brandon, whom I think I could really start to like. Mostly because he treats me with the respect of a girlfriend and not a piece of ass, but there are other things too. He’s sweet and he listens and he tries. He tries really hard, which might be what I like most. 

	He says he likes me a lot and I plan to take him on his word since he’s done nothing to show me differently. So even though something about him niggles at the back of my mind, I decide to overlook it. I’m sure my hang-ups are my own. 

	Then, like a nasty belligerent magnet, my thoughts stray to Xander. 

	Since I decided last night to pretend like it never happened and that it meant nothing—like he said—I push thoughts of him aside. My breaths are coming out fast in soft plumes of white smoke. I’m hauling ass this morning. 

	It’s a little eerie out here, because it’s still dark and beyond freaking quiet. 

	No one, and I mean no one, is out. Vacant cars parked along the street are left unattended. The stores are closed and empty.

	Even the traffic lights are flashing yellow and red depending on the direction they’re facing. 

	Then I hear it. 

	The sound of heavy footsteps. 

	Running. Fast. Towards me.  

	But I don’t hear them until it’s too late because I have the music in my ears blasting so loud. My head flips around instinctively and I’m about ready to scream bloody murder when I notice who’s running with me.

	Xander. 

	Of course it is. 

	Can’t I get any distance from this guy?

	It’s like he’s taken over everything in just one week. I don’t acknowledge him and he returns the favor by running silently beside me. I’m surprised he could even manage to get himself up and out this early considering just how drunk he said he was last night. This isn’t the first time he’s run with me since moving in. 

	We’ve actually fallen into a pattern of running together in quiet companionship. 

	On the other days, I liked it. It felt nice having someone beside me, and not feeling forced to talk. It even made me believe he didn’t hate me so much. 

	But right now, this morning, I wish he wasn’t here. 

	It’s one of the reason I got up so early and didn’t wait for the sun. 

	He must have started later than me and ran to catch up, because I’m about two-thirds done with the loop. 

	I clocked the actual distance on a running app I downloaded and sure enough, it’s five-point-thirteen miles. Brandon was right and I had been running a mile farther than I previously thought, which he got a big kick out of when I told him about it.  

	When I get about a half a mile from home, I slow my pace to a walk, expecting Xander to keep going because he usually runs right up to the end. I normally do too, but I’m tired and just not feeling my run anymore. 

	My hands are on my hips and I’m panting for my life. I reach up, pulling my headphones out and draping them over my neck before putting my hands back on my waist. I must have been running harder than I thought. It doesn’t seem like I’ve been out here all that long and I’m definitely sweatier and more out of breath than usual.

	Xander slows down with me, and is once again keeping my pace. His fingers are intertwined and clasped to the back of his head as he sucks in deep heavy breaths. Sweat trickles down the side of his face and neck. 

	Why does he have to look hot like this? Sexy, even? I hate that I think that about him and turn away instantly.  

	We’ve been quiet for so long that when he speaks, his voice cutting through the quiet, startles me. “Are we working on your manuscript today?” 

	I look over at him, reaching up to wipe the sweat that’s freezing to my forehead away with the sleeve of my shirt, and nod. “Yeah. Is that still okay?” My voice is equally as soft. 

	“It is,” he answers casually, looking straight ahead. His hands come down and swing easily at his sides, him having caught his breath much faster than I did. “But I’m meeting up with Gavin this afternoon for a bit, so can we do it this morning?” 

	I nod, but I don’t know if he can see me. “That’s fine. I have plans with Brandon for this afternoon anyway.” His jaw clenches, and then we fall silent again just as we make it to our building. I open the door to our apartment hesitantly, practically wincing. “Do you think she’s gone?” I whisper.

	Xander chuckles lightly. “God, I hope so. She was a screamer,” he smirks at me. 

	“Gross.” I roll my eyes, but thankful that I didn’t hear them. 

	“I didn’t have sex with her,” Xander says behind me, stopping my progress mid step. I don’t turn around. I’m not sure I can face him. “It’s not normally my style to do that, but I got drunk far too fast and she came on to me, and I was angry at things I shouldn’t be and well . . .” he trails off. 

	Now I do turn around. The only light source from small overhead lamp above the stove, bathing us in shadows. “Why are you telling me this?” 

	He sighs, looking away before coming back to me. “I don’t know. Maybe because I saw the look of disgust on your face when you saw us and I don’t want you to think of me that way.” He looks down quickly before looking back up to my cheek. “She pulled me in that room and . . .” he smirks, a little embarrassed I think, “did her thing to me before I even had a chance to stop it.” 

	“You don’t need to explain yourself to me. What you did with her is your business.” Even if the moment after will be permanently embedded in my mind, I don’t add.  

	“Yes,” he agrees taking a step into me, an uneasy hand running through his sweat soaked hair. “But I don’t want you to think that I’m a hypocrite.” I feel my eyebrows scrunching in confusion. “After all of the shit I gave you about not giving it up so easily to Brandon. Saying all of the unfair and cruel things I said to you, then I went and did that.” Xander shifts a little, glancing at the stove light. “I just wanted you to know that I’m not normally like that. And I wish you hadn’t seen it.” 

	“It’s fine.” I don’t really know what else to say to that.

	“It’s not fine. I was pissed off about you and Brandon. I got drunk and . . .” he trails off.

	“What does that mean, Xander?”

	He sighs, shaking his head as if chastising himself for saying too much. “It doesn’t matter.” 

	Then he steps around me, walking briskly away to his bathroom door, shutting it with a soft click behind him. 

	I take that as both an apology and an explanation and I leave it at that. 

	 After I take the longest shower in the history of womankind, I get dressed and mosey my way into the kitchen, only to find an overly smiley Pamela, clinging to an annoyed Aubrey. 

	“Morning, love bug,” I greet him with a knowing smirk as I walk over to the cabinet to get myself a plate. 

	“Morning Abby,” Aubrey says with that agitated tone of his. 

	“Hi Abby,” Pamela effuses in a bubbly happiness. “I was just telling Aubrey that we should all go out together today. You know, like two couples.”  

	I turn around to face her with what could only be the most confused expression ever. “Two couples?” 

	“Sure.” She smiles brightly at Aubrey. “You and that other guy that we went home with last night, and me and Aubrey.” 

	And I just about die. 

	I hear Xander snicker as the door to his room closes. Clearly he heard it too. 

	I want to sound the alarm. Eeeh oohhh eeeh oohhh. We have a stage three clinger on our hands. But I don’t know if it’s all poor Pamela’s fault. Something tells me Aubrey left out the part where he tells the girl he’s taking home that it’s just sex.

	“Well,” I start, unable to help myself, “Xander and I aren’t a couple, so I don’t think we’d be much fun going out with the two of you on your date.” God, it’s so hard to hold in the laughter. 

	Aubrey gives me the look of impending doom and death. It tells me that I will pay for my crimes against him, but right now, the smile on Pamela’s face is so worth it. “You could still come with us anyway,” sweet Pamela says. 

	“Where are you going?” I ask, scooping potatoes, eggs and bacon onto my plate in heaping doses before grabbing a fork and hopping up onto the counter to eat. 

	“Oh.” She jumps a little, all excited and bubbly. “I don’t know. Aubrey said he wasn’t sure if he could go or not.” 

	“I see,” I say, hiding my smile with a forkful of potatoes. “Well, you should know, Pamela,” I’m about to throw my brother the biggest bone of his life, “Aubrey’s girlfriend is coming over soon. In fact,” I make a show of turning my head to look at the clock, “she’ll be here any minute.”  

	Aubrey’s eyes widen for a moment before Pamela gets all huffy and he realizes what I just did. “You have a girlfriend?” she shrieks, slamming her small ineffectual fist into his chest. 

	Aubrey just shrugs, doing his best to look sheepish. Xander comes into the kitchen, grabbing a plate, but pausing to watch the show as it unfolds. 

	“Sorry,” he shrugs again and I snort, but try to mask it as a cough. Xander pats my back which only makes my laughing worse.  

	“You are such an asshole,” she huffs, tossing her blonde hair over her shoulder. She’s not wrong on that one. “I am so out of here.” She whips around, grabbing her bag from the living room and walking out without saying another word to any of us. 

	“Have I told you how much I love you, Abby?” Aubrey says, holding his hands up to his chest. 

	“Consider it payment for making my favorite potatoes,” I wink, eating another forkful. 

	“Dude, you are so freaking lucky that chick left without more of a fight,” Xander says. 

	As if on cue, our front door swings open and the three of us freeze in our spots.  

	“Holy f-balls, wait till you hear this crap,” Nina’s sing song voice rings out and we all instantly relax. 

	I look right at Aubrey and whisper, “Told you your girlfriend was coming over.” 

	He rolls his eyes, but looks very relieved that Pamela is gone all the same. 

	“What’s up, Nina?” I call out and she walks into the kitchen, looking at each one of us, eating our breakfast. Me sitting on the counter, Xander leaning by the stove and Aubrey over by the fridge. 

	“Well, aren’t you three cute and domestic?” She turns to Aubrey, tilting her head. “What, no blonde who’s not nearly as hot as I am, here this morning?” It’s a loaded question if ever there was one and Aubrey is fully aware of this.  

	“Nope. Not right now.” 

	Okay, that’s not really a lie and he is my twin, so I’ll let him get a free pass on this one. Even if he is the devil incarnate when it comes to the female gender. Plus, that happy, appeased smile on Nina’s face is just too sweet to break. 

	Aubrey takes a step towards her. “And yes, Nina, you are by far the fairest in the land.” Her simpering smile grows. “When will you finally agree to be mine?”  

	She smacks his chest, trying for playful. “When you agree to stop sticking your dick into everything that moves.” 

	“I’ve already told you. Only you can make me a one-woman man. Just say the word and I’m all yours.”

	Gag me now. I look to Xander and dramatically roll my eyes. 

	“Nina, love,” I say, breaking up their moment in time because it’s simply too early for this. “What crap do I need to hear?” 

	“Oh.” She spins around and walks up to me. “Right.” Her hands slap down on my thighs since I’m still perched up on the counter. “So, super-hot Taylor, you know, the guy who’s friends with Brandon?” 

	“Hey,” Aubrey interjects. “What the hell, Nina? I just professed my undying love for you and then you go and mention a hot guy?” He only sounds mildly upset. 

	Nina flips back around with a large smile spread across her round face. “Undying love? Is that why I saw Pamela Howser getting off the elevator with a look that said murder?” Aubrey blanches, staring down with an expression that reeks of busted. “That look could only be your doing, sweetie.” She saunters across the small expanse, putting both palms flat on his chest. He looks down into her brown eyes in an adoring way. “But, I will tell you that if you can keep it in your pants for a month,” she raises an eyebrow. “A full month without vagina of any kind, then we can talk.” 

	“That’s a deal.” Aubrey releases a slow easy smile, as he brushes some hair out of her face. “You should know better than to challenge a Scofield. Game fucking on.” 

	Nina shrugs a shoulder, not at all convinced. And who can blame her? Aubrey is the epitome of a man-whore.  

	“We’ll see.” She throws him a wink before walking back over to me. “So, as I was saying,” Nina continues, hopping up on the counter next to me, “hot Taylor came into the bar. He’s a football player, but I guess he was at the party you guys went to last night.” Nina angles her body on the counter, her excitement over this is bursting out. 

	“Well, as enthralling as hearing about Hot Taylor is, I’m going to do some work,” Xander says. “Abby, if you want to work on your paper, I’ll be in the living room.” 

	“Sure. I’ll be there in a bit.” I nod with a slim smile for him that he actually returns.

	“Anyway,” Nina goes on with an annoyed scowl for Xander’s back since he interrupted her, “he was telling me that Brandon got into a fight over you last night.”

	“What?” I gasp, and I notice that both Aubrey and Xander stall at the entrance to the kitchen. Evidently, they want to hear what Nina has to say, but don’t want it to be overly obvious. 

	“Yeah.” Nina’s eyes widen. “Apparently there was some stupid ass at the party who was making comments about you.” 

	“What about me, Nina?” I really don’t care all that much, but I don’t like the idea of guys fighting over me. That’s just lame. 

	“Shut up and I’ll tell you.” She glares at me for a second, but then gets over her aggravation quickly for the sake of her story. “So this guy, who was totally drunk, was saying things like, ‘does the carpet match the drapes?’,” Nina says in a voice that imitates this unknown guy. 

	I roll my eyes at that one. “That’s so freaking pathetic and way over used.”

	“I know,” Nina laughs, nudging me with her shoulder, before running a hand through her pin-straight blonde hair. “Doesn’t he know that every woman under the age of thirty is bald down there now?” She chuckles at her own comment. “Clearly, he’s not getting any regular action.” 

	“Focus here, Nina,” I say, bringing her back to the topic at hand, noticing that Aubrey and Xander are still lingering within ear shot. “Why would a dumb comment like that make Brandon fight him?” 

	“It didn’t. There was more.” I groan, only half wanting to hear this. “He also made a comment that a girl who looks like you, is probably super freaky in bed.”

	“A girl who looks like me? Nice,” I smirk.

	“Shut up and let me finish.” She glares, fully exasperated with my running commentary. I hold up my hands in surrender. “He also said stuff like if Brandon couldn’t handle a piece of ass like you that he would. That he’d like nothing more than to screw your brains out since Brandon wasn’t getting the job done right because you left the party early.”

	“That’s super. So people automatically assume that I’m sleeping with Brandon, even though we’ve only kissed a few times. What is wrong with this school?” I shake my head. “Can’t they just mind their own damn business and get a life?” This is why I hate parties and much of college life. I shake my head completely annoyed. “Why would Brandon fight him over stupid nonsense like that anyway?”

	“So, here’s where it gets good.” Nina is practically shaking with the restraint it takes not to just blare this out. I lean back on the counter, placing my palms behind me, resting my weight on them. “Apparently, Brandon was pretty drunk by this point. So, he went all caveman. Saying things like ‘don’t talk shit about my girl,’ and ‘she deserves your respect.’” My eyes widen in surprise and Nina nods her head in agreement, her eyes equally as wide. “I know. It’s crazy. He called you his girl. But, I guess the guy kept going, right? Asking what you tasted like. Saying that he bet you were as sweet and fiery as you look.” I can feel my eyes bulging out of my head and I think my jaw just officially hit the floor as my cheeks flame a bright red. “He asked if he could watch the two of you together because he’d love to see if you like it rough. If your tits are as big as they appear. That you have a perfect heart-shaped ass that he’d love to slap. Shit like that.” 

	“Jesus.” I lean forward, covering my face with my hands in total humiliation. I want to die and vomit, and then die all over again. I can feel just how hot my cheeks are against my palms. “Who was the guy?” I ask though I’m not sure if I want to know at this point. 

	“Yeah, who was the fucking guy?” Aubrey comes back in, storming right up to Nina. Rage colors his cheeks and brightens his eyes. His hands are clenched into tight fists and a second later, Xander is next to him, looking equally as pissed, his knuckles clenched even tighter than Aubrey’s. “Because if Brandon didn’t fully kick his ass, I will.” 

	“Calm down, Bruce Banner.” I place my hand on Aubrey’s shoulder. “Don’t go all Hulk on me yet.” Aubrey takes two deep breaths, but I can see they do nothing to help.

	“No, Abby.” Xander shakes her head, his dark eyes blazing with barely contained rage. He seems ready to kill someone and that shocks me most of all. Xander is the epitome of calm and composed. Always. “That’s fucking bullshit!” He takes a deep breath, reining himself in. “Aubrey has every right to be as angry as he is.”

	Right. Aubrey does. 

	“It was Jeff Paulson,” Nina says. “And he spent the night in the infirmary with a broken jaw, two black eyes and a possible concussion.” 

	“Fuck,” I whisper, shaking. Tears sting the back of my eyes but I swallow them down because that will only fuel Aubrey on more. “I don’t even know Jeff Paulson. I don’t think I’ve ever said a word to him in my life. I doubt I’d know who he was if I hit him with my car.” 

	“The guy would be dead if I had been there. Kessler went too easy on the prick.”

	“No.” Nina shakes her head, looking at Aubrey softly. “He didn’t. Taylor, Jake, and a few other guys had to drag Brandon off Jeff and they ended up locking him in a room in the back of the house, standing guard until they could get Jeff out of there.”

	“This is so messed up,” I say, more to myself than any of them. 

	“I still don’t like the idea of you dating Kessler, Abby.” Aubrey says, looking at me intently, the way only he can. Speaking to me with his eyes more than his words. “But I’m glad he stood up for you like that. Paulson is his friend, and the fact that he beat his ass over you says a lot. Not too many guys would do that for a girl they hardly know.” 

	“God, Aub.” I shake my head again because I still can’t wrap my mind around all of this. “How did this happen? I was invisible. No one knew of me or even noticed me.” I look down. “How did this happen?” I repeat.

	“Abby, love,” Nina chimes in, sounding a little amused, which makes me look up at her. “I don’t know what universe you were living in, but people notice you. You’re superstar, model hot. Only you think that you’re a Plain Jane.”

	I snort, rolling my eyes. “Nina, I appreciate that, babe, I really do, but I’ve been so far off the radar forever.” She’s about to protest and I hold up my hand to stop her. “No, it’s fine. I like it like that. I hate this crap. I’m saying that I was happy when no one noticed me.” 

	“Well, if you date Brandon, that’s what you get. He’s a lacrosse star and all around sexy guy. He’s that damn cheesy equivalent of the big man on campus.” Nina sits up straighter, turning to me and grabbing my hands. “Holy shit, he’s Jake Ryan.”  

	“Oh, please. You’re just saying that because I have red hair.” 

	“Well, I’m done with this conversation,” Xander says, walking backwards out of the kitchen. “Nina, always a pleasure. Abby, I really don’t have all day to waste with your school work so if you want my help, move your ass.”  He smirks.

	“I’ll be there in a minute, Mr. Grouchy Pants.” 

	“I’m off too,” Aubrey says. “But Abby, there is some odd wisdom to what Nina is saying. If you don’t like attention, then maybe Brandon is the wrong guy after all.” He leans in and gives me a kiss on the top of my head and does the same with Nina, lingering a bit on her. “Bye, ladies.” 

	 


Chapter 12

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Are you serious about this shit with Aubrey?” I ask Nina once he’s left us alone in the kitchen. “Will you really try things out with him if he doesn’t fool around with anyone for a month?”

	Nina blushes a little, but nods all the same. “Don’t give me that look. You know how it is with me and him.”

	“Yes,” I agree. “But you’ve been dancing around this for years and nothing has come of it.”

	“That’s true,” she says, hopping off the counter and walking over to the stove. Nina picks up a piece of cold potato and pops it into her mouth. “But maybe it’s time we change that.” 

	“Okay.” I throw my hands up, hopping off the counter. I grab my plate and rinse it off before I load it into the dishwasher. “I love you, and if he’s what you want I’m all for it. But,” I turn around to face her and she’s scowling which tells me that she knows what’s coming, “I will not be the go-between with you two. He’s my brother and you’re my best friend, and that’s how it shall stay.”

	“Agreed. I gotta run.” She smiles, popping another potato into her mouth. “I just wanted to come by and share the good news.” 

	“You’re mean, but I love you.” I throw my arms around her, hugging her, because I totally freaking do love her. 

	“Later, Skater.”  

	“Such a loser,” I snicker. Nina leaves the way she came and I walk out into the living room to find Xander looking at something on his computer, completely ignoring me. Why I expected different, I have no idea. I should be used to not being able to keep up with his mood swings. He’s worse than a girl with PMS. 

	I plop down next to him on the couch with a heavy bounce.

	“Okay, Master Yoda, teach me the ways of the force.” I smile brightly at his profile.

	Xander turns to me completely unamused. “You might want to start by getting your laptop.”

	“Oh.” Duh. I’m saved because it’s sitting on the coffee table, so I reach out, picking it up and bringing it to my lap. I unlock it, pulling up the outline that we started yesterday and turning back to Xander, waiting patiently like a good little girl. 

	Mostly I’m afraid to ruffle his feathers because then he won’t help me and I think I need his help a little more. Once this outline is done, I can take over from there, but I absolutely loved his ideas yesterday. We work well together. Much better than I would have thought possible. We were bouncing things off each other and it just clicked. 

	“Where did we leave off?” He sighs, as if he doesn’t want to do this, but knows I’ll pester him until he does, so he’s just giving in now.

	“At the betrayal part.” He nods and I inch a little closer to him, our knees brushing, so that we can both see the outline, but I can keep it in my lap so I can type. 

	“Are you sure you like the idea of them betraying each other?” He looks to me quickly, but turns back to the screen just as fast. “I get that it adds a lot of drama to the story, but just how dark do you want to go?” 

	I bite my lip, leaning my head back against the soft cushion as I think about this. “Well, I feel like a lot of the comics, the good ones, get dark. I mean, there’s always some kind of betrayal in those stories, right?” 

	I angle my head towards him without lifting it from the couch. He nods. “Usually, yeah. But you already have the betrayal of the sister turning fully dark and becoming evil instead of a likeable bad girl. You don’t think that’s enough?” He reaches over, brushing some hair back from my face. I don’t even think he realized what he did, but my breath hitches, as does his. His hand drops to his lap quickly and we both pretend like that didn’t just happen. 

	“I don’t know,” I tell him honestly. “I think it may be a crucial part of the story. I sort of dig the idea of the brother loving her no matter what, and I think it’s that love that will ultimately bring her back to the right path. She made a bad decision when she chose darkness over him and I feel she regrets it. That bad decision impacted a lot. Changed everything, but his bond with her never wavered. He never gave up on her, Xander.” 

	His deep blue eyes pierce into mine and the intensity of his gaze causes my breath to catch. I’m not used to it and my brain turns to absolute mush for a total of three seconds while I stare back at him in bewilderment. 

	“Go on,” he says softly, still looking at me like he hasn’t in years. 

	Like he wants to look at me. 

	And there’s so much hope in his eyes, I could happily drown in it. 

	I want to freeze this moment. Bottle it up and keep it with me always, because I can say with one hundred percent certainty, my heart has never felt like this before. 

	“She regrets her decision to betray him and their relationship, which has always meant the world to her,” he whispers, inching just a fragment closer.  

	“Yes,” I whisper back. “And maybe it’s not a traditional love.” I lean up, turning so that I can try and take more of him in. “I mean, it’s the love of siblings, but I think the crux of the story is the fact that he’s willing to stick with her despite her mistakes.” 

	“Okay.” He smiles a real genuine smile that lights up his whole face, before finally turning away. The loss of his eyes on mine hurts everywhere. “So the sister going after the brother’s girlfriend?”

	“Yeah. The girlfriend is more symbolic than anything. She’s not a real character. Just a place holder. The brother isn’t serious about this girl, right?” Xander smiles slimly again as he stares off into the distance. “But the sister is crazy. This darkness she took in made it so that she’s not thinking clearly, and when she goes after the girlfriend, the brother steps in, and his strength and love and forgiveness are eventually what make the sister good again.” I turn to the screen wondering if anything I just said makes any sense. “Too confusing?” I ask.

	“No. But it’s a lot to write and put together.” He turns his eyes back to me, but they’re on my cheek again, where they normally like to go. “Do you think this is what you really want?” 

	I nod my head with a smile. “I think I do, Xander. I mean, it’s hard and it’s complicated and I know there is a lot standing in my way with it.” I twirl a piece of my hair around my finger. “But I think if I can put it together the right way, it could be really great.” 

	“All right, Abby, I’ll help you outline it then, but after that you’re on your own.” I frown a little, looking at the screen. “What?” he chuckles. “It’s not like I can write it for you.”

	I shake my head. “No.” I turn back to him, bringing my hands up through my hair and holding the long strands up in a makeshift ponytail. “But you won’t want to proofread it for me? Help me edit it, maybe?” I remove my hands from my hair, holding them out in front of me, palms facing out. “Once I’ve written it, of course.” I don’t want him to think I’m taking advantage, but for some reason, I seem to think better when I talk it through with him. 

	He gives a small indulgent grin. “Sure. I’ll help you edit it if that’s what you want.” 

	I nod my head enthusiastically. “I totally do. Even though I haven’t written any of it yet, I feel much further along with this than I did with my last one and I think that’s entirely because of you.” He smiles, with teeth, making his cerulean eyes glow momentarily before he quickly checks it. 

	“Okay. Then let’s outline this thing so I can do my own work.” 

	And we do. We outline the hell out of it and by the time we’re done, I’m really happy with the progress we’ve made. I feel like writing the actual story won’t be difficult at all. 

	Outlines, who knew?

	Once it’s finished, we sit side by side on our respective computers doing our own work. I’m so completely engrossed in the story that when my phone rings next to me on the couch, I jump about three feet in the air. 

	“Jesus, that startled me.” I laugh, clutching my hand to my chest to stop my racing heart. Picking up my phone, I slide my finger across the screen to answer it. “Hello?” I stand up so that I don’t bother Xander, who’s throwing me a death glare. 

	“Hey,” Brandon says with a bright yet hesitant voice. He has to be wondering if I’ve heard the news and how I’ll react to it. 

	“Hi.” I walk down the hall towards my room, shutting the door behind me, before dropping onto my bed with a light bounce. “Are you okay? I heard what happened.”

	He sighs loudly into the phone. “Yes. I’m fine.” He pauses for a moment. “I’m so sorry, Abby.”

	I snort. “What on earth are you sorry for?” 

	“I thought you were going to be super pissed at me.” 

	I lay back onto my bed, bringing my bare feet up, bending my knees. “I’m not mad at you, Brandon. I’ll be honest with you, I don’t love fighting, but I get why you did it and I’m not mad at you for it. The whole thing makes me uncomfortable.”

	“I know. I’m just glad you weren’t there.”

	I laugh lightly. “Me too.” 

	“I got suspended from our next scrimmage game.”

	“What?” I half yell, bolting up right and dangling my legs off the side of the bed. “Why? Is that Jeff guy another player or something?” 

	“No.” He sighs again. “But fighting, even if not with another player and not during team time, is a punishable offense. It’s part of our code of conduct.”

	“Shit, Brandon. I’m so sorry.” And I am. I hate that I’m the reason he got in trouble with his team. I cover my eyes with my hand before falling back onto my bed the way I was just a moment ago. 

	“It’s fine.” He laughs humorlessly. “I mean, it’s not fine. I’m pissed that I allowed myself to lose my temper like that and get suspended, but it could have been worse and Jeff deserved it.”

	“Is he going to press charges or anything?” God, I hope not. 

	“No. He actually came by this morning and apologized to me. Said he knew he was being a dick, pushed it too far.”

	“Well, that was big of him.” I’m surprised. I thought men were all ego and refused apologize unless held at gun point.

	“Yeah, it was. So anyway,” he starts, changing the subject, “did you still want to get together today?” His tone is back to nervous. 

	“Sure.” I sit up on my elbow, looking down at myself. “What did you have in mind? I’m not showered or anything yet. I was working on my manuscript with Xander for most of the morning.”

	“Xander?” he asks with a barely detectable edge.

	“Yeah. He helped me outline a new story. I just wasn’t getting anywhere with my last one and he was helping me brainstorm.” I bite my lip, feeling awkward about telling him this, but for what reason, I have no idea. 

	“Okay.” He’s silent for a minute. “We could do lunch and a movie or something.”

	I smile. Big. Because that’s just so damn cute I can’t stand it. “That sounds fun.” 

	“Are you going to make me pick a romantic comedy?” 

	I laugh. “Absolutely not. I thought you said we’ve already had the movie conversation. Those are not my type at all. Pick whatever you want and I’ll enjoy it. Promise. But I want to pick the restaurant.”

	“Deal. I’ll pick you up in an hour. Is that enough time for you to get ready?”

	I snort. “Clearly you don’t know me that well. I can be ready in twenty minutes, but an hour is fine.” 

	He laughs into the phone. A deep sexy laugh. 

	“Great. I’ll see you then. Bye.” 

	He hangs up and I toss my phone on the bed beside me. I’m smiling. And even though I hate being the center of attention—and dating Brandon will certainly make me that—I think I like him enough to stick this out a little while longer. 
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	Brandon picked the most serious movie he could find, thinking it would interest me more than an action movie. He was very wrong about that, but it didn’t matter because we spent most of the movie making out like a couple of teenagers. 

	And it was a lot of fun. 

	I don’t remember the last time I just kissed a boy for any period of time, knowing that it wasn’t going to lead to sex.

	       Just kissing for the sake of doing so and enjoying only that intimate gesture. 

	Though, he did cop a feel a time or two. 

	I surprised him when I picked The Barn for lunch. I was in the mood for a burger and they have some of the best in town. 

	Now, as we walk through the park that he surprised me by taking me to, with the late afternoon winter sun setting on our backs, he’s quiet. We talked incessantly at the restaurant, kissed in the movies and now I get the impression he has a lot say, but is holding it back. 

	“Are you going to tell me what suddenly has you so quiet or are you going to make me tickle it out of you?” I look up at him with a smirk pulling at my lips. 

	A couple walking a large dog pass us, smiling indulgently with aren’t-they-cute expressions.  

	Brandon looks down at me, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “Tickle me?” He points his free hand at his chest. I nod. “I’m not ticklish, babe. You wouldn’t get very far.”

	“Hmm.” I pretend to think about this. “Okay, so tickling is off my torture menu.” He laughs. “I’ll have to divert to my more aggressive methods.”

	“Aggressive methods?” 

	“Oh yes.” I stop, turning to face him and craning my neck so I can see his face, because he’s so damn tall.

	“And what would those be?” 

	I smile at him mischievously, but before he can say anything else, I jump up into his arms. He catches me instinctively with an oomph and a laugh. I’m laughing as I wrap both my arms and legs around him in the middle of the park surrounded by its patrons.

	But I don’t care. 

	I know he’s got shit brewing and I want to know what it is.

	“Is this your idea of torture?” His grin is huge. “Straddling me, fully dressed in the middle of the park when I can’t do anything more about it other than hold you up by your ass?” He’s smiling as he squeezes my ass with each of his hands to prove his point. 

	“That wasn’t it actually, but now that you mention it, I suppose this could be rather effective.” I bite my lip, tilting my head like I’m thinking about this. 

	He chuckles, looking down in between us at our joined bodies, evidence of his enjoyment with this position starting to make itself known. “Yeah, I’d say this is effective torture.” 

	“Good. Then you can tell me what has you ruminating and quiet, or do I have to start grinding myself against you?” 

	His eyes widen at my brazen words. “You may just be the devil, you know that? You’d dry hump me in the middle of the park to get me to talk?”

	I nod my head. “I certainly would. So out with it, Kessler.” 

	“Okay, but I can’t think with you in this position. Can I put you down?” 

	I nod my head and start to unwrap myself from him, but he stops me with a searing kiss that leaves me breathless, especially in this position. Sliding down his body, he blushes a little as he adjusts himself rather obviously before we start to walk again like I didn’t just attack him in public. 

	“Do you really want to know what I’m thinking?”

	“I do,” I confirm as we make our way over to a bench along one of the paths. It’s January, so the trees are all bare and there are no flowers anywhere. There is no snow or ice or anything, since we are in the south, but it’s still desolate and sort of depressing. We sit down, and I bring my knees up to my chest to warm myself against the frozen wood beneath me. 

	“Okay.” Brandon looks at me uncomfortably with an uneasiness about his features. He reaches out, taking my fingers again and resting our hands on top of my knees. “But remember, you asked for it.” 

	Well, now I’m nervous. He shifts on the bench to face me further, The metal frame creaks in protest from his weight. 

	“I know we haven’t known each other long and that we’ve only gone out a few times, but . . .” he trails off, looking away for a moment before turning back to me and taking a deep breath. “How would you feel about being exclusive?” 

	Wow. That’s not where I thought this was going.

	I mean, it’s not exactly like I’m dating anyone else right now or anything. 

	But being exclusive? 

	I turn my head to take in his face. He’s smiling, but it’s forced. The dimple in his cheek is barely making itself known to me. 

	He wants this with me. And he’s done nothing but be honest and sweet and thoughtful. Why wouldn’t I want to be exclusive with this man? I’d have to be crazy to say no. So I don’t. Instead, I say, “Yes. I’d like that with you.” 

	“Really?” His eyebrows shoot up in surprise, but the big smile adorning his face tells me that he’s very relieved and happy too. 

	I nod, smiling back at him. “Sure. I like you. I have a lot of fun with you.” 

	“Wow.” He chuckles, leaning in to kiss me softly on the lips. “I thought for sure you were going to say no to that.” 

	I wrinkle my nose. “Why?” 

	He shrugs, looking a little sheepish. “Because I heard you’re not the best with boyfriends.” 

	I laugh. Hard. Like throwing my head back, all out belly laugh. “Who told you that?” I ask when I can compose myself a little. 

	He shrugs again and I feel a little bad for laughing at him like that. 

	“Sorry. But that’s not true.” He seems relieved. “I mean, I haven’t dated many guys here longer than a few months, but that’s not because I’m anti-boyfriend or anything. I was in serious relationship in high school,” I say, hoping this proves my point. “I just haven’t really connected with anyone that I’ve gone out with here.” And that’s true. Aubrey and Xander might tease me that I kick them to the curb quickly, but it’s only because I knew the guys I was dating weren’t right, so why prolong the inevitable?

	In fact, the one guy I always felt I did connect with, that I could see something working with, always made the fact that he didn’t want me quite clear.  

	“But you do with me?” He looks so hopeful and cute that I can’t stand it. 

	“I think I do.” 

	He smiles, leaning in with a kiss so passionate and full of so much meaning that I feel it everywhere. I’m dying to crawl onto his lap to deepen it further, but we’re in public. And even though I jumped into his arms before, I’m not really the PDA type. 

	“Can we go back to my place?” he whispers into my mouth and I instantly freeze, wondering if this is what his goal was all along—get me to agree to being with him so he can get me in bed. “No.” He pulls back to look at me, noting my reaction. “That’s not what I meant. I’m getting cold and hungry and I was going to offer to cook you dinner tonight.”

	I snort. “You cook?” I raise my eyebrows at him.

	“I do. I make really good pasta.” I laugh. “You in?”

	“I’m in. Lead the way.”  

	We get up off the bench and walk hand in hand back towards where Brandon’s car is parked. He looks content, and I guess I feel that way too. But the fact that I still believed that he was just using me for sex bothers me. None of that is his fault. It’s mine and the well of poison that was implanted into my head about him. 

	I’m not a prude or anything. I’ve had more than a couple sexual partners. But they’ve always been people I was with at the time. I’ve never been someone to do the one-night thing. I just can’t seem to manage casual sex.  

	That’s just not me. 

	I have nothing against the notion. Nina is all about casual sex and she engages in it unapologetically and without regret. I admire that about her. 

	I need to get over this and trust Brandon. 

	Especially if I’m going to call him my boyfriend. 

	“How on earth can you still be hungry?” I ask once we get back to his place and he’s standing in his filthy frat house kitchen, stirring a pot of boiling water and pasta. “I’m so full from that burger and the popcorn in the movies.”

	“I’m a growing boy.” He looks over at me like I hurt his feelings. 

	I snort. “God, I hope not. I don’t know what I’d do if you got any taller.” I’m standing in the middle of this kitchen, because there is no clean surface for me to sit. 

	The counters are covered in a film of sticky nastiness that I’m hoping is just spilled beer, but am not entirely sure. There are a million red cups, all with varying degrees of emptiness littered on just about every available surface. The freaking keg from last night is still over by the sink, and judging by the lack of embarrassment on Brandon’s part at the state of his repulsive kitchen, it could stay like this for some time. 

	But I can’t stand it another minute. 

	So I walk over to the sink, scooting around the large barrel that holds the keg, and open the cabinet drawers beneath it. I’m beyond relieved, and a little shocked, when I see rubber gloves, large black trash bags, a full roll of paper towels and a bottle of multi-purpose cleaner. I take all of them out, placing them on the floor because there’s no space on the counter. 

	“What are you doing, babe?” Brandon asks with genuine curiosity. I’m squatting on the floor, putting the yellow rubber gloves on my hands because I refuse to touch anything here until it’s been sanitized. 

	My head turns over my shoulder to look at him. “Cleaning up. Surely you’ve heard of such a notion,” I deadpan. 

	He smirks at me. “You don’t need to do that. One of the guys will get to it eventually.”

	Eventually? 

	“But not you?” I ask, standing up and opening up the garbage bag. 

	“No. I’m the captain of the team.” He gives me a shit-eating grin. “I pull rank constantly. It’s also why I have the master bedroom and my own bathroom.” 

	I laugh. “Then I hope it’s cleaner than this place. Yuck.” I scrunch my nose. “I can’t stand it, Brandon. I just can’t, so I’m going to clean while you cook and eat your food.”

	“Seriously babe, you don’t have to. Come sit with me while I eat.”

	I’m shaking my head before he finishes speaking. “No way. By the time I’m done this place will be the cleanest it’s ever been.” 

	He laughs. “Well, that won’t be hard to achieve.” I start picking up the cups and dumping their remaining contents into the sink, trying not to gag on the smell of old stale beer in the process, before dropping them into the bag. “Have I told you how sexy you look in those rubber gloves?” he teases.

	“Don’t be an ass.” I smirk at him. “I’m always sexy.” 

	“That you are.” He goes back to stirring the pasta that I’m sure is way overcooked at this point, but I don’t want to say anything. “You live with two guys. I’m surprised you’re not use to more of a mess.”

	“Well, Aubrey is a clean guy, which is why we have no issues living together. Xander is a new addition. He only moved in last week actually, but so far he seems to be pretty clean too.” I shrug. 

	“So it’s just us slovenly jocks who are a disgusting mess?” he jests as he dumps the boiling water and overcooked pasta into a colander, shaking out the excess moisture before dumping the whole thing back into the pot. 

	“I guess it is.” I’ve somehow managed to throw out all of the plastic cups, which almost fill up an entire trash bag. 

	“You’re making me feel guilty.” 

	I turn to look at him a little confused, as I spray the ever loving shit out of the counter with cleaner. 

	“For eating while you clean my kitchen,” he explains. 

	“You could always help,” I offer.

	“Not that guilty.”

	I laugh, shaking my head. “It was my decision to clean. Sit and eat. Really. I’m not acting the martyr. I just hate messes.” 

	“Maybe I shouldn’t show you my bedroom.” He tosses a full jar of sauce into the pan, stirs it around and then dumps the entire thing into the biggest bowl I’ve ever seen. If he eats that much food, I may throw up everywhere. Something tells me that he will. 

	“Is it gross too?” Please say no, please say no. 

	“No. It’s actually very clean. I was only kidding.” He sits down with a fork and gets to work on his buffet-sized portion of pasta. 

	“Good, because a messy bedroom and bathroom are sort of a deal breaker for me.”

	“But not a messy kitchen?” 

	I wipe away the spray with way more paper towels than I should be allowed to use, but it’s necessary. I doubt these guys have rags. “No, those I can handle, but just.” I throw a wink at him. 

	“Huh. I always thought the counters were gray and not cream.”

	I scrunch my nose. “That’s so gross.” He laughs at me as he shoves a forkful into his mouth. 

	By the time he’s done, the kitchen is as spotless as promised. I even put away a bunch of the random things that were left out and organized their meager cabinets.  

	“Bro, what the fuck?” A voice from the doorway of the kitchen startles me and I twist around to see Jake standing there. “Did you do all of this?” he asks, wide-eyed and grinning.

	“Yeah.” I smile sheepishly looking around the kitchen. “I hope you don’t mind that I sort of took over. I just couldn’t stand it.” 

	He laughs, shaking his brown shaggy hair around. “Definitely not. In fact,” he looks over at Brandon, “I may be in love with your woman.”

	“Watch it,” Brandon snaps in a good-natured way. 

	“Can you come over every week and do this?”

	“Absolutely not. You guys are on your own now, and try not to sully all of my hard work.” I wash my hands, drying them on a lowly dishtowel that I found, folding it back up when I’m done and placing it on the counter. 

	“Good thing it’s Sunday. We won’t be throwing any parties for a few days at least.”

	“Good thing,” I agree, going over to the now sparkling counter top, jumping up to sit. 

	“What are you doing?” Brandon asks, eyeing me strangely. 

	“I’m sitting. What does it look like?” 

	“But I’m done eating. We don’t have to stay in the kitchen anymore.” Brandon walks over to me, placing his hands on my thighs. 

	“But this is the only room in the house that’s clean,” I protest, not wanting to sit in that awful living room. I realize I sound snobbish, but the notion of sitting on that sofa with him makes my skin crawl. Lord only knows what else has been on that piece of furniture over the years. And yes, I’m referring to bodily fluids. 

	“I told you,” he smiles warmly at me, “my room is clean.” 

	Decision time. Do I go to his room with him and allow whatever is going to happen between us to happen? 

	“Show the way, Kessler.”  

	He laughs. Taking my hand and helping me off the counter. “I’m not sure how I feel about you calling me Kessler.” 

	We walk through the kitchen, saying our goodbyes to Jake and heading back to the front of the house and up the stairs. 

	“What would you like me to call you then?” We stop in front of a door, at the other end of the hall from the balcony that we were on last night. 

	His hand comes up and brushes the hair away from my face. “Honestly, I like it when you call me Brandon.” I furrow my eyebrows tilting my head. “Very few people call me that. Everyone usually calls me by my last name. Including girls.”

	“Huh. Okay. I’ll call you Brandon.” I smile up at him, suddenly feeling a little nervous. 

	“Good.” He leans down and kisses my lips softly. 

	“Show me your room, Brandon.” He nods against my face, pulling back to open the door and stepping back for me to enter ahead of him. 

	And yes, it’s clean. Thank baby Jesus.

	It even smells good. Like fresh laundry and cologne. 

	His room is a good size with a large king-sized bed in the center, adorned with a navy comforter and pillows and light gray microfiber headboard. His dark wood furniture looks beat up, with a tall dresser in the corner and a desk under the window. There are two old doors next to each other on one wall, which I assume are the bathroom and a closet. 

	There are no posters on the walls like there are downstairs in the living room. Not even a picture of his family on the desk or dresser. It’s a nice room, sort of cozy, but lacking any real definition or personality. 

	I realize instantly how different his room is from mine. My walls are covered in pictures of me with my friends and family. Of concerts that I’ve been to and places I’ve traveled. This is just a room. And for some reason, that sticks up a small flag in the back of my mind.

	I spin around to see him standing behind me with an unreadable expression. “No pictures,” I state. 

	He shakes his head. “No,” he shrugs. “I had a picture of me with my brother. He’s a marine, but the glass cracked and I haven’t bought a new one to replace it.”  

	“A marine. That’s pretty badass. I take it he’s older than you?”

	A nod. “He is.”

	“Is he home or abroad?”

	“Abroad. He’s coming home on leave during spring break. I’m going to fly home to see him.” 

	I smile, taking a step towards his bed, before kicking off my sneakers and hopping onto it, propping myself up on my elbows, my feet dangling off the end.

	His eyes darken instantly and all I can do is offer a coy grin. 
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	“Where is home, Brandon?” I ask softly, realizing I know so little about this man. He’s standing in the center of the room, watching me as I get comfortable on his bed. 

	He hasn’t moved, as if he doesn’t want to presume that my being on his bed is a sign of anything to come. It is, and if he doesn’t take the hint in a moment, I may have to change up my methods of seduction.  

	“About an hour west of Charleston.” I can hear the tension in his voice.

	“Huh.” I sit up, reaching down for the hem of my sweater and pulling it over my head slowly, revealing my lacy black bra as I toss it onto the bed. He swallows audibly and his eyes widen. “Is he your only sibling?” 

	A nod. “W-What,” he clears the thickness from his throat, “What about you?” 

	“Just Aubrey.” My hands glide down my stomach to the button on my jeans, before I unfasten it. But that’s where I stop. I’m sort of hoping he’ll take the fact that I’m sitting on his bed half naked as an opening to come on the bed and join me. 

	“Uh huh.” 

	He’s staring at me. Much to his credit, his eyes don’t linger on my breasts for very long before they flitter up to my face. But he still hasn’t moved from that damn spot. 

	So I get up and walk to him, running my hands up his strong muscular abs and chest when I reach him. “Brandon?” 

	“Yes.” 

	“Do you want to touch me?” I ask, looking up into his light blue eyes that are quickly becoming eclipsed by the darkness of his pupils. 

	“Yes.” He swallows hard again. 

	I shake my head. “I’m not saying we’ll have sex yet, but we can certainly do other things.” I run my hands up to the back of his neck, twirling my fingers through the hair that rests there. 

	He groans before his mouth comes crashing down onto mine with a ferocious hunger that practically knocks me off my feet. His hands snake down my back, grabbing my denim-clad ass, picking me up and walking me back to the bed. 

	He tosses me onto the bed with a heavy bounce that makes me laugh. 

	But my laughter dies out when his long strong body covers mine and his mouth takes what it wants. 

	We kiss like this for a while, tangled up in each other, before his hands slide down my shoulders and over my bra-covered breasts. 

	“You’re so unbelievably gorgeous,” he moans as his mouth finds my neck and one hand reaches behind my back to unclasp my bra with a dexterity that I’d rather not dwell on. When my bra is pulled away, joining my sweater on the edge of the bed, Brandon sits back, gazing down at me. 

	God, the way he says this has me panting. He means it. Of that I have no doubt. 

	“Come here,” I whisper and he very willingly obliges. 

	After, when we’re both lying in his tousled up blankets and sheets, spent and sated, we’re quiet, oddly lacking in conversation. It’s getting impossibly late and neither of us even realizes it until I lean up to check his alarm clock on his nightstand. 

	“I need to go home.” 

	“You can’t stay tonight?” he asks, sounding a little disappointed. 

	I shake my head, sitting up fully and getting dressed. “No. I have a class at eight tomorrow morning and none of my stuff is here.”

	“Okay,” he says, getting up and getting himself dressed too. “What are you doing after class?” 

	I stand up, zipping and buttoning up my jeans before sitting back down to put my shoes on. “Tomorrow is my hell day. I have classes all day until four, but then I really need to work on my manuscript.” 

	He nods. “Is Xander helping you with that?” And yup, there is a definite edge to his voice. Not a big one, but it’s there.

	“Not anymore,” I tell him, as I run my fingers through my hair that I’m sure looks like I was just electrocuted. “That was just for the outline, the rest is up to me.” 

	He nods, but doesn’t add anything else about that. “I have practice tomorrow night and Tuesday afternoon.” 

	“I thought you were suspended?” I say, though I feel bad about bringing it up. 

	He ties the laces of his Nikes, before standing up and walking towards me. “I am.” He brushes some of my unruly hair out of my face. “But I’m still allowed to practice with the team.” 

	“What time are you done with practice on Tuesday?”  

	He looks away towards the wall, thinking about this. “I should be done by six or six-thirty. Did you want to grab dinner?” 

	“Tuesday is dinner night at my house. I always cook for Aubrey. Well, now I guess Xander too, but if you’d like to come . . .” I leave the sentence hanging.  

	“They won’t mind?” he asks skeptically, and for good reason, because they probably will. But they need to get over that. It’s not like I haven’t had to endure Aubrey’s revolving door of women.  

	“They’ll live.” I smile. “You should come if you can. I’m actually a pretty good cook.” 

	Brandon wraps his hands around my back, pressing my body against his. “Then I’d love to come. What time?” 

	“Whenever you’re done with practice is fine. We’re not exactly formal or anything. 

	“All right.” He pulls my body into his. “Can I stay over that night?” 

	And I falter. For so many reasons.  

	“Can we come back here?” There seems to be a big difference between his roommates possibly hearing us and my brother and Xander. A big difference. 

	And though I hate this house, hate it with every fiber of my being, it still seems like the better alternative.

	I bite my lip, worrying that I may insult him with this, but he just laughs it off instead.

	“Yeah, that might be better.” He leans down and kisses the spot just below my jaw, before trailing his mouth to the shell of my ear, sending shivers down my body. 

	Jesus. “You need to stop because I actually do need to get home.”

	“You’re addictive, Abby, and I haven’t even gotten started with you.” He pulls back, his eyes so full of lust that I’m really tempted to miss my Monday morning class. 

	“We need to go,” I whisper with very little conviction. 

	“Then let’s go.” He smiles, reaching down and taking my hand, leading me out of his room. 

	My mind is so completely full of thoughts that by the time we pull up to my apartment, I realize that I have no memory of the trip home. Things with Brandon this afternoon were fun. Easy. Low stress and low maintenance. 

	And I like him. 

	I do. 

	I just don’t know how much. A part of me feels that he may like me more than I like him. 

	But all of that can change, I remind myself.  

	My issues with this are stupid and futile. I need to get over it and move on. Brandon seems like a good person to do that with. He makes me feel special, which in my college experience, is a rare commodity. He parks the car and acts like he’s about to get out, but I stop him for some reason.  

	I feel the need for a little space from him and I feel guilty as shit for that. 

	“No need to walk me to the door, I can make it,” I tease, trying to lighten the dark ominous mood that parked itself in my brain. 

	“I don’t mind.” He smiles. 

	“I know, but it’s late. You should get back.” That sounds bad, doesn’t it? 

	“You sure?” Thankfully, he doesn’t see it the way I apparently mean it.

	“I’m sure. I had fun with you today.” And that’s the truth. I did have fun. 

	“Me too.” He leans in and kisses me, the way a boyfriend kisses his girlfriend. My stomach twists with guilt. What is my problem? “Can I call you later?”

	I shake my head. “I’m going straight to bed. I think you zapped all of my energy.” 

	He laughs but doesn’t look wounded. 

	“Then I’ll call you tomorrow. Night, babe.” Another gentle kiss and then I’m out of the car, flying through the doors of my building and my apartment like I’m being chased by fire. 

	“Hey,” I hear Aubrey say from the kitchen as I slam the door behind me. “You’re out late, considering your schedule tomorrow.” 

	I roll my eyes, my back pressed against the door. Does he have to sound like my father instead of my brother?

	“We went to a movie,” I offer by way of explanation as I enter the kitchen to find Aubrey and Xander eating nasty MSG Chinese food out of the container. And even though I haven’t eaten dinner, I’m not hungry for that. 

	“Did you actually get any work done on your paper, or did you just spend the whole day with your new boyfriend?” Xander asks, leaning back against the counter, casual as hell. Why does he have to sound like my father too?

	“I didn’t actually.” I scrunch my nose, leaning my back against the counter on the opposite side. “How did you know he was my boyfriend?” Both Xander and Aubrey blanch, apparently neither of them liking this new realization.

	I’m so stupid. 

	Of course they didn’t know. 

	“Oh Abby.” Aubrey shakes his head. Xander’s eyes harden momentarily before they turn back to impassive like he realized he actually doesn’t give a shit who my new boyfriend is. 

	“Ease up, Aubrey. He’s a good guy, okay? He’s been nothing but nice and respectful to me. I don’t need your overprotective crap. I need my brother.” 

	God, I’m in a foul mood. Why am I so defensive with this? 

	Aubrey watches me for another long moment before sighing deeply, popping another piece of chicken into his mouth and chewing. “Fine. I’ll trust you. If you say he’s a good guy, I’ll believe you. I’m just surprised he’s already your boyfriend.” His emphasis on the word holds a note of sarcasm. 

	“Me too, actually. He brought up being exclusive when he took me for a walk in the park.” I shrug, like it’s not really that big of a deal, but it seems like it is.  

	And maybe it’s a little fast too, but clearly Aubrey is not the person to speak to about all of this. At least not yet. Xander is sitting on top of the counter in my usual spot, eating something that resembles lo mein with chopsticks. His eyes are very focused on what he’s doing right now. 

	“I invited him over for Tuesday night dinner,” I say, a little nervous despite the fact that I’m the one doing all the cooking.

	“Ah, Abby,” Aubrey says a little put out, and the only reaction I get from Xander is the clenching of his jaw. Aubrey takes another deep breath. “Fine,” he grumbles. “But you don’t look happy. Why don’t you look happy if you have a new boyfriend you like?”

	Damn, he just had to hit the nail on the head, didn’t he? 

	“I’m happy,” I say far too defensively, and I think both Xander and Aubrey notice. 

	“Okay.” He’s not convinced.

	I smile, walking over to him and giving him a kiss on his cheek. “Thanks, Aubs. I do love you so.” I wink, making him laugh. “I gotta go do some work. I’ve neglected my studies, but I’ll see you two lovely ladies in the morning.” I turn, heading for the exit on the opposite side of the side of the kitchen. “Night,” I call out. 

	“Abby?” Xander’s voice stops me and I turn back around to face him fully, because something in his tone makes me do that. “Is he really what you want?” With the lack of emotion in his voice, he could just as well have been talking about the weather. But the fact that he’s actually asking, even if it’s only for Aubrey’s sake, warms me. 

	So I decide to give him an honest answer. “I don’t know, Xander. Maybe.” 

	He nods once, but that’s all the acknowledgment my words get. 

	“Good night.” I look at him, offering a soft smile, before heading back to my room. 

	And as my eyes scan my walls, focusing on a picture of Xander, Aubrey, Nina, and I at a show our freshman year, I realize what my hang-up is. Brandon doesn’t have much of a personality. At least not one that I’ve seen.  

	He pushes for what he thinks I’m looking for. 

	He told me he reads a lot, but there were no books or even an e-reader in his room. He took me to a serious movie, thinking I would like it. The Thai restaurant is another good example. His bedroom is a blank slate. 

	So who are you, Brandon Kessler? 

	I can’t honestly say I know, but it’s early on and maybe the more I get to know him, the more I’ll get to know him. 
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	“I look like a slut,” I squeak.

	“You do not. Shut up and own it. You’re hot. If I had your body, I’d rock a string bikini to the bar,” Grace says, staring at my reflection in my floor-length mirror. 

	“Right,” I deadpan. “Because clearly you’re the vision of a hideous ogre.”

	“Hey, we ogre’s need loving too.”

	I roll my eyes. “So what? You’re like, the next top model or something?”

	“Jesus, Abby, that show has been off the air forever. Catch up, will ya?” Nina chastises me.

	“Whatever. You bitches need to get out of my room so I can finish up. I don’t like adjusting my boobs with an audience.” 

	They laugh, but leave me to do my bidding. 

	Tonight is Xander’s birthday. He’s officially twenty-one, and as a result, we’re having a celebratory drink at our place before going to the requisite bar. Ever since he helped me with my manuscript, he’s been pleasant to me. I even catch him looking at me on occasion, which I begrudgingly admit to loving. 

	A moment later, just as the last girl is set in place, I’m standing in front of the mirror, swiping on my red lipstick when I hear a knock on my door.   

	“Can I come in?” I hear Xander’s voice before I see his reflection in my mirror. And holy sweet hell, he looks good. He’s wearing a black button up shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, dark wash jeans, black boots, and his hair is styled into perfectly controlled mayhem. He even has a thin layer of stubble lining his jaw. 

	“Sure,” I say, needing a second to catch my breath. I really shouldn’t be reacting to him like this, but I can’t seem to help it.  

	“You said you wanted—” He pauses and stares back at me the same way I was just staring at him. “Wow. Um.” 

	I see him swallow as his eyes rake in my green mini dress with a deep V-neck. It’s not my normal style. In fact, it’s Nina’s dress. But they insisted, and I liked the color so I gave in with one caveat. I’m wearing my Doc Marten combat boots. 

	“You look incredible.”  

	“Thanks.” I smile, trying to hide my blush. I spin around to face him and he smiles down at me, though his eyes are now fixed on my cheek. “You look pretty good yourself.”

	“You wanted to see me?”

	“Yeah.” And now I’m really blushing, even if I shouldn’t be. It’s silly to be embarrassed or nervous, but I feel like Xander and I have a truce going on, and I wanted to get him a birthday present. Something I know he’s wanted for a while. “I got you a present.” 

	“Oh.” His eyes widen in surprise. “You didn’t need to do that.”

	“I know, but I saw it and I got it for you.”

	Scrambling away from his penetrating gaze, I grab the wrapped box from the floor of my closet. He takes it with a small half smile on his lips before tearing into the paper like a kid on Christmas.  

	“I saw that yours were really old and worn and not wireless, so…” I trail off from my meager explanation, feeling all kinds of awkward as he just stands there, staring at the wireless headphones I bought him.

	“Jesus, Abby,” he whispers. “I can’t believe you did this.” I can’t tell if he’s saying this in a good or a bad way. His tone is completely lacking any intonation that would help decipher his meaning.  

	“I can return them if you don’t like them.”  

	“No,” he says quickly, his eyes making a rare trip up to mine and a breathtaking smile lights up his face. “I love them. Thank you.” 

	He hesitates for a moment, unsure of what he wants to do next. So I solve the problem for him by reaching out and wrapping my arms around him in a hug. 

	“Happy birthday,” I whisper. 

	His arms snake around me, pulling me tighter into his chest and we both breathe out a contented sigh. He hasn’t hugged me since freshman year, and I don’t even know how to describe the sensation of it.  

	We pull back and he spins me around so that I’m facing the mirror again, his hands clasping my upper arms. His eyes are dark and slightly hooded as he takes me in, the smallest of smirks detectable on the edge of his full lips. 

	“Do you remember the first birthday we spent together? It was Christmas vacation at your parent’s house in Philadelphia.” 

	I nod. And swallow. And try to clear my suddenly dry throat. 

	“I snuck into your room the day after Christmas and woke you up so that I could be the first to wish you happy birthday.”

	And now I’m smiling because that was a great way to wake up. “You quoted Shakespeare to me. ‘When we are born we cry that we are come to this great stage of fools.’”

	“Yes.” He nods, stepping a little closer, his warmth like a balm against my back. “Is Brandon coming tonight?” 

	I shake my head at the sudden shift in conversation. “I u–um.” I blow out a breath. “I didn’t invite him actually.” 

	Xander smiles. “Why not?”  

	I don’t know. I just didn’t. It didn’t feel right for some reason. When Brandon came for Tuesday dinner there was too much tension in the room between them. Nothing overt, but still palpable. Or maybe that was all on me.

	“I didn’t think you liked him much.” 

	“Hmmm.” Xander moves my heavy hair, brushing his fingertips along my neck as he shifts it over one shoulder, exposing half of my neck. His hand glides along the curve until his fingers are splayed across the front of my neck. He’s not squeezing or strangling, just resting his palm and fingers flat. And then his pleased grin grows.  

	“Does Brandon make your heart race like it is now?” 

	My skin heats as I feel my pulse thrash against his fingers. 

	“Or make your skin glow that beautiful shade of pink?” 

	My tongue juts out, licking my suddenly dry lips as I watch his reflection touch my neck like this, feeling my fevered skin. I can’t even speak.  

	“I wasted time, and now doth time waste me.” 

	More Shakespeare. “Xander—”

	“We should go,” he says, jerking back away from me so suddenly it startles me. “I wouldn’t want you to do anything you’d regret in the morning.” 

	Huh? 

	“Thanks for my present. It’s perfect. Sort of like you.” And then he turns and leaves my room at a lightning pace, clutching the headphones in his hand.  

	I have no idea what just happened. 

	But I know I need a moment to learn how to breathe at a normal rhythm again. 

	Grabbing my bag off the floor, I realize I’m going to have to be really careful if I decide to bend at any point tonight. Jesus, this dress is short. Maybe I should change? 

	“Abby!” Aubrey yells. “Get your ass in here for a shot. It’s getting late and I want to get to the bar before it gets too crowded.” 

	So much for changing. 

	I round the corner into the kitchen where everyone is congregating, shot glasses in hand. “Here,” Gavin hands me one of my own that I recognize as whiskey. 

	“Merci,” I say with a wink. 

	“I don’t do toasts, so happy birthday, asshole,” Aubrey says and I just want to roll my eyes at that. 

	“Thanks, dickhead,” Xander says. 

	“Happy birthday,” we all say as we clink glasses before tossing down the amber liquid. 

	“Damn. Aubrey, what is this?” I ask, licking my lips. It’s smooth as hell.

	“Nice, huh? I’ve been saving it for a special occasion.” 

	“Nice indeed.” I widen my eyes at the bottle of bourbon that I know must have cost him a hundred dollars. “It’s adorable how you saved it for your man-lover.”

	“You only turn twenty-one once,” Nina chimes in. “Can we go now? I’m looking forward to someone serving me drinks, instead of the other way around.”

	“Sure. But we’re walking, so you need to put a coat on,” Aubrey says to me. “And maybe change your dress to something that actually covers your skin.”

	“Don’t start with her,” Nina says, nudging Aubrey’s shoulder. “She looks hot.” A wicked smirk pulls up her pink frosted lips. “Don’t you think, Xander?”

	I have no idea what she’s playing at with this. If anything it’s just going to piss him off.

	 “Whatever,” he grumbles, the tips of his ears turning pink. Xander hates being the center of attention just as much as I do.

	“Let’s go,” Grace says. “I don’t want to be out too late night. I have a class in the morning.”

	

	The bar we’re going to is only three blocks away. It would be our regular hangout if Nina didn’t work at Brew’s. The bar isn’t all that crowded as it’s a Wednesday night, but because it’s Xander’s birthday, a few friends came out to meet up. I order everyone a round of shots at the bar because that’s what you do on a twenty-first birthday. 

	“Hey Abby.” I look over to see my friend Brian standing next to me with a big smile. Brian’s a really nice guy and I like his girlfriend Mei a lot. But Brian is one of those people who does not respect other people’s personal space. So when he speaks to you, he’s practically nose to nose. 

	It used to bother the hell out of me, it’s still not exactly my favorite, but I’ve adjusted over the years that I’ve known him.  

	He’s not doing it to be creepy, it’s just how he is. 

	“Hey Brian, how are you?” I glance around him. “Where’s Mei?”

	“Oh, she has an early class tomorrow and a paper to finish, so she stayed home.”

	“Ah, too bad. I haven’t seen you much this semester, how’s it going for you?”

	He leans into me even further which I didn’t realize was possible. I shift my position so that I’m angling my hips away from him. “It’s going well. I have—” And suddenly a hand comes out of nowhere, pushing Brian in the center of the chest to the ground. 

	What the hell? 

	Brian looks equally as shocked as his ass hits the ground hard before he slides a foot or so back. “Back off, bro,” Brandon seethes, “she’s my girlfriend.” 

	“Brandon, what the hell was that?” I yell in complete outrage. I cannot believe he just did that to poor Brian. 

	“Me?” Brandon says with an incredulous note and I realize he’s drunk. His eyes are red-rimmed and glassy. They always get like this when he’s had a few. “I wasn’t the one talking an inch away from some strange guy.”

	“He’s my friend. I can’t believe you just did that.” I step forward, crouching down to help Brian up without flashing him or the rest of the bar, that I’m sure are now watching our little exchange. 

	“What are you doing?”

	“Helping him up,” I cut out, but Brandon grasps my forearm tightly, yanking me back up and into him. “Ouch. Let me go. You’re hurting me.” 

	He doesn’t let me go. He just pulls me further into him until our bodies are practically pressed together. 

	“Hey man, it was nothing. We’re just friends.” Brian says, back up on his feet and trying to play peacekeeper. 

	“Fuck off,” Brandon snaps at him and I gasp at the look of venom in his eyes. “I saw the way you were checking out my girl. You were practically in her face.”

	Jesus, this is bad. Pushing myself back, I twist my arm to try and get him to release me. His grip is bruising and my hand is starting to throb. “Let go, Brandon. Brian is just my friend and you’re being a real asshole.”

	“Me!” he bellows. 

	“Let go of her.” Xander’s fierce command startles Brandon as he comes up next to me, trying to maneuver his body in between mine and Brandon’s. “Now.” 

	“Ha, like you’re going to do something about it if I don’t,” Brandon says smugly. “She’s my girlfriend. Not yours. I can touch her whenever the hell I want.”

	“You’re hurting me,” I hiss again, twisting my arm until he finally releases me. I take a step back, rubbing my sore arm and holding it up to my chest. Tears are prickling the back of my eyes, but I don’t want to cry. It will only make things worse. 

	Xander and Brandon are having some sort of stare-down before Brandon turns to me.

	 “Come on. Let’s go.”

	“No way in hell is she going anywhere with you,” Xander barks, and I’m shocked Aubrey hasn’t gotten in on this action. But I don’t see him anywhere, nor do I see Nina, for that matter. Gavin is standing directly off to Xander’s right and Grace is behind me, her hand on my shoulder in a comforting gesture. 

	“Is that right?” Brandon takes a full step in his direction. “You think I don’t know the situation going on here? You think I don’t know just how badly you want her?”

	Xander’s eyes narrow into fiery slits of pure rage as his fists ball up. 

	“That’s enough, Brandon. Go home and sleep it off.”

	Brandon’s head whips in my direction and his eyes soften a little. “Jesus, Abby. All I did was push a guy out of the way who was standing way too close you. You’re my girlfriend. Excuse me for being protective over you.”

	“But you didn’t need to push him. You barreled into a situation you knew nothing about and hurt my friend.”

	Brandon sighs, relaxing his stiff posture, but Xander’s is still hard as nails and I catch Gavin trying to drawn him back out of the corner of my eye. 

	“I’m sorry, okay? I am. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. I just didn’t like him that close.” Brandon’s head whips around in search of Brian who looks like he wants to bury himself into a hole. “Sorry man. We cool?”

	“Yeah. Sure.” 

	Brandon takes a very deliberate, yet reluctant step in my direction. “I’m sorry, babe. Are you good?”

	I don’t know. I really don’t. He came in here, shoved Brian to the ground and yelled at him. He hurt my wrist in his death grip and refused to let go. How do I rationalize that? How do I say everything’s fine when I don’t exactly feel like it is? 

	I don’t think Brandon would hurt me. He’s never been anything but sweet and gentle with me, but tonight he was a different sort of animal. And sure, he’s drunk. But is that really an excuse? 

	No. It’s not. 

	And this is not the first time he’s been violent recently. He beat that guy’s ass at his house. 

	“Come outside with me,” I say, instead of answering his question. 

	“Abby?” Xander growls my name with a cautious note, his eyes pleading with me not to be alone with Brandon. 

	“I’ll be right back.” I try to offer him a smile, but it’s small and weak because I’m still reeling from that encounter. 

	He doesn’t say anything, and Brandon’s head is bouncing back and forth between the two of us. 

	“Is something going on here?” he asks, but again, I’m not answering that. 

	I grab onto Brandon’s shirt, giving a good yank so that he’ll follow me. Just before I make it to the door, I hear Aubrey ask, “What did I miss?” 

	I’m glad he missed that, otherwise there is no way punches wouldn’t have been thrown. The frozen night air bites into my skin and I’m wishing I hadn’t left my coat inside the bar. And I wish I was wearing something that covered me up more. 

	I feel absolutely exposed right now and it’s from more than just the cold. 

	“Abby, I’m sorry.” Brandon rubs his hands up and down my arms, trying to bring some warmth back into my body.  

	I look up at him, his face shadowed by the streetlight behind him. “I don’t know what the hell just happened back there, but it is not okay. I am not okay. You show up here drunk. You push my friend to the floor. You grip my wrist to the point of actually hurting me. You throw out baseless accusations about everyone wanting me.” I shake my head. “I don’t even know who you are right now.” 

	Brandon blanches, looking down at the ground and shifting his weight like a scolded puppy. “I know. I wasn’t going to come tonight. In all honesty, I was a little hurt you didn’t invite me.”  

	He’s right. I didn’t. But I didn’t realize we were six years old.

	       “So I was home having a few beers with Chris and Jake and they urged me to come and surprise you. I don’t know what happened.” Brandon begins to pace, his hands perched on his hips as he breathes out hard. “I just saw that guy talking to you so close and I . . . snapped, I guess. I didn’t like it. It made me crazy.”  

	“Nothing was happening. Brian just does that. It wasn’t sexual. You had no right to do that to him or me, or anyone else. I didn’t invite you because tonight is Xander’s birthday, and the two of you weren’t all that friendly at Tuesday dinner. He doesn’t want me and neither does Brian.”

	Brandon takes a step into me, my neck craning to meet his darkened face. “I’m sorry. Can we move past this and pretend like it never happened?”

	Can we? I don’t know. 

	“Go home and call me tomorrow, okay?”

	He shakes his head. “I don’t want to leave with you pissed at me.”

	“I need to go back in and you can’t come with me. Aubrey will shit an elephant if you do. Please. Just go, and call me tomorrow.” 

	His head lowers to his chest as he bobs it up and down. “I’ll go.” His arms slide from my shoulders to my back and he pulls me into his chest. “I’ll call you tomorrow. I’m really freaking sorry.” Brandon kisses the top of my head and the walks off without another word. 

	I’m torn.  

	On the one hand, I feel bad for him. On the other, not so much. That was a crazy, caveman, testosterone-fueled thing he did back there. And that is not my style. 

	I find my way back into the bar and am immediately accosted by Aubrey, who is flanked by a seething Xander.  

	“What the fuck, Abby? Tell me you tossed that piece of shit to the curb,” Aubrey fumes, grabbing my arm and looking me over like he’s expecting to see signs of abuse. 

	“Can we just go back in and stop this? I don’t want to talk about it anymore. It’s your birthday,” I say, looking at Xander. 

	“I need to talk to you,” he says with a tone I don’t exactly appreciate. It’s authoritative and a bit belligerent, and it rubs me the wrong way. Like all of this is my fault.  

	“I don’t want to rehash it.”  

	“Humor me. It’s my birthday.” He tosses his coat over my shoulders, before spinning me around and directing me back to the door. 

	“I’m going to stay inside because it’s cold out and I don’t really feel like listening to the two of you fight,” Aubrey says with his hands up, palms facing out as he slowly back away from us. 

	“Coward,” I mutter, and both he and Xander laugh, which should set me at ease, but it doesn’t. 

	I’m led back out into the frigid night and I wrap Xander’s big, heavy coat around my body. It’s warm, despite the fact that he hasn’t worn it since we got to the bar and it smells so good I want to bury my nose in the collar and inhale.  

	I don’t. 

	That would be weird and embarrassing.  

	Xander is a pacing a heavy-footed circle and I can’t stop the laugh that flies out of my mouth. “What? You’re laughing at me?” He’s smirking, so I know he’s not all that pissed.

	“I am. Why are you storming around? Out with it, Xander. I’m freezing my boobs off.” 

	His eyes dip down to my covered chest before coming back up to my face. “Your boobs?”

	“Amongst other things. What’s up?” 

	“Did you break up with him?”

	“No.”

	“No? Why the hell not? He pushed Brian down and then squeezed you. Are you waiting for him to hit you?” 

	I sigh. “You’re being overly dramatic. He didn’t mean to hurt me and . . . well, yeah, he meant to push Brian, but I think he feels bad about that. I don’t know. I’ll talk to him tomorrow once he’s sobered up.” 

	“Jesus, shit,” Xander snaps, walking up to me and grabbing me by the biceps. “I can’t handle this, Abby. I can’t. I wanted to fucking kill him when he had his hands on you like that. You have no idea the restraint it took.” 

	I stare at him with wide, unblinking eyes. I’ve never seen this sort of passion from Xander. Ever. I know some of his history. Why he spends all of his vacations and holidays with our family or Gavin’s. I know some, but definitely not all.  

	“He’s not good for you,” he whispers, some of his anger dissipating the longer he stares into me. 

	       I swallow hard, feeling the heat of his eyes bearing down on me. I want to squirm. I want to look away or move or laugh or do something that will ebb the thick tension. But I can’t do anything other than look at him. 

	“He’s not.” 

	“It was one time. He didn’t even realize he was hurting me. He wouldn’t do that.” I don’t know why I’m saying this to him. I don’t know why I’m suddenly defending Brandon other than I don’t really know what else to say. All of the real things I want to say, the words that are exploding around my mind like a series of grenades going off, I’m not brave enough to utter. 

	“Is he what you want?” 

	Xander has asked me this before. Right after I told him that Brandon and I were official. 

	“As opposed to what?”  

	Xander closes the small distance between us, hovering over me like a dark knight. 

	His hands are still firmly affixed to my upper arms as he dips his head closer to mine. Our breaths fog between us, mingling in the cool air. He doesn’t respond. He just stares at me with pleading eyes, begging for something he refuses to ask for. 

	“Abby,” he whispers softly, sweetly, like my name evokes something warm from within him. “I want—” 

	“Are you two coming back in?” Aubrey’s voice interrupts whatever Xander was about to say and right now, right this very second, I want to kill my brother. Was he about to say the words I’ve wanted to hear for years? Was he about to say that he wants me to end it with Brandon? Was he about to say he wants to go back inside the bar and never speak to me again? 

	I have no idea. 

	And judging by the way Xander jumps a foot back from me like Aubrey just zapped him with a thousand volts of electricity, I never will.  

	“You want what?” I press. 

	“I want—” 

	“Are you coming?” 

	“Yes. We’re coming,” Xander snaps out before his eyes refocus on mine. “I want . . . to do a shot with you for my birthday.” 

	Goddammit, Xander!  

	I can only sigh, and sag with defeat. We’ve played this game before. We’ve danced to this tune for most of our freshman year and it turned into him hating me for the last two. So I’m done trying to read between the lines that are so tightly pressed together, there’s no room for interpretation. 

	I can only take him at face value. 

	And while we may have a truce going, I have a sinking suspicion it won’t last much longer. 

	 

	 

	

	 


Chapter 16

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I wake up the next morning with a headache. Not surprising, considering the amount of shots I did last night. Pulling myself out of bed, I shower before heading to the kitchen. It’s empty. That’s unusual under normal circumstances, but Aubrey’s soft snores from his room tell me that he didn’t set his alarm today. 

	Just as I finish setting up the coffee, turning it on to brew, the buzzer for the front door goes off. I jump with a start, before flying to the intercom so it doesn’t wake up the sleeping guys. 

	“Who is it?” I ask, my heart hammering away. 

	“It’s me. Brandon. Can I come up?” 

	He sounds like shit. He sounds scared and remorseful, as he should. I don’t really want him to come up with Xander and Aubrey sleeping a few feet away. Not because I’m afraid he’ll hurt me or anything, but because the guys will not wake up kindly to it. 

	But I also can’t leave him standing outside.

	“Sure.” I hit the button, unlocking both doors. And then I go pour myself a cup of the coffee I smell percolating. Something tells me I’m going to need this. 

	In truth, I hadn’t thought much about Brandon’s little display since it happened. After we went back inside, Xander and I went straight to the bar and he ordered up tequila. I sort of have a love/hate relationship going with tequila. I like the flavor, and taking the actual shot of it, but it wrecks me every time. 

	And Xander knows that. 

	Part of me wonders if that’s why he ordered it, because as soon as we were done with one, he ordered up another. We took them silently, our eyes locked on one another the entire time. Xander gives me butterflies with a simple look. I don’t really know how to explain the reasoning behind it other than it’s beyond my control.  

	Once we were done, he leaned in and said something that I never thought I’d hear him say. 

	I’m still not even sure I heard it correctly. 

	He stepped into me, nearly toe to toe and whispered in my ear, “I would give anything to be able to taste the tequila on your tongue.” My face flamed and my breath hitched and I swear my knees almost buckled. But then he killed everything when he followed up that epic line with, “But we both know that will never happen.”  

	He walked away from me after that, before I could call out to him. Before I could demand to know why it could never happen. 

	Because the simple truth is, I already know why. 

	Aubrey. 

	It’s really that simple and that complex. Aubrey and Xander are best friends. And Aubrey is my over protective brother who told Xander point blank our freshman year that he needed to stay away from me.  

	So nothing ever happened between us. And now? Now we live together. And they’re still best friends. And I’m dating Brandon. And most of the time Xander ignores my existence. 

	So I need to let go of any hope I’ve had sitting in my gut for the last three years. 

	I need to let go of him. 

	Despite Brandon’s dramatic display last night, he’s a good boyfriend. So, do I dump his ass after one drunken incident, or do I give him another chance? 

	I unlock the door, mug of coffee in my hand, but the moment I see Brandon, I gasp. 

	He looks like death warmed up. 

	His eyes are puffy and bloodshot and lacking all luster that normally fills those light blue depths. His hair is disheveled, and not in a sexy, I-just-rolled-out-of-bed, way either. It looks like he slept on the street. For that matter, he’s wearing the same clothes he was wearing last night, so maybe he did. 

	“Jesus, Brandon.” I can’t even finish that sentence. He walks in and immediately pulls me into his massive chest, nearly spilling my hot coffee everywhere. I have to reach around him to set it on the entry table because he’s not letting me go. 

	“I’m so sorry, Abby. Fuck, I’m sorry. I feel like shit. I haven’t slept because I feel so goddamn guilty about last night. I’ve never done anything like that before. Ever. You have to forgive me. You have to give me another chance.”

	He’s holding me so tightly that I have to turn my face to the side otherwise he’ll inadvertently smother me. Brandon’s large body is trembling like he’s barely holding it together right now. 

	Is it wrong that I don’t understand him having this type of a reaction? 

	I mean, we’ve only been dating a few weeks and I’d hardly call us serious. So I’m at a bit of a loss right now. I know he likes me, but the desperation in his voice and the state of his physical appearance sort of screams more.   

	But there is just no way it can be anything more at this point. 

	“Come in the kitchen and let me give you a cup of coffee and we’ll talk.” It’s all I can say at the moment, because I’m a little too stunned by this demonstration.  

	Brandon takes my hand and I pick up my coffee. We silently walk into the kitchen. I pour Brandon a cup and he sips at it.  

	“Thanks,” he says, his eyes searching my face. “Do you hate me?”

	I snort out a laugh at that. When did men become so dramatic?  

	“No. Of course I don’t hate you,” I tell him, hopping up on the counter. Brandon moves until he’s positioned in between my legs and even with me boosted up on the counter, he’s still much taller than I am. “I’m not gonna lie, I’m really not happy with you right now.” He nods his head solemnly. “I know you were drunk, but you stormed into a situation that you completely misinterpreted and not only attacked my friend, but squeezed my wrist to the point of hurting me.”

	He blanches, staring down at my wrist, which is fortunately bruise free. “Jesus,” he mutters, running a hand through his hair. “I really fucked up.” 

	“Yeah. You did. Can you promise me nothing like that will ever happen again?”

	He drops his forehead to mine, our eyes locked. “I swear I’ll never do anything to hurt you. And I will never charge into a situation like that again. Do you think you can forgive me?”

	I nod against his head, because I think I can. I believe him when he tells me he’ll never do it again. I can see the sincerity in his eyes. Brandon’s whole face lights up, and he presses his lips to mine.  

	“I’m sorry,” he whispers against my lips. “So sorry.” 

	We continue to kiss for a few minutes, as he peppers me with a million apologies and compliments in between. 

	“I need to go,” he says finally. “I have a class I can’t miss in twenty minutes. Can I come by later?” 

	I nod, licking my lips. 

	“Okay. I—” Brandon blushes and then smiles and then kisses me again. “I’ll see you later.” 

	That’s not what it felt like he was going to say. 

	“See you.” I smile, walking him to the door and shutting it softly behind him. The second I walk back into the kitchen, I jump three feet in the air for the second time this morning. 

	“Crap,” I hiss, my hand on my chest. “Xander, you scared the hell out of me.”

	“That’s because you didn’t see me standing here,” he says, his tone clipped. “I take it all that kissing was a sign that the two of you made up?” 

	Yeah, he’s angry. His eyes are narrowed and his fists are balled up at his sides. 

	“We did. He apologized and said he’d never do it again. He felt terrible.”

	Xander nods once, heading straight to the coffee pot. “I don’t trust him,” he says quietly as he pours his coffee. “And I don’t like him with you.” 

	“He’s not a bad guy. He just made a mistake.”

	“That’s bullshit and you know it.”

	“So what? You’d have me break up with him after just one incident that he felt bad about and apologized for?”

	“Yeah. Maybe I would.” 

	“He won’t do it again.”

	Xander flips around, burning me with his stare. “I wanted to kill him, Abby. He was squeezing your wrist and I wanted to kill him for touching you. I hate feeling like that.”

	I don’t know what to say, mostly because I don’t fully understand what he means when he says he hates feeling like that. He hates feeling protective over me? He hates the idea of wanting to kill Brandon? He hates feeling out of control?

	“Aubrey is my best friend and you’re his sister. I should have destroyed him for the way he was touching you.” 

	I shake my head, unable to stop myself. I’m so unbelievably frustrated with this man. 

	“Is that the only reason you would have done it? For Aubrey?”

	“What the hell does it matter?” he asks, his tone sharp as a knife. “You were kissing Brandon.” He points in the direction of the front door. “You forgave him. He’s your boyfriend and Aubrey is my best friend. End. Of. Story.” 

	“Fine.” 

	I put my mug down on the counter, turning my back to him. I don’t know why I’m pissed off by that. He’s right. I’m with Brandon, and though Xander and I have our moments every once in a while where I think more is going on between us, I have a feeling that’s not really how it is.  

	“Fine?” he asks incredulous. “That’s all you can say?”

	“What do you want me to say?” I ask, my eyes downcast toward the granite counter.

	I feel his hands on my hips and the warmth of his body against my back. 

	“You and I are not friends.”  

	My eyes slam shut. 

	“We really haven’t been friends in years. Probably because I don’t know how to be your friend. Most days I can barely tolerate sitting in the same room as you and being forced to pretend that you are.”  

	My head lowers to my chest and I can feel tears stinging the back of my eyes. How does he always know how to say the most hurtful things to me? 

	“You smile at me and my insides hurt. You speak to me and I want to grab you and beg you to stop torturing me. You kiss Brandon and I feel sick.”  

	“I didn’t realize you still hated me that much,” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. 

	“I don’t hate you, Abby.” His breath brushes against my neck and I shudder, a startled gasp escaping my lips. “But you need to remember that I don’t want to be your friend, and if you’re going to be with Brandon, then the least you could do is leave me the hell alone.” 

	He drops a kiss to the back of my neck and walks off, his door slamming shut behind him. 

	And I’m lost.  

	Totally and completely lost as I try to replay in my mind what just happened. 

	I make him feel sick when he’s near me. He’s not my friend and he wants me to leave him the hell alone.  

	Is that really what he said? Is that really what he meant? 

	I honestly can’t say yes or no to that.  

	He’s so goddamn cryptic and enigmatic. I know that if I followed him now and demanded more of an explanation, I wouldn’t get it. He wouldn’t look at me or speak to me because Xander is the most stubborn asshole on the planet. I swear, most days I think he gets off on being angry with me. On hating me even when he says he doesn’t. 

	And he said it pretty clearly last night. Nothing can ever happen with us. 

	So there is no reason I shouldn’t be with Brandon. 

	I like Brandon. And I believe that he’ll never do something like that again. 

	So Xander wants me to leave him alone. Fine. I’ll leave him alone. 

	Even if it breaks my heart in the process. 

	

	 

	 


Chapter 17

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“You’ve made excellent progress with this story,” Professor Halpern says, looking at the screen of my laptop, leaning back in her struggling office chair, hands folded gently on her round abdomen. “Normally I do not encourage students to change their course mid-stream, so to speak, but I’m thrilled that you did.” Her eyes turn to mine as she sits up, scooting the chair towards me so that we’re now only a few feet apart. “You’ve got something going here, Abby. Something really different. I can’t tell it’s if a comic, a young adult fantasy or what. Normally stories like this have romantic love, but I’m enjoying the sibling dynamic. In fact,” she points a finger up in the air, “I think I might prefer it in this case. It rings true. Your writing is really on point.” 

	I lean back in my chair, a little stunned.  

	I’ve been working my ass off on this manuscript for the past five weeks, and I’m about sixty pages into it. That’s saying a lot for me. But the problem is, despite only needing another twenty pages for the assignment, I feel that my work won’t be finished in twenty pages. 

	“You know it’s not near finished,” I say calmly, though I’m feeling anything but. 

	She nods, shifting in her seat to cross her thick ankles, exposed at the bottom of her standard issue long black skirt. “Yes, Abby. I do believe you’re right. But as with most writing, it is important to finish the story if you’re able. How much longer do you feel it needs to be before you’re satisfied?”

	“Honestly?” I shrug a little, because I’m not entirely sure. “Another forty to fifty pages?” And that’s if I cram it, I don’t add.  

	“All right.” She nods again, bringing her finger to her lip, bouncing it a few times as she thinks. “How’s this? I’m going to change the assignment for you.” My eyes widen and I shift in my seat, a little apprehensive as to where this is going. “I want you to finish writing this the way you’d like it written. No more worrying about page limits or any of that nonsense. Write me a novel, cookie.” She smiles as if she’s brilliant and has just given me the keys to the castle. 

	She hasn’t. 

	My misgivings with this manuscript had begun to dwindle, but now they’re back in full force.

	“A novel?” I question, making sure I heard her correctly, because that seems completely absurd. My poor cuticles are receiving the brunt of my tension as I pick at my nails. 

	“Yes, a novel. It can be as long as you’d like.”

	“But it’s due in two weeks.” I break out into a small coughing fit, my lungs ready to explode. 

	Her hand waves in the air flippantly. “I’m going to make this your whole year assignment. I think if this turns out the way I’m hoping it will, it could be publishable, so we’ll need the rest of the semester to get it the way we want.” 

	“Uh. The rest of the semester? Publishing it?” 

	She’s messing with me, right? 

	A nod. “I know you’ll do well.”

	She grins, thinking that’s the perfect thing to say to boost my confidence that is clearly crumbling before her eyes, but it’s not. That’s the most loaded freaking thing to tell a person. It says you cannot fail or you’ll prove us both wrong. 

	“I’ll do my best,” is all I can muster. Suddenly, I feel like the walls of this room are closing in on me.

	She reaches back to her desk, picking up my open computer and handing it to me at an awkward angle. “I know you will, cookie. How about you come back in three weeks, after break, and we’ll see where you are?” 

	I nod. It’s really all I can do. I pack my things away, offer a tight smile and leave her office.  

	The second the mild early March air hits my face I close my eyes, absorbing the sun as it beats down on me. I must look insane to anyone walking by, because I’m standing outside of the English building, but I totally don’t care right now. 

	“You know it’s too early to get any vitamin D from the sun, right?” Brandon’s voice startles me out of the moment of silence I needed to get my thoughts in order.

	“I do,” I tell him, not moving from my position.

	“Did your meeting not go well?” he asks, sounding surprised.  

	He of all people knows how hard I’ve been working on this thing. We’ve been dating a total of six weeks now, and so far, it’s going really well. Our little incident at the bar was never mentioned again, nor did history repeat itself. We don’t see each other all that often due to our schedules. His with lacrosse practice and games, mine with a full course load of six classes and my writing this stupid, life-sucking manuscript—oh wait, novel.

	“It did in a way.” 

	“Abby, babe, you’re freaking me out here with that whole staring up to the heavens thing and short unhelpful responses.”  

	I sigh, lowering my head, but only a little, and opening my eyes. “Were you always this tall?” I ask, only half kidding because he does seem a bit larger than normal to me right now.

	He laughs, reaching out and touching my cheek. “Yes and no. I’m up one step on you.” 

	“Oh.” I look down to see that he’s right. “Well, you’re too tall, come down to my step. Better yet, the one below it.”    

	He chuckles, but willingly obliges as he steps down, wrapping his arms tightly around me. “Tell me what happened,” he whispers into my ear, kissing the sensitive skin just below. 

	“Halpern changed my assignment. Says she wants me to continue writing it despite the page length.” He pulls back, eyes widened in astonishment. “Wants me to turn it into a novel and has made it my semester project now.” 

	“Holy shit, babe, that’s amazing.” He’s smiling big, seemingly proud of me. 

	Why don’t I feel proud too?

	 I should, right? I mean, she thinks my writing is good enough to get published maybe, but it just leaves a sour taste in my mouth. 

	“Why don’t you look happy about this?” His eyebrows scrunch together, creating a crease between them. His hands come up to my shoulders, rubbing up and down in a comforting gesture. If I’m honest, I find it a bit patronizing, though I don’t know why. 

	Maybe I’m just moody today. 

	Maybe this cold that I haven’t been able to kick in the past two weeks is finally taking its toll on me. Maybe I just need a break from everyone and everything.  

	Maybe I need to stop being so melodramatic and get over myself already.

	“I don’t know,” I sigh, lowering my exhausted head to Brandon’s warm, hard chest. He smells like wind, and soap, and dryer sheets. “I feel like crap, and this just puts a lot of added stress onto me.” I sigh again with a small cough that I work to stifle so I don’t have a coughing fit all over Brandon’s shirt.   

	“I know, babe.” He rubs my back affectionately as he kisses the top of my head. “But you must be really good at this or she wouldn’t want you to do it, so have faith in that. What you really need is rest. You’ve been going non-stop with this thing, thinking you had to have it done and you haven’t given your body a chance to get better.” 

	I nod against his chest, because he feels far too good to move. “I know. Now that I don’t have that deadline looming over me I’ll get more sleep.”

	“Good. I’m starting to worry about that cough.”

	“It’s just bronchitis, and I feel like it’s getting better.”

	“If it’s bronchitis then why aren’t you on an antibiotic?” 

	I raise my head slowly, because even that feel like a task today, finding his light blue eyes that seem almost clear in the bright sun. “Because bronchitis is a virus and an antibiotic won’t help it.” 

	He snickers. “Did you change your major to premed?”

	I roll my eyes. “Don’t be an ass. I am a bio minor, remember? And I told you I went to the health center the other day and that’s what the doctor there told me.”

	“Fine,” he concedes, not wanting to fight with me on this. “But promise me that if you get worse, you’ll go back in.”

	“I promise.” 

	“Good.” He smiles, leaning down to kiss my lips. “Let me take you home.” 

	“Okay.” We start walking, his arm wrapped around my shoulder, my body pulled into his large side. “Wait, don’t you have practice this afternoon?”  

	“No. We have a game tomorrow and Coach gave us the afternoon off. We have an early practice tomorrow morning.”  

	“So does that mean I get you for the afternoon?” 

	“It does, but you’re going to be sleeping in your bed.” I look up at him with a pout, making him chuckle. “Don’t worry, I’ll be there with you.” 

	“I’m really too tired to fight you on the sleep part.” I smile weakly. “I’m totally wrecked, aren’t I?” 

	“Just a little.” He leans down to brush his lips against mine. “But I adore you anyway.” I don’t say anything else. My eyes return to the street in front of us and I nuzzle into his side a little more. I’m suddenly freezing and shivering like crazy. 

	Brandon’s been saying that a lot lately. That he adores me. Not love, not yet at least, and since I haven’t been returning the term of endearment, he hasn’t pushed further. 

	I might like Brandon a lot, but I definitely don’t love him. Not at this point anyway. I think it’s far too soon for that. Or maybe that’s just how it is with him. Our sex life is very good, if not great. We have no problems in the chemistry department and I have a lot of fun with him. 

	But that’s sort of where our similarities end.  

	Brandon is big into partying, especially at his house with a keg present. That’s probably my least favorite activity for many reasons. Occasionally, we’ll go out to the bars together, but he gets bored quickly. I think mostly because he can’t spend his time there getting as drunk as he’d like and use his energies to hit on girls. 

	And the girls love him. 

	No matter where we are, they’re all over him. 

	He’s a good sport about it and doesn’t make a show of looking or flirting back, but considering how he was before me, I’m sure it’s a struggle for him.  

	The issues I was having before about not really knowing who is he have changed a bit. But not necessarily for the better. He’s a great guy. Very sweet and attentive. But he’s still sort of . . . I hate to use the word bland, but that’s usually the one that pops into my mind. 

	We can never agree on a movie to watch or go see, and don’t get me started on

	music taste. He likes country. Enough said. I dragged him to a show a couple of weeks ago and he made a face the entire night and stood in the corner, refusing to partake.

	I was much more agreeable when he took me to some country music festival. 

	The only time things are ever really good is when we’re alone together. Whether just hanging out at my place or in his room, since I can’t stand being anywhere else in the godforsaken pit he calls a house. That one time I cleaned his kitchen was a complete waste, because the next week it was disgusting all over again and I didn’t have it in me to repeat all that hard work. 

	We bicker a lot. Mostly on small insignificant things. Not enough to break-up or anything, and as I said, I like him. I just don’t know how compatible we really are. He doesn’t enjoy spending time with my friends, and often gets pissy when I hang out with them and not him. I always invite him along and he always refuses, but picks a fight if I don’t want to hang out with his friends instead.

	Aubrey also has not warmed to him, which is frustrating and difficult to maneuver. Especially since the feeling is mutual, something Brandon makes no attempt to hide. But I refuse to go to Brandon’s parties without someone, so if I get dragged, Aubrey is usually willing to make the sacrifice to come with me. 

	Even if he has been abstaining from all vaginas, as promised to Nina. 

	Personally, I think she has bitten off more than she can chew with Aubrey and that bet, but I’m keeping my word and staying out of it.  

	I unlock the door to my apartment with a click, shutting it behind us and dropping my bag on the floor by the entry table, when I’m suddenly whisked off my feet. A very unladylike squeak flies out of my mouth as Brandon is holding me bride style in his arms, marching me down the hall to my room. Xander comes out of his room when he hears my cries of protest, but just as quickly goes back into his room after scowling at us. 

	Brandon somehow manages to open the door to my room without having to put me down, and then walks me across the room, tossing me onto the bed with a large bounce. I’m laughing so hard that my head is pounding and then my laughter morphs into a coughing fit that leaves me winded and exhausted. Ugh!

	“Lay down. Go. To. Bed.” 

	I pout, jutting out my lower lip as I undo my jeans, pulling them down. 

	“Here.” Brandon tosses me a pair of my sleep boxers from my second drawer. 

	“I thought you said you were staying?” 

	“I can’t really. I have work I need to get done.” He’s lingering by my door, now that I’m changed.

	“Brandon, you don’t need to stay with me. I am perfectly capable of falling asleep on my own.” He hesitates, looking torn. “Go. For real, I’m just going to take a nap anyway.” 

	“You sure?” he asks, clearly wanting to leave but not wanting to hurt my feelings with it either. 

	So much for staying with me this afternoon. Whatever, it’s fine. 

	“I’m sure. Thanks for meeting me and walking me back here. Go do your work. I know you’re not going to get anything done tomorrow.” I pull back my comforter and crawl into bed, sighing contentedly when I rest my head on my soft pillow.

	“Thanks, babe.” He walks over to me, bending down, practically in half to give me a soft kiss on my lips first and then my forehead. “You feel a little warm. Do you want me to get you something for that before I go?”

	“Nah.” I wave him off. “I’m just going to sleep.” 

	“Call me when you wake up. I’m busy tonight, but I’d like you to come to the party at the house tomorrow night.” 

	That’s the last thing on earth I want to do. “I doubt I’ll be up for it,” I say through a yawn. 

	“Try, Abby, otherwise I might not see you.”

	       I don’t respond, instead I roll over, closing my eyes as he walks out of my room, shutting the door softly behind him. The sound of his heavy steps down the hall grow progressively quieter until I hear the front door shut. 

	My body squirms a little, trying to get comfortable, but I can’t seem to accomplish it. I’m so tired and I know I should sleep, but my aching brain is still reeling from my meeting with Halpern. After another ten minutes of restlessly moving about, I sigh out in frustration, throwing my blankets off of me. 

	I need Tylenol or something, because I’m feeling like shit and I think Brandon was right when he said I had a fever. 

	Today is Wednesday and everyone is going to be clearing out of here in the next few days for spring break. Spring break that I’m not going on because of my stupid manuscript that I now have all semester to work on. As much as I’d love to go to Vegas with my friends, I’m also liking the idea of having the place to myself for a week. 

	Originally they were only going for three nights, but decided to extend the trip and go camping in the desert for a few nights too. And as cool as that does sound, camping is not really my thing. I’d just end up annoying everyone with my protests over having to pee outside and no hot showers. 

	Even Brandon will be gone. 

	He’s scheduled to fly home Friday afternoon after class, to visit his brother who will be home on leave from the Marines. 

	He invited me home with him, but I declined, using my manuscript as the reason, but that’s not entirely why I said no. That just seemed a bit too serious. It’s one thing to meet his family and I’d actually like to meet his brother because he sounds like a cool guy, but a week? Yeah . . . no. 

	I yank open the top drawer of my dresser, finding a pair of warm, fuzzy orange knee socks, and putting them on before putting on my Luke and Leia slippers and walking out into the hall. After searching through every cabinet we have, even in the boys’ bathroom, for pain relief and coming up empty, I trudge back down the hall and knock hesitantly on Xander’s door.

	He’s been quiet in here the whole time, but I know he’s still there, probably doing work. No answer, so I knock again a little louder, before opening the door slowly and as quietly as possible. 

	“Xander?” I whisper, not wanting to wake him if he’s sleeping. 

	He’s not, he’s sitting on his bed, with his huge headphones on—not the headphones I got him for his birthday, I note—listening to music and working on his computer. 

	“Xander?” I call a little louder, knocking on his door again so I don’t startle him.

	His head whips around, a little stunned despite my attempts. He peels his headphones off, holding them in one hand and sitting up to face me. 

	“What’s up?” he asks, not really annoyed, but not really wanting me in his room either. Our temporary truce sort of went downhill after that morning in the kitchen. He’s not mean to me or anything, but he makes it clear that he doesn’t want to be around me, or have much to do with me. 

	“Sorry to bother you.” I’m hovering by the door and just the simple act of standing feels like a lot. “Do you know if we have any Tylenol or Advil? I think I have a fever and I feel like crap.”

	“Oh.” He sits all the way up, tossing his headphones on the bed and looking me up and down with an amused smirk. “Nice socks.” I roll my eyes, but that doesn’t feel good so I stop it quickly. “I think Aubrey used the last of it the other night.” 

	“Okay.” I really need something, but I’ll just go back to bed and hope it breaks on its own. “Thanks anyway.” I nod, stepping back out of his room.

	“Wait.” He holds his hand up, like he just suddenly remembered something. “I might have some in my drawer.” He waves me into his room further, so I take a few reluctant steps and stand awkwardly in the middle.

	Opening the top drawer of his nightstand, he fishes around in it until I hear the telltale sound of pills rattling around. 

	“Here,” he says, standing up and walking towards me with a bottle of Advil in his hands. 

	“Thank you so much.” 

	I can’t even explain how happy that makes me. He gives me a curt nod, dropping the bottle into my hand and turning away, jumping back on his bed without another word. I want to tell him about my manuscript, mostly because he helped me so much with it at the beginning. 

	“Xander?” He turns. “Do you have a quick second? There is something I want to tell you.” 

	“Um.” He seems uncertain, looking at the door past me. “Isn’t Brandon waiting on you in your room or something?” he says with an edge that I ignore.

	I shake my head. “No, he left a while ago.”

	“What is it?” His expression is totally impassive as he sits down on his bed, bare feet flat on the floor, hands folded in his lap. 

	“Can I sit? Standing feels like a task right now.” I smile tightly to try and lighten the tension between us. 

	He waves his hand at the bed next to him since that’s the only place in his room to sit. I walk the four feet and sit on the edge, but I’m secretly dying to lean back because just this small part of his bed feels like heaven, so I can only imagine what the rest would feel like. 

	“I had a meeting with Halpern this morning about my manuscript,” I start, angling my body to his a little so I don’t have to turn my head all that far to see him.  

	He’s not looking at me. He’s staring across the room at the corner, which speaks volumes about the way he feels about me. He’d rather look at nothing than me. 

	I don’t know why I’m even sitting here telling him this. He won’t care. He’ll make some comment, maybe even a pleasantry and be done with me. 

	But I’m sitting here, so it’s too late to just get up and walk out without telling him something. 

	“Halpern is impressed with what I have so far.” He doesn’t even acknowledge my words. Not even a flicker in his deep blue eyes. “She said that she wants me to turn it into a novel instead of just a short story. Wants me to work on it for the rest of the semester and if it turns out good, wants me to try and publish it.” 

	“Wow.” He nods his head once and his eyes finally shift in my direction, but only a little. His posture is so rigid that it has to be uncomfortable. 

	I’m making him uncomfortable. 

	He’s trying to tolerate my presence when he considers me intolerable. 

	I stand up slowly, so as not to hurt my aching head more. The bottle of Advil is clutched firmly in my hand. I face him, looking down at the top of his head since he won’t look up to meet my eyes, or even my cheek. 

	“Yeah. Well, I just wanted you to know since you helped me with it in the beginning, for which I’m very grateful.” I sigh, realizing that this is a lost cause. “I’ll leave you alone. Thanks for the Advil.” 

	I turn, moving back to his open door when he calls out my name, stopping me. “Thank you for telling me. I always knew you were something special.” My head rolls to the side, over my shoulder so I can see him, but he already has his headphones back on, shutting me out completely. 
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	I sleep for the rest of the afternoon and right through the night after taking the Advil, which must have broken my fever, because I wake up sweaty with moist clothes sticking to my skin. I feel a little better after finally getting some much needed rest, as Brandon would say. Speaking of Brandon, he leaves tomorrow and I won’t get to see him today because of lacrosse practice and the away game that gets him home late. 

	Hopefully I can see him for breakfast or something before he leaves for the airport, otherwise it will be close to ten days before I do. 

	Aubrey and everyone else are leaving Saturday morning at the butt crack of dawn. 

	The smell of bacon and eggs finds its way into my room and for once, my stomach rolls from it. I don’t have an appetite. I swear I’ve lost at least five pounds in the last week from stress and this damn cold that just won’t quit.  

	“Morning, sleeping beauty,” Nina says from the kitchen. 

	“Hey.” I smile, surprised and happy to see her here. “I didn’t know you were coming for breakfast.” 

	“Thought I’d drop in and see how you were feeling.” She walks over to me, all maternal, and touches the back of her hand to my forehead. “I don’t think you have a fever.”

	“Yeah.” I nod. “It broke overnight.” I walk over to the stove looking at the pans of food that are still hot and waiting for me, but I just as quickly walk over to the coffee pot instead. 

	“You’re not eating?” Aubrey asks, concern etched in his voice. I always eat, and he knows this. 

	“I’m just not hungry yet. Maybe I’ll grab some soup or something later.” I pour myself a cup of coffee, but even the smell of that is turning me off, so I put the full mug down on the counter untouched.

	“I’m worried about you, Abby.” Aubrey looks to Nina quickly before turning back to me. “Maybe you should go home for the week instead of being here.” He places his hands on my shoulders. “You don’t look right.”

	“Thanks,” I deadpan, but then feel bad because his eyes are heavy with his worry. “I’ll be fine. The last thing I want right now is to get on an airplane to fly home. If I don’t get better in a day or two, I’ll go back to the health center.” 

	“It’s closed next week, honey,” Nina chimes in, sipping her coffee and picking at some eggs on her plate. 

	“Then I’ll go to a walk-in.” I look back and forth between the two of them. “I’ll be fine. Promise.” 

	Aubrey sighs, scraping the remains of the food from the pans into the sink as he starts to do the dishes. “I feel better knowing you won’t be all alone, at least,” he says above the sound of the running water.

	“What do you mean?” I ask, hopping up onto the counter, leaning back on my hands. 

	“Xander’s going to be here,” he clarifies, looking at me over his shoulder as he loads a pan into the dishwasher.

	“He’s not going to Vegas with you guys?” I look at Nina and then Aubrey completely confused. 

	“Nope. He canceled last month. Never even bought a ticket.”
“Why?” I scrunch my brows confused. 

	“Said he had a lot of work to do and didn’t want to spend all that money for hotel,

	airfare, food and gambling. It’s a lot, so I can’t really blame him.” 

	“It is, but that’s not stopping me,” Nina says contemptuously.

	“Nina,” Aubrey starts, “you work your ass off at that bar. Xander doesn’t work during the year and is here on aid and loans. This is like a two-thousand-dollar trip, at least.” 

	“I guess so,” she shrugs. “I still wish you were coming with us.” Nina looks over to me, moving around Aubrey and hopping up on the counter next to me.

	“We’ll plan a trip for this summer together. A beach weekend or something.” 

	I smile weakly because I’m starting to feel like my fever is coming back. I’ll have to buy Xander a new bottle of Advil to replace the one I’m sure I’ll go through. 

	“Damn straight.” She tilts her head at me, shaking it softly. Her blonde hair scraping against her shoulders. “You’re not going to class today, honey pie. Go back to bed before I drag your ass to the doctor myself.” 

	I nod my head once, sliding off the counter. “Will I see you before you leave?” I ask, standing in front of her. 

	“I’ll come by to check on you tomorrow afternoon. I want to borrow that red sequin shirt of yours anyway.” 

	I snort. “Nina, it will be tiny on you. It’s small on me and I’m shorter than you.” 

	She throws me a wink. “That’s the point.” 

	“Such a slut,” I tease, blowing her an air kiss. “Sorry about not eating the food, Aub.” 

	He waves me away. “It’s fine. I have to go to class in a few, but I’ll bring you back some soup on my way home.” 

	I smile, wanting to hug my brother, but I don’t because I’m afraid of getting him sick before he leaves. “You are the best brother in the whole wide world.”

	“I know,” he laughs, shooing me away with both hands. “Go to bed before you give Nina and I the plague you carry.” 

	As I pass Xander’s room, his door opens, making us both jump. “Shit. Sorry,” he chuckles as I grab my chest. “We keep doing that, don’t we?” 

	I nod. He scared the crap out of me. I’m far too out of it right now. 

	“Do you mind if I hold onto your Advil? I’ll replace the bottle with a new one.” 

	He shakes his head. “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.” His eyes look down to the floor like he just remembered he’s not supposed to look at me.

	“I guess it’s just you and me next week. I’ll stay out of your way,” I offer. 

	“You’re never in my way, Abby.” He looks up, giving me a weak smile. “I hope you feel better. I don’t like seeing you sick.” Shutting his door behind him, he leaves me standing there in the hallway. I watch him go for a moment before turning back to my room.

	Is it weird that I miss him? 

	I don’t know why I’m such a self-destructive masochist where he’s concerned, but I am.

	Crawling back into bed, my eyes shut, but because I slept so much yesterday, I can’t sleep now. I should be working on my manuscript or emailing out of my classes or catching up on my French, Spanish or microbiology homework, but I can’t seem to muster the energy. 

	So I close my eyes and try not to think about all of the things I have to do, or the fact that I’ll be alone with Xander for an entire week.

	I open my eyes when my mattress shifts beneath me. I must have fallen asleep after all, because now the early afternoon sun is shining through my window across my face. I turn my head, which thankfully doesn’t ache, to see Brandon’s smiling face. 

	“Hey,” I rasp, my voice full of sleep. “What are you doing here? I thought you had an away game.”

	He crawls into bed behind me, so I scoot over to make room for him to spoon up against my back. “We did, but the other team had to forfeit.” 

	“Why?” I ask, twisting a little so I can look up into his face, which is propped up in his hand. 

	He chuckles lightly, shaking the bed. “The entire team went out to an all-you-can-eat buffet last night, and now they have food poisoning.” 

	“Jesus. Are they okay?” 

	He shrugs. “Nothing serious, but enough to make them cancel the game and give us the free win.” 

	“Wow. Why didn’t they just postpone the game?” 

	“Because illness isn’t really a reason to postpone. If it was weather related or something like that, then they would have.” His free hand comes up and brushes my bedhead out of my face. “How are you feeling?”

	“Better I think. I missed class today, but I couldn’t have gone. I’ll email my professors later.” I move so that I’m on my back now, looking up into his eyes that are filled with a quiet awe. “I’m glad you’re here. I was worried I’d miss you before you left.” 

	“I would have come by tomorrow anyway, but this works out even better.” He turns his head back to my door. “I can’t stay long, I need to help grab the keg and shit before tonight. You coming?” 

	Is he seriously asking me that?

	“I think I’ll skip this one.” 

	He frowns, but nods all the same. “Can I lay with you before I go?”

	I smile, reaching up to touch his soft, freshly shaven cheek. “I’d like that, as long as you don’t mind sharing a bed with a sick girl.”

	“I don’t. I’m rather fond of this sick girl, so I’ll take the risk.” He leans down to brush his lips softly against mine. 

	“What time is it?” 

	“Two-thirty. Why?”

	“Ugh,” I groan. “I’ve been asleep since nine this morning and that was after sleeping all afternoon and night. I really should get up. Shower at the very least.” I wrinkle my nose making him laugh.

	“I can help with that.” He gives me an impish grin. 

	“I’m not really up for fooling around.” I smile, with a sheepish shrug. 

	“You do realize I’m leaving tomorrow, right?”

	“I know and I’m sorry.” 

	 He sighs out. “It’s fine.” His nose drops to my shoulder, breathing me in. “Mmmm. You smell so good. I’d almost tell you not to shower.”

	“You’re nasty and I need a shower.”

	“Can I join you, even if nothing fun is going to happen?”

	“Sure.” 

	We stroll into the bathroom, my head a little clearer, but my body still feels heavy. 

	Reaching down for the hem of my worn tee, I pull it over my head. I’m not wearing a bra underneath and Brandon’s hands immediately find my breasts, cupping me from behind. But his touch doesn’t feel right. My body is achy and nothing feels good at the moment. 

	“I’m sorry, Brandon, I’m just not into this right now.”

	He lets out a harsh sigh, his hands dropping from my chest. 

	The room begins to fill with steam and I quickly finish undressing, regretting my decision to let Brandon tag along. He wordlessly undresses too, joining me in the hot water that feels amazing against my tacky skin. I stand here for a few moments, just letting the water rain down on me, enjoying its heat. 

	“What am I going to do for ten days without you?” he asks, running his hand down my dripping hair as he stands behind me.  

	I laugh a little. “I’m sure you’ll manage.” I’m suddenly exhausted again and want to shower up and get out so I can lounge and do nothing.  

	Grabbing my bottle of shampoo, he pours some into his hands, massaging it into my hair. “I don’t think so. I’m far more addicted to you than I let on.” 

	“Hmmm,” is all I can manage as his fingers work their magic in my hair. 

	“Abby?” he starts, sounding unsure, “now that your manuscript isn’t due the week after break, do you want to come home with me?”  

	Shit. 

	My eyes fly open as I stare, unseeing at the white tile covering the wall. 

	What the hell do I say to that? 

	I really don’t want to. 

	I’m just not there with him yet, but how do I tell him no without hurting his feelings? I know his feelings for me are deeper than my own, and maybe it’s unfair of me not to have said something about that. 

	“Honestly, Brandon,” I begin and then stall for a second before I continue, turning around to face him, “if I was going to go anywhere next week, I’d fly home, but I’m not feeling great and am kind of looking forward to the downtime. Is it okay if I just stay here?” I bite my lip, worried how he’ll take this. I know he wants me there. This is the second time he’s asked me and I feel bad about turning him down. 

	Just not bad enough to say yes. 

	“Of course. It’s fine. I realize it’s a lot to ask after only being together such a short time.” He doesn’t say this with any indication of hurt or aggravation in his voice, but I can sense it’s there underneath.  

	“That’s not it entirely. I mean, it’s not like I don’t want to meet your family, especially your brother. I do and I want to be with you, but the thought of getting on a plane right now isn’t appealing.” 

	“I understand,” he says with a smile and I tilt my head, narrowing my eyes a little. “I do,” he laughs. “Really, it’s cool. Maybe I’ll come back a day or two early and we can have some alone time then.” 

	“I’d like that, but I don’t want you to miss out on time with your brother, so we’ll see how the week goes.”  

	“Deal.” 

	 


Chapter 19

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	My chest feels like it’s going to explode and scalding hot lava will come pouring out. My head is full and heavy and my body aches like I’ve never felt before. 

	Ever.

	I want to die. 

	Preferably this very moment.  

	I should have gone into the walk-in center today, but I just couldn’t build up the energy to drag my ass out of bed. Aubrey, along with everyone else, left yesterday and here I am, lying in my bed, coughing like crazy and trying to bring air into my shredded lungs at ten at night. 

	The door to my room flies open and Xander stomps over to me with a heavy march. 

	“You sound terrible,” he barks, but freezes as he reaches the side of my bed. “Fuck,” he mutters, bending down and placing his hand on my forehead. “Why didn’t you go to see the doctor today?” he asks in a softer note and I just don’t have it in me to answer him, so I start to cry instead. But the act is so painful and exhausting that I give up on that quickly too. “Oh, Abby.” His hand caresses my cheek, his eyes glazed with worry. “Can you walk?”  

	“I don’t know,” I admit. I don’t even think I can get out of my bed. Thankfully, I’m already dressed in a sweatshirt, pajama pants and heavy socks, because I’ve been shivering, despite taking three Advil earlier. 

	“I’ve got you,” he whispers gently as he lifts me up into his arms, cradling me close to his chest. “I’m taking you to the emergency room.”  

	“No, Xander,” I start to protest, “I’ll just go to the walk-in tomorrow.” I can feel his head shaking as he bounces me in his arms. I realize we’ve left our apartment and are waiting for the elevator. I feel beyond silly in his arms like this. “Put me down.”

	“Stop fighting me, Abby. You’re burning up with fever and are far too light in my arms. You can barely lift your head for, Christ’s sake. Just let me take care of you and get you to the hospital.” I feel his hand touch the back of my hair tenderly and I just don’t have it in me to pull away from him. 

	“Thank you,” I whimper, leaning my head against him further, breathing in his comforting smell that reminds me of home, even if my home doesn’t actually smell like aftershave, body wash and something that can only be described as unique to Xander. “I feel so ridiculous.” 

	And I completely do. I’m being carried like a baby. 

	“I’m so angry with you for this, Abby.” 

	“I didn’t ask you to take me to the hospital.” I snap indignantly, and then lapse into a coughing fit.

	“That’s not why I’m mad at you, sweetheart,” he says when I’m done coughing, but doesn’t elaborate. 

	“Then why are you mad?” I can’t help but ask.

	“Because you didn’t take proper care of yourself. You allowed it to get to the point where you’re so sick that you can barely move. Your fever is so high that I’m sweating just from having you near me.” 

	Even though I want to say something biting back to him for making me feel like a child, I know deep down that he’s right. I didn’t take good care of myself. And I can hear the worried edge to his voice, so I know that’s where his anger stems from.

	I feel the tears starting again. I always cry when I’m sick. But I really don’t want to cry in front of Xander. So I do that unladylike sniffle thing as he sets me down next to the passenger door of his car. 

	He unlocks it, opening it up and trying to help me in, but I push him away, not wanting to feel totally useless. We ride to the hospital in total silence. Not even the radio is playing, but given the pounding in my head, I’m not complaining. 

	I’m slouched against the car window when we come to a stop. 

	“We’re here,” he whispers, brushing some hair off my face. 

	“You can just drop me off. You don’t have to stay.” 

	His eyes lock into mine for a solid minute. 

	I’m too afraid to even blink, for fear that I’ll miss a half second of it. His fingertips lightly brush against my forehead before gliding down and cupping my cheek. I lean into him. I can’t freaking stop myself from doing it. He finally breaks eye contact, turning away and opening his door, slamming it shut behind him. 

	“Go sit down.” He points to a green love seat made out of what looks like hard, unforgiving pleather. I do as I’m told and he goes over to the lady at the front desk and starts speaking to her. The large waiting room is pretty empty. One of the benefits of living in a college town during spring break, no doubt. Only three other people sit in the waiting room, and are all collected in the other seating area that is set in front of a wall-mounted flat screen television broadcasting national news. 

	The chair is just as uncomfortable as I imagined it would be and the second my sore, aching body hits the hard plastic, I groan. I’m missing my bed right now something fierce and part of me is tempted to go ask Xander if we can just do this tomorrow, but I’m here and I know that he will just shoot me down.  

	He comes and sits down next to me, with an intolerant expression. “It should only be a few minutes. The nurse said they’re not that busy tonight. 

	“I’m sorry you got stuck with this.” I look over to him, my eyes welling up despite my best efforts. “You really can go. I’ll be fine.”  

	“Abby?” He looks at my cheek waiting for a response.

	“Yes?” 

	“Do me a favor and just stop with the apologies and telling me to go already. I’m here and I’m staying. There is no way I’m leaving you alone in the emergency room in the middle of the night.” 

	       I nod and the tears start to fall, but I reach up quickly to brush them away, turning my head in a vain attempt to hide them.  

	“Come here, baby.” He pulls my body into his, burying my head in his warm chest, as his arms encompass me. “I’m sorry,” he whispers, skimming his lips against the top of my head. “I’m just really worried about you and I don’t handle that well,” he admits and it only makes my tears fall harder. “I’ve got you. Shhh. It’s okay.” He runs his hand down my hair. “I’ve got you, baby.” He rests his cheek on the top of my head and I close my eyes, enjoying a moment I know won’t last much longer and is only happening now because I’m sick.

	“Abigail Scofield?” A young nurse, probably in her late twenties, wearing dark green scrubs, calls my name. I raise my head reluctantly from Xander’s chest, which is a little wet with my tears and start to stand up.  

	“That’s me,” I tell her, walking in her direction. 

	“Your boyfriend can come back too.” She nods her head in Xander’s direction and for a moment I’m about to correct her, but I doubt she cares and really, what’s the point? 

	I turn, wave a hand for him to follow and he stands with a small, relieved grin. 

	We both follow the nurse, who introduces herself as Catherine, back behind two large metal doors into a brightly lit area that is a mass of different quartered off rooms with light yellow curtains, and one large long work area with various boards and monitors behind it. 

	“This way, dear,” she says with a kind voice, walking me back into a room that has a glass sliding door. “What brings you in here tonight?” Her warm brown eyes go first to Xander, but then settle on me.

	“I’ve been sick for a few weeks with what I was told was bronchitis, but in the last few days I’ve gotten worse.” And then I start to cough because I just spoke one of my longest sentences of the night.  

	She holds her hand up. “I get the picture.” She writes something down in a binder before hooking me up to some machines to check my vital signs. “Your temperature is 102.6.” Well that explains why I feel like death. “Have you taken any medications?”

	I nod. “I took three Advil a few hours ago.” Her eyes widen, but she doesn’t comment on that and proceeds to write something down.  

	“All right, well, we’re going to need to get you changed into this johnny.” She tosses me a thin blue checkered half gown that is fastened only by strings. I’ve had to wear these before when I went to the gynecologist and I’m not liking the imagery that this is conjuring up. “I’ll be back to hook up an IV and draw some blood. Dr. Friedman is on duty tonight and he should be in shortly.” She smiles before leaving us alone. 

	“Uh. I’ll just step out so you can get changed,” Xander says with an uneasy expression.

	“Xander?” I ask so timidly I’m surprised he heard me, but he turns to me expectantly so I know he did. “I really hate to ask, but I can barely raise my arms.” I close my eyes, swallowing down my guilt and shame as my cheeks flame a deeper red than I’m sure they already are. “Can you just stay and help me get changed. I’m sorry,” I add quickly when his expression resembles something similar to terror. 

	“Oh, Abby.” He shakes his head. 

	“You know I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t need your help.” I start to cough and I think this does it for him, because I practically collapse back onto the rock hard plastic bed when I’m done. I’ve never felt so weak and helpless in my life. 

	“Fine.” He walks over to me, putting his hands on either side of the hem of my sweatshirt, swallowing hard.  

	“It’s okay.” I look up at him briefly. “I know I look like hell right now and that I’m the last girl in the world you find attractive anyway. I know it’s not like that for you with me. You’re just helping me out. It’s okay,” I tell him again, trying to make this more comfortable though this is the farthest thing from a comfortable situation. 

	But I do need his help. 

	I can barely sit up, and just the thirty foot walk it took to get back here and into this room completely eliminated any energy I had left. 

	He doesn’t say anything, just closes his eyes, lifting my sweatshirt over my head. I cover my bare breasts with the gown thing, slipping my arms into it. Xander reaches around, tying the strings at the back of my neck. I manage to scoot myself out of my pajama pants. Once I’m more naked than I’ve been all night in this stupid johnny, I collapse against the thin white sheet on the gurney, covering myself with a blanket. 

	“You do look like hell,” Xander finally says after being silent for almost five minutes. My eyes find him, but I don’t move my head or body because it hurts too much. “But you’re still by far and away the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.” 

	He sits down in one of the hard chairs that they have for visitors. Pulling out his cell phone, he busies himself with it, ignoring me and the weight of his words that clench my already heavy chest.  

	“Miss Scofield, I’m doctor Friedman.” A young guy, maybe twenty-eight at best, comes in the room. He’s the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome with smoldering deep brown eyes and perfectly coiffed matching brown hair. He’s wearing blue scrubs and black shoes, with a white lab coat and the requisite stethoscope around his neck. 

	He’s the equivalent of George Clooney from ER. I’m watching the door for the bald guy from Revenge of the Nerds to walk in, followed by Noah Wiley. 

	“I understand you’ve been sick for a few weeks and was previously diagnosed with a viral bronchitis.” 

	I nod. 

	“Okay. I’m going to give you a brief exam and probably order a chest x-ray to rule out pneumonia. Catherine is also going to come back in and give you an IV with some fluids and get some blood for labs.” 

	He walks over to me, pulling his stethoscope off his neck. The smile he’s giving me is meant to be comforting, but it’s not. It’s seductive. Maybe that’s just because he’s too good-looking to be a doctor. Modelling would be a more appropriate career choice for him.

	“Turn on your side for me,” he says softly. My eyes scroll over to Xander who isn’t paying any attention to me or the doctor. His eyes are fixed on his phone screen. “You have a very high fever despite the use of antipyretics. That is a little concerning to me. Have you noticed a decrease in your appetite and shortness of breath?”

	“Yes. To both,” I answer. Antipyretics? 

	“All right.” He places his hand on my shoulder as his cold stethoscope presses against the exposed skin of my back causing me to break out in chills. “Some slow deep breaths for me, Abby.” He calls me by my first name—my nickname at that—like we’re old friends. 

	But I could care less what he calls me as long as he makes me better. 

	I take two deep breaths and before I know it, I’m coughing for my life. Dr. Friedman waits me out, and then I give him a few more. They’re more shallow this time because the deep breaths are painful and make me feel lightheaded. 

	“So, am I dying?” I jest, lying back against the hard mattress when he’s finished listening to both sides of my chest and doing a few other things like looking in my ears and throat. Xander hasn’t glanced up from his phone once, and I’m a little relieved by that. 

	This is embarrassing enough. 

	Dr. Friedman chuckles. “No, Abby, you’re not dying.” He touches my shoulder lightly. “But your lungs sound pretty bad. They are filled with what’s called rhonchi, which is a type of sound that could indicate pneumonia. And since you didn’t clear that sound from one particular area when you coughed, I’d be willing to bet that’s what you have.” 

	“Pneumonia?” Xander finally looks up with an expression that says he’s annoyed again. “So if she had taken better care of herself, say, last week, it might not have gotten his far?”

	“Give it a rest, Xander. I’m here and it’s too late to go back in time. You sound like Aubrey.” I roll my eyes and then regret it because my head feels like it will explode.   

	“He’s just worried about you. Boyfriends are like that,” Dr. Friedman says, trying to be the peace keeper. I start to protest and so does Xander, but Friedman keeps going. “I’m going to order a chest x-ray and get you started on some medications to lower your fever and some fluids as well. I think you’re also a little dehydrated. That’s certainly not helping your fever go down. You rest up. I’ll be back after the x-ray.” Dr. Friedman gives me that smile again before walking out and leaving the two of us alone.

	 


Chapter 20

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Xander and I don’t speak to each other for the next hour while the nurse comes in and places an IV in my arm, takes blood and checks another set of vital signs. We also don’t speak when I get the x-ray or when everything is finished. We don’t speak until we’re waiting again. It’s well past midnight and he looks beyond exhausted. 

	“Why don’t you go home and get some rest? I’ll be fine here and I can always take a cab home later.” 

	“I’m not leaving you.” His head leans back against the thin wall, stretching his long legs out in front of him as he tries to get comfortable. 

	“Then come here.” I scoot over in my bed all the way up against the railing on the side the IV is hooked up, dripping a bag of clear fluids into my arm.

	“What?” His head lifts from the wall to look at me. 

	I pull back the meager white blanket and pat the space next to me on the small hard bed. “Come and sleep here. You look exhausted and very uncomfortable. If you’re going to stay and suffer through this with me, you should at least get some sleep.”

	“I’m not getting in the bed with you.” He looks almost appalled, yet as his eyes linger on the space I just patted. He’s tempted. “You’re sick. I’m fine here.”

	“Xander, please.” I pat the mattress again. 

	“I don’t think your boyfriend would like me sleeping next to you.” He smirks a little, shifting in his seat. I know he wants to take me up on this offer, but in typical Xander fashion, is far too stubborn to just say yes. 

	Especially to me.

	I snort. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s not like you’re going to try something on me. Come on,” I wave my hand towards myself. “We could be here for hours and if you won’t go home, then I’d feel better if I knew you were at least getting some sleep.” 

	He groans, but it’s not in frustration, it’s in resignation. “Fine, turn over.” 

	I do, but I’m smiling the whole time. “You’re such a boob.” 

	“A boob?” he laughs and I feel the hard plastic shift beneath me as his large body crawls in next to mine. “Who says shit like that?” He shifts a few more times, trying to lay down and get comfortable while not touching me. 

	On a bed this size, it’s nearly impossible. 

	“I say shit like that.” 

	He’s finally stopped moving, so I turn my body a little to see him. He’s leaning up against the very edge of the bed with his arms crossed tightly over his chest and the blanket covering him from the waist down. If it’s possible, his stiff posture makes him appear even more uncomfortable than he did moments ago on the chair. 

	“I’m glad you’re here,” I tell him softly. The fever mixed with the relative quiet of the dimly lit room seem to be pulling confessions out of me. “And I’m sorry that I let it get worse without seeing a doctor again. I didn’t realize how bad it was until it was too late. I just figured I’d get better on my own.” 

	He sighs, relaxing his body a little. “I know. I’m sorry I snapped at you about it. You just seem to have a way of making me crazy sometimes.”

	That stings in a way I know it shouldn’t. 

	But it does, and so I fall silent, not really having anything else to say. 

	“Get some rest,” he says softly and then I feel him shift again so I turn back on my side away from him and try to close my eyes while suppressing the cough I feel struggling to get out. 

	But even though it’s the middle of the night and I’m exhausted, there is no way I can sleep here. I’ve always been this way.

	A sensitive sleeper, my mother designated it. 

	I’m incapable of sleeping in transit. Cars, airplanes, trains, buses, you name it, I can’t sleep in it. 

	Aubrey calls it a brain malfunction, but whatever it is, add hospitals to the list because all I hear are the different beeping sounds, doctors and nurses talking, and beds moving around the halls. It’s non-stop noise and even though I’m in a private room, I feel exposed. Add on the fact that the IV is uncomfortable and my chest and body ache because the nurse hasn’t come back with that Tylenol I was promised. 

	Xander is out in a matter of seconds. 

	Apparently he has no problems sleeping, because his deep steady breaths cause his back to brush against my bare arm with every inhale. 

	Is it wrong that I want to snuggle into him? Yes, I know it is, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t. I know he thinks I’m the devil, and that he’s only here because Aubrey would shit a lion if he left me here all alone, but I’m still glad he is.

	I learned a long time ago to take what I can get with Xander, even if it comes in small infrequent doses. Nina thinks I’m nuts for even trying. For still caring after all this time. And maybe I am. 

	But I can’t seem to help it where he’s concerned. 

	I accepted that a long time ago too. 

	Xander groans in his sleep and turns over, facing me. His hand snakes around, sliding under the thin johnny and resting on my bare stomach. I freeze, waiting for him to wake up and move away in a fit of anger and panic. 

	But he doesn’t move. 

	He just continues to sleep as soundly as he was moments ago. And even though I know it’s wrong and that I should push him away, I relax into him and enjoy his touch on my body surrounded in his protective embrace. 

	“He really shouldn’t be in bed with you,” Nurse Catherine whispers as she comes into my room carrying a small bag filled with a clear fluid and a syringe. Her face is one of censure as she makes a tsking sound, shaking her head like my great aunt Sally does. 

	Does this chick know that she’s only in her twenties? 

	“I know,” I plead with my eyes, because I really don’t want to have to wake him and make him move. “He’s really tired and I want him to get some sleep.” She purses her lips to one side. “Please,” I draw out the word softly. 

	“Fine,” she huffs out. “This is an antibiotic.” She holds up the small clear bag. “Dr. Friedman said your x-ray shows pneumonia, so we’re going to start you on this in your IV and then if you’re better in a little while, we’ll discharge you home with pills, but only if your fever breaks.” 

	I smile, because even though the concept of having pneumonia seems bad, she’s giving me medication to make it go away. After three weeks of feeling miserable, it’s like the light at the end of the tunnel. 

	“I’m also going to give you some Tylenol in your IV. Normally we’d use pills, but you didn’t respond well to the oral Ibuprofen you took, so Dr. Friedman thought this would be more effective.” 

	She wipes a small plastic piece of the tubing that leads into my IV with an alcohol wipe. Hooking up the syringe to the plastic piece, she begins to depress the plunger, sending the medicine into my system. 

	“Thank you. The idea of finally feeling better is overwhelming.” I lean my head back against the pillow. 

	“I’m just glad you didn’t wait much longer. Your boyfriend was right to bring you in. You’re a very sick girl and it’s not something that should have been put off.” 

	Jeez, I’m getting it on both ends now. 

	“I know, and believe me, I won’t make the same mistake twice.” 

	“Well, you get some rest now too.” She hooks up the smaller bag, hanging it higher on the pole than the larger one of the plain fluids. “This will take a couple of hours to run through.” With a warm smile, she spins around and leaves me here to try and get some sleep. 

	Xander’s hand is still pressed firmly against my stomach and I don’t want to move for fear of waking him, but I’m uncomfortable in this position and I need to move. Ever so carefully, I reach down, pulling on the stupid gown that is bunched up under my arm and tug it down. 

	Then I still, making sure I didn’t wake him. 

	Slowly, I lean myself back again and find a comfortable spot. 

	Just as I’m closing my eyes, his grip on me tightens, sliding up my stomach to the edge of my ribs. My eyes fly back open, wide as can be, fearing the worst. 

	“Abby,” he mumbles.

	“Yes?” I whisper cautiously. But he doesn’t answer me. He’s still asleep. 

	And he said my name. 

	The warmth that spreads through me has nothing to do with my fever, but everything to do with the idea that he’s dreaming about me. I know I’m deluding myself and probably should pay a visit to the psych department for even feeling that way. I’m sure it’s simply the fact that I’m pressed up against him and that we’re in a hospital together. 

	But that doesn’t mean that my heart doesn’t hope. 

	And hope is the most dangerous drug in the world. 

	As I said before, I like Brandon. We have a lot of fun together, but that’s where it ends for me. 

	Xander and I were so close our freshman year.  

	As close as he is with Aubrey, but we were different. Always different with each other. We flirted and touched and laughed, and spent all of our time together that we could spare. We even hid that from Aubrey on an occasion or two because he was starting to ask questions and making his displeasure at the idea of us as a couple known. 

	That was, in my opinion, why Xander never tried anything with me. Why on the two instances where we almost kissed, he stopped it. Not me. I would have and told Aubrey to go fuck himself. But Xander is loyal, almost to a fault. And I knew in the back of my mild that he’d never risk his friendship with Aubrey for me. 

	That certainly didn’t mean that I didn’t want him.

	It also didn’t mean that he didn’t want me back just as much. Because I know he did. Our connection was off the charts, as were the feelings that manifested themselves in such a short time. 

	But then one day, literally overnight, something changed. 

	He stopped looking me in the eyes. Stopped talking to me and seeking me out. Stopped laughing and joking and hanging out. Stopped everything. 

	And then a new norm came into being. Cutting remarks and biting comments at my expense became his standard approach to me. And that was if I could get him to acknowledge me at all, which was rare. 

	He went from being my everything to being my nothing, and I never knew why.

	I was never able to get him alone long enough to ask and any time I ever tried, he’d slice into me so deep that it would take me days to recover. Nothing ever changed or improved or evolved. 

	We stayed the same. 

	Familiar strangers. 

	So instead, I adapted. I continued to be friendly and sweet and pretend like his words didn’t sear the flesh from my bones and shatter my heart into a million pieces. I dated other men, made other friends, and I moved forward. 

	But never on. 

	I was never able to fully move on. 

	Nina says it’s because we never had closure. That I’m left with a gaping hole that has only been covered with a Band-Aid, but hasn’t ever healed, because Xander never cared to stitch me up. Nina’s right to a degree. I’m holding on, waiting for the explanation I was never afforded. Hoping one day that will change and either I can move on finally, or we can start again.

	Xander’s constant steady breathing finally managed to lull me to sleep, because the next thing I know, a jarring ringing sound that is startlingly close, causes my eyes to fly open. 

	Right into the wide blue ones of Xander, who’s face is mere inches from mine.  

	So close that if I licked my lips, he could feel the moisture on them. 

	So close that our noses are practically kissing.

	The ringing is coming from his pocket, that I feel vibrating into me. As I register this, I also register the fact that his arm is wrapped around my body, pressing me to him. 

	“Shit,” he hisses, pulling back and grabbing his phone from his pocket. His eyes cinch shut with regret as he sightlessly answers his phone. 

	“Yeah?” 

	I can tell it’s Aubrey by the sound of the disembodied voice coming through the speaker of his phone. 

	“Wow, that’s awesome, man,” Xander says in response to something Aubrey said. “Hey . . .” And then I grab his arm, jostling it slightly to get his attention as I frantically shake my head. I don’t want him to tell Aubrey and I know that’s what he’s about to do. Xander stares at me as he opens his mouth to speak, “No. I’m not sleeping. I’m with Abby right now.”

	“What the fuck does that mean?” I hear Aubrey shout in an accusing tone and Xander shuts his eyes once more with a resigned remorseful look. I hate that look. I hate that Aubrey can do that so easily. I hate that Xander looks like he feels guilty.  

	“We’re in the hospital, you dick. She has pneumonia.” 

	Aubrey says something and then Xander shoves the phone in my face.

	“What time is it?” I ask in a raspy voice, as I try to sit up. My head feels clear and my body no longer aches. I lean back against the bed, bringing my knees up to my chest.

	“It’s four in the morning. Your brother is on the phone,” Xander snaps at me in case I suddenly went deaf and somehow missed that piece of information. He’s really not happy with me right now, and I wonder if it’s because of the way he woke up with his arms around me. 

	Shit.  

	I grab the phone that’s still in his outstretched hand, bringing it up to my ear. “Hey, Aub.”

	“Jesus motherfucking Christ, Abby. You have pneumonia!” 

	He’s drunk. And he’s yelling. And though my head may be feeling better, it’s not that much better. 

	I pull the phone away from my ear a little. “Aubrey, please stop shouting.”

	“Stop shouting?” he shouts. “I’m so angry with you right now. I don’t know what I would do if Xander wasn’t there to help take care of you.” 

	I sigh, leaning my head back onto the pillow and turning it to see Xander, who is now sitting back in the chair next to the bed with a smug smirk on his face. He’s enjoying my getting bitched out a little too much. 

	“I’m fine. I’m in the hospital and they’re giving me medicine.” Then something occurs to me. “Shit, Aubrey, you’re not going to call Mom and Dad are you?” 

	“No. I’m not stupid. Mom would make you come home and never let you return to school if I did that.”  

	In case you cannot tell, I’m babied by my family. That’s what happens when you suffer a traumatic brain injury as a child. I have no residual effects from it. I’m lucky. I was hit by a car on my bike when I was eleven, and the helmet I was wearing saved my life. But I still spent one week in a medically induced coma. So, I can’t really blame them for being a bit overprotective, now can I? 

	“I’m coming home tomorrow.”

	I shake my head. “No, you’re not. There is no point. They are giving me medicine and I already feel much better.” That’s only a half a lie. I do feel better, but at this point, anything is an improvement. “I’m going to rest up and order takeout, and by the time you come home on Saturday,” I emphasize, “I’ll be all better. I promise.”

	Aubrey sighs. “I don’t like it, Abby.”

	“I know, but I’m a big girl and I’m telling you I’m fine. I really don’t want you to ruin your trip. You’ve been looking forward to this all year.” I push myself up so I’m sitting up higher on the bed, bringing the blanket up to my chest with me. I can feel my nipples making an appearance under the thin fabric of the johnny and I don’t want Xander to notice since he already hates me something awful right now. 

	“I’m calling you later when I wake up. If you don’t pick up your phone, I’m getting Nina on your ass, maybe even Grace.”  

	I roll my eyes at that because though Nina and Grace are fierce, they’re not nearly as bad as Aubrey. In fact, they think he needs to chill the hell out with all of this overprotective stuff. But I don’t tell him that. Instead, I say, “You got it.”

	“Good. I love you, Abs. Put Xander back on the phone.” 

	“I love you too.” I smile big because even though he’s an overbearing monster, I really freaking do. “Here.” I pull the phone away from my ear and hand it to a very disheveled and seemingly uptight Xander. His dark hair is sticking up all over the place, his black long sleeved tee is wrinkled, and he even has an indentation from the bed across his right cheek. 

	I can’t help but smile at that. 

	“Yeah?” he says evenly into the phone as he sits back down into that miserable plastic chair. “I will. Later.” Xander presses the end button and then slides the phone back into his pocket.  

	“He’s pissed at me.”

	“He is. And he’d kill me if he knew what I did last night.” His voice has zero emotion in it now, despite the sick look in his eyes and the frantic hand running through his hair. 

	I shrug, not really knowing what else to say.  

	“I’m going for a walk.” And then he stands up before pausing. “Are you feeling better?”

	       I don’t answer. 

	“Do you need anything?” 

	I shake my head and he leaves me all alone without another word.

	 

	 


Chapter 21

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I’m discharged two hours later with a prescription for an antibiotic, and an inhaler if I’m feeling any shortness of breath. They wanted to admit me, but I begged and pleaded and the discharging doctor—who was not Dr. Friedman—relented.

	Dr. Friedman ended up giving me his cell phone number with instructions to call him should I need anything. It was a nice thing to do, I guess. 

	“Are you going to call your latest admirer?” Xander asks as he helps me into the car, pointing at the doctor’s card in my hand.

	I snort, throwing him a dubious look. “He was just being nice. He’s my doctor and I refused to be admitted, so he probably just wants to make sure I’m not going to die at home and then sue him.”

	“He was hitting on you.”

	“He was not.” I roll my eyes. “There is no way he was interested in me.”

	“And you have Brandon,” he says acerbically.

	“Would you rather I not?” I have no idea why I just asked him that. 

	He looks at me long and hard before he gives an indifferent shrug. 

	It’s not like I expected a real answer anyway.

	My cell phone rings at exactly eight in the morning just as I’m walking back into my bedroom. It took forever to get out of the hospital and then to get my medications. Xander didn’t say another word to me after I asked him about Brandon, nor did he complain about having to drive me to the pharmacy, so I’ll take what I can get. 

	As always. 

	“Hey,” Brandon’s warm voice fills my ears as I crawl into my bed. My fever broke over night, but Catherine said that was from the Tylenol and that it might return until more of the antibiotic is in my system. I think she was right about that since I’m starting to get chills and body aches again. 

	“Hi.” 

	“How’s my girl feeling?” he asks with concern. 

	“Better.” God, I really don’t want to go into this now. Especially when I feel like the biggest devil traitor of a girlfriend to him. “I, uh . . .” I lay flat on my back staring up at my ceiling. I have to tell him where I was and what happened. “I was in the emergency room last night.”

	“What?” he asks, his voice elevating.

	“Yeah. I’m fine,” I preface. “I was getting worse and Xander took me in around ten. I have pneumonia, so they gave me some medicine and I’m starting to feel better,” I finish quickly.

	“Are you kidding me? Pneumonia? Shit, Abby, I should never have left.”

	I laugh, but it hurts my head and I end up wincing instead. “You sound like Aubrey. I’m doing much better now, really.” Lies, all lies. 

	“I’m coming back today,” he says firmly. 

	“No, you’re not. You’re staying there with your brother. I have medicine and takeout and movies I can watch that you’d hate.” He laughs a little, which I take as a good sign. “Seriously, I’d feel terrible for you to come back early and miss that time with him.” 

	He’s silent for a beat and I bite my lip, hoping that he decides to listen to me and not fly back to play the hero. It’s sweet that he wants to do that, but I don’t want to be coddled and I don’t want to ruin his break with his brother whom he rarely sees. 

	“Okay, but you promise that if you need me you’ll call.”

	I smile. “I promise.” 

	“I miss you so much. I hate that I wasn’t there to take care of you.” His voice turns soft as he breathes into the phone.

	I roll on my side, moving the phone to my other ear. “I miss you too. I’m going to get some sleep, but I’ll call you later.”

	“Okay. I—” he pauses and my heart starts to pound, but not out of excitement or expectation, but out of fear. “Bye,” he finally says and then hangs up. 

	Phew. He may have been about to say something else, and going solely based on his tone, I know he was. And that means I have a decision to make where Brandon is concerned. 

	 

	 

	By the middle of the next day, I’m a million times better. So much so that I’m able to start working on my manuscript again, which I’ve been neglecting since last week. I haven’t seen much of Xander since yesterday morning, but I didn’t really expect to either. In his mind, he did his job by helping me out and now he’s done. He can go back to pretending I don’t exist. 

	But in that quiet time I spent in the hospital, before I fell asleep with him holding me, something changed. I can no longer keep going, feigning that we were never something special. Or that the way he treats me now doesn’t hurt. I need closure and if I keep waiting for him to give it to me, I’ll be waiting forever. 

	I hit a good stopping point on my manuscript, press the save button, and decide it’s time. This could all backfire on me, but I have to try. I’m done being this passive girl where Xander is concerned. 

	I know he’s home because I heard the door to his bedroom just slam shut, so I crawl out of bed, run my fingers through my hair a few times and find myself knocking on his door before I can talk myself out of it. 

	“Yeah?” he calls out, so I take that as an invitation to open his door. He’s sitting on his bed, untying his sneakers, a little sweaty from the gym I imagine since he’s wearing track shorts and a gray sports shirt. “How are you feeling?” 

	“Better, thanks.”

	He nods, watching me closely for a beat before going back to his sneakers. “Did you need something?” His tone is soft, but he doesn’t look up at me from his task. 

	“Yes, Xander. I need something.” I take two big steps into his room so he has no other choice but to deal with me. He sits back on his bed, leaving his sneakers on and untied.

	“What is it? I’m sweaty and I want a shower.” He’s not looking at me. His eyes are fixed on the hardwood floor next to my feet. 

	I swallow hard “What happened to us?” I ask softly, my voice losing all of the conviction I felt moments ago. 

	“What do you mean?” His eyes don’t move, but he does shift on the bed a little, uncomfortable with where he knows I’m headed.

	“You and I were once so close. As close as you are with Aubrey. But, we were—” Shit. Just say it. “We were different too.”

	“Abby . . .” He lowers his elbows to his parted thighs, intertwining his fingers and dropping his head between them, looking at the floor. “I really don’t want to do this. Just go, okay?”  

	I shake my head. I can’t go. I need to do this now or I’ll never get another chance. “You changed on me overnight, Xander.” I take another step towards him. “What did I do? Please, just tell me that?” 

	Dammit, I can feel the tears starting. The tip of my nose is burning, so I take a deep breath because tears will not help me right now. 

	He sighs. “Just leave it alone.” His tone is hard. “You can play dumb or naïve all you want, but you and I both know what happened.”

	“No, Xander.” I take another step, but still leave plenty of space between us. “That’s the whole point. I don’t know what happened.” 

	“Bullshit!” he rages, standing up and looking down on me with so much burning indignation in his eyes that I gasp. “How can you stand there and pretend that you don’t know?”

	       I’m shaking my head, my eyes wide and my mouth agape. 

	He laughs. “Fine. Play dumb. You want to know what happened? Then I’ll fucking tell you.” He takes a step towards me, eyes narrowed into hateful slits. “You showed up in my room one night freshman year, after you went to some stupid party. You were looking for Aubrey who was out, so you crawled into my bed.” 

	What?

	 “You told me that you were falling for me. That you were sick of us pretending like we didn’t want more with each other.” 

	My hand flies up to my mouth and I’m shaking my head. I have no memory of this.

	Please don’t let that mean what I think it does.

	 “I told you I felt the same.” His eyes burn into mine. “You knew I did. And we decided to try to be together. To be a real couple.” His voice softens a little, but his eyes don’t. His hands are still balled into fits at his sides. “Finally, I walked you home because we didn’t want Aubrey to find you in my bed. We decided that I would come back the next morning and we’d figure out what to tell him about us.” He steps into me, my neck craning to meet his cold eyes. “And I kissed you goodnight. Our first kiss and it was fucking perfect.” 

	I close my eyes tightly before reopening them, tears rolling down my cheeks. His dark eyes turn to pure hardened resentment. Something I’ve never seen the likes of before. 

	“The next morning when I showed up at your door, it was open and I heard you talking to Nina. No,” he points his finger at the ceiling, “correction, I heard you crying to Nina.” 

	Oh. My. God. No.  

	“You told her that you’d made the biggest mistake the night before. That you were so stupid and that you didn’t know what to do. That you regretted,” he bites out through clenched teeth, “what you did. Nina told you to pretend like it never happened. To just ignore it all and it would be like it never happened.” 

	“Xander,” I cut in, but my voice is so soft. So goddamn soft and he can’t hear me because his is getting louder with the years of built up acrimony and anger he’s feeling. “I don’t remember that night. I was drugged.”   

	But he’s on a roll and doesn’t pay any attention to my words. He doesn’t even see me anymore. “And you fucking did that, Abby. You pretended like what you said and what you did that night didn’t happen. That you and I never happened—”

	“I was drugged!” I scream at the top of my lungs, which burns terribly, making me grab my chest to try and ease the pain. A cough comes flying out of my mouth, but I quickly get control. Xander is finally silent, blinking at me like my words have absolutely no meaning, but he’s trying really hard to figure them out. “I don’t remember anything about that night, Xander,” I tell him before he can start yelling again. “None of it. I was drugged at that frat party I went to with Samantha, and the next morning when I woke up in my bed, I had no recollection of anything from the night before. Nothing.” I shake my head. My arms crossed over my stomach. “That’s why I was crying to Nina. That’s why I told her I felt so stupid and that I regretted what I did.” I breathe out a slow shaky breath. “I would never have regretted you, and I’m so sorry,” I sob. “I don’t remember anything that happened that night,” I repeat so I know he understands. 

	“You were drugged at a frat party?” He tilts his heads, as if he’s still not sure what to make of my words. 

	I nod, running my hands over my face and wiping away my tears. “God, I was so stupid. Samantha dragged me there because she wanted to go meet up with some guy. So we went and I accepted a beer that I did not see poured, from some guy that I didn’t know, nor do I remember.” I look down, utterly ashamed with myself. “The next thing I remember is waking up in my bed in my clothes.” 

	“Fuck,” he hisses, running a hand through his hair. “Were you raped?” he asks horrified.

	I shake my head. “I didn’t think so, because I wasn’t in any pain or anything, and I was dressed.” God, I’m blushing so hard right now. “So Nina told me to pretend like it didn’t happen, because she knew if Aubrey found out it would get really bad. The last thing I remembered was walking into the jock frat house.”

	“You were drugged at a jock party? Does Brandon know about this?” His voice is eerily calm.  

	I look up to meet his eyes which for once are looking back into mine. 

	“No. Well,” I stop, shifting under the weight of his stare, “he doesn’t know I was drugged. I never told him that. The night of the party was apparently the first time he and I spoke. We had a conversation for like a half an hour and when he approached me at the library before we started dating, he brought up that conversation and I told him that I had no recollection of the party of ever talking to him.” 

	I’m rambling now. I have no idea if that even made sense. I don’t want to talk about the party or Brandon. I want to talk about me and Xander and more about what I said to him that night. 

	“And did he think it was odd that you didn’t remember meeting him or being at the party? Was he surprised?” 

	Why is he harping on this? Of all the things to talk about right now, this is the least pressing. 

	“He—” And then I pause, looking past Xander into the corner of the wall, not really seeing that either. My hands come up to my hips, recalling that first conversation with Brandon in the library. About how he reacted when I told him that I didn’t remember any of that night. “No,” I whisper as something starts to click inside me. 

	He didn’t think it was odd and he wasn’t surprised. He laughed. He thought it was funny and when I challenged him on it, he told me everything that we talked about, as if to prove that we did in fact have that conversation even though I couldn’t remember it. 

	But never once did he make it seem like there was something wrong with the fact that our first meeting completely escaped my recollection.

	Did Brandon know I was drugged that night? 

	No, that can’t be right. He wouldn’t have done that to me.

	Then why is that idea sticking inside me, unable to be shaken? 

	And how on earth did I not put that piece together sooner? God, I’m such a fool. I mean, I thought about it in the library, briefly, but I quickly discounted the notion that it was him. Because I just couldn’t see it. And you’d think I would have, right? That my suspicions would have been heightened? He just didn’t give me that vibe.

	“Abby?” Xander’s sharp voice calls me back and my eyes refocus, looking back up to his. 

	“I don’t remember that night,” I tell him, hoping that this somehow changes things for us.

	“You’ve said that already. And you were drugged.” He’s just staring at me. “You were freaking drugged by some strange guy and you didn’t tell me or Aubrey about it. And fucking Nina told you to pretend like it never happened.” He’s running his hands through his hair now, tugging on the ends in frustration. “Jesus Abby, you have no idea if anyone else was drugged that night. If anyone was raped—even if you weren’t.”

	Oh. My. God.

	He’s right. I have no idea, and my not coming forward and reporting it might be the worst thing I’ve ever done. I let whomever did that to me get away with it, and all I thought about at that time was how humiliated I was that I allowed myself to be duped like that. He could have done that to a dozen or more girls by this point. 

	And what if it was Brandon? 

	No. I can’t think like that. He wouldn’t. But it might explain why he kept his distance for two years, despite saying that he wanted to talk to me again that entire time. 

	Thank God I haven’t heard about any girls getting drugged or raped on campus. I need to think on this more. A lot more actually, but right now, I need to figure out things with Xander.

	“What does this mean for us?”

	“Us?” he laughs. “What us?”

	“What do you mean, what us?” How can this revelation not change everything for him? At the very least, make us friends again. 

	“You may not remember that night, Abby, but I do. And I’m so goddamn sorry that happened to you. Sorry really isn’t the appropriate word for what I am about that. But what are you expecting from me? You told me that night that you were falling for me and that you wanted to be with me, and then I believed that you regretted everything. For two years, that’s what I believed and it broke my fucking heart.” 

	My head drops to the floor, my eyes instantly watering. 

	“I’m not saying this to be a jerk or to hurt you. I’m not. I just can’t automatically flip a switch because you tell me you don’t remember that night and all of this was a mis-fucking-understanding. Our only connection for the last two years has been Aubrey.”

	“So you feel nothing for me other than obligation to him? We can’t even be friends?”

	“I didn’t say that either.” He spins around, pacing a small loop before he kicks his trashcan over with a loud bang and a curse under his breath that makes me start. 

	“I don’t know what to say.” And I don’t. I think I’m just about talked out. I feel like a weight is released from my chest, but at the same time, I’m still completely weighed down. We may have figure out what happened all those years ago, but apparently, it no longer matters to him. 

	And then he stops his angry pacing tirade and stands before me. He looks broken.

	       “It doesn’t matter, does it? It’s been two years and you’ve got a boyfriend. You’ve got a boyfriend,” he says again with something that sounds similar to finality. Like this important detail solidifies everything for him. “And Aubrey is my best friend and . . .” he trails off, nodding his head. “Fucking hell. Aubrey is my best friend and you have a boyfriend and you only want to be my friend.” He shakes his head, with bewildered eyes. “I need to go.” 

	Xander blows past me, leaving me standing alone in his room drowning in a world of anguish. 

	

	 


Chapter 22

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Xander didn’t come home last night. After I managed to pull myself out his room, I paced mine relentlessly, debating if I should call or text him. I decide not to do either, figuring that he just needs space and time to think everything I said through. Surely he must know that I didn’t mean to hurt him? That it wasn’t my fault that I didn’t remember?

	But deep down I know that it is my fault. 

	College girl rule number one: never accept a beer that you did not see poured, from a guy you do not know. 

	I will always regret that night. I will always regret not reporting it or saying something to my brother and Xander. Now more than ever. 

	I broke Xander’s heart.

	And I broke my own in the process, because I know without a shadow of a doubt I meant everything I said to him that night, whether I remember it or not.

	I was falling for him. 

	Hell, I had already fallen for him.

	And all this time that he and I wasted on being apart, on him hating me, absolutely kills me. 

	The other issue I have to deal with is Brandon. 

	The more that I think on this, the more I believe that he either knew I was drugged, or is responsible for it himself. I told him straight up that I had no memory of that party or ever meeting him, and he told me that we talked for thirty minutes. That is not some insignificant amount of time to have a conversation with someone and not remember it afterwards. And it’s not like he said I was drunk or even implied it. 

	I wasn’t, and he knows that. 

	He. Knows. That. 

	I have to confront him on this, but it’s not something I can do over the phone. I need to see his eyes, his facial expression and his body language when I ask him. Because I think he might try and lie to me and if he does, I might not know if I don’t see how him do it.

	I may be naïve like Xander said, but I’m not stupid, and I can usually spot a lie a mile out. I dodged his calls yesterday and this morning, because I just can’t talk to him right now. I can’t pretend to have a normal conversation with a man that I think tried to hurt me. 

	The one question that keeps going on repeat through my mind? What would he have done to me if I hadn’t left the party when I did? 

	Would he have raped me? 

	I like to think that he wouldn’t have, but I honestly don’t know. 

	I don’t know who he was back then, only who he is now, and the Brandon that I know now, would never hurt me. So that’s why I can’t seem to make sense of this. I’m hoping that I’m jumping to conclusions that aren’t based in reality, but something inside tells me that I’m not. 

	He squeezed your wrist at the bar. 

	Right. He did that. Maybe I’ve got him all wrong.

	And how the hell did I not figure this out sooner? 

	By the time dinner rolls around, I’m going out of my mind. Xander still hasn’t come home or contacted me. I’ve been cooped up in my apartment for days. I’m feeling better, and I think some fresh air is exactly what I need. 

	I’d love to go for a run, but I don’t think my lungs are quite there yet. 

	I throw on a heavy sweater and my Doc Marten combat boots. Wrapping my hair up into a messy bun, I grab my keys and head out the door. It’s dark out, the way it always is this time of year at this hour, but I don’t mind. The air is mild and the street lights set off a nice glow around me. I find my eyes searching everywhere, every person, but he’s nowhere to be found. 

	I hate that Xander left me like that. I hate that we didn’t figure anything out and instead, I made everything worse. Pulling my phone from the pocket of my jeans, I see that he hasn’t called, but Brandon has texted twice wondering where the hell I am. I shoot off a quick text back saying that I’m fine, just busy. 

	He messages back instantly

	Brandon: I’m coming home tomorrow. Craig—that’s his brother—was called back and I’m going crazy without you. 

	Me: I’ll see you tomorrow

	He doesn’t respond and I’m glad for that. I’m also glad he’s coming home tomorrow so we can have this talk. My fingers somehow manage to find Xander’s name and I stare down at the letters, deciding I can’t handle the silence anymore. 

	I’m sure I’ll regret this too, but what the hell? It’s not like I can make anything worse between us.

	Me: I’m so sorry for everything. I have a lot more to say to you. Please come home soon. 

	I press send and instead of waiting for a reply that I know won’t come, I walk into Dough, the pizza place, and get myself a slice to go. But as I’m walking back, my phone rings. I scramble for it so quickly that I almost drop my pizza box on the sidewalk. 

	But it’s not Xander, it’s Nina.

	“Hey girly girl, how’s it going? How’s Vegas?” 

	“Abby. Hi.” She sounds funny. 

	“You okay?” 

	Silence. 

	“Nina?” 

	“I’m here,” she giggles. “Sorry, I was just looking at something. I’m here with Aubrey. We wanted to see how you’re feeling.” I toss the pizza box onto the counter in the kitchen along with my keys. 

	“Much better, thanks. How’s it going out west?” 

	“Great,” she says in an overly excited cadence. I hop up onto the counter, otherwise known as my perch. “We’re going into the desert tomorrow.” Her voice lowers. “I’m totally nervous about that, Abby.”

	I laugh. “I don’t blame you. But you’re a big group. You’ll be fine.” 

	“Here, Aubrey wants me to put us on speaker so he can talk too.”

	“Hey, Aubrey,” I call out into the phone though I know I don’t actually need to speak any louder than I was a moment ago.

	“Hey, baby sister.” 

	I roll my eyes.

	 “How are you feeling? How are things there?”

	“Fine. I’m doing much better. I even went out tonight for pizza.” My eyes glance across the kitchen at the box that’s sitting on the counter. “How’s it there, Aubrey? Tell me something.” 

	“Abby, You and I have to come back another time. It’s freaking awesome. The pools, the clubs, the bars and restaurants. We’ve barely even gambled because there is so much to do.”

	“Yeah, next time I’m definitely in.” I smile to myself when I think about how glad I actually am that Aubrey hasn’t been here this week. Too much has happened and it wouldn’t have if he had been here. 

	For better or worse, all of this stuff needed to be figured out.

	“I don’t know if we’ll have cell service in the desert, but we’ll call you when we get back into civilization,” Nina says. 

	“Sounds good. Hey, I’ve gotta run,” I lie. “I’ll talk you both soon. Love you.” 

	“Love you too.” They say in unison making me laugh. Was it me or did they sound different? 

	After they hang up, I check my phone. 

	Still nothing from Xander. 

	And my appetite is now gone. It’s still not fully back, but it was better. I just can’t stomach the idea of greasy pizza, so instead I walk over to the couch, sitting down and getting comfortable as I flip on the television. Some Like It Hot is on the Classic Movie Channel so I lay back against one of the throw pillows and try to distract myself with Marilyn Monroe and Tony Curtis. 

	My eyes fly open when I feel someone touching my face. 

	“Shhhh. Go back to sleep,” Xander says softly as he covers me with a blanket. 

	My head lifts up, and I look around, a little disoriented. I’m still on the couch in the living room.

	“You’re home.” My voice sounds like I just swallowed gravel. 

	“Go back to sleep.”

	I shake my head. “I want to talk to you.” 

	“In the morning,” he whispers. “It’s late and I’m tired.” 

	“Where were you staying?” I ask, lowering my head back to the pillow but keeping my eyes trained on his dark form as it stands over me, bathed in shadows. 

	He sighs deeply, lowering his head a little and my heart sinks because I think I can imagine where he was staying. “I was at Gavin and Grace’s. I have a spare key to their place.” I wonder if he stayed there alone since Gavin and Grace are both in Vegas. 

	“Oh.” I’m hoping he doesn’t see how relieved I am. Which is stupid. He may have had feelings for me years ago, but a lot has changed since then and he’s pretty much hated me all these years. Just because he’s home doesn’t mean we’re suddenly friends, or more. 

	He starts to walk away and I’m dying to stop him, but I don’t. He’s right. It’s really not the time for a heart to heart. 

	Oh, and then there is the whole Brandon coming over in the morning, drugging conversation thing that has to happen. 

	I glance at the bright blue clock on the cable box. 4:47. I wonder if he’s just getting home. I highly doubt he was at Gavin and Grace’s just now and then decided in the wee hours of the morning to come home, right? 

	That sort of puts it all into perspective. 

	There is no way I can go back to sleep now. Not only did I fall asleep early as hell, but my mind is too full. 

	Padding quietly across the cool hardwoods, I go into my room, wash up and then get changed into my running stuff. This is going to be brutal since I haven’t been running in weeks, and I’m sure my lungs aren’t one hundred percent, but I gotta do it sometime and a run usually helps to clear my thoughts.

	            It smells like spring as I step outside into the predawn morning. Like rain and grass and newly budding trees. The sky is the deepest of blues. Not even the birds are chirping yet, which tells me I’m probably nuts to be out here like this. 

	But I don’t care enough to go back inside and wait out the sun. 

	My lungs burn with every breath I take. The pain becomes so bad that I find I’m grabbing my chest like a fat man having a heart attack. I’m panting for my life, unable to draw enough air to breath let alone run. 

	“Shit,” I mutter, pissed off that I’m still not able to get back to where I was. I didn’t think I’d be able to do the whole loop, but come on. 

	Slowing to a walk, I clasp my hands at the back of my head, trying to get in more air. There’s a bench about ten feet away on the edge of campus that has my ass written all over it. Pulling my knees up to my chest and wrapping my arms around them, I lean back against the cold wood. I’m facing east, which is a rather nice bonus since the sun will be making an appearance in the near future. 

	I may not be able to clear my head with a run, but this quiet moment, sitting on a bench in the relative darkness of the morning, is the next best thing. 

	The bench is positioned in between two street lights so I’m hidden in the shadows, tucked away from anyone who would pass by. There are too many things swirling around my head right now. The conversation with Brandon that I’ll have to have with him today. Then, of course, there is the constant mindfuck with Xander.

	It always seems to come back to him, doesn’t it? 

	But none of these things are actually where my mind seems to want to go. 

	I find my thoughts straying to my manuscript. To the ending of the novel I’ve found myself writing. To the sudden realization that I don’t want this to be the last one I write. I’ve never considered myself a writer. Probably because I tend to be a little on the OCD perfectionist side of things. 

	That said, once I began writing the new story, following that outline, I had fun. I love making the characters come to life. Their idiosyncrasies and personality traits that make them more real to me. 

	And I get to craft them. 

	Manipulate and develop them into however I want them to be. I’m writing a story that has taken a change beyond the cookie cutter. 

	And I’m addicted to what’s going to happen next.

	So what does that mean for me? Was this Halpern’s master plan when she put me in the senior level writing class, even though I’m not a creative writing major? Did she know something about me before I did? 

	Maybe. 

	I already have an internship in place for this summer at a publishing house in New York, and I don’t intend to get out of it. I think I may use it for my own benefit. 

	Because I think I want to be a writer. 

	There, I said it. 

	I realize how risky this is. How the prospect of failing is very real. Even though I tend to be a practical girl and writing as a profession doesn’t exactly fall into that realm, I think I’m in. 

	No. 

	I am in. 

	I have no idea how long I’ve been sitting out here, but the sky is turning shades of purples, violets, pinks, and gold. It’s beautiful and I can’t seem to pull myself up and off this bench, despite the cold. 

	So I sit and I watch and I find a peace within myself I didn’t know I was capable of. 

	 


Chapter 23

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The knock on my bedroom door startles me. I’ve been writing on my bed for the last hour or so since I got back from my failed run. I haven’t had anything to eat yet, which I realize is a bad thing, especially since I didn’t eat dinner last night, but my stomach just wasn’t there yet. 

	The knock tells me that my empty stomach will have to wait. 

	“Yeah?” I call out, sliding my laptop onto the bed beside me, shutting it closed. My door opens with a creak and my eyes widen as I see Brandon standing there with a huge smile on his face.  

	“Hey,” I say surprised, moving to get off the bed. “How did you get in?”

	He laughs, walking over to me and throwing his arms around me like he couldn’t stand the distance between us a moment longer. “Someone was coming in downstairs when I got here so they let me in and your dick of a roommate let me in the apartment.”

	“Oh.” Xander let him in? I didn’t even realize he was awake, or here. I step back, out of his embrace, which makes a small frown pull at the corners of his mouth. 

	“Are you mad at me about something?” he asks, concern etched on his face. “You were really short with me the past couple of days. Did I do something wrong?”

	I sigh, taking a step back and sitting on the edge of my bed. Brandon hasn’t moved and his height is a little intimidating, but I don’t let that stop me. “I need to ask you a question.”

	“Okay,” he draws out the word. “You’re making me nervous.” His hands are tucked into the pockets of his jeans as he looks down on me. Apparently, he doesn’t like our height difference either because he comes and sits down on the side of the bed, facing me. 

	I take a deep shaky breath, letting it out slowly. Here goes nothing. “The night you and I met at that party years ago?” 

	He smiles, seemingly relieved that that’s what I want to talk about. “What about it?”

	“Do you find it odd that I don’t remember anything about that night? Not the party, not meeting you, nothing?” 

	He cringes.

	Just for the smallest of seconds. If I had blinked, I would have missed it. 

	But I didn’t blink and I didn’t miss it. 

	“Um. I don’t know. Yeah. Sure. I guess so.” He’s lying. I can see it all over his face and hear it the apprehensive intonation of his voice. 

	“But you didn’t seem to think it was the day I met you in the library. In fact,” I raise an eyebrow, meeting his eyes that are trying to skirt around my face, “you thought it was funny.” 

	“I don’t know.” His hand comes up to scratch the thin layer of stubble on his chin. “It just seemed funny, I guess.”

	“Brandon,” my voice is calm and oh so collected, “I’m going to ask you something and I don’t want you to lie to me.”

	“All right.” He looks down in between his parted legs at the floor. He knows what’s coming next.

	“Did you drug me that night at the frat party freshman year?” 

	His head doesn’t move, but his eyes slam shut and a deep breath rolls through him. 

	He’s quiet for a moment. Maybe deciding if he’s going to lie to me or not. Maybe figuring out just what to tell me.

	Finally, his head slowly rises up and his eyes find mine. “It’s not what you think.” 

	“And what do I think?”

	His hands come up, covering his face and rubbing up and down a few times before dropping them to his thighs with a slap. “I wasn’t going to rape you or anything. It wasn’t like that.” 

	Jesus, I’m going to be sick. My empty stomach rolls over and I’ve never been so glad that I haven’t eaten in more than twelve hours in my life. 

	“You slipped me a roofie and you expect me to believe that there was no malicious intent with that?” My voice is far calmer than I feel. 

	He’s got to be kidding me. 

	I’m cute, not stupid. 

	“Just let me explain, Abby. Please. It wasn’t like that, I promise.” He’s pleading with me. His entire body is turned in my direction. His wild eyes search my face as panic starts to creep into them. 

	“Explain it to me then.” It’s really not going to change the outcome, but I’d like to know the story anyway. 

	“Okay.” He nods looking a little relieved that I’m giving him this chance, but he really shouldn’t be. I’m about two seconds away from punching him in his perfect teeth. “So, the frat house was not where I was living at the time, right? I was in the dorms, but since I was a star recruited freshman, we were allowed to go to the senior party without any hazing or anything. So Chris, Tony, and I were ordered to come early to the party, before anyone else got there. Oliver Myers was the captain of the lacrosse team that year, and he sat the three of us down and handed us each a pill.” 

	He shifts, looking beyond uncomfortable about this. Unable to meet my eyes any longer, he looks at the wall across the room.

	“He told us that three promising freshmen every year got these. That we were allowed to use them on any girl of our choosing, but that we had to be extra careful because the team could not afford any rape charges.” 

	Oh, holy fuck!

	I move away from him. My skin crawling with the fact that I let this asshole ever touch me. “That is quite possibly the most fucked up thing I’ve ever heard.”

	       He nods. 

	“I don’t know what’s worse, the fact that you took the pills and slipped one to me or the fact that this is a tradition amongst you sick demented rapists.” I’m fuming right now. I don’t think I’ve ever been so angry in my life.

	“Let me finish, Abby. Please.” His eyes burn into mine. “It wasn’t like that for me. I fucking promise you it wasn’t.” He reaches out for me and I slap his hands away and his face crumples. “Please, let me finish. It’s not what you think. I didn’t slip you the pill. It wasn’t me!” He stands up quickly, pacing back and forth in front of my bed. “It wasn’t me,” he repeats frantically.

	“Then who the fuck was it?” I yell, slamming my hands down on the bed on either side of my legs. 

	“It was Chris.” He stops, dropping to his knees on the floor in front of where I sit. “I would never have drugged you or anyone. I wasn’t going to use it.” His hands come up to the bed on either side of mine, but he doesn’t lean into me. He’s keeping his distance, which I appreciate. 

	I need that right now. 

	“Then why take it?” I shake my head. “Why not report it?” Disdain and disgust ooze into my tone.

	He looks down at my lap, ashamed. “I couldn’t,” he admits, his voice barely above a whisper. “Oliver was the captain of my team, and if I had reported him—the captain of the championship winning team—I would have been destroyed by the rest of the team. I could have lost my scholarship. Schools bury stuff like that, and it’s not as if there was an assault or rape charge against him.” His eyes come back up to mine, begging me to understand. A hand runs through his hair. “My parents aren’t wealthy like yours, Abby. I’m here on a full athletic scholarship. I couldn’t risk that.” 

	I sigh, lowering my head as I think over his words. It’s a lame excuse, but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand it too. 

	Brandon is right. 

	The team and the school would have buried his ass.

	And yeah, I’m not here on a scholarship and neither is Aubrey. Money has never really been a concern of mine. I have everything I need and more, so I’m really not in a place to judge that sort of fear. If I was in his position, I’m not sure I would have done anything differently if I’m being honest. I’m not proud of that admission and I like to think I would have done what I could to put a stop to it, but I don’t know if I would have not accepted it at first either.

	“Anyway,” he goes on, “I had put the pill in my pocket and was going to flush it later that night. And in truth, as the night began, I forgot all about it. It just wasn’t on my mind, you know?” 

	I nod, believing him. 

	“Then I saw you walk into the party.” He reaches out for me and for some reason, I let him put his hands on my ankles that are crossed on top of my bed. “With your long red hair, though it had streaks of black in it back then, and big bright amazing green eyes. You were the most beautiful girl I had ever seen.” He shakes his head once. “So unlike all of the other girls who normally go to those parties. So when I saw Chris hand you a beer, I became crazy jealous. I didn’t want him to have you. I wanted you and I went after you.” 

	Chris gave me the beer?  

	Why didn’t I remember him when I saw him again? Not even an inkling of recognition. Nothing. My stomach rolls again thinking of all the time I’ve been around him in the last six weeks Brandon and I have been together. 

	“Chris tried to talk to you, but he must have said something that annoyed you because you rolled your eyes at him and walked off. So I went up to you and we talked, Abby.” His eyes search mine deeply, imploring me with his words. The hands on my ankles give a light squeeze. “We talked about normal stuff. And I liked you so much, instantly. Then I left to grab another beer, telling you that I’d come right back, but by the time I did, you were gone.” 

	Brandon’s hands come up and take mine that are folded in my lap, intertwining our fingers.

	“I looked all over the house and when I went up to Chris to see if he knew where you’d gone, he said he didn’t, but then he started laughing. I asked him what was so funny.” Brandon’s eyes go down to our hands and he stares at them for a moment, moving his thumbs across my skin. “He told me he’d given you the pill in your beer,” he whispers. 

	I gasp, though I don’t really know why. I already knew he gave me the pill. Maybe the fact that he thought it was funny. That the creepy sadistic fuck thinks drugging women is funny. Brandon laughed about it too, though, didn’t he? When we met at the library. 

	“You didn’t suspect anything while we were talking?” My voice is incredulous. I don’t know much about drugs. In truth, I’ve never really done much other than smoke pot occasionally, but from what I’ve read about roofies, the girls end up passed out. 

	After that night, I couldn’t let it rest the way Nina said I should. I had gone to the student health center and they’d given me a test. Once it came back positive, I did my research on the drug. It’s an amnesiac sedative. A long lasting one at that. But the fact that it’s a sedative, means that it should knock you out, right? At the very least, make you seem loopy and out of it. Especially when mixed with alcohol. But I know I didn’t drink more than that one beer with the drugs in it.

	Because I left right after that and went to Xander.

	Come to think of it, Xander didn’t notice I wasn’t myself either. That I was under the influence of anything that night. I wonder if I have the same reaction to that stuff as I do to nighttime cold medicines. They wire me instead of putting me to sleep. 

	A paradoxical drug reaction, my doctor had called it when I was younger. 

	He shakes his head, his eyes still trained down. “No. You seemed normal. Like yourself. I honestly had no idea.” 

	“And you didn’t go looking for me?” 

	His eyes come up to mine, eyebrows scrunched together, not understanding what I’m asking. 

	“Chris told you that he’d slipped me a roofie and then I was gone. You weren’t worried that I was passed out somewhere? That some other creep had gotten his hands on me?”

	He blanches, looking back down. “I didn’t really think about it.” He swallows hard. “Did anything happen to you that I don’t know about?” 

	I shake my head and he sighs with so much relief that his shoulders sag with it. He blows out a heavy breath. 

	“All I did that night was get really drunk, because I was pissed that you’d left before I got your number or secured a date.”

	“You were pissed that I left before you got a date?” I’m building up a good head of rage here. Throwing his hands off of mine, I push him away. “How about being pissed at your piece of shit friend?” I roar. “Did you say anything to him about it, Brandon?” 

	“Not as I should have,” he admits. Standing up, he begins to pace again, his hands running through his hair, pulling on the ends with both fists. “I told him that I thought it was messed up that he had slipped you the pill.” He paces a few more times, alternating from looking at the floor and me. “He laughed at me. Told me to chill out. That I wasn’t the only one who wanted to screw you that night.” 

	Oh God. I’m going to vomit. 

	He looks over at me. “I shoved him once and stormed off.” 

	“I don’t know what to say to you.” 

	And it’s the truth. I really don’t. I believe that he didn’t know I was drugged until after. That he wasn’t going to use it on me or anyone else, but it doesn’t excuse the fact that he willingly took the pill. That he continued to be friends with Chris, whom I’d personally love to go and beat into a bloody pulp. 

	“Have you continued the tradition of passing out free date rape drugs to new freshmen?”

	“No. Absolutely not. In fact, I’m pretty sure it stopped after that year. Abby . . .” He falls back to his knees again, his eyes searching mine and his hand come up to cup my face. “I am so sorry. So very sorry. I fucked up and I know it.” His fingertips run across my cheek. “I would never have hurt you, babe. Never. I would have never used that pill on you or anyone else.” His tone is firm. Strong. He’s begging me to believe him. 

	To trust him. 

	But I can’t trust him anymore. 

	I push him off and stand up, walking into center of my room. I need space. I need distance.  

	“I can’t do this,” I blurt out, my hands on my hips as I move around in a circle trying to make sense of my scattered thoughts.

	“What? What do you mean?” He stands up, walking right up to me, looking down on me with wide fearful eyes that stop me short.  

	“I mean that I need you to go home.” I hold my hands out. “I don’t know if I can be with you anymore.”

	“No.” His head shakes vigorously back and forth. “No. Please don’t end this. I’m so sorry. Please give me another chance.” His hands reach past my out stretched ones, snaking his arms around me and pulling me into his chest.

	“Brandon,” I start, but he stops me with a searing kiss. His lips press so firmly against mine that he tilts me back. But I don’t kiss him in return. I just can’t.

	“No, Abby.” The words come out pained as he pulls away from his kiss just enough so that his eyes can find mine. “I love you,” he whispers softly, looking over each one of my features. “I love you so much. Please don’t end this,” he repeats.

	 Jesus. He cannot be serious, right now? And if he is, the fact that he picked this moment to tell me that, bothers me. But I suppose that’s really the least of everything right now. 

	“I’m sorry,” I sigh, looking down at the small space between us. “I need some space to think.” 

	He’s shaking his head again, but doesn’t say anything else. 

	“Please,” I add on a whisper, hoping he doesn’t make me keep going. 

	“Fine,” he breaths out warily. “I’ll go and give you time to think.” Warm strong fingers clasp my chin gently, lifting it upwards until my eyes find his. “Will you come see me tomorrow?” His eyebrows go up as he lowers his chin a little. “Please. So we can talk more?” 

	“Yeah. I’ll call you, okay? We’ll talk more, but I need some space and time to figure this all out.”

	“I love you, Abby and I’d never hurt you.” There is so much sincerity in his eyes as he bends down to press his lips gently against mine. In a flash, he releases my chin from his grasp. Stepping back, he moves past me, out of my room, shutting the front door of the apartment behind him. 

	 


Chapter 24

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“Did you know that the walls of our apartment are very thin?” Xander’s voice startles me, but I don’t turn around to face him. I’ve been standing in the same spot in the middle of my room since Brandon left. I couldn’t tell you how long ago that was. 

	“I do, actually,” I snort, finally turning around to face him. “It’s a wonder that I’ve lasted as long as I have living with Aubrey.” 

	He smiles a smile that meets his eyes as he hovers just inside my door. “It’s worse for me. There’s only a bathroom separating my room from his.”  

	I nod. “True.” 

	“Are you okay?” His eyes harden as they begin to scope around my room like he’s never seen it before, stopping on various things before moving to the next.

	“How much did you hear?” I tilt my head, curious. 

	He shrugs, still visually exploring my room. “All of it.”

	“I see.” I laugh lightly at the fact that he’s admitted to listening in on me. “So then you’re asking if I’m okay with the fact that my boyfriend’s friend drugged me two years ago and he’s known about it the entire time?” 

	He nods once, not moving from my open door. “Yeah. I guess that’s what I’m asking you?” His arms cross over his chest, making him look large and menacing. Or maybe that’s just his eyes that look like they could cut steel. 

	“I don’t know, Xander.” I sigh out, running a hand through my long hair and twirling the end. “I mean, how okay can someone be with learning something like that? I feel foolish and deceived.” 

	“I get that. What are you going to do about it?”

	“What do you mean?” I take a step toward him, my hands across my stomach, one on top of the other.

	“What are you going to do about Brandon? He said he loves you.”

	“He did say that.” 

	His head tilts towards the door. “But you don’t believe that?”

	I shrug, moving my hands to my hips. “Really, Xander? Do you want honesty from me right now? Are we going to talk about shit or is there something specific you want to know but aren’t coming out and asking?” I think I’m officially fed up with games. 

	He doesn’t flinch. In fact, his expression doesn’t change at all. He just simply waits me out.

	“What do you think I’m going to do? I’m going to break up with him. And the fact that he says he loves me?” I take another step towards him. “Well, other than making me feel bad about ending it, it doesn’t matter. I’m not in love with him. And honestly, I don’t see how he could be in love with me. We have zero in common, and don’t see each other all that often.” I tilt my head, much the way he is. “Is that what you wanted to know?” 

	“I was just curious.” 

	Nice. Very nice. 

	“Well, now you know.” I cross my arms and wait him out now. He left me for almost two full days after telling me why he’s acted the way he has to me all these years and me admitting to him that I was drugged and that I didn’t remember what happened. He left. And I’m mad and hurt by that. If he wants to continue to play games with me, I’m not interested. 

	“And Chris drugged you.”

	“Looks that way.”

	“I have to go,” he says suddenly, and I feel my eyes widen, but I remain silent as he pushes off the door frame, turns and walks away from me. I want to yell after him. To tell him that he’s a dick and that I hate him and his antics.  

	But I don’t. 

	I just let him walk away again and leave it at that. 

	And maybe that’s best for now. I need time to collect my thoughts about Brandon anyway. Right? Right. 

	Once the front door shuts for the second time today, I make my way into the kitchen and start to open up all the cabinets. I’m hungry, but I don’t want greasy pizza or any other sort of takeout for that matter. I want a home-cooked meal. Something comforting. 

	Xander, being the good roommate that he usually is, went grocery shopping. 

	I take out the ingredients for one of my favorite meals: fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, and creamed spinach. But that doesn’t seem like enough, so I also decide to make homemade biscuits—this is the south after all—and fudge brownies. I’m actually hankering for cheesecake, but we don’t have the right stuff for that. 

	I walk over to my phone, ignoring the text from Aubrey that only says WTF. I’m assuming Xander told him some things, which I’m really unhappy about if he did. Pressing the app for my Bluetooth speaker, I turn on some music. Loud. 

	I don’t want to think about anything of importance while I’m cooking. 

	After the brownie batter is made and baking away in the oven, I get started on the mac and cheese. This kitchen is actually equipped with two ovens, which is rare for apartments. It was one of the reasons I picked it. The owner of the building lived in this unit with his family for a time, and had completely redone the kitchen and bathrooms while he did. We have granite counters, stainless steel appliances, and professionally distressed white cabinets. 

	It’s expensive, which was one of the points Aubrey made when he was convincing me to let Xander move in here. Our parents give us each a healthy stipend of money and do not nickel and dime us. They give us what they give us and whatever we decide to do with that money is up to us. 

	So I’ve been saving the extra money that I’m not spending on rent. It comes to roughly three hundred a month, which is a lot. I figure if this continues I’ll have a nice little nest egg saved up by the time I graduate. A good thing if I stick to my new plan of becoming a writer. 

	I feel like the concept of a struggling artist might become something I’m intimately familiar with. 

	The brownies are cooling while the mac and cheese and biscuits finish off their baking. The creamed spinach is done and sitting on the stove, and I’m just removing the last piece of bubbling golden chicken from the pan of oil when the front door flies open and Xander is standing in the entry to the kitchen looking a mess. 

	I place the chicken down on the cooling rack and practically sprint over to him. 

	His lower lip is bleeding, split down the center. Under his right eye there is what will become a healthy bruise and two of knuckles on his right hand are cracked and bleeding. The light blue graphic t-shirt he’s wearing is ripped at the collar, like someone pulled it hard. His dark brown hair is all over the place. 

	“What the hell happened to you?” 

	I’m running my eyes all over him to see if I’m missing something else like a knife or a gunshot wound, or maybe a Chinese throwing star sticking out of his chest. None of these things would surprise me with the way he looks right now. 

	“It smells good in here. I’m starving.” He’s completely serious with absolutely no hint of sarcasm or humor. 

	I walk over to my phone on the counter and turn down the music so I can hear him and myself. 

	“Xander?” My eyes pull back to his after I set the phone back down on the counter. “Are you okay?” 

	He nods. 

	“Why do you look like this?” 

	I leave him standing in the doorway. Going over to the freezer, I bend down, pulling out the drawer and take out an icepack. Slamming the door shut, I grab a clean dishtowel before covering the pack and walking back over to him. He’s watching every move I make.

	I could feel his eyes on me even when I wasn’t looking at him. 

	“Here,” I say quietly, bringing the cold cloth up to his eye and pressing it gently against the discolored skin.

	He winces a little a first before his features soften. 

	“Hold this.” I take his hand, bringing it up to cover the pack and the rag before I leave him standing there again. I have to shut off the stove before we have a grease fire. “Go wash up,” I yell over my shoulder, but don’t turn to look at him. Grabbing two plates out of the cabinet, I load them up with the fried chicken, mac and cheese, spinach, and biscuits, before carrying them over to the dining room table. 

	We could easily eat at the breakfast bar, but I don’t want to. I want to sit down so I can face him and get some answers that I have a feeling I will not like. It’s not hard to guess why he looks like this, what he did and where he went when he left me here earlier today. But I want to know why he did it.

	Did he beat the shit out of Brandon? Or did Brandon beat the shit out of him?

	Because I certainly didn’t ask him to defend me or hurt anyone in the process. 

	Normally, this is the type of meal that is best with a cold beer. But I don’t drink beer anymore and yes, it is a byproduct of that night at the frat party. I grab one for Xander, pouring myself a glass of red from the open bottle in the wine cooler I bought myself last month. 

	By the time I’m sitting down, placing our drinks in front of our plates, Xander is walking back into the dining area looking much better. He’s changed his shirt, washed the blood off his mouth and knuckles and even brushed his hair. I don’t say anything as he sits down. I’ve already asked my questions, more than once in fact, and he has yet to answer. 

	I figure he will when he’s ready. 

	Right now, I’m way too hungry to speak. 

	I haven’t eaten anything in far too long, and my stomach is reminding me of this as I take my first bite of the chicken with a crunch and explosion of flavor that actually has me moaning aloud. Xander watches me for a brief moment before digging into his own food and for a few minutes, that’s all we do. 

	We eat ravenously. 

	I even go up for seconds, which is not something I do all that often. 

	Finishing off the last of the wine from my glass, I look over at Xander’s beer, which seems to be empty as well. 

	“Do you want another one?” I ask softly, feeling like the sudden sound of my voice after not using it for so long demands me using it with care. 

	He nods. That’s it. Just a nod and no words.

	It’s starting to grate on me. 

	But I get up anyway, with both of our empty plates piled in one hand and my empty glass in the other. Xander watches me. Of that I’m sure. 

	I set the plates down next to the sink that is pretty full of dishes already, before cutting into the brownies. But I don’t plate them. Instead I grab another beer for him, fill my wine glass and bring them in before returning with the full tray of brownies. 

	I want more than one. I may even want ten. I’m just not sure where my mood is yet. 

	I don’t wait for him as I dig into the chocolaty fudgy goodness. Leaning back in my chair, I hold my brownie in one hand and my wine glass in the other, pinning him with my eyes. 

	“Okay. I’m tired of the silent treatment. You need to give me something.” I take a sip of my wine before lowering it, holding it upright with my elbow propped up on my hip. “Did you fight Brandon?” I’m trying for impassive, though I’m anything but.

	“No.” He shakes his head before bringing his beer up to his lips, but not taking a sip yet. “I didn’t fight Brandon.” He takes a sip before setting it back down on the table. “That’s your battle, sweetheart, and though I know I’d take a lot of enjoyment in beating his ass, he’s actually bigger than I am, so I’d need Aubrey as backup to take him on.” 

	“Jesus, Xander, stop being so fucking vague.” I lean forward placing my wine on the table with a little more force than I intended, but I hold onto my brownie, not willing to part with it. “What. Happened. To. You?”

	“I kicked the shit out of Chris, okay?” My jaw hits the table. “I knew he didn’t go away for break because I saw him at the gym yesterday. So today, after your little chat with Brandon, I went looking for him. I found him eventually, talking to some girl outside Brew’s, so I told her just what a piece of shit he actually is and then he took a swing at me.”

	 Xander smiles a mischievous smile at this, but I’m not really sure why. Maybe because he didn’t technically have to throw the first punch? Who knows. 

	“He hit me in the mouth.” He points to his busted up lip that isn’t as swollen as I would have thought. “Then I dragged him into the back alleyway and beat the ever-loving piss out of him.” His smile gets bigger.

	“Xander?” I stop here because I’m not really sure what to say to that. I think I’m truly at a loss for words. I don’t know whether to bitch him out or throw myself across the table into his arms. 

	“He deserved worse and he’s lucky, because if Aubrey had gotten to him first, he’d probably be dead or at the very least on life support, and your brother would be in prison.”

	“So you did it for Aubrey?” 

	He nods. “Partially, yes.” He leans forward, folding his arms on the distressed wood table, leveling me with his eyes that I’m not used to looking directly into. “And partially because I really wanted to hurt the prick.” 

	“Okay,” I draw out the word. I still don’t know what to say about this. Xander isn’t someone who shows emotion often. In fact, he’s probably the most reserved, reticent man I’ve ever met. He keeps his cards very close to his chest and rarely lets anyone know what he’s actually thinking. 

	The only time I’ve ever seen him lose that composure was the other day with me. 

	“Did you tell Aubrey what you heard this morning?” I chew on my lip, setting the brownie in my hand down in the table in favor of my wine. 

	He shakes his head. “Not really, no. But that was for him as much as for you, because like I said, he’d be in prison. I told him that Chris was a low life piece of shit and that I was going to beat his ass. I told him that we’d talk about it when he got home.” He gives me a lopsided smile. 

	My heart is doing all kinds of fluttering over that one expression. 

	“I owe you an apology.” 

	I scrunch my eyebrows taking another sip of my wine. “How so?” 

	His eyes pierce through mine. His mouth set in a line as he leans forward even farther over his folded hands. “Because I never should have walked away without speaking to you all those years ago. And I should have never treated you the way I’ve been treating you since. It was fucking childish of me and I’m sorry. You’re an incredible woman, Abby, and a great friend. I’m sorry.” 

	“Oh.” 

	“Oh?” He leans back in his chair with a smile. 

	“I’m sorry too,” I start, swallowing hard and looking down at the table between us. “I never meant to hurt you.”

	“I know.” 

	My eyes fly up to his. “You do?” 

	He nods once. 

	“So we’re good now?”

	“I guess. As good as being friends with you can be.”

	Is he saying he wishes it was more, or that being friends with me isn’t all that great?

	“I can’t believe everything that’s happened in the last few days,” I muse. “I don’t know what to think about Brandon. But I guess he’s not my problem anymore.”

	“No. You told him you needed time and space to think.”

	“I guess I did say that, didn’t I?”

	“And are you only ending it because he was privy to drugging you?” 

	I shake my head. “It’s a good reason to do it. I like Brandon, but that was all it ever was. I don’t love him and I don’t trust him, and I don’t really want him near me after what he did and covered up.” 

	“Does Brandon know this?” 

	I lean back, away from him, resting against my chair. “No,” I sigh. “He doesn’t.” I get up slowly, enjoying the frown that Xander absentmindedly gives. I need to go and end things once and for all with Brandon. 

	Xander chuckles softly as I walk over to the entry table, grabbing my purse and keys. “What are you doing?”  

	I turn back to him. “I have to go,” I tell him, the same way he did to me earlier. 

	“You’re not going to Brandon’s, right? To that house?”

	I stand there, crossing my arms because I can see where this conversation is headed. “Yes. Of course I am. How else do you suggest I talk to him?”

	Xander twists in his chair, looking me dead in the eyes. “I don’t know, Abby. You could call him on the phone. Because there is no way in hell you’re going back to the house where you freaking drugged.”

	I roll my eyes, but that just seems to piss him off, because now he stands up, crossing the room and towering over me. He’s not being aggressive, but he is trying to be imposing. Is it weird that I find that kind of hot? Probably not the time for that thought. 

	“Xander, it’s not that big of a deal. Brandon isn’t the one who drugged me, and he’s not going to hurt me. I can’t just call him up and end it. That’s not right.”

	“Fuck that,” Xander snaps, his fists perched on his hips as his chin bows to his chest, sucking in angry breaths before he manages to calm himself down and raise his eyes back to mine. “Abby, please don’t go there. I can’t stand that thought.”

	“Xander,” I start softly, before he interrupts me. 

	“At least let me go with you. Chris could be there. He lives with Brandon.”

	Yes, Chris could be there. I thought of that one already. But there is no way I can take Xander along with me. He’s got to be kidding me with that one. “I’ll be fine. And no, you absolutely cannot come. This is something I have to do on my own.”

	He shakes his head back and forth, desperately wanting to fight me further. 

	He hates this. I get it. I like that he does. I may in fact love it, but that doesn’t change things. 

	“I’ll be fine,” I reiterate, trying for reassuring. “Promise. So stop being an overprotective bug. I’m a big girl.”

	A small reluctant smile pulls at the corner of his lips. “Overprotective bug?” 

	I smile back, bouncing on my toes a little. “That’s what I said.”

	“I hate how your adorably manipulative.” 

	My smile only grows. “It’s actually my best feature.”

	Xander shakes his head again. He doesn’t like me going, but he doesn’t have a say in what I do. So he doesn’t say anything else, just watches me with an indecipherable expression. 

	And then I turn and leave.

	 


Chapter 25

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Brandon’s truck is parked in front of his house when I pull up. Looking at this place seems to have new meaning for me. It was the night that changed so much of the landscape of my life. There’s two other cars parked in the driveway as well. One I recognize as Chris’s car. 

	The other? I have no idea who that one belongs to. 

	I ascend the three wide steps to the door. 

	The outside of this place looks terrible. It’s all overgrown grass, weeds and untrimmed shrubs. There is probably also at least five dollars worth of plastic, aluminum and glass recycling tossed in there. I shake my head, pursing my lips as I look over everything. It makes me wonder how I ever got involved with someone like Brandon in the first place. 

	I never liked this house. Never once felt comfortable in it. Even my lame attempt to clean it a few times didn’t change that. And I never went into the living room unless forced, for the simple reason that it was the only place I vaguely remembered from the night I was drugged.

	I still have to figure out what I intend to do about all of that. I never knew who gave me the drugs years ago, so I never lodged a complaint. How could I? I mean, it could have been anyone who gave it to me. I was never able to describe the person, so I didn’t know if they lived in that house, were an athlete, or even what year they were. 

	It may be a lame excuse, but it’s what I’ve stuck to over the years.

	But I know all of that now. 

	Taking two deep breaths, I raise my hand and knock on the thick wood door with peeling white paint. No answer. I ring the bell that makes one of those awful buzzing noises and a moment later Chris opens the door. 

	His eyes widen when he sees me before turning to narrow slits. 

	He looks ten times worse than Xander does. 

	His right eye is swollen completely shut and is turning a lovely shade of dark bluish-black with a long angry gash just under his brow. His nose looks like it was broken, as it is slightly crooked at the bridge. His left cheek has another cut on it that is still oozing a little and his lips are split in two places and very swollen.  

	Surprisingly, I don’t take as much enjoyment from the site of him as I expected I would. 

	“What the fuck do you want, bitch?” Nice. 

	I smile sweetly which only seems to annoy him further. “I thought you wanted to screw me, Chris?” I tilt my head. “Has that all changed now?” I ask in mock disappointment. 

	“Fuck you.” He points a finger at me. “You sent your stupid asshole friend after me.” He leans forward, but I refrain from flinching back. “News flash,” he says, anger emanating from him. “Nothing fucking happened to you that night. You weren’t raped.” He makes a fake pouty face that makes me want to hit him again for good measure. “You weren’t taken advantage of.” His tone is so sarcastic and condescending. “So get the fuck over it and move on already.” 

	I snort, crossing my arms over my chest. “You’re so lame.” I shake my head at him as I smirk. “You think I’m here because you drugged me with roofies?” 

	“Aren’t you?” He looks taken aback for a moment.

	“No, but I am curious.” I tilt my head. “Do you always drug your women before you try and screw them? Is that the only way you can get laid, Chris?” 

	He laughs. “No, you were the only. Most women come to me willingly.” 

	I scoff at that, as I shake my head to let him know that I highly doubt that. I don’t know why I’m antagonizing him. Chris is dangerous. Not only because he did drug me once, but because Xander, who is my friend, beat his ass. I could also do a lot of damage to him now that I know he was the one. I need to get away from him, asap. 

	Oh, and I’m also recording this entire conversation on my phone. Payback’s a bitch.

	“I only slipped you that pill because I had it in my pocket and I figured what the hell?” He shrugs. 

	I nod. “Okay.” I smile widely. “Excuse me.” I try to brush past him, jabbing him sharply with my shoulder, because I just can’t help myself. 

	And then he starts to laugh from behind me and I freeze. 

	“Oh, you’re here for your boyfriend?” His laugh only grows more raucous. “By all means.” He steps aside, opening the door wider for me to enter. 

	It makes me, uneasy. 

	But I ignore him and my instinct tells me to get the hell out of this house, and head quickly for the stairs. As I reach the top step, I begin to understand why Chris was laughing, because I hear Brandon. And another girl. Moaning. Together. 

	But instead of being upset by this as I expected I would be, I find I’m smiling. Because he’s a lying piece of shit and I am actually looking forward to walking into that room and making a big dramatic scene. 

	Well, in my own way of course. 

	As I approach his door, I hear the girl calling out his name as Brandon groans, muttering something unintelligible. She’s faking. I can tell. No one is that animated for this long. And as fun as Brandon can be in bed, he’s not that good. 

	At least, I’ve never screamed out his name like that.

	And best of all, the door is not locked. 

	I turn the brass knob slowly, not wanting to give myself away just yet. The latch releases and the door creaks open. Brandon is screwing some brunette from behind, his bare ass facing me. Her face is buried in his bed and he’s holding the back of her head down into his mattress like if he doesn’t see her she’ll remain a nameless, faceless orifice—God, I love that word. He’s thrusting into her hard, with reckless abandon, as he grunts and she shrieks. 

	Yup, she’s definitely faking it. 

	“I didn’t realize thinking about things meant having sex other people.” I try to hide my smirk when his head whips around and his eyes turn into giant saucers of shocked horror within his flushed sweaty face. 

	“Fuck,” he growls.

	I tilt my head, propping my hands on my hips. “It looks like you already are, Brandon.”

	The girl’s head turns on the bed and she’s looking at me in a mixture of dejection and annoyance. But not surprise. She doesn’t look shocked to see another woman here and Brandon being upset about it. 

	No, this girl knows who I am. 

	“Is this her?” she asks softly, but it’s simply for confirmation of what she already suspects. 

	“Abby,” Brandon says hesitantly, looking at me like I’m a caged animal that could snap at any moment. He turns to me, pulling out of the girl, condom still attached—at least he’s wearing one, I note. Gross. I don’t think I’ve ever been so disgusted with someone before in my life. He could at least have the decency to cover up. “This isn’t what it seems.” 

	I snort, crossing my arms over my chest and popping my hip out. All attitude. Admittedly, I’m having some fun with this. That’s just weird, right? I should at least be a little upset to find my boyfriend having sex another girl the same day he professes his love to me. 

	But I’m not. 

	I’m relieved, maybe? 

	“You’re kidding me, right?” 

	“No. Babe, please.” 

	He takes a step off the bed, hands held up to me, palms out. I look down at him, raising an eyebrow. He sees where my eyes are and rips the condom off, tossing it on the floor before grabbing the sheet off the bed, wrapping it around his waist. The girl is just sitting there, peering up at me with a questioning expression. 

	“Look,” he sighs heavily, “I was upset, okay? I was stupid and I got drunk. Really drunk,” he adds turning to look at the girl on the bed for a fleeting second before twisting back to me. “This doesn’t have to mean anything.” He looks over his shoulder at the girl, again, who is now sitting on his bed, naked, watching our exchange. “She doesn’t mean anything.” I hear her scoff, but it’s more of an I-knew-it sound. I’m going to ignore that for now. 

	She’s inconsequential.

	“Brandon.” Shaking my head, I sigh. “It really doesn’t matter.” I soften my features because I want him to know the truth. “I’m done with this anyway. You’re a great guy, despite this little episode.” I look over at the girl who, thankfully, has covered herself up with a blanket. “But I don’t trust you and I don’t think I ever could again. You knew I was drugged and protected your friend over me. You never even cared enough about me to find out what happened to me after I left that night. For all you knew, I could have passed out in a ditch and been raped by a team of men.” 

	He starts to protest, but I hold up my hands stopping him. 

	“Really. There is nothing you can say that will change my mind. I mean, the second I tell you I need a minute of space to think, you fuck someone else. It’s over.” I take a step back and actually smile a little. “So you can go and put on another condom,” I point to his nightstand drawer where he keeps them, “and finish what you were doing.” 

	“Dammit, Abby.” He takes a step toward me. “Please don’t do this.” He’s begging now, his eyes are wild, looking around the room frantically as if he’ll find something there that will make me change my mind. “I know it looks bad.” His eyes find mine as he takes another step. I take one back, making him frown. “I love you. I love you so much. I was just upset and I got drunk. I wasn’t thinking. It just happened.” He runs a hand through his hair, pulling on it by the roots. “Please.”

	I shake my head. “I’m sorry, Brandon. I hear what you’re saying and, believe it or not, part of me believes you.” He smiles, so I hold up my hand. “But I don’t feel the same about you as you say you do about me. And I don’t want to be with you anymore.” The firmness in my voice is unmistakable. “I hope you find something good.” 

	And I mean that. I do. He’s a confused, messed up college boy, but he’s not an awful person. Not a good person either really, but not awful. 

	“Bye.”

	I turn around, ignoring Brandon calling my name, and walk out the door, past Chris—who, judging by his shocked expression, heard my conversation with Brandon—and back to my car. 

	       My drive home consists of me replaying my little scene with Brandon no less than twenty times before I pulled into my garage spot next to Aubrey’s Explorer and Xander’s old ass Accord that he affectionately calls Spike. I have no idea why. The real question is what am I going to do with this recording of Chris. Turn it in? Hold onto it? I need to think on this for a bit.

	       Shutting off my car so I don’t asphyxiate on carbon monoxide, I sit back, leaning my head against the soft leather of the headrest, letting out a long dramatic sigh. I have no idea what I’m going to walk into when I go back upstairs. 

	Xander and I are friends? 

	Even though he hasn’t exactly been the most verbose—no shocker there—he’s been nice. 

	But nice doesn’t mean anything more. 

	That ship may have sailed for him. 

	So I sigh again, needing this brief moment of silence for the small chronic break. Sorry Snoop, I’m butchering your shit, but you get my point. I’m nervous and when I’m truly nervous, I revert to old-school gangster rap lyrics. The whole walk to Halpern’s that last time I had Gin and Juice going through my head on repeat. 

	It’s a weird tick, I get it, but it helps. The lyrics are so absurd and misogynistic and just fun, they distract me.  

	I don’t get this worked up often.  

	            I can’t decide if that’s a good thing or not. That so few things in my life have so much meaning. But I guess that means that Xander does. I can put off the inevitable and sit here until a search party is sent for me, or I can pull up my big girl panties and face the man who has been driving me crazy in one way or another since I first met him over three years ago. 
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	The kitchen is spotless when I walk into the apartment. The only evidence of the giant meal I made is the mechanical hum of the dishwasher running and the lingering scent of fried chicken and brownies in the air. Xander cleaned everything up, and while I do feel a little bad about leaving him with such a mess, the fact that he cleaned it up makes me smile. 

	The sound of the television leads me into the living room, where Xander is sprawled out on the couch. Resting on the cream and gray striped throw pillow, his long legs take up the rest of this half of the sectional. His arm is propped up behind his head, giving him a better vantage point of Kill Bill, Volume 2. 

	“Hey,” I say, coming to stand next to him, but positioned so that I’m not blocking his view. 

	“Hey.” His head tilts at the sound of my voice and his eyes sweep up my body until they reach my cheek. Not my eyes. My phone rings in my hand and I glance down at it with a frown on my face.  “That Aubrey?”

	“No. Brandon.” 

	“Did you two work everything out?”

	I snort shaking my head. “He’s got some nerve calling me considering the state I found him in when I got there.”

	“And what state was that?” he asks with a bored tone. Xander doesn’t sit up or move, his eyes go back to watching the television like this conversation bores him. 

	I want to smack him upside the head and tell him to get over himself. But I laugh instead. “Balls deep in some poor girl who was faking her orgasm.”

	“What?” His head snaps up off the pillow, angling up towards mine. That gets a reaction out of him. “Are you serious?”

	“Yup.” I pop the p. “It doesn’t matter, though. I was going over there to end it with him anyway, so . . .” I trail off with a shrug. 

	We fall silent for a few moments, watching Uma Thurman punch and crawl her way out of a grave. I’m not really sure what to say at this point. 

	I’m not gonna lie, it’s getting awkward fast. 

	“Why are you standing there like that?”  

	“Huh?” I turn to face him. “Move and I’ll sit down.” I jest, looking down at his body taking up the whole couch. His hand reaches up, grasping my forearm and tugging me down to him. I fall onto the couch with a bounce and an “oomph” and a giggle. He adjusts his position so that his back is against the cushions and I’m on the edge of the couch, facing the television with his arm resting on my hip, my back to his front.

	“That’s better.” 

	I’m lying on the couch and Xander is holding me. 

	How did that happen? And why? But more importantly, what does this mean? Are we friends and this is just a friendly thing to do, or is this the start of something more?

	I choose not to say or ask anything. I’ll just wait this out and see where it leads. 

	But it leads nowhere other than what we’re doing. We’re watching a movie, Xander propped up behind me so that he can see the screen and that’s it. His hand is still firmly placed on my hip and hasn’t moved once.  

	I think I have my answer, right? I mean, maybe he really didn’t want to move from his sprawled out position so the only other option was to have me lie with him. While this may be platonic and all that, someone really should tell that to my heart, which hasn’t stopped pounding in my chest. And while they’re filling in my heart, they should extend the same courtesy to the knots and flutters in my stomach. 

	Maybe it’s the anticipation, or the confusion, or the not knowing what comes next. 

	The movie credits roll and we’re bathed in black and white flickers as Uma Thurman drives her car to music that is playing quietly and I don’t know what to do. Do I get up? 

	“Did you fall asleep on me?” he asks softly, moving his hand from my hip up to my hair, playing with a few strands.

	“No. I’m awake.”

	“I haven’t had a chance to ask how you’re feeling.” 

	I smile at that, knowing he can’t see me. “Better overall. Still not a hundred percent.”

	My phone rings on the coffee table and a groan passes my lips as I see that it’s Brandon. Again. I don’t want to talk to him and I can’t imagine why he’s calling me. There really is nothing left to be said. I reach out and press ignore on my phone and leave it at that. 

	I’m about to get up and head to my room, when Xander’s hand stops me, pulling me back down onto the couch and then over so that I’m on my back, facing up at him. He is smiling down at me, examining my shadowed face feature by feature.

	“There. Much better.” He’s looking deeply into my eyes only a few inches from my face. The flickering light from the television dances along the side of his face. “So, you and Brandon are done?” He nods his head in the direction of my now silent phone.

	“Done. Over. Finished.”

	Something shifts in his expression. “I know you don’t remember anything, but I have to tell you, I lied to you that night.” 

	“Oh?” I feel the skin tightening around my eyes. He shifts us, so that we’re both laying on our sides, facing each other.

	He nods once. “Yes.” Reaching up, he brushes a hair out of my face, tucking it behind my ear. “I told you that I was falling for you too and that wasn’t true.” 

	“Oh.” I’m trying really hard to keep my tone and expression neutral, but that hurts, especially with the uneasy look he’s giving me. His sweet breath brushes across my face and I start to pull back, but his hand on my hip holds me in place.

	“In truth, I was already well past the falling stage.” He smiles, watching me like he’s seeing me for the first time. Or maybe he’s just allowing himself to really look for the first time. It has been years. “I was so very much in love with you by the time you crawled into my bed that night.”

	I gasp. I can’t help it. And then my heart starts to sprint into a symphony of its own, making my cheeks warm and my stomach flutter. But then he continues and I find myself hanging on his every word. Hoping it only gets better from here.

	“I knew the first time I saw you in my dorm room, on the very first day of school, when you called Aubrey a pussy for bringing his blanky rag thingy to school with him, that I was in trouble. You remarked that your room was bigger, and then you turned around and my breath died in my chest. It wasn’t your big, gorgeous, green eyes that everyone seems to focus on, despite the way they haunt my dreams. It wasn’t your long, incredible, red hair, either.” He pauses, but I can’t seem to find my voice to ask him what it was. I’m staring into his eyes, so completely transfixed by this man and what he’s saying. “It was your bright, dazzling smile.” Like his words are a magnet, he pulls a smile out of me that he returns. “When you turned around and I saw you for the first time, you were smiling, and I knew I was a goner.” 

	I laugh lightly at the memory. He introduced himself to me with a stutter to his name and the tips of his ears turned red. “I thought that you were the cutest thing I’d ever seen. You were so nervous as you shook my hand.” I chuckle again. “Your hand was trembling.” 

	“It was,” he confirms. “I had never been nervous around women before, but you wrecked my cool with one smile.”

	“You made me nervous too.” 

	He leans in and kisses the tip of my nose, his thumb sweeping across my cheek. “I didn’t fall in love with you for sure until about two months later.”

	“When was that?” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion. 

	“The night of the Halloween party.” 

	I remember that night. It was the night I fell in love with him too. 

	“I was sick and wasn’t going to go to the party with everyone else, and instead of going, you came to my room with soup for me.”

	I laugh. “I made you watch Better Off Dead, because it’s what I always watch when I’m sick.”

	“Yeah.” He smiles, pleased that I remember that night. As if I could forget. “I watched the movie with my head in your lap as you gently stroked my hair with your fingers.” I remember watching him more than I watched the movie. “I wished for the movie to never end so that we could stay like that forever. I fell so hard for you that night, Abby.” He brushes his fingertips along my cheek, up and down in soft strokes. “That was the best night of my life. Just watching that movie with you like that.”

	“Mine too. I was so glad I didn’t go to that stupid party.” 

	He leans in and I think he’s going to finally kiss me on the lips, but he doesn’t, he goes right for my cheek.

	Then his eyes change, a mixture of darkness and light. The television casting strange shadows over us. “So that night, a couple of months later, when you came into my room and crawled into my bed with me, at first I thought it was a dream. But then you wrapped your arms around me and whispered in my ear, ‘I’m falling for you, Xander.’” He shakes his head again, a slight smile pulling at the corner of his mouth, before it falls completely. “I was so fucking happy. So. Fucking. Happy.” He reaches out to touch my cheek. “I had wanted you for so long and you were finally there with me.” 

	I nod once, but my heart is so damn heavy. I swallow. Hard. 

	“I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you since then. I was incredibly hurt and I just didn’t know how to be around you without you seeing through me. So I was a total dick. I thought if I ignored you or acted indifferent, eventually it wouldn’t hurt so much.” His hand cups my cheek, rubbing his thumb up and down again. “But it never stopped, Abby. No matter how hard I tried—and I did try—I couldn’t make myself hate you. I couldn’t make myself not love you.” 

	I smile. Big. My heart is about to explode out of my chest. Adjusting my position, I move my hand from resting casually between us, to the back of his head where my fingers thread through his hair. I’ve wanted to touch him like this forever. It feels soft yet prickly against my fingers, the back of his hair is cut so short. 

	“I’m so sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t know.” I shake my head. “I just didn’t know. I would never have pretended you weren’t everything to me.” 

	He leans forward, brushing his lips against my forehead this time. “And that’s why I went to beat the shit out of Chris today. I was so angry for all that he’s taken from us. All of the wasted perfection that you and I could have had.” His hand cups my cheek, holding me in place so that I have nowhere else to look other than his dark blue eyes. “Because that’s exactly what we would have had. Perfection. It wouldn’t have faded or changed. It would have only gotten stronger, because that’s exactly what my feelings for you have done over the years despite my pathetic attempt to squash them.

	“Oh God, Xander.” I bury my head into his chest. My body shaking. My arms wrapping themselves around him, holding on so tight. There is no more space between us. There never can be again. He reaches down, pulling my face back up to look into his eyes. 

	“I know you’ve already heard one profession of love today, but that doesn’t really matter to me. Because there is no way that guy could ever love you more than I love you. His words don’t mean a tenth of what mine do. There is nothing in this world that I love more than you.” His thumb brushes away tears that I didn’t even realize were falling, but a sob escapes my lips all the same. “You are my reason for everything, and I will never be cold or callous where you’re concerned again. 

	“What about Aubrey?” I ask suddenly as the ever present hurdle still lies between us.

	“Yeah. Aubrey,” he sighs, a little defeated. “We’ll figure that out later. Aubrey can play it off, but I know for a fact that he won’t be surprised.”

	“Okay.” I smile, sniffling in a very unladylike manner, wiping my nose with the back of my hand. 

	“I’m sorry I ran out on you the other night after you told me about the drugging. It was like everything got flipped upside-down on me and I just needed some time and space to figure it out. I couldn’t do that with you around me. I hope you weren’t pissed or worried or anything.”

	I might have been both.

	“Are we okay then?”

	“Yeah,” I laugh. “We’re okay.”

	“Good. If you’re up for it, I’d like to spend the day with you tomorrow.”

	“Sure. I’d like that.”

	Xander plants another kiss on my cheek, before shutting off the television, locking us into blackness. “Shit, I can’t see anything,” he mutters.

	I laugh. “You’re blind then. It’s really not all that dark.” 

	“How the hell can you see anything?”

	“How can you not?” I laugh harder. It’s not exactly pitch black. There is some ambient light coming from various places including the moon that is filtering through the window. 

	“Come here,” he whispers, pulling on my arm until my body is flush against his on my side. His mouth hovering over mine. “I want to kiss you,” he laughs. “And I want to do a lot more than just kiss you, but I’m thinking that’s all we should do for now.”

	“Why?” The words fly out my mouth before I can stop them and then I giggle at just how desperate I sound. 

	He laughs too, leaning in until his forehead is pressed to mine. “Because you’re not something I want to rush. You just broke up with Brandon today. Your brother is my best friend and has specifically warned me on more than one occasion that he doesn’t want us to be together.” 

	“I know all of that, and you’re right, we should wait. But that doesn’t mean I want to and that doesn’t mean that laying here with you doesn’t feel like it’s the way it’s supposed to be.” 

	“Abby,” he breathes, “we live together.” 

	“We do?” I can’t help the sarcasm.

	He smirks, but that’s about all I can see of his face. His eyes are in a shroud of dark shadows. “Don’t be a brat.”  

	I laugh, leaning into him a little more. 

	“I was thinking that if you want, if you feel things are too serious too fast, that I would move out.”

	“What?” I draw back searching his face to see if that’s what he wants, but I can’t see much of it. “No.” I shake my head, clasping onto his hand that is affixed to my waist. “I want you to stay.”

	“Are you sure? Neither of us will have any space or distance and Aubrey might have a lot to say about that too.”

	“I don’t care. I don’t want distance or space from you. Aubrey is a different story and I’m sure he will have a lot to say, but we’ll deal with that then. Don’t move out on my account.”

	“Good,” he laughs. “I really fucking hate moving and wasn’t looking forward to that.”

	“Do you know what I hate?” I ask, pulling my hands out of his and pushing back against his chest so that he has to lean back and look at me. His dark eyes follow my every move as I climb on top of him, straddling his thighs and wrapping my arms around his neck, our chests pressed together. 

	“What?” he breathes.

	“That I don’t remember our first kiss.” My fingers glide along his hair at the back of his neck and I can feel chills erupting on his skin. He shudders, his breathing becoming heavier, faster.  

	“Would you like me to show you how it went?”

	I nod once. “I would,” I whisper, moving my face closer to his but not bridging the gap completely. 

	“Then come on.” 

	 


Chapter 27

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Xander’s hands slide from my hips down over my ass until they reach the tops of my thighs. My breath catches with anticipation, but he doesn’t kiss me. Instead, he picks me up in one effortless motion, even though we’re sitting on the couch. My legs wrap around his waist instinctively as he moves us out of the living room, past the kitchen and dining area and down the hall. 

	He stops equal distance between our two bedroom doors. Releasing his hold on my thighs, I slide down him only to have his arms wrap around my body, hands pressed into my lower back.   

	“Abby,” he whispers, my face turning up to his as he gazes down on me. My eyes have adjusted to the dark, but it’s still too dark to see him the way I’d like to. “I’m really falling for you.” One of his hands comes up to brush my cheek.

	I just stare at him for a moment and blink, because didn’t he just say, telling you I was falling for you was a lie?

	He leans down, a soft smile on his full lips, the small cut from his fight with Chris present in the center of his lower one. “You’re supposed to say, I’m falling for you too, Xander.” He raises back up to his full height, which is a good six or seven inches taller than me, at least. 

	And now I giggle because I see what he’s doing. He’s reenacting our first kiss the way I asked him to. I realize in this moment, right now, just how much I really love this man. A playful Xander is a rarity, definitely not something to be squandered or ignored. 

	“I’m falling for you too, Xander.” I smile, despite trying to be serious. 

	“I’m going to come back tomorrow morning, but I want you to know that if it was up to me, I’d keep you in my bed with me all night and never let you leave.” My heart is racing and my breath hitches. 

	“I like that idea.” I run my hands through his hair and then down the back of his neck that’s not covered by his shirt. 

	He laughs, tilting his head to me. “I thought you said you didn’t remember?”

	I laugh too. “Is that actually what I said?” I scrunch my nose. 

	“Pretty damn close.” 

	“Huh.” That’s sort of weird, but I don’t care enough about that to comment further.

	His other hand slides up my body, away from my back until both of his hands are cradling my face. Leaning down slowly, his eyes on mine the entire time until they close just before our lips touch.  

	At first that’s all it is. 

	The pressing of our lips together, and I don’t do anything to further it along.

	He’s showing me something here and I intend to experience it fully, in its entirety. 

	Xander pulls back slowly, licking the seam of his lips before dipping back down and pressing them against mine again. His hands find their way into my hair, up by my scalp. It’s not painful, but it allows him to maneuver me however he wants. 

	And I know I said moments ago that I’d wait this out, and that we were going to take this slow, but I’m losing that battle quickly. 

	His smell, his touch, the way he’s breathing me in, it’s all too much, and we haven’t even done anything yet other than kiss with our mouths closed. 

	His mouth parts as his tongue sweeps out against my bottom lip. “Open for me, baby. I want to taste you.” I moan into his mouth, his tongue taking full advantage. I have no idea if those words are old or new, but none of that matters anymore. 

	As far as I’m concerned, this is our first kiss. 

	My hands trail from his hair, over his shoulders and down the hard lines of his chest.

	I can’t get enough. 

	I’m touching him everywhere my hands can go.

	His mouth moves over mine in a way I’ve never been kissed before. Xander exudes a confidence and control that has me panting as I think about how he’ll implement both of them on me. Lifting up the thin fabric of his shirt, I rake my nails slowly up his heated soft skin.

	More. I need more. 

	“Baby,” he rasps, dragging my bottom lip between his teeth. “We should—”

	“No,” I interrupt him, because I know exactly what the noble bastard is about to say and I’m not having any of that. I’ve waited far too long for him. I’m vetoing our earlier conversation about waiting. 

	I want this moment.

	I don’t care that I just broke up with Brandon today. I haven’t seen him in a week anyway. And I don’t care that Aubrey will throw a diva-sized fit. He’s my brother, not my keeper. He shouldn’t have any sort of say in who I can be with. 

	I step back, out of his embrace. My eyes are trained on his while his chest moves up and down as he tries to catch his breath. 

	It’s fucking hot and it makes my knees weak.  

	My fingers glide slowly up over my hips, grasping onto the hem of my shirt. His heated eyes fly down to watch my every movement and I smile at his reaction. My shirt skims up my stomach slowly before I pull it up and over my head, tossing it to the floor by my feet.

	His eyes widen as he takes me in within the confines of the muted darkness. 

	I appreciate that look for a second, before turning around and taking a step toward his bedroom door. Unclasping my bra in the back, I hold it in place as I reach for the door knob, entering his room. 

	He hasn’t moved, or at least, I haven’t heard him move yet. 

	But I’m not worried about that. 

	The straps of my bra glide smoothly down my shoulders and arms before falling to the floor. The room is glowing softly from the small desk lamp he left on, which is on the other side of the room from his bed.  

	Perfect. 

	His hands are on my hips now, rubbing up and down in small circles over the curve. Warm wet lips meet the crook of my neck as he lifts my heavy hair, brushing it over one shoulder and covering my bare breast. 

	My hands skirt down my stomach, brushing his finger tips on their descent, before I get to the button of my jeans. His hands fly down, covering mine and stopping me before I can get too far. 

	“No,” he rasps against the skin of my neck as he trails kisses up, making me shudder. “I’m going to do that with you facing me.”  

	I moan. 

	“Turn around, sweetheart.” It’s a command that I quickly follow.

	His eyes are pure fire, blazing a dark deep blue that has me breathless with anticipation. They sweep down from my face languidly, enjoying every dip, curve and smooth surface of my skin. I’ve never felt as worshiped as I do right now. 

	Never more beautiful or sexy.  

	His hands come up, cupping me firmly, holding the weight of my breasts in his hands, squeezing me once before moving outward towards my ribs and down. 

	“You are a goddess.” His voice is awestruck. 

	Finding the button of my jeans, he undoes them, lowering them past my hips.

	Dropping onto his knees, he helps me out of both my jeans and my panties. The fact that I’m standing here naked, in front of him, while he’s still fully dressed doesn’t bother me the way I would have thought.  

	I like standing this way before him. 

	I like the way his eyes rake in every inch of my body as if he can’t decide where he wants to start first.  

	“I’ve pictured you in my head,” his eyes lock with mine, “just like this, so many times.” My fingers find the softness of his inky hair. “But never in my wildest dreams did I ever picture you to be as beautiful and perfect as you actually are.” He smiles softly, shaking his head a few more times. “Abby, I’ll never be done with you, and I haven’t even had you yet.”

	“Good.” I smile. “Because I think that kiss out there has ruined me forever.”  

	He pulls his shirt over his head. His eyes on me the entire time, only broken briefly when his shirt flies over his head. His chest is . . . well, it’s incredible. He used the word perfect to describe me, but that seems to be the only word in my head right now as I look upon him. 

	Perfect.

	My fingers itch to touch him, to run my hands all over his smooth muscles. To drag my tongue down his slight happy trail and lower to what I know is below, waiting for me. But he doesn’t remove his pants next the way I hoped he would. Instead, he grabs my hips, pulling me to him, running his nose over my most sensitive parts before inhaling deeply. 

	Jesus. 

	My eyes roll back in my head and an embarrassingly loud moan leaves my mouth. He’s on me in an instant, lifting me up and tossing me onto his bed with a heavy bounce. 

	“We have two more nights,” he says, standing over me with a look of intensity in his eyes, “including this one, where we don’t have to worry about being with each other the way I need to be with you.” 

	I nod, not really knowing where he’s going with this. 

	“You are not to hold back, Abby.” It’s a directive. “I want to hear every sound you make and when you scream out my name,” his head bows a little, “which you will do,” he assures me. “I want us to wake up everyone on this floor with it.” 

	I’m about to do that for him now and he hasn’t even touched me yet. 

	Domineering Xander is a new thing to me, but I certainly am not complaining. In fact, I’ve never been so turned on in my life. 

	“Okay,” I say simply, but he doesn’t laugh. His molten eyes rake over me before crawling on top, capturing my mouth with his, skin against skin in the most enticing of ways.  

	Our kisses turn from leisurely to frantic in a matter of seconds. His hands caress every part of my body, watching as they move. Bouncing between my body and my face as if he cannot decide which he wants to look at more. His mouth trails behind his hands, exploring me, tasting me, learning me. My back arches off the bed. 

	I’m crazed. 

	So overwhelmed by him and what he’s doing to me. 

	It’s so unbelievably good that I do scream out his name as I’ve never even come close to doing before. 

	He owns me. Knows my body so much better than any lover before him and this is only our first time. 

	His hands intertwine with mine, lifting them above my head. Dark, heavy lidded eyes, train on my face, watching, as he enters me. We groan in unison, moving together, each thrust bringing me to a whole new level. His eyes locked on mine, knowing that what this is, what we’re building towards together, is paradisiacal. 

	How sex and passion and lust and magic and love are all meant to be felt and experienced. 

	Because it is all of those things wrapped up into the most explosive, earth shattering, body crippling, and soul draining experience. 

	“I love you,” he whispers as we lay in each other’s arms, fingers still running over the other’s skin in tender caresses. “Every girl I’ve ever been with has been you. You are all I see. All I want, Abby.” He shifts, looking down to meet my eyes. “Forever.”  

	“I love you too,” I whispered back, an easy smile spreading across my lips. “You’re the reason that I never lasted with any other guy longer than a few months.” I tilt my head up off his chest to catch his eyes. “They were never you.” I smile, reaching up to brush some hair off his still glistening forehead. “And you were all I wanted.”

	“Can I keep you naked in my bed for the next . . .” he lifts his head up to see the clock on the nightstand, before lowering it back down to the pillow with a smirk, “thirty-six hours or so?”

	I shrugged a shoulder. “Sure.” 

	“Hey, Abby?” He moves out from under me, positioning himself so that he hovers over me, staring right into my eyes from only inches above.  

	“Yes, Xander?” I smile, reaching up to touch his cheek. 

	“You were worth the wait.” Then his lips come down on mine again. 

	And all I can think is, you were too. 

	 

	 


Chapter 28

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“When I was younger, I hated playing with dolls.” Xander laughs at me. He’s been doing that a lot. We’ve been playing the game he just created called, ‘Tell me something no one else knows’. It’s a tough game, because usually the things no one else knows about you are things you don’t want anyone else to know. 

	His laughter runs through my body like a current. 

	We’re both naked in his bed, well sated and very spent, but neither wanting to go to bed just yet. 

	That said, I can see the early signs of dawn creeping up the sky from just outside his window. We turned off the lamp over an hour ago, thinking that we’d both pass out, but our incessant questions and need for further information has kept us going. Maybe we’re trying to beat the clock and not miss a single moment of our unspoiled time together. 

	“What do you mean you hated playing with dolls?”

	I prop myself up on my elbow, looking down on him, playing with the lines of his chest with my free hand. And Christ, these lines. I find I can’t get enough of his skin or his body, so I keep touching him in small ways. He’s only too willing to do the same with me.

	“All of my girlfriends were really into Barbies and Disney princesses, and for the sake of our friendships, I played along.” He’s doing that smile thing he does when he likes what I’m saying. “Partially because I was young and I was afraid they wouldn’t want to play with me again, and partially because I thought there was something wrong with me for not liking dolls.”

	He laughs again, leaning up to kiss the corner of my mouth. “What would you rather have played with?” 

	I shrug up one shoulder, moving the side of my cheek back to his chest. I rather enjoy the rhythm of his heart beat against my face. “Honestly?” I giggle as I think about it.

	“Of course,” he answers easily, his hands running down my hair soothingly. 

	“Video games.” 

	He scoffs. 

	“Or sports. Usually football or basketball.” 

	Now he’s really laughing at me. 

	“It’s rude to laugh,” I say with mock indignation. “This is why I didn’t tell my girlfriends about it.” 

	“I just find it amusing that a girl so short would like basketball over Barbies.”

	I pinch his side by his ribs, making him yelp and flinch away from me. “I wasn’t always short. I grew first and I grew fast, so at one time, I was considered tall for my age.” 

	“I like you little. It means I can lift and move you how I want.” He leans down to kiss the top of my head. “Actually, I think I like everything about you.”

	I smile and I know he feels it against his chest because he kisses me again. “Your turn.”

	“I hate my family.” The way he says that makes my chest tighten. I can feel the darkness creeping into him. “They’re evil people, my parents. Did you know that?”

	“Not fully. Aubrey told me that you never liked to go home and that was why you always spent holidays with us or Gavin.”

	“Yeah. They’re pretty much your worst nightmare come to life. But I don’t have to see them again and that’s fine by me.”

	God, what do I say to that? “Did they hurt you?”

	“Yes. A lot. That was one of their favorite past times. It slowed a bit as I got older and bigger and stronger. It became easier for me to distance myself from them.”

	I gaze at him, reaching up to caress his face. “I’m sorry that was your life. But you came out stronger on the other side.”

	He smiles, looking deep into my eye as if he can see through me completely. “I guess so. But if I were to psychoanalyze myself, I’d say it’s why I walked away from you. Why I was such an asshole.” He stops there, but I get it. There is only so much disappointment a person can take. Only so much pain and loss. He put up walls. He had defense mechanisms. I can’t exactly blame him for that. 

	His childhood must have been the worst sort of hell. 

	“You can’t leave me with that. I need something not so serious and morose.” 

	He sighs, making my head rise and fall with the expansion and contraction of his lungs. “I was twelve the first time I had sex.”  

	“What?” I shriek, jumping up with what I’m sure is a look of consternation on my face. “You’re kidding me, right?” 

	He shakes his head, very amused by my reaction. 

	“God, that seems so wrong.” 

	“She was older than me, obviously.” He’s looking into my eyes, totally relaxed and enthralled. “She was sixteen and we were neighbors. Not really friends, but not, not friends either, if you get what I’m saying.”

	“Not really, but go on,” I encourage. 

	“So anyway,” he smiles, looking up the ceiling, his eyes distant as he remembers, “she snuck into my room one night and told me that she was tired of being a virgin.”

	“She was a virgin?” I shriek again, making him chuckle and nod. 

	“She was,” he confirms and I might just be a little sick.

	“And she was tired of that at only sixteen?” I’m beyond incredulous. What kind of girl was this? To take advantage of a twelve-year-old boy?

	He shrugs. “So she crawled into my bed and sort of had her wicked way with me.” 

	“Holy shit.” I’m flabbergasted. “Was it any good?”

	He laughs, looking down at me, his eyes back in focus now. “For my first time as a twelve-year-old boy?” 

	I nod. 

	“Anything was better than my hand, so yeah, I guess it was good, given the situation.” 

	“And you never told anyone?” My voice is skeptical. I thought all boys bragged about things like that. I run my hands back over his chest because I simply cannot help myself. His body really is something else. 

	“Never,” he admits. “I was embarrassed because the first time I blew my load before I even got in her.”

	I start cackling hysterically, throwing my head back and everything, but then I realize his words and my head snaps back to his. “Wait.” I hold up my hand. “The first time?” 

	He nods, smiling big now. “We did it three times that night, first time included,” he snickers. “Each time only lasted about a minute, though.” 

	“Wow.” I poke his ribs again. “Nice control.” 

	“I’ll show you control.” He flips me over onto my back and before I can even react to the action, my hands are pinned above my head and his hard naked body is grinding into me. 

	“What happened to us going to sleep?” I ask breathily, a small moan escaping my lips. 

	“You’ll go to bed when I’m done with you.” He leans down to kiss me. “Which is probably when we’re both dead.” And then he slides inside of me and I no longer care about being tired. 

	 

	I finally fell asleep, wrapped in Xander’s arms, just as the sky was filling with sunshine. But when I wake up, I’m alone among the tangled sheets. I sit up, enjoying the quick head rush before stretching my deliciously sore muscles. 

	The clock on the nightstand says 11:42, which makes me groan in annoyance. I hate sleeping late, and even though I have only gotten about four plus hours of sleep, and am still beyond tired, I get out of bed. Partially to pee, partially because I’m hungry, but mostly because the apartment is far too quiet and I want to know where Xander is. 

	I’m anxious as hell to see how things will materialize between us in the light of day.

	We have yet to discuss anything related to Aubrey and I know that this could end up being an issue. 

	No, it will be an issue.  

	Aubrey never wanted me near any of his friends growing up and when I started dating Kyle, well, he had a lot of trouble adapting to that one. Especially since Kyle was our best friend growing up. He and his older brother Ryan were our neighbors.

	Aubrey sees Xander as the brother he never had, and I know Xander views him that way as well. Xander is an only child, with not the best home life, so to say that he’s become part of our family is an understatement. He’s been to our house in Philadelphia and lived in our apartment in New York. My parents adore him. 

	So what and how we’re going to tell Aubrey is essential. 

	And it’s going to get ugly when we do. 

	Of that I’m sure. 

	Since my clothes from last night are thrown haphazardly in a trail of breadcrumbs leading to the hall, I pick them up as I go, walking into my room in only my panties. It’s almost comical that I feel like I’m doing the walk of shame in my own apartment, going the two feet to my bedroom. 

	But yeah, that feeling is there a little, especially with Xander being MIA when I woke up.

	I haven’t decided if that stings me or not. 

	Forgoing the shower that I desperately need, I throw on some yoga pants and a very worn, oversized Beastie Boys t-shirt. My reflection is downright scary. I have mascara smeared under my eyes and my hair is so snarled and tangled that it might as well be dreads. Pulling a brush through it quickly before throwing it up in a makeshift bun, I set to work on my face, washing off last night’s makeup and sweat. 

	When I’m done, I look a little better. Not great, but better. 

	Xander has seen me looking way worse, so I don’t give it another thought before I go back out towards the living room to see if he’s hiding there and to find my phone. He’s not there. My apartment is empty and suddenly, so is my gut. Did he run? Was last night too much for him and now he regrets it? 

	God, I hate that I’m doubting this. And fuck that, right? 

	Why the hell should I be insecure?

	I grab my phone, about to text him when there is a knock on the door. 

	Oh. 

	My head snaps over and I start to laugh. “Did you forget your keys?” I call out, thinking it must be Xander, but when I open the door, it’s not. It’s Brandon. “Hi.” I jerk back completely shocked that he’s standing in front of me.

	“Can I come in?” He looks like shit. Good shit, but shit all the same. His eyes are heavy with deep purple rings under them. The type of eyes that say he was up all night. But I can’t tell if he’s hungover or not, mostly because he’s showered and dressed like a normal human, whereas I am not. 

	“Uh.” Can he come in? I don’t really want him to. “How did you get in the building?” Nice stalling, Abby. 

	“One of your neighbors. Can I come in?” he asks again, a bit more desperation in his voice and I don’t know what to say. His large hands are hanging onto frame of the door, his massive body taking up the entire space. 

	“Okay, but just for a couple of minutes.” 

	This is a really bad idea. I can feel it. But what am I supposed to do, slam the door in his face? That’s just not my style. If he needs another round of closure, I can give that to him and then he can get the hell out. 

	I step back, walking backwards towards my kitchen before I bump into the wall separating it from the open area leading to the living room. He follows me, shutting the door behind him, which I do not like for some reason, but leaving it wide open would seem weird. His fingers fly through his still damp hair a few times, brushing the length away from his face. It makes him look boyish, innocent really, though I know he’s anything but.

	He’s silent, taking in my appearance and I find myself a little relieved that he didn’t show up here ten minutes earlier. 

	Where is Xander? Why isn’t he here? 

	“What did you want to say, Brandon?” I start, unable to handle the uncomfortable silence between us. My arms come up, crossing over my chest as I play with the edge of my sleeve. I feel exposed because his eyes do a slow raking of my body. It sends a shiver up my spine. The ugly kind. The kind that tells us girls with our sixth sense that this could be bad. Not necessarily dangerous, just bad. 

	I’m instantly uneasy. 

	“First,” he finally begins and I want to take a relieved breath that we’re getting to the point, but the fact that he said first, indicating that there is more than one thing to be said, annoys me. “I am so sorry about yesterday. All of it.” He starts to pace in small movements, never taking his eyes off of me. “The shit with Chris and the pills, but also the girl. I want to explain that.” 

	I hold up my hands stopping him, because I’d rather he not. “You really don’t need to.” 

	He shakes his head. “No. I really fucking do.” His voice is strong, like nails, and I don’t like it. Brandon was nothing if not gentle—well, most of the time—but this is a different guy in front of me. He’s got the eyes of a desperate man and desperate men have been known to do things they otherwise wouldn’t do. 

	“When I left here, I went right to the bar.” He stops pacing, facing me, and tucking his hands in the pockets of his jeans. My hands are behind me, holding onto the wall I’m leaning against for support. “I was really upset. With myself mostly for not having told you sooner about that night. For letting you figure it out on your own and losing your trust in me. So my intention was to just have a beer or two and sort through my thoughts.”

	I’m nodding, even if I don’t know why. Maybe to keep him talking so he’ll finish and get the hell out of my apartment. 

	“But two beers quickly turned into six and then a girl was there, talking to me. I unloaded on her and for some reason, she let me. I didn’t tell her about that night, just that my girlfriend and I had a fight and I was scared I was going to lose her.” His red-rimmed blue eyes bore into me. “I’d ended up having a shot or two with her and before I knew it, she was following me home. Said it was just because I was drunk and she wanted to make sure I got home safely.” He starts to pace again.

	 Why is he even telling me this? 

	“And then, when I got home, she was out of her car, following me inside.” He sighs, covering his face with his hand for a moment, blowing out a breath before dropping them back down to his sides. “I was so wasted, Abby. So drunk. I had no business driving and I didn’t know what I was doing. I ignored her. I walked right up to my room, with the idea that I was just going to pass out and wait for you to come. 

	“But then she was there, in my room, and she started taking off her clothes. Said she wanted to make me feel better. That I could use her and my girlfriend would never find out about it.” He opens his mouth to speak, but then the front door opens with a jingle of keys and a click of the lock that was not in fact engaged since Brandon got here. 

	Both of our heads turn at once. 

	Xander walks in with a small smile on his face that looks like it’s been there since he woke up this morning. His eye is slightly bruised from his fight with Chris. Other than that, he looks great, despite our lack of sleep. He’s holding a white paper bag and two coffees. 

	He went to get me breakfast. 

	And my heart melts. 

	His sweet adorable smile vanishes in an instant when he spots me and Brandon standing here. Xander looks at me. Blinks. Looks at Brandon. Blinks again and then back to me with a slight frown. 

	And my heart bleeds. 

	“Hi.” I smile brightly at him.  

	“Hi.” He looks back and forth between me and Brandon again. “I got you breakfast.” He holds up the white bag. “And coffee.” Holding up the white to-go cup that’s in his other hand. 

	“Thank you.” I smile again, though my insides are doing a weird flip that’s a fine line between nausea and butterflies. 

	“What’s going on here, Abby?” Xander asks softly, looking at me with way too much hurt in his eyes. 

	“Brandon is here to talk to me.” I look up at Brandon. “Aren’t you, Brandon?”

	He nods, looking at Xander a little perplexed since he knows that he and I haven’t been on the friendliest of terms. 

	“Yeah. Do you think we can have some privacy?” His tone is clipped, making me cringe. I really don’t want this to turn into something. 

	Xander takes a step toward me, his eyes fixed on Brandon who has a good four inches and twenty pounds of muscle on him. Arms crossed over his chest, he says, “Sorry no, I can’t.” Shit. “Why is he here with you, Abby?” 

	“Actually, I think that should be my goddamn question.” Brandon jumps in, turning to face me full on. He jabs his thumb in Xander’s direction. “Did you fuck him?”

	Jesus. This just went from bad to so much worse. Is it cowardly if I just run away from both of them back into my room? Yeah, I think it is. 

	I take a deep breath and look at Xander, because he’s really the only one here who deserves an explanation and my attention. “Brandon showed up shortly after I woke up. Said he wanted to talk, so I let him in, but only for a minute or two. I think he’s almost done actually.” I look to Brandon. “We were just getting to the climax of the story,” I snort, “pun intended.” 

	Brandon’s eyes darken and he looks over to Xander and then back to me. “I thought he 

	hated you. I thought you told me he couldn’t stand you. We’re broken up less than twenty-four hours and you jump into bed with this guy?” He jabs his thumb in Xander’s direction again. “What the hell, Abby? I came here to beg for you to come back to me. To tell you that I love you and you’re already screwing around with someone else?”  

	“Abby?” Xander’s voice is calm. Calmer than I would be, but that’s sort of his thing now, isn’t it? Xander is always calm. Rarely loses his cool unless it’s planned. Like yesterday with Chris. That was Xander being methodical. He let Chris get the first hit. The rest was “self-defense”. But right now, his calm voice is exactly what I need. “What do you want me to do?” 

	I shake my head. “Nothing.” I smile at him again and the corner of his lips quirks up a bit. 

	“Brandon,” I turn my eyes back to him, “I told you yesterday that I was done. I hear what you’re saying about the fact that you were drunk and this girl came on to you and your dick just happened to put on a condom and jump inside of her on its volition.” I put up my hands because he looks like he wants to say something, but I’m on a roll here, so I don’t really want to stop. “I get it. I do. And I don’t care. I wasn’t saying those things yesterday to hurt you. They’re the truth.” I lean forward, looking him directly in the eyes so he hears me loud and clear. “As far as Xander and I? Well,” I shrug, “it’s simply none of your business, nor are you in any place to comment or judge. So I’d like you to leave now, please.” 

	Brandon stares me for a solid minute. I don’t even think he blinks, which is a little unsettling. I don’t lose eye contact with him either, but I can see Xander in my periphery, inching closer to me. He’s getting into protective mode, I can sense it, and I don’t want him to. I don’t want anything to put Brandon on alert or set him off.  

	“Brandon, please go. I’m sorry things went downhill so fast with us. I think overall you’re a good guy who made a few bad decisions. But I can’t be with someone who is privy to a drugging and does nothing about it. I can’t be with someone who screws the first girl to come around before we even break up, but most importantly, I can’t be with someone I don’t trust.”

	He shakes his head, back and forth, an angry scowl marring his face. His eyes bounce to Xander for a beat before meeting mine again.

	“Whatever,” he mutters. “You’re not worth this bullshit anyway. You’re not that special.”

	Xander looks like he’s about to launch himself at Brandon, his fists ball up into white knots, so I reach my hand out to stop him.  

	Brandon throws him a smug grin before turning and walking straight for the door with heavy loud stomps. His boots making themselves known to our downstairs neighbors. The door slams behind him and the breath I didn’t realize I had been holding, rushes out of my chest as my body sags back against the wall. 

	“Damn, that was intense.” I giggle, pretending to wipe the non-existent sweat from my brow.

	“Are you okay?” Xander sets the coffees and the bag of food down on the counter before coming over to me, pulling me into his chest. 

	I nod, inhaling his smell that I’m quickly becoming addicted to. “I’m fine.”

	“I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you woke up. And when that asshole showed up.” His voice is filled with regret. 

	I pull back and look up into his indigo eyes. “What did you get for me?” 

	He leans down, kissing my still swollen lips. 

	“Café Americano with skim and sugar, and an egg and cheese on an English muffin, but it’s probably cold by now.” His hand comes up, brushing a few errant hairs that escaped from my messy up-do off my face.  

	“How did you remember what I like to drink and eat?” 

	His lips brush against my nose before my lips. “I remember everything about you.” He smiles. “Even when you thought I wasn’t paying attention, I was.”  

	“I think I could love you always, Xander Novak.” 

	“Think and could are not enough for me.” He winks to let me know he’s not seriously rating my words. “I will love you always, Abigail Scofield.” 
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	“I don’t like this,” I admit, the warm afternoon air whipping across my face as we drive on the highway with the top to my convertible down. “I hate that you won’t tell me where we’re going.” I pout and Xander continues to ignore me. “I thought your plan was to keep me inside the apartment naked until Aubrey got home.” I’m being petulant now as I sit here with my arms crossed over my chest.  

	He chuckles, reaching over to take my hand, moving it between us next to the gear shifter. “For one,” he glances at me briefly before turning back to the road, “we needed to get out of the house.” I jut out my bottom lip. “Two, I wanted an excuse to drive your sweet ass ride.”  

	I’m a spoiled daddy’s girl. I freely admit that, and while Aubrey got a top of the line Explorer because that’s what he said he wanted, I got a loaded black BMW convertible. It’s not usually my style to go with extravagance, but it’s what I wanted and my dad said yes. 

	“And three?” I prompt when he doesn’t follow this up. He was being strange before we left the house. I thought we’d take a shower together but he told me that he didn’t want to. When I got out, he had this look about him and once I was dressed, he practically dragged me out of the house. 

	“Three . . .” His eyes find mine again. We’ve been driving south-east for an hour or so and he’s given me no hint of anything. “Three, I’ll have you naked within the hour.” 

	Have I mentioned that I hate surprises? I really do. I decide to have a little fun with him. “You know,” I reach over, removing my hand from his and brushing my fingers through the back of his hair, “if we had taken your car, I could be going down on you right now.” His eyes widen before they fly to me. I bite my lip before slowly licking the space where my teeth just were. “Having a standard sort of gets in the way of that.” I lean over, running my tongue up the shell of his ear.

	He groans. “You’re killing me, Abby.” He reaches down with one hand to adjust himself. “We still have forty-five minutes left of this drive and now I’m going to be picturing your mouth on my dick the entire time.” 

	I smile, brushing my lips against the lobe of his ear making him shudder. “Good,” I whisper. “Because that’s the first thing I’m going to do to you when we get wherever it is we’re going.” 

	“Fuck,” he growls, making me laugh. “You’re evil. You know that, don’t you?” 

	“I do.” I lean back into my seat. “But I think that’s why you like me so much.” I wink, which gets a laugh out of him. 

	“Did you know I’m working for Meridian Investments this summer?” 

	I snort. “Random. But no, I guess I didn’t. What does that even mean?”

	His hand finds mine again and he gives it a squeeze. He looks nervous. “It means I’m going to be in New York this summer.” 

	“Really?” I smile. “That’s great. Where are you living?” 

	“Aubrey said I could stay in your apartment again.” 

	Now I start to laugh. Last summer, the place I interned for was located in Boston so I didn’t stay in New York with Xander and Aubrey. When I would go to visit, Xander would always go somewhere else that weekend. My parents bought an apartment in New York shortly after 9/11 happened. It’s a two bedroom, two bathroom condo in Chelsea. And it’s nice. Really nice. My parents don’t usually spare expense with stuff like that. You should see our family home outside of Philadelphia or the ski house in Vail. 

	“Did Aubrey mention that I will also be in New York this summer?” I’m almost hysterical now, but Xander isn’t laughing. 

	“Yes. Is that a problem?”

	I shake my head. “No. But as you know that apartment is only a two-bedroom. Where did Aubrey say you’d sleep?” 

	“The pullout in the office.” His eyes keep scanning from me to the road. He clearly wants to see my reaction to all of this. 

	“Well.” I smile now that my laughter has subsided, shifting in my seat so that I’m facing him. My hair, which is pulled up into a tight bun, still manages to fly across my face in the wind from the open top of the car. “It’s a good thing your girlfriend likes to share a bed with you then.” 

	He smiles, but it quickly fades. “You don’t have to. I realize it’s a big step and all that.”

	I roll my eyes, but he can’t see them behind my dark lenses. “Xander, we live together now.”

	“I know, but now we have our own rooms. Our own beds. There we wouldn’t.”

	I sigh, resting my head back against the leather seat. “Please stop this. I’m fine with it. I would tell you if I wasn’t, but me wanting you in my bed isn’t the biggest issue, and you know it.”  

	He doesn’t comment, but we need to discuss it and if we have a long drive ahead of us, now is as good of a time as any. “Aubrey is going to shit a mountain lion when he knows about us. Sharing a room in New York is really the least of it. We actually have to get to that point and Aubrey is going to have a lot of problems with this.” I point my finger back and forth between the two of us. 

	“What do you want me to say, Abby? He’s my best friend. My brother. I love him, but I love you more.” 

	“I don’t want to come between the two of you,” I say flatly. 

	“What does that mean?” His tone is sharp, but I don’t think he intends it to be. I think he’s worried about what I’m going to say. We’re in a tight pickle—dumb idiom—anyway you look at it.  

	“It means I love you, and I love Aubrey, and I don’t want to this to be an issue.”
“But it will be and you know it, so I’ll just have to explain things and hope he

	understands.” 

	“I think I should be the one to talk to him.” I pull my knees up to the seat, still sitting 

	sideways, facing him. 

	Xander shakes his head emphatically. “No. It needs to come from me. Guy to guy.”

	I think about this for a minute. I don’t like that idea. Not one bit, but I get where he’s coming from. “Okay,” I concede. “But I want to be there when you do.”

	“No, Abby.” 

	“Yes, Xander, because he needs to hear it from me too. Trust me on this. I’ll let you talk and I won’t interrupt, but if he sees me there with you, he’ll know we’re serious and maybe it will be an easier pill to swallow.”

	His head angles towards mine with a smirk. “Are we serious?” 

	Dick. “No.” I shake my head. “You’re right. I’m just using for you for amazing sex.” 

	One of his hands flies off the steering wheel and squeezes my thigh just above my knee, making me jump and giggle. I’m so freaking ticklish it isn’t even funny.

	“Stop!” I squeal, trying to pry his strong fingers from my leg to no avail. “Please.” Oh God, I can’t take this. I’m laughing so hard as he continues to squeeze my leg, tears are running down my cheeks.

	“You’re just using me?” He’s having way too much fun at my expense. “Only want me for sex?”

	“Yes. Ah!” I’m squirming all over the place, sliding back and forth in my seat, but he’s relentless. “Fine. You win. We’re serious. Holy shit, stop!” But he doesn’t. I’m going to pee my pants if he’s not careful. “We’re so serious that I’m a half second from making you marry me. Stop!” I cry out and he does. Finally.

	I sag down into the seat, trying to catch my breath, pushing his hand away as he laughs his ass off at me. I flip down the sun shade and open the mirror, wiping at the makeup that has streaked down my face. 

	“Marriage, huh?” He’s making fun of me now. 

	“Asshole,” I mutter. 

	“No, I mean it.” He doesn’t mean it at all. “Let’s go and get married. I think that will win Aubrey over.” 

	“I just said it to get you to stop and it worked.” I glare at him as I flip the mirror closed and the shade back up. “I could never marry such a mean man.” 

	He reaches over and grabs my hand, bringing it up to his lips. “Never say never, doll.” 

	“Whatever,” I grumble. “Are we there yet?” I whine like a little kid. 

	“Yes. We are.” He points to a sign on the high way indicating an exit for the beach. Ah. So that’s his plan. He’s taking me to the beach for the day. But I thought he said I’d be naked soon and there is no way I’m getting naked on a beach in Georgia. That and it’s only in the low seventies, not quite beach weather yet. 

	But I stay quiet as he seems to know where he’s going. 

	“Holy shit, Xander. What did you do?” The words fly out of my mouth before I can stop them, as he pulls us into a five-star resort on the beach. He’s silently smiling, but I can’t seem to pick my jaw up off the ground. “This is too much,” I whisper. 

	He pulls up out front and the eager valet comes over, opening the door for me. I step out, but my head instantly swivels around to see Xander, who is handing an overnight bag to a bellhop before he walks over and takes my hand. 

	“Come on.” 

	I want to protest. I really do, because a place like this no doubt demands top dollar and Xander does not have that type of money. But if this is what he wants to do then I need to trust him, because Xander would never ever spend money he didn’t have. 

	But still. 

	I don’t listen to a word as Xander checks us in. My eyes are too busy scanning over the opulent yet classically southern lobby with marble floors, lots of creams and buttery yellows in the form of soft fabrics, sheer drapes and tall pillars. There are palm ferns everywhere. The only words I caught were ocean view suite and dinner reservations, but as the doors to our suite are opened by the porter, I gasp. 

	This is way more than a suite. 

	We enter through a marble foyer, passing a half bathroom and a small kitchen and dining area that lead into a huge living room with plush overstuffed couches and chairs, again in varying shades of yellow and cream. The view is unbelievable. Completely unobstructed views of the sandy beach with the blue Atlantic beyond. 

	I’m opening the large sliding glass doors that lead out to the balcony, stepping into the warm sunshine and strong salty breeze without noticing anything else. 

	The balcony—which would be better termed veranda—has a small seating area with two iron chairs and a table between them on one side, and on the other, two chaise lounges. I feel the warmth of Xander’s body pressed against my back as his hands come up to the railing on either side of mine, essentially caging me in. 

	“Before you start to get yourself all worked up,” his mouth kisses a trail up my neck, “I got a really good last minute rate and they gave us a free room upgrade. So stop with all of the dollars and cents shit I know you’re doing.”

	I laugh, unable to pull my eyes off the white caps on the water coming into shore. “I’m not.” He nudges my back with his body. “Okay,” I relent. “Maybe I was a little.” 

	Xander’s nose is running up my neck and I’m finding it hard to think about anything other than his body against mine and the ocean in front of me. 

	“I wanted to take you somewhere special. Some place for just the two of us that we don’t have to share with anyone else.” 

	I’m smiling so big that my cheeks actually hurt with the effort. “This is incredible, Xander. Truly. Thank you.” I lean my head back against his chest.  

	“And you haven’t even seen the bedroom yet,” he rasps in my ear.

	“Do I have to leave this view to get there?” 

	He chuckles softly against my sensitive skin making me shiver everywhere. “No, but I’d really like to strip you naked and fuck you with the sound of the waves in the background.” 

	“That seems like a worthy goal.”

	He nods against me. “It is, but I seem to remember something about my dick in your mouth.” 

	Oh. Right. I did say that, didn’t I? I spin around and in a flash I’m on my knees in front of him. 

	“Not out here, baby.” 

	But I’m ignoring that since there is no one out on their balconies on either side of us. I checked. 

	“Fuck,” he groans loudly as I undo his pants, taking him deeply in my mouth. Maybe he’s right about not doing this out here. But I don’t really want to stop either. I’m enjoying myself, and the way he looks and sounds, way too much. It’s beyond sexy to watch him come undone like this. 

	“Abby,” he growls, his hand fisting into my hair. “I don’t want to come like this.” Yeah, I sort of don’t care about that right now. “Please, baby. Ah.” His head falls back before coming forward again to watch me. He can’t take his eyes off of me for long. Have I mentioned how hot that is? But just as I feel his thighs start to tense and I know he’s getting close, he rips me up and off of him by my hair, crashing his mouth down on mine. “I said I want you in bed.”

	Xander scoops me up, tossing me over his shoulder, smacking my ass hard and making me yelp out in surprise. He tosses me on the bed with a big bounce and I crawl back to the center of the giant four poster king-sized bed, lying back on the silky duvet. The balcony door is open, letting in the salty breeze I was just enjoying, and the sound of crashing waves. 

	He’s on top of me in the next moment, but instead of kissing or stripping me down, he just holds me tight in his arms. It’s nice. Really freaking nice, and I decide that if we never move again I’d be okay with that. 

	“Tell me this is real, Abby,” he whispers, but the vulnerability in his voice makes me roll over to face him. 

	“What?” I ask, brushing his hair back that’s dancing lightly around his forehead in the persistent breeze. 

	His eyes search mine, looking like glowing sapphires in the bright sunshine. “You and me. Tell me it’s real. Tell me that no matter what, you’re not going anywhere.”

	“I’m not going anywhere,” I tell him, but he shakes his head.

	“I mean it. I can’t handle having you like this and then losing you again.” He shakes his head, letting out a long weighty sigh, looking away from me out at the view, but not exactly seeing that either. “I know things are going to get really complicated for us when we go back. Aubrey is going to be difficult. He’ll fight us on this, big time. He’s made it clear to me time and time again that he doesn’t want us together. It was no secret.” 

	I reach up and touch his cheek, brushing my knuckles against the one-day old scruff that he didn’t shave off this morning. “But you didn’t listen to him,” I say softly.

	His eyes leave the sunshine in favor of mine. “I didn’t listen. I never really understood it, in all honesty. But then after everything went bad between us, his warning no longer mattered. It became moot because I never thought it would happen for us again.” His eyes close briefly as I scrape my nails against his scalp, running my hands through his hair. “So, what I need to know is—” His eyes open again, looking straight into mine. “I need to know you’re not going anywhere. That when Aubrey throws his temper tantrum at me, at us, that you won’t give into it.”

	I want to say yes, instantly. I really do, but I still find myself pausing to think about it. Aubrey is not only my brother, he’s my twin, my best friend. The constant other half of my life that I will not live without. But I have faith in the idea that if Aubrey sees Xander and I together, he’ll eventually be okay with it. I mean, he has to be, right? So I find myself saying, “I promise.” 

	“Why don’t you sound sure?” 

	“I am,” I say firmly, resolutely. “I’m sure. And Aubrey will come around, Xander. He did with Kyle and he will with you.” 

	“Kyle was high school. We live together. It’s different and it’s going to be an issue for him.”

	“I know. But we’ll figure it out together, okay?” 

	“Okay.” He smiles down on at me, before kissing the hell out of me. And for the rest of afternoon, I don’t think of Aubrey once. 
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	The bright sun is shining in the early afternoon sky as we head back to a reality I am not yet ready to return to. We’d woken up at dawn to watch the sunrise over the ocean even though we’d been up late with dinner and each other, the night before. 

	The night could not have been more perfect. Dinner consisted of non-stop talking to the point where we closed the restaurant. Neither of us wanted it to end. Like we were playing a game of beat the clock without any winners. Then we made love, again, and spent more hours wrapped in each other just talking. 

	I can say without hesitation or reservation that last night was the best of my life.

	But now I’m dragging. Beyond fitful and anxious. My euphoria bubble feels like it’s about to burst and then I’ll turn back into a pumpkin or a maid, or whatever the hell that chick was. 

	       Or maybe I’m just tired. 

	This was two nights in a row with limited sleep and if I don’t get a good night tonight, I’ll get sick again in a flash once classes start back up.

	I’m still on antibiotics from the pneumonia, for Christ’s sake. 

	The morning was hotter than usual, so after splashing around in the heated pool at the resort, it was time to leave. It was the perfect night away. The perfect getaway with the perfect guy, but as we pull into the garage and the top closes on my car, we both sit in a silence that speaks volumes. 

	“He’ll be home in about an hour.” 

	Aubrey had texted from the airport just before we pulled in. It’s a little more than an hour from us. Xander nods his head once, looking out the windshield at the cement walls in front of us. 

	“It’ll be fine,” I say but I’m not sure who I’m trying to convince, him or me. 

	I’m hauled onto his lap in one sudden movement, his lips on mine like he’s afraid he’ll never kiss me again. Xander’s hands are everywhere and I’m sure mine are too, but all I can focus on is the sensation of his mouth on mine. Of his tongue taking everything that I have to give him.  

	There is an urgency to him. 

	A panicked fierceness that I can’t help but respond to and match with my own. 

	“I love you, Abby.” His voice ragged as we try to catch our breaths. 

	“Relax, Xander.” I attempt a smile that I know looks as forced as it feels. “It’s just Aubrey. Neither one of us is going off to war.” He smiles, but doesn’t laugh. 

	“Let’s go upstairs. I don’t want him to see the overnight bag.” 

	I nod in full agreement with that. We walk hand in hand to the elevator, our shared duffel bag in his hand. 

	“We could always keep us a secret from him,” I half tease.

	“No,” he says, not kidding at all, as we step onto the elevator and he presses the button for our floor. “We can’t. I won’t lie to him and I won’t hide us.”

	“Right. That’s better.” 

	He smirks, but I can tell his nerves are shot. I know he loves my brother and the thought of losing that friendship, that bond, is real to him. Something painful. I find myself wondering if I’m worth all of this trouble. 

	But I don’t ask. 

	I know what he’ll say, but I am at the point where I don’t want to let him go, and I’d never forgive Aubrey if he made me. 

	“Will you sit down? You’re making me nuts.” Xander says from the couch, watching a movie that I have no interest in, while I pace between the living room and the half wall of the kitchen. 

	“I can’t.” My eyes flash to his as I pass. “Don’t ask me for things that you know I can’t do. He’ll be here any second and my nerves are shot to shit.”

	“Fine. But no more caffeine.” He gives me a pointed look that I ignore because it’s either diet coke or alcohol, and I don’t want to be drunk when we talk to Aubrey. The caffeine probably isn’t the best thing either since I’m moving so fast, I’m about to fly. 

	“How are we going to do this?” I’m chewing the hell out of my cuticles as I pace. “Are we just going to come out with it? Are we going to sit him down or are we just going to wait for a good time?” 

	“Abby, come sit with me, baby. You’re a little off right now, and to be honest, I’m scared of you.” 

	I shoot him a look that says I’m not amused. “Now, who’s hot, who not? Tell me who rock, who sell out in the stores. You tell me who flopped—”

	“And we’ve officially reach the rapping portion for our evening. Abby—” But before he can finish, the front door flies open. I’m racing across the small space between where I’m standing on the front door in less than a second, tossing myself into my brother’s arms. 

	“Oomph. Jesus, Abby.” 

	I wrap my arms around his neck, hugging him tightly. He laughs, dropping his bag and hugging me back just as tightly. “I missed you too. I’m glad to see you’re better. I was worried.” He kisses the top of my head before pulling away, shutting the door that he’d left open to hug me and picking back up his large black duffel. 

	“Hey, man.” Xander nods at him, giving him a hug and a bro shake, keeping his distance from me. “How was your trip home?” 

	“Good. Slept like a baby the whole way. Dude,” Aubrey slaps Xander’s back hard enough to make a clapping sound. “You have to come next time. It was freaking awesome.” Xander is smiling at him, but I can see the anxious glint to his eye. “This strip club we went to one night?” Aubrey shakes his head. “Damn.”

	“Yeah. That sounds great. Next time.” I shoot him a look that says, really? And he shoots me back one that says, what would you have me say? And then I shoot him one back that says, not that before you tell my brother about us. And then he looks a little sheepish. “You hungry?”

	“Yeah, Xander’s right.” Shit, that was a stupid thing to say. “You must be hungry. Let me make you something to eat,” I finish quickly.

	Aubrey laughs. “Why are you two babying me? What’s going on?” He looks at both of us, his eyes bouncing back and forth and then they grow hard. “What the fuck is going on here?” It’s a terrible thing when someone knows you well enough to see what you’re hiding with just a look. Crap

	I look to Xander, but he’s not looking at me at all now. His eyes are one hundred percent focused on Aubrey. “I love her, man,” is all he says.

	“Shit.” Aubrey runs a hand through his auburn hair, the same shade as mine. He’s trying to think this through. I can see his gears moving.

	“And she loves me back.” 

	“Screw that,” Aubrey snaps, glaring at each of us in turn like he can’t decide who to take his wrath out on first. 

	He drops his bag back onto the floor with a heavy thud, walking past us into the kitchen where he instantly starts pacing exactly the way I was moments ago. Siblings, right? 

	“I told you. I fucking told you to stay away from her. Years ago.” He’s ranting now, his hands in his hair, tugging a little. 

	“I can’t. I couldn’t.” Xander is calm. Way calmer than I am. My heart is racing and I’m starting to sweat like a fat man at the beach. My nails are being chomped down to nothing. 

	“Aubrey, please just listen,” I start and Xander throws me a look that says shut up and let me handle this. Right. I forgot. My bad. “Death Row is the label that pays me. Shit. Sorry.” I can’t believe I just said that out loud. I’m really losing it here. 

	“You should be nervous, Abby. I’m about to unleash holy hell on you because this is all your fault.” Aubrey snaps, walking over and standing in front of me. His fists clenched at his sides. I see Xander flinch like he wants to stand in between us, but Aubrey would never hurt me and Xander knows this, which is why he holds back. 

	“Aubrey,” I try again, emulating for the Zen I’ve seen Xander employ. “Nothing was planned here. It just happened and it’s good. We’ve loved each other for a long time, but things got in the way and—”

	“I don’t want to hear it from you.” Aubrey slashes the air in front of me. “You make men fall in love you all the time, Abby. That’s nothing new here.” My jaw drops. I might have stopped breathing too, I can’t be sure. “They always fall in love with you. Every fucking guy you talk to. I knew how he,” he points out to his side at Xander, “felt about you. I knew it years ago, which was why I told him not to touch you. I figured as a friend he’d hold up that part.”

	“Aubrey,” Xander sighs but Aubrey holds up his hand towards him, his eyes burning into mine. 

	“No. I’m not done with my sister yet.” 

	I cringe. 

	“You make these guys fall in love with you and the second the poor bastards profess their undying adoration, you kick them to the curb.”

	I’m shaking my head vigorously. “That’s not true. I just didn’t love any of those guys back.”

	“Exactly.” Aubrey nods like he’s proving a point here. “You don’t love any of them back. None of them. You hurt all of them, Abby, and I don’t want to watch you do it my best friend. Again.” 

	I gasp, my hands flying up to my chest. “I loved Kyle back,” I snap indignantly. “I didn’t kick him to the curb when he told me he loved me. I dated him for almost three years.” 

	Aubrey starts to laugh one of those crazed Hollywood movie laughs that sounds more like a cackle, and I swear I feel my blood freeze over. Xander is just standing there, watching us with a look on his face I can’t decipher. But he’s quiet. Unspeaking and unmoving and I don’t know what to think about that. 

	“Is that so?” He’s baiting me. 

	“Yes.” I swallow hard.  

	“Then why aren’t you at NYU with Kyle now?” 

	And there it is. His brilliant point at how I manage to fuck up his friendships and ruin men left and right. Because that’s where he’s headed with this. I’m about to be punished royally for not wanting my high school boyfriend to be my forever guy and for not falling for every guy I ever dated. 

	He’s right though, because all of that is true. 

	I didn’t love Kyle in the forever sense and I never fell for the boys I’ve dated since, so when a few of them told me that they loved me, I broke it off because I didn’t think it was fair to be with someone who was more attached than I was. 

	And in this moment, that makes me the bitch. 

	“Because I didn’t want to marry him, Aubrey,” I say firmly, hoping he’ll understand this. “I loved Kyle. I did. But not in the way he deserved. Not in the way where I could picture spending four years of my college life with him.” I lick my lips that suddenly feel so dry, my arms crossing over my stomach as I grip my biceps tightly. “Not in the way that I could picture a happily ever after with him.” 

	“And I lost my best friend because of it!” Aubrey roars at me, making me flinch back.

	 Shit that stings. 

	“He doesn’t even speak to me anymore, Abby. And we were friends since we were five.” He points to Xander. “And how long before that happens again? How many of my friendships do you need to ruin?” Tears are streaming down my cheeks in long wet rivulets. “Xander is my best friend and I won’t let you fuck that up again.” 

	“I love him, Aubrey.” God, my voice is so weak. 

	Aubrey laughs. “Yeah, but that won’t last. You’ll just break his heart because that’s all you are, Abby. A goddamn heartbreaker.” I slap him before I even know what I’m doing. And once I realize what I did, I cover my mouth with my hand, completely horrified, shaking my head so vigorously because I’ve never hit my brother. Ever. 

	And everything he said is right. 

	He has every right to be pissed about this and to question me thoroughly. To make accusations and to put his foot down. But I don’t want to back down from this.

	I want Xander. 

	Xander who’s standing there with no words. 

	Xander who isn’t even looking at me. 

	Xander who is believing everything that Aubrey is saying to him. Believing that I will get rid of him the way I did Kyle and every other guy since.   

	“It will last,” I say, trying for the strength in my voice that is not there. “I’m sorry about Kyle,” I sob out. “I am. I never meant to hurt you or him, but it would have been worse if I had stayed with him. I would have hurt him more if I had stayed. Because he deserves to be loved better than I could love him. And that’s how I love Xander.” 

	I look over at him, but he’s like a stone. Frozen in space and time with no emotion. Why isn’t he talking? Why isn’t he standing up for me and telling Aubrey just what we mean to each other? 

	Aubrey’s shaking his head, his hand still clasped firmly to the cheek that I just slapped.

	“I’m not going to risk my friendship with him to one of your flaky whims, Abby. He deserves better than that.” And even though he doesn’t vocalize it, I can see it. What he’s really saying is that Xander deserves better than me.  

	Holy fucking shit. I can’t believe he just said all that to me. 

	My heart just officially broke. 

	And Xander isn’t doing anything to make it better. 

	What the hell just happened here?

	I turn around, grab my purse off the entry table and walk out the door with a heavy slam. 

	And Xander doesn’t follow me out. I stand outside the apartment for a full minute. Long enough for either one of them to come after me. 

	But they don’t, and I leave. 

	I’m tempted to get in my car and drive somewhere, but I don’t really know where to go. I could go to Nina’s and Samantha’s place, or Grace’s. They’re all home now, but I don’t really feel like talking. 

	I feel like doing a lot of drinking and crying, but I know the first part will only make things worse. 

	My mind flashes to Xander’s words from only yesterday at the hotel. 

	“You and me. Tell me it’s real. Tell me that no matter what, you’re not going anywhere.”

	“I’m not going anywhere,” I say, but he shakes his head.

	“I mean it, Abby. I can’t handle having you like this and then losing you again.” He shakes his head again, letting out a long weighty sigh, looking away from me out at the view, but not exactly seeing it either. “I know this is going to get real complicated for us when things go back to normal. Aubrey is going to be difficult. He’ll fight us on this, big time. He’s made it clear to me time and time again that he doesn’t want us together. It was no secret.” 

	So Xander, I kept up my end of things. I fought for us. Told my brother that I love you and where the hell are you now? 

	What happened to no matter what?

	My heart is broken in so many ways right now that I can’t even wrap my head around any of it. How am I ever supposed to go back home? My brother thinks I’m a heartless bitch who uses men like they’re toys and then throws them away. And my boyfriend didn’t even fight for me. Not one word that said he loves or trusts me. 

	That I am worth the risk. 

	I mean, come on. Isn’t that what relationships are? Trial and error. They either work out and you last forever, or they don’t. 

	Did Aubrey really expect me to marry my high school boyfriend? The only man I’d ever been with? Or any of the other guys that I knew weren’t right for me? Why? Because they thought they loved me when it was actually infatuation or some misguided notion of love?

	And Aubrey is hardly one to talk when it comes to love or relationships. He’s out the door, or kicking them out of ours, before the twelve-hour mark hits. And those girls are always a mess about it. Always upset. Because I’d bet money that he doesn’t tell them it’s just sex before he does the deed. 

	So they’re looking for more than he’ll ever give. 

	At least I’m honest. 

	I tell these guys straight up that I don’t feel the same way they do. Always. So fuck Aubrey and his self-righteous bullshit. And fuck Xander for not being the man I thought he was. 

	Just fuck men all together. 

	I don’t need them. Not for anything. 

	



Chapter 31

	

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	By the time I finally sit down, it’s dark outside. And it’s getting cold. The warmth from this morning is bringing in a nasty front, and in the south, in the early spring, that can sometimes mean tornadoes. We’re not in that area, but you never know. We’ve certainly had our fair share of warnings. 

	My phone has stayed in my purse, except for the once that I checked the time immediately after leaving. It has to be about two hours since I left my house and no one has called me. Not Aubrey. Not Xander. Nobody. 

	It’s Saturday night and school is set to start again on Monday, but for tonight, I can’t go home. I just can’t. The worst part of all of this is that Xander drove my car last and forgot to hand me my keys back when we got home. So I could go get my car, but I have no keys to drive it. 

	Grace and Gavin live close, but I don’t want to see Gavin right now because he’s very close with Xander and Aubrey. Samantha doesn’t have a car and Nina is working tonight. For a fleeting hot second I consider calling Brandon for a ride, but quickly push that out of my mind, because I’d have to be insane to call him. 

	The bar where Nina works is about a mile away so that’s where I’m headed, because I’m officially out of options and I’m cold in my short-sleeved tee. I’d also be willing to bet it’s going to storm soon going by the clouds that are creeping in to eclipse the stars, and I’d rather not be out here when it does. 

	The streets are a little more crowded tonight than they have been all week. Everyone is coming home from their break, getting ready to finish their semesters up, when I feel like mine is just beginning.

	I never mentioned to Xander my idea to become a writer. 

	In truth, I didn’t mention it to anyone yet. Certainly not my pragmatist lawyer parents. Not my brother. No one. 

	I feel alone, like the people I had in my life aren’t there anymore. I realize I’m being melodramatic, but to feel like you’ve lost your brother and the man you’re in love within one night is enough to make anyone overemotional. 

	             I step into the bar just as the wind outside begins to pick up, making opening the heavy oak door even harder. The bar is its usual Saturday night crowded self, but my eyes quickly spot Nina who is sporting a tan and a bright smile. I know she’s busy. But I need her so I zero in and weave myself through the boisterous, easygoing horde of patrons. By the time I reach her, she’s at the bar getting ready to serve out another round of shots to some table. 

	“Hey,” I call out loud enough that she can hear me. Her blonde head snaps up from her task of loading the small glasses filled with some kind of light green liquor onto a tray. 

	“Hey, babe.” She smiles big at me, letting me know she’s happy to see me, which is exactly what I need. Her eyes glide over my shoulder, no doubt looking for my usual entourage, but I’m here alone tonight. Then her eyes narrow in on mine and she freezes, smile and everything. “What’s wrong?” Her bright smile slips and mine was never there. 

	“Do you have a minute, Nina? I mean,” I laugh uncomfortably looking around the bar over my shoulder, “I realize you’re crazy busy, but do you get a break or anything?” 

	She nods her head, not taking her eyes off of mine. Why does she look nervous? She’s chewing on her lip, glancing behind her scanning for Hank no doubt. “Yeah, let me deliver these shots and then I’ll be right back.” 

	“I’ll wait.” I stand here, watching the smiling faces of people who are reuniting after a week away, telling stories about their breaks and laughing at banalities. 

	And I’m jealous.

	I miss my brother and I realize in this moment that the only I thing I want is for him to be happy for me. To accept my choices for what they are and support them no matter what. 

	It’s what I do for him.

	I feel a hand on my shoulder. Turning my head, I see Nina looking at me with her large brown eyes, full of concern and apprehension? 

	“Hank?” she calls out, to the portly middle aged balding man behind the bar. “I’m taking a break.” 

	       “Nina, we’re getting slammed,” he yells back, not bothering to even look up at her as he pours what looks like a rum and coke. 

	“I’m going out for a cigarette, I’ll be right back.” She winks at me.

	“You don’t smoke,” he says back with little emotion in his voice. 

	“I do now. I need five. You’ll be fine, big guy. All of my customers are newly refreshed with their beverages.”

	“Fine.” He waves her away with his chubby hand and Nina grabs my arm, pulling me back through the swinging door that leads to the staff area.

	“It’s getting nasty out, otherwise I’d say let’s go out back, but I think we’ll have to deal with the break room.” Nina leads me into a brightly lit room with wood paneling, a long oval shaped table, a small fridge and a microwave. “Sit.” She points to a large wooden chair tucked under the table.

	“Thanks, Nina.” My voice cracks and I hate myself for it. Hate feeling so weak and torn up. 

	Nina locks the door, which I appreciate, before pulling out her own chair that makes a grating sound against the wood floors. She sits down, facing me as I face the table. If I look at her right now, I’ll break down and I really don’t want to break down again. 

	“Talk to me.” Her hand covers the one I have resting on the table in front of me. “You’re scaring me.”

	“God, Nina.” I shake my head, swallowing hard as I think about where to start. “It’s been the most messed up week.” 

	She squeezes my hand encouragingly. “Then start at the beginning.” I nod my head, keeping my eyes trained on the crack between the paneling, losing focus as I think back on how everything started. 

	I take a deep steadying breath and then I tell her everything. About being sick and the emergency room and the fight with Xander after that. About him leaving and my revelation about Brandon and Chris and what really happened the night I was drugged. I tell her about my two perfect nights with Xander and every single detail about what happened when Aubrey got home. 

	She’s silent the entire time, listening intently and allowing me to get everything out. 

	But when I’m done, her hand releases mine and she sits back against the thick wood balustrades of the chair. 

	“Jesus, Abby.” Her head shaking back and forth. She’s silent for a moment before leaning forward and bringing her hands down on her thighs with a loud slap. “So, put Brandon and Chris and all that shit aside.” She points a finger at me. “But we’ll definitely address that another time.” She sighs like she doesn’t know what to say or how to do it. “I just can’t believe Aubrey would say all that to you. All week it was ‘Abby would love this’ and ‘I wish Abby was here to see that.’” Her voice trying to mimic Aubrey’s. “Maybe he was just really shocked, ya know? Do you want me to talk to him?”

	“You? Why would he listen to you about this?” I scrunch my eyebrows at her and she does that biting of her lip again before looking down. 

	“Abby,” she starts, twisting her fingers in her lap. 

	“Nina. What the hell?” I ask, scraping my chair back as I move to face her better. “Are you sleeping with him?” She can’t look at me and I want to die right now. “Nina!” I’m practically yelling. “Since when?” Could the timing of this be any worse? I mean, seriously?

	Her eyes slowly turn to mine and my heart sinks at the look in them. “I’m so sorry, Abby.” I’m shaking my head. “We wanted to tell you, but Aubrey said we should wait until we got back. You were so sick and stressed out with that paper of yours and it just never seemed like the right time.” 

	I’m standing before I even realize it, looking down at her face. “How long, Nina?”

	“We’ve been together for almost three weeks.” 

	I’m going to be sick. That fucking hypocrite. “Are you just sleeping with him or is this something more?”

	Her eyes skirt down to the table as she runs the tip of her finger along the thick grains in the wood. “We’re together,” she says quietly. 

	“Jesus.” I run my hands through my hair and begin to pace. “You’re with my brother and no one thought to tell me about this?”

	“You were so sick, Abby, and so stressed out.” Her voice is defensive, but her eyes stay on the table. She knows just how wrong that was.      

	“You are my best friend, Nina and he is my brother. You could have found time to tell me about something that impacts me.” I’m standing over her with my hands on my hips. I’m fuming mad right now. My breaths are coming out harsh and ragged. “I told you I’d be fine with it, if you told me about it.” I shake my head. “So you lied to me for a week and a half before you left? Every time you saw me you lied to me.”

	“I didn’t lie. I just didn’t say anything.” She’s kidding me, right?

	“It’s a lie by omission. No fucking difference.” I run my hands up and down my face trying to take some deep calming breaths but nothing is helping me right now. Nothing.

	 “Let me get this straight. You’re with my brother, but I’m not allowed to be with Xander. He doesn’t care if my friendships are impacted, just his. My best friend lied to me. My brother is not only a liar but a selfish hypocrite, and the guy I’m in love with just chose my brother over me.” 

	Nina’s silent, despite the break in my rant. 

	“I’m out of here.” I just can’t be in this room with her anymore. 

	I feel like the walls are closing in on me and I can’t breathe. 

	“Abby, please wait,” Nina cries out after me. I can hear the tears in her voice, but I can’t stop. I can’t look at her and I can’t be near her. I need distance from everyone in my life. Now. I open the door and take off into a sprint through the kitchen, but instead of going back through the bar, I turn right and head for the back door, past the bathrooms, that leads to the alleyway. 

	I break through the door and am immediately engulfed in strong swirling wind and pounding rain. I’m soaked instantly, but I don’t care. I run down the dirty alley towards the main road and when I get there, my eyes scan the street from left to right, looking for something. 

	And then I spot it. 

	God must love me right now because there is a cab just sitting there with its headlights on and wiper blades going. I run right for it, slipping a little as I try to come to a quick stop so I don’t slam into the door. I crack open the door and slide myself inside the warm dry cab. 

	“I need to go to a hotel,” I bark out, thankful that I brought my purse with me.

	The driver’s eyes find mine in the rearview mirror, but he doesn’t comment on my appearance or my request. He simply starts the meter, turns on his signal and pulls out of the spot on the side of the street. We’re driving for about two minutes when his voice disturbs the pounding of the rain on the roof of the car. “Which hotel?” 

	We only have two hotels in our small college town and neither are anything special. But I’m not looking for special right now. I’m looking for decent and warm. 

	“I don’t care,” I tell him. 

	They’re both pretty much the same damn thing. He nods once, his eyes flashing up to mine in the mirror again before turning back to the road. Less than five minutes later, he pulls up to a brightly lit two-story hotel. 

	“Thanks.” I hand him the cash and tip before getting out, slamming the door behind me. 

	I’m soaking wet and freezing, and the cold howling wind is not helping that. Wrapping my arms around myself tightly, I walk briskly towards the mechanical doors that open upon my arrival. The lobby is clean and brightly lit. Both good signs. I march right up to the registration desk towards the young girl who I think goes to my school. She looks familiar. 

	“Hi.” I try to smile though I’m sure I’m not fooling her. I look like hell just had its way with me. “I need a room for the night.” 

	Her eyes glide over my dripping wet hair, makeup streaked face and sodden clothes. “Any preference on the type of room?” She’s professional, I’ll give her that. 

	I shake my head. “Anything with a bed will do . . .” I look at the name tag pinned proudly on the upper left chest of her blue uniform. “Hannah.” 

	She smiles at the use of her name and starts to type away on her the computer in front of her. I fish into my bag for my wallet and quickly press the button on my phone, but it doesn’t illuminate and I realize it’s dead. 

	I wonder how long it’s been like this.

	Just as well.  

	“That will be eighty-three fifty. I gave you the student discount.” She smiles warmly at me and her small bit of kindness is almost my entire undoing. 

	“Thank you, Hannah. I appreciate it.” I hand her my credit card and she hands me a room key that I accept gratefully. My room is on the second floor at the end of the hall, which I’m also happy about. It’s quiet back here and I need to try and get some sleep.

	I haven’t had much of that in the last few days. 

	Damn crazy all-night sex and hospital visits. 

	Have I mentioned I officially hate men? Officially.  

	The room isn’t big, but it’s clean and the linens freshly laundered. There is a king-sized bed in the center with two small night stands on either side. Across from the bed is a small dresser with a television that is no doubt firmly affixed to it. I strip out of my wet clothes, laying them to dry across the sink that’s just outside of the toilet and shower area. I have nothing clean or dry to wear and the thought of sleeping naked in a hotel bed gives me the creeps. 

	I shower, taking extra time to enjoy the heat from the water. 

	The temptation to sink to the floor and cry my eyes out is real, but I don’t want to indulge that. I’m not big on self-pity and that’s exactly what that cry would be. I towel off, but decide to wrap another one around myself for me to sleep in while my clothes dry out. Blow-drying my freshly washed hair, I take far more time and care than needed. 

	I look like crap. 

	My eyes are red and puffy, but worse than that, I just look sad. 

	By the time I crawl into the softer than I would have expected bed, it’s late, close to midnight. But as I lie here, listening to the howling of the wind and the heavy torrents of rain that slap against the roof mixed with the occasional flash of lightening and crack of thunder, I’m oddly tempted to call my mother. 

	I’m desperate for her sweet, soothing voice and always brilliant words of wisdom. But it’s late and I don’t want to wake her, so I roll over, adjusting my towel and closing my eyes, hoping sleep takes me quickly tonight. 
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	My eyes crack open and for a moment, I have no idea where I am. The disorientation quickly fades as the events of yesterday and last night come crashing down on me like a wave, and suddenly I’m drowning in them. Ugh. I sit up, drawing my knees up and rubbing my face with my hands. 

	Glancing at the alarm clock, I realize it’s already after nine and as much as I’d love to stay here all day in this bed and procrastinate going home, I can’t. 

	I have work to do, and that’s more important than the other bullshit that’s waiting for me. My clothes are dry, so even though I feel a little nasty putting them back on, I have zero choice in the matter. The lobby is bustling with activity as I go to check out. Hannah is obviously gone and in her place is a man that is all business. 

	“I hope you enjoyed your stay,” he says as I hand him back my room key, looking over the final bill. “You are welcome enjoy our complimentary breakfast.” 

	I nod with a smile. Nothing has ever sounded so good. 

	After I’m finished scarfing down my freshly made waffle, which actually isn’t half bad, I realize I need to call a cab in order to get home. My phone is dead and the guy at the front desk, whose name is Diego, calls a cab for me. Stepping out into the morning sun, there are branches and sticks littered all over the grounds.  

	That storm was intense, but I managed to sleep through most of it. 

	My cab shows up and after giving him my address, I spend the rest of the ten-minute drive giving myself a little pep talk. My plan is to walk into my house—please let the door be unlocked—and then just to go right for my bedroom. I’m really not up for another heart to heart with Aubrey, and if I see Xander right now, I might smack his ridiculously handsome face. 

	The cab stops and after I’ve paid, I find myself standing on the sidewalk in front of my building, pissed off again that I don’t have keys. Shit. 

	A full five minutes passes with no one coming or going, but just as I’m about to give in and press the button for my apartment, the door swings open. “Jessica,” I call out rushing towards the door. “Hold that for me, please.” 

	“Sure thing,” she says with her southern twang and bright smile. “Forgot your keys?”

	“Something like that.” I smile back as I skirt inside, throwing her a very thankful

	wave. My breath catches with nervous anticipation before I turn the knob of my door all the while silently chanting; please be unlocked, please be unlocked. 

	It is. 

	I take a deep steadying breath, open the door wider and walk right inside like I own this place. 

	“What the fuck, Abby?” Aubrey calls out the second I enter. 

	Nina is here. Great. Aubrey looks frantic. His eyes are wild and his hair looks like he’s been running his hands through it constantly. He also has a nice shiner on his right eye. No sign of Xander. 

	“Where the hell were you? I’ve been going out of my goddamn mind.” 

	I laugh, shaking my head as I start to walk past him. 

	“Abby?” Nina calls out to me softly and I turn to face them. 

	“Both of you are sitting squarely on my shit list.” I point at Aubrey. “Especially you, brother. You’re a liar and a hypocrite.” His eyes widen because I never speak to him this way, but I have the sudden urge to unleash holy hell on him. “I have done nothing but love and support you, Aubrey. Every decision, whether I agreed with it or not, I was by your side.” I jab my finger in his direction again. “You had a constant revolving door of women that you used as a hole and heartbeat until you were done, and then you readily and contentedly threw them away like trash.” I take a step towards him, looking in his green eyes, the exact same shade as mine. My blood is boiling. “And I never said one word to you about it. Never. Because I love you and even though I didn’t like it or agree with it, I figured it was your life to live.” I look over at Nina, who is just standing there watching us, her eyes darting back and forth between Aubrey and myself. “I always knew you liked Nina. I always knew you wanted her.” 

	My head lowers a little bit, some of my bite dwindling, as I turn back to Aubrey.

	“And if you two had come to me and told me what was going on, you would have had my blessing. Sure, I would have been nervous about where it would have gone and how it would have turned out. But I would have had enough faith in my relationship with you,” I point at Aubrey before turning my finger on Nina, “and my friendship with you, that it wouldn’t have turned into a disaster for me.”

	“Abby—” Aubrey starts, but I hold up my hands stopping him.

	“I would have never spoken to you the way you spoke to me yesterday. I would never have made demands over your life and your heart for my own benefit. Never.” I emphasize the word. My hands folded in front of me as I look up into his pained, regret filled eyes. “You have never once supported me in my decisions. And maybe that’s my fault for never really paying attention to that, but I do now.” 

	I sigh, running my hands over my face before lowering them to my hips. 

	“Aubrey, I am not you. I’m not broken anymore. I haven’t been that fragile hurt girl in the hospital for a long time. I don’t need you running my life and my decisions. I never did.” 

	His eyes fall to the floor in front of me, his hands coming up to his hips and he takes a deep breath after deep breath. 

	“I can’t even tell you how badly you’ve hurt me.” I look to Nina. “Both of you.” Shame fills her eyes. “Neither of you respected me enough to tell me the truth about your relationship. And maybe that doesn’t seem like a big deal to you, but it is to me, and that’s all that matters in this.”

	I turn to walk away, feeling deflated and mentally exhausted, but yet somehow, better for getting everything off my chest. 

	“I’m so sorry, Abby.” Aubrey reaches out, grabbing my arm and pulling me into his chest. “I’m so goddamn sorry. You’re right about everything you said. All of it.” His hand is running down the back of my head as he holds me so close I can feel his heart hammering in his chest. “I’m a selfish bastard. I know this. I will never ever speak to you that way again.” He pulls me back so I can look into his face, but his hands are still grasping my shoulders so I can’t get too far. “I panicked and I was scared about how things would change and I lost it. I’m sorry.”

	 I nod, but I don’t know if I’m fully ready to forgive him yet. 

	“I’m sorry too,” Nina says. “You’re absolutely right to be upset with me. I should have talked to you about it immediately because our relationship,” her finger waves back and forth between herself and Aubrey, “does impact you. We take you for granted way too much and I will never make that mistake again.” 

	I nod, but my voice has stopped working as tears start to stream down my face again. I swear I’ve never cried so much in my life as I have in the last twenty-four hours. 

	“Where were you last night? We were fucking frantic,” Aubrey says, calling my attention back to him. “No one knew where you were and your phone went straight to voicemail.” I blink up at him. “Xander spent hours driving around in that storm looking for you. He was convinced you were sleeping on a bench in the park or something.” 

	I snort and I don’t know what I find more unbelievable? The fact that Xander was out looking for me, or the fact that they think I’m stupid enough to sleep on a bench in the park during a storm. 

	“I slept in a hotel.” I shake my head, thoroughly annoyed once again. “How dumb do you think I am?” 

	“Abby,” Aubrey shakes his head. “That’s not how we meant it.”

	“Whatever.” I step back making his hand drop down to his sides. “I have work I need to do.” I turn away from their stunned faces and start to make my way down the hall. 

	“Are we okay?” Aubrey yells after me.

	       I stop, rolling my head over my shoulder to look at both of them. “Not yet,” I answer truthfully. “But we will be.” They both nod with despondent expressions that I’m not in the mood to fix. 

	They should feel like shit, at least for a little longer. 

	I open the door to my room and have never been so happy to see it in my entire life. Oh, and the fact that I have my own bathroom attached? That’s money. 

	But as my eyes scan around my room, I find Xander passed out in my bed and a heavy sigh passes my lips. Should I wake him or just ignore him and go shower? I don’t know what I want to say to him right now. I don’t know how I feel about him right now. 

	I shake my head, bypassing my room and heading straight for the bathroom. I need to shower off the last twelve hours.

	By the time I make it out of the shower and wrap myself in my bathrobe, Xander is awake, sitting on my bed and waiting for me.

	“Where were you, Abby?” He looks miserable and exhausted and I get just the smallest touch of satisfaction from that. He continues when I don’t answer, “I called your phone, but it was off.” He looks me up and down, his eyes resting on my waist before his head drops into his hands. “I don’t think I’ve ever been so scared in my entire life.” 

	“Honestly, I didn’t really think you cared.”

	“I didn’t think you’d take off like that. I didn’t think you’d run off without your keys or a working phone.” He lifts his head to look at me. 

	I laugh humorlessly. “You can stop treating me like an errant child anytime now. I’m not some volatile girl that needs to be handled and dealt with. I’m just tired of the fight, Xander. I’m tired of feeling like I have to prove myself to everyone around me, including you.” He doesn’t move, just lets out a deep and resounding sigh that only proves my point further. “You asked me not to give up on us, but everything I saw yesterday shows me that that’s exactly what you did.” I frown, taking a step forward. “You want truth? Here’s your truth. You hurt me. A lot. Possibly worse than Aubrey did.”

	 “I know. I fucked that all up. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” he says and I hear the scoff out of my mouth before I can stop it. 

	“Look at me, sweetheart.” 

	I scrunch my eyes shut at the endearment and hold up my hand. 

	“I didn’t choose Aubrey over you.” 

	I’m shaking my head back and forth. I don’t want to hear this. 

	“I didn’t, Abby. I swear to God I didn’t. I just froze, okay? I fucking froze and I panicked. I heard what he said and I panicked.”

	“Stop.” The word leaves my mouth in a soft whisper. I feel the tears starting to burn the backs of my eyes again. 

	“I never knew about how things ended with you and Kyle. I never knew that so many before me had told you that they loved you. That you ended it when they did. And I froze,” he repeats. “I pictured you eventually doing that to me. I—”

	“I said stop!” I scream, ignoring his wounded expression. “I don’t want to hear this. It means nothing to me that you froze or that you panicked. You thought I was a heartless bitch who made men fall in love with her only to leave them behind?” I shake my head. “I heard all that from Aubrey yesterday and I don’t need to hear it again.” I hold up my hand as he tries to move towards me. 

	“Goddammit, you’re so stubborn. I had to talk to Aubrey. And that’s what I did. Yes, I probably should have come after you sooner, but I needed to make things right with your brother before I could do that.”

	“Because he’s more important to you than I am.”

	“No,” he yells, standing up and storming toward me. “I punched him in the face for what he said to you, okay? I would have done worse, but he pulled back and admitted that he deserved it.”

	I can’t help but grin at that and Xander does as well.

	“I’ve been going out of my mind since you left. After I punched Aubrey and he apologized, we called you, but your phone was off. So I went out to look for you. For hours,” he adds.  

	“I went to a hotel after seeing Nina in the bar.”

	He nods once. 

	“I’m really freaking pissed off at you.” 

	“I know.” His hand finds my chin, lifting it up until my eyes meet his. “But I can’t live without you again, so you’re going to have to forgive me. I am so sorry for letting you walk out of the apartment like that.” His eyes glow with sincerity and love. His face hovering only a few inches from mine. I can’t look anywhere else. “I shouldn’t have let Aubrey fill my head with bullshit that doesn’t matter.”

	He sighs, running his hand through his hair and I sort of wish he hadn’t just done that because it was perfectly tousled before and now it’s all over the place.  

	“I hated hearing that so many men have told you the same words that I have. I knew about Kyle and I heard Brandon, but I didn’t know that this was a running theme with you.” 

	I look down. “It’s not like that.” My tone is defensive as I wrap my arms across my stomach, pressing in a little, needing the comfort. “Aubrey was greatly exaggerating to prove a point. To make you second guess me.” 

	“So are you saying that every guy you’ve ever dated hasn’t told you that he’s in love with you?” His tone is challenging and incredulous.  

	“No. Not everyone.” My eyes come up to his as I shake my head.

	He growls, getting frustrated with the roundabout we’re doing. “Fine, just most.” 

	I don’t comment, because there is no point. He’s got this in his head and he won’t believe me. 

	“I can’t tell you how much that bothered me. How much it still bothers me. But what really pushed me over the edge, was hearing how you left all of them, even Kyle, when things got too serious.”

	I push him with both my hands, but he hardly moves and that’s just adding to my aggravation. I can feel it creeping up my face along with the slow burning heat that’s reddening my cheeks. “I do not leave when things get serious. That’s not what happened with any of them.”

	“I know,” he says calmly, so I push his chest again because his cool is just pissing me off more. 

	“Obviously, you fucking don’t, so I’ll spell it out for you. I loved Kyle in a very juvenile high school way. He was our best friend growing up. But I was not in love with him. Not the way I wanted to be, which is why I ended it. Those other guys, well, I wasn’t in love with them either. And it’s not like there were that many. There weren’t.” I push him again and he reaches up to hold my hands against his chest, pressing me so tight that I feel his heart thrumming through the thin fabric of his shirt. I try to pry myself free, but he’s not letting me go. “I didn’t think it was fair to stay with someone that I didn’t love back. That I knew I wasn’t ever going to love back. That’s why I ended it with them.” I glare at him. Narrowing my eyes into tiny slits, I pushed against him even though I can’t free my hands. “And in case you missed it, I didn’t end it with you. I told you I loved you back. That I was in and you’re,” I push again, “the one who left me.”

	“I know,” he says again, his voice drops as his eyes search my face, holding on to me so tight. “I got scared. I was terrified I’d end up like those poor bastards, and the worst part? I already knew how it felt to lose you. I froze, and by the time I snapped out of it, you were gone.”  

	I have nothing to say to that so I just stand there in silence, letting his words wash over me. Xander lets go of one of my hands, but I don’t try to pull it away now. His heart is hammering inside his chest and I’m not really sure why. 

	Is he still scared? 

	I don’t know. 

	My thumb glides along the soft fabric over his chest and his eyes shut for a moment, before opening back up, fiery sapphires. He shakes his head, leaning in to brush his lips against my forehead.  

	“I can’t lose you, baby. I just can’t.” His lips find the tip of my nose. “I am eternally sorry for hurting you. For not trusting you and the way you felt about me.”

	“You’re the only one other than Kyle that I said those words back to.” His eyes search mine. “And I only ever fully meant them with you.” 

	His eyes slam shut, clenched so tight. “Tell me you still mean them. Tell me I didn’t ruin this.” His eyes open, his hand against my face, his heart pounding against mine. “Tell me you still love me, because I will only ever love you.”

	I nod my head. No longer able to deny that he’s what I want. 

	“I love you.” 

	His smile lights up his whole face and then his lips are on mine. Crashing down into a searing kiss that is so intense and passionate, I’m breathless. “Good. Because you’re mine and I’m never letting you go again.”

	“So domineering,” I tease as he continues to kiss my lips, my face, my neck.

	“Oh Abby,” he grins. “You haven’t seen anything yet.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Epilogue

	 

	Three years later

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I hate the snow. I’m a Georgia boy at heart so the fact that I’m sitting in Vail Colorado in the middle of February, surrounded by the messy cold white stuff is beyond me. I don’t ski or snowboard, or really do anything other than hot tub and drink when it’s like this.

	But my girl does. 

	And her brother, who’s also my best friend, does. 

	And he’s teaching his girlfriend Nina, who is my girl’s best friend, how to board. 

	So here I sit, in the backyard of Abby and Aubrey’s parents’ huge ass mansion with the fire pit going surrounded by fucking snow.  

	Admittedly, I could go inside and be warm in there, but that would defeat the purpose of everything I have going right now. Being outside in twenty-degree weather with the crackling fire not even three feet from me is the key to everything. 

	There are trees with names that I do not know, and mountains everywhere. Even the cynical part of me has to admit that it’s beautiful here.  

	More so now that Abby is finally making her way to me with a smile. She has the most adorable red indentations along the bridge of her nose and under each eye from her goggles. 

	Abby is a hellion on the slopes. I learned not to watch two years ago, because the girl just makes me nervous. Jumping off a lift on a board and going down a mountain at sixty miles per hour is not my idea of fun, but that’s exactly where she just was. She has the glow of someone feeling the rush. 

	Good. That’s what I want her to feel. 

	“What are you doing out here all alone?” she asks, bundled up in her large puffy jacket, snow pants and boots. She looks like something out of a magazine. My gorgeous redhead with those piercing green eyes that seem to find the darkest nooks and crannies of my soul and burrow inside them. 

	We all graduated two years ago, but Abby and I stayed in Georgia when I was offered a job in Atlanta working for a financial firm there. Where Abby lives doesn’t matter, because she can write anywhere. 

	And she does. 

	She’s an amazing writer. She’s found her voice and uses it to speak to millions. Literally. Her first book made it onto the New York Times bestseller list and her second book is set to be published next month. She’s fucking awesome. I couldn’t be more proud of her. 

	But now, things have changed. Things have changed and I need to discuss it with her without an audience around.  

	Hence me sitting outside in the cold. 

	“Come sit with me, baby.” I smile carefully, patting my lap for her. She doesn’t hesitate, just walks right over, practically jumping on me. At least she’s not in her gear anymore. I wrap my arms around her, wishing we didn’t have all these layers between us, as she snuggles into my chest. Her long soft hair, that smells like wind and snow and Abby, is tucked against my cheek. 

	When I fall silent again, she squirms a little. Always my impatient girl. 

	“You okay?” she asks softly, enjoying the warmth of the fire that is snapping and popping only a few feet from us. It’s the only sound as we fall silent again. 

	The back patio here is incredible. A built-in kitchen is off to the side, closer to the back door, which is really just a wall of glass on the back of the house. The stone patio continues around, cutting into the side of where the house abuts the mountain, and on the other side, nothing but forest. This house sits on something like four acres so neighbors are not visible. 

	The fire pit in front of us is a large stone orifice that is wide enough to probably cook a small animal or two, but I’ve piled it high with wood and somehow managed to get it ablaze. Snow is starting to lightly fall around us, creating the perfect moment in time as the sunless sky slowly darkens with the impending twilight.  

	After a quiet beat, I offer, “I’m great, but there is something I need to talk to you about.” 

	Her head raises up from my chest as her body twists to face me. My tone demands her full attention.  

	“What’s up?” She looks nervous. As she should. 

	“I have something to show you.” 

	Abby sinks her white teeth into her full bottom lip, but doesn’t say anything as she patiently waits. But it’s not what she thinks as I adjust us to reach into my left jacket pocket and hand her the piece of paper I’ve been dying to give her for the last two weeks. 

	“Here.” 

	Her eyes widen as she looks into mine for a half second before lowering them to the paper that she just accepted. And then they widen even more. “What is this?” Her voice is soft, like she wants to believe it, but is far too scared to hope. 

	“What does it look like?” God, I’m such a dick.

	“It looks like you bought us an apartment in Brooklyn, Xander, but I don’t understand why or how, so just what the hell?” My fiery girl. 

	“I did buy us an apartment in Brooklyn. It’s in a really nice area, close to Aubrey and Nina. It even has a backyard with grass.” I smile as her eyes continue to flip between mine and the page she’s holding. “It needs updating though, baby. New kitchen and bathrooms, but I think that will be a fun project for you once we move there.” 

	“Move there?” She’s shaking her head. “Why are we moving to Brooklyn and why didn’t you talk with me about this before you up and bought us a place?”

	I run my hand through the soft lengths of her hair, one of my favorite things in the whole world, along with her smile and her eyes and her laugh and her everything. 

	“Because I was offered a job in the city and it was far too good to pass up.” I shift her a little, reaching into my other pocket, but she doesn’t notice. She’s far too engrossed in the fact that we’re moving closer to Aubrey and Nina—who I know she misses the hell out of—and the fact that I bought us a place she hasn’t seen. 

	Abby hates things like that. Surprises. 

	“So that’s where you were a few weeks ago when you told me you were going on a business trip?”  

	I nod and her eyes narrow. 

	“I’m not really sure how I feel about this. I mean, I like the idea of living up north again. Of being near Aubrey and Nina and even my parents, but just what the absolute fuck were you thinking buying a place for us that I haven’t seen?”

	I sigh. “Well, Abby, I was thinking it could be my wedding present to you.” Her eyes widen into huge green saucers. The color of summer grass. I move the small jewelry box between us and open it, revealing the diamond that belonged to her grandmother, but I’ve had it reset to be more Abby.

	It’s a two carat oval diamond and I’ve added a row of black diamonds around the stone that is now set on a thick platinum band. 

	“Oh, holy Jesus.” Her hands fly up to her mouth and the tears quickly pool in her eyes. “Xander.” My name is a whisper. 

	“Abby,” I remove her shaky hands from her mouth, holding them so tight in mine, “the moment I met you, I knew my life would forever be different. Better. That you were the answer to all of my unknowns.” My eyes blaze into hers. There is nowhere else I want to look. “But these last three years with you have been everything I never thought possible. You are my home, my heart, and my eternal happiness. And that’s all I want to give you. I want to give you a home, a place we can begin together and grow our future family in. I want to fill your heart with so much love that there is no room for anything else in it. Make every moment of your life nothing but the happiest. Because I love you. And I will always love you. My sun rises and sets with you. Please, Abigail Scofield, do me the unbelievable honor of being mine forever?”

	Her head is nodding up and down as beautiful tears fall down her rosy cheeks. “Yes,” she sobs. “Of course I’ll marry you. Oh my God.” Her arms fly around my neck as she laughs and shakes against my body. “I love you so much. Oh my God.” 

	“I love you,” I whisper into her ear, unable to hold the huge smile from my face any longer. 

	This girl just does it for me. Totally and completely. 

	She pulls back from me as I take the ring out of the box and slide it on her long, slender finger. 

	A perfect fit. 

	“It’s so gorgeous.” She shakes her head, staring in what looks like disbelief down at her hand. “I love it.” Her eyes come up to mine. “I love you.”  

	“I love you back.” I smile even bigger, which I couldn’t have imagined was possible. Her tear-stained face raises to mine and I cup it gently as I bring my lips down to hers. She’s cold and salty and tastes like my own personal version of heaven.

	No way I’ll ever get enough of her. 

	Every time I’m with her I just want more. 

	So I guess it’s a good thing she said yes. 

	 

	 

	The End 

	


End of Book Note

	 

	I want to thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking the time to read Love Rewritten. This story was originally entitled More and I published it at the beginning of 2016. But then I re-read it and well, I hated Xander. Seriously, he was the biggest asshole on the planet and definitely not worthy of Abby. The end was very different than the one you just read and I reworked the story and finally got it to a point that I liked. Hopefully Xander came around for you. 

	I hope you noticed that Kyle was Abby’s high school boyfriend and “first love”. Kyle is in fact Ryan Grant’s brother. If this is the first book of mine that you’ve read, then you have no idea what I’m talking about, so sorry about that. Ryan Grant is the male protagonist in Start Again. In Start Again, Kyle is only mentioned by name. We don’t actually meet him until Start Over and then, the scene is brief. But I liked the idea of tying all of these characters together even though the stories are different and this book is not part of the Start Again Series. 

	Speaking of the Start Again series, Start with Me, which is the excerpt below, is set to be released sometime in the fall winter. I would love some feedback on the prologue if you’d like to give it. It’s not edited so don’t get your panties in a twist about that. This draft is not the final one that will end up in the book most likely. I’m more curious about your thoughts on the wedding, Claire and Kyle. 

	Also, if you liked Abby, then you’ll get a surprise in Start With Me. That’s all I’m saying. If you’ve read Forward, then there might be a surprise for you in Start With Me. I’m not a hundred percent sure yet though. 

	If this is the first book you’ve read by me and you liked it, I have three others currently in publication. If you didn’t like it and want to let me know why, I’d be grateful for that too. Please feel free to email me at jsamanbooks@gmail.com or you can find me on Twitter, Facebook, my Website, or Goodreads. You can also subscribe to Mailing List. 

	Many thanks!!

	J. Saman

	 

	Oh, and please leave me a review wherever you purchased the book from. I’m an indie and need all the help I can get with that! <3

	 

	Other books I’ve written:

	Forward       

	Start Again (Start Again Series #1)

	Start Over (Start Again Series #2)

	Start With Me (Start Again Series #3) 

	Beautiful Potential (Release date 2/13/18)
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