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ELLA

        

      

    

    
      “How do you remember all this?” I ask Faith as I look at the bottles of flavored syrups, trying to figure out which one to use.

      Faith reaches across me and grabs the vanilla syrup. “You get used to it once you’ve been here a few weeks.” She pours the syrup in a cup, adds a few splashes of almond milk and a scoop of ice, then tops it with cold brew coffee. She puts on a lid, shakes the cup a little, and hands it to me. “See? Easy.”

      “Yeah, but that’s just one of like thirty drinks we sell.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it.” She nods toward a guy waiting for his drink. “He’s been watching you this whole time.”

      The guy looks a few years older than me. He’s wearing a black t-shirt and black leather jacket, despite it being June and 85 degrees outside.

      “He’s not now,” I say, noticing the guy’s staring at his phone.

      “He was. He looks up whenever you turn around. Go give him his drink.”

      She goes to the register while I walk up to the counter where we put the finished drinks.

      “Order for Damon,” I say, looking around like I don’t know who that is, even though I watched as Faith took his order and wrote his name on the cup.

      The guy looks up from his phone. “That’s me.” He walks up to the counter.

      “Sorry it took so long,” I say as he takes his drink.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he says, smiling at me. “First day?”

      “Second. But yesterday I just watched training videos. Today’s my first day working behind the counter and I haven’t figured it all out yet.”

      He takes a sip of his drink. “It’s good. I think you’ve got a talent for this.”

      “I didn’t make it. Faith did.” I glance at her as she stands at the register, taking an order.

      “You go to Halston?” he asks, referring to the college that’s a block away from here. It’s a small, private school, which is why I chose it. I didn’t want to go to a big university, and when I visited the campus when Theo was a freshman, I really liked it. I also liked the idea of having my brother here, but now that he’s trying to tell me what to do, I’m wondering if I should’ve picked a different school.

      “I start Halston in the fall,” I tell Damon. “Are you a student there?”

      “Yeah,” he says, his gaze moving down my body. “You look older than a freshman. I would’ve guessed you’re at least a junior.” He takes a sip of his drink. “So what’s your name?”

      “Ella.”

      “Ella, can you get me a caramel iced latte with almond milk?” Faith says from the register, where four people are now in line.

      “Yeah, okay,” I tell her. I look back at the guy. “I should get back to work.”

      “You gonna be here tomorrow?” he asks.

      “Just in the morning. I only work mornings for now.”

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” He smiles at me, then leaves.

      “Ella,” Faith says.

      I look at her. “Yeah?”

      “The latte?” she says, glancing at the woman waiting for her drink.

      “Yeah, sorry.” I grab a cup and try to remember what to put in first. Is it the syrup or the ice?

      “I’ll be right back,” I hear Faith say to the guy who’s next in line. She races over to me. “We’re backing up. You take the register and I’ll make the drinks.”

      “Okay,” I say, not confident I’ll be any better at taking orders than making drinks. Maybe I should’ve got a job at a clothing store. I did that for a few months in high school and it was a lot easier than this. But at a clothing store, I’d only meet girls and I really want to meet guys, specifically guys my age that go to the college. That’s the main reason I chose to work at a coffee shop near campus.

      I didn’t tell Theo that. He thinks I shouldn’t even look at a guy. Forget about dating one. If it were up to Theo, I’d be celibate the rest of my life. I don’t know how I’m going to date anyone this summer with Theo watching over me. I’m living with him and his girlfriend Darcy until I can move into my dorm room in August. It’s only June, so I’ve got two months of Theo babysitting me until I can finally be on my own.

      I’m hoping Darcy can talk some sense into my brother so he’ll understand how unreasonable he’s being. I mean, seriously, I’m an adult. I’m starting college soon. Does he really think I’m not going to date?

      Darcy’s on my side. She’ll be a junior this fall, but she remembers what it was like being a freshman, being free from your parents and wanting to go out and have fun. She fully supports me going on dates, but when she tries convincing Theo of that, he won’t even listen.

      It’s so ridiculous, especially given Theo’s dating history. Before Darcy, Theo was with a different girl every week, sometimes multiple girls. He’s on the football team at Halston, so girls were always wanting to go out with him. When he’d come home during breaks, girls were constantly calling and texting him. But no one told HIM he couldn’t date.

      “Did you get that?” a guy says.

      I wake from my thoughts and realize I wasn’t paying attention to the guy giving me his order. “I’m sorry, what did you want?”

      “Black coffee to go,” he says with a frustrated sigh.

      I punch his order into the register, then tell him the total. He swipes his card in the machine, then moves down the line.

      “Hey, Ella,” I hear a guy say.

      I look up and see Wes across from me. He’s Theo’s friend and former roommate. He’s also quarterback of the football team. He’s really hot, but he has a girlfriend. Avery. She lives with him, so it’s pretty serious. Not that I’d consider dating Wes, even if he was single. Theo would kill me if I dated one of his friends. Actually, he’d kill his friend, not me. He’s already told me, more than once, that I can never date one of his friends, or any guy on the team. And he told his teammates to stay away from me. It’s another one of his ridiculous attempts to keep me from dating.

      “Hi, Wes,” I say, smiling at him. “What can I get you?”

      “Actually, it’s for Avery. She wants one of those mocha frappe things,” he says, staring up at the menu. “I don’t know the actual name.”

      “Mocha Frappuccino?” Faith says as she adds caramel syrup to a cup.

      “Yeah, that’s it,” Wes says.

      “What kind of milk?” Faith asks.

      “Just regular, I think.” He checks his phone. “No, almond milk.”

      “Got it,” Faith says, racing around to fill orders. She’s so fast. And how does she remember everything? I can’t even figure out the register. She’s really good at her job. I guess that’s why she’s the manager.

      “Sorry,” I say to Wes as I search for how to change regular milk to almond milk on the register. “I’m still kind of slow.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m not in a hurry.”

      But the people behind him are, as evidenced by their drawn-out sighs.

      “You’re doing great,” Wes says quietly to me.

      Glancing up at him, I relax a little. It’s nice to see a familiar face after dealing with strangers all morning who got mad at me for taking forever.

      I give Wes the total and he swipes his card. “You’re all set. Faith will have your drink at the end of the counter.”

      “About time,” the guy behind him says.

      “Hey!” Wes whips around to the guy. “It’s her first day. Cut her some slack.”

      The guy looks up at Wes, who is huge and towers over him. He opens his mouth to say something, but then changes his mind, probably worried Wes will punch him if he does. That’s one benefit of having a brother who plays football. All his teammates look out for me.

      Wes moves aside and the guy gives me his order, which is complicated and takes forever to ring up. Wes is standing a few feet away and keeps glancing at the guy, which I’m sure is the only reason the guy’s not complaining that I’m taking too long.

      An hour later, the line clears and I’m finally able to rest for a moment. I lean back against the counter, waiting for Faith to come back from her break. I’m probably supposed to be doing something, like wiping tables, but I’m too tired. I’m sure the job will get easier the longer I’m here, but right now, it feels impossible. I don’t know how I’m going to learn all this.

      “Ella,” a deep voice says.

      I look up and see Colton walking up to the counter. My heart takes off, beating really fast, which happens whenever I’m around Colton. I have a little crush on him. Actually, it’s more like a huge crush. But he’s Theo’s best friend and teammate, making him more off-limits than pretty much any guy in town. But Colton sees me like a little sister so nothing would ever happen between us, even if I wanted it to.

      “Hey, Colton,” I casually say, as if he has no effect on me. I walk up to the register. “What would you like?”

      “Nothing. I’m just meeting someone here. Her class just ended. She should be here any minute.”

      He’s meeting a girl, probably for a date. A lunch date, because he probably has a date with someone else tonight. Girls love Colton, and not just because of his lean, muscular body, his beautiful blue eyes, or his great smile. It’s also his personality that draws girls in. It draws everyone in.

      Colton’s one of those laid-back, go-with-the-flow guys that puts people at ease, unless you’re like me and have a huge crush on him. But even so, I always feel better when he’s around. He smiles a lot and he’s good at making conversation, so even if I’m nervous and don’t know what to say, he fills the silence by talking. That’s unusual for a guy. Usually girls do all the talking and guys say nothing. Except Theo. He’s like Colton. They both talk a lot, which is probably why they’re best friends.

      “How’s the first day?” Colton asks, giving me that smile that makes my stomach do flip flops.

      “It’s actually my second. And it’s not going too great. People keep getting mad at me for taking too long.”

      “People are jerks. Just ignore them. Everyone has a rough time the first day. I tried doing this once and got fired after a day.”

      “You worked at a coffee shop?”

      He nods. “Back in high school. When I lived in the city. You think people are impatient here?” He laughs. “Try Manhattan. This one guy just about leaned across the counter and strangled me for making him repeat his order.”

      “Why’d you get fired?”

      “I put regular milk in a drink when it was supposed to be soymilk.”

      “They fired you for that? It was just a mistake.”

      Colton shrugs. “Apparently, the guy couldn’t digest milk. He came back an hour later and said he had gas all through his meeting at work.”

      I burst out laughing. Colton’s always making me laugh. It’s not just what he says, but the way he says it. “I can’t believe he told you that.”

      “He didn’t just tell me, but also my manager. And it was the same guy who almost strangled me for making him repeat his order. Some Wall Street asshole in a fancy suit.”

      “And that’s when you got fired?”

      “Yeah. My manager told me to leave, which really pissed me off because, like you said, it was just a mistake. I didn’t intentionally try to give the guy gas.”

      I laugh again as I imagine some guy in a fancy suit passing gas during his meeting. I’ve had such a bad morning, but having Colton here has cheered me up. I feel a lot better now.

      “I’m back,” Faith says, appearing behind the counter as she ties her apron on. “Hi, Colton,” she says in a flirty tone.

      I didn’t know she knew him, but she’s been here for two years. She probably knows most everyone on campus. Plus, Colton plays football and football players are like gods around here, especially after having a really good season last fall.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” he says to Faith.

      “Great!” She walks up beside me. “Can I get you something?”

      The way she said it almost sounded like she meant something other than coffee, but Faith has a boyfriend. They’ve only dated a couple months, but I don’t think he’d want her flirting with another guy.

      “I’m good,” Colton says. “I’m just meeting someone here.” He checks his phone. “I thought she’d be here by now.”

      “Ella, you can take your break,” Faith says.

      “Okay.” I untie my apron, wondering what I’m going to do for the next 15 minutes.

      “You want to hang out with me while I wait?” Colton asks.

      “Um, sure,” I say, feeling kind of nervous to be alone with him. Colton’s at the house all the time, but usually Theo is there, or Darcy, or Wes and Avery. It’s never just Colton and me.

      I follow him to a table by the window and sit across from him. He’s wearing a gray t-shirt that has to stretch to fit over his muscular chest and shoulders. He’s really tan from all the hours he spends outside. I get a fluttery feeling in my stomach as I look at him, either from nerves or because of my intense attraction to him.

      “So who are you meeting?” I ask.

      “A girl I met at the party last weekend. Did you leave early that night? I don’t remember seeing you after, like, ten.”

      “You were looking for me?”

      “No, I just don’t remember seeing you after Wes and Avery took off. Did they give you a ride home?”

      “Yeah, I was bored so I decided to leave.”

      “Where was Theo?”

      “Making out with Darcy somewhere. I couldn’t find them so I texted Theo that I was leaving.”

      “You should’ve stayed and watched Eli play beer pong with us. It’s so damn funny. He’s so bad at it. In two years, he’s only got the ball in the cup one time.”

      “Even I’m not that bad.”

      “You’ve played?” Colton’s brows rise. “I’m surprised Theo would let you.”

      “He doesn’t know. It was in high school, after Theo left for college.”

      “How do you like living with him? It’s been what… a week?”

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “I don’t know. I guess it’s okay. I mean, it’s nice he’s letting me live there. I’m just tired of him being so overprotective. I had to beg him to let me go to the party last weekend, and he only said yes because he’d be there to babysit me.”

      “He doesn’t want you around the team. That’s why he didn’t want you at the party. He doesn’t want any of us guys asking you out.”

      “Which is dumb. Theo should want me going out with a guy he actually knows rather than some guy he’s never met.”

      Colton laughs a little. “He’ll make sure he meets whoever you go out with, and probably interview the guy and do a background check. You might regret going to school here.”

      “He can’t watch me every second of the day. Once I’m living in the dorms and he’s busy with football, he won’t have time to keep watch on me.”

      Colton’s phone dings and he checks it. “She’s running late. Said she’ll be here in a few minutes.” He sets his phone down.

      “So it’s a coffee date?”

      “No, we’re just meeting here. I’m taking her to lunch and we’ll go from there.”

      I’m guessing that means he’ll take her back to his house, to his room. Colton has a reputation for sleeping around, but so do the other guys on the team. Theo and Wes are the only guys with serious girlfriends.

      “If you ever need a break from Theo,” Colton says, “you can come over to my place. Watch TV. Play video games. Whatever you want to do.”

      I can think of a lot of things I’d like to do at his place, but they all involve him, in his room.

      “Thanks, but I don’t think Theo would be okay with that.”

      “Why? It’s just me there. And Eli, but he’s usually in his room studying since he’s taking summer classes.”

      “You know the rule.” I roll my eyes. “I’m not supposed to be anywhere near the team.”

      “Even me?” Colton leans back, smiling. “Theo knows he can trust me. I’ll talk to him if you want.”

      “You don’t have to. I’m okay staying at the house. If I need a break, I’ll just go to the mall or something.”

      “Well, the offer’s there if you want it.” He looks behind me, then gets up. “Shana, over here!”

      I look back and see a gorgeous girl with long blond hair coming toward us.

      “I need to get back to work,” I say, rushing off.

      I’ve got five minutes left of my break, but I didn’t want to stay there and have Colton introduce me to his girlfriend, or girl for the afternoon. From behind the counter, I watch as Colton smiles at her as she talks. She’s really pretty, like pretty enough to model.

      This is why Colton sees me like a little sister. He’s used to dating girls like Shana. Tall, skinny girls with big boobs and silky blond hair and eyes as blue as Colton’s. I can’t compete with that.

      I’m not saying I’m ugly. I’m tall and my boobs definitely aren’t small, but I have dark brown hair, brown eyes, and a butt that’s twice the size of Shana’s. She’s wearing yoga pants and her butt’s almost as flat as her stomach. I guess I win in that category. Most guys don’t like a flat butt on a girl.

      Why am I comparing myself to Shana? We’re not competing. Colton doesn’t see me that way. He never will. He’ll always see me as Theo’s little sister and nothing more than that.

      I need to find someone else. This is a college town. There are tons of guys here. Guys who actually want to date me. I just need to find one of them and forget about Colton.
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      Colton leaves the coffee shop, his arm around Shana. I feel jealousy rising inside me, but tell myself to ignore it.

      “How do you know Colton Danes?” Faith asks.

      “He’s Theo’s friend. He’s always at the house. He and Theo are obsessed with this football video game. They play it all the time. Good thing Darcy is there or I’d go out of my mind with boredom.”

      “Darcy’s your brother’s girlfriend?”

      “Yeah. The two of them are always making out. It’s only been a week and I’m already tired of seeing it. I keep telling them to go to their room, but Theo does the whole ‘it’s my house, my rules’ nonsense.”

      Faith smiles. “So what’s he like?”

      “Theo? He’s the typical big brother. Overprotective. Thinks he knows better than me. Thinks he can tell me what to do.”

      “Not Theo. I meant Colton. What’s he like?”

      “He’s really nice.” I can’t help but smile whenever I think about Colton. He has such a bright, positive vibe and he’s always making me laugh. “He’s funny. Easy to be around.”

      “Easy to look at,” she adds.

      “Well, yeah, obviously.”

      “I heard he’s been with like a hundred girls.”

      “I don’t know if it’s that many, but I’m sure it’s a lot.”

      “Yeah, a hundred is probably too many if every girl he dates has to look like the one who just left here. That girl was gorgeous. Did he say how long they’ve been dating?”

      “I think today is their first date.”

      “Is it true he’s never had a girlfriend?”

      “Theo said Colton had a girlfriend last summer, but it didn’t end well. I think she cheated on him.”

      “Seriously? Why would she cheat on a guy that hot?”

      “I think she was still with her ex and didn’t tell Colton. It was something like that. I don’t know all the details.”

      “So if things don’t work out with that girl he just left with, are you gonna make a move on him?”

      “No,” I say with a laugh. “He’s Theo’s best friend. And his teammate. Theo told all the guys on the team to stay away from me. And even if that wasn’t an issue, like you said, that girl Colton left with was gorgeous. He clearly has a type, and it’s not me.”

      Faith stands back, looking me up and down. “You could be his type.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m not even close to his type. I’m pretty much the opposite of that girl he left with.”

      “Why? Because she’s blond? I’ve seen him out with brunettes before.”

      “Okay, but I’m also not six feet tall and a hundred pounds.”

      “She wasn’t six feet. I bet she’s the same height as you. And she’s too skinny. Your body is way better than hers.”

      “It doesn’t matter how I look. Colton isn’t interested in me.”

      “But you like him,” she says like it’s a given.

      “Is it that obvious?” I ask, concerned because I don’t want Theo knowing I like Colton, although it doesn’t really matter since nothing would ever happen.

      “I could tell you have a thing for him, but who doesn’t? Every girl on campus wants Colton, including me. Unfortunately, he doesn’t even notice me.”

      “And you have a boyfriend,” I remind her.

      “Yeah, there’s that,” she says with a sigh. “I’m not sure Justin and I are going to last much longer. He never has anything to say. We go out and I’m the only one talking.”

      “Colton talks all the time. It’s one of the things I love about him.”

      “Love?” Her brows rise.

      “Like. Love. You know what I mean.”

      “Hey, what happened with that guy in the leather jacket? The one who kept staring at you. Did he ask you out?”

      “No, but I think he might. He asked if I’d be working tomorrow.”

      “Are you gonna go out with him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. How old do you think he was?”

      “I’d guess 22, maybe 23.”

      “That’s too old. Theo would go crazy if I dated a guy that old.”

      “It’s not too old. And your brother doesn’t get to decide who you date.”

      “Try telling him that.”

      Faith looks around the cafe. “We need to clean this place up before it gets busy again. Can you go wipe down tables?”

      “Sure.” I grab the spray bottle and a clean rag.

      At three, my shift ends and I head home. I’m so tired I could fall asleep, but I told Theo and Darcy I’d go to a movie with them tonight. They keep trying to find things to do with me, even though I tell them I’m fine just hanging out in my room. Theo believes me, but Darcy doesn’t. She thinks I’m just saying that so she can be alone with Theo, but I really would rather be in my room than watch those two lovebirds together.

      “How was work?” Darcy asks as I come into the house. She’s in the kitchen putting groceries away. My brother eats ten times more than a normal person so he and Darcy are always going to the store to get food.

      “It was exhausting.” I walk over to the couch and collapse on it. “Do you think I could skip the movie tonight?”

      “Um, I guess, but I was kind of hoping you’d go.”

      “Why?” I turn back and look at her. “You could make it into a date night. Just you and Theo.”

      “Except he won’t go to the movie I want without you.” She takes a couple frozen pizzas from the grocery sack and puts them in the freezer. “It was two against one, remember? We picked that new romantic comedy.”

      “Yeah, that’s right. Well, maybe we could go to that some other night and tonight you could go to that one Theo wanted to see.”

      “About the boxer?” She lets out a sigh. “I guess we could see that. I’m just not in the mood to see guys beating each other up.”

      I get up and walk over to her in the kitchen. “You know Theo would go to whatever movie you want. He loves you. Just tell him you want to go to the romance one.”

      “Why don’t we all just stay home and watch a movie? We could order takeout. Make popcorn. It’ll be fun!” Her voice rises, like she’s just decided this idea is a way better one than going out. I was really hoping to just go to bed early, but I guess I could stay up and watch a movie. Darcy’s really excited about this and I don’t want to disappoint her. I need to stay on her good side. She’s my only hope for getting Theo to back off and let me have a fun summer. One that includes boys.

      Theo comes in from the garage, holding more grocery sacks. “Hey, Ella. How was work?”

      “I already asked her that,” Darcy says, giving Theo a kiss as he sets the sacks on the counter. Those two kiss constantly. You’d think they’d get tired of it. They’ve dated for almost a year. “Ella’s really tired so we decided to stay in tonight.”

      “Thank God,” Theo says, shaking his head. “I was dreading having to go to that movie you guys picked out.”

      “We’re still watching a movie,” Darcy says. “We’re just doing it here. Ella, why don’t you pick one out?”

      “Can I do it later? I want to shower and take a nap.”

      Darcy smiles. “Sure, go ahead.”

      “Wes said he saw you this morning,” Theo says as I turn to leave. “He said you took his order.”

      I turn back. “Yeah. He got something for Avery.”

      “Anyone else show up? Anyone you know?”

      “No. I mean, I guess Colton was there.”

      Theo nods. “That’s right. He told me that. He was meeting some girl there.”

      “What girl?” Darcy asks Theo. “Is Colton dating someone?”

      “No. You know how Colton is with girls.”

      “You’re saying this was a hookup?” Darcy asks, as she arranges apples in a bowl. “During the day?”

      “Yeah. Why?” Theo laughs. “Are hookups only limited to night?”

      “I don’t think it was a hookup,” I say, hoping it wasn’t. Then again, why do I care? “He said he was taking her to lunch.”

      “Lunch is code for something else,” Theo says, taking packages of meat out of the sack. “Did you eat when you were at work?” he asks me, like I’m a kid and he has to make sure I eat.

      “I had a peach muffin and a mocha latte.”

      “That’s not lunch,” Theo says. “Tell me what you want and I’ll make it.”

      “I don’t want anything. I’m not hungry, and it’s going to be dinner soon.”

      “We could eat early,” Darcy offers. “Like at five?”

      “We don’t have to eat early,” I say. “I can eat whenever. Can I go now? I really need a shower.”

      “Yeah. Go,” Theo says, shooing me away. “You stink like coffee.”

      “Theo!” Darcy says, smacking him.

      “What? She does.”

      “Yeah, but you’re not supposed to say she stinks.”

      I walk away, sensing they’re going to argue, which will lead to them making up and kissing. Those two bicker constantly. Sometimes I think they only do it so they have an excuse to make up, which involves going to their room and shutting the door.

      After a long, hot shower, I throw on shorts and a t-shirt and collapse on my bed. I scroll through my phone and see a message from my mom, asking how my second day of work went. I text back that it was good, but that I’m tired and taking a nap so she won’t call.

      My parents are doing renovations to the house this month, which is why I didn’t want to be there. In July and August, they’ll be traveling. I could’ve stayed at the house while they were gone, but my parents didn’t think it was a good idea. I think they were imagining me having big parties that would destroy their newly renovated home. I’m not sure why they’d think that since I never once had a party there. All through high school, I did my best to stay out of trouble, knowing if I got caught doing something, my mom would use it as an excuse to drink. She used everything as an excuse to drink, but especially stress.

      My mom was an alcoholic for most of my life, but we all tried to hide it. Theo, Dad, and I pretended she didn’t have a problem. We all knew she did, but we looked the other way because confronting her made her drink more. Last winter she went into rehab and has been sober ever since, but I’m worried it won’t last. She’s been to rehab a few times in the past and it didn’t work. My dad says this time is different. I hope he’s right.

      I set my phone on the nightstand and fall asleep, not waking up until I hear someone knock on my door.

      “Ella,” Theo says in his loud, deep voice. “You up? Darcy wants to order the food.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’ll be down in a minute.” I sit up and check my phone. It’s after six. I didn’t mean to sleep that long. It was just supposed to be a short nap.

      Going down the stairs, I stop suddenly when I hear Colton’s voice. What is he doing here? I thought he had a date tonight.

      “Hey, Ella,” Colton says, spotting me on the stairs. I didn’t check a mirror, but I’m sure I look horrible. I’m not wearing makeup, my hair’s a mess from sleeping on it, and I’ve got on shorts I made from cutting off a pair of old sweats. They’re really soft so I like to sleep in them, but they’re not something I want anyone to see, other than my brother and his girlfriend.

      “Hey,” I say, glancing at Colton. “What are you doing here?”

      “I was free tonight so Theo invited me over.”

      Theo grins at me. “We took a vote and Colton and I won. We’re watching an action movie.”

      “Sorry,” Darcy says to me, coming up beside Theo. “I had a weak moment and gave in. But the movie actually doesn’t sound that bad.”

      “You know, I think I’ll just skip the movie,” I say. “I’m still tired.”

      “You can be tired and watch a movie,” Theo says. “Get down here and pick out something to eat. I need to put the order in.”

      Theo’s not going to let me out of this. Darcy’s all excited about movie night and he doesn’t want me ruining it.

      “I’ll be down in a minute,” I say. “I forgot something upstairs.”

      “You can get it after you order,” Theo says. “C’mon, Ella, we’re all starving.”

      “I could pick something for you,” Colton says. “I bet I know what you’d like.”

      When he says it, my mind’s not thinking of food but something else. Something dirtier. Colton has a lot of experience, way more than the guys I dated in high school. He would definitely know what I like, or what any girl would like. I feel my face getting hot just thinking about that.

      “Ella, are you okay?” Darcy asks. “Your face is getting red.”

      The three of them stare at me as I remain on the stairs, embarrassing myself in front of Colton. Why is he here? Why isn’t he with Shana, or some other girl?

      “I’m fine,” I rush to say. “I just need to go to my room.”

      “Then Colton’s ordering for you!” Theo yells as I run up the stairs.

      Back in my room, I’m out of breath. I think it’s more from seeing Colton than running up the stairs. I go into the bathroom and look in the mirror, gasping when I see my reflection. I look horrible! Worse than horrible. My hair’s sticking up everywhere, I have bags under my eyes, and there’s a puddle of dried drool beside my lip.

      Well, that ends any fantasy of ever being with Colton. After seeing me like this, he’ll definitely only think of me like a sister. I quickly wash my face, then run a brush through my hair. I get out my makeup and start putting it on.

      “Ella?” Darcy says, knocking on my door. “Are you coming down soon?”

      “In a few minutes,” I yell back, although I really need more like a half hour. I’m a mess.

      “Can I come in?” Darcy says.

      “Hold on.” I leave the bathroom and go open the door.

      Darcy’s standing there, looking confused. “Are you putting makeup on?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “We’re just watching a movie.” She laughs a little. “You don’t need to put makeup on for that. Come downstairs. The food will be here soon. I was about to put out some movie snacks, but I wanted to know what you want.”

      “Oh, um, you pick. I don’t care what we have.”

      She eyes me like she knows something’s up.

      “I’ll be down in a few minutes.” I go to close the door, but she holds it open and comes into my room.

      “Is this about Colton?” she asks.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I walk back to the bathroom.

      Darcy follows me in there and sees my makeup spread out all over the counter. “Ella,” she says with a sigh.

      “Stop reading something into this,” I say, sweeping blush over my cheeks. “I just wanted to put makeup on. It doesn’t mean anything.”

      “You wouldn’t be doing this if Colton wasn’t here.”

      She knows. Darcy knows I like Colton, as more than my brother’s friend. This is bad. What if she tells Theo? Would he tell Colton he can’t come over anymore?

      I have to stop this, before Darcy interferes and causes problems over nothing.
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      “This isn’t about Colton,” I say to Darcy.

      She glances at the makeup on the counter. “You know you’re gorgeous without all that. If you asked Colton, he’d think so, too.”

      “For the last time, I am not doing this for Colton.” I turn and look at myself in the mirror. “He doesn’t even see me that way. He thinks of me like a little sister.”

      “You know, I had a crush on him, too.”

      I look at Darcy. “Who? Colton?”

      “Yes, and I don’t mean a little crush. I mean a full-blown obsession. Well, maybe not obsession, but I went so far as to find out his schedule so I could conveniently be on campus when he was, hoping we’d run into each other.”

      I gasp. “You were stalking him?”

      “Maybe a little,” she says, cringing. “I’m embarrassed I did it. I don’t know what I was thinking. I just really wanted him to ask me out, but he didn’t even notice me. We had class together, and I’d talked to him a few times, but when I saw him at a party, he couldn’t even remember my name. He honestly didn’t know who I was after I’d spent all that time trying to get his attention.”

      “So what are you telling me?”

      “That if you have to try that hard, he’s not the guy for you. It wasn’t until I gave up on Colton and let myself be open to dating someone else that Colton suddenly noticed me.”

      “Wait, you’re not saying you went out with him, are you?”

      “Last fall.” She laughs. “Theo was so angry. He wouldn’t even talk to Colton. But then he realized he didn’t have a right to be angry since Theo and I were just friends back then.”

      I set my makeup brush down. “Actually, now that I think about it, I remember Theo saying you went out with Colton. I totally forgot about that.”

      “It was only a few dates. It wasn’t anything serious. And it didn’t last.”

      “Did you and him… ” I wait for her to finish that thought.

      “No. The few times I went out with him, I couldn’t stop thinking about Theo. That’s when I knew I had feelings for him. I kind of knew before that, but I wouldn’t admit it to myself. But being with Colton convinced me how much I loved Theo. It was the only logical explanation for why my mind was on him instead of the guy I’d been obsessing over for almost a year. I guess my point is, it’s easy to fall for a guy like Colton. He’s really hot. He’s fun to be around. And he’s a nice guy. But that doesn’t mean he’s the right guy for you.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I say, turning back to the mirror. I look a little better with the blush and mascara I put on, but I need to do a lot more to look how I want. But like Darcy said, why am I doing all this for Colton? I’m never going to date him.

      “I’ll be downstairs,” Darcy says. “Come down when you’re ready.”

      “Darcy,” I say, following her to the door. “Wait up.”

      “I thought you were going to finish getting ready.”

      I shrug. “I’m good like this.”

      She smiles, like she’s pleased she got through to me with that talk we just had. I like Darcy, but sometimes she tries a little too hard to be a good influence on me. She never had a sister so she’s treating me like one, which I guess I don’t mind, but I wish she’d lay off sometimes and let me work things out for myself. But in this case, she probably saved me a lot of time and effort trying to get a guy I can never be with to notice me.

      “Colton ordered you lasagna,” Theo says when I get downstairs. He’s sitting on the couch next to Colton, playing that football video game they both love.

      “It’s from that restaurant we took you to the day you moved in,” Darcy says to me as I follow her into the kitchen. Colton didn’t even glance at me when I went past him, and I bet he wouldn’t have even if I’d fixed myself up.

      “Didn’t you order that on our date?” Colton asks, looking back at Darcy.

      “That’s right. I did order lasagna that night,” she says.

      “Stop bringing that up,” Theo says to Colton, sounding annoyed. “I’m trying to forget you dated my girlfriend.”

      Colton laughs. “She wasn’t your girlfriend back then.”

      “Only because you asked her out. I can’t believe you did that.”

      “It got you to finally go after her yourself. You should be thanking me. If it weren’t for me, you two may not be together.”

      “Yeah, you’re a real friend,” Theo says, sarcastically.

      “We’d still be together,” Darcy says, going over to Theo and sitting on his lap.

      He kisses her. “It was meant to be.”

      They kiss again and Colton lets out a sigh. “I don’t know how you put up with them, Ella.”

      “We’ll stop,” Darcy says, laughing. She tries to get up, but Theo keeps her on his lap.

      “We’ll stop when I’m ready.” He kisses her.

      “Get a damn room,” Colton says, getting up from the couch.

      “They’re like this all the time,” I say, as Colton joins me in the kitchen.

      “My offer still stands,” he says quietly to me. “Anytime you need a break.”

      “I might take you up on that.”

      “You ever try this?” Colton takes a pretzel from the bag I just opened and dips it in the jar of peanut butter.

      “Yeah, I love peanut butter and pretzels.”

      He hands me the pretzel. “Try it with this.” He takes a chocolate candy from the bowl and gives it to me.

      I pop the pretzel in my mouth, then the chocolate. “It’s really good.”

      “I know, right?” He smiles at me and that fluttery stomach thing happens. How do I get it to stop? I can’t be feeling this way every time Colton’s around. He’s here all the time. How am I going to get over my crush on him if my body reacts this way whenever he’s here?

      “So how was your date?” I ask, still wondering why he’s not with Shana.

      He shrugs. “It was okay. We just went to lunch, then I took her home.”

      “To your house?”

      “No, to her apartment. I dropped her off.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Right. That makes sense,” I say, trying to yank open a bag of chips. Why did I say that? Now Colton thinks I assumed he had sex with Shana, which is none of my business. He can do what he wants.

      “Wait, did you think…” Colton laughs. “Ella, I’m not that bad. I don’t know what Theo told you about me, but whatever he said probably isn’t true.”

      “I’m not sure what you mean,” I say, still trying to get the chip bag open.

      Colton takes it from me and opens it. “Me and girls. He thinks I’m with someone new every night.”

      “Because you are,” Theo yells from the couch.

      “You two finally come up for air?” Colton yells back.

      Darcy gets up from Theo’s lap. He smacks her butt. “We’ll finish this later.”

      “Gross,” I mutter under my breath.

      Colton hears me and laughs, then leans down to me. “I’ll get you a key. Come over whenever you want.”

      I smile at him. He really is a nice guy. I hope I find someone just like him. Maybe that Damon guy from the coffee shop, although I got a weird feeling from him. It was probably just nerves. I get nervous when a guy I just met flirts with me.

      The doorbell rings.

      “That’s the food,” Darcy says.

      “I’ll get it,” Theo says, getting up. He goes to the door and pays the delivery guy.

      Colton takes out his wallet as Theo brings the food to the kitchen. “How much is mine?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Theo says. “It’s on me.”

      “Why?”

      “For getting me together with Darcy.” Theo smiles at Colton. “You’re right. Seeing your dumb ass taking her on a date pissed me off enough to take action.” He sets the food down next to Darcy and kisses her.

      “Not this again,” Colton says.

      Darcy laughs. “We’re done.” She opens a cupboard and takes out some plates.

      “What do you think?” Colton asks me, taking the plastic cover off the lasagna. “Did I do good?”

      “You did great! It smells amazing.” I smile at him. “You can order for me anytime.”

      Now that I’m no longer trying to get Colton to notice me in a romantic way, I can relax around him. I still feel that fluttery thing when he’s close to me, but I’m sure that’ll go away as more time goes by, or when I start dating someone else.

      We take our food to the living room. Theo and Darcy snuggle up next to each other on the couch while I sit on the other end. Colton’s on the chair next to me. Theo starts the movie, an action film with car chases and lots of explosions. I don’t like it, but it’s better than watching a romance. I’ll watch those when it’s just Darcy, Theo, and me. It’d be awkward to watch a romance with Colton here.

      “I should head out,” Colton says, getting up when the movie ends.

      “Already?” Theo says. “It’s still early. We could watch something else.”

      “I need to get home. And you and Darcy need to go to your room.”

      It’s true. They’ve been making out all night. They barely watched the movie.

      “We’re not that bad,” Darcy says.

      “You are,” Colton and I say at the same time.

      We both laugh.

      “Great minds think alike,” he jokes.

      “You going to the gym in the morning?” Theo asks Colton as he walks him to the door.

      “Yeah, probably around nine.”

      “I’ll see you there.”

      Colton leaves while Darcy and I go to the kitchen to clean up.

      Theo walks over to me. “I’ll give you ten bucks to finish cleaning up.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can be with Darcy,” he says, smiling at her.

      I roll my eyes. “Fine. Go. It’s better than having to watch you two.”

      “He’s kidding,” Darcy says. “I’ll help clean up.”

      “I’m not kidding.” Theo tosses a ten-dollar bill on the counter.

      “Go,” I say to Darcy. “There’s not much to clean up. I’ll be done in five minutes.” I hold up the money. “And it’s rare for Theo to give me money. I can’t pass this up.”

      “Are you sure? I feel bad—”

      “Please. Go. I can’t watch you guys make out anymore.”

      She runs off with Theo, up the stairs to their room. I toss the takeout containers in the trash, put away the chip bags, put the plates in the dishwasher, then wipe down the counters.

      As I’m finishing up, my phone rings. I don’t recognize the number, but answer anyway.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, it’s Colton.”

      My heart races. “Um, hi. Why are you calling? Did you forget something?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t say goodbye. I just left, which seemed kind of rude.”

      “Oh, um, that’s okay. So is that why you called?”

      He laughs. “No, not really. I mean, that wasn’t the only reason.”

      “Then what’s the reason?” I ask, thinking for a moment that he’s going to ask me out. But he’d never do that. I don’t know why my mind even went there.

      “I forgot to give you my number. I told Theo if you ever needed anything and he wasn’t around, that you could call me and I’ll try to help out. He gave me your number, but I didn’t give you mine. So now you have it.”

      Theo’s okay with me calling Colton? I guess that’s good. It means he trusts Colton and knows he only sees me as a friend.

      “Okay. Theo didn’t tell me, but thanks. I’ll call if I need anything.”

      “Yeah. And hey, don’t worry if it’s late or if I’m at a party or something. I’m here if you need me. I don’t have a sister, but if I did, I’d probably worry about her as much as Theo worries about you. I’d want to know people were there for her if I couldn’t be.”

      “That’s really nice of you. Thanks.”

      “Okay, well, have a good night.”

      “You too.”

      Colton’s looking out for me. Like Theo would. My brother. Colton’s my alternate big brother. He made that clear by what he said just now. Is that why he called? To make sure I knew he sees me like a sister? Can he tell I have a crush on him? If Darcy could, Colton probably could too.

      That’s really embarrassing. Having a guy know you like him when he doesn’t like you back? I’m going to have to make it clear to Colton that I have absolutely no interest in him. I don’t want him taking pity on me, thinking I’m some lovesick teenager with a crush on her brother’s best friend.

      From now on, I’m going to treat Colton like a brother. Like I would Theo. I’m not even going to think of him as anything but that.
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      This is bad. Really fucking bad.

      I can’t stop thinking about Ella. Since the day she moved to town, she’s been in my head. Taking over my thoughts.

      We’re not talking innocent thoughts here. I’m not imagining her taking my order at the coffee shop or hanging out with Theo and me at the house. The thoughts I’m having are ones that result in me needing a cold shower. Or doing things I shouldn’t be doing while thinking about my best friend’s sister. Like this morning when I was jerking off, images of Ella popped in my head. I tried to think of anyone else. Shana. Heidi. Olivia. I tried to imagine all the hot girls I know, but images of Ella kept coming back.

      She’s Theo’s little sister. Theo! Your best friend! I kept telling myself that, but it didn’t stop me from thinking about Ella. It’s like my mind’s trying to torture me, showing me what I can’t have to drive me fucking crazy.

      It’s been over a week since she moved here and I’m still having these thoughts about her. I’m trying to convince myself it’s less about Ella and more about not being able to date her. The whole you-want-what-you-can’t-have thing. Forbidden fruit. The more forbidden it is, the more you want it. But why now? Why am I feeling this way now but didn’t before?

      I met Ella when Theo and I were freshmen. The past two years I’ve seen her at the football games, talked to her when she’s here visiting Theo, had dinner with her and her family. And yet all those times, I just saw her as Theo’s sister. It wasn’t until she was here, living with Theo, that my feelings about her changed. Part of that is because of how she looks. She’s changed a lot the past couple years. She shot up in height, her hips and ass filled out, and her tits got bigger. Way bigger.

      Shit, now I’m thinking about her body. I can’t do that. I need to stop.

      Last night was the first time Ella and I really spent time together. Theo and Darcy were there, but they were making out all night so Ella and I watched the movie and talked, which we hadn’t really done before. When I’m over there, I’m always talking to Theo or we’re watching sports or playing video games. But last night was different. It felt like it was just Ella and me, and I liked it. I like talking to her.

      I’ve been wanting to get to know her better since she moved to town. I thought if I did, I’d stop having those thoughts about her. She’s fucking hot, so I don’t blame myself for having those thoughts, but I figured they’d go away if I got to know her and stopped focusing on her looks. That’s why I asked her to sit with me during her break yesterday. I tried not to look at her because looking at her makes those thoughts come back, but I couldn’t look away. She’s too damn beautiful. At least I kept my eyes on her face. Okay, maybe I looked at her tits a couple times, but it was brief, and I swear, I didn’t mean to do it.

      My efforts to get to know Ella have only made things worse. Now I’m not only attracted to her looks, but I like her as a person. She’s sweet and caring, but also tough and resilient. She grew up with a mom who was always drunk or in rehab and a dad who worked all the time. She had Theo, but he was busy with sports. He’s told me more than once how bad he feels that he wasn’t there for her more when she was growing up, but he must’ve done something right because she came out okay. She’s better than okay. She’s great. She’s smart. Independent. A hard worker.

      “You done?” Theo appears beside me at the leg press machine. “You’ve been on this for almost ten minutes.”

      “It’s all yours.” I get off the machine.

      “What’s with you today?” Theo asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re taking forever to get through the workout. You keep spacing off, like you were just now.”

      “I’m tired. I didn’t sleep well.”

      “Hey, thanks for hanging out with us last night. Ella liked having you there.”

      “She said that?” I ask, wondering what he means. I haven’t figured out how Ella sees me. Is it like a brother? A friend? I can’t tell what she’s thinking.

      “She didn’t say it,” Theo says, “but I know she liked having you there. She won’t admit it, but I know she feels awkward sometimes when it’s just her with Darcy and me.”

      “Because you and Darcy can’t keep your hands off each other. Maybe try giving it a rest when your sister’s around.”

      “Hey, I try, but I can’t help myself. Darcy was on her period last week so we couldn’t—”

      “Yeah, got it,” I say, putting my hands up. “And for future reference, I do not need to know about your girlfriend’s period.”

      “I’m just saying, last night we could finally do it and I couldn’t fucking wait. I almost left you and Ella to watch the movie yourselves so I could take Darcy up to our room.”

      “You might as well have. The way you two were going at it, it’s like you weren’t even there. Ella and I talked through the whole movie.”

      “Really? I didn’t even notice.” He gets on the leg press machine.

      “I told Ella if she ever wants a break from you and Darcy that she could come hang out at the house.”

      “Your house?” He stops halfway through a rep to look at me.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have told him that, but I didn’t want to hide it from him. I thought I’d just casually bring it up, hoping he didn’t read anything into it, like that I had a thing for his sister. Because that’s not why I invited her over. I was just being nice. Giving her a place to go. I don’t even have to be home when she’s there, although I’d like to be. I wouldn’t mind spending more time with her.

      “I was thinking I could give her a key,” I say, “so she could come over any time she wants a break from you and Darcy.” I crack a smile. “You two can be pretty damn annoying. I can see why she’d want a break.”

      “It was nice of you to offer,” he says, continuing his reps, “but I doubt she’ll take you up on it. Your house is a fucking mess, and she doesn’t know Eli that well.”

      “She’s met him before, and the house isn’t that messy. Eli got on my case about it so I’ve been trying to keep the place picked up.”

      I moved in with Eli a few weeks ago and we’re still getting used to being roommates. He likes a clean house, but I don’t mind it being a mess. I told him I’d pick up after myself, but I haven’t really done it.

      “Your house looked like shit when I was there last week.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s better now,” I say, committing to cleaning it as soon as I get home. I don’t want it looking like it does now if Ella comes over. If she sees it like that, she won’t want to be there.

      I can’t believe I’m cleaning for a girl. I’ve never cleaned for a girl. I’ve picked up a little, but never cleaned. And I’m doing this for Theo’s sister, which just proves how much I like her and what I’m willing to do to spend more time with her.

      “I’m gonna head out,” I say to Theo as he continues his reps on the leg machine.

      “You didn’t finish your workout,” he says.

      “I’ll do it later. My lack of sleep is throwing off my form. I need to take a nap or get some caffeine in me.”

      “Stop at the coffee place on your way home. Say hi to Ella.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I say, walking away.

      “Colton,” Theo says.

      I turn back. “Yeah?”

      “Thanks for offering up your house for Ella. I doubt she’ll go there, but it was nice that you were thinking of her.”

      “Yeah, see ya.” I get out of there, not wanting to be around him when I’m lying to his face. I’m not really lying, but I feel like I am when I’m having all these thoughts about his sister.

      They’re just thoughts. Nothing’s going to happen. I say that to myself repeatedly on my way home, and by the time I get there, I’ve convinced myself I didn’t do anything wrong. So what if I’ve been fantasizing about Ella? I’m a guy. And she’s hot. It’s totally normal for me to think of her that way. I’m sure once I’m used to her being around, my mind will go back to other girls. Girls I can actually be with in the way I want Ella.

      I go home and clean up, then try to figure out what to do with my day. There’s not much to do in a small town. I’m still not used to that after growing up in Manhattan. But I don’t miss the city. I’m kind of tired of it. I mean, yeah, there’s a lot to do, but I’ve already done that stuff, at least what I’d want to do. And the friends I used to have there have either left or I haven’t stayed in touch with them. I miss my dads, but it’s hard to spend time with them because we have almost nothing in common.

      They’re both theater actors. The theater is their life. It’s where all their friends are and where they spend most of their time. When they’re not performing, they’re going to see their friends perform or helping out backstage. It’s what they love, and I’m glad they’re both living their dreams, but I don’t fit in that world, which is why I don’t like going home. I’m fine being there for a few days, but anything more than that is too much. My dads think they have to do stuff I like, which makes me enjoy it less because I feel guilty, knowing they’re only doing it for me. Like last spring, we went to a baseball game and they were so bored I told them I didn’t feel well in the sixth inning just so we could leave. My dads have no interest in sports. They only know about football because of me. I wanted to play when I was really young and they supported me. They went to all my games and still do. But I know they’d rather be watching a play than sitting in a stadium watching football.

      “Hey,” Eli says as I come down the stairs. “You already go to the gym?

      “Yeah, I went this morning.” I meet up with him in the kitchen. “How was class?”

      “It sucked. I got home late last night so I couldn’t stay awake during class.”

      Eli takes classes in the summer so that he has a lighter class load during football season. He’s premed so his classes are a lot harder than mine and he has to study more. He has to take stuff like organic chemistry and calculus. I’d flunk out of those classes on the first day. I’m not great at school. I barely pass my classes. I have no idea what I want to do after college. I keep changing majors. My current major is business, but I have no interest in it.

      “You want to go play some hoops?” I ask as Eli puts two slices of bread on a plate.

      “I can’t. The professor moved up our test to Wednesday instead of Friday and I haven’t even studied yet.” He piles deli ham on the bread, making a sandwich. “I hate summer classes. I want to be outside, but instead I’m spending the day in my room reading about zygotes.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck that is, but hey, good luck,” I say with a laugh.

      “A zygote is a fertilized egg,” he says, taking a bite of his sandwich. “Something you probably want to avoid unless you’re wanting to become a dad soon.”

      “Fuck no,” I say, the thought of it making me shudder. “I haven’t even figured out relationships. Kids are a long way off.”

      “What’s going on with you and Shana?” he asks, stuffing more of the sandwich in his mouth. “You two going out again?”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “I don’t know. She’s okay. I mean, she’s hot. We just have nothing to talk about.”

      “Yeah? So? Since when does that matter?” He cracks a smile before chugging down a sports drink.

      I shrug. “I’m kind of getting tired of the one-and-done shit.”

      He eyes me, setting his drink down. “Are you saying you want a girlfriend?”

      “Maybe. Why are you looking at me that way? It’s not like I haven’t had a girlfriend before.”

      “You’ve had one in the two years I’ve known you, and I’m not sure I’d even call her that.”

      “Because she lied and didn’t tell me she was still with her ex?” I huff. “Yeah, well, before I knew that, I considered her my girlfriend.” I lean back against the counter, folding my arms over my chest. “Now that I think about that, maybe a girlfriend’s a dumb idea. Why tie myself down with some girl who’s just going to lie to me?”

      “Not all girls are like Abbi,” he says, putting his now-empty plate in the dishwasher. “I think a girlfriend would be good for you.”

      “Why?” I ask, watching as he takes a protein bar from the cupboard.

      “The one-and-done thing isn’t going to last much longer.” He tears open the wrapper on the bar and takes a bite. “You’re running out of girls.”

      “There’s plenty of girls. I’ve got a whole new crop of them coming this fall.”

      “Freshmen?” He laughs. “Aren’t they kind of young for you?”

      “Two years isn’t a big age difference,” I say, thoughts of Ella popping into my head again. She seems older than 18. She looks older, too.

      “Those girls just got out of high school,” Eli says. “It’s their first time living away from home. You gotta let them mature a little or you’ll end up with one of them stalking you.” He takes another bite of his protein bar. “Remember Kara? That girl who stalked Zane last year?”

      “Kara had issues,” I point out. “That’s why she left halfway through the semester.”

      “I’m just saying, you need to find a girl your age. Or maybe someone older.” He tosses his wrapper in the trash. “I’ve heard older women are really into younger guys.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t need your advice on women. I’m doing just fine on my own.”

      He opens the fridge. “What the hell is this?” He pulls out a bowl and shows it to me. It’s got something green and slimy in it.

      “I think it used to be salad. I forgot it was in there.”

      “That’s disgusting.” He tosses it in the trash. “I thought you agreed to stop leaving rotting food in the fridge.”

      “Yeah, I’ll go through it this afternoon. I’m also going to clean up a little.”

      He shuts the fridge and looks at me. “Why?”

      “Because I’m sick of you yelling at me about the house being dirty.”

      He smiles a little. “Is this about a girl?”

      “No. I just have some free time so I decided I’d clean the place up. But if you’re going to give me shit about it, maybe I’ll change my mind.”

      “It can’t be Shana,” he says. “Is it Jamie? That girl you went out with a few weeks ago? But she went home for the summer, didn’t she?”

      “It isn’t about a girl,” I say, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. “I’m just trying to be a good roommate, but like I said, if you’re going to be a dick about it, I’m not going to even try.”

      He laughs. “Hey, I’m just giving you shit. This is the first time you’ve offered to clean.”

      “I’m going to the park,” I say, walking to the door. I turn back. “You sure you can’t play? Just for like an hour?”

      He shakes his head. “I want to, but I can’t. Not with the test moved up. Ask Theo. He’d go with you.”

      “I already asked. He’s spending the afternoon with Darcy. Big surprise.”

      “I know, right?” Eli laughs a little. “Those two are inseparable. But it’s good. He seems happy. Hey, have you seen his sister?”

      “Ella? Yeah. I see her every time I go over there.”

      “She’s fucking hot. She’s changed a lot from when I saw her last year. She barely had tits back then, but now—”

      “Yeah, I noticed,” I say, my chest tightening hearing Eli talking about her tits. He shouldn’t even be looking at them. Then again, neither should I. “You better not let Theo hear you saying that shit about her. He’ll fucking kill you.”

      “I know she’s off limits, but that doesn’t mean I can’t look.”

      “I gotta get going,” I say, heading out the door. “See ya.”

      I was feeling tired just a minute ago, but now I’m fired up, my blood pumping hard, my pulse racing. It’s because of what Eli said. I don’t like him talking about Ella that way. I tell myself it’s because I’m protective of her, like an older brother would be, but I know that’s not the reason. But it’s the reason I’m going with because that’s how I need to think of her. Like a sister. Or a friend. Nothing more.
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      I’ve been shooting baskets for ten minutes and am already bored. Why isn’t anyone here? It’s a beautiful summer day. The sun is out. It’s not too windy. I was counting on there being at least one guy here who’d be up for a one-on-one game, but there’s nobody around.

      Maybe I’ll just leave. I’m not someone who likes doing stuff alone. I’m a people person. The life of the party. I get energy being around a crowd. I don’t mind having time to myself, but it can’t be for too long or I start feeling anxious. It’s probably because I grew up in the city where there were always people everywhere. I got used to the crowds and the noise. Moving to a small college town was an adjustment, but at least during the school year, the town fills up with students. In the summer, it feels like nobody’s around and it’s starting to get to me.

      “Colton?” I hear someone say.

      I turn back and see Ella on the trail that winds through the woods near the park.

      She smiles and walks onto the court. “I thought that was you.”

      “Hey.” I smile back, ignoring how my pulse sped up the moment I saw her. She’s wearing a white tank top and lime green running shorts. Her silky dark hair is pulled up in a ponytail and her forehead is dotted with sweat. “You running?”

      “I was.” She looks down at her smart watch and touches the screen, shutting off whatever fitness program she was using to track her run. “I’m done now.”

      I walk up to her, holding the basketball under my arm. “How far did you go?”

      “Five miles.”

      “That’s a lot. I didn’t know you were a runner.”

      “I’m not very fast. I just do it to clear my head.” She takes a moment to catch her breath, her hands on her hips, looking up at the sky. “It’s such a nice day.”

      “That’s why I’m here. I didn’t want to be inside. I thought the park would be packed today, but there’s nobody here. Well, except you.”

      She looks back at me. “Yeah, I had the trail to myself.”

      “You really shouldn’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Run by yourself. It’s dangerous.”

      “You sound like Theo,” she says, rolling her eyes but smiling. “He’s always telling me to never go anywhere by myself. But I don’t know anyone here, so what am I supposed to do? Wait for him or Darcy to go with me?”

      Ella said I’m like Theo, so does that mean she sees me like a brother? That’s probably a good thing. It means nothing will happen between us, not that it would’ve. I’m just saying.

      “It’s just that you’re kinda isolated out here,” I say. “And that trail goes deep into the woods. It’s not safe. I have to take Theo’s side on this. It’d be better if you ran with a friend.”

      “Like you?” she asks in a kidding tone.

      “Maybe. If that’s what it takes for you to stop running alone.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t go that often, but maybe next time I go, I’ll see if you’re free.” She looks around. “So who are you playing with?”

      “No one. I’m just shooting baskets. I tried to get Eli to play, but he has to study for a test.”

      “That would really suck having to take classes all summer.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t like it. I don’t even like it during the school year.”

      “You don’t like school?”

      “I would if I was good at it, but I’m not.” I’m not sure why I admitted that to her. I basically just told her I’m stupid.

      “Maybe you’re just taking the wrong classes,” she says. “What’s your major?”

      “Business, but I only picked that because it seemed like something that would help me get a job when I’m done here.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I have no fucking clue,” I say, which again, surprises me because I usually make up some bullshit story to tell girls. I say I want to get a job in finance or whatever else I can think of that would impress them. But I just told Ella the truth.

      “A lot of people don’t know.” She wipes the sweat from her forehead. “Theo still hasn’t decided what he wants to do.”

      “I’m guessing he’ll go into coaching. Theo’s good with kids. He’d be a great coach. And his dad’s a coach so…”

      Shit. I shouldn’t have brought up Theo’s dad. That’s a sore topic in Ella’s family.

      “Sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “I shouldn’t have brought up Kurt.”

      “It’s fine. We can talk about him now. Well, my mom will, mainly with Theo. My dad still doesn’t like talking about him, but I’m sure you can understand why.”

      Kurt, Theo’s biological dad, took off before he was born. His mom got pregnant in high school and had to raise him on her own until she married Steve. They had Ella soon after they got married. Steve adopted Theo and was the only dad he knew until Kurt showed up in town last fall. He was hired as the assistant football coach and got to know Theo without telling him he was his dad. When Theo found out, he wanted nothing to do with Kurt. He blamed him for why his mom became an alcoholic. Kurt ended up quitting as coach and leaving town, but Theo still talks to him. He forgave him for leaving and so did his mom. She went to rehab last winter and has been sober ever since.

      “It’s a tough situation,” I say. “I can see why your dad would want to keep Kurt out of your lives.”

      “Yeah, I get it, but—” She stops suddenly and shakes her head. “We don’t need to get into it. I should get going. I’m all sweaty. I need to shower.”

      “You don’t want to shoot some baskets?” I joke.

      She cocks her head to the side. “Can I?”

      “If you really want to, sure.” I hand her the ball.

      She pauses, her eyes going to mine. “You want to play?”

      “You and me?”

      “Yeah. I’m not great, but I know what I’m doing. I was on the basketball team in middle school. I was actually really good.”

      “Why’d you stop playing?”

      “I just didn’t have time,” she says, looking away.

      I get the feeling that’s not the real reason, but I’m not going to push her to say more. If she wanted me to know, she’d tell me.

      “So what are we playing? Twenty-one?” she asks, referring to the game where the first person to score 21 points wins.

      “That works. Want to do a few practice shots?” I ask, stepping aside.

      She dribbles the ball, going past me toward the basket. She shoots, with really good form. She makes the basket and I run over and get the ball, tossing it back to her. She shoots again and makes the basket. She wasn’t lying. It’s clear she’s played before, and she’s good. I wonder why she didn’t play in high school. She’s got the height for it. She’s around five foot ten, which is tall for a girl.

      “I’m starting to get worried,” I say, watching her sink another ball in the basket.

      She laughs. “You should be.”

      “You ready to play?” I ask, grabbing the ball.

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      We start the game and damn, she’s really good. Five minutes in and she’s already beating me. But to be fair, I’m having trouble focusing. I keep getting distracted by her long, tan legs and the way her tank top keeps riding up, showing off her stomach.

      “I need some water,” I say, after the second game. She won the first, and I won the second, but barely.

      “I guess basketball’s not your game,” she kids as I gulp down some water. “Good thing you have football to fall back on.”

      “Really?” I set my water bottle down and look at her.

      “What?” she says, holding back a smile.

      “You just insulted me.”

      “No, I gave you a compliment.” She smiles a little. “I said you’re good at football.”

      “And suck at basketball.” I walk up to her. “I think you forgot I won the last game.”

      “Barely,” she mutters.

      I love that she’s giving me shit about this. Girls are always doing things to impress me or throwing compliments at me so I’ll like them. But not Ella, which once again makes me think she only sees me as her brother’s friend.

      “One last game,” I say. “To break the tie.”

      Ella grabs the ball from me and dribbles it down the court. “You sure you can handle losing?”

      I run up to her and grab the ball. “Let’s go.”

      She gets this competitive look on her face that turns me on. I’m really competitive and it’s rare I find a girl that’s as competitive as me, especially when it comes to sports. In fact, Ella might be the first one, and damn, it’s sexy.

      “You can go first,” I say, tossing her the ball.

      “Hold on.” She drops the ball and yanks off her tank top. “I’m getting too sweaty.”

      She’s left wearing a sports bra that shows off the top of her tits, which are dotted with beads of sweat. It might be the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever seen. She turns around, her back to me, and leans over, her head hanging down as she lets her hair out of the elastic thing and redoes her ponytail. Her ass is facing me, and leaned over like that, her shorts are riding up. They have built in panties, but if they didn’t, I’d be getting quite a show right now.

      Is she doing this on purpose? So I’d be so distracted I lose the game? I’m sure she’s just trying to cool off and fix her hair, but seeing that just ended whatever focus I had left. How am I supposed to play now? All I can think about is her body and how I’d like to—I’m not even going to finish that thought. I shouldn’t even be thinking about her that way.

      “Okay, I’m ready,” she says, picking up the ball. She gets in position, her eyes on the backboard. She shoots and scores, then does it on her next two shots.

      Next it’s my turn. But before I start, I rip off my shirt. Maybe Ella only sees me as a brother, or maybe not. Either way, there’s a chance the sight of me shirtless could distract her and I need all the help I can get right now.

      I pick up the ball and notice her looking at me, at my chest. I smile a little. “You good?”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes dart up to my face. “What are you waiting for?”

      I get in position for the shot. I make the first one, then the next two.

      “Getting nervous?” I ask Ella, kidding with her as I toss her the ball.

      “No.” She throws the ball, landing it in the basket.

      How is she so good at this? Does she practice? She has to. There’s no way she’d be this good otherwise.

      The game’s tied up when Ella takes the ball for her last three shots. If she makes the basket on all three, she wins.

      She makes the first two, but on the third shot, the ball bounces off the backboard and lands on the court. It’s a live ball, meaning I can take it for the rebound. I run up and grab it, but when I turn to shoot, Ella’s there, reaching for the ball. I shoot and miss. Ella runs after the ball, but I’m right behind her, reaching around her to get it. She grabs it before I can, then sneaks past me and goes for the shot. She misses and we both race to get the ball.

      I get it first and hold it over her head. “You want to just end this? Call it good? We both won a game. We don’t need to finish this.”

      “Oh, we’re finishing it,” she says, trying to get the ball. “And I’m going to win.”

      Damn, that turns me on. This was a bad idea. Playing ball with Ella has made me like her even more, and made my attraction to her off the charts. I’ve never been so turned on by a girl. I’m going to need a really cold shower after this.

      Ella’s attempt to get the ball from me throws off my shot and I miss, the ball hitting the backboard, then the court. Ella and I reach the ball at the same time. She picks it up, but notices me about to take it from her and throws it. We both watch as the ball soars through the air, hits the backboard, and sinks into the basket.

      “I made the shot! I won!” She turns and hugs me.

      We’re both half naked, and feeling her skin against mine is turning me on so much I can barely stand it. I’m pumped up from the game, testosterone levels high, and the girl I can’t stop thinking dirty thoughts about has her body pressed against mine. Fuck, this is not good.

      “Good job,” I tell her, pulling away.

      “Oh, sorry,” she says, letting go of me. She takes a step back and looks down at herself. “I’m covered in sweat. That’s gross. Sorry.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say, like I didn’t love the feel of her hot, sweaty body against mine. “I’m just as sweaty.”

      “We need to go home and shower,” she says as she adjusts her ponytail. I know what she meant, but hearing her say ‘we’ made me imagine us in the shower together, which is not the image I need in my head right now.

      “Thanks for the game,” I tell her. “You’re really good.”

      “I haven’t played for a while. I’m surprised I won.”

      “Let me grab my stuff, then I’ll walk you to your car.”

      I pick up the basketball, then get my gym bag from the side of the court. She meets me there and we walk to the parking lot.

      “You got plans with Theo and Darcy tonight?” I ask, stopping at Ella’s car.

      “No.” She opens her door. “They invited me to go to a movie, but I told them I wanted to stay home and watch TV. I wouldn’t mind seeing the movie, but not if it means sitting next to them while they make out the whole time.”

      “They usually don’t do that in public. I’ve been to movies with them and all they did was hold hands.”

      “Well, even so, I don’t feel like going with them. I’ll just find something to do at home.”

      If she wasn’t Theo’s sister, I’d ask her out for tonight. I’d take her to dinner, maybe a movie. I want to spend more time with her, but I can’t. Going out with her, even as friends, is a bad idea.

      “Well, I guess I’ll see you around,” I say.

      “Yeah.” She goes to get in her car, but then stops. “Hey, would you maybe want to get something to eat tonight?”

      I take a moment before I answer, my mind racing between wanting to tell her yes and knowing I should say no.

      “I was just thinking,” she says. “I don’t really want to be alone all night in my room. But if you already had plans—”

      “I don’t. We can get something to eat. You want me to pick you up?”

      “If you could. Oh, wait, I should probably drive myself. I don’t want Theo seeing you drop me off later, assuming he’s home by then.”

      “Why can’t Theo know?”

      “I guess he can. I just don’t want him reading anything into it. He gets so weird about me doing stuff with guys.”

      “Yeah, but it’s me. It’s not like this is a date.”

      She nods. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll just tell him.”

      “I’ll pick you up at six.”

      “Okay.” She gets in the car. “See you then.”

      As she drives off, I think about what she said. She didn’t want to tell Theo about us going to dinner, but why? If she only thinks of me as her brother’s friend, it shouldn’t matter if I’m taking her out. Theo should be happy she’s getting out of the house instead of being stuck in her room. And this way, he gets to take Darcy out without having his sister tagging along.

      Thinking of it that way, I sound like a great friend. The problem is, I wasn’t thinking of helping out Theo when I agreed to take Ella out tonight. I was thinking of myself and how I want to see her again.

      This is a bad idea. A really bad idea.
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      “You sure you don’t want to go tonight?” Theo asks as I come downstairs.

      He and Darcy weren’t home when I got back from the park. I took a shower, watched TV, and laid down for a short nap. I woke up when I heard them coming into the house.

      It’s after five. Colton will be here at six. I need to tell Theo I’m going out tonight. I’m worried he’s going to try to tell me I can’t go, but I don’t know why he’d do that. I haven’t told him I see Colton as anything more than a friend. Darcy knows I have a crush on Colton, but I don’t think she said anything to Theo.

      “It’s supposed to be a really good movie,” Darcy says to me from the kitchen. “We’re going to stop and get something to eat on the way there.”

      “Which means we need to leave soon,” Theo says.

      “I’m not in the mood for a movie,” I say. “And this way you guys can make it into a date night.”

      “Aren’t you going to be bored staying here all night by yourself?” Theo asks, opening a bag of chips and stuffing some in his mouth.

      “I’m not staying home.” I walk over to the kitchen and sit on one of the stools that line the counter. “I’m going out and getting something to eat.”

      “By yourself?” Darcy asks.

      “No. With Colton,” I say, like it’s no big deal.

      Theo stops chomping on his chips. “You’re going out with Colton tonight?”

      “I saw him at the park earlier and was asking him where to go for dinner. He gave me some ideas, and then I thought maybe he could go with me. So I asked him if he was free and he was. He’s picking me up at six.”

      That’s not really what happened, but it’s close enough.

      Theo looks at Darcy, then back at me. “Why do you want to hang out with Colton?”

      “Because he’s the only person I know here besides you two.”

      “What about that girl from work? Why don’t you go out with her?”

      “She has a boyfriend. They’re going out tonight.”

      “I think it’s good,” Darcy says to Theo. “Colton’s fun. She’ll have a good time.”

      Theo turns to her. “What do you mean, Colton’s fun? Are you saying I’m not?”

      “No.” She laughs. “I’m saying she’ll have more fun going to dinner than sitting in her room.”

      “And I wasn’t asking for permission,” I say, looking at Theo. “I’m just telling you what I’m doing.”

      “Where is he taking you?” Theo asks.

      “I don’t know. We haven’t decided.”

      “So why were you at the park?”

      “I was running, not that it’s any of your business.”

      “It is my business, because I’m in charge of keeping you safe.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don’t need you to keep me safe. I’m an adult. I can take care of myself.”

      “Were you running alone or were other people around?” Darcy asks.

      “I was alone, but it was totally safe.”

      “You really shouldn’t run there alone,” Darcy says. “A girl got attacked there a few years ago.”

      “Yeah, you’re not running there again,” Theo says in a stern, dad-like tone. I hate it when he talks to me like I’m a kid. He was no idea what it was like for me growing up when he was off doing sports and my dad was at work. I basically raised myself. Our mom couldn’t do it. Most of the time she was passed out drunk. But I can’t tell Theo that.

      “Fine, I won’t go there alone,” I say, “but I’m still going there. It’s a nice trail.”

      “Who are you gonna go with?” Theo asks. “Darcy doesn’t run, and I do enough running at football practice. I’m not doing more.”

      “You don’t know anyone who likes to run?” Darcy asks Theo.

      “Colton ran track in high school, but I don’t think he runs anymore.”

      “Can I ask him?” I say to Theo. “See if he’ll go with me?”

      “I’ll ask him. I don’t want him thinking he has to do this just because you’re my sister.”

      “We should go up and get ready,” Darcy says to Theo. “We need to leave soon or we won’t have time for dinner.”

      “What time will you be home?” Theo asks me.

      “I don’t know. Does it matter? It’s just Colton.”

      “Yeah, I guess. He’ll probably bring you back after dinner so he can meet up with a girl later.”

      Colton has a reputation for being a player, but I could see him having a girlfriend. I think guys just say they don’t want a girlfriend until they find the right girl. I wish I was that girl for Colton, but unfortunately, he doesn’t see me that way. When I hugged him on the basketball court, he pulled away, which could’ve been because I was getting my sweat all over him, but more likely is because he’s not interested in me.

      I shouldn’t be interested in him either, but I can’t help it. He’s so freaking hot. When he took his shirt off today, my eyes kept wandering to his chest, then his abs, then to his muscular arms. It was really distracting. I can’t believe I was able to focus enough to make a basket, let alone beat him. I honestly don’t know how I did that. The last time I played basketball was with my dad and that was last March, which was months ago.

      Now that I’ve spent some time with Colton, I see why he’s so popular, not just with girls, but with everyone. I thought he might be one of those guys who only talks about himself or is always saying how wonderful he is, but he isn’t like that at all. He even admitted he’s not good at school, which isn’t something you say when you’re trying to impress a girl. I took that as another sign that he only sees me as Theo’s little sister, which is disappointing, but I get it. Colton and I can never be anything more than friends, but despite knowing that, my crush on him is even stronger than before.

      Theo and Darcy leave at five-thirty to go to dinner. After they’re gone, I race up to my room and change into really short shorts and a tight pink tank top. Colton may only see me as a friend, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to look good. I let my hair down and brush it out, then touch up my makeup and spritz on some perfume.

      The doorbell rings and I race downstairs to answer it.

      “Hey.” I smile when I see Colton standing there. He’s wearing a black polo and jeans, and I think I smell cologne. My stomach’s doing that flip-flop thing, but I ignore it, remembering he’s just my brother’s friend.

      “You look nice,” Colton says, his gaze sweeping over my body before rising back to my face.

      “Anything’s better than how I looked at the park,” I say with a laugh.

      “You looked great. Just a little sweaty, but we both were. You ready to go?”

      “Yeah, just let me grab my keys.” I reach behind the door to the hook on the wall. “Oh, and I need to get some money.”

      “You don’t need it. Dinner’s on me.” He smiles. “I have to give you something for winning today.”

      “You don’t have to do that. Let me just run upstairs to get my money.”

      “Ella, c’mon.” He wraps his hand around mine, gently pulling on it until I walk out the door. He keeps hold of it, smiling at me. “It’s just dinner, and I’m not taking you any place fancy.”

      “Okay,” I say, my heart beating like crazy from the feel of his hand around mine. He lets it go, and I shut the door and lock it. As we’re walking to his car, the breeze blows and I get a whiff of his cologne. Why did he put on cologne? This isn’t a date. Maybe he always wears it, although I don’t remember smelling it on him before, when he’s hanging out at the house with Theo.

      “Did you tell Theo about this?” Colton asks as he drives down the street.

      “Yeah, I told him.”

      “And?” Colton glances at me. “What’d he say?”

      “Not much. He asked why I wanted to hang out with you and I told him it’s because you’re the only person I know here besides Darcy and him.”

      “I guess that’s true. I hadn’t really thought of that.”

      “I’ve met other players on the team, but I don’t really know them. I know Faith, the girl I work with, but she’s always out with her boyfriend.”

      “So I’m your only option,” Colton says with a laugh.

      “That, and… ” I pause, not sure I should say it.

      “And what?” he asks, glancing at me as we wait at a stoplight.

      “I like you.” I catch his eye and don’t look away, my heart beating faster by the second. “I mean, I like hanging out with you.”

      He looks away, pulling forward as the light turns green. “I like hanging out with you, too. Today was fun. Maybe we could do it again sometime.”

      “Would you go running with me? I already talked to Theo about it.”

      “You told Theo you wanted to go running with me?”

      “Well, no. I told him I ran on the trail today and he freaked out. He doesn’t want me going alone, and then Darcy asked him who I could run with and he said you used to run track.”

      “Yeah, back in high school.” Colton looks over at me as we stop again for the light. “So Theo suggested I go running with you?”

      “He said he’d talk to you about it. He didn’t want me bringing it up. He doesn’t want you thinking you have to do stuff with me just because you two are friends.”

      “That’s not why I’d do it,” he says, looking back at the road. “And the answer is yes. I’ll run with you, if you want.”

      I glance out the side window, then back at Colton. “So what’s the reason?”

      “For what?”

      “Why would you do it? If it’s not about Theo, why would you agree to run with me?”

      “To make sure you’re safe. Theo’s right. It’s dangerous to run there alone. A few years ago, a girl got attacked on that trail.”

      “Oh,” I say, disappointed. I was hoping he’d say he was doing it to spend time with me.

      “I hope you like this place,” Colton says, pulling up next to a red brick building.

      “Pizza?” I say, noticing the slice of pizza on the sign.

      “Yeah. You get to make it yourself. Well, you don’t actually make it, but you pick what you want on it and then watch them make it through the glass.”

      “Sounds fun.”

      We go inside and I notice a lot of kids and families. It’s not at all romantic, not that I expected that. Okay, maybe I did, but that was my fantasy, not real life. If Colton liked me the way I like him, we’d be at a quiet, dimly lit restaurant, holding hands across the table. But that would be a date and this isn’t a date.

      There’s a line where you order the pizza and another line where you watch it being made. We head to the order line.

      “Colton!” someone yells.

      I look over and see Wes and Avery coming toward us. They’re Theo’s friends and come over all the time, but I don’t know them that well. I know Wes better than I know Avery because Wes used to be Theo’s roommate before Darcy moved in.

      “Hey,” Colton says, smiling at Wes and Avery. “You guys just get here?”

      “No, we already ate,” Wes says. “We’re heading out.”

      “Hi, Ella,” Avery says. She’s best friends with Darcy. They used to be roommates when they lived in the dorms. “How was your first week here?”

      “Good, but I kind of needed a break from Theo and Darcy so they’re out at the movies tonight. I decided not to go.”

      “I get it,” Avery says. “Being around a couple all the time can get old.”

      Wes looks at Colton. “I thought you had a date tonight.”

      “Shana and I didn’t work out. We decided to cancel our plans for tonight.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Wes says. “I didn’t see you guys together.”

      “You say that about every girl,” Colton says.

      “Because they’re only trying to get with you for…” Wes glances at me. “Well, you know why. Anyway, Avery and I need to get going. There’s a band playing at the park tonight and then I think they’re doing fireworks.”

      “That sounds fun,” I say.

      “You should go,” Avery says. “Although it might be too late by the time Darcy and Theo get home.”

      “I could take you,” Colton says to me. “If you really want to go.”

      “Maybe we’ll see you there,” Wes says, taking Avery’s hand.

      They leave and Colton and I get in line.

      “What do you think?” Colton asks.

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to take up your whole night.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve got nothing else going on. We could go there and meet up with Wes and Avery.” He smiles. “They’re not as fun as me, but you should get to know them since they’re friends with Theo and Darcy. You’ll be seeing a lot of them this summer.”

      I’d rather see a lot of Colton this summer. I feel so good when I’m around him, like my whole body is buzzing with excitement.

      “If you don’t mind, then yeah, I’d love to go.”

      “You should probably text Theo that you’ll be getting home late.”

      I get out my phone and text him that Colton and I are going to hang out with Wes and Avery so Theo doesn’t think I’ll be alone with Colton. But that’s what I really want. To be alone with him. Just the two of us.

      Why does the guy I like this much have to be my brother’s best friend? Why couldn’t it be someone else?
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      How many bad decisions can a person make in a day? I think I’m up to at least five by now and they all involve Theo’s sister. Taking her to dinner was supposed to be the last one, but then I agreed to take her to see a band. At least Wes and Avery will be there. Ella and I will sit with them and the night will be perfectly innocent, despite the thoughts running through my head. I’ve got to stop thinking about her that way. I need to find someone else to get my mind off of Ella.

      “You hear back from Theo?” I ask as Ella and I arrive at the park.

      “No. He’s probably not checking his phone during the movie.”

      “Did you tell Darcy?”

      “No. Why would I text Darcy if I already texted Theo?”

      “I just want to make sure one of them sees the text that you’ll be out late. I don’t want Theo getting home and freaking out that you’re not there and blaming me for it.”

      “Stop worrying about Theo. I’m not a kid. I don’t have to check in with him all the time.”

      She does while she’s living with him. The guy is the definition of an overprotective brother. I don’t have a sister, so I can’t understand what it’s like, but if I did, I don’t think I’d feel the need to keep watch on her every second of the day.

      “Over here!” a girl yells.

      I look across the grassy field and see Avery and Wes a few feet back from where the band is setting up. They’re sitting on a blanket, surrounded by other couples on blankets, some of them making out. Walking over there with Ella, I feel like people are watching us, looking at us like we’re a couple.

      “How was dinner?” Avery asks as Ella sits down on the blanket.

      “It was good,” Ella says. “I’ve never been to a place like that. It was fun watching them make the pizza.”

      “Avery loves that place,” Wes says as I sit beside Ella. I wanted to create more space between us, but there isn’t any. It’s not a big blanket and I don’t want to sit on the grass, which is worn down and covered in a layer of dried mud. It’s an older park and the town doesn’t spend the resources to keep it up like they do the new one, where Ella and I played basketball.

      “So what’d you do today?” Wes asks me as Avery and Ella talk. “After the gym?”

      “Shot some hoops.”

      “With Eli?”

      “No, he had to study. And Theo was busy with Darcy.”

      “So you didn’t go with anyone?”

      “No, but Ella was there so we played a few games of 21.” I look over at her as she listens to Avery talk. Ella’s silky dark hair is blowing in the breeze and there’s a soft smile on her face. She’s fucking gorgeous, but in a natural way. She doesn’t need to be all made up to look good. Like today at the park, she was sweaty and her hair was falling out of her ponytail, but she still looked absolutely beautiful.

      “Colton,” Wes says, getting my attention.

      I look back at him. “Yeah?”

      “What do you think?”

      “About what?” I ask, realizing I didn’t hear what he just said. I heard him talking, but I was too busy staring at Ella to actually hear his words.

      “About Coach,” Wes says.

      “What about him?”

      Wes sighs. “At the gym yesterday, didn’t he seem kinda out of it?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He didn’t yell at any of us, which almost never happens. And he was walking really slow. Then I saw him stumble, but he caught himself before he fell. You didn’t notice any of this? He walked right past you.”

      I shrug. “He seemed okay to me.”

      Wes shakes his head. “Something’s going on with him.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like maybe something’s wrong with his health. He’s gotta be close to 70, right?”

      Ella laughs, bringing my attention back to her. I smile as I watch her talking to Avery, waving her hands around and getting excited about whatever she’s saying. She’s one of those people my dads would describe as animated. When she talks, her hands move, her face lights up, her eyes widen. I love that about her, maybe because it reminds me of my family and the people I grew up around. Actors like my dad and their friends tend to be very expressive, like Ella.

      “Colton,” Wes says, getting my attention again.

      “What?” I ask, looking back at him.

      He stands up. “Let’s take a walk before the band starts.”

      “They’re starting right now,” I say as music blares from the speakers.

      “Where are you going?” Avery asks Wes.

      “Colton and I are going to walk a little. My legs were getting stiff sitting there. We’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      Wes and I walk away from the girls, weaving through the crowded field until we’re on the sidewalk near the parking lot.

      “What’s going on?” I ask Wes.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.” He stops and gets in front of me. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You and Ella.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, but of course I know what he’s talking about. Stupid Wes. Why does he have to be so damn perceptive? You can’t sneak anything past him. He always seems to know what’s going on.

      “You have a thing for Ella.”

      “Ella?” I laugh. “Yeah, right. Let’s go back to the concert.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Colton. I can tell something’s going on with you two.”

      “Why? Because I took her to dinner? I was just being a friend. She’s bored and didn’t want to be stuck in her room all night.”

      “You spent the afternoon with her, then took her to dinner, and now you’re here with her at the park? That’s giving up a lot of your time for a girl you claim is just a friend. You don’t spend that much time with girls you’re actually dating.”

      “Okay, first of all, we’re here because of Avery, because she got Ella all excited about the band. And I didn’t plan on seeing her this afternoon. I went to the basketball court by myself. Ella was running on the trail. It’s pure coincidence that we ran into each other. She suggested we play 21, and I went along with it, thinking we’d play a game, I’d win, and she’d go home. But it turns out she’s actually really good. She even beat me, two to one. To congratulate her on the win, I told her I’d take her for dinner.” I look directly at Wes. “It wasn’t a date. It was two friends going to dinner.”

      “You can say that all you want, but I saw how you looked at her just now. That is not how you look at a friend.”

      “She’s hot. When I see a hot girl, I have a hard time looking away. That’s all it was. It didn’t mean anything.”

      “Where do you think this is going to go?” he asks, ignoring what I just said. “You think you’re going to keep taking her out, pretending to just be friends, and Theo’s not going to notice?”

      “Notice what? There’s nothing going on with her.”

      He sighs. “She likes you, Colton, and I don’t mean as a friend.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You don’t even know her.”

      “I know enough to tell that she has a thing for you. Avery thinks so too.”

      “Maybe you’re wrong,” I say, raising my voice. “Maybe you two should focus on yourselves instead of trying to get involved in other people’s lives.”

      “I’m getting involved because I know this isn’t going to end well. You and Theo are best friends. I don’t want to see that destroyed because you went after his sister. You can have any girl you want, so why Ella? I mean seriously, she’s the last girl you should even consider going out with. You shouldn’t even be thinking of her that way.”

      “I’m not,” I say, my jaw tightening. “Just drop it, Wes. I mean it.”

      “Prove it,” he says, his eyes on mine.

      “Prove what?”

      “That you don’t have feelings for Ella. Go out with someone else. One girl. Two. Three. It doesn’t matter, as long as none of them are Ella.”

      I roll my eyes. “This is stupid. I told you there’s nothing going on with Ella and me. I don’t have to prove it to you.”

      “Then prove it to yourself. Ask a girl out for tomorrow night.”

      “This is bullshit,” I say, walking away. “I’m going back to the concert.”

      Wes grabs my arm, stopping me. “We’re not done here.”

      I yank my arm from his grasp and turn to him. “I’m not talking about this. You’re making shit up that isn’t true.”

      “You had a date tonight. And you cancelled it, hoping you could spend time with Ella.”

      “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about. I cancelled my date with Shana because there was nothing there. We went to lunch and I was the only one talking. She had nothing to say. She just stared at me, looking at me like she wanted to hurry up and go back to my place.”

      “Yeah? And did you?”

      “No, but it had nothing to do with Ella. I just wasn’t feeling it with Shana. We aren’t a good match.”

      “That’s never stopped you before.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe I’m growing up. Maybe I’m tired of being with girls who only want to go out with me just so they can say they slept with Colton Danes.”

      “And this revelation just happened to coincide with Ella moving here?”

      “Okay, we’re done here,” I say, walking away.

      Wes catches up to me. “Don’t do this, Colton. Leave Ella alone. Find someone else.”

      I ignore him and continue through the field. The band is playing and it’s really loud. By the time I’m back to Ella and Avery, I can barely hear them above the music.

      “Should we move?” Avery yells to Wes as he comes up beside me. “It’s really loud here by the speakers.”

      “Yeah, let’s go,” Wes says.

      The girls get up and Wes picks up the blanket and shakes it out. He leads the way, going to a spot near the back, next to a tree.

      Avery smiles at him as he spreads the blanket out over the grass. “It’s our spot.”

      “What do you mean?” Ella asks, sitting down next to Avery.

      “Wes took me here when we were pretending to just be friends,” she explains. “He kissed me, more than once. He told me it was to distract me from trying to fix the blanket. It kept getting blown around by the breeze and driving me crazy.” Avery looks over at Wes, who’s now sitting beside me, across from the girls. “But I knew what he was doing. He just wanted an excuse to kiss me.”

      “You really think I needed one?” Wes says, smiling at Avery. “You were practically begging me to kiss you.”

      “I was not,” she insists.

      “You yelled at me that night for not wanting to be more than friends.”

      “Well, yeah, because you were taking forever to make a move. I was getting angry.”

      “I couldn’t make a move until I was ready. And that night when we were here, it wasn’t the right time.”

      “When did he finally ask you out?” Ella asks Avery.

      “A few weeks later,” Avery says, her eyes on Wes. “After I’d completely given up on him.”

      “I guess it’s never too late,” Ella says.

      “It could’ve been,” Avery says. “If Wes kept pushing me away, I would’ve had to move on. I wasn’t going to wait for him forever.”

      “I wouldn’t have expected you to,” Wes says, looking back at her.

      Those two are so in love. I wouldn’t be surprised if they got engaged this year.

      “So you started out as friends?” Ella asks, looking back-and-forth between Avery and Wes.

      “We were enemies first,” Avery says.

      “They hated each other,” I say with a laugh. “You should’ve seen Wes when he talked about her. His face would get all red. He’d be pacing the floor, throwing his hands up. I’d never seen someone so worked up over a girl.”

      “I didn’t hate her,” Wes says. “I just found her really annoying.”

      “I hated him,” Avery says. “But only because he plays football and my ex-boyfriend played football and cheated on me. I assumed Wes was the same as my ex so I hated him at first, but then I got to know him and started to like him.”

      “I didn’t think they’d ever get together,” I say to Ella. “It seemed like all they did was fight.”

      “What made you finally want to be with her?” Ella asks Wes.

      “I realized I couldn’t live without her.” He smiles at Avery, then looks back at Ella. “I had a shitty childhood. Parents who didn’t want me around. I was always getting into trouble. Didn’t know what I wanted in life. Then I met Avery, and even though she seemed like my complete opposite, she was the first person who really understood me. It scared me at first. I didn’t want someone knowing me like that. I was used to keeping people at a distance. But when I tried doing that with Avery, she wouldn’t let me. She was determined to get to know me, but the more I let her in, the more I wanted to push her away. Eventually, she’d had enough, and that’s when I realized I was losing her. I couldn’t let that happen. I was determined to get her back.”

      “And he did.” Avery moves over next to Wes, smiling up at him as he puts his arm around her. They kiss, and don’t stop.

      I look over at Ella. “I warned you about them. They’re just as bad as Theo and Darcy.”

      Ella smiles. “You want to move? You can sit next to me.”

      Wes lets Avery go, but gives her another kiss, a short one. “Later.”

      She moves back to her place beside Ella.

      Wes did that intentionally. He didn’t want me sitting next to Ella so he let Avery go so she’d return to her spot. He needs to stay out of this. Nothing’s going to happen with Ella and me.

      We turn and face the band, listening to the music and watching people get up and dance. Ella’s moving to the beat, almost instinctively, like she doesn’t know she’s doing it. She probably wants to dance, but I’m not going to ask. Wes would read something into it and I’d get another lecture from him.

      A half hour into the concert, a girl comes over to us. She looks familiar. I’ve seen her at parties, but don’t think I ever talked to her.

      “Hey, Colton,” she says, smiling at me as if I should know her.

      “Hey,” I say, trying to recall her name. I honestly don’t remember talking to her, but she seems to think I did. Maybe I was drunk when it happened.

      “Allison,” she says, since I clearly can’t remember her name. “We met a few weeks ago at your party.”

      I was wasted for most of that party. I seriously do not remember her.

      “You bandaged her up when she cut her hand,” Wes says to me. “After she cut it on the broken beer bottle?” He looks at me like he’s urging me to go along with it.

      Now that he said it, I do remember a girl cutting her hand and me taking her to the bathroom to wash it off. I put a bandage on her or maybe she put it on. The memory isn’t clear, but I think I might’ve kissed her. No, I did. I remember it now. Shit, we did more than kiss. We didn’t have sex, but we did other stuff, and we might’ve had sex if someone didn’t yell at us to get out of the bathroom so they could use it.

      I get up and face Allison. “Sorry, I didn’t know it was you. You look different.”

      She really does. The girl I remember had blond hair, but now her hair is dark brown.

      “I changed my hair,” she says, running her hand over the ends. “I went back to my natural color. Do you like it?”

      “Yeah, it looks nice,” I say, thinking it looks like Ella’s, except Allison’s hair is shorter, ending just above her shoulders. Why am I comparing her to Ella? I need to stop.

      “You want to take a walk?” Allison asks.

      I glance over at Ella. Her eyes are on the band and she’s swaying to the music, like she’s not even aware of Allison being here.

      “Sure,” I say to Allison.

      We walk to the far end of the park, away from all the people. Allison takes my hand and leads me to a secluded area behind some trees.

      “I haven’t stopped thinking about that night,” she says, keeping hold of my hand. “I wanted to call you, but I was hoping you’d call me first.”

      “I was really drunk that night. I hate to say this, but I honestly don’t remember what happened. Even the part about you cutting your hand. I didn’t remember it until Wes brought it up.”

      She shrugs. “It’s okay. I was really drunk too. But I remember what we did.”

      “Which was what? I mean, I know we kissed but…”

      She smiles. “We did more than kiss.”

      “But we didn’t—”

      “No.” She steps closer, close enough that I could kiss her if I wanted to. But do I? I barely remember this girl, and I’m supposed to be hanging out with Ella tonight. I shouldn’t be here kissing Allison.

      Then again, maybe that’s exactly what I should be doing. Maybe doing this will get my mind off of Ella. And if Wes is right and Ella likes me the way I like her, then I need to do this. I need to end whatever’s happening between Ella and me before it turns into something more. Something that could end my friendship with Theo.

      I put my arms around Allison and kiss her. She moans and presses her body against mine. I slip my hand under her shirt, trying to focus on her, but my mind wanders back to Ella. I shouldn’t have left her there. I shouldn’t have walked off like that.

      “What’s wrong?” Allison asks, and I realize we’re no longer kissing. Was it because of me? Did I pull away?

      “Nothing. I just don’t think this is the time or place to do this. I feel like we don’t have any privacy.”

      She smiles. “Want to go back to your place?”

      I consider it for a moment. She’s gorgeous, and I did tell myself that doing this might take my mind off of Ella. So why am I hesitating? What the hell is my problem?
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      Walking to the back of the park, I stop when I see Colton, or a guy who might be Colton. I can only see part of him because he’s standing behind a tree. Why is he standing there? Maybe he’s peeing. Gross. It’s probably not Colton. He doesn’t seem like someone who’d relieve himself on a tree when there’s a public restroom not far from where we’re sitting.

      I’m about to turn back when I hear his voice. He’s talking to someone, probably that girl who came up to him.

      I turn back. “Colton?”

      Why am I doing this? I should leave him alone. He’s with a girl, someone he’d rather be with than me. Now I’m embarrassed I went looking for him.

      “Ella?” Colton comes out from behind the tree. “What are you doing here?”

      “I, um—” I stop when I see Allison appear beside Colton. She pulls down her shirt, which was bunched up to just below her boobs. It’s clear what she and Colton were doing, and I just interrupted them. I feel my face getting hot. “I’ll go.”

      As I’m racing off, I hear Colton behind me. “Ella, wait!”

      I stop and turn back. Colton’s in front of me, but Allison’s still back by the tree.

      “Sorry,” I say to Colton. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just wanted to tell you I’m leaving.”

      “Leaving? Why?”

      “I’ve heard enough of the band. Theo texted and said the movie just ended. I’m going to see if he can pick me up on his way home.”

      “Ella, no.” He glances back at Allison. “Let me tell her I’m leaving, then I’ll drive you home.”

      “No, really. I don’t need you to. You should stay. That girl seems to really like you.”

      Colton looks at me, not saying anything, like he’s trying to figure out what to do. He feels obligated to take me home, like I’m a little kid he’s responsible for. It angers me, and makes me not want to be around him.

      “I’ll see you later.” I take off.

      “Ella!” he yells, but I keep going, picking up my pace. I get out my phone and call Theo.

      “Hey,” he answers. “Are you home?”

      “No, I’m still at the park, but I’m ready to leave. Could you pick me up?”

      “Yeah, we could be there in five minutes.” He pauses. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m just tired. I’m ready to go home.”

      “Okay, we’ll see you soon.”

      I lied to Theo. I’m not okay. I’m angry and sad and fighting back tears—over a guy I like who has no interest in me. Why do I keep doing this? Why do I keep imagining Colton likes me when he doesn’t? Taking me to dinner? Taking me to see the band? He was just being nice. Doing a favor for Theo. Taking his friend’s little sister out so I’m not stuck in my room all night.

      All last week, when Colton would come over to the house and smile at me or talk to me, he was just being nice, but I imagined it as being more than that. Because I wanted it to be. But it’s not. Why can’t I accept that?

      “I’m going to head out,” I say when I’m back at our spot. Avery is cuddled up in Wes’ arms and he was just about to kiss her but stopped when he saw me. I’m glad I’m leaving. I can’t watch those two together when I’m feeling sad and alone and like I’ll never find a guy that makes me feel the way Avery feels about Wes.

      “You’re leaving?” Avery says. She looks around. “Where’s Colton?”

      “Making out with that girl,” I casually say, like it doesn’t bother me in the least. “They’re back there somewhere.” I motion to where I found Colton.

      “He’s not taking you home?” Wes asks.

      “No. I told him I didn’t need him to. Theo’s going to stop by and get me.”

      “We could’ve taken you,” Avery says.

      “It’s fine. Theo was already heading this way. He’ll be here in a few minutes. I’m going to go wait for him in the parking lot.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Avery says, getting up.

      “No, stay,” I tell her. “I can wait by myself. He’s probably already there.”

      “Okay, well, bye,” Avery says. “Maybe we can get lunch sometime or go shopping.”

      “Sounds fun,” I say, but I know it probably won’t happen. Avery works a lot and when she’s not at work, she’s with Wes. She doesn’t even see Darcy much, and they’re best friends.

      “If you ever need anything,” Wes says. “Just give us a call.”

      “Okay, thanks. I’ll see you guys later.” I hurry off, wanting to get out of here. I don’t want to see Colton again, especially with that girl. They’re probably back behind the tree, making out. Or maybe they’re having sex. Allison’s shirt was almost off. If I’d interrupted them a few minutes later, I might’ve caught them doing it.

      “Ella!” I hear Darcy yell.

      Looking to my left, I see Theo’s car pulling up. Darcy’s window is down and she’s smiling. “This band is really good. You sure you don’t want to stay?”

      “I’d rather go home,” I say, getting in the back seat.

      Theo looks back at me. “It’s not that late. We could stay for a few songs.”

      “I’m tired. Can we please just leave?”

      “You okay?” Theo asks, as he drives out of the parking lot.

      “Not really. I have a headache. The music was making it worse.”

      “I can give you something for it when we get home,” Darcy says, turning back to me.

      “I’ll be fine. I just need to sleep.”

      “What happened with Colton?” Theo asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why didn’t he take you home?”

      “He was with some girl. I didn’t want to make him leave.”

      “He drove you there. He should’ve at least offered to take you home,” Theo says, sounding angry.

      “He did, but I told him I was getting a ride from you. Don’t be mad at him. He didn’t do anything wrong.”

      I’m saying that more to myself than to Theo. I can’t be mad at Colton. Going off with that girl, he didn’t do anything wrong. We weren’t on a date. He had every right to take off with Allison. It’s not like he left me alone. I was with Wes and Avery. And if Colton decided to leave with that girl, I’m sure he would’ve checked on me first and made sure I had a way home.

      “Who was the girl?” Theo asks. “Was it Shana?”

      “No, Allison. She said they met at a party a few weeks ago.”

      “Allison.” Theo looks over at Darcy. “Do we know her?”

      “Yeah, she lives with Piper. She moved in with her last semester when Jamie moved out.”

      Theo nods. “That’s right. Isn’t she a senior?”

      “She will be in the fall.”

      Theo smiles. “So Colton’s dating an older woman.”

      “I doubt they’ll date,” Darcy says. “He’ll probably spend a night with her and that’ll be it.”

      “I don’t know how much longer he can keep doing that. He’s running out of girls. He’s gonna have to either go back with girls he’s already been with or go after the freshmen.”

      “I think he just needs to find the right girl. Like you did.” Darcy smiles. “You were just like Colton when I met you.”

      “Hey,” Theo says. “Not in front of my sister.”

      “Oh, oops,” Darcy mutters.

      “Like I don’t already know this?” I roll my eyes. “You play football. Everyone knows you guys sleep around. You did it in high school too. I heard you. It was so gross.”

      “You had girls in your room?” Darcy asks Theo. “At your parents’ house?”

      “Maybe once or twice. Ella’s exaggerating.”

      “It was more than twice,” I say. “And I’m pretty sure Dad knew, but of course he didn’t say anything. But if I’d snuck a boy in my room, I would’ve been grounded until college.”

      “It’s so unfair,” Darcy says, looking back at me. “Guys get to do whatever they want, but we get held to a different standard. It’s like we’re still living in the dark ages.”

      Theo pulls into the driveway and parks in the garage. “I’m getting out of here before the man-bashing starts.”

      Darcy laughs as Theo goes into the house. When Darcy and I get inside, Theo’s already got food set out on the counter, preparing his sixth or seventh meal of the day. He eats all the time, but he has to in order to maintain his size. He’s bigger than Colton. They’re both really muscular, but Colton has a thinner, leaner body. Theo is big and wide. His shoulders and arms are huge.

      “Goodnight,” I say, heading to the stairs.

      “You’re going to bed already?” Theo asks as he opens a bag of chips.

      “I told you, I have a headache.”

      “Oh! Let me get you some medicine.” Darcy follows me up the stairs. I don’t need medicine. My head doesn’t hurt. My heart does, because of my stupid infatuation with Colton.

      I go in my room and seconds later, Darcy appears with a bottle of pain reliever.

      “Try these,” she says, handing me the bottle. “They always work when I have a headache.”

      “Thanks.” I take the bottle and set it on the nightstand. When I turn back, Darcy’s still standing there. “I’m going to change for bed so…” I wait for her to leave.

      She walks up to me. “Did something happen tonight?”

      “No. Why?”

      “You seem really sad.”

      “I’m not sad. I just have a headache.”

      “Come sit down,” she says, taking a seat on my bed. I wish she’d just leave. I’m not in the mood to talk.

      “I’d really like to go to bed,” I say, sitting beside her.

      “Ella, I know this is about Colton.”

      I roll my eyes. “It’s not about Colton. I’m just tired and didn’t want to be at the park anymore.”

      “Colton didn’t mean to hurt you. He does stupid things sometimes, but he’d never do it to hurt you. If anything, he’d try to protect you.”

      “I don’t need him to protect me. I can take care of myself.”

      “I get that, but guys like Colton and your brother feel the need to take care of the girls they care about. And I can tell Colton cares about you.”

      “Yeah, like a little sister.”

      “Maybe, but is that really so bad? You have a big, strong guy looking out for you when Theo’s not around. I guarantee if you ever needed help and Theo wasn’t there, you could call Colton and he’d be there in an instant. Same with Wes.” She smiles a little. “That’s one benefit of having a brother who plays football. The team is like family. They look out for their own.”

      I turn to her. “I’m just tired of being treated like a kid. I’m more mature than Theo thinks. I’ve been through a lot. More than he knows.”

      “What do you mean?” she asks with concern.

      “It doesn’t matter. I’m just saying, I’m not a little kid. I don’t need Theo or his friends babysitting me. And I shouldn’t have to check in with him every second of the day so he knows where I’m at.”

      She nods. “I know. I’ve tried telling him that, but he doesn’t listen.”

      “Could you try again? Because I can’t take a whole summer of this. He’s worse than my dad. At least Dad let me have some freedom. I could come and go without having to check in with him all the time.”

      “What about your mom? Didn’t she want to know where you’re at?”

      “No.” I look down, then back up at Darcy. “You know how she was. I’m sure Theo told you. Anyway, I’d really appreciate it if you’d talk to him. I don’t know if I’ll survive living here all summer if he keeps treating me like a little kid.”

      “I’ll try talking to him again. And as for Colton, he’s just one guy. There are so many other guys out there, guys who aren’t friends with your brother. Maybe go on some dates. Meet some other guys. If you find one you really like, you won’t even think about Colton anymore. At least it was that way for me.”

      “You mean when you started dating Theo?”

      “Even before that. When Colton took me out, all I could think about was Theo. I tried to have feelings for Colton, but my heart was with Theo, even before we were officially dating. I still think Colton is hot, and he’s really fun to be around. He just wasn’t the right guy for me. But if you’d told me that a year ago, I would’ve said you were crazy.”

      “So before Theo, you really thought Colton was the guy for you?”

      “Only because I told myself that. I didn’t really know Colton back then. I’d just created this fantasy of us being together.” She smiles. “It’s funny when I think about it now.” She gets up. “I’ll let you get to bed. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay. And I’ll talk to Theo about giving you some space.”

      “That’d be great. Thanks.”

      She walks to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      It sounds like Darcy did the same thing I’m doing now. I’ve been fantasizing about dating Colton while he’s going on with his life, not even thinking about me. I bet he’s home now, in bed with Allison, and tomorrow he’ll be with someone else. He’s not thinking about me or dreaming about me or imagining us dating. He probably hasn’t even thought about me since I told him goodbye tonight. It makes me sad, but I have to be okay with it. I can’t force him to like me. I’ll find someone else. Like Darcy said, there are plenty of other guys out there.
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      I should’ve been with Allison last night. She practically begged me to take her home with me, but I turned her down, said I didn’t feel well. I lied to get out of having sex. That’s the first time that’s ever happened. And why did I do it? Because I couldn’t stop thinking about Ella.

      After she tracked me down at the park and said she was leaving, I went back to Allison and we started making out again. But I couldn’t get into it. I kept seeing Ella’s face in my head, looking sad and disappointed that I’d left her with Wes and Avery so I could go be with another girl. A girl I didn’t even remember until Wes jogged my memory. I didn’t feel anything for Allison, but I took off with her anyway, thinking of what Wes said about staying away from Ella and finding someone else. I really thought being with Allison would clear my head, get it back to where it was before Ella moved to town, but it didn’t work. I couldn’t even take Allison home with me.

      Now it’s morning and I’ve been up most of the night, thinking about Ella and wondering if she’s okay. The past week, my thoughts about Ella have been mostly dirty, inappropriate thoughts, but last night my thoughts were on how she was feeling—if she was angry at me, or sad, or confused why I took off with another girl when I was supposed to be with her. I’m telling myself this is good. Replacing the dirty thoughts with thoughts about how she’s doing means I’m seeing her more like someone I care about, like a friend or a sister.

      I’m sure Ella’s fine. She probably went home, watched TV, went to bed, and didn’t even think about me. Maybe she doesn’t even like me now that she saw me with another girl. She knew what was going on at the park. Allison’s shirt was almost off. Ella’s probably disgusted with me. To her, I’m just one of those guys who sleeps around, going from one girl to the next. And she wouldn’t be wrong. I’m not proud of that, but it is what it is. Girls offer me sex and I take them up on it. Or I did until last night.

      I still don’t understand that. Allison was right there. I didn’t even have to try. She looked really hot and couldn’t take her hands off of me. All I had to do was invite her back to my place and she’d be in my bed right now. We could’ve had a great night, but no, I turned her down.

      My alarm goes off, letting me know it’s time to get up and go to the gym. I’d rather stay in bed another hour, but I told Theo and Wes I’d work out with them this morning. I’m not great at getting there when I say I will and they always give me a hard time about it. If I hurry up, I might actually be on time today.

      As I get out of bed, the phone rings. It’s Theo.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there,” I say, thinking he’s calling to make sure I show up at the gym.

      “That’s not why I’m calling,” he says, sounding really serious. Theo almost never sounds serious. Something’s wrong. I immediately panic, thinking something happened to Ella. Did she not get home last night? I thought Theo was giving her a ride.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask. “Is Ella okay?”

      “Yeah. Why?” Theo pauses. “Why do you think this is about Ella?”

      “I didn’t take her home last night. I was worried. So she’s okay?”

      “She’s fine. She’s still asleep. I need to go wake her up.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      “Darcy’s grandma had a stroke last night. She’s in the hospital. Her mom took a plane there this morning. Darcy and I are going to drive down.”

      “Where does her grandma live?”

      “Florida. We were going to try to get a flight, but a last-minute flight is really expensive. Darcy’s mom said her grandma is stable and that it’d be fine if we didn’t make it there until tomorrow, so we’re just going to drive.”

      “Do the doctors think her grandma will be okay?”

      “I think so, but we really don’t know much yet. We’ll find out when we get there.”

      “Okay, well, let me know how it goes.”

      “That wasn’t why I’m calling. I called because I wanted to see if you’d keep an eye on Ella while we’re gone.”

      “Meaning what? Like call and check on her?”

      “That, and maybe take her out again. Get her out of the house. She doesn’t know anyone here and she feels comfortable with you. I’d ask Wes and Avery to do it, but they’re going to her mom’s house this weekend and aren’t coming back until next Tuesday or Wednesday.”

      “Um, yeah, I can do stuff with Ella. When do you think you’ll be back?”

      “It depends on how her grandma’s doing.”

      “Did you tell Coach you’d be gone?”

      “I left him a message, but it’s not like I’m missing anything. Practice hasn’t started. I’m just missing the workouts, but I can try to do them in Florida, at the hotel gym. Colton, I need to get going. Darcy’s packing our stuff. She wants to leave soon.”

      “I was going to head to the gym, but do you want me to come over?”

      “No, Ella has to work this morning, but maybe call her when you’re done at the gym. See if she needs anything.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Hey, what happened last night?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I hear you hooked up with Allison. I didn’t know you stayed in touch with her after that party where she hurt her hand.”

      “We didn’t. She just saw me at the park last night and came over. How did you know I was with Allison? Did Ella tell you?”

      “Yeah, she said you ditched her for Allison.”

      “That’s what she said? That I ditched her?”

      “No, she just said you left with her.”

      Ella thinks I went home with Allison. Should I tell her I didn’t, or let her think that I did? I don’t want Ella knowing she’s the reason I turned down Allison, but I also don’t want her thinking I slept with a girl whose name I couldn’t even remember. I don’t want her thinking I’m that type of guy. But why do I care? Why does it matter what Ella thinks of me?

      “Colton, I gotta go,” Theo says. “I’ll call when I get to Florida.”

      “Yeah, have a safe trip.”

      Theo asked me to watch over his sister. He trusts me with Ella, and yet for the past week, I’ve been having those thoughts about her, thoughts I never should’ve had. I feel like a shitty friend, but what am I supposed to do? I’ve been trying not to think about her, but it hasn’t worked.

      Theo will only be gone a few days. I can watch over Ella for a few days. Nothing’s going to happen between us. She’ll be working. I’ll be at the gym. Maybe I can convince Eli to stop studying for a few hours and go do something with me. Or maybe I’ll call up Allison and see if she wants to come over.

      It sounds like a good plan, but I get the feeling it won’t happen. I already want to see Ella again, and with Theo gone, I can spend time with her without him asking why.

      This is a bad idea. I shouldn’t be around Ella. The more I’m with her, the more I like her. But I told Theo I’d keep an eye on her. I can’t back out now.
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      Theo and Darcy left a few hours ago. I feel really bad for Darcy. She couldn’t stop crying. She’s really worried about her grandma. It’s the only grandparent she has left, so I get why she wanted to hurry down to Florida to see her.

      “So you get the house to yourself all weekend?” Faith asks, leaning against the counter.

      I’m at work and just told Faith what happened. It’s just after ten, which is our slow time. There’s a few people here, but nobody in line. Faith takes her break soon, which means I’ll be alone at the counter. I’m hoping nobody comes in until she’s back from break. I’m still trying to learn everything and need her to help me out.

      “I’m not sure how long they’ll be gone,” I say. “It depends on how Darcy’s grandma is doing.”

      “We should have a party,” Faith says with a devilish grin, like she’s already planning it in her head.

      “With who? I don’t know anyone.”

      “I’ll take care of the guest list. I know tons of people.”

      “I don’t want to have a party. If Theo found out, I’d never hear the end of it.”

      “How would he find out? He’ll be in Florida.”

      “Yeah, but his friends are here. They’d tell him.”

      “We won’t invite them. They won’t even know about it.”

      “Colton would. I overheard Theo telling Darcy that he asked Colton to check on me while they’re gone.”

      “Colton wouldn’t tell on you, would he? He doesn’t seem like someone who’d rat you out.”

      “Probably not, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not having a party.”

      She checks her phone. “I need to go on break. You got this?”

      “Um, yeah, sure,” I say, trying to sound confident. “Go ahead.”

      She takes off her apron and goes to the back. I reach under the counter and grab the binder that has instructions for how to make all the drinks. I’ve been trying to memorize it so I don’t have to keep getting it out when I make an order.

      “Ella,” a guy says. I look up and see Damon across the counter, smiling at me.

      “Hey. You’re back.”

      “Yeah, I come here a lot.”

      “What can I get you?” I say, walking over to the register.

      He meets me over there. “Your number.”

      I look at him. “What?”

      He laughs. “Sorry, that was supposed to be funny, but it didn’t come out right. I wanted to know if you’d go to dinner with me tomorrow night.”

      “Oh, um, I don’t know.” I’d totally forgotten about Damon and that he hinted he might ask me out. I’ve been too wrapped up thinking about Colton to think about other guys. But maybe I should agree to this date with Damon. It might be just what I need to get over Colton.

      “I know we just met,” Damon says, “but I’d like to get to know you better. We could meet somewhere if that makes you feel better.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “Really?” he says, like he can’t believe I agreed to it.

      “I just don’t want to be out too late. I have to be here early Thursday morning. My shift starts at six.”

      “How about tomorrow at seven? Is that too late?”

      “Seven is good.”

      He checks his phone. “I have to get going. Let’s exchange numbers and we can go over details via text.”

      This is all happening really fast. Maybe I shouldn’t do this. I don’t even know this guy. I’m a little uncomfortable giving him my number, but do it anyway. He seems harmless, and it’s just dinner. If it doesn’t go well, I’ll leave and go home.

      “I’ll text you later,” he says, putting his phone away. “See ya.”

      He takes off before ordering anything. He came here just to ask me out. That seems kind of strange, given that we’ve only said a few words to each other.

      I pick up the drink binder and flip through it. I’m never going to memorize all these. There must be fifty drinks in here, and then people ask for them to be made all different ways.

      “Can I get some help over here?”

      I look up and see Colton standing by the register, a big smile on his face. His hair’s wet like he just showered, and he’s wearing a white t-shirt that makes his tan skin look even more golden brown.

      My body instantly reacts at the sight of him, my heart pumping faster, my stomach feeling weird. I promised myself this wouldn’t happen again, that I wouldn’t let myself see him as anything more than a friend, but apparently my body didn’t get the message.

      “Hi, Colton.” I walk over to him. “Here to check up on me?”

      “No,” he says, his smile fading. “Why do you say that?”

      “I overheard Theo saying he asked you to check on me while he’s gone, but you don’t need to. I’ll be fine on my own. Theo doesn’t seem to get that I can take care of myself.”

      “He knows that, but he still worries about you.”

      “He doesn’t need to. He’s my brother, not my dad.”

      “Well, what if I want to?”

      “Want to what?”

      “Check up on you.” He smiles a little. “You gonna tell me to go away?”

      “No. I mean, I guess it depends.”

      “Depends on what?”

      “On if I want privacy.” I pause. “Like if I’m on a date.”

      Why did I say that? I wasn’t going to tell him about my date with Damon. Now Colton’s going to tell Theo and Theo’s going to call me and ask me a million questions about the guy or insist on meeting him before we go out.

      Colton pauses a beat, then says, “Is this a hypothetical date?”

      I consider how to answer that. I should say it’s hypothetical, but I’m curious how Colton would react if I told him it was real.

      “It’s actually a real date,” I say. “Tomorrow night.”

      Colton stands up straighter. “You have a date tomorrow?”

      “Yeah,” I say, noticing his shoulders stiffen as he folds his arms over his chest.

      “With who?”

      “Some guy I met the other day. He came in to get coffee.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Damon. Why do you want to know his name?”

      “You just met this guy?” Colton’s voice gets louder, loud enough that the people at the table behind him look over. “And you’re going out with him?”

      “It’s just dinner. And he’s not picking me up. We’re going to meet there.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t know yet. What’s with all the questions? Why do you care?”

      “Because this guy could be dangerous. You shouldn’t be going out with a guy you just met that you don’t know anything about.”

      Now I’m the one getting angry. “So that girl last night. Allison. You couldn’t even remember her name and yet you took off with her. Probably took her home. And somehow that’s okay, but I can’t go to dinner with Damon? At least I know his name.”

      “Okay, first of all, I—” He stops, noticing how loud he’s talking. He takes a breath, then sets his hands on the counter and leans toward me. “First of all,” he says, his voice much quieter now. “I know Allison. I don’t know everything about her, but I know her. And yes, I didn’t remember her name, but I don’t remember anyone’s name. I suck with names. And as for taking her home, I didn’t. I went home like a half hour after you left. Alone.” He stands up straight and waits for me to respond.

      “Okay, well, I still think you’re making a big deal out of nothing. I’m just meeting a guy for dinner. If I don’t like him or get a bad feeling from him, I’ll leave and go home.”

      “And what if he follows you?”

      “He won’t,” I say, rolling my eyes. “I swear, you sound just like Theo. You assume every guy I go out with is crazy or a murderer.”

      “Because there’s a lot of crazy people out there. And you’re all by yourself in that house. What if this guy really is crazy and follows you home?”

      “I’d go in the house and lock the door.”

      “What if he broke in?”

      I let out a frustrated sigh. “This is so ridiculous. I’m not talking about this. You’re not going to scare me into cancelling my date. Do you want something to drink or are you just here to lecture me?”

      “I’m not lecturing you. I’m looking out for you. I told Theo I’d take care of you and that’s what I’m doing.”

      Take care of me. Like I’m a child. It infuriates me that Theo asked Colton to do this. And I’m disappointed Colton agreed to it. He should’ve told Theo to trust me enough to be on my own without supervision. But no, here he is, checking on me, and Theo’s only been gone a few hours. I’m not putting up with this. I’m not going to be treated like a child.

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I say to Colton in an angry tone. “And I need to get back to work.” I grab a rag and the bottle of cleaner and go around the counter to one of the tables. I wipe it down, glancing at the door as Colton leaves. He’s probably going to get in his car and call Theo and tell him about my date. Then Theo will call me and tell me I can’t go. I wouldn’t listen to him. He can’t tell me what to do. Neither can Colton.

      “Ella,” Faith says, back from her break. “Can you refill the cups?”

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” I meet her behind the counter and open the box of cups.

      “It’s going to get busy soon,” she says, pouring coffee beans in the grinder. “When you’re done stacking the cups, can you refill the stirrers?”

      “Yeah. I’m on it.”

      “How’d it go while I was on break?” She gets the coffee machine going, then reaches under the counter to get another bag of coffee beans. “I assume it went well since you didn’t come get me.”

      “It was quiet. Nobody came in.”

      “Really?” She looks at me. “Nobody?”

      “Well, Damon was here, but he didn’t order anything. Same with Colton.”

      She walks over to me. “If they didn’t want anything, why were they here?”

      “Damon asked me out,” I say, taking a stack of cups from the plastic sleeve.

      “Who’s that? Do I know him?”

      I look at her. “Damon. The guy who was here the other morning. Dark hair. Leather jacket.”

      “Oh, that guy. I remember seeing him, but I don’t know him.”

      “What do you mean? He said he comes here all the time.”

      “He did?” She stops to think. “I know all the regulars and that guy isn’t one of them.”

      “He made it sound like he comes here a lot, but maybe a lot to him isn’t that much.”

      “So he asked you out?”

      “Yeah, to dinner tomorrow night.”

      “That’s great!” She smiles and walks over to the register. “You’ve been here just over a week and already have a date.”

      Except now I’m regretting that I agreed to it. I thought Damon came in here all the time. I thought Faith knew him. But she doesn’t. So was Damon lying or just stretching the truth?

      Maybe I should cancel the date. No, I can’t. I committed to doing this and I need to see it through. I’m letting Colton’s comments make me afraid of Damon when the reality is, he could turn out to be a really nice guy. He seemed nice in the short interactions we’ve had.

      “So what did Colton want?” Faith asks, putting coffee beans in the other machine.

      “He was here to check on me.” I huff. “It’s so annoying. Theo just left and Colton’s already babysitting me.”

      “I wouldn’t mind having Colton babysit me,” she says, smiling to herself.

      “Faith, I’m serious. I’m sick of being treated like I can’t take care of myself.”

      “Would you rather have Theo not care?” She tosses the empty coffee bag in the trash. “Because personally, I think it’s kind of sweet he watches over you like that. My brother would never ask his friend to check on me. One time back in high school I had a flat tire and my brother wouldn’t even come help me. And it was at night. I was able to flag down a guy in a truck and he helped me, but I didn’t know the guy. He could’ve been dangerous. You’re lucky you have a brother that helps you out.”

      “I get that. I just want more freedom. That’s all I’m asking for.”

      “You ready?” she asks, looking at the door. Five women are coming in. They’re older and dressed nicely, probably professors at the college. “You’re making the order. I’m staying at the register.”

      “Wait—what? I’m not ready!”

      The women order and I try to make the drinks, but it takes forever and Faith ends up having to help me. Three more people come in and Faith has me make their orders, too. I’m really slow, but Faith doesn’t help me this time. She’s forcing me to learn how to do this, which I guess is good, but it’s also really stressful.

      When my shift ends at three, I’m exhausted. I go back to the house, take a shower, collapse on my bed, and fall asleep. I wake up to my phone going off. I pick it up and see Colton’s name. Is he checking on me again? I just saw him a few hours ago.

      “Hey, Colton,” I answer.

      “Hey, can I talk to you?”

      “Isn’t that we’re doing?”

      “I mean in person. Can you open the door?”

      “What door?”

      “The door to your house. I’m waiting outside.”

      “You are?” I get up and look out the window. Colton’s car is in the driveway.

      “I told you I was coming over. Didn’t you see my text?”

      I look at my phone and see he sent it while I was asleep. “Um, yeah, now isn’t a good time.”

      I’m not in the mood to talk to Colton. I know he’s only here to try to talk me out of going on my date tomorrow. I’m surprised I didn’t get a call from Theo about it. I’d be shocked if Colton didn’t tell him.

      “Ella, please. I don’t need long. Just a few minutes.”

      “Fine,” I say with a sigh. “I’m in my room. I’m coming down.”

      I quickly check the mirror to see how I look. It’s not good. I’m not wearing makeup and my hair’s a mess from sleeping on it. But it’s not like Colton will notice or care.

      I go downstairs and open the door, ignoring how my pulse races the moment I see him.

      “If this is about my date,” I say. “I’m not talking about it.”

      “It’s not about that. Can I come in?”

      “You said you only needed a few minutes.”

      “Ella, c’mon. I don’t want to stand out here on the porch.”

      I step aside and he comes into the house. I could smell his cologne when he walked past me. He must always wear it, and here I was thinking he wore it just for me when we went to dinner last night.

      “So what is it?” I ask, standing beside the couch as he sits down. “What do you want to say?”

      “Aren’t you going to sit down?”

      “No. I’d rather stand.”

      Our eyes meet and I feel a flutter in my chest. I really wish my body would get on board with the fact that Colton’s not an option instead of reacting every time he’s around. I look away, but the fluttery feeling remains.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      I look back at him. “For what?”

      “For trying to tell you what to do. You’re smart and mature, and going out with this guy is your decision. I’m not going to lie and say I don’t have concerns, but I can’t tell you what to do. I’m sorry that I did. It was wrong.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter. “For saying that.”

      He nods. “But if it doesn’t go well and you need me for anything, you’ll call me, right?”

      “I won’t need you. It’s just dinner.” I laugh a little. “You act like this is my first date. I don’t know what Theo told you, but I’ve been on dates before. A lot of them, and I’ve had boyfriends. I’m not as innocent as you think.”

      “I didn’t say you were. I just want you to be careful.”

      “I will.” I pause. “So are we done here?”

      “I guess.” He stands up. “Unless you want to go get something to eat.”

      “You don’t have a date tonight?” I ask in a kidding tone. “With some nameless girl?”

      He smiles. “I guess I deserve that. But I’m serious when I say I’m terrible with names. And it’s not just with girls. I can’t remember guys’ names either.”

      “Can you remember other stuff?”

      “Not really. I remember stuff that’s important, like my dads’ birthdays, but other stuff just doesn’t stick in my head. That’s why my grades aren’t good. I suck at memorizing things. I don’t do well on tests. What about you?”

      “I can memorize stuff for tests and I usually remember names, but for some reason, I can’t memorize how to make all those drinks at work.”

      “You just need more time. You haven’t even been there a week.”

      “I guess that’s true.”

      Colton walks up to me, which makes my heart speed up again. “What do you think? Can I take you out?”

      It sounds like he’s asking me on a date, but I know he’s not. He’s just being nice, getting me out of the house.

      “Okay, but give me a minute to fix myself up.”

      “Why? You look great.”

      I stare at him. “Are you kidding? I look horrible. You sound just like Theo. He always says I look fine so that he doesn’t have to wait for me to get ready.”

      “That’s not why I said it. I think you look good just like you are.”

      “Then you’re blind,” I say, walking to the stairs.

      “I actually have perfect vision,” he calls out to me as I go up to my room.

      I go into the bathroom and brush out my hair, then do my makeup. I’m not doing this for Colton. I just like to look good when I go out. It has nothing to do with Colton. My crush on him is over. I just need to convince my body of that.
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      “I can’t believe you made me watch that,” I say to Colton.

      After dinner, we came back to the house and there was this movie on TV that Colton claims is one of his favorites. When I told him I hadn’t seen it, he insisted I watch it. I told him I’d only do it if he watched it with me. I could’ve watched it alone, but I didn’t want him to leave. The house feels really empty without Theo and Darcy here. I wanted some company, or that’s what I’m telling myself rather than admit I wanted more time with Colton.

      “What do you mean?” He looks at me. “That was awesome!”

      “There was no story.” I turn to him on the couch. “It was just car chases, explosions, and people shooting at each other.”

      He smiles. “Yeah. Awesome. Best movie ever.”

      I roll my eyes. “Agree to disagree.”

      “That’s fair. You can pick the next one.”

      “We’re watching another movie?”

      “Don’t you want to?”

      “We can, but it’s almost ten and I have to work in the morning.”

      “So you want me to go?”

      That’s not what I want, but being around him stirs up those feelings again, the ones I’m trying to make go away. It didn’t help that we had a really great time tonight. We went to dinner at a Mexican place where this guy with a guitar comes by your table and sings. When he got to our table, he sang this slow, romantic song and I started laughing, which made Colton laugh. I was laughing all through dinner. Colton says things he doesn’t think are funny, but they are because of the way he says them.

      “You spent all night with me,” I say. “I think your babysitting duties are done for today.”

      “Hey.” He moves closer to me on the couch. “Stop saying that. I’m not babysitting you. I’m not Theo. I don’t think of you like a kid.”

      “You don’t?”

      “No. And I know what it feels like to be treated like that. My dads do it every time I go home and it’s really fucking annoying.”

      “What do they do?”

      “They think they have to schedule all these activities for us to do, like I’m five years old and have to be entertained. They forget that I’ve been living on my own for more than two years now. I can do stuff on my own. I don’t need them to entertain me.”

      “But you get along with them?”

      “We get along great. We just don’t like the same things. Both of them hate sports. They’ll watch a game with me, but they always look like they can’t wait for it to be over. And I don’t like going to plays, but that’s their whole life. Even when they’re not acting in a play, they go to their friends’ plays and hang out behind the stage. Their friends are all theater people and when they come over, I have nothing to say to them. They’re nice people. I just feel out of place when I’m around them, like I don’t belong there.”

      “You mean with their friends, not your dads.”

      “My dads too. It seems like the older I get, the less I have in common with them. When I was a kid, it wasn’t an issue. My dads would play games with me and take me to do kid stuff. But now that I’m older, I feel like we can’t find anything we like doing together. So yeah, sometimes I feel like I don’t belong there.”

      “Colton, they’re your family. Of course you belong there.”

      “I’m not saying I don’t love them, because I do. And I appreciate all they’ve done for me. They sent me to private school. Let me go to football camp in the summer. Went to all my games. But ever since I went to college, I feel like things changed. They got even more involved in their theater stuff and I got more into football. When I’m home, it’s like none of us knows what to talk about. They look bored when I talk about football and I’m bored hearing about whatever shows are playing on Broadway.”

      “I think that’s normal. Things change when you go to college.”

      “Not for Theo. He still likes hanging out with you guys. He looks forward to it.”

      “Only because our mom’s sober now. When she wasn’t, he’d make up excuses so he wouldn’t have to come home.”

      “Yeah, but you know what I mean. Even when your mom was drinking, he didn’t feel like an outsider when he went home.”

      “Is that really how you feel when you go home?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe a little. I feel like it more when my dads have their friends over, which seems to be all the time. They like to entertain.”

      “Maybe you could ask them to not have people over when you go home. Tell them you just want it to be the three of you.”

      “I could. That might help.” He smiles a little. “I like talking to you. You have better advice than Theo. Half the time he just sits there, not saying anything.”

      “Most guys are like that. You’re one of the few that talks a lot.”

      “You think I talk a lot?”

      “You talk all the time. But I like it. I talk a lot, too.”

      “Yeah, you do,” he says, rolling his eyes. “It’s nonstop.”

      “Hey!” I take a pillow from the couch and throw it at him.

      He catches the pillow and laughs. “I’m kidding.” He looks at the TV. “You up for watching something else or do you want to go to bed?”

      I want to go to bed. With you. That’s what the voice in my head says, but I quickly tell it to be quiet. It’s not happening, not with Colton.

      “We could watch another movie.” I grab the remote and look through the options. “What about this?”

      “Love Class?” he says, leaning up to see the screen. “Is that what it says?”

      “Yeah, it’s a romance.”

      He looks at me. “You want to watch a romance movie? Seriously?”

      I laugh. “The look on your face. I should take a picture. It’s hilarious.”

      “Have you seen it?”

      “Yeah, I watched it with Darcy. It’s about this dating coach who falls in love with one of his students.”

      “Go ahead. Start it.” He leans back, splaying his arm out along the back of the couch.

      “I was joking. I’m not really going to watch it.”

      “Why? Theo said you and Darcy watch romance movies all the time.”

      “We do, but I don’t want to tonight.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because watching one of those with you would be…”

      “Be what?” He cracks a smile.

      “Awkward.”

      “Why would it be awkward?”

      “It just would be, okay? Let’s leave it at that.”

      He grabs the remote from me and hits the button that starts the movie.

      “Colton, no!” I move over on the couch and try to get the remote, but he holds it above his head so I can’t reach. “I don’t want to watch it. Turn it off.”

      “Why? You love romance movies.”

      I do, but I don’t want to watch one with Colton, especially this one. It has a lot of sex scenes, and the first scene is the most explicit.

      Loud moans come from the TV, and when I look over, I see the first scene, the one where the girl is spread out on the bed with the guy’s face between her legs.

      “Turn it off.” I reach for the remote, but Colton won’t let me have it.

      “Huh,” he says, his eyes on the TV. “This was not what I was expecting.” He smiles. “But I like it. So these two are dating? Married? What’s their story?”

      “He’s her dating coach.” I look over at the TV and the guy is now on top of her, thrusting into her. “He’s teaching her… things.”

      “I think I just figured out what I want to do for a living,” Colton jokes.

      This is so embarrassing. I can’t watch this with Colton! I try again to get the remote from him, but as I’m reaching up to get it, he moves and I fall forward, on top of him. I freeze, my head on his chest, my butt in the air.

      He looks down at me, looking like he’s trying not to laugh. “What’s happening? Did you want to cuddle?”

      “No!” I push off his chest. “I want the remote. I’m not watching this movie.”

      “Wait.” He looks at the TV. “I gotta make sure she finishes.”

      I collapse back on the couch and close my eyes, not wanting to see the movie or Colton’s reaction. The scene seems to last forever until finally I hear the moaning stop.

      “Okay, it’s off,” Colton says. When I open my eyes, I see him smiling at me. “I see why you like those.”

      “They’re not all like that. Most of them don’t show anything more than a kiss.”

      “But you wanted to watch that one.” He rubs his scruffy jaw. “Interesting.”

      “It’s not interesting.” I sit up. “It was a joke. I wasn’t actually going to watch it.”

      “We should. I’d like to know more about this dating coach thing. Can you go to school for that, because if so, I’m—”

      “Yeah, I get it. It’s a stupid movie. But it’s still better than that car chase one you made me watch.”

      “I didn’t think your movie was stupid. I liked it.” He’s smiling, almost in a flirty way, but I’m sure it’s my imagination. Just like I imagined our dinner last night was a date.

      “I should get going.” He gets up from the couch. “I told Eli I’d go to the gym with him in the morning.”

      “What are you doing in the afternoon?” I ask, walking him to the door.

      “I don’t know. Why?”

      “I was going to run on the trail. Do you maybe want to come with?”

      “Yes,” he says in a stern tone. “You shouldn’t be going there alone. Ever. It’s too isolated. Even if there’s people at the park, they wouldn’t hear you calling for help if you were deep in the woods.”

      “Yeah, got it. So does three work? I get off work at two.”

      “What time is your date?”

      “Not until seven.”

      “Why so late?”

      I give him a look that says he shouldn’t be asking me these questions. He doesn’t need to know all the details of what I’m doing and why.

      “None of my business,” he says with a slight smile. “Got it. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      When he’s gone, I walk to the kitchen and hear a noise upstairs. I stop and look up at the ceiling. Nobody’s up there. I’m being stupid. I’m the only one home. It’s just an old house. It makes noises.

      I hear it again, a creaking noise. A cold chill goes through me and I shudder.

      “It’s just the house,” I say to myself. “No one’s here.” I walk to the door that goes to the garage and check that it’s locked. Then I check the front door again.

      My phone rings, startling me and making me jump. I see Theo’s name on the screen. I take a deep, calming breath. I don’t want him knowing I’m scared.

      “Hey, Theo,” I say. “How’s the trip?”

      “Good. We’ve got like another five hours to go.”

      “You’re not getting a hotel for the night?”

      “No, we decided to keep going. Darcy just wants to get there.”

      “How she’s doing?”

      “Okay. She’s sleeping right now. So how’s it going? Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. I was just going to go up to bed. I work at six tomorrow.”

      “How was work today?”

      “Busy. Faith made me make all the orders so I’d learn faster.”

      “Anything else happen?”

      “Not really.”

      “Did Colton stop over?”

      “Yeah. We went to dinner. I was too tired to make anything.”

      “I should probably tell you I asked him to check on you. I know you’re probably pissed at me for that, but I knew you wouldn’t ask for help if you needed it and—”

      “Yeah, I get it. But Theo, you need to stop worrying about me. I don’t need you or your friends taking care of me. You haven’t been around the past couple years and I managed to survive.”

      “Because Dad was there.”

      “Dad was at work. And Mom was…” I pause. “The point is, I’m not a little girl anymore. I can take care of myself.”

      “Colton’s still going to check on you. And if you get bored or lonely, I’m sure he’d hang out with you if you asked.”

      “I asked him to run with me tomorrow so that should make you happy. I’m not running alone.”

      Theo laughs. “You’re making him run?”

      “Why is that funny? I thought he ran track in high school.”

      “He did, but tomorrow’s cardio day, which usually involves running. Colton hates it, and now he’ll have to run twice tomorrow.”

      “Why didn’t he tell me that?”

      “He was being nice. He didn’t want you running alone. Ella, I need to go. It’s raining really hard and I’m having trouble seeing the road.”

      “Okay. Be safe.”

      “I will. Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      We end the call and I walk through the living room to the stairs. I stop when I hear a loud noise, like something fell on the floor. It sounded like it was coming from the basement. Is someone down there? That’s not possible. I’m the only one here.

      But what if I’m not? What if someone’s hiding in the basement?
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      My heart pounds as I listen for another noise. I don’t hear anything, but I know I did before. It sounded like something hitting the concrete floor. That wouldn’t just happen. Things don’t just fall on their own.

      I tiptoe toward the door that leads to the basement. I’m afraid to go down there and see what made that noise, but I won’t sleep unless I know for sure there’s nobody down there.

      Getting out my phone, I call Colton.

      “Hey,” he answers. “Did I leave something there?”

      “No. I was, um, wondering if you’d come back to the house.”

      “Why? Is something wrong?”

      “I don’t know. I heard a loud noise in the basement and I’m freaking out.”

      “Okay, hold on, I’m turning around.”

      “It sounded like something fell on the floor. But how would that happen unless someone’s down there?” A chill goes through me. “Colton, I’m scared.”

      “I know. I’m almost there. Get out of the house. Go wait outside.”

      I hurry to the door and go out to the front porch. It’s dark out and nobody’s around. The houses on this street are rented out to college students and most of them are home for the summer. I didn’t think about that until now, when I’m alone in a big house with noises coming from the basement.

      A car speeds down the street, slamming on the brakes when it reaches the driveway. It’s Colton. He gets out of the car and races over to me.

      “You okay?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      He pulls me into his arms. “You’re safe. I’m right here.”

      “It was so loud, like someone dropped a hammer or something.”

      “I’ll go check it out.” He pulls back, leaning down to me, his hands on my shoulders. “You want to wait here or go inside?”

      “I’ll go inside.”

      We go into the house and Colton heads straight to the door that leads to the basement. He’s not even a little afraid. He probably thinks I’m crazy for making him come back here. But there was no way I was going down there alone. It’s an unfinished basement that’s dark and creepy. Darcy hates it. She won’t go down there at night. She doesn’t even like going down there during the day.

      Colton walks down the creaky stairs and I hear him pull the chain that turns on the lightbulb on the ceiling.

      “It’s empty,” he yells.

      I sigh in relief as I stand at the top of the stairs. “Are you sure? Did you check behind the water heater?”

      “Yeah, no one’s here. But I think I know what caused the noise.”

      “What was it?”

      “Come down. I’ll show you.”

      I go down the stairs and see Colton standing by the water heater, holding a wrench. “I found this on the floor. I’m guessing someone set it on the water heater and when it turned on, it bumped the wrench off. Was Theo down here using a wrench?”

      “He was down here yesterday, but I don’t know what he was doing.”

      “Well, anyway, I think that was it.”

      “That’s a relief.” I shiver. “I don’t like being down here. I’m going upstairs.”

      When we’re back on the main level, I walk Colton to the door.

      “Sorry I made you come back.”

      “You don’t need to be sorry. You were scared. And I get it. Hearing a noise in the basement at night would scare most anyone, especially if you’re alone.”

      “I still feel stupid for calling you.”

      “Don’t. You weren’t being stupid. You were being cautious. Two of the houses on this street were broken into last year.”

      “Really? Why didn’t Theo tell me that?”

      “He didn’t want to scare you. And now that I told you, I wish I hadn’t. But the good thing is, the break-ins were accidental. Both times it was drunk guys who ended up at the wrong house. That house at the end of the street has a lot of parties during the year and sometimes drunk people wander around lost and try to get in one of the other houses.”

      “I guess that makes me feel a little better, but even if a drunk guy tried to break in, I’d still freak out.”

      “You want me to stay until you feel better?”

      “No, that’s okay. You can go.”

      “You sure?” He cracks a smile. “We can finish watching that movie we started.”

      “No. Absolutely not.”

      He laughs. “Maybe some other time.” He opens the door to leave.

      “Wait.”

      He turns back. “Yeah?”

      I shouldn’t do this. He wants to go home. It’s late, and he has to be at the gym early in the morning. But I don’t want to be alone right now. I’m still shook up from hearing that noise in the basement and thinking someone was hiding down there.

      “Could you watch TV with me for like an hour? Or it could be less than that. I’m just not ready to be alone.”

      “Yeah, of course.” He closes the door.

      We go sit on the couch and I turn the TV to one of those late night talk shows. As we’re watching it, I feel my eyes getting heavy, then my mind drifting off to sleep.
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      I wake up to my phone alarm going off. I open my eyes and see that I’m on the couch, a blanket covering me. I pick up my phone and shut my alarm off.

      “Colton?” I call out.

      Nobody answers. He must’ve left, but when? Last night? This morning? I didn’t hear him leave, and I don’t remember laying down. Colton must’ve covered me with the blanket. I look behind me and see the pillow from my bed. He must’ve gone upstairs and got it.

      My phone rings and I see Colton’s name on the screen.

      “Hey,” I answer. “What happened last night?”

      “You fell asleep. I didn’t want to wake you up so I snuck out as quietly as I could.”

      “When did you leave?”

      “Just after midnight.”

      “So you only got five hours of sleep?”

      “A little less than that, but I’m good. I’m calling because I need to drop off your key before you go to work. I had to take it last night so I could lock the door. I could be there in ten minutes, if that works.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I race upstairs and wash my face, brush out my hair, and quickly brush my teeth. I run back downstairs as the doorbell rings.

      “You could’ve used the key,” I say as I open the door.

      “And scare you to death? Yeah, I don’t think so.” He hands me a sack. “I brought you breakfast.”

      “Thanks!” I open the sack. “Donuts! I love donuts.”

      “There’s a donut shop by my house. They open at five so I thought I’d stop on my way over.” He takes the key from his pocket. “Here’s your key.”

      “Do you want to come in?”

      “Don’t you need to get ready?”

      “Yeah, but I have a few minutes for breakfast if you want to have a donut with me.”

      He comes into the house and we go to the kitchen.

      “I’ll have to skip the donut,” he says as I take one from the sack. “Eating a lot of sugar before my workout makes my stomach sick.”

      “So what do you eat?”

      “I just have a protein shake and then eat a real breakfast after my workout.”

      “Theo eats a huge breakfast before his workout.”

      “Yeah, I don’t know how he does it.”

      I turn to Colton. “I talked to Theo last night. They were almost to Florida.”

      “Yeah, he texted me this morning. Said they were there.”

      “He told me you had to run for your workout today. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have asked you to run with me later. We can skip it and do it some other day.”

      “Why? I can run twice in a day.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “We’re going. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Why? Theo said you hate running.”

      He laughs. “Since when? I never told him that.”

      “He said you did.”

      “Because I complain about it during team workouts, but all of us do. They push us really hard and don’t let us take a break. If I’m running on my own, I like it.”

      “So we’re still on for today?” I ask, eating the last bite of my donut.

      “I’ll be there. Or I could pick you up and we could go together.”

      “Yeah, let’s do that. Could you be here at two-thirty?”

      “That works.” His phone alarm dings and he shuts it off. “I’m supposed to be getting up.”

      “But instead you’re here. Sorry you didn’t get any sleep.”

      “I slept, just not as long as usual.”

      “You should’ve woken me up last night so you could’ve left earlier,” I say, putting the rest of the donuts in a container so they don’t dry out.

      “I had to stay so I could finish that movie we started.”

      I look at Colton. “You’re joking. You didn’t really watch it.”

      “I did.” He smiles. “So you like those kind of movies, huh?”

      “I like the romance,” I say, my face feeling hot. “I don’t watch them for the… other parts.”

      “You mean the sex?”

      I don’t answer. I can’t talk about this with him. I can’t believe he brought it up, and I really can’t believe he watched that movie. I’d never tell him this, but I love that movie. The sex scenes are really hot without being gross or fake. Darcy agrees. She loves that movie too. We’ve watched it at least three times.

      “I need to get ready for work,” I say, going past Colton.

      “Wait, you need to lock the door when I leave.”

      “Oh. Yeah. I forgot.” I walk over to the door and wait for him. I’m sure my face is still red from him bringing up that movie.

      “You good?” he asks, a smile creeping up his face.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “Your face is kinda red.”

      “I scrubbed it before you got here. It’s good for the pores. Anyway, see ya later.”

      When he’s gone, I lock the door and race up to my room. While I’m in the shower, I keep thinking about that movie and all the steamy scenes. I know it’s wrong, but I can’t help myself. I imagine Colton and me in those scenes and wish it was real.

      My attempt to get over him is failing miserably.
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      “Good run,” I say as Ella and I walk over to a picnic table to sit down and drink some water.

      We ran five miles on the trail. I was going slow for her, but she kept speeding up. I didn’t know she was such a fast runner. Every time I’m with her, I learn something new about her, which makes me want to keep getting to know her, and unfortunately, makes my attraction to her even stronger.

      The more I tell myself to stay away from Ella, the more I find myself hanging out with her. But it’s not entirely my fault. Theo asked me to spend time with her, and she’s the one who invited me to run with her today. I couldn’t say no and have her go by herself and risk encountering a serial killer. I doubt serial killers would be on the trail, but it’s possible.

      “What’s Minerva’s like?” Ella asks, looking at her phone. “Is it fancy?”

      “For around here, yeah. Why are you asking?”

      “That’s where I’m meeting Damon tonight.”

      Damon. Her date. I wish I could meet this guy before they go out. I don’t have a good feeling about him. She said they’ve only talked twice and it was only for a few minutes. So why would he ask her to dinner? And why did he pick Minerva’s? That’s where you take a girl you actually know, or have been out with before, not someone you just met.

      I get that I’m being a hypocrite. I sleep with girls without knowing them, so I shouldn’t judge a guy for taking a girl he barely knows to dinner. But when I’m with a girl, we both know what’s going to happen. I’m not tricking her into sleeping with me. But from what Ella told me about this Damon guy, I think he’s hiding his true intentions. I think he saw her, thought she was hot, and decided to take her to a fancy restaurant, hoping to impress her so she’d agree to go back to his place. I think she’s smarter than that, but if she really likes this guy, who knows? Maybe she would go back to his place.

      “That’s weird, isn’t it?” Ella says, getting up to stretch.

      “What’s weird?”

      “Going to a fancy restaurant on a first date.”

      “Yeah. It is.” I’m trying really hard to stay out of this, knowing that’s what she wants me to do, but damn, it’s difficult. I’m starting to see why Theo’s so protective of her. He doesn’t want anything bad happening to her, and unfortunately, there’s a lot of bad people out there. I think Damon is one of them.

      “You said this guy goes to the coffee shop every morning?” I ask.

      “I thought he did, but Faith said she didn’t know him.”

      So he’s not a regular. I would’ve felt better about him if Faith saw him there every day and could confirm that he was normal and not crazy, but now I’m getting worried.

      “Does he go to Halston?”

      “He said he does, but he looks old for a college student.” She twists side to side, then stretches her arms out behind her.

      “How old does he look?”

      “Like 23 or 24. He’s probably one of those people who’s taking another year or two to get through school.”

      “You’re 18. If he’s 24, that’s a big age difference.”

      “I don’t think he’s 24. I just said he looks older than a senior. And I’ll be 19 in a few months so I’m not that much younger than him.” She turns to me, smiling. “Ready to go?”

      I don’t want to go. Leaving here means she’ll go home and get ready for her date. A date with a guy I’ve never met that sounds like he’s up to no good. Now I sound like Theo, but I don’t like this. I don’t want her going out with this guy. I think he’s lying to her—about his age, his intentions. Maybe he doesn’t even go to Halston.

      When I drop her off, I consider telling her not to go on the date, but then change my mind. I need to stay out of it and trust she’ll see the warning signs and get away from him if she needs to, but damn, it’s hard to let her go.

      Back at my house, I take a shower, then go in the kitchen to find something to eat. Theo calls as I’m having a sandwich.

      “Hey,” I answer. “How’s everything going?”

      “Not great. Darcy’s grandma will be in the hospital a few more days and then she’ll have to go to a rehab place or a nursing home. We’re not sure yet, but it sounds like she won’t be going back to her house. She can’t live on her own.”

      “That sucks. How’s Darcy doing?”

      “She’s sad. She said her grandma used to be really active, so seeing her like this is hard.”

      “Yeah, I get that. Did you guys decide how long you’re staying?”

      “No. We’re talking about leaving a week from today but we’ll see how it goes. I told Coach I’d be gone next week but that I’d do the workouts down here.”

      “A week. That’s longer than you thought.”

      “I know, but I don’t want to rush Darcy. She needs to be with her grandma and I want to be here to support her. So what’s going on there?”

      I’m falling for your sister and can’t stop thinking about her. That’s the first answer that pops into my head, but of course, I don’t say it.

      “Not much,” I say. “Same old shit.”

      “How’s Ella? When I talked to her, she didn’t say much.”

      “She’s good. I went running with her this afternoon.”

      Theo laughs. “That’s right. She told me that. Did you get enough cardio today?”

      “Yeah, I know. I had to run sprints this morning, then run another five miles with Ella.”

      “Thanks for doing that. She shouldn’t be running alone, at least not on the trail. Do you know what she’s doing tonight? I called her, but she didn’t pick up.”

      Because she’s getting ready for her date, which I can’t tell Theo about. Ella told me not to, and I get it. She doesn’t need to tell Theo everything, but if he found out I knew about her date and didn’t tell him, he’d kill me.

      “She’s probably taking a nap. She said she was tired from getting up early for work.”

      “Okay, well, I need to get going. Darcy and I are going to get something to eat. I’ll check in with you later.”

      “Yeah, bye.”

      Eli comes into the house, his backpack slung over his shoulder, a grin on his face. “I totally aced that exam.”

      “You should have, after all that time you spent studying.”

      He drops his backpack on the floor and comes over to me in the kitchen. “You want to go out tonight? I need to kick back and relax after that test. It was brutal.” He takes a beer from the fridge.

      “I could go out. What are you thinking?”

      “Go to the sports bar. Get a burger.” He smiles. “Monica and Claire are going to be there. They want us to meet up with them.”

      Monica and Claire are seniors. They share an apartment and are on the cheerleading team. I spent the night with Monica after a party last fall. I’m guessing she wants to hook up again. I’d be up for that if I wasn’t preoccupied with Ella, worrying about her on her date tonight.

      “What do you think?” Eli says, swigging his beer. “You in?”

      “I’m going to pass, but you should go. You’ve been wanting to get with Claire for weeks.”

      “Yeah, but she’ll be with Monica. You need to go or nothing’s going to happen with me and Claire. She’ll be talking to Monica all night.”

      “I don’t feel like going out.”

      “You just said you wanted to.”

      “For a guys’ night, yeah, not meeting up with girls.”

      “Since when do you not want to go out with girls?” He eyes me. “Is this about Shana? Are you two getting serious?”

      “No,” I say with a laugh. “If I were getting serious with a girl, it would not be with Shana.”

      “Then what’s the deal? Why won’t you go out?”

      I open the fridge, trying to distract him in an attempt to avoid answering him.

      “What happened to the rest of the pizza?” I ask. “Did you eat it?”

      “Yeah, last night, when I was up late studying.”

      I shut the fridge. “Maybe I’ll order another one.”

      “You’re really not going out?”

      “Not tonight.”

      “Why? What are you not telling me?”

      I hesitate, then say, “Ella’s going on a date tonight.”

      “Yeah? So?”

      “So I told Theo I’d keep watch on her while he’s gone.”

      “Yeah? I’m not getting your point.”

      I turn to Eli. “There’s something not right about this guy. The one Ella’s going out with. He’s barely said two words to her and he’s taking her to Minerva’s tonight.”

      “Nice place.”

      “Yeah. Too nice for a girl you just met. I don’t trust this guy. I want to be around in case Ella needs me.”

      “You sure that’s all it is?” He takes a drink of his beer.

      “Meaning what?”

      He shrugs. “You and her have been spending a lot of time together. It seems like every time I see you, you’re either heading out to meet up with Ella or coming back from seeing her. Weren’t you there last night?”

      “Yeah, but only because she was lonely without Theo and Darcy there.”

      “I heard you coming in after midnight. Isn’t that kind of late to be hanging out with Theo’s sister?”

      “What are you implying?” I walk past him to the living room. “Because whatever you think happened didn’t happen. We watched a couple movies and then I left.”

      He comes over to me as I sit on the couch. “Did you want something to happen?”

      “No!” I look at him. “Why the hell would you even ask me that? She’s Theo’s sister.”

      “Exactly, which is why you shouldn’t be over there so much, especially late at night. You’re just asking for trouble.”

      “I don’t see her that way. She’s just a friend. And I’m only going over there so she’s not alone. She doesn’t know anyone here. What am I supposed to do? Just let her sit in her room all night with nothing to do?”

      I start up a video game. I play video games to relax, and right now, with Ella going on her date and Eli accusing me of shit I didn’t do, I need to calm the fuck down.

      “I’m sure she could find something to do,” Eli says. “She doesn’t need you to entertain her.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe I want to.” I get the game going, staring at the TV screen and hoping Eli gets the hint to leave me alone.

      He doesn’t. He sits down next to me. “This is why you won’t go, isn’t it? You were good going out with just me, but you don’t want to meet up with girls because you have a thing for Ella.”

      I glare at him. “You need to shut the hell up. I’m serious, Eli. If you start saying this shit around the guys on the team and Theo finds out, he’ll—”

      “I’m not going to say anything. But just between you and me, is there something going on with her?”

      I pause the video game and lean back on the couch. “I like her. A lot. But I know nothing can happen between us. And it hasn’t. I swear. Maybe you’re right and I shouldn’t be spending all this time with her, but I care about her. I don’t like the idea of her sitting alone in that big, old house with no friends to go out with and nothing to do.”

      “That’s what worries me.”

      “What?”

      “You caring about her. The last time you cared this much about a girl was last summer, when you were with Abbi.”

      “It’s not the same. Abbi was my girlfriend. Ella is just a friend.”

      “But you care about her like you cared about Abbi. If you keep spending all your time with Ella, you might start having the same feelings for her that you did for Abbi.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not going to happen. I’m only hanging out with Ella until Theo comes back. When he does, everything will go back to normal.”

      “When’s he coming back?”

      “He’s not sure. He said he might be there for at least a week.”

      “That’s long enough for you to fall for Ella.”

      I’ve already fallen for her, but I’m not telling Eli that. He already knows more than I wanted him to, and he figured it out on his own. Theo knows me even better than Eli. What if he gets home and can tell I like his sister? That can’t happen. Between now and when Theo gets back, I’ll have to find a way to get over her.

      “I’ll go,” I say to Eli.

      “Go where?”

      “Out with you tonight.”

      “Why? What changed your mind?”

      “What you said.” I turn the video game off and get up. “You’re right. I shouldn’t be staying home because of Ella. If she needs me, she can call. So what time are we meeting them?”

      “Whenever we want. They’re already there. It’s happy hour.”

      “So what are you waiting for? Let’s get out of here.”

      He smiles. “There’s the Colton I know.”

      He means the guy who’s always up for going out, partying, hooking up with girls. It’s who I am, but tonight I don’t feel like being that guy. I’m not sure why. Maybe once I get to the bar and see Monica, I’ll feel like myself again.

      On the way there, Eli swipes through his phone. He shows me the screen as I stop at a light. “You ever do one of these?”

      “No,” I say, seeing an ad for one of those DNA ancestry kits. “Why?”

      “My professor has some he’s giving away. They’re left over from a class he taught last semester. I think I’m going to take one and send it in.” He laughs. “Who knows? Maybe I’m related to someone famous.” He takes his phone back as I drive through the intersection. “You want to do one? I could get you a kit.”

      “No. It’s better to keep that shit buried.”

      “What do you mean?” He thinks a moment, then says, “Oh. Your mom. I get it.”

      “She’s not my mom. She’s a woman who donated an egg.”

      “You’re not curious who she is? I mean, assuming you could find out.”

      “Why would I want to know? It’s not like she’d want to be my mom. She doesn’t even know I exist.”

      “Do your dads know anything about her?”

      “Mark wouldn’t know. He wasn’t with Greg when I was born. I’ve asked Greg about her and all he said was the donor was a girl putting herself through school who needed money so she donated her eggs.”

      “That’s all he knows? He doesn’t know anything else about her?”

      I look over at Eli. “Why are you asking me this shit? You know I don’t like talking about it.”

      “Sorry. You’re right. Forget it.”

      I don’t like talking about it because it makes me angry when I do. Despite what I told Eli, I actually do want to know about my biological mom, but my dad won’t tell me anything. I’ve done some research and those egg donor places usually have at least a little information about the donor, like height, eye color, hair color, ethnic background, but when I told Greg that, he said he doesn’t remember getting any information. He won’t tell me anything about the surrogate, either. He says I’m his son and that it shouldn’t matter who gave birth to me or who my biological mom is, but it matters to me. He doesn’t get that.

      We arrive at the restaurant and go into the bar. The girls spot us the moment we walk in.

      “Hey, Colton,” Monica says, getting up to give me a hug. “It’s been a while.”

      “Yeah, I guess it has.” I sit next to her at the small, round table next to the bar. She looks hot. She’s really tan and her blond hair, which used to be long and straight, is shorter and styled in soft, wavy curls. She’s wearing ripped denim shorts and a black tank top that’s cut low enough I can see her tits every time she leans forward. Normally, I’d be trying to hurry this up so I could take her home, but my head’s not in the game tonight. I keep thinking about Ella, wondering if she’s okay.

      We order some appetizers and the girls order another drink. They were drinking before we got here and Claire is already drunk. I could really use a drink right now to relax, but I can’t order one since I’m not 21 yet. Eli isn’t either. When we run out of beer at home, Theo buys it, since he’s of legal age.

      A half hour later, the food arrives. I’m bored. It seems like we’ve been here forever. I want to leave, but I’m trying to be a good wingman for Eli.

      “So how’s practice going?” Monica asks, turning toward me.

      “It hasn’t really started. We’re just doing workouts.”

      “I can tell.” She runs her hand over my arm and smiles as she leans closer.

      I look over at Eli and see Claire hanging on him, gazing up at him with a drunk smile. He smiles back, then kisses her. I’m happy for him. He’s been talking about Claire for weeks. It looks like something will finally happen between them.

      “Maybe we should go,” Monica says, noticing Eli and Claire kissing. “Give them some privacy.”

      “We’re in a bar. They’re the ones who need to go if they want privacy.”

      “Why don’t we all meet up at your place?” Monica asks. “Then you and I can have some privacy, too.” She rubs my leg under the table.

      “Yeah, not tonight.”

      “Why?” She stops rubbing my leg. “Are you seeing someone?”

      “No, I’m just tired. I had two workouts today.”

      “I bet I could help you relax,” she says, rubbing my leg again, her hand moving closer to my cock.

      What’s my problem? I should be loving this. I should be getting the hell out of here and taking Monica back to my room. We had a good night before and I’m sure we would again.

      “Claire,” Monica says.

      Claire backs away from Eli and looks over at Monica. “What?”

      “We’re going back to their place. I’ll drive. We’ll meet them there.”

      “Wait.” I look at Eli. “That wasn’t the plan.”

      “But it could be.” Eli gives me a look to go along with it.

      My phone rings. I see Ella’s name and immediately answer the call. “Hey. You okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m at your house. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “What do you mean?” I get up and walk away from the table. “What happened?”

      “Damon wanted me to go to his apartment after dinner. He said we’d just hang out and talk, but it didn’t feel right. I didn’t want to do it.”

      “So you left?”

      “Yeah, but he got really mad when I turned him down. When I was driving home, he was behind me. I thought he was following me so I turned the other way and drove to your house. He wasn’t behind me anymore so I don’t think he was following me. I was just being paranoid. But it scared me. He seemed like a nice guy until I told him I wouldn’t go back to his place.”

      “Colton,” Monica yells from the table. “Are you coming back?”

      “Yeah, in a minute,” I yell back.

      “Are you on a date?” Ella asks.

      “No. I mean, not really.”

      “You are,” Ella says with a sigh. “Colton, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I’m going to go home. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Ella, no! Wait.”

      I check my phone. She ended the call.

      When I get back to the table, Eli’s putting money out for the check. “I got this,” he says as I get my wallet out. “I’m going to drive Claire’s car and take her back to the house. Monica’s going with you.”

      She comes over to me and wraps her arm around mine. “I’m ready if you are.”

      Shit, now I’ve got to deal with Monica. She’s going to be pissed at me when I turn her down, but she’ll have to get over it.

      We go out to my car and I open the door for her. Before she gets in, she grabs hold of my shirt and kisses me. I feel nothing, not even a little turned on.

      I pull away. “Monica, I’m sorry, but I’m not into this tonight.”

      She laughs a little. “Is this a joke?”

      “No. I’m taking you back to your apartment.” I walk around to the driver’s side.

      Monica’s still standing by the car, not getting in.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” I tell her.

      “Forget it.” She huffs. “I’ll just call for a ride. You know, you could’ve just told me there’s someone else instead of leading me on.”

      “I wasn’t leading you on. I wasn’t planning on taking you home tonight.”

      “You’re Colton Danes. It’s implied. You always take a girl home.”

      “Well, not tonight.” I point to the car. “You sure you don’t want a ride?”

      She walks off, heading back to the building.

      “Guess that’s a no,” I mutter, getting in the car. As I’m driving out of the parking lot, I call Ella.

      “Colton?”

      “Yeah, it’s me. Are you still at my house?”

      “No, I’m almost home. Why are you calling? I thought you were on a date.”

      “It wasn’t a date. I was just out with some people. I’m going to head over there, unless you have plans.”

      “I don’t, but you don’t have to come over. I’ll just watch TV and hope it gets my mind off what happened tonight.”

      “Do you want to be alone?”

      “Well, no, but—”

      “I’m coming over. I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
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      “You didn’t have to come over,” Ella says when I get to her house.

      “But you wanted me to,” I say, shutting the door behind me.

      “Maybe,” she mutters.

      Ella isn’t great at asking for what she wants. I’ve figured this out in the short time I’ve spent with her. I’ve also learned she’s really independent, to the point she has a hard time accepting help, and an even harder time asking for it.

      “So what exactly happened?” I ask.

      “I already told you. We had dinner and then he asked me to go to his apartment.” She looks down. “He lied to me. I found out during dinner that he doesn’t go to Halston. He did, but he took a couple years off and isn’t sure if he’s going back.”

      “How old is he? Did he tell you?”

      She nods. “He’s 23. He has a job, but he can do it online so he decided to stay here after dropping out of Halston.”

      He stayed so he could seduce young college girls and lure them back to his apartment. What an ass. If I ever meet this bastard, I’m going to bash his face in.

      “I couldn’t believe how angry he got,” Ella says. “When I told him I was going home, he completely changed. His eyes. His face. His voice. It was like he was a different person.” She looks at me. “Don’t tell Theo about this. He’ll just say ‘I told you so’ and tell me I shouldn’t date.”

      “I won’t tell him if you promise to get to know a guy better before you go out with him.”

      “I will. I only went out with Damon because...” She looks away.

      “Because why?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “Why didn’t you call me from the restaurant? I would’ve gone there and beat the guy up.”

      “I didn’t want you doing that. And I did call you and look what happened? I interrupted your date. This is why I don’t like calling you.”

      “I told you, it wasn’t a date.”

      “I heard a girl talking.”

      “Yes, but we weren’t on a date. I went out with Eli as a favor. He was trying to get with this girl, Claire, but she was already out with her roommate and he didn’t want to go and have it just be him with Claire and Monica.”

      “Monica is the girl you were with?” Ella asks in a tone that almost sounds like she’s jealous. That’s interesting.

      “I wasn’t with her. It wasn’t a date.”

      “Had you met her before?”

      “Yes.” I leave it at that instead of telling her my history with Monica. She doesn’t need to know.

      Ella walks to the kitchen and gets a glass from the cupboard. “You want something to drink?”

      “I’m good,” I tell her.

      She fills the glass with water. “You could’ve stayed with her. You didn’t need to come here.”

      I walk over to Ella. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “No.” She sets the glass down and turns to me. “I just don’t like being the reason you’re not with that girl. I’m sure she was really pretty and—”

      “Are you jealous?” I ask with a slight smile.

      “Jealous of what?”

      “Me being out with Monica.”

      As I wait for her answer, I notice her breaths speeding up and her eyes darting around. Is she angry? Or is something else making her react this way?

      She goes past me. “I just don’t know why you’d leave a girl to come over here. I never told you to do that.”

      “You didn’t have to.” I follow her to the living room. “I could tell from your voice that you didn’t want to be alone.”

      She turns her back to me. “You can’t keep doing this.”

      “Doing what? That guy threatened you. Made you feel like you weren’t safe. I wasn’t going to let you be alone here after that.”

      She turns to face me and I notice her eyes tearing up. Shit. What did I say? I didn’t mean to make her cry.

      I put my hand on her shoulder and lean down to her. “Ella, what’s wrong?”

      “I’m sick of you acting like I can’t take care of myself. You’re being like Theo, acting like I’m a kid. But I’m not. You have no idea what I’ve gone through. How it’s changed me. And yes, I get scared sometimes, but I’ll deal with it. I’ve done it before. It’s just now I’m here in this new town and Theo’s gone and…” She takes a breath.

      “Ella, there’s nothing wrong with asking for help or wanting someone around when you’re scared.”

      “Yes, but you’re treating me like I can’t take care of myself. Coming over all the time. Calling to check on me. Watching movies with me so I don’t get lonely. And now you missed the chance to be with some girl because I—”

      “Stop.” I look into her eyes. “You’re wrong.”

      “About what?”

      “About me thinking you can’t take care of yourself. I know you can. I know you don’t need me. That’s not why I keep coming over here.”

      “Yeah, right.” She yanks away from me and walks over to the couch to sit down. “You’re here because Theo told you to keep an eye on me.”

      She’s wrong. That’s not why I’m here, but I don’t know how to tell her that without telling her how I really feel.

      “You should leave,” she says. “Go back to that girl.”

      Why does she keep bringing up Monica? I don’t want Monica. I want the girl sitting on the couch right now who I can’t get out of my head.

      I go over to Ella and sit beside her. “Look at me.”

      “Why?” She glances at me. “What do you want?”

      “I want you to look at me.”

      She sighs and turns to me. “Okay. What is it?”

      “I didn’t want to be with Monica tonight. She’s hot. She’s a cheerleader. And she wanted to go home with me. But I turned her down.”

      “Why?”

      “Why do you think?”

      Ella shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      I look down, screaming at myself not to do this. She’s Theo’s sister. He’s my best friend.

      “What’s the reason?” Ella asks. “Why’d you turn her down?”

      My eyes meet up with Ella’s. “I wanted to be with you tonight. Not Monica.”

      “Yeah, because of what happened on my date. You felt bad and—”

      “No. You’re not getting it.” I slip my hand under her dark, silky hair, cupping the side of her face. “And I don’t know how to say it.”

      “Say what?”

      I lean down to her and kiss her. I tell myself to stop, to pull away. But the moment I feel her kiss me back, my thoughts quiet, my mind shutting down. Ella moves closer and I take the kiss deeper. She shifts toward me and grabs hold of my shirt. I feel her rising from the couch and lift her up onto my lap.

      She straddles me with her long, sexy legs and I run my hands up her thighs, stopping when I reach her shorts. She shifts forward and I find myself leaning back on the couch until I’m lying there, with Ella on top of me. My hands move to her waist and I slide them under her shirt, feeling her soft skin. She presses her hips into me, rubbing against my cock. It’s been hard since the moment I kissed her, but now, with her on top of me, it’s aching, throbbing, wanting to be inside her.

      I can’t let that happen. As much as I want this, I have to stop. I break from the kiss and look at Ella. God, she’s beautiful. Her deep brown eyes are staring back at me with hesitation, knowing this is wrong but not wanting it to end.

      “Ella, I—”

      “I know.” She gets off me and turns away, her back to me.

      “Ella, I don’t know what to do. This wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      She turns to face me. “What wasn’t supposed to happen? The kiss?”

      “No. Feeling this way about you. It wasn’t supposed to happen.”

      “What does that mean?” she asks. “What are you feeling?”

      “Things I haven’t felt before, which scares the shit out of me because if I was going to feel this way about a girl, it shouldn’t be you.”

      She smiles a little but doesn’t say anything.

      I reach over and hold her hand, unable to be this close to her and not touch her. “What’s with the smile? What are you thinking?”

      “I didn’t think you liked me that way. I thought you were only coming over here to be a stand-in big brother until Theo got back.”

      “Believe me, I tried to think of myself that way, but it didn’t work.”

      She smiles a little more. “I shouldn’t tell you this, but maybe you already know.”

      “Know what?”

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you since the day we met.” She laughs a little. “You probably don’t even remember that. It was a really hot day and I was here with my parents to drop Theo off for summer training.”

      “Yeah, I remember. You were wearing one of those cropped shirts that shows off a lot of skin and Theo kept telling you to cover up.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Two years later and he’s still telling me that.”

      “Because you’re hot. He knows guys are going to look at you.” I pause. “I was one of those guys, but you were only 16 and there was no way in hell I was getting anywhere near you. Every time you’d come to visit, I’d remind myself you’re off limits and force myself to only think of you as Theo’s sister. But when you moved here, I started seeing you differently. Having thoughts about you I shouldn’t be having.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Because if your brother found out, he’d kill me.” I pause. “Ella, we can’t do this. What happened just now can’t happen again.”

      She nods. “I know.”

      I was hoping she’d try to talk me into changing my mind. The way I’m feeling right now? It wouldn’t take much convincing.

      “You know this isn’t what I want,” I say. “If Theo wasn’t one of my closest friends, I’d be all in.”

      “For a night,” she mutters, looking down.

      “No,” I say, lifting her face up to look at me. “This isn’t about sex. I like you, Ella. A lot. And the more I get to know you, the more I like you. The problem is, I want to keep getting to know you and keep spending time with you, but when I do, I fall for you even more.”

      “So that’s the real reason you’ve been over here so much? Because you wanted to spend time with me?” She smiles a little. “I never would’ve guessed that. I really thought you were just here to babysit me.”

      “Then how would you explain why I was over here all the time before Theo left?”

      “Because you two are friends. You were here to hang out with my brother.”

      “I was here to see you. I see Theo at the gym, at practice, at parties. I get plenty of time with him. I don’t need to come over. I used to be here all the time before Darcy moved in, but with her here, I don’t come over as much. When Theo’s home, he wants to be with her, not me. But I started coming over more after you moved in. Because I wanted to see you.”

      “So what happens now? What do we do?”

      “I don’t know. After that kiss, my brain’s not really functioning.” My eyes drop to her lips. I want to kiss her again, so freaking bad.

      Just as I’m thinking that, Ella leans over and presses her lips to mine. What is she doing? I’m trying my hardest to resist her and she’s making it damn near impossible. I kiss her back, but it only makes me want more. I’ve never been this turned on by a girl, and I’ve been with a lot of girls. But I never felt much for them. Most of them I didn’t feel anything for. That makes me sound like a jerk, but to be fair, they didn’t feel anything for me either.

      Being with Ella is different. I care about her. I’ve watched her grow and change the past two years into the girl that’s here now. A girl I can’t stay away from and want to know more about.

      “Wait,” I say as Ella goes to lift up my shirt. “You do that and things are gonna happen.”

      “What if they did? Theo would never know.”

      It’s so damn tempting. We’re alone. We can do what we want. But then what? What happens when Theo’s back? I don’t want Ella being just another girl I have sex with and then it ends.

      “What if we did something else?” I ask, knowing what I’m thinking is still wrong, but it’s better than the alternative.

      “Like what?”

      “Let’s go upstairs.”

      “But I thought you didn’t—”

      “We’re not doing that, but if you want, we can stay down here. It’s probably the safer choice.”

      “No, let’s go.” She runs off, going up the stairs to her room.

      I follow her up there, my eyes immediately going to her bed. I shouldn’t be doing this. I’m not known for self-control. I have very little, and what little I have, I save for the football field when some guy on the other team shoves me or trips me or makes some other dick move. I want to retaliate, but if I do, the ref will call a penalty, which could end up costing us the game. That’s when my self-control kicks in. It disappears when I’m with a girl, but that can’t happen with Ella. I need to control myself.

      “Here’s the rules,” I tell Ella as I bring her into my arms. “Rule number one, this doesn’t end with us having sex. I need you to hold me to that, because fuck, that’s going to be a hard rule to follow.”

      “Or we could ignore that rule and do what we want.”

      I look at her. “You’ve already broken rule number one.”

      “Oh.” She smiles. “Sorry. Continue.”

      “Rule number two. You end this if you decide it’s not what you want. Just tell me to stop and we’ll go do something else, although I might need some time to myself first.”

      “End what? What are we doing?”

      I walk over to her desk and turn off the light. I’d rather leave it on so I can see her, but that would get me even more turned on, which wouldn’t help with my self-control issues.

      Going back over to her, I kiss her softly on the lips, then stop, giving her yet another chance to change her mind. But instead, she waits for me to continue. I lift up her shirt and toss it aside, then kiss her again as I undo her bra. When it’s off, I slowly back her up to the bed.

      “Lay down,” I whisper, forcing myself to hold back. This isn’t about me. It’s about her. I’m sure plenty of guys have touched her before, but they were high school kids. They didn’t know shit. I’m going to show her what it’s like to be touched by a guy who knows what the fuck he’s doing.

      I lay beside her on the bed, propped up on my side. I run my hand down the center of her chest, then back up. I repeat it, over and over, each time getting closer to the top of her shorts. She sucks in a breath every time she thinks I’m about to go lower, then relaxes when I don’t. I’m creating tension, building anticipation, lighting up her senses so when she finally comes, it’ll be something she never forgets.

      My hand stops at her shorts and I slide my fingers under the waistband, along her flat, tight stomach. She inches up a little, trying to move my hand lower, but I slide it back up. She lets out a breath, frustrated that I’m taking so long. She’s used to high school guys and their race to the finish line. When we’re done here, she’ll appreciate the extra time.

      I continue running my hand over her exposed skin, making her guess where it’ll go next. I spend some time playing with her tits, loving how my touch makes soft moans come from her lips. Then my hand wanders down to her shorts again, hovering above the waistband. I pause a moment, building anticipation, then finally undo her shorts, taking my time with the button, then the zipper. I press my lips to hers, which takes her by surprise since she can’t see in the dark and I haven’t kissed her since we got on the bed. I kiss her slow and deep as my hand travels under her shorts, stopping at her panties.

      She turns her head, breathing hard.

      “You want me to stop?” I whisper.

      “No,” she breathes. “This is the most amazing thing I’ve ever felt.”

      I smile at that. All I’m doing is touching her, awakening her senses, but something that simple can feel amazing if you take your time and do it right. This isn’t what I typically do. I usually skip straight to the sex, but I wanted something more for Ella, and since I took sex off the table, this was the next best option.

      More minutes pass. I’m kissing her, letting my hand go lower. It’s over her panties now, between her legs. They’re soaking wet, which is making my cock throb as I imagine how it’d feel to be inside her. I force that thought out of my head and kiss the side of her neck. I keep going until I reach her tits. I suck on her nipple and hear her gasp for breath. She does it again when I slip my hand under her panties. I slide a finger in her, then another.

      “Oh God,” she pants.

      I work her up to the point where she’s breathing so hard she’s nearly breathless. She’s close, but I don’t want her to come yet. I’m not done. I take my hand from her and get up from the bed.

      “Colton?” she says, sounding confused.

      “I’m coming back. I just need to get these out of the way.” I tug on her shorts and her hips rise so I can take them off. I take off her panties, too, leaving her naked on the bed.

      “Remember the rules,” I tell her.

      I wait for her to say something, to end this, but she doesn’t. I didn’t think she would. I lower down between her legs, pushing them open so I have full access. I put my mouth on her and her breath stops, then starts up again. As I get her closer to the edge, her breath becomes shallow and fast and she can’t keep still, her hips rising and falling. It’s just want I wanted. The tension’s building. She can hardly stand it.

      Her legs tremble. Her breaths get faster. I keep going.

      “Oh God!” she cries out as she comes.

      I move beside her on the bed. My cock is so hard it hurts, but I’ll take care of that later. I did this for Ella, because I care about her so damn much, and because this may be the one and only time we do this. The only time we’re together like his.
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      “I’ve never felt like that before,” I say to Colton, facing him on the bed. “Ever.”

      “But you’ve had sex, right? Or if you don’t want to tell me…”

      “I have, but I’ve never had a guy do something like that. I’ve never even—” I stop, deciding not to tell him.

      “Never what? Come?”

      “Not with a guy.”

      I can’t believe I just admitted that to Colton, a guy who just last week I didn’t want seeing me without makeup or my hair fixed. So much has changed since then. Once I’d decided he didn’t like me, I stopped worrying about how I looked. It made me more comfortable around him and made me want to open up to him. Now I know he really does like me and yet I’m still comfortable enough with him to admit something I never thought I’d admit to anyone, especially him.

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” he says. “Most high school guys are in a hurry to finish. A lot of college guys are too, including me.”

      “But what you did just now…”

      “Was for you. I don’t do that when I’m at a party and take a girl back to my room. Half the time I’m too drunk to even know what I’m doing.”

      “You definitely know what you’re doing when it comes to that.”

      He runs his hand up and down my arm. It feels nice, and like he cares about me. I’m not used to feeling that way with a guy.

      “I have a question,” Colton says. “Or I guess it’s more of a request.”

      “What is it?”

      “I want to stay with you tonight. I know I shouldn’t but—”

      “I want you to stay.”

      “Then you need to put some clothes on. Fast.”

      I lean over and kiss him. “Or we could break rule number one.”

      “Ella, don’t tempt me. I was doing good. Don’t set me back.”

      “Okay, I’ll get dressed.” I get up from the bed and turn on a light, then go to my dresser.

      “Nothing sexy,” Colton says.

      I put on an oversized t-shirt, then turn back to Colton. “Are you hungry? We could go downstairs and get something to eat.”

      He gets up and comes over to me, motioning to my shirt. “I said nothing sexy. What else you got?”

      “This isn’t sexy.” I hold out the shirt. “It’s huge on me.”

      “Yeah, which means I can see right down it. And the no-panty thing? That’s not going to work.”

      I smile. “I was going to put some on. Go downstairs and I’ll change.”

      While he’s down there, I put on underwear and a pair of sleep shorts and the matching tank top. I don’t think it’s sexy but Colton might, now that I know he sees me that way. I honestly had no idea. Sometimes I caught him looking at me, even before I moved here, but I didn’t think it was because he was interested in me. Or sometimes he’d joke with me and smile, and I’d wonder if he was flirting, but then told myself I was imagining it. I mean, he’s Colton Danes, a hot football player, the guy every girl on campus wants. Why would he be interested in me?

      “Did you find anything?” I ask, coming into the kitchen.

      Colton’s looking in the fridge, but shuts the door when he sees me. “Ella, seriously?” He looks me up and down. “What are you trying to do to me? I said nothing sexy.”

      “These are my pajamas. They aren’t sexy.”

      “Tight shorts and a tank top that makes your tits look huge?” He shakes his head. “You might as well be naked.”

      “I wear this when Theo and Darcy are here and they don’t seem to care.”

      “Because they don’t like you the way I do.”

      “I still can’t believe you think of me that way. I really thought you only saw me as Theo’s little sister.”

      “I still see you that way. That’s the problem. I want this to go somewhere and it can’t. I shouldn’t even be here right now.”

      “Then why are you?”

      “Because I make shitty decisions. I don’t use my head. I go with what feels right, and being with a girl hasn’t felt this right in a really long time.”

      “How long? Who was the girl?”

      “Kylee. My high school girlfriend. We broke up after we graduated. She went to college in Arizona. She was my best friend. I could talk to her about anything. Then it ended, and it fucking broke me. It took me a long damn time to get over her. I didn’t want to get serious with a girl again.”

      “That’s why you won’t have a girlfriend?”

      “It’s not that I won’t. I had a girlfriend last summer, but it wasn’t anything serious. After Kylee, I wasn’t sure I was ready to let myself feel that way about a girl again, because if it ends… I just don’t want to go through that.”

      “That’s the bad part of being in a relationship. It hurts when it ends.” I point to the fridge. “Could you get me a water?”

      He takes one out and hands it to me. “Did you ever get serious with a guy in high school?”

      “No. I dated a lot and had boyfriends, but nothing serious. I didn’t want to get serious with a guy.”

      “Because you were leaving for college?”

      “That, and… other stuff.” I turn and walk over to the couch to sit down. “You want to watch TV? Or we could play one of Theo’s video games.”

      I grab a blanket from the basket next to the couch. Darcy bought the basket and filled it with soft, pretty throws. She also put a nice rug on the floor in front of the couch and candles on the coffee table. The house looks completely different with Darcy living here. When it was just Theo, the house was messy and had nothing decorative to give it a homey feel. When I came here last spring and saw what Darcy had done, I knew Theo loved her. He wouldn’t let her do all that if he didn’t.

      Colton appears next to me on the couch. “Come here.”

      I snuggle up beside him, pulling the blanket over me. “You didn’t eat anything. I thought you were hungry.”

      “I lost my appetite.” He pauses. “Theo just sent me a text.”

      I sit up and turn to Colton. “What did it say?”

      “He wanted me to check on you because he said he called and you didn’t answer your phone.”

      I pick my phone up from the table and see a missed call from Theo. “I left my phone down here when we were upstairs.”

      Colton rubs his jaw. “It’s like he fucking knows what we were doing.”

      “He doesn’t know. So did you text him back?”

      “Yeah, I said I’d check and make sure you’re okay.”

      I sigh. “This has to stop. Theo shouldn’t be freaking out just because I didn’t answer his call. He doesn’t need to know what I’m doing or where I am every second of the day.”

      “He worries about you, and I don’t see that changing. That’s just how he is.”

      “I get that, but he needs to stop monitoring where I go and what I do and who I’m with. He thinks I’m not mature enough to figure stuff out on my own.” I move back on the couch, hugging my knees to my chest. “He doesn’t get that I stopped being a kid a long time ago. He doesn’t know what it was like for me back at home. When he lived there, he was either at the gym or football practice or out with his friends. And then he went to college and…”

      “And what?” Colton asks.

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. It’s over now.”

      “Ella, tell me what you mean. What happened?”

      “If I tell you, you’ll tell Theo, and I don’t want him to know.”

      “I won’t tell him. I promise.”

      I’ve never told anyone this. I wanted to protect my mom from people finding out and judging her. But now that she’s better, maybe it’d be okay if I told someone.

      “Theo told you about our mom, right?” I ask Colton.

      “About her drinking?”

      “Yeah.” I stare at the floor, not wanting to look at Colton as I say this. “Sometimes it was really bad. Actually, it was most of the time. She’d drink until she passed out, and when she’d wake up, she wouldn’t remember anything.” I pause. “When I was younger, she’d promise to get me at school, then wouldn’t show up. Or I’d go to a friend’s house and she’d forget to come get me. Eventually, I realized I couldn’t count on her to do anything for me. I had to figure stuff out on my own.”

      “When was this? How old were you?”

      “Like 12 or 13.”

      “Shit, that’s young. What about Theo and your dad? Didn’t they help out?”

      “When they were around, yeah, but they were gone a lot. My dad worked all the time and Theo was always out with his friends or doing sports. I had to ask my friends’ parents to give me rides. They’d ask why my mom couldn’t pick me up and I’d have to make up an excuse. I didn’t want anyone knowing the truth. I’m sure some people knew, but I did everything I could to hide it. I didn’t want them saying bad things about my mom.” I feel myself tearing up and quickly wipe my eyes. “I never had friends over, or guys I was dating. I didn’t want anyone seeing my mom and finding out what she was really like.”

      Colton pulls me into his arms. “I’m sorry, Ella. I didn’t know it was that bad.”

      “It gets worse. Some days I’d get home and have to clean up her puke or drag her upstairs to bed. I’d try to make her eat something because she’d drink all day and forget to eat. The longer this went on, the more I felt like I was the mom and she was the kid. I hated it. I just wanted to be like other kids and have a mom that took care of me.”

      “Your dad didn’t know this was going on?”

      “He knew some of it, but I didn’t tell him everything. The few times I did, he’d talk to her and try to get her to stop drinking, which just made her drink more. It got to the point that I just accepted that’s how she was. We all did. None of us would talk about it. We just pretended like we were one big, happy family.”

      “What about Theo? You didn’t tell him any of this? About how you were taking care of your mom?”

      “I couldn’t.” I look at Colton. “Don’t tell Theo any of this. Promise me you won’t.”

      “I don’t get it. Why are you hiding this from him?”

      “Because he’ll think it’s his fault.”

      Colton thinks about that a moment, then nods. “He blames himself for why she drank.”

      “Yes. She’s told him a million times that it wasn’t his fault, but he doesn’t believe her. He thinks that if she’d never had him, she never would’ve become an alcoholic.”

      Colton sighs. “I know. I’ve tried talking to him about that, but he always shuts me down. He says he’s over it. He tells Darcy the same thing.”

      “He’s not over it. He still thinks he’s the reason Mom started drinking. But it wasn’t because of him. He was just an innocent baby. Mom drank back then because she didn’t know how to deal with what she was going through. I mean, think about it. My mom was my age when she had Theo and she had no one to help her. Theo’s dad took off and then my mom’s parents died. That’s a lot to deal with.”

      “But Theo doesn’t get that,” Colton says. “He still blames himself.”

      “Which makes me really sad.”

      Colton holds my hand. “You have a good heart, Ella.”

      “I just really love my brother and wish he’d stop blaming himself for something that’s not his fault.”

      “I want that too, but I don’t know if it’ll ever happen. He’s convinced himself he’s the reason she became an alcoholic.”

      “And he feels horrible about it, which is why I don’t want him knowing all the stuff I went through with Mom. So please, don’t tell him.”

      “I won’t.”

      “It feels good to finally tell someone. I’ve kept that to myself for so long.”

      “Why’d you tell me?”

      “Because you asked,” I say, jokingly.

      “No, really. Why me?”

      “You already know about my mom. And you know Theo. I thought maybe because of that, you’d understand. And I feel like I can tell you stuff. You’re easy to talk to. And you listen.”

      “I try.” He rubs my hand. “You know you can talk to me anytime. I’ve already told you that, but I’m telling you again because I’m not sure you’ll actually do it.”

      “I just did.”

      “Because I made you.”

      I smile. “You didn’t make me. I wanted to.” I turn around so I’m facing him. “So what’s something you’ve never told anyone?”

      He pauses to think, then shrugs. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know, or you don’t want to tell me?”

      He pauses again, rubbing his jaw and looking down at the floor.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “My mom,” he blurts out. “I want to meet her.”

      I look at him, confused. “I don’t understand. I thought your dads—”

      “Yeah, they don’t know her, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to meet her.”

      “Is that even possible? I thought women who donated their eggs wanted to remain anonymous.”

      “Yeah, I know it’s probably impossible, but I still wish I could meet her. I feel like I don’t really know who I am until I know her, or know something about her. And yeah, I know that sounds stupid. I should know myself without knowing anything about my parents, but when I think about how different I am than Greg, it makes me wonder if I’m more like my mom.”

      “Greg is your biological dad?”

      “Yeah. It gets confusing when I call them both dad so I use their names when I’m around them or when I’m talking about them.”

      “Have you asked Greg if he could help you find out anything about your mom?”

      “I did a few years ago and he said the donor wanted to be anonymous. He sounded angry when he said it and then he went into his room and shut the door. I took that to mean he didn’t want me talking about it.”

      “What about your other dad? Sorry, I don’t know his name.”

      “Mark. He wasn’t around when I was born. He was friends with Greg, but they weren’t a couple back then. They got together when I was a year old and have been together ever since.”

      “Have you ever met the woman who had you? The surrogate?”

      “No, and I’m fine with that. I really just want to know something about the woman I’m related to, biologically, to see if we’re anything alike.” He shakes his head. “This all started because of Theo. I’d given up finding my mom, but then Theo met his dad and I saw how similar they were and it made me want to find my mom.”

      “You think Theo is like Curt? I don’t know him and Theo doesn’t talk about him.”

      Colton nods. “They’re a lot alike. But I think Theo won’t admit it because he feels like he’s betraying your dad if he does.”

      “He doesn’t even admit it to you?”

      “He hints at it, but doesn’t actually say it. Like he’ll comment on something Curt does, but doesn’t admit that he does the same thing. Or if you watch Curt throw the football, it’s almost exactly like how Theo does it, but he either doesn’t see that or doesn’t want to admit it.”

      “That’s another reason why I don’t want Theo knowing all the stuff I went through with Mom. If he found out, he might go back to hating Curt and not talking to him, even though I know Theo wants a relationship with him.”

      “Yeah, he does. He understands why Curt left after your mom got pregnant, but he still blames him for making her drink all those years, along with blaming himself for just being born. It’s a lot to work through, and even though Theo says he’s over it, I don’t believe him. I don’t think he’s there yet.”

      “I don’t either, and it’s not going to happen if he knows what I told you about my mom.”

      “Yeah, I got it. I won’t say anything.”

      “Do you know if Theo’s been talking to Curt?”

      “He has. He’s actually been talking to him a lot the past couple months. He’s even invited him here to do stuff, like go golfing with him.”

      “Really? He didn’t tell Mom that.”

      “I don’t think he wants her to know. I think he’s worried she’ll start drinking again if he tells her about Curt.”

      “She’s not mad at Curt anymore. And she wants Theo to get to know his dad. I do too. I think it’s good for him.”

      “He needs to do it on his time, not anyone else’s.”

      “What has Theo told you about Curt? Does he say he sees him like a dad or just a friend?”

      “He hasn’t said, but I think if you asked him, he’d say he sees him like a friend. He’s not going to admit he sees Curt like a dad and risk hurting the dad who raised him.”

      “Yeah, Theo won’t talk about Curt around my dad. And if my mom brings him up, my dad gets really uncomfortable.”

      “That’s how Greg gets when I bring up finding my mom. He doesn’t even like me calling her that. I should probably just forget about finding her.”

      “If you really want to find her, you should at least try. It’s not up to your dad if you do this. You’re an adult. You have a right to try to find her.”

      “I’ll think about it.” He glances back at the kitchen. “Now I’m hungry again. You think Theo will notice if I eat one of his pizzas?”

      “No, and if he does, I’ll tell him I ate it.”

      Theo’s not very observant. I doubt he’ll notice a missing pizza. I don’t think he’ll notice anything between Colton and me, either. But Darcy will. She notices everything. What if she gets back and can tell there’s something going on with Colton and me? Would she tell Theo?

      I’m getting ahead of myself. There’s nothing going on with Colton. He said he hasn’t felt this way for a girl in a long time, but that doesn’t mean he wants to take this any further than what we’ve done tonight. This might be the only night we spend together and tomorrow he’ll move on with someone else.
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      The next morning, I get home at seven. I thought I could sneak in without anyone noticing, but when I walk into the house, I see Wes on the couch and Eli in the kitchen.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Wes.

      “I’m going to the gym with Eli.”

      “I thought you and Avery were going to her mom’s house this weekend.”

      “Her mom had to work so we’re going there later this month. What are you doing out this early? Getting breakfast?”

      “He’s just coming home,” Eli says, looking at me as he shakes up his protein drink.

      “From where?” Wes asks, getting up from the couch.

      I ignore his question and walk past him, heading to my room.

      “He was at Theo’s,” Eli says.

      I turn back and look at Eli. “Why don’t you mind your own fucking business?”

      “I would if you’d spent the night somewhere else. WITH someone else. But Ella? Seriously?” Eli gulps down his protein drink.

      Wes storms up to me. “Tell me you are NOT fooling around with Ella.”

      “Why else would he spend the night with her?” Eli says.

      “Both of you just shut the fuck up,” I say, getting angry. “Nothing happened. I went over there because Theo texted me and asked me to check on her. I ended up staying, we talked, watched TV, then I fell asleep on the couch.”

      Part of that is true. I did fall asleep on the couch, but Ella was there too, in my arms. We talked until around two in the morning, then fell asleep. It was the first time I’ve spent the night with a girl without having sex.

      “Is that really what happened?” Wes asks. “Because that sure as hell doesn’t sound like you.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s Ella, not some girl I met at a party. I went there as a favor to Theo. I didn’t mean to spend the night, but it got late and I fell asleep. And Ella didn’t want to be alone. She keeps hearing noises in the house and gets scared being alone there at night.”

      Wes and Eli look at each other, almost like they’re communicating in some silent code.

      “I’m gonna go get ready,” Eli says, leaving the kitchen and heading to his room.

      “I’ll see you at the gym,” I say to Wes. I go around him, but he grabs my arm, stopping me.

      “What really happened last night?”

      “Nothing.” I yank my arm from him. “You really think I’d do something with Theo’s sister?”

      “Yeah, actually I do.” He folds his arms over his chest. “I’ve seen how you look at her, and I know she has a thing for you.”

      “And that means something happened between us last night? You don’t think I could go there and just hang out with her?”

      “I’d like to think that, but I doubt that it’s true. Eli said you’ve been spending all your time with her since Theo left. You wouldn’t do that with a girl you’re not interested in.”

      “You’re saying I can’t be friends with a girl? Because that’s bullshit. I’ve had friends who were girls.”

      “That you ended up sleeping with.”

      “That’s a lie. It hasn’t been every girl.”

      “Name one girl you didn’t sleep with.”

      “I was friends with Avery. I never slept with her.”

      “You knew her. I wouldn’t say you were friends. And she had a rule against dating football players. She wasn’t interested in you. Or anyone on the team, except me, but it took a lot of time and effort to change her mind about me.”

      “What about Darcy? We were friends. We even dated. And nothing happened.”

      “Because she wanted Theo. And again, I wouldn’t call you and her friends, at least not last year when you took her out. The point is, you don’t spend this much time with a girl you’re not interested in.”

      I shrug. “Okay, I admit it. I like Ella, but nothing’s going to happen between us. She’s off limits. I get it. You don’t have to tell me. Theo’s told me a million times. He’s told the whole team that.”

      “And yet you still spent the night with her.” Wes eyes me like he doesn’t believe I’m telling him the truth. “You really think I’m that stupid? You think I believe you went the entire night without anything happening?”

      “What do you want me to say? You want me to make something up just to prove that you’re right?”

      “I don’t want to be right. Not about this.” He steps closer to me. “But I have a feeling I am.”

      “Believe what you want,” I say, staring back at him. “But I swear to you, Ella and I didn’t have sex last night.”

      “I never said you had sex with her. There are plenty of other things you could’ve done. Things that would end your friendship with Theo if he ever found out.”

      “He’s not going to find out,” I say, but as soon as the words leave my mouth, I realize I basically just admitted something happened last night.

      “I knew it.” Wes walks off, then turns back to me, looking like he wants to strangle me. “Colton, what the fuck were you thinking? You could have any girl you want, and you pick Theo’s sister?”

      “It’s not as bad as you think. We just…” I look down, rubbing my face, his words sinking in and making me feel guilty for last night. Now, in the light of day, I’m regretting what happened. I never should have touched Ella. I shouldn’t have asked if I could spend the night. I shouldn’t have told her how I felt or led her to believe we could be anything more than friends.

      “You just what?” Wes asks, still looking like he wants to strangle me. “What happened last night?”

      I let out a heavy sigh. “We fooled around on her bed. But I swear, we didn’t have sex.”

      “You think fooling around on her bed isn’t bad?” Wes walks up to me. “If Theo finds out what’s been going on with you and Ella, he’s going to want to kill you. You two will be fighting all the time. And that’s going to affect the whole damn team.”

      “That’s not going to happen. You’re overreacting. And Theo’s not going to find out.”

      “He could if you don’t stop this before he gets back.”

      Eli comes out to the living room, wearing his gym shorts and t-shirt. He walks up to Wes. “You ready to go?”

      “In a minute,” Wes says, his eyes locked on mine. “You end this. Now. Before it goes any farther.” He walks off, going out the door to the driveway.

      Eli remains behind. “He’s right. You can’t do this. Ella’s off limits. Go find someone else.”

      “There’s nothing going on with her. Wes doesn’t know what he’s talking about. And why the hell were you telling him how much time I’ve been spending with Ella?”

      “Because I wanted him to talk some sense into you. I told you to stay away from her and you wouldn’t listen. I thought you might listen to Wes.”

      “I don’t need you telling me what to do. Or Wes. If I want to see Ella, I will.”

      “And risk losing your friendship with Theo? Damaging the whole team? You’re really okay with that?”

      “That’s not gonna happen. Just stay the fuck out of it.” I walk off and hear the door slam as Eli leaves.

      As I go into my room, I check my phone and see a text from Ella.

      Thanks for last night, it reads.

      I quickly delete the text. If Theo saw that, he’d think I slept with her. Wes and Eli would too. Everyone knows my reputation for sleeping around, but that didn’t happen with Ella. It could have, but it didn’t.

      After a quick shower, I go to the gym. I keep my distance from Wes and Eli, not wanting to deal with them. They think they know what’s going on, but they don’t, and I shouldn’t have to explain myself to them.

      “Have you heard from Theo?” Zane asks as I get on the machine he just left. He’s a fifth year senior, and so is his roommate, Lars. They both changed their majors so are taking another year to finish school.

      “Yeah, he’s still in Florida. He probably won’t be back until the end of next week.”

      “Are you bringing his sister to the party this weekend?”

      “What party?”

      “Lars and I are having a cookout Saturday. We invited some girls over and they wanted to bring their friends so we decided to make it into a party. You should talk to Ella about it.”

      “Why would I bring Ella?” I ask, wondering if Wes and Eli told the other guys on the team their suspicions about Ella and me.

      “I just thought Theo wouldn’t want her sitting around by herself all weekend.”

      “He also wouldn’t want her hanging around drunk people trying to give her alcohol.”

      “Then don’t bring her, but you’ll be there, right?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

      “What’s there to think about? It’s beer and girls. When have you ever turned that down?”

      “I said I’ll think about it,” I say, getting on the weight machine.

      I sounded angry just now, but I didn’t mean to. I’m not mad at Zane. I’m angry at Wes and Eli, and at myself for doing stuff with Ella I said I’d never do. I don’t know what was wrong with me last night. I don’t know why I did that. It never should’ve happened.

      I should leave Ella alone. Stay far away from her. She can always call me if she needs to, or I could tell her to call Wes. Now that he’s not going out of town, he could be the one Ella calls if she needs something. It isn’t what I want, but I can’t keep seeing Ella. When I’m around her, I want to do things with her, things I can’t do.

      Wes is on the other side of the gym. I walk over there, watching as he does weighted squats in front of the mirror.

      “What do you want?” he asks, noticing me in the mirror.

      “I’m gonna tell Ella to call you if she needs anything. You good with that?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think she’ll do it. She’ll call you, not me.”

      “I’ll tell her not to.”

      He sets the barbell down and turns to me. “Then yeah, tell her to call me. She could call Avery, too.”

      “Okay, that’s all I wanted.” I turn to go back across the gym.

      “Colton,” Wes calls out.

      “Yeah?” I turn back.

      “Sorry about earlier.” He smiles a little, letting me know I made the right choice.

      Staying away from Ella might be the right choice, but it doesn’t feel right. Talking to her last night, I shared stuff I haven’t told anyone, even Theo. I wouldn’t do that unless I really felt something for her, and trusted her. Finding someone I connect with like that is nearly impossible, and then I find her and can’t be with her. We could try to be friends, but I don’t know how that would work when we’re this attracted to each other.

      I continue to the weight machine I was going to use next, but see Zane is already on it.

      “I’ll be done in a minute,” he says.

      “No rush. And about the party Saturday. I’ll be there.”

      “With Ella?”

      “No, just me.”

      Ella will have to figure out her own entertainment for Saturday. I need to go to this party, get wasted, and hook up with a girl. It’s what I always do, and even though I’m tired of it, it’ll keep my mind off of Ella. That’s what I need right now. A distraction to keep me away from her until Theo gets home.

      After my workout, I clean up in the locker room, then go to the coffee shop where Ella works. She’s at the register but nobody’s in line.

      Ella’s face lights up when she sees me. “Hi, Colton! This is a surprise.”

      “Not really,” I say with a laugh. “I come here a lot.”

      “What would you like?” she asks, her hand hovering over the register.

      “Oh, um, nothing. I just wanted to talk to you. Do you have a break coming up soon?”

      “In a few minutes.” She smiles. “You came here just to talk to me?”

      Shit, this is bad. She’s looking at me like I’m her boyfriend. She thinks last night is going to turn into something more. I wish it could, but it can’t. She knows that, so I don’t know why she’d let herself think otherwise.

      “Faith, can I take my break a few minutes early?” Ella asks, looking over at Faith.

      “Sure,” Faith says, smiling at me. “Hey, Colton.”

      “Hey.” I look back at Ella and watch as she takes her apron off. Under it she’s got on dark, high waisted jeans and a tight white shirt that ends just above her waist. She looks gorgeous. My mind flashes back to last night when we were on her bed. The way she reacted to my touch. The sounds she made.

      I can’t be thinking about that. I squeeze my eyes shut and take a breath.

      “You okay?” Ella asks.

      I open my eyes and see her beside me. “Yeah. I just have a headache.” I rub my forehead. “It was a tough workout today.”

      “Let’s go sit down.” She leads me over to a table by the window.

      When we’re seated, I look across the table at her—at her beautiful smile and kind, caring eyes—and I almost can’t do it. I almost can’t tell her what I need to say. But I have to.

      “I talked to Wes today,” I say. “And he said he’d be happy to help you out if you need anything. You have his number, right?”

      Her smile drops and concern fills her face. “Yeah, but why would I call Wes? Are you going out of town?”

      “No, but I don’t think this is a good idea.” I look down, then back up at her. “Ella, last night was great, but it shouldn’t have happened. We both know that.”

      “Wait. Are you saying you regret last night? But what about all that stuff you said about me being the first person you could really open up to and how close you felt to me and how—”

      “Yeah, I know what I said. And I meant it, but Ella, you know we can’t do this. I shouldn’t have gone to your house last night. It was wrong, and I knew that, but I did it anyway. I wasn’t thinking straight. It was late. I was tired. That’s not a great excuse, but the point is, I shouldn’t have been over there.”

      She nods, then looks down. “Okay. Got it. You can go now.”

      “Ella, please don’t be mad at me,” I say, my chest aching as I see the sadness on her face. “I wish there was a better solution, but there isn’t.”

      “Yeah, I get it.” Her eyes rise to mine and she sits up straighter. “I’ll call Wes if I need anything.”

      That’s it? She’s not going to say more? I thought she’d want to talk about it, or yell at me for doing this, or try to find a way to make this work. Maybe last night didn’t mean as much to her as I thought. Maybe it was just me that felt that way. I guess that’s good. She’ll forget about me and move on with someone else. I don’t know if I’ll be that lucky. I don’t want another girl. I want to be with the girl sitting in front of me, the girl I opened my heart up to last night.

      “I need to get back to work,” Ella says, getting up from the table.

      We’ve only been sitting here for five minutes and I think her break is for fifteen.

      “Yeah, okay.” I stand up. “Well, like I said, Wes is around if you need him. Or you could call Avery. They’d both help if you needed something.”

      She nods. “Bye, Colton.”

      She walks off and goes behind the counter, then through the door that goes to the back. My chest is still aching and there’s an uneasy feeling in my gut. It’s like my body’s trying to tell me I made the wrong decision, and maybe I did, but my head’s telling me it had to be done. And this time, I’m listening to my head.
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      “What happened?” Faith asks, coming into the break room.

      “Nothing.” I force out a smile and wipe my eyes. “I just felt homesick for a minute.”

      “Liar,” Faith says, standing in front of me. “This is about Colton. What did he say?”

      “That we can’t see each other anymore.” I shrug. “I don’t know why that hurts, but it does.”

      “Because you like him. You’ve spent almost all your time with him since your brother left. It makes total sense that you’d be feeling this way.”

      “But I’m not even dating him. He’s just a friend. Actually, he’s Theo’s friend, not mine.”

      “He’s more than that. You don’t spend a night with a guy who doesn’t mean anything to you.”

      I shouldn’t have told her about last night. But when I got here this morning, I was in such a good mood after being with Colton that Faith could tell something was up. She asked me what happened, so I told her, but made her promise to keep it a secret.

      “He just felt sorry for me because I was alone,” I say. “And all we did was talk.”

      “That’s not what you said earlier,” she says, her brows rising.

      “Okay, yeah, we made out a little, but we mostly just talked.”

      I’m making it sound like last night wasn’t that great when the truth is, it was one of the best nights of my life. What Colton did to me in my bedroom was something I’d never experienced. I wasn’t lying when I told him I’d never felt anything like that with a guy, and I didn’t just mean the orgasm, but the buildup before it. The way he used his hands, his mouth, his breath… it was incredible. I felt things in places I didn’t know I could feel anything. And he never once pressured me to go all the way. I would’ve, but he turned me down.

      Then later, when we laid on the couch and talked, I felt closer to Colton than I’ve ever felt with anyone else. I love my family, but I can’t open up to them. Growing up, I couldn’t talk to my mom about stuff. She had her own problems to deal with, and my dad was always at work. I couldn’t talk to Theo because of all the reasons I told Colton last night. And I was never very close to my friends. I was too worried about them finding out about my mom. So I hid that part of my life, which meant I couldn’t let anyone know the real me. But last night, for the first time, I told someone all the stuff I’ve been holding inside. All my secret thoughts. And now that someone doesn’t want to see me anymore.

      “I’m sorry,” Faith says. “Guys are jerks.”

      “Colton’s not a jerk. He’s just being a friend to my brother.”

      “By hurting you? That’s not okay.”

      “You should get back out front. There might be someone in line.”

      “Yeah, I’m going.” She walks to the door, then stops. “Saturday night.”

      “What about it?”

      “You’re going to a party with me. It’s outside of town. It’s going to be huge. There’s gonna be a ton of guys there. We’ll go there and find you someone else.”

      She leaves before I can tell her I don’t want to go. I like Faith, but I’m still getting to know her. I’m not sure I trust her to take me to a party. I could see her going off with her boyfriend and leaving me with a room full of people I don’t know. But maybe that would be good for me. I need to meet people and get my mind off Colton.

      When my break ends, I go back out front and tell Faith I’ll go to the party. I’m not going to tell Colton about it, assuming I talk to him again. Maybe I won’t. Maybe he’s not going to talk to me until Theo’s back and then it’ll just be a quick ‘hey, how’s it going’ when he sees me at the house.

      “What are you doing tomorrow night?” Faith asks as she swipes through her phone.

      “Sitting at home, watching TV,” I say with a sigh, disappointed that I don’t have a more active social life. This summer was supposed to be fun and exciting, my first time away from my parents. But so far, I’ve spent almost every night at home with nothing to do. I’m actually looking forward to Darcy and Theo coming back. They get on my nerves sometimes, but I like doing stuff with them, especially Darcy. She’s really nice, and she’s fun. I don’t know how Theo managed to get such a great girl.

      “You’re coming over tomorrow,” Faith says, smiling as she looks at her phone.

      “Where?”

      “To my apartment.”

      “What are we doing?”

      “I’ll order pizza and we’ll hang out.”

      “Just the two of us?”

      “Justin will be there, but this will give you a chance to get to know him.”

      “I don’t think I want to hang out with you and your boyfriend on a Friday night. Don’t you want to be alone with him?”

      “I’m alone with him all the time.” She comes up to me. “You’re coming over. It’s better than sitting home alone, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Great! I’ll text you the address. Be there at seven.”

      I’m not thrilled about this, but I’ll do it. It’s better than spending Friday night in that creepy old house. I’m still hearing noises in the basement. I think there might be ghosts down there.

      My shift ends at three. I go home, hoping to see Colton’s car there, but the driveway is empty. I fantasized about him being there, waiting for me, to tell me he’d made a mistake and that he doesn’t want to stop seeing me. And then he’d take me inside and we’d kiss and he’d tell me we’ll find a way to make Theo okay with us being together.

      What can I say? I have an active imagination. It’s how I cope with sad situations. I imagine a different outcome. I started doing it when I was a kid and my mom was too drunk to be a mom. I’d imagine her picking me up after school like all the other moms, asking how my day was, taking me out for a snack. It never happened—not even once—but that didn’t stop me from imagining it.

      As I go into the house, Theo calls.

      “Hey, Theo,” I say, tossing my keys on the counter.

      “Hey, you at home?”

      “Yeah, I just got off work.” I collapse on the couch and smell Colton’s cologne coming from the cushions. My bed probably smells like him, too. I’ll have to wash everything before Theo gets home.

      “Everything okay? You don’t sound like yourself.”

      “I’m tired. It was a long day. So how’s Darcy’s grandma doing?”

      “She’s getting out of the hospital on Sunday. They’re transferring her to a nursing home for rehab.”

      “Does that mean you’re coming home earlier than you planned?”

      “Maybe. We talked about leaving Monday, but I don’t think Darcy wants to go that soon. I’ll let you know this weekend. Do you have any plans?”

      “No,” I say, not wanting Theo to know I’m going to a party. He’s never met Faith and wouldn’t want me going to a party with someone he doesn’t know. He also wouldn’t like that the party’s outside of town.

      “Wes and Avery will be around,” Theo says. “They decided not to go to her mom’s house. You could do something with them.”

      “I think I’ll just hang around here.”

      “You aren’t getting bored?”

      “Not really. I’m at work for most of the day.”

      “You could call Colton. He’d do something with you.”

      Not anymore. He’s staying away from me because of you. That’s what I want to say, but I don’t.

      “He probably has a date this weekend,” I say, imagining Colton with some other girl.

      “Well, I just wanted to check in.”

      “Yeah, talk to you later.”

      The rest of the night I keep looking at my phone, hoping to see a text from Colton, but he doesn’t text me. He’s done with me. Last night meant nothing to him, even though it meant everything to me.
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      Friday night, I show up at Faith’s apartment a few minutes after seven. On the way there, I stopped at a bakery and got a dozen cupcakes with pink frosting. My mom always told me that if you’re invited to someone’s place for dinner, you should always show up with a gift.

      “You didn’t have to bring anything,” Faith says as I come into her apartment.

      “Now we have dessert.” I hand her the box of cupcakes and notice a guy sitting on the couch. That must be Faith’s boyfriend.

      Faith opens the box. “Cupcakes! And they’re from the bakery I love. Thanks, Ella!”

      “Sure.” I follow her to the tiny kitchen, where she sets the box of cupcakes down.

      “I want you to meet someone.” She loops her arm around mine and walks me over to the guy on the couch. “Ella, this is Ben. Ben, meet Ella.”

      The guy gets up from the couch, smiling at me. “Hey.”

      Wait. Faith’s boyfriend is Justin, not Ben. So who’s Ben? Is this a setup?

      “Faith,” a guy says, coming into the apartment holding a paper sack. “They were out of that drink you like so I just got beer.”

      Faith goes over to him and kisses him. “Ella just got here. She brought cupcakes so now we have dessert.”

      “Can you take this?” the guy says, handing Faith the sack.

      “Go say hi to Ella,” she says.

      The guy walks over to me. “Hey, I’m Justin.” He motions to the other guy. “I work with Ben. You two met, right?”

      “Um, yeah,” I say. “So where do you work?”

      “The tire shop by the mall.” Justin gets out his phone. “I need to make a call. I’ll be right back.”

      He goes down to the bedroom and shuts the door, leaving me with Ben, who’s still smiling at me. It’s not a friendly smile, but the kind that says we’ll be doing stuff later. That’s not happening. I’m not even a little attracted to this guy. He’s shorter than me and skinny and he’s got a snake tattoo going down the side of his neck. I hate snakes.

      “So you work with Faith?” Ben asks.

      “Yeah, I’ve only been there a couple weeks.”

      He motions to the couch. “You want to sit down?”

      “Um, in a minute.” I go over to Faith in the kitchen. “Can I talk to you?”

      “Sure, go ahead,” she says, putting the beer in the fridge.

      “Privately,” I whisper, glancing at Ben.

      “Just give him a chance,” she whispers back. Her phone dings and she checks it. “The pizza’s here. Ben, could you go down and get it?”

      “Yeah, okay.” He gets up and goes out the door.

      “Why didn’t you tell me this was a setup?” I say to Faith.

      “Because you wouldn’t have shown up. You’re still hung up on Colton.”

      “No, I’m not. I never was. Colton’s just a friend.”

      “Yeah, that’s why you keep checking your phone to see if he texted.” She rolls her eyes. “I know he’s hot, but Colton Danes is a player. He’s never going to settle down with a girl. He has too many options. But Ben is a one-woman guy. He’s been single for a few months now and he wants a girlfriend.”

      “It’s not going to be me.”

      “You don’t even know him. You need to give him a chance.”

      “He’s not my type. I have zero attraction to him.”

      “Because you’re comparing him to Colton, which isn’t fair because no guy is that hot.”

      “Where’d Ben go?” Justin asks, coming out to the living room.

      “He went to get the pizza.”

      Justin smiles at me. “So what do you think? You two hit it off?”

      “They just met,” Faith says, answering for me. “They haven’t even talked yet.”

      “We could give you two some time alone,” Justin says to me.

      “No, that’s okay,” I say, not wanting to be alone with Ben. The way he was looking at me gave me the creeps.

      “Babe, change your shirt,” Faith says to Justin. “There’s a stain on that one.”

      Justin looks down at his t-shirt and goes back to the bedroom.

      I turn to Faith. “When Ben gets back, don’t try to get us together. I’m sure he’s nice, but I don’t want to date him.”

      “Ella, you can’t be so picky.” She opens a cupboard and takes out a stack of paper plates. “You said you wanted to meet guys.”

      My phone dings and I see a text from Colton. Are you okay? Haven’t heard from you. Just wanted to check.

      “Why are you smiling?” Faith asks. “Did that jerk finally text you?”

      “He’s not a jerk,” I say, feeling the huge smile on my face. “He wants to know if I’m okay.”

      “He doesn’t get to know that. He led you on, then dumped you. You should’ve blocked his number.”

      “He didn’t dump me. We weren’t even dating.”

      She grabs my phone.

      “What are you doing?” I reach for my phone, but she hides it behind her. “Give it back.”

      “Not until you promise you won’t text him.”

      “He wants to know that I’m okay.”

      “It’s none of his business. He told you whatever was going on with you two is over and now he thinks he can just text you like nothing happened?”

      “He’s just being a friend.”

      “A friend doesn’t spend the night with you, then tell you he can’t see you anymore.”

      “He only did that because he doesn’t want to ruin his friendship with Theo.”

      “Then he never should’ve started something with you.”

      “It’s not like we planned this. It just happened. Well, I’ve had a thing for Colton since I met him two years ago, but I didn’t think he liked me the same way until the other night.” I’m still smiling as I think about Colton. “I can’t believe he feels that way about me.”

      “Okay, snap out of it,” Faith says, snapping her fingers in front of my face. “Repeat after me. Colton Danes is a player. He makes girls fall for him, uses them, then moves on to the next one.”

      “He didn’t do that with me. He didn’t use me.”

      “Really? So when he spent the night with you, you two just sat around, watching TV? Don’t lie to me, Ella. You already told me you guys made out.”

      “Okay, yeah, we did stuff, but we didn’t go all the way, which just proves what a great guy Colton is. He could’ve pushed me to do more, but he didn’t.”

      “Ella, think about what you’re saying. The guy almost had sex with you, then the next day, decides he can’t talk to you anymore. And you think that makes him a great guy?”

      “You don’t understand. This isn’t about me. It’s about Theo. If it weren’t for my brother, Colton and I would be together right now.”

      “You really believe that?”

      I thought I did, but now she’s making me question it. If Theo wasn’t my brother, would Colton want to be out with me on a Friday night? Or would he be out with some other girl? Someone who’s older and more experienced and isn’t looking for a relationship? That’s the type of girl Colton usually goes for, so why would he choose me? It doesn’t make sense when I think of it that way. Maybe I’ve been wrong about him this whole time, seeing what I want instead of seeing the truth.

      “Sorry it took so long,” Ben says, coming into the apartment with the pizzas. “The delivery guy is a guy I knew from high school. We were catching up.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Faith says, going up to him to take the pizzas. “You want a beer?”

      “Yeah, I’ll take one.”

      “Ella, could you grab it?” Faith says, giving me a look to be nice to Ben. I never said I wouldn’t be nice to him. I just don’t want to date him.

      The four of us eat dinner on the couch because there isn’t a table and the couch is the only place to sit. It’s not a big couch so I’m forced to sit right next to Ben, close enough that our bodies are touching. It’s so uncomfortable. I want to leave, but then Faith brings the cupcakes out and insists we all have dessert. Then she brings out this game with cards that have questions on them and I somehow end up playing along. It’d be a fun game if I wasn’t stuck sitting by Ben. I don’t know what cologne he’s wearing, but I really don’t like it. It smells like those pine tree air fresheners people hang in their car.

      “It’s late,” I say, just before midnight. “I should go.”

      “Why? It’s Friday night,” Ben says.

      I get up from the couch. “I have to work in the morning.”

      “Not until seven,” Faith says. “Stay another hour. We’ll play another game.”

      “I can’t. I need to go.” I head to the door.

      “I’ll walk you out,” Ben says.

      “That’s okay. I don’t need you to.”

      “I insist,” he says with that weird smile.

      We take the elevator downstairs and go out to my car.

      “So what do you think?” Ben says with a shrug. “You want to come over tomorrow? I get off at five.”

      He clearly didn’t read the signals I was trying to give him all night, letting him know I wasn’t interested.

      “I already have plans,” I tell him. “And I don’t think this is going to work.”

      “Why?” he says, sounding surprised. “I thought we got along great.”

      “I think you’re really nice. I just don’t think we’re right for each other.”

      He takes a step back, his smile replaced with a look of disgust mixed with anger. “I get it. You’re one of those rich bitches that thinks she’s too good for me.”

      “What? No. That’s not it at all. I just—”

      “Faith told me you’re rich. You’re going to that fancy college. You got a nice car. You think you’re better than me.”

      “I never said that. And if I was rich, I wouldn’t be working at the coffee shop.”

      “You got rich parents who probably spoil you rotten. You’re only working at that coffee place to meet guys. College guys. Not guys like me who actually have to work for a living.”

      He’s getting angrier the more he talks. It’s making me nervous.

      “Bye, Ben.” I get in the car and shut and lock the door.

      As I drive off, I see him walking back to the building. I can’t believe he reacted that way. All I did was tell him it wasn’t going to work between us and he blew up at me. I wonder if Faith knows he’s like that. If she did, I don’t know why she’d set me up with him.

      When I get home, I pull in the driveway and notice a car parked on the street next to the house. It looks like Colton’s car, but it can’t be him. It’s Friday night. He’s either at a party or in bed with a girl. That’s what Colton Danes does. It’s who he is. Everyone knows that. So why did I let myself think that he’d changed?
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      “Ella!” I yell, getting out of the car.

      She was walking to the door, but turns back when she hears me. “Colton?”

      “Yeah, wait up!” I catch up to her. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. Why are you here?”

      “You didn’t text me back. I thought something happened.”

      “I was out.” She walks past me to the house.

      “Out where?” I ask as she unlocks the door.

      She turns to me. “Colton, what do you want? What are you doing here?”

      “I was worried about you. I stopped by the house earlier and you weren’t here. Then you wouldn’t answer my text.”

      “I thought you were done babysitting me,” she says, going into the house. “You told me to call Wes if I needed anything.”

      I follow her inside. “Wes said you hadn’t called him. I got worried.”

      She walks to the kitchen and drops her keys on the counter.

      “So where were you?” I ask.

      “I’m going to bed.” She walks past me to the door. “You need to leave so I can lock up.”

      I go over to her. “What’s going on?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Why are you acting like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Not talking to me? Telling me to leave?”

      “Well, let’s see.” She puts her hands on her hips. “You spend almost all your time with me, spend the night with me, and then tell me you can’t see me anymore.”

      “That doesn’t mean I—”

      “And now you show up here, after not talking to me for days, and think you have the right to know where I was?” She yanks open the door. “Bye, Colton. Go back to whatever girl you were with.”

      “I wasn’t with a girl.” I take the door from her and close it. “I was home, worried something had happened to you.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t need to worry. I’m fine. You can text Theo and tell him I’m home, safe and sound. You did your job.”

      I don’t like seeing her like this. She’s trying to come off as angry, but under that anger is hurt. I can see it on her face. She won’t even look at me. I never meant to hurt her, but she’d be hurting even more if I hadn’t ended it. We were getting too close. I was having feelings for her I shouldn’t be having. Those feelings are still there and seeing her again is making those feelings even stronger.

      The past couple days, I missed Ella like crazy. She’s all I could think about. Every time I saw Wes, I wanted to ask if he’d heard from her, but didn’t, knowing he’d read something into it. I’m trying to convince him, and myself, that Ella and I are just friends, and we are, but we’re also more than that. We crossed the friend line the moment I took her to her bedroom. And before that, I’d crossed the line with her in my thoughts, imagining us together in a way I knew we could never be. I have to make these thoughts and feelings stop, and the only way I can think of to do that is to stay away from her.

      “Ella, I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t want things to turn out this way.”

      “It’s okay.” She shrugs. “I’ll find someone else. I just need to get out there and meet people and go on dates.”

      “Is that where you were tonight? On a date?”

      “Why do you care?”

      “Because the last guy you dated turned out to be dangerous. Who was it? Who’d you go out with?”

      “You need to leave.” She reaches past me and opens the door. “I have to be up for work in a few hours.”

      I look at her, wanting to kiss her, wanting to continue where we left off. But I can’t.

      “Just be careful, okay?” I say.

      She doesn’t look at me and doesn’t say anything.

      I leave and hear the door close behind me, then the lock turn.

      She hates me, and now she’s seeing someone else. Some other guy. Who is he? Where did she meet him? It’s only been a couple days since I spent the night here. How’d she meet a guy that fast? She can’t know him very well if they just met.

      She’s gorgeous. I’m not surprised some guy met her and immediately asked her out. I’m just angry she was out with him tonight and not me. I know I shouldn’t be angry about that, but I am. I’m angry at Theo for telling me to stay away from her. I get that it’s awkward for him to have his friend date his sister, but he needs to get over it.

      “Did you find her?” Eli asks when I get home. He’s standing in the kitchen, making a sandwich.

      “Find who?” I ask, walking over to him.

      “Ella. That’s why you left the party, isn’t it? To find Ella?” He takes a bite of his sandwich, looking at me as he chews.

      “I left because I didn’t feel like being there. It had nothing to do with Ella.”

      “How long did you wait for her? Wes said he saw you leave the party at ten.”

      “Why the fuck is he keeping track of me? He has nothing better to do?”

      “So did you find her or not?”

      “Yeah, she’s home. Now will you shut up about it?” I pick up the other half of his sandwich and take a bite. “What is this?”

      “Ham and cream cheese. We were out of mayonnaise.”

      “It’s disgusting.” I set the sandwich down. “Since when do we have cream cheese?”

      “I got Jess bagels and cream cheese for breakfast and we had extra cream cheese.”

      “Who’s Jess?”

      “The girl who was here last week. My lab partner? You met her. She came over after class and left in the morning.”

      “You’re sleeping with your lab partner?”

      “Just once, and it was her idea. She needed to relieve some stress and didn’t want to have to go find someone.”

      “And you were more than willing to help her out.”

      He smiles. “What can I say? I’m a nice guy.”

      “Who sucks at making sandwiches.”

      “I think it’s good,” he says, taking another bite. “So what’d you say to Ella? I’m guessing it didn’t go well since you’re here.”

      “I didn’t go there to hang out. I just wanted to make sure she got home.”

      He shakes his head. “You got it bad.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Waiting outside her house to make sure she makes it home? You’ve never done that for a girl.”

      “Doesn’t mean I wouldn’t. And I had to check on Ella. I promised Theo I would.”

      “And then told Wes to do it.” Eli wipes his hands on a paper towel. “You gotta stop this. You can’t keep obsessing over Ella.”

      “I’m not obsessing over her. I went there to check on her. That’s it. She got home and I left.” I go behind him to the fridge and yank it open. “What happened to all the beer?”

      “It’s gone.”

      I shut the fridge. “Do we have tequila?”

      “No. Jess and I finished it.”

      “What the fuck?” I turn to Eli. “That was mine. I paid for it.”

      “So I’ll buy the next one.”

      “How? You’re not 21.” I slam my hand on the counter. “Fuck. I really need something and now we’re out and I’ve got no one around to buy it.”

      “You could call Zane.”

      “It’s Friday night. He’s with a girl,” I say, like Eli’s an idiot for suggesting that.

      “What the hell is your problem? Why are you yelling at me?”

      He’s right. I shouldn’t be yelling at him. I need to calm down.

      “Was Ella out with someone tonight?” Eli asks. “Is that why you’re acting like this? Because she had a date?”

      Choosing not to answer that, I walk away from him and go sit on the chair next to the couch. I’m too wound up to sleep.

      “Isn’t that what you wanted?” Eli asks, taking a seat on the couch. “For Ella to find someone else?”

      “No, it’s not what I fucking wanted,” I say, throwing my hands up. “But what am I supposed to do? I can’t tell her she can’t go out with other guys.”

      Eli stares at me, not saying anything.

      “What?” I snap. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “I’ve just never seen you act this way over a girl. Even when Abbi got back with her ex last summer, you weren’t this upset about it.”

      “Because she cheated on me. I was too pissed at her after that to care about what she did.”

      “You and Ella never even dated and you’re this angry about her going out with some other guy? You gotta get over this, and fast—before Theo gets back.”

      “Theo’s never going to find out.”

      “You don’t think he’ll be able to tell you have a thing for his sister? I can tell just by looking at your face when you talk about her. Theo knows you better than anyone. Trust me, he’ll know there’s something going on.”

      “But there isn’t. Nothing’s happening between Ella and me. I said I’d leave her alone and I am.”

      “Other than waiting outside her house all night to make sure she gets home.”

      “Theo would thank me for that. He’d want to know she made it home.”

      “I’m just saying, you gotta find a way to get over whatever feelings you have for Ella before Theo gets back.”

      He’s right, but I don’t know how to do that. I’ve fallen hard and fast for a girl I can’t have and I don’t know how to get rid of these feelings. And honestly, I don’t want to. I want to keep seeing her, talking to her, doing stuff with her. This is the first time in a long time that I’ve actually wanted to date a girl and see if it could turn into more.

      “What if I didn’t?” I say, leaning back in the chair.

      “Didn’t what?”

      “Didn’t stop fighting my feelings for her?”

      “For Ella?” He laughs a little. “You’re joking, right?”

      “I’m serious. Why does Theo get to decide this? Why does he get to tell me I can’t be with Ella? She’s an adult. She can do what she wants.”

      “Um, yeah, have you met Theo?”

      “Yeah, he’s overprotective of her. I get it. But he needs to let that shit go. She’s not a kid. She’s had to deal with stuff Theo doesn’t even know about.”

      “Like what?”

      “I can’t get into it. I’m just saying, she’s more mature than most people her age. She should be able to decide who she wants to date. And why wouldn’t Theo want that to be me? I’m better than a lot of guys out there she could date.”

      “You sleep around. And half the time you can’t even remember the girl’s name.”

      “Hey! You know I suck at remembering names.”

      “If you sleep with a girl, you should remember her damn name.”

      “So what if I’ve been with a lot of girls? So has Theo. And you. And Wes. The whole damn team has slept with a lot of girls.”

      “Yeah, which is why Theo doesn’t want any of us with his sister.”

      “So who does he think she’s going to date? A virgin? This is a college town. Most guys she meets here aren’t going to be virgins. And Ella doesn’t want a guy like that. She wants a guy who knows what he’s doing.”

      “How do you know what she wants?”

      “Because I know her. I know what she likes.”

      “After spending what… a few days with her?”

      “I’ve known her for two years. And yeah, I didn’t spend time with her in those two years, but I was around her enough to know that I liked her. My point is, I’ve always felt something for Ella. I just didn’t act on it until last week.”

      “And you think you can convince Theo to be okay with this?” Eli says, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “I think he could come around. With time.”

      “I think you’re fucking crazy. But you’re not going to listen to me, so I don’t know why I’m even trying.” He gets up. “I’m going to bed. I have to leave at seven tomorrow.”

      “Leave where? Where are you going?”

      “My cousin’s wedding.”

      “Where’s it at?”

      “Pennsylvania. I told you about it weeks ago, and I reminded you last night when I told you I wouldn’t be going to Zane’s party this weekend.”

      “I guess I didn’t hear you.”

      Eli heads to his room, then turns back. “Just think about this before you go doing something stupid. You’ve been friends with Theo for two years. You could start something with Ella and it may not even last two weeks.”

      “Yeah, got it,” I mutter, wanting him to stop talking about this. I shouldn’t have even brought it up. I knew Eli would tell me not to do it. Wes would too. I could ask any guy on the team and they’d all tell me Theo would never be okay with me being with Ella.

      But I still want her. I still have feelings for her. And I don’t know what to do about that.
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      “Hey, there, stranger,” Shana says, slinking up to me, a beer in her hand. She got to the party a few minutes ago and is already drunk, or maybe she was drunk before she got here.

      “How’s it going?” I say, annoyed that she’s here. Zane should’ve warned me she was coming. I kind of blew her off after our date. I said I’d call, but never did, which I know was a dick move, but I didn’t say when I’d call and to be fair, we agreed the date didn’t go well.

      “You never called,” she says, getting so close to me we’re almost touching.

      “Yeah, sorry, I got busy.”

      “You’re not busy now. Maybe we go could go somewhere. Get to know each other better?” She puts her hand on my chest and looks up at me with a drunk smile.

      “Did you ride with someone?” I ask, wondering if she drove here drunk.

      “Yeah, Amber.” She points to a blond girl talking to Zane. “We were at another party, but we thought the cops might show up so we left and came here.”

      “Where was the party?” I ask. “The one you were at?”

      “At some shitty house in the middle of nowhere,” she says, waving her hand around, spilling some of her beer. “I don’t think anyone lives there. I think it’s just used for parties. The place looked like it was falling apart. We only went because Amber met this guy at the place she gets her oil changed and he told her about it.”

      “Why’d you think the cops were going to show up?”

      “There were a lot of drugs.” She takes a gulp of her beer. “I didn’t want to risk it. I’ve already been arrested twice for public intox.”

      I see Wes and Avery walking in.

      “I’ll see you later,” I say to Shana. “I need to go talk to someone.”

      I don’t, but I want to get away from her. Seeing her now, I’m not sure why I ever asked her out. I thought she was hot, but tonight I’m not attracted to her at all. It’s because of Ella. I keep comparing every girl I see to her and Ella keeps coming out ahead.

      “Hey, I saw that girl there,” Shana says as I go past her. “At the party?”

      I turn back. “What girl?”

      “The one who works at the coffee shop. Tall. Dark hair. You were talking to her when we met for our date.”

      “Ella was at the party?” I say, my heart pumping faster. “The one with the drugs?”

      “I think it was her.” Shana takes a drink of her beer.

      I get in front of her. “You think, or you know?”

      She shrugs. “It looked like her. Why?”

      “She’s not supposed to be there. She’s 18. She shouldn’t be at a party with drugs.”

      Shana laughs. “What are you… her dad? And since when do you care about drugs? You’ve been at parties with drugs.”

      “Yeah, but I stay away from them. I play football. I can’t do that shit.” I get out my phone. “Where’s this party?”

      “I don’t know. Ask Amber. She’s the one who drove there.”

      I leave Shana and frantically search the room for Amber.

      Wes stops me. “What’s wrong?”

      My concern for Ella must show on my face.

      “Have you heard from Ella?” I ask.

      “No. Why?”

      “Shana just told me she saw Ella at some party outside of town. She said there were drugs everywhere and the cops might show up.”

      “Shit,” Wes mutters. “Where’s the party? I’ll go get her.”

      “No, I’ll do it.”

      “What’s going on?” Avery says, coming up beside Wes and handing him a beer.

      “Ella’s at some party that might get busted for drugs,” Wes says.

      “Let’s go,” she says, turning to leave.

      “I’m going,” I tell her. “You guys stay here.”

      “You sure that’s a good idea?” Wes asks, in a tone that says it’s not.

      “I told Theo I’d watch out for her. I need to go get her.” I take off and continue searching for Amber. I find her in the hall that leads to the garage, making out with Zane. “Amber.”

      They keep kissing, like they didn’t hear me.

      “Zane.” I nudge his arm.

      He slowly backs away from Amber, giving me an annoyed look. “What the fuck? Can’t you see I’m busy?”

      “I need to talk to Amber.”

      “Hey, Colton,” she says, smiling at me. “Shana’s looking for you.”

      “She found me. She said you guys were at a party earlier. Can you give me the address?”

      “You’re leaving my party to go to someone else’s?” Zane asks.

      “I’m not staying. I’m just picking someone up.”

      “I’ll text you,” Amber says. “What’s your number?”

      I give it to her, then wait for the text to come through.

      “Thanks,” I say. “Sorry I interrupted. See you guys later.”

      I leave and go out to my car. I put the address in the navigation system and a map pops up on the screen. The party is more than a little outside of town. It’s a half hour away.

      Just after ten, I pull into a field. It’s the only place to park. Cars are lined up from the house to the dirt road I just pulled off of. It’s so damn dark out here I can’t see anything but the dim lights coming from the house. Music is blaring loud enough that I can hear it outside.

      As I’m weaving through the sea of cars, I hear someone puking.

      “Hey! Watch it!” a guy yells as I bump into him. It’s so dark I didn’t even see him.

      When I’m finally at the house, I go inside and can barely move. The place is packed. There’s people everywhere I look. Some are jumping around to the music. Some are smoking weed. Some are making out. I can’t imagine Ella wanting to be at a party like this. Even I wouldn’t want to be here. The place reeks and it’s hotter than hell. It’s so crowded I keep bumping into people as I go through the room. How am I going to find Ella?

      Just as I’m thinking that, I notice a girl standing next to the wall, looking at her phone. She has her back to me, but she’s tall and has long dark hair, like Ella’s. I make my way over to her.

      “Ella!” I yell so she’ll hear me above the music.

      She whips around and her eyes widen when she sees me. “Colton! What are you doing here?”

      “Getting you out of this place,” I yell.

      I’m expecting her to tell me to leave, but instead she nods really fast, like she wants me to hurry up. As we weave through the crowd toward the door, Ella grabs hold of the back of my shirt, like she doesn’t want to get disconnected from me.

      When we’re finally outside, I turn and face her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Faith invited me. I didn’t have anything else to do so I said I’d go with her. But then we got here and I didn’t like it. I wanted to leave. But I couldn’t find Faith. I think she went in one of the rooms with her boyfriend. Or maybe she took off. I don’t know. She won’t answer my texts.”

      “Did you ride with her?”

      “Yeah, but I couldn’t find her so I didn’t have a way home.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” I ask, raising my voice.

      “Why would I call you? We’re not talking anymore.” She storms off, heading through the dark field.

      “Ella, wait!” I race after her. “You don’t know where I parked.”

      I see the outline of her suddenly stop. I catch up to her, taking her hand. “It’s over here.” I keep hold of her hand and continue through the field, passing by another person puking and a girl and guy fighting. We finally reach the car and I open the door for Ella and wait for her to get in. I want to talk to her, but not here. I want to get the hell away from this place.

      As I’m driving away, I look in the rearview mirror and see two cop cars in the distance. I keep my eye on them and see them turn into the field.

      “Good thing you got out of there,” I say. “The cops just arrived.”

      Ella looks behind us and gasps. “Shit! I could’ve been arrested.”

      “Were you drinking?”

      “I had some shots when I first got there. Faith gave them to me, before she disappeared.”

      “I think you need to stop hanging out with Faith.”

      “You sound just like Theo,” Ella says. “Acting like I’m stupid for going there. Like I should know better.”

      “That’s not what I said. Or what I meant.” I take a deep breath, trying to calm down now that I know she’s safe. “You’re right. I sounded like Theo when I said that. I’m sorry.”

      She looks at me. “I just wanted to meet people. Have some fun. Get out of the house.”

      I glance at her. “Did you know anything about the party before you got there?”

      “Not much. Faith said she’d been to parties there before. She said there’s always a ton of people and that it’d be a good way for me to meet someone.”

      She means a guy, which pisses me off, but I need to get over it. I can’t tell her we can’t see each other and then be angry at her for wanting to date other guys.

      “How long did Faith stay with you before she took off?”

      “Maybe a half hour? I don’t know. I didn’t look at the time. She said she’d be right back, but then she took off with Justin and never came back.” Ella wraps her arms around herself and shivers.

      “Are you cold?”

      “No, I just don’t feel good after being there. These guys kept coming up to me. Older guys. And they were big. I felt like they might do something to me.”

      “Ella, why the fuck didn’t you call me? I would’ve got you out of there sooner.”

      “You said not to call you anymore.”

      “Yeah, well, that was a mistake. And you didn’t have to listen to me, especially tonight when you needed a way home.”

      She gazes out the window, not saying anything.

      “Why didn’t you call Wes?”

      “I didn’t want him telling Theo. You know he would.” Ella looks over at me. “I knew you wouldn’t, but I also knew you were probably with a girl and…” She looks away.

      “I wasn’t with a girl. I was at a party at Zane’s house, but I wasn’t with a girl.” I pause, telling myself to keep quiet, but the words somehow make their way out of my mouth. “There were girls at the party I could’ve been with, but the only girl I wanted was the one who wasn’t there.”

      “Who is she?” Ella innocently asks.

      I laugh a little. “You.”

      “Me? I don’t get it. You said we couldn’t—”

      “Yeah, I know what I said, and part of me is still on board with that. I go back and forth in my head all fucking day long, trying to figure out what to do. I still don’t know. I just know the past few days have been hell for me. I keep wanting to call you, text you, go to the coffee shop to see you. Go to your house.”

      “But you didn’t.” She looks away. “Because of Theo.”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, trying to imagine him being okay with this. But I can’t. Every time I try, I see him punching me and telling me our friendship is over.

      We’re quiet the rest of the way to town, then Ella says, “I don’t want to go home.”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “I don’t know. I just don’t want to go back to the house.”

      “You want to get something to eat?”

      “It’s after eleven. Is anything open?”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I forget that everything closes early in this town. We could go to my place. I have stuff we could eat.”

      “Let’s do that,” she says, sounding relieved she doesn’t have to go home.

      We get to my house and go inside. This isn’t a good idea, just the two of us, alone together, but I didn’t know where else to take her.

      “Where’s Eli?” Ella asks. “Still at the party?”

      “No, he went to a wedding this weekend. His cousin got married.”

      “Oh. So it’s just us?”

      “Yeah.” I go to the kitchen and open the freezer, trying to do anything to keep my mind off what she just said, about us being alone here. It’s so damn tempting to do something we shouldn’t. “Want me to make a pizza?”

      “It’s kind of late for that.”

      I smile at her. “You can have pizza whenever you want. Your parents aren’t watching.”

      She smiles back. “I wasn’t saying that because of my parents. I just don’t feel like eating that much. Why don’t we do something else?”

      The only thing I can think of to do is the one thing we can’t. This is bad. We should get out of here.

      “Want to play a video game?” she asks.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I didn’t know you were into that.”

      “I’m not into it like you and Theo, but I still play. I stopped playing with Theo because he gets angry and pouts if I win.”

      “You beat Theo?”

      “Only a few times. If you ask him about it, he’ll deny it or say the game was broken.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Let’s do it,” I say, going over to the couch. I turn the TV on and get the game console going. “You want to pick what we play?”

      She joins me on the couch. “Car racing ones are my favorite.”

      I find one I think she’ll like, then hand her a controller. “You ready?”

      “Just a minute.” She gathers her hair, twists it together and somehow secures it behind her head in a loose, sexy bun. It’s so damn hard to be around her and not do anything. She’s got on cut-off shorts and a tiny white t-shirt with a yellow daisy printed on the front. The shirt is cropped so I can see her stomach, but I’m trying really hard to keep my eyes on the TV and not her bare skin. Unfortunately, there’s a lot of it showing and it’s tempting as hell to look.

      “Okay, I’m good.” She picks up the controller. “Let’s go.”

      I start the game and her car takes off, speeding past mine. “What the hell? Have you played this before?”

      “No, but these games are all the same.” She rounds the corner, already a lap ahead of me. I almost catch up, but then she stands and my eyes dart to her long legs.

      She laughs. “You crashed.”

      I look back at the TV and see my car’s on fire. “Let’s go again.” I start up the game and keep up with her this time.

      “You’ll never make that corner,” she says.

      “Watch me.” I round the corner, but so does she, passing me as she does.

      “Can’t keep up?” she jokes.

      “What’s with the trash talk? You’re just as bad as Theo.”

      “Who do you think taught me?” She goes around another bend in the track, leaning forward toward the TV. I glance at her and see her ass cheeks under her shorts. Shit, I should have kept my eyes on the TV.

      “Aww, you crashed again,” Ella says, collapsing back on the couch. She smiles at me. “Don’t you ever play this?”

      “I play all the time. I just got distracted.”

      “By what?”

      I set the game controller down. “You.”

      She’s looking at me, her lips parted, her eyes on mine. “I thought you said—”

      “I know what I said.” I move closer to her. “But it’s not what I want. You know that, Ella. You know I want this. You know I didn’t want to stop seeing you. You know why I did it and that it had nothing to do with how I feel about you. I wish this could be simple, but it’s not. I want to be with you, but I don’t know how.”

      “And that’ll never change.” She grabs my shirt and pulls me closer. “But I don’t care. I want this, even if it’s just tonight.”

      I should tell her no. I should get up right now and take her home. But that would mean listening to my brain, and that’s not the part of me I’m listening to right now.

      We kiss, and I try to go slow, but she keeps speeding me up, like she wants to hurry and do this before I change my mind. She shoves up my shirt and races to undo my belt.

      “Hey.” I look into her eyes. “There’s no rush. Slow down.”

      “I can’t,” she says, her voice soft and breathy. “I want this. It’s all I’ve thought about since what you did to me in my bedroom.” She climbs on my lap, straddling me, and kisses my cheek, then my lips. “I think about you constantly,” she whispers over my mouth. “I think about doing this with you. I think about it when I touch myself.”

      Fuck, that’s hot. I had no idea she was thinking about me that way. I’m surprised she admitted it. I keep seeing her as this fragile, innocent girl that I need to be cautious with, but that’s only because that’s how Theo sees her and how he talks about her. But if he really knew her, he’d see she’s strong and independent and bold.

      I kiss her and keep it going as I pick her up and carry her to my room. I set her down and lock eyes with her as I undo her shorts. She’s breathing hard, her chest rising and falling at a rapid pace. She tugs down her shorts, then yanks off her tiny shirt, leaving her in a pink bra and matching panties. My eyes drop to her tits, barely contained in the bra, then down to her skimpy panties and long, lean legs. She is so damn beautiful.

      Ella moves toward me, a seductive smile on her face that’s making my cock throb as it presses against my jeans. I quickly strip off my clothes, then watch as Ella takes a step back and slowly takes off her bra, her eyes locked on mine. She’s giving me a show, and it’s the sexiest damn thing I’ve ever seen. She lowers her panties, my eyes following along as she slides them down her legs.

      When she’s done, I walk up to her, take her in my arms, and press my lips to hers, softly at first, then more forcefully. She moans and slips her hand between us, wrapping it around my cock. It’s another bold move I didn’t expect from her. Maybe she’s not as inexperienced as I thought. She definitely knows what turns a guy on. I’ll never forget that little show she gave me and how she looked at me when she did it. I’ll be using that memory later when I’m by myself.

      We make our way over to the bed. I grab a condom from the nightstand. She takes it from me and pushes on me to sit down.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, smiling at her.

      She smiles back. “Helping.”

      I lean back and watch as she slips the condom on me. When she’s done, I start to get up, but she stops me. She sits on my lap, facing me, then takes my cock in her hand and positions it between her legs. I grab hold of her ass and pull her toward me, pushing inside her, slowly. Her head falls back and she lets out a breath. My gaze drops to her tits, which are right in front of me. I circle my tongue over her nipple, then suck on it, hard, making her moan louder and arch back.

      I’m just getting started when she suddenly sits up and grips my shoulders. She slides back until just the tip of my cock is inside her. She pauses, then inches forward, taking more of me. She keeps up those short, shallow movements, teasing my cock, which wants to go deeper, wants to be buried inside her.

      It’s frustrating, but in a good way. The tension’s building, about ready to burst. Eventually, I can’t take it anymore and I flip her on her back and sink deep inside her.

      “Yes,” she breathes, her head falling back on the pillow.

      I pull out, then sink back into her. I keep it up, each thrust getting harder, faster, until I feel myself at the edge. I try to slow down, wanting her to come first, but her hips keep moving, forcing me to keep up the pace I was at.

      “Ella, I can’t—”

      “Oh, God, yes!” she yells, her hands digging into my back.

      I keep going, so close, yet not wanting this to end. It’s too late. I feel it coming.

      “Fuck,” I groan, my arms shaking as I hold myself up.

      I collapse next to Ella, breathing hard. I stare up at the ceiling, feeling completely relaxed, until reality hits and I realize what I’ve done.

      It wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t a fantasy in my head. It really happened. I just slept with Theo’s sister.
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      I can’t stop smiling. I knew Colton would be good in bed, but I didn’t think he’d be that good. But actually, he didn’t have to try too hard to exceed my expectations. The guys I was with in high school put forth zero effort. We’d barely start and they’d be done. I felt almost nothing. There was no buildup to the main event, other than kissing, but that would only last a few minutes and then they’d move on.

      Colton’s the opposite. He wasn’t in a hurry to finish. In fact, he kept trying to get me to slow down. But I didn’t want to slow down. Like I told him, I’ve been wanting to do this since the night he spent at my house. I would’ve done it then, but he turned me down. I thought he might turn me down again tonight, so I wasn’t going to slow down and risk him changing his mind.

      “I’ll be right back,” Colton says, getting up and going to the bathroom.

      When he returns, he lays beside me, staring up at the ceiling and not saying anything.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” he says, but it’s followed with a heavy sigh.

      “You’re lying.” I turn on my side, facing him. “You’re worried about Theo.”

      “Could you not say his name? I don’t want to think about him right now.”

      “We have to. He’s coming back next week. We have to figure out what we’re going to do.”

      Colton looks at me. “Ella, I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about this right now. I know we need to, but can we just wait until tomorrow?”

      “Okay,” I say, realizing he’s probably right. This isn’t a good time to talk about Theo, but my mind keeps going back to him. I really like Colton and want to keep seeing him. I don’t want Theo ruining that, but I know he will if he finds out.

      I sit up. “We should go before I fall asleep.”

      “Go where?”

      “To my house. Aren’t you taking me home?”

      “No. Why would I take you home? Eli’s not here. I have the place to myself.”

      “So you want me to stay?”

      “Of course I want you to stay. Get over here.”

      I lay down on my side and rest my head on his shoulder. His arm closes around me and he kisses my head. “Goodnight.”

      My smile returns and I feel all warm inside. I’ve completely fallen for Colton, more than I want to admit. I was angry at him for saying we couldn’t see each other anymore, but I know why he did it. And I know it’s not what he wanted. I don’t know where we go from here, but I know how I feel and I don’t want that feeling to end.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake up to an alarm going off. I sit up, searching for my phone.

      “It’s mine,” Colton says. He’s sitting on the side of the bed, his phone in his hand. “I usually get up now to go to the gym.”

      “I’ll get dressed.” I shove the covers back.

      Colton turns to me. “You don’t have to leave. I can go to the gym later.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Seven-thirty.”

      “Shit! I work at eight!” I race to get out of bed. “I’m going to be late! Can you take me home?”

      “You don’t have time to go home,” he says, watching me get dressed.

      “But I need to shower.”

      “Use mine.”

      I pause, my shirt half on. “You don’t mind?”

      “Ella, use whatever you want. I don’t care.” He gets up and goes in the bathroom. I hear the water running, then see him coming back into the bedroom. “It’s all ready for you. And I left a towel out for you.”

      “Thanks!” I race to the bathroom.

      “I didn’t hear your alarm go off,” Colton says while I’m in the shower.

      I peek out and see him standing at the sink, shaving. I feel like we’re a couple, doing our usual morning routine. I like it. I wish we really could be a couple, but I don’t see that happening. Colton’s too worried about Theo. Last night will probably be the only night we’re together like that. I won’t know for sure until Colton and I talk about it, but I don’t have time for that now.

      “I might have forgotten to set it,” I say, referring to my alarm. “My work schedule keeps changing so I have to keep setting a different alarm.” I shut the water off and reach for the towel. Colton grabs it and hands it to me.

      “Thanks,” I say, smiling at him.

      He gives me a kiss. “You want some breakfast?”

      “I don’t have time. I’ll grab something at work.”

      He finishes shaving while I get dressed. I wish I had clothes to change into. There’s a box of shirts in the break room at work—plain white polos with the coffee shop logo in the corner. I can wear one of those. But I don’t have jeans to put on, and I always wear jeans at work.

      A few minutes later, Colton and I head outside to his car. An SUV pulls into the driveway and I see the driver’s side window lower down. It’s Wes. He yells to Colton, “Where are you going?”

      “I’m taking Ella to work.”

      Wes looks at me, then back at Colton. “Didn’t you see my text?”

      “Which one?” Colton asks, walking over to Wes.

      “The one about working out this morning. I said I’d stop by and pick you up.”

      “I guess I didn’t see it. Just go without me. I’ll be there later.”

      “Colton, we need to hurry,” I say, standing by his car.

      “Yeah, I’m coming.” He runs over to the car as Wes backs out of the driveway and leaves.

      “You think he knows?” I ask as Colton drives me to work.

      “Seeing you at my place this early in the morning? Yeah, I think he knows.” Colton rubs his jaw. “Fuck. This is bad.”

      “You think he’ll tell Theo?”

      “I think there’s a good chance he will. I like Wes, but he can’t keep his fucking mouth shut.”

      “But why would he do that? He knows it would end your friendship with Theo.”

      “Which could fuck up the whole team. Make us play like shit.” He nods. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe he wouldn’t tell him.”

      “We need to talk about this. About what we’re going to do.”

      “I know, but I don’t have an answer right now. What I want can’t happen.”

      “What if it could?”

      He glances at me. “How?”

      “What if I talked to Theo? Maybe I could convince him to be okay with this.”

      “He’ll never be okay with it. He’s told me, and every guy on the team, to stay the hell away from you. He doesn’t even want us looking at you.”

      “Which doesn’t make sense. He knows I’m going to go out with guys. He should want me to be with a guy he knows over some guy he knows nothing about.”

      “That’s not how it works. A guy doesn’t want to think about his friend doing stuff with his sister. I get it. I just wish he could find a way to get over it.”

      “Maybe he could. Maybe after a few months, he’d get used to us dating and it wouldn’t bother him anymore.”

      “I don’t see that happening. Every time he saw me, he’d think about us together and want to punch me. We’d never be friends again. He probably wouldn’t even talk to me anymore.”

      “I could talk to Darcy. She can get Theo to do things he normally wouldn’t do. Maybe she could get him to be okay with this.”

      Colton pulls into the coffee shop parking lot. “Let’s talk about this later.”

      I open the door to get out, then look back at Colton. “I just remembered I don’t have my car.”

      “I’ll pick you up. What time do you get off?”

      “Three.”

      “I’ll be here at three.”

      “Thanks.” I want to kiss him goodbye, but shouldn’t. We’re not dating, and probably never will, thanks to my stupid brother.

      “Hey.” Colton leans toward me. “Get over here.” I get back into the car and he kisses me. “Have a good day.”

      “I will. Bye!” I get out of the car, a huge smile on my face.

      Did the kiss mean something? Does Colton think of me like a girlfriend? Because that’s what it felt like. Kissing me goodbye. Saying he’ll pick me up at work. I felt like my boyfriend just dropped me off, and I couldn’t be happier.

      “Hey, Ella,” Faith says as I go into the coffee shop.

      My happy mood turns sour seeing her behind the counter. She wasn’t supposed to work today. Andrea was scheduled, a mom in her thirties who works here part-time.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, not looking at Faith as I go behind the counter.

      “Andrea’s sick. She called me this morning and asked if I could cover her shift.”

      I go to the back, to the break room, and take a shirt from the box. It’s wrinkled and stiff, but it’s my only option since I couldn’t go home.

      “Looks like you had a good night,” Faith says, walking in on me while I’m changing my shirt.

      “Do you mind? I’d like some privacy.” I yank the shirt down and try to smooth out the wrinkles with my hand.

      “What’s your problem? Why are you being such a bitch?”

      I stop messing with my shirt and look at her. “Are you serious? You don’t know why I’m upset?”

      She just shrugs.

      I walk up to her. “You brought me to a party in the middle of nowhere at a house that I’m pretty sure is a crack house and left me there. You just took off. I didn’t know where you went, if you were coming back, and when I texted you, I got nothing. No answer.”

      “I took you there to meet people, not babysit you. God, Ella, grow up.” She walks over to the mirror in the break room and checks her hair.

      “How was I supposed to get home? Did you even think of that?”

      “You find a guy and he gives you a ride.” She turns and looks at me. “You obviously found someone. You came in here wearing the same clothes as last night. So why are you getting on my case about this?”

      “I was with Colton last night. He found out I was at the party and came and got me. Right before the cops showed up.”

      She laughs. “The cops were there? Good thing I left early. Justin’s been arrested twice. He doesn’t need to be adding to his record.” She gets her phone out. “I’ve gotta text him and let him know. Go get the coffee going. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      We open at eight-thirty on Sundays, but it’s really slow until ten, or it was last week when I worked on Sunday. Maybe it’ll be busier today.

      Grabbing an apron, I leave the break room and go out front, glad to be away from Faith. She didn’t even care that she left me at the party. I’m so mad at her. It’s going to be hard to spend all day with her. I don’t even want to work here now, knowing she’s here for most of my shifts. Maybe I should find another job, but this place pays well and I get tips. Plus, I like that it’s practically on campus. When I move into the dorms, I can walk here before or after class. It’s really convenient and a good way to meet people.

      I can’t believe Faith thought I’d meet people at the party last night. I guess I did meet a few people, but not the type of people I’d want to be around. Two girls tried to sell me drugs, then a guy told me how much money I could make doing online porn. Then some other guy, who had to be close to forty, offered me a drink that I’m sure was laced with something. And that all happened in the first hour. After that, I went to the side of the room and looked at my phone, trying not to be noticed and hoping nobody else would talk to me. I considered calling Colton, but I didn’t want him thinking I needed to be saved. I was going to have a rideshare come get me, but then Colton showed up, rescuing me. At that point, I didn’t care. I was so happy to see him.

      “Justin didn’t answer,” Faith says, coming back out front. “He’s probably still asleep. We were up until three.”

      “Where’d you go last night?” I fill the coffee maker with coffee beans, hoping the distraction will keep me from losing my temper with Faith.

      “We went to Randy’s place. He went to high school with Justin.”

      “Why’d you go to the party if you weren’t going to stay there?”

      “Justin had to pick something up.” She opens the register and puts the cash drawer in.

      “Drugs?” I mutter, guessing that’s what she means.

      She doesn’t answer. I don’t think she heard me. She shuts the register drawer and reaches under the counter to get more disposable cups.

      “So you finally did it with Colton,” she says.

      I look over at her as she stacks the cups. “No. He just picked me up.”

      I’m not going to tell her stuff about my personal life, not after last night. I thought we were friends, but we’re not. I don’t trust her.

      “Why are you lying about it?” She laughs. “Most girls brag about being with him.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      She looks at me. “You’re wearing the same clothes.”

      “Because I didn’t want to go home. That house makes weird noises and I didn’t feel like being there by myself. So I stayed at Colton’s house. On the couch.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “I did.”

      She walks over to me. “I saw him kiss you when he dropped you off.”

      What do I say? How do I explain that?

      “Okay, we kissed,” I say, “but that was it. We didn’t do anything else.”

      “This is Colton Danes. The guy’s slept with half the girls in town. There’s no way he’s giving up a Saturday night to sit home with a girl who only wants to kiss.”

      I turn to Faith. “Why do you care what we did?”

      “I don’t.” She walks away. “But I know you didn’t just kiss.” She opens a box of stirrers and refills the dispenser. “I hope you don’t think it’s going to last. You and him.”

      “We haven’t talked about it.”

      “What’s there to talk about? Colton doesn’t date. He sleeps around.”

      “Maybe he hasn’t found the right girl.”

      She looks at me, pouting. “Oh, sweetie, you don’t seriously think you’re the one to change him?”

      Her words and condescending tone infuriate me. She doesn’t know anything about Colton, or about my relationship with him. Maybe I really am the girl who could make him stop sleeping around. I know Colton cares about me, and I know he wouldn’t say things he didn’t mean just to get me to sleep with him.

      Colton isn’t the problem. It’s Theo. He’s the reason Colton’s not sure about me. If it weren’t for him, Colton would have no doubts about being in a relationship with me.
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      “What else do we need?” I ask Faith. “Did you fill the carafes with creamer?”

      “Yeah, everything’s done.” She walks over to me. “You said Colton’s best friends with your brother, right?”

      I sigh. “I don’t want to talk about this.”

      “I’m just saying, Colton’s not going to give up being friends with your brother for you. He might say he will to get another night with you, but it’s not gonna be more than that. Colton’s young. He’s not ready to settle down. And when he is, he’s not gonna choose his friend’s little sister.”

      “I’m going to open the door.” I walk over to it, then realize I don’t have the keys.

      “It’s not time yet,” Faith says from behind the counter.

      “Then I’ll just sit and wait.” I go to one of the tables and sit down, getting out my phone, but noticing the battery is dead and I don’t have a charger.

      “When’s your brother coming back?” Faith asks.

      “I don’t know.” I pretend to look at my phone, hoping it’ll make her not talk to me.

      “Are you going to tell him about you and Colton?”

      “There’s nothing to tell. Nothing happened.”

      Her phone rings and she answers it. “Hey, babe. Did you see my message?” She laughs. “Yeah, we almost got arrested.”

      She thinks that’s funny? Almost getting arrested?

      “Ella went home with Colton Danes. The football player?” I look over at Faith and see her pacing behind the counter as she talks. “Yeah, he picked her up and took her back to his place. She came in here doing the walk of shame.” Faith looks over at me, smiling. “Now she’s in love, thinking he’s going to marry her.”

      That is not what I said. I really want to leave and get away from her. Maybe I could fake being sick, except I don’t have my car so I can’t go home. And I can’t call Colton because my phone’s dead.

      Faith talks to her boyfriend until it’s finally time to open. I get the keys and open the door, hoping to see customers waiting to come in, but nobody’s there.

      “It’s really slow on Sunday mornings,” Faith says. “Oh!” She turns to me. “We forgot the pastries.”

      Every morning, a local bakery delivers muffins, donuts, and other pastries. We display one of each in a small plastic case near the register, then keep the rest in back to fill orders.

      “I’ll do it,” I say, going over to the case.

      “I’ll get the boxes.” Faith leaves, then returns with the bakery boxes. “The guy dropped them off when I got here. I was going to put them out, but then you walked in with your just-had-sex look and I had to find out what happened.” She laughs. “Sleeping with your brother’s friend. There’s gotta be a talk show for that.”

      “Can you please stop talking about this?” I say, opening the box of donuts.

      “You’re so serious,” she says, sounding annoyed. “Lighten up.”

      The door swings open and an older man walks in. Finally, a customer to distract Faith so she’ll stop talking to me.

      “Hey, Coach,” she says. “The usual?”

      I look up and see the man she’s talking to is Coach Daley, the football coach at Halston.

      “I’m going to mix it up today,” he says. “I’ll take a chocolate donut.”

      “Ella will get it for you. I’ll get your coffee.” Faith goes to the coffee machine while I take a chocolate donut from the box and put it on a plate. I bring it to the counter as Faith meets me there with the coffee.

      “That’ll be $5.87,” Faith says to Coach Daley.

      He swipes his card.

      “Have you met Ella?” Faith asks the coach.

      He looks at me, squinting a little. “It’s hard to say. I meet a lot of people.”

      “We’ve met a few times,” I say. “I’m Theo’s sister.”

      He nods. “That’s right. Theo said you’re going to school here.”

      “Not yet. I start in the fall, but I’m spending the summer here, living with Theo.”

      “When’s he getting back? I talked to him Friday and he said he might be leaving to come home tomorrow. Is that still the plan?”

      “I’m not sure. He might stay longer than that.”

      “He can’t. Practice will be starting soon. He needs to get back here.” Coach Daley picks up his coffee and the plate with his donut. He walks off, going to a table by the window.

      Theo said Coach Daley never smiles and always seems angry. I thought he was exaggerating, but he’s right. The man’s face seems to have a permanent scowl and he doesn’t seem very friendly.

      “Your brother’s getting back tomorrow?” Faith asks.

      “I don’t know. I thought he wasn’t coming back until later this week, but maybe he changed his mind. But even if he leaves tomorrow, he won’t be back until Tuesday.”

      “So you only have two more nights with Colton?” she says, smiling.

      “I thought we agreed not to talk about this.”

      “You said that. I didn’t. I didn’t agree to anything.”

      Coach Daley starts coughing really loud.

      “I’ll get him some water,” I say, going to fill a cup from the water cooler. He’s still coughing when I walk over there. “Here.” I set the water down in front of him.

      “It won’t help,” he says. “It’s in my lungs. I think I’m coming down with something.” He shoos me away. “Go on. Get out of here. I don’t need you standing here, staring at me.”

      What a jerk. I was just trying to help. Now I get why Theo complains about him all the time.

      Over the next hour, a few more customers trickle in, and by eleven, the place is almost full.

      “You can take your break,” Faith says.

      As I take off my apron, I notice Avery coming in. “That’s Theo’s friend,” I say to Faith. “I can take her order.”

      “Go ahead.” She moves aside, then grabs a rag and spray bottle and wipes down the counter.

      “Hi, Ella,” Avery says, smiling at me.

      “Hi! What can I get you?”

      “I’ll take the caramel cold brew. Medium.”

      “Do you want the foam on top?”

      “Yes.” She gets a card out, swiping it in the payment machine. “Do you have a break soon?”

      “It’s right now. I just stayed to ring you up. I’ll get your coffee.”

      “Already done,” Faith says, bringing it to the counter.

      “I’ll take my break now,” I tell her, untying my apron.

      “Do you want to sit with me?” Avery asks.

      “Sure.” I follow her to one of the few open tables and sit down. “You come here a lot.”

      She laughs. “I know. Probably more than I should. I used to only come here once a month. I didn’t have money for anything more than that, but then Wes got me a gift card and now I’m here at least once a day.” She takes a sip of her drink. “So what happened last night? Wes said you were at some party outside of town?”

      Wes. He saw me at Colton’s house this morning. He knows I spent the night there. Is that why Avery’s here? To find out what happened last night?

      “I went to the party with Faith,” I say. “The girl who made your coffee. She thought it’d be a good way for me to meet people, but I didn’t like being there. I wanted to leave.”

      Avery takes another sip of her coffee, then sets it down, looking like she wants to say something.

      “Are you here because of Wes?” I ask. “Because of what he saw this morning?”

      “Maybe,” she says, with a sheepish grin. She sighs. “Okay, yes, you caught me. Wes asked me to talk to you.”

      “Why? To get information?”

      “No. I mean, it happened, right? Wes said it was pretty obvious when he saw you leaving Colton’s house.”

      I don’t say anything.

      Avery leans toward me and lowers her voice. “Wes and I won’t tell Theo, but we’re worried about what happens next. Are you and Colton going to keep seeing each other?”

      “We don’t know. We haven’t talked about it.”

      She sits back. “I know it’s none of my business, or Wes’, but it seems like someone’s going to end up getting hurt here and we don’t want that to happen.”

      “So what are you saying? That I shouldn’t see Colton anymore?”

      “I can’t tell you that. It’s your decision. But you know how Theo’s going to react when he finds out. You know it’s going to be bad.”

      “He doesn’t have to find out.”

      “Ella, c’mon. You know he’ll find out. Or a guy on the team will or someone on campus. And then they’ll tell Theo. You can’t keep this a secret. You either need to tell Theo or…” She looks down.

      “End things with Colton,” I say, feeling frustrated and angry. “This isn’t fair. Theo doesn’t get to decide this.”

      “I agree.” Avery looks back at me. “And honestly, I don’t get it. What’s the big deal? If I had a brother and my friend wanted to date him, I wouldn’t care. Or if a guy on the team wanted to date my sister? I’d be okay with it.”

      “Exactly! Theo’s being stupid, and completely unreasonable.”

      “It’s a guy thing. Wes would probably be the same way if he had a sister.”

      “But why? Why wouldn’t a guy want his sister to be with someone he knows and likes?”

      “Guys don’t want to think about their friends doing things with their sister. We could tell them not to think about it, but they will. If it were Wes, I think he could get over it with time, but I don’t know about Theo. He’s really stubborn when it comes to this.”

      “Believe me, I know. What about Darcy?”

      “She’d be fine with it.”

      “No, I mean, do you think she could talk Theo into being okay with it?”

      Avery pauses a moment. “I don’t know. She can usually talk him into most anything, but this is a tough one. He might not listen to her about this.”

      “Then you’re saying my only option is to stop seeing Colton.”

      She hesitates. “How far has this gone? I’m not talking about what you did last night, but how you feel about him.”

      “I like him. A lot.”

      “But you’ve really only had a week with him. Is that enough time to decide you want to keep seeing him? Knowing what could happen if Theo finds out?”

      “To me it is. I like Colton more than any guy I’ve dated. I can be myself around him. I can tell him things I haven’t told anyone else, even Theo. I’m not saying I’m in love, but what I’m feeling is something I’ve never felt before. When I’m around Colton I feel excited and happy, but also comfortable and all warm inside.” I notice myself smiling as I talk. “He’s everything I want in a best friend, but more than that. I’ve never felt like that with a guy until now.”

      Avery lets out a heavy sigh.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “You really like him.”

      “I told you I did.”

      “No, I mean you’ve fallen for him. Hard. In a way that isn’t going to make this decision easy.”

      “I’ve already made my decision. I want to keep seeing Colton. I just don’t think he’ll agree to it because of Theo.”

      “When are you seeing him again?”

      “At three. He’s picking me up when my shift ends.”

      “Maybe you two could talk about it then. You have to figure this out soon. I talked to Darcy this morning and it sounds like they’ll be back here on Tuesday.”

      “Yeah, I heard,” I say with a sigh. “I thought they were going to stay longer.”

      “They decided not to. They’ll spend the day with Darcy’s grandma tomorrow, then leave and drive all night. They’ll probably be back in the afternoon.”

      “So Colton and I have less than two days before they’re back,” I say, feeling sick to my stomach. I’m not ready for this. I’m not ready to have this talk with Colton. I’m not ready to have him tell me that what we started is over. And I know he will. Even if he wants this to continue, he won’t do it, knowing he’d be risking his friendship with Theo.

      “You need to talk to Colton,” Avery says. “You two need to figure this out.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      She reaches across the table and puts her hand over mine. “I’m sorry it has to be this way. I know Colton really cares about you. And I know you care about him. But that doesn’t change the issue with Theo. If there was some way Wes and I could help, we would, but we’ve talked about it and don’t know what we could do.”

      “There’s nothing you can do,” I tell her. “But thanks for not telling me I shouldn’t be with Colton. I thought that’s why you were here. To tell me what to do.”

      “I wouldn’t do that. I want you to be happy, and if Colton makes you happy, I wouldn’t want to take that away.”

      “I wish Theo felt that way.”

      She checks her watch. “I think your break might be over.”

      “Yeah, I need to go.” I get up.

      “Call me if you ever want to talk.”

      “Okay. See you later.”

      Around noon, the coffee shop gets really busy and Faith and I can barely keep up. It remains like that all afternoon. By the time my shift ends, I’m exhausted, but happy the place was busy because it kept my mind from worrying about Theo coming back.

      Colton arrives just before three. He comes inside to get me and all the girls in the coffee shop stare at him.

      Colton doesn’t even notice. He’s only looking at me. “Ready to go?”

      “Yeah.” I feel my heart beating faster and a smile sliding up my face.

      Avery’s right. I’ve fallen hard for Colton. I feel like he’s mine. And I don’t want to give him up.
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      I’ve spent all day thinking about what to do when Theo gets back. One option is to end things with Ella before it goes any further. The other is to keep seeing Ella, but hide it from Theo. If I’m being honest, that’s the option I want. Last night was amazing. The sex was great, but it was more than that. Being with Ella felt right, even though my head keeps telling me it’s wrong. So what’s the answer? Do I go with how I’m feeling or listen to the voice in my head telling me to stay away from her?

      If I keep seeing Ella, Theo will eventually find out. There’s no way I can hide this from him. If he doesn’t figure it out himself, someone else will tell him. I know Eli would keep his mouth shut, but I wasn’t sure about Wes so I talked to him after we left the gym today. He agreed to keep quiet, but told me I need to make a decision. He said it wasn’t fair to Ella to let her think this could turn into something if I wasn’t committed to that.

      As much as I didn’t want to hear it, Wes was right. I have to make a decision. Whatever this is between Ella and me—which we still haven’t defined—it’s moving fast. Our feelings for each other get more intense the more time we spend together. Or maybe that’s just me. I don’t know how Ella feels, but I find the more I’m around her, the more I like her.

      She’s so different than how Theo sees her. He thinks she’s an immature teenager who isn’t capable of making good decisions, but that’s not her at all. Ella’s strong, independent, and resilient. Like that story she told me about having to care for her mom and hide it from people. She could’ve been really messed up from that, but instead she got past it and went on with her life. I wish Theo knew about that. If he did, maybe he’d stop treating her like a little kid. It sounds like she wasn’t even able to be a kid, given how she took care of her mom.

      “Theo’s leaving Florida tomorrow,” Ella says as I drive her to her house.

      “Yeah, I know. He called me.”

      “When?”

      “This morning. He was freaking out because he called you and you didn’t pick up.”

      “My phone died and I didn’t have a charger.”

      “That’s what I thought, so I told him that. I said I went to the coffee shop and you were there, but that your phone was dead.”

      “What else did he say?”

      “Just that he’s looking forward to coming home. He said spending all that time at the hospital with Darcy was depressing.”

      “Is her grandma any better?”

      “Not really, but the doctor said recovery from a stroke takes a long time.” I pull into the driveway at Ella’s house, leaving the engine running.

      “You want to come in?” she asks.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Okay.” She opens the door. “Thanks for the ride.”

      That’s another thing I like about Ella. She keeps me guessing. I know she likes me, but then she does something like she did just now, acting like she doesn’t care if I stay or go. I’ve been out with girls who beg me to spend time with them and get mad if I don’t. I kind of expected Ella to be like that, especially after we had sex, but she kind of just blew me off.

      She’s inside the house now, assuming I left. I probably should, but instead I turn off the car and go up to the house.

      I knock on the door a few times before Ella finally answers. “Did you forget something?”

      “Yeah.” I pull her into my arms and kiss her, because it’s all I could think about since I dropped her off at work this morning. This girl has her hooks in me and I like it. I feel like I’m losing control, and yet I like it, which makes no fucking sense.

      She pulls away, a slight smile creeping up her face. “I thought you were leaving.”

      “I want to stay. If that’s okay.”

      She shrugs. “I guess. But I need to shower. It was a long day. We were really busy.”

      “Go ahead,” I say, coming inside. “Or if you want some company…”

      She cocks her head to the side. “I’ve changed my mind.”

      “About what?”

      “You staying. You can stay on one condition.”

      “Which is what?”

      “We talk about what happens when Theo gets back.”

      Damn, she’s good. I was hoping to avoid that conversation or put it off as long as possible. But we both know it needs to happen, and if talking about it means I get to stay with her, I’ll do it.

      What the hell is happening to me? I never give in this easily.

      “You think about it,” she says, walking off. “I’ll be in the shower.”

      She runs upstairs. I hesitate a moment, then race up to her room. I find her in the bathroom, naked, the shower going.

      “Did you make a decision?” she asks.

      My eyes rake over her body. “Yeah, I think I’ll stay.”

      She laughs a little, then gets in the shower. “You want to join me?”

      “Hell, yeah,” I say, quickly undressing. I get in the shower with her, pressing my wet lips to hers. “What are you doing to me?” I whisper over her mouth.

      “Nothing, yet, but I could,” she jokes, glancing down at my cock.

      “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean the way you get in my head. I’ve never had this problem before with girls.”

      “What problem?”

      “Thinking about you constantly. It’s so bad I accidentally called the cashier at the gas station Ella. Her name’s Jodi. I know her. I’ve been to that gas station a million times. She looked at me like I was crazy.”

      Ella just smiles, then turns away from me to wash her hair. I watch as the suds run down her back, down her shiny wet skin, over the curve of her ass. I come up behind her, my arms going around her as I lean down to kiss the side of her neck. My hand slips between her legs and I pleasure her, her legs trembling as she comes. In the short time I’ve gotten to know her, I’ve learned what she likes, what makes her moan, and tremble, and gasp for breath.

      It’s not enough. I want to know more. Ella’s got me under her spell and I don’t know how to get out of it, or if I want to.

      After the shower, we go to her bed. We’re not in a hurry like we were last night. I’m able to take my time, exploring every inch of her body with my hands and mouth before finally being inside her. It’s the most intimate I’ve ever felt during sex and leaves me feeling vulnerable, like I let her see too much of me. But when I’m with her, the parts of me I hide from others seem to open up without me even thinking about it.

      “Pepperoni or sausage?” Ella asks, opening the pizza boxes.

      It’s seven o’clock and we were both too tired and hungry to make dinner so we ordered pizza. We fell asleep after we had sex, then woke up and did it again. It’s like we’re both thinking tonight might be it so we better make the most of it.

      “Pepperoni,” I say, taking a slice.

      Ella jumps up on the counter and takes a slice of the sausage pizza. She swings her legs back and forth as she eats, staring at the cabinets across from her.

      “What happens next?” I ask. “You kicking me out?”

      “You can stay,” she says, still swinging her legs. “Or if you want to leave, then go.”

      I set down my pizza and get in front of her, holding her legs still. “What is this?”

      “Dinner?” she says, holding up her half-eaten slice of pizza.

      “No, I mean, why are you acting like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you don’t care what I do. You used to pretend you didn’t care if I was around, but I knew you wanted me to be. Now it’s like you really don’t care.”

      She sets her pizza down and wipes her hands on a napkin. “I did some thinking at work today and made a decision.”

      “About us?”

      “About you.”

      “What about me?”

      “I’m not going to chase you, Colton, or beg you to be with me. I like you. A lot. And I want to be your girlfriend. I’m not going to pretend I don’t. I know Theo doesn’t want me being with you, but I don’t care what he says or if he gets mad. I know what I want and that’s you. But I’m not going to beg. If you want this… if you want ME… you’ll do whatever you have to to make it happen. And if you don’t, then you didn’t want it as much as you thought.”

      “Ella, it’s not that simple.”

      “It can be. You’re making it complicated. You’re afraid of Theo, afraid of what he’ll do instead of fighting for what you want, which tells me you’re not really sure what you want. I already know what I want, and I’m not afraid to tell Theo that.”

      “Because Theo will love you no matter what. It’s not the same for me. He won’t give me a pass. He won’t forgive me. He’d probably never speak to me again.”

      “He would. He’d just need time to accept it.”

      “He’d never accept it. He doesn’t want me anywhere near you.”

      “And yet he asked you to watch over me while he’s gone.”

      “Yeah, so he trusts me, and look what happened? The exact thing he told me to never do. If he found out about this, he’d fucking kill me.”

      “Then I guess we’re done.” She picks up her pizza and takes a bite.

      “Ella, what the hell? We’re not done. We’re still talking about this.”

      “What’s there to talk about? It sounds like you’ve made up your mind. You’re letting Theo tell you what to do.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing. I just know what will happen if he finds out. Put yourself in my place. Theo’s my closest friend. We do everything together. You really think I want to throw all that away?”

      “I think you need to figure out what you want.” She picks up her bottle of soda and takes a drink.

      “I want you.” I take the soda from her and set it down. “But I also don’t want to lose Theo as a friend. So what do I do? How do I fix this?”

      “I can’t give you an answer. You need to figure it out.”

      “Why are you doing this? Why are you leaving this up to me?”

      She looks down, then back at me. “I spent my whole life trying to get my mom to change. Trying to get her to make the decision to stop drinking and be a mom. I thought I wasn’t worth it. I thought she chose drinking over me because I wasn’t smart enough or pretty enough or good enough. Then one day I realized it wasn’t just me, but my dad and Theo. She was choosing alcohol over our entire family. So I stopped trying to get her to choose me and decided to choose myself.”

      Ella pauses and takes a breath. “Today, I realized I was doing the same thing with you. I was trying to get you to choose me, trying to do things to convince you I was worth whatever you had to go through to be with me. But I shouldn’t have to do that. If you really want to be with me, you will. You won’t question it or find excuses why it’ll never work. If you decide this is over, I’ll be okay with it. Maybe it’s the wrong time for us or maybe we’re just not meant to be. But whatever the reason, I’m not going to beg you to be with me. I’m going to do my own thing. I’m choosing me.”

      I take a moment to let that sink in. I didn’t expect her to say that. Any of it. The part about her wanting to be my girlfriend. The connection between what she did with her mom and what she’s doing with me. How’d she even put that together? How’d she get so damn smart? It’d take some people years of working with a therapist to figure that out. Some never would.

      “I get what you’re saying,” I tell her. “But I still don’t have an answer.”

      “I’m not going to wait forever,” she says, grabbing another slice of pizza.

      “How long are you giving me? Because I don’t see me having an answer before Theo gets back.”

      “So what are we going to do when he does? Ignore each other?”

      “I can’t do that. When you walk in a room, my eyes immediately go to you, even before we got involved. There’s just something about you, Ella. I could never figure it out. I still can’t.”

      “I know. I feel it too, whenever I’m around you.”

      I rub my jaw, trying to figure this out. “What if we took a pause?”

      “A pause?” She sets her pizza down.

      “Yeah, like we don’t see each other after Theo’s back. I’ll see you when I come over to hang out with him, but we won’t see each other privately. And no texting or calling.”

      “For how long?”

      “I don’t know yet. For now, let’s say a week.”

      “I’m good with that.”

      “But until then,” I say, pulling her to the edge of the counter. “I want to be with you, as much as you’ll let me.”

      “And then not see me at all? That seems extreme. Maybe we should start the pause now.”

      “I’m not ready to.” I kiss her. “Don’t make me beg, because unlike you, I will. I want more time with you.”

      She gives me a smug smile, like she’s got me exactly where she wants me. She does, and I don’t care. I like this version of Ella. She’s confident and strong. She’s made it clear she’ll be fine without me. I already knew that, but hearing her say it is sexy as hell. It makes me want her even more, but I still don’t know how to make that happen.

      We spend the night together and the following day after she gets off work. I’ll take every moment I have with her until our time is up and Theo is back.
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      “Hey,” I say when Theo answers the door. “How’s it feel to be home?”

      “Good.” He steps aside to let me into the house. “I never sleep well at hotels. I got maybe three hours a night.”

      “Hi, Colton,” Darcy says from the kitchen.

      “Hey.” I walk over to her. “Sorry to hear about your grandma.”

      “Thanks. She was sad to see us go.” She glances at Theo. “We might go back there in a few weeks if Theo can get away.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Theo says, joining us in the kitchen. “Coach just texted that he wants to meet in the morning.”

      “He’s meeting with everyone,” I say. “Going over our training schedule. It’s not a big deal.”

      “You already met with him?”

      “Yesterday. I think he was sick. He couldn’t stop coughing.”

      “Good. Maybe he’ll cancel tomorrow so I can sleep in.”

      Ella comes down the stairs and my eyes shoot over to her. She’s got on really tight workout shorts and a sports bra. What the hell is she doing? She can’t be walking around like that. My damn cock’s hard now, which is not helping me hide how I feel about her.

      “When’s dinner?” Ella asks, walking to the kitchen.

      “Not until seven,” Darcy says. “I just put the casserole in the oven.”

      “Then I have time for a run,” Ella says. She walks right in front of me on her way to the fridge and takes out a bottle of water.

      “Where are you running?” Theo asks, in his protective big brother tone.

      “Just here in the neighborhood.” She goes past me again, not even looking at me.

      “Hi, Ella,” I say.

      She glances back at me. “Oh. Hi.”

      Theo laughs. “She didn’t even notice you. Ella, you could be a little nicer to him. He did a good job keeping you alive while I was gone.”

      She looks back at Theo, rolling her eyes. “I can keep myself alive.” She continues to the front door and leaves.

      “So how’d it go with her?” Theo asks.

      I shrug. “Fine. I don’t think you give her enough credit. She doesn’t need someone watching her. She can take care of herself.”

      “I tell him that all the time,” Darcy says. “He doesn’t believe me.”

      “Why?” I say to Theo. “What has she done to convince you she can’t take care of herself?”

      “Dated assholes who didn’t treat her right.”

      “Maybe that’s the guy’s fault and not hers,” I say.

      “Exactly,” Darcy says. “Guys put on an act when you first meet them and convince you they’re going to be the perfect boyfriend, then a few dates later, you find out they’re jerks. You can’t blame that on the girl.”

      “I could if she’s gullible enough to believe him,” Theo says.

      Darcy puts her hands on her hips, glaring at Theo. “Are you saying I’m gullible because I believed guys who lied to me?”

      “Just forget it,” Theo says, walking away. “I don’t want to fight about this.”

      “Guys are gullible too,” Darcy says. “I’m sure you’ve been with a girl who pretended to be one way, then completely changed after a few dates.”

      “Yeah, got it,” Theo says, sitting on the couch. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      I smile at Darcy. “Because he knows we’re right.”

      She smiles back. “He hates being wrong.”

      “Believe me, I know.”

      “Stop talking about me,” Theo yells from the couch. “Colton, you want to play a game?”

      “Sure.” I join him on the couch as he starts up the game console.

      “Colton, why don’t you stay for dinner?” Darcy says. “We have plenty of food.”

      “Yeah, stay,” Theo says to me. “Unless you got a girl waiting for you.”

      “I can stay,” I tell him, but I really shouldn’t be around Ella. I don’t want Theo to catch me staring at her and get suspicious. But I’m going crazy not seeing her, and besides, it’s just dinner. I’m sure it’ll be fine.

      It’s Wednesday night. Theo and Darcy got back yesterday, but I didn’t come over. They were tired from the drive and wanted to get some sleep. I saw Theo at the gym this morning and he asked me to come over tonight to hang out.

      Ella and I haven’t seen each other since Monday night. I almost stayed over, but didn’t want to risk Theo and Darcy getting home early and catching us. I haven’t heard from Ella since then, which I know was the deal we made, but it’s killing me not to talk to her. It’s been less than two days and I already want to forget the whole pause idea and go back to being with her. But I can’t, not until I figure out what to do about Theo.

      “I’ll be upstairs,” Darcy says, walking past Theo and me on the couch. “Let me know if you smell anything burning.”

      “Yeah, we will,” Theo tells her as she goes up the stairs. “She’s still learning to cook,” Theo says to me as he starts the video game. “She burns about half of what she makes.”

      “Why don’t you just do the cooking?” I ask, keeping my eyes on the game. “You’re good at it and you like it.”

      “She wants to learn, and she said she learns by making mistakes.”

      “Do you have to eat the mistakes?”

      “No, but I do. Not the burnt stuff, but the stuff that doesn’t turn out.”

      “How bad is it?”

      “It tastes like shit, but I eat it anyway so she doesn’t feel bad.”

      “The things we do for love,” I say with a laugh.

      “What are you talking about? You’ve never been in love.”

      Sometimes I wonder if I am. I don’t know how else to explain why I feel this way about Ella. But it can’t be love. It hasn’t been long enough. I’m not sure how long it takes to fall in love, but it’s gotta be more than a few weeks.

      “It’s just an expression,” I say. “Game over. I won.”

      “What the hell?” Theo tosses his controller on the couch. “Were you playing while I was gone?”

      “No. Who would I play with?”

      “Eli. Zane. You could’ve played with anyone.”

      “I didn’t. I’m just better than you.”

      He picks up his controller and starts another game. “Did Eli tell you anything about that girl?”

      “What girl?”

      “He said he hooked up with some girl at his cousin’s wedding. He was talking about it at the gym this morning, but I didn’t stick around to hear everything he said.”

      “He said she’s going to school here in the fall.” I race my guy down the field and score. “Touchdown.”

      “Fuck,” Theo mutters, moving his player into position to take the ball. “So Eli’s messing around with a freshman?”

      “No, she’s older. She’s going to grad school.”

      “So she’s 22?”

      “Or 23. I don’t know.”

      “Eli with an older woman,” Theo says, running his player down the field. “I could see that working.”

      I steal the ball from Theo’s guy and run it into the end zone. “Touchdown.”

      “I’m done.” Theo tosses his controller on the table. “I need to catch up on sleep before I do this.”

      “You’re blaming lack of sleep for how much you suck today?” I smile at him.

      “Shut the hell up. I’ll beat your ass tomorrow.”

      “Maybe. The way you played just now, I’m not so sure.”

      He glances at the stairs. “It’s not just that.”

      “What are you looking at?”

      “I’m making sure Darcy’s not coming down.”

      “Why?”

      He looks at me. “We haven’t had sex in over a week. Darcy wasn’t in the mood when we were in Florida. She was too worried about her grandma. And I get it, but we’re home now and we still haven’t done it. I can’t take it anymore. The no-sex thing is throwing me off my game. Literally. I threw the ball around with Wes today and kept dropping the damn thing. And now I can’t even beat you at a video game.”

      “So what’s the deal? Darcy still doesn’t want to have sex?”

      “I tried, but she’s not into it. I think I need to do something to spice things up. Get her back in the mood.”

      My phone rings. I check it and see Greg’s name on the screen. “I gotta get this,” I say to Theo as I answer the call. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, I just wanted to check if you’re still coming on Friday.”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.”

      “Great! Mark and I are really looking forward to it. We miss you.”

      “I miss you guys, too. But hey, you don’t need to plan anything. We can just hang out at home.”

      “Yes, we know,” he says, laughing. “You’ve reminded us plenty of times that you no longer like our outings to the science museum.”

      “It’s more about me outgrowing dinosaurs.”

      He laughs again. “There’s always art museums.”

      “Yeah, I’ll pass. Let’s just find stuff to do at home. Dad, I’m at Theo’s so I should probably go.”

      “Yes, we’ll see you on Friday.” I end the call. “I’m going home on Friday,” I say to Theo.

      “For how long?”

      “Just the weekend. My dads keep asking me to come there and this weekend seemed like a good time.”

      And going there gets me out of going to parties this weekend. I haven’t figured out how to handle parties. Everyone knows I go to parties and hook up with girls, but I can’t do that now, not when I have feelings for Ella. And I care about her. I don’t want to hurt her, and being with other girls would hurt her, just like it’d hurt me if she was seeing some other guy.

      “Hey, I got an idea,” Theo says.

      “About what?”

      “This weekend.” He turns to me on the couch. “What would you think about taking Ella?”

      “Where?”

      “To the city. She loves Manhattan. She used to beg my parents to take her there.”

      “Why would I take Ella?”

      “To give Darcy and me some time alone,” he says, lowering his voice. “This could be what we need to get our sex life back. We get rid of Ella for a few days and have the whole house to ourselves.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” I say, knowing more time with Ella is not a good idea. It’s what I want, but it’s not a good idea. The whole point of this pause was to give me time away from her so I could think straight and make a decision.

      Theo grabs my shoulder and leans toward me. “You’ve gotta do this for me. It’s just a few days. I need this time with Darcy. I can’t go another week without sex. I know if I could just get a weekend alone with her, without Ella bugging us, we could get things back to how they were.”

      “I told my dads it’d just be me. They don’t want Ella there. They don’t even know her.”

      “Yeah? So you’ll take her there and they’ll meet her. Your dads will love her. She’s into all that theater stuff like they are. They’ll probably like having her there more than you,” he says with a smile.

      He’s joking, but he’s probably right. All my dads want to talk about is theater stuff, something I have no interest in. But Ella does. My dads would love her. But I still don’t think this is a good idea.

      Darcy runs down the stairs. “Was that the buzzer on the oven?”

      “I didn’t hear anything,” Theo says.

      Darcy races to the kitchen. “I thought I smelled something burning, but I guess not.”

      “What are we having?” I ask, looking over at Darcy.

      Her face lights up. “Chicken and Tex-Mex Rice Casserole. I made the rice part from scratch,” she says, sounding impressed with herself.

      “Can’t wait to try it,” I say, glancing at Theo. He’s shaking his head, like he’s warning me it’s not going to be good. Maybe she’s tried making this before.

      The front door opens and Ella comes in, glistening with sweat and looking absolutely gorgeous. I try not to look at her as she walks to the kitchen, but I can’t do it. My eyes naturally go to her.

      “What’s that smell?” she asks, setting her empty water bottle on the counter.

      “Dinner,” Darcy proudly says.

      “It’s not that Tex-Mex thing again, is it?” Ella asks in a cautious tone.

      “Yeah, and it’s gonna be great,” Theo says, getting up from the couch. “Third time’s a charm.”

      Darcy’s made this three times? And it still smells like that? It’s not a good smell. It almost smells like the locker room at the gym.

      “It’s a special kind of rice,” Darcy says to me as Theo and I walk over to the kitchen. “It has a unique smell. But it tastes good, or it will when I figure the recipe out.”

      “I’m gonna take a shower before dinner,” Ella says.

      Did she have to mention the shower? Knowing what we did in it? Is she trying to give me a hard-on? Because if she is, she’s succeeded.

      “How far did you run?” Theo asks Ella as she leaves.

      She stops and turns back. “Not far. I get bored around here. I’m going to run on the trail tomorrow.”

      “Not alone,” Theo says.

      “Nothing’s going to happen,” Ella says. “I’ll bring my mace, if that makes you feel better.”

      “It doesn’t.” Theo looks at me. “What are you doing tomorrow?”

      “The usual. Gym in the morning, then I’ll figure out the afternoon.”

      “Would you run with her?”

      I look at Ella. “Um, yeah, if you don’t mind me tagging along.”

      Ella lets out an annoyed sigh. “Whatever. If you want to come with, fine, but I don’t need a chaperone.” She continues to the stairs and goes up to her room.

      “Sorry about that,” Theo says.

      “About what?”

      “She’s being rude to you today. I don’t know why.”

      “I didn’t think she was rude.”

      “Theo, can you show me again how to do the salad dressing?” Darcy asks, pouring oil into a measuring cup. “I can’t ever get it to stay mixed together.”

      “You gotta add a little mustard,” he says, going over to her. “That’s the secret.”

      “You should’ve been a chef,” I say to Theo, taking a seat on one of the barstools next to the counter.

      “It’s not too late,” he says. “Maybe I will.”

      I sit there and watch them together, trying to make dinner. It’s funny, but also kind of sweet. Theo’s a different person with Darcy. He used to be like me, sleeping around and having no interest in settling down. Now he’s living with a girl in a house he let her decorate and making dinner with her. If he can change that much, maybe it’s possible he could change his mind about Ella dating one of his friends.
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      At seven, Ella comes down for dinner wearing a tiny pair of white shorts and a tight yellow t-shirt that shows off her tits. Not that I’m looking. Okay, maybe I am, but she’s sitting across from me and they’re right there. It’s hard not to look.

      Darcy and Theo tell us about their trip while I try to choke down Darcy’s casserole. If it’s this bad after three tries, I think she needs to find a new recipe. I’ve eaten half of what she served me and don’t think I can take another bite.

      The room gets quiet and I notice Darcy staring at me. “What do you think of the casserole?” she asks, grinning with pride. “It’s good, right?”

      “Um, yeah.” I take a bite, but there’s something spicy in it and I start coughing.

      “Drink some water,” Theo says.

      I gulp down what’s left in my glass. Darcy gets up and races to the kitchen to get me more.

      Looking across the table, I see Ella giving me a slight smile. Or is she trying not to laugh at me? She pretends to cough, but it’s a laugh. I can tell. She’s laughing at me.

      “It has hot peppers in it,” Darcy says, returning with my water. “They might be too hot for you.”

      “It’s great, babe,” Theo says, eating the casserole. “Better than the first two times.”

      This is better? I’m glad I didn’t have to try the first two.

      “Hey, Ella,” Theo says. “You got plans this weekend?”

      “Just work on Sunday,” she says, moving the casserole around her plate so it looks like she ate more than she did. I should try that.

      “You think you could get it off?” Theo asks.

      “Maybe. Why?”

      “Colton’s taking you to the city.”

      She looks up at Theo. “What?”

      “Colton’s going home this weekend and taking you with.”

      Darcy’s eyes dart to me. “You are?”

      “We talked about it when you were upstairs,” Theo says to her.

      “I thought we were going to a movie this weekend,” Darcy says.

      “We can do that anytime.” Theo looks at Ella. “What do you think? You love the city, and Colton knows it better than anyone. He can show you around.”

      “Not really,” I say. “I have to spend time with my dads.”

      “Do they know you might bring Ella?” Darcy asks me.

      “No, but they’ll be fine with it. They love entertaining. If they find out I’m bringing a guest, they’ll start planning what to make and what dishes to use.”

      “That’s so fun!” Darcy squeals. “I can’t wait to meet your dads.”

      “I’d have to ask my boss if I could get the time off,” Ella says, not sounding the least bit excited about going. Is she pretending, or does she really not want to go? I can’t tell. She’s a good actress.

      “Text her,” Theo says to Ella. “See if you can get Sunday off.”

      Ella goes to the kitchen counter where she left her phone and texts her boss.

      “What are we going to do this weekend?” Darcy asks Theo.

      He smiles a little. “I’ve got some ideas.”

      Ella comes back to the table with her phone. “She’ll probably say no. Faith and I haven’t been getting along since—” Ella clears her throat. “Since I, um, spilled someone’s drink and it went all over the floor.”

      “You got in trouble for that?” Theo asks. “It was just an accident.”

      “I know, but it made her mad because it was at the end of my shift and she ended up having to clean it up. Ever since then, we haven’t gotten along.”

      That’s quick thinking. Ella took no time at all to make up that lie. That’s impressive.

      Her phone dings. Ella picks it up and smiles. “I got it off. I can’t believe she said yes.”

      “I guess we’re going to New York,” I say, like I really don’t care if she goes. But I’m actually excited about this. I’ll get time alone with Ella, far away from Theo.

      So much for our pause. We couldn’t even make it a week, but it’s not because of me. It’s because of Theo. He tells me to run with her, then sends her on a trip with me.

      If he only knew what’s really going on. But I’m glad he doesn’t.
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      “This is so crazy,” Ella says, catching her breath as we walk the rest of the trail.

      It’s Friday and Ella wanted to run again after she got off work. We went five miles yesterday, but only three today so we’d have time to go home and get ready before leaving tonight.

      “What’s crazy?” I ask.

      “Going to New York with you. We’re not supposed to have any contact this week, but you’ve had dinner with us, gone running with me twice, and now we’re going to New York.”

      “And it’s all because of Theo.”

      “Exactly. It’s completely crazy.”

      I get in front of her and wrap her in my arms. “Maybe the universe is trying to force us together because being apart isn’t what’s supposed to happen.”

      She smiles. “You believe in that stuff?”

      “How else do you explain this?”

      “I can’t.” She looks into my eyes. “I’m just happy we get the weekend together.”

      “Me too. I hate not being able to see you whenever I want. Or talk to you.”

      “I feel the same way. I almost called you the other day, but then remembered I can’t.”

      I’d like to tell her we’re ending this no-contact thing when we’re back from New York, but I’m not ready to commit to that yet. Having Theo ask me to spend time with Ella shows how much he trusts me with her. I get a sick feeling in my stomach every time I imagine telling him the truth.

      “We should get going,” I say, taking Ella’s hand and walking out of the woods to the parking lot.

      After dropping her off at home, I go back to my place, take a quick shower, then get dressed. I pack a duffle bag with some clothes for the weekend, then go downstairs.

      “You’re really doing this?” Eli asks from the couch, where he’s got his textbooks spread out.

      “Doing what?” I ask, but I know what he’s going to say.

      “Taking Ella with you?”

      “I have to,” I say, getting my keys from the counter. “I promised Theo I would.”

      “Yeah, but he doesn’t know what’s really going on.”

      I walk over to Eli. “Just stay out of it, okay? I don’t need you telling me what to do.”

      “He’s going to find out,” Eli says, picking up his book. “It’s just a matter of time.”

      Eli’s been saying this shit for a week now and I’m tired of it. Wes does it too. They can’t just stay out of it.

      When I get to Ella’s house, she’s waiting at the door. She races out with her tiny suitcase. I get out of the car and put her suitcase in the trunk.

      “This is going to be so fun!” she squeals as we drive away from the house. “I love going to the city!”

      “I’m glad you’re excited about it,” I say, smiling at her. “But just to warn you, my dads talk a lot, especially Greg.”

      “Like father, like son,” Ella says, and for the first time, I realize that’s true. My dad and I both talk a lot. I always think we’re nothing alike, but the talking thing is something we have in common.

      We get to the train station and I park the car. Theo insisted on paying for Ella’s ticket, then tried to give me money for the weekend, but I wouldn’t take it. I told him I didn’t need it and that my dads would pay for everything. It’s true, but only if we do stuff with them. If Ella and I do our own thing, I’ll pay for it. If Theo did, I’d feel even guiltier about being with Ella.

      “You’re so close to the park!” Ella says as the taxi pulls up in front of my building. It’s fun seeing Ella get so excited. She’s been like this since we left her house. Growing up here, the city doesn’t excite me. Sometimes I get annoyed by all the noise and the people. But it feels different today. Seeing the city through Ella’s eyes makes it seem like a whole different place.

      “Welcome!” Greg says, greeting us at the door to the apartment. He pulls Ella in for a hug, surprising her and making her laugh.

      “Thanks!” she says. “I love your building.”

      “Isn’t it wonderful?” Greg says to her, taking her arm and leading her into the apartment. “Mark and I love all the historic details.” He points to the ceiling. “Look at that crown moulding. It’s so intricate.”

      “It’s really pretty,” Ella says.

      I don’t know what he’s talking about. When he starts describing decorating stuff, I tune it out. When I go into a building, I don’t notice anything about it. But my dads notice everything, even the smallest detail. Their dream is to buy an old house someday and completely restore it.

      “Hey, Dad,” I say as he shows Ella around. “Remember me? Your son.”

      He laughs. “Sorry. I got carried away.” He hurries over to me and gives me a hug, then stands back, pointing at me as he talks to Ella. “Isn’t he the most handsome young man you’ve ever seen?”

      “Dad,” I say, urging him not to brag about me. He does it all the time, which I know is something parents do, but it’s embarrassing.

      “He’s very handsome,” Ella says, smiling at me.

      “You know I could’ve got him a modeling contract?” Greg says, going back over to Ella. “Mark has a friend in the industry. She took one look at our son and was ready to sign him on the spot.”

      “Why didn’t you do it?” Ella asks me.

      “I’m not a model. I hate being in front of a camera.”

      “Let me show you the rest of the place,” Greg says to Ella.

      While he’s showing her around, I go to the kitchen and get a drink. I haven’t been home since May, after finals were done. It’s good to be back, but even better being here with Ella. I’m looking forward to our weekend.

      The door swings open and Mark comes in, his arms loaded up with grocery bags.

      “Hey, Mark,” I say, going over to him and helping him with the bags.

      “You made it,” he says, smiling at me as we go to the kitchen. He sets the bags down and gives me a hug. “I thought you were bringing a guest.”

      “She’s with Greg. He’s showing her around.”

      Mark’s brows rise. “Is it serious? You and her?”

      “No,” I say with a laugh. “We’re not even dating.”

      “You’ve never brought a girl home before,” Mark says, unloading the groceries. “I just thought maybe there was something special about this one.”

      “She’s just a friend.”

      “Your dad was just a friend and look at us now.”

      “Okay, yeah, but it’s not the same. She’s Theo’s sister. He’d kill any guy that goes near her.”

      “She could do a lot worse. I think Theo would be happy to have her with you.”

      “He wouldn’t. Trust me.”

      Ella and my dad come back to the living room, which is open to the large kitchen and dining area. It’s a huge apartment, by Manhattan standards. It cost over a million, not including the renovations. Mark paid for most of it. His parents are wealthy and gave him a trust fund when he was younger. He’s never told me how much was in it, but I’m guessing it was a lot. He’s told me before that he wouldn’t have to work, but he does because he loves it.

      Greg, my biological dad, is the same way. He loves working in the theater and would probably do it for free if they didn’t pay him. He didn’t come from money like Mark did. His parents died a few years ago, but I never met them. They stopped talking to Greg when he told them he was gay. He tried to contact them after I was born to tell them they had a grandson and they wouldn’t even return his phone call. He never tried contacting them again. He found out they died from their lawyer, who called to let him know, adding that they didn’t leave him anything in their will.

      “This place is amazing!” Ella says, joining Mark and me in the kitchen.

      “You must be my son’s guest,” Mark says in a formal tone. He uses it when he first meets people, then loosens up after he gets to know you better. When Theo met him, he said Mark sounded like a snob, but he’s really not. He just sounds that way when he uses that formal tone.

      “I’m Ella,” she says, shaking his hand.

      “And she’s absolutely delightful,” Greg says, winking at me. “You picked a good one.”

      He’s acting like Ella and I are dating, but I told him several times on the phone and in texts that she’s just a friend.

      “So what are we doing tonight?” I ask.

      Greg walks over to Mark. “We have a wonderful night planned! Mark is making dinner—all things kids your age like—then we’re going to play games. I bought some new ones I found online.”

      “Sounds fun!” Ella says.

      I’d rather go out somewhere, but knowing my dads, they put a lot of planning into this night so I’ll just have to go along with it. At least Ella’s excited. Most girls I know would take me aside and tell me they want to go out, not sit around with my dads, but Ella’s not like that. She wouldn’t want to hurt my dad’s feelings by taking off after they made plans for tonight.

      Mark makes tacos for dinner and sets out different toppings, including his famous spicy guacamole, which I love. He makes it for me every time I come home. He made a big platter of nachos, too. It’s way more than we can eat, but Mark hates running out of food. It happened once at a party my dads hosted and Mark was mortified. Since then, he’s gone overboard on the food, always making too much.

      After dinner, Greg brings the games out. They’re those discussion games where you read questions off cards. I don’t really get how that’s a game, but I like it better than a board game, and hearing Ella’s answers to the questions tells me more about her.

      We finish up the night around ten and Ella goes to my room. Greg insisted she take it, and I agreed. I’m fine sleeping on the couch.

      “Colton,” Greg says, motioning me to the kitchen where he’s cleaning up.

      “What?” I ask, going over to him.

      He lowers his voice. “If you want to be with Ella tonight, Mark and I are fine with it. Don’t think you have to sleep on the couch for our sake.”

      “I’m good on the couch. Ella and I are just friends.”

      He laughs. “Yes, okay, well, you decide. Like I said, it’s fine if you want to be in your room with her.”

      “Why are you laughing? There’s nothing going on with Ella and me.”

      Greg puts his hand on my shoulder. “I know you better than anyone, and I can see that you love that girl.”

      I cough and take a step back. “Love? Uh, no. I think Ella is great, but I don’t think of her that way.”

      “Mark!” Greg yells, getting Mark’s attention as he comes out of the bathroom. “Get over here.”

      Mark walks over to us. “What is it?”

      “How do you think Colton feels about Ella?”

      “He loves her,” Mark says, like it’s just a given.

      “See?” Greg says. “It’s clear as day.”

      “Sorry, but you’re both wrong. And even if I did love her, which I don’t, I couldn’t be with her. Theo would kill me.”

      “So because you’re afraid of your friend’s reaction, you’re giving up the girl you love?”

      “For the last time, I don’t love her. And why would I risk my friendship with Theo for something that might only last a few weeks, or a few months?”

      Greg looks at Mark, then back at me. “If I’d thought that way, I never would’ve been with Mark.”

      “What do you mean? Who told you not to be with him?”

      “Your grandparents,” Greg says. “I told them I was gay when I started dating Mark. I didn’t want to hide him from my parents so I told them the truth, that I was gay and in a relationship with Mark. I knew they wouldn’t react well to the news. I knew there was a chance they’d disown me, but I was willing to take that risk to be with him and not have to hide it.”

      He’s never told me that story. I knew his parents disowned him when he told them he was gay, but I didn’t know he told them because of Mark.

      “It’s not the same with Ella,” I say. “We’re younger than you two were when you met. People who start dating at our age never last. My friendship with Theo will last a lot longer than a relationship with his sister.”

      “How do you know?” Mark asks. “What if she’s the one?”

      I sigh. “Can we stop talking about this? Ella and I are just friends. End of story.”

      Mark and Greg give each other a look. I don’t know what it means. They have their own unspoken language I’ve never figured out.

      “I’m going to bed,” I say, going to the hall closet to grab a blanket.

      My dads go to their room a few minutes later. I fall asleep and wake up at two in the morning. I go in the kitchen to get a drink, my mind going to Ella. I want to be with her tonight, but I shouldn’t. It’ll just make it harder when we get home and have to go back to not seeing each other.

      On my way back to the couch, I stop and look down the hall at the door to my room. Maybe I’ll go check on her, make sure she’s able to sleep. I go down the hall and quietly open the door.

      “Ella?” I whisper.

      “Colton?” she whispers back.

      “Yeah, did I wake you up?” I ask, going over to her.

      “No, I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Why? Is it the bed?”

      “It’s my brain. I can’t turn it off.”

      “Move over,” I tell her. She moves and I get into bed with her, facing her. “What are you thinking about?”

      “How much I like being here with you. I love your dads. They’re really nice.”

      “They think we’re dating. They told me I could stay with you tonight, that I didn’t have to sleep on the couch.”

      “Why do they think we’re dating? You told them we’re just friends.”

      “They don’t believe me. They think I have feelings for you, which I do, but I don’t want them knowing that. I guess it doesn’t matter. It’s not like they’d tell Theo.”

      “If it’s that obvious, I can’t believe Theo hasn’t figured it out.”

      “You’re a good actress. When we’re around Theo, even I start to wonder if you like me.”

      She laughs. “I like you. But I know what you’re saying. I might’ve gone too far in trying to make sure Theo doesn’t suspect anything. Yesterday, he told me I need to be nicer to you.”

      “You should probably keep doing what you’re doing. You’ve got Theo sending us on trips together. If he suspected anything, he’d never do that.”

      Ella yawns and turns on her side, her back to me. “I think I can sleep now.”

      “I’ll stay a few minutes, just to make sure.” I move up behind her and wrap my arm around her.

      “Goodnight,” she says.

      “Goodnight.” I kiss her cheek and hold her closer, remaining there as she drifts off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Colton?” Greg says, knocking on the door.

      “Shit,” I mutter, realizing it’s morning. I fell asleep next to Ella. I didn’t mean to. I remember my eyes feeling heavy and telling myself to get up, but I never did.

      “Hey,” I say, opening the door and slipping out into the hall.

      “Good morning,” he says, a big grin on his face.

      “It’s not what you think,” I tell him. “I got up in the night to check on her and fell asleep.”

      “Colton, I’m fine with it,” he says. “You’re an adult. You can sleep with your girlfriend.”

      “She’s not my girlfriend,” I say, keeping my voice down so Ella doesn’t wake up.

      “I need to talk to you,” Greg says, motioning me to follow him.

      We go out to the living room, where the sun is shining through the floor to ceiling windows.

      “Jan needs Mark and me to go to the theater today,” he says. “Several people on the set crew got the flu. She’s panicking. We have to go help her out.”

      Jan is a close friend of my dads. She’s known them forever.

      “Yeah, go ahead,” I tell him.

      “I’m sorry. Mark and I really wanted to spend the day with you.”

      “Don’t worry about it. What time will you be back?”

      “We don’t know yet. It could be all day if she can’t find anyone else to come in.”

      “Did you tell him?” Mark asks, coming out from the bedroom.

      “Yes,” Greg says. “I was saying we don’t know when we’ll be back.”

      Mark comes over to me with his wallet and takes out some cash. He hands it to me. “Use this to take Ella out.”

      “It’s too much,” I say, noticing he gave me three hundred-dollar bills.

      “It’s not too much. This is New York. Everything costs a fortune. Go out and have fun.”

      “We should go,” Greg says to Mark.

      “There’s pastries and fruit for breakfast,” Mark says to me. “Or you could take Ella out somewhere.”

      “Yeah, I’ll figure it out.”

      “We’ll check in with you later,” Greg says, walking to the door. “And let you know when we’ll be home.”

      “Okay, bye.”

      They leave and I go back to my room, getting back in bed with Ella.

      She turns to me, rubbing her eyes. “What time is it?”

      “Nine o’clock.” I kiss her. “My dads had to leave, which means we get the whole day to ourselves.”

      “Really?” Her eyes pop open and she looks at me.

      “The day is yours. I’ll take you wherever you want. And Mark gave me money, so don’t worry about the cost.”

      She sits up. “Are you serious? I get a whole day in the city and get to do whatever I want?”

      “Yeah, with me.” I smile. “Which is really the best part.”

      “This is so great! I’m going to go shower.” She shoves the covers back and gets out of bed.

      I was hoping we could stay in bed a little longer, but she wants to get going. I get the feeling this is going to be a busy day.

      Ella and I go all over the city. We shop, go to an art museum, walk around Central Park, and go out to eat. I feel like a tourist, but it’s fun doing this stuff with Ella. She has so much enthusiasm. It’s contagious.

      “You wore me out,” I tell her when we get back to the apartment at five.

      She laughs. “I’m not tired. I loved it! You’re so lucky you got to grow up here.”

      “I didn’t think it was that great. It’s not a good place for a kid. I wanted to be outside all the time, but I couldn’t do that here. You can’t go kick a ball around on a busy street.”

      “You could go to the park.”

      “Not alone. My dads said it was too dangerous. I had to either go with one of them or a group of friends.”

      “Then how’d you get so good at football?”

      “I had a private coach, and every summer I went to football camp. My dads aren’t into sports, but they supported me in football. Went to all my games.”

      “Yeah, I’ve seen them at the Halston games. I just didn’t know they were your dads.” Ella walks over to the bookcase and picks up one of the picture frames. “Is this you?”

      I walk over to her, seeing the picture of my dads and me at the park. “Yeah, I was five.”

      “You’re adorable. You look like your dad in this picture.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yeah, look at your face. It looks just like Greg’s.”

      “I guess I don’t see it.”

      She sets the frame back on the bookcase. “Do you have other pictures of you as a kid?”

      “Yeah, in my dads’ office.”

      “Can I see them?”

      I take Ella down the hall to the room my dads call an office, but they don’t really do office stuff in here. They just call it an office because it has a desk and their computers.

      “There’s some in here,” I say, picking up a small box from one of the bookshelves. I hand it to Ella.

      She opens the box and takes out a photo. “How old were you here?” she asks, laughing. “You’re so skinny.”

      “Fourteen,” I say, looking at the photo. “I had a growth spurt that year. I couldn’t eat enough to put on weight.”

      “Do you have any baby pictures?”

      “Probably, but I don’t know where.” I open the bottom drawer of the desk where my dad keeps old photos. He always says he’s going to put them in a photo album, but never does. “You want to see Greg when he was younger?”

      “Yeah.” Ella comes over to me.

      I hand her a photo, laughing. “He had this really ugly mustache.”

      “It doesn’t even look like him.”

      “I know, right?”

      “Now I know what you’d look like with a mustache.”

      “I hope I wouldn’t look that bad,” I say, sifting through more of the photos. I pull out one I don’t remember seeing before. It’s my dad with a girl. He’s got his arm around her.

      “Can I see?” Ella asks, reaching for the photo.

      “I don’t know who this girl is.” I give Ella the photo.

      She looks closer at it, then looks at me. “Is this a relative?”

      “I don’t think so. My dad doesn’t have any sisters and his cousins are all guys. It must just be a friend.”

      “Maybe, but she kind of looks like you.” Ella points to the photo. “You two have the same eye color. And her smile. It looks just like yours.”

      “Yeah, it does. That’s weird. Maybe it is a relative, but I don’t know who.”

      “It couldn’t be your—” Ella stops and gives me the photo. “Never mind.”

      “What were you going to say?”

      “Nothing. Forget it.”

      “Ella, just tell me.”

      “Okay, but I’m sure I’m wrong. I just wondered if maybe that was your mom.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “Greg never met my mom. She was an anonymous donor.”

      “Or… maybe he just told you that.”

      I laugh. “Why would he lie about that?”

      “You’re right. I don’t know what I’m saying. I just saw how similar you two look and—forget it. Let’s go.” She walks to the door.

      I remain by the desk, staring at the photo. The girl really does look like me. But what does that mean?
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      It’s Sunday, and I woke up next to Ella, thinking this weekend couldn’t have been any more perfect. My dads didn’t get home until late last night so Ella and I had the place to ourselves. We ordered takeout for dinner, watched a movie, had sex, then fell asleep. And this was after a day of showing her around the city, telling her stories about growing up here, sharing a part of myself that my friends at college don’t know. Coming here feels like a different world, a different life. Sharing that with Ella made me feel closer to her.

      I wish we could stay longer, but we’re leaving this morning on the ten o’clock train. Soon Ella and I will go back to being friends, or not even that. It’s not what I want, but I still haven’t figured out what to do about Theo, and until I do, I need to stay away from Ella.

      “Thanks for making breakfast,” Ella says to Mark as we sit at the table.

      “It’s my pleasure,” he says. “I’m sorry you two have to leave so soon. We didn’t get a chance to tell you all our stories about Colton’s childhood.” He smiles at me as he says it.

      “I don’t think she needs to hear those,” I say.

      “He showed me some photos,” Ella says. “From when he was younger.”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” I look at Greg. “I found an old photo of you and some girl. I didn’t recognize the girl.”

      “It was probably a friend from college.”

      “She kind of looked like me. I thought maybe she was a relative.”

      Greg gets up from the table. “I’ll get the dishes.”

      “I can help,” Ella says, popping up from the table.

      While they’re doing that, I go to the office and get the photo I found last night. I bring it to the kitchen and show Greg. “This is the girl. Who is she?”

      Greg looks over at Mark, then back at me. “Colton, we don’t have time to look at photos. You and Ella need to be at the train station soon.”

      “Just tell me how you know this girl. Is she a cousin you forgot to tell me about?”

      “Colton,” he says in a harsh tone. “Let it go.”

      “Why? Why won’t you tell me who she is? She’s gotta be a relative. She has the same smile as me. Same eye color. Even Ella could see the resemblance.”

      “Greg,” Mark says. “I think it’s time.”

      Greg shoots him an angry look. “No. We decided long ago—”

      “Decided what?” I ask, getting nervous as I look at Greg and Mark. They’re hiding something from me and I get the feeling it has to do with this photo. I hold it up. “Who is this? I’m not leaving until you tell me.”

      Greg lets out a heavy sigh. “Her name is Trina. We were friends in college. And for a while after that.”

      “Why haven’t you ever mentioned her?”

      “Because we haven’t remained in contact. I haven’t spoken to her in years.”

      “Yeah? So why are you acting so weird about it? Why didn’t you just tell me that when I showed you the photo?”

      “Because Trina was more than a friend.” He pauses. “She was my girlfriend.”

      “Girlfriend?” I say with a laugh. “You didn’t have girlfriends. You’re gay.”

      “Yes, but I hid it back then. I was afraid to tell people, especially my parents. So I dated girls. I’d usually end it after one or two dates, but I dated Trina for almost a year. We knew each other in college, but didn’t start dating until after we’d graduated.”

      “I don’t understand. Why haven’t you ever told me this?”

      “Let’s go sit down,” he says.

      “No. Just tell me,” I say, feeling anxious and sick to my stomach. Whatever he’s about to say isn’t good. I can tell by his serious tone.

      “After Trina and I had been dating for several months, we found out she was pregnant.”

      “Wait—you’re telling me you have another kid?”

      “No.” He looks down, then back up at me. “Trina didn’t want to be a mother. She was an artist. A free spirit. She thought a child would tie her down, preventing her from having the life she wanted.” He pauses, his eyes on mine. “So we agreed I would take the child and raise it on my own.”

      It takes a moment for his words to make sense, but when they do, I’m flooded with anger, confusion, and shock.

      “Trina is my mother?” I feel like someone just knocked the wind out of me. My heart’s beating so fast, I’m feeling breathless.

      “She didn’t want you to know,” Greg says. “So we made up the story about the egg donor and surrogate.”

      “You lied to me?”

      “I didn’t want to. I wanted to tell you the truth, but Trina made me promise I never would.”

      “You should’ve told me anyway,” I say through gritted teeth. “I’m your son, and you lied to me about my own mother.”

      “A mother who didn’t want you,” Greg says in an angry tone. “I didn’t want you knowing that. I was shocked when Trina said she didn’t want to be part of your life. I didn’t understand it. She carried you for nine months. Gave birth to you. Held you in her arms. And then gave you to me and said she never wanted to hear from me again.”

      Ella comes up beside me, wrapping her arm around mine. “We could take a later train so you two could talk more.”

      “No,” I say, keeping my eyes on Greg. “There’s nothing more to say. My dad lied to me.” I look at Mark. “You both did. I don’t want to be around either one of you.” I storm to the bedroom and throw my stuff in my bag.

      Ella walks in. “We don’t have to leave for an hour.”

      “We’re leaving now. I can’t be here. Pack your stuff.”

      She does, and ten minutes later we head to the door.

      “Colton, don’t leave like this,” Greg says. “Let’s talk more. Let me explain.”

      “You did, and it doesn’t change the fact that you lied to me for twenty years.” I set my bag down and look at Greg. “Where is she? Where does she live?”

      “I don’t know. I haven’t kept track of her.”

      I walk up to him. “You’re lying. You know where she is. You just won’t tell me.”

      “She’s in Greenwich Village,” Mark says.

      Greg whips back to look at Mark. “What the hell are you doing? We said—”

      “Why are you protecting this woman?” Mark says, sounding angry. “If Colton wants to know about his mother, I’m not going to lie to him because of some promise you made to her twenty years ago.”

      “What else do you know?” I ask, walking over to Mark, since he seems to be the only one willing to tell me anything. “Is she married? Did she have other kids?”

      “No,” Mark says, his eyes on Greg. “She’s an artist. A painter.”

      “That’s enough!” Greg storms over to Mark. “What good is it to tell him this? Trina wants nothing to do with Colton. She hasn’t asked about him once in twenty years.”

      “You’ve spoken to her since she gave me up?” I ask Greg.

      “I saw her a few times when you were still a baby. I never brought you with, but I showed her pictures. Told her how much you were growing. All the milestones you’d achieved. I thought it would kick in some kind of motherly instinct and make her want to be part of your life, but all it did was make her angry. By the time you turned one, she cut off all contact with me. She wouldn’t answer my calls or come to the door when I’d go to her apartment.”

      “And that was the last time you saw her?”

      “Yes. After that, I was forced to accept she wouldn’t be part of your life. I never expected to be a single dad at 25, but I didn’t have a choice. Luckily, a lot of people stepped up to help me. I was working backstage back then and would bring you with me.” He smiles a little. “You got so much attention. Every woman there wanted to hold you, feed you, play with you. I wondered why Trina wasn’t like that.” His smile fades away. “But some women just aren’t cut out to be mothers, I guess.”

      “If you haven’t kept in touch with her,” I say, “how do you know where she lives?”

      “She has a gallery,” Mark says. “In the Village. I went there once, but she wasn’t there. The man at the gallery told me she lived in the space above it and that I could go up there and see if she was home, but I never did.”

      “She owns an art gallery?” I ask.

      “She doesn’t own it,” Greg says. “She rents out space there to sell her paintings.”

      “What’s the name of it?” I ask.

      Greg shoots an angry look at Mark. “See what you’ve done? Now he’s going to go see her.”

      “He’s an adult,” Mark says. “He’s old enough to make his own decisions about this.”

      I look at Mark. “Tell me the name.”

      He gets out his phone. “I just texted it to you.”

      Greg races up to me. “Colton, please don’t do this. She doesn’t want to see you. You’ll get your hopes up and end up disappointed and hurt. Why put yourself through that?”

      “Like Mark said, this isn’t your decision. I don’t care that she didn’t want me. You should’ve told me that instead of making up some story that wasn’t true. And maybe you’re wrong about her. Maybe she’s changed. Maybe now she actually wants to know her son.” I glance at Ella, then back at Greg. “Theo’s dad took off when he was born. He didn’t think his dad wanted anything to do with him, but then they met and now they have a relationship, or they’re starting to.”

      “It’s not the same,” Greg says. “The story you told me is that Theo’s dad was forced to leave after his son was born. The same isn’t true for Trina. She chose to leave. She didn’t want to be a mother.”

      “People change. Think of all the moms who give up their kid for adoption and then decide to meet them years later.”

      “That’s not Trina,” he says with a sigh. “I’m sorry, Colton. I know her, and I’m telling you, she hasn’t changed.”

      “You can’t say that if you haven’t talked to her in twenty years.”

      “She’s had all that time to contact you. She knows where I live. She has my number. At any time, she could’ve reached out and asked to see you, but she never did.”

      “She probably thought you didn’t want her to.”

      “I never told her that. In fact, the last time we spoke, I told her the door was open if she decided she wanted to be part of your life. But she insisted she’d never be back. Then she made up the story about the egg donor and surrogate and told me to tell you that story when you were older and started asking about your mother.”

      “Okay, but that was back then. You don’t know that she feels that way now.”

      “He needs to find out for himself,” Mark says to Greg. “Just let him go meet her.”

      “Why do you want to do this?” Greg says to me. “What’s the point in going to see her?”

      “I want to meet my mom. I want to know if I’m anything like her.”

      “And how does that help you? How does that change anything?”

      I blow out a breath and look down, rubbing my jaw. “I’m not saying this to hurt you. Either of you.” I look at Greg and Mark. “But the truth is, I’ve always kind of felt like I didn’t fit here.”

      “What do you mean?” Greg says with concern.

      “I’m so different from you. You’re my dad and I love you, but sometimes I feel like I’m nothing like you. And I don’t mean because you’re gay. I mean all the other stuff. You’re a neat freak and I’m messy. You’re always early to stuff and I’m always late. You’re creative and I’m not. You like the theater and I like sports. You like hanging out with rich people and going to fancy parties. A good time for me is grilling out and having some beers with friends.” I motion around me. “Look at this apartment. Look how fancy it is. Every time I come here, I feel like I’m in a damn hotel. It doesn’t feel like me. Even my room isn’t me.”

      “We thought you liked how it was decorated,” Greg says. “You never said anything.”

      “Because I was trying to make you happy. You and Mark like things to look a certain way. I knew it’d bother you if I made my room the way I wanted it so I just let you do it your way.”

      Greg goes to the couch and sits down. “I didn’t know you felt this way. About any of this.”

      “I’m not saying this to hurt your feelings. I’m saying it to explain why I want to meet my mom. I want to know if any part of me is like her.”

      “Not every child is like their parent,” Mark says to me. “We don’t always feel like we fit with our family. Just look at Greg. He had to pretend to be someone else for years just so his parents would accept him.”

      He’s right. I hadn’t thought of that, but it doesn’t change the fact that I want to meet my mom. At least Greg knew both of his parents, and I’m sure there were at least some similarities he had with them. All I want is to meet the woman who had me and maybe fill in the missing pieces of who I really am.

      “Do what you need to do,” Greg says, getting up from the couch. “Let me know how it turns out.” He walks off, down the hall to his room and shuts the door.

      Mark comes up to me and grips my shoulder. “He’ll be fine. I’ll go talk to him. Why don’t you and Ella head out? I think we all need some time to think about this.”

      I nod. “Yeah, okay.”

      He gives me a hug. “Love you. Have a safe trip home.” He steps back and smiles at Ella. “It was nice having you here. I hope you come back.”

      “I hope so too,” she says, glancing at me.

      Ella and I get our bags and go out the door and down the hall. I’m so stunned about what I just found out, I don’t even notice the elevator doors open.

      “You coming?” Ella asks, and I see she’s already in the elevator.

      I join her and push the button for the ground floor. “I feel like I’m in a dream. Did that really just happen?”

      “Yeah.” She puts her arm around mine. “I’m sorry they never told you.”

      “I can’t believe they lied all those years. I bet I never would’ve known the truth if I hadn’t found that photo.”

      The elevator doors open and we go out to the street. I hail a cab and we head to the train station, my eyes stopping on all the women we pass who look like they’re around the age of my mom. What if one of them is her? What if I’ve met her and didn’t even know it? I haven’t spent much time in the Village, but I could’ve run into her somewhere else. She’s been in the city this whole time and I never knew.

      “You okay?” Ella asks, as we take our seats on the train. I don’t remember us getting here. I don’t remember paying for the taxi, getting our train tickets, walking to the platform. It’s all a blur.

      “She’s been here the whole time,” I mutter, staring at the floor of the train. “I could’ve met her and not even known it.”

      Ella rests her head on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. I wish I could do something to make this better.”

      “Just having you here is enough.” I kiss her head. “I wouldn’t be doing okay if you weren’t with me right now.” I pick up her hand and thread it with mine.

      Leaning back in my seat, I close my eyes and listen to the train as it chugs away from the station. It picks up speed and I try to keep my focus on the sound of the wheels hitting the tracks, but I can only do it a few minutes before my attention turns back to my mom, wondering what she’s like. Her mannerisms. How her voice sounds. If she uses her hands when she talks. I’ve imagined her being a certain way, but never thought I’d meet her to see if any of it was true. Now I have a chance to find out.

      I considered staying in the city and going to see her today, but I don’t feel ready. I need to figure out what to say to her and how to approach her. I need to prepare for how she’ll react. If Greg is right and she wants nothing to do with me, I have to be okay with that, and right now, I’m not. I want the reaction I’ve dreamed of, where I find my mom and she’s thrilled to finally meet me and wants to be part of my life.

      “We’re here,” Ella says, giving my arm a squeeze.

      I look up and notice people exiting the train. Ella and I grab our bags and follow everyone out to the parking lot. My mind’s foggy and I feel disoriented, like I’m in some alternate universe where everything’s turned upside down.

      “Do you want to go somewhere and talk?” Ella asks as I drive back to her house.

      “No.” I sigh. “Honestly, I don’t know what I want. How could she be there all those years and they never told me?”

      We get to Ella’s house and I pull into the driveway and shut the car off.

      “You’re going in?” Ella asks. “I thought you wanted to go home.”

      “I need to talk to Theo. He’s the only one who can understand what I’m going through.”

      “Oh,” Ella says, a hint of sadness in her tone. I’m confused at first, but then realize she was probably hoping I’d talk to her about this, not Theo. I could, but I feel like Theo could relate better, given that he was just reunited with his dad.

      “It’s not that I—”

      “You don’t have to explain,” Ella says, forcing out a smile. “It’s a good idea. Theo’s been through something just like this. You should talk to him.”

      We get out of the car and go into the house.

      “Hey,” Theo says, smiling at Ella and me from the couch. “How was the trip?”

      “Good, until this morning,” I say.

      “I’ll be up in my room,” Ella says, racing up the stairs.

      “What happened?” Theo asks, his smile gone. “Did you and Ella have a fight?”

      “No, Ella was great. This isn’t about her. It’s about my mom.”

      “Your mom?” Theo asks, looking confused.

      “You got some time?” I join him on the couch. “Because this might take a while.”
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      “What are you going to do?” Theo asks.

      I told him what happened, and how it started with finding that photo of my mom with Greg.

      “I’m going to go see her,” I say. “I just don’t know when. I need time to let this sink in. And I wanted to talk to you about it, since this is kind of similar to the situation with you and Kurt.”

      “Except my mom didn’t make up a story about Kurt. She told me what she knew, which is that he took off. The story you were told about your mom was a lie. Your dads knew the truth, but didn’t tell you. That’s messed up. I don’t know how I’d feel about that.”

      “Your mom lied to you about Kurt by making him sound worse than he was. Weren’t you mad at her for that? It made you hate him and not want to give him a chance when you finally met him.”

      “That’s not the same as your dads lying about your mom. If my mom told me Steve was my real dad, not Kurt, then yeah, I’d be pissed. I’d be feeling like you, wondering how she could lie to me about something like that. But saying bad shit about Kurt? I know why she did it, and I don’t blame her for it. She wanted me to hate him so it’d be easier for me to accept not having him in my life.”

      “But it changed how you saw him when you finally met him. It’s been almost a year and you’re still not sure you want him in your life.”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m not sure. It’s more about not being ready. And yeah, you’re right, having my mom saying nothing but bad things about him for twenty years affected me. That doesn’t just go away overnight. But I’m working on it. The more time I spend with Kurt, the more I’m able to let go of some of the anger I’ve held onto for all those years. Eventually, it’ll be gone and maybe then Kurt and I can have an actual father-son relationship.”

      “You could have that now. You could spend more time with him, even if part of you is still angry at him for leaving.”

      Theo shrugs. “Maybe, except that’s hard to do when he lives in another state. So going back to you, what are you going to do about your dads?”

      “I don’t know. I think Mark and I are good. He understands why I want to meet my mom. Greg doesn’t, and I don’t know how to get through to him. I might not even try. Maybe I’ll go see her and not even tell him.”

      “If that’s what you want to do.”

      “I don’t know what I want to do. That’s why I’m talking to you. I thought you’d have some advice.”

      “I can’t tell you what to do. It’s your decision. Just be prepared for whatever might happen. Don’t get your hopes up and think she’ll respond the way you want. Go into it knowing it may not go well.”

      “Yeah, I’ve thought about that. That’s why I didn’t go see her today. I need some time to accept that she might meet me and tell me she wants nothing to do with me.” I look at Theo. “Would you have wanted to meet Kurt if there was a chance he would’ve rejected you?”

      “I never thought about it because I never wanted to meet him. I knew if I ever did, I’d be the one rejecting him. And I did. I didn’t see a need to have him in my life. I already have a dad and he’s great.”

      “But you don’t feel that way now about Kurt. You want him in your life.”

      “Yeah, but what I’m saying is, it’s not the same as you and your mom. Kurt wanted to be in my life, but didn’t think he could. The woman who had you didn’t want to be a mom, and maybe that hasn’t changed. You gotta be prepared for that.”

      Talking to Theo isn’t making me feel better. I thought he’d give me some advice, or at least make me feel less alone in this, given his situation with Kurt. But all Theo’s done is tell me I have to figure this out myself. I don’t know what I expected him to say, but I thought I’d feel better after we talked, and I almost feel worse.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Ella says, coming down the stairs. “I just wanted to get a drink.”

      “You’re not interrupting,” Theo says. “We’re done.”

      We are? I wanted to talk more, but I guess he’s heard enough.

      “I have to get going soon,” he says to Ella as she takes a soda from the fridge. “I’m going to Wes and Avery’s place. Darcy’s already there.” He looks at me. “You should come. Wes is grilling steaks.”

      “I’m gonna pass,” I tell him, surprised he’d think I’d want to go. I just found out a huge secret about my family. I’m not in the mood to hang out with friends and act like this is just a typical Sunday.

      “What about you?” Theo asks Ella as she walks past us to the stairs. “You want to go? We’re playing yard games after we eat. Avery has that one you like with the bean bags.”

      “I’ll pass,” she says. “I’m tired from the trip.”

      She goes up the stairs and back to her room.

      “Thanks for taking her,” Theo says. “It was good she got away after being stuck in the house for weeks.”

      “My dads loved her,” I say, smiling. “They didn’t want her to leave.”

      “Did you guys do anything or just hang out at home?”

      If he only knew what I did with her. He wouldn’t be thanking me for taking her, that’s for sure.

      “I took her around the city,” I say. “We did the usual tourist stuff. All things I never do since I’m from there, but Ella had a good time.”

      “Yeah, she loves it there. Hey, what do I owe you?” he asks, taking his wallet out.

      “Nothing. Mark gave me money and told me to take Ella wherever she wanted to go.”

      “That was nice of him,” Theo says, putting his wallet away. “Be sure to thank him for me.”

      “I will. So how about you? Did you and Darcy finally have sex?”

      “We barely left the bedroom,” he says, smiling. “We’re finally back to how we were, although that could change with Ella back.” He stands up. “I hate to rush you, but I told Wes I’d be over there ten minutes ago.”

      “Yeah, go ahead,” I say, getting up.

      “You good?” he asks. “We could talk more later if you want.”

      “I’m good. I just need some time to think about this and figure out what to do.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” he says.

      We go outside to my car.

      “See you at the gym tomorrow?” Theo says.

      “Yeah, I’ll be there.” I get in my car and leave as Theo goes back inside.

      Driving to my house, I think about that talk I had with Theo. It didn’t help me at all. Theo didn’t even seem interested in what I was saying, or maybe I’m just interpreting it that way because he didn’t respond the way I wanted him to.

      When I get home, Eli’s on the couch studying.

      “How was your trip?” he asks.

      “I found out where my mom lives,” I say, dropping my duffle bag on the floor.

      “Are you serious?”

      “My dad dated her in his twenties. The egg donor thing was made up.”

      “No shit?” Eli jumps up from the couch and follows me to the kitchen. “What happened? How’d you find out?”

      I tell him what happened. He doesn’t say much, but that’s Eli. He’s more of a listener than a talker.

      “Makes sense,” he says when I’m done telling the story. “I never understood how your dad got a surrogate back then.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It wasn’t legal when you were born, at least not in New York.”

      “No shit? I didn’t know that. I never even thought to look it up. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I thought maybe he did it illegally.”

      “Yeah, well, he didn’t. And if I knew it wasn’t legal back then, I might’ve figured out the truth about my mom a long time ago.” I grab a beer from the fridge. “We got anything harder than this?”

      “We did, but I had some people over last night and we drank it.”

      “I should’ve taken something from Theo’s stash.” I gulp down the beer, drinking half the bottle.

      “So what’s going on with Ella? You decide anything?”

      “What’s there to decide?” I drink more of the beer. “Nothing’s changed. Theo still doesn’t want me getting involved with her.”

      “But you still did stuff with her last weekend? Stuff Theo wouldn’t want to know about?”

      “Well, yeah. Why wouldn’t we? It might be the last time we get to do that.”

      “So now that you’re back, are you two going to start dating other people?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t plan to, and I don’t think Ella does.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. If whatever you had with her is over, why wouldn’t you go out with other girls?”

      I shrug. “Because I don’t want to. I don’t feel like being with someone else.”

      “Because you want to be with Ella.”

      “What’s your point?” I ask, finishing my beer.

      “My point is you can’t let this go on forever. You either get with Ella or end it with her. This thing you’re doing now isn’t fair to either of you.”

      “Well, that’s where we’re at, so stay out of it. I didn’t ask for your opinion.” I grab another beer from the fridge.

      “You can’t keep sneaking around with her. Theo’s going to eventually find out.”

      I walk up to Eli. “What did I just say?”

      “Yeah. I know. Stay out of it.” He walks back to the couch and stuffs his books into his backpack. “I’m just trying to be a friend, but whatever.” He slings his backpack over his shoulder. “I’m going to Renee’s place to study.”

      “Who’s Renee? Do I know her?”

      “I don’t think so. She doesn’t go out much.”

      “Are you and her…” I wait for him to finish that thought.

      “No.” He laughs. “I’m not her type. And she’s not mine. But she’s getting an A in the class and I’m getting a C so she offered to study with me and maybe help raise my grade.” He walks to the door. “I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      When he’s gone, I go to my room and take a long, hot shower. I was hoping it’d relax me, but it doesn’t. Talking to Theo didn’t either. Holding Ella in my arms would, but that’s not an option. I’m not even sure when I’ll see her again, other than when I’m hanging out at the house with Theo.

      Getting out my phone, I’m tempted to text her, but then don’t. As I’m looking at my phone, a text pops up from Greg, telling me he loves me no matter what I decide to do. I’m lucky to have him as a dad. He could’ve been like my mom and decided he didn’t want to be a parent, and then what? Where would I be now? Who would’ve raised me?

      Greg was an awesome dad. He still is, which makes me feel bad for yelling at him today. I’m angry at him, but I still love him. I text him that, then put my phone down and lay on the bed. I fall asleep and don’t wake up until four.

      The doorbell rings as I’m getting up. I look out the window and see Ella’s car parked on the street. What’s she doing here? I check my phone but don’t see any messages from her.

      As I’m leaving my room, I hear the doorbell again. When I get to the door and open it, I see Ella walking away.

      “Ella.”

      She turns around and smiles at me. “Hi. I didn’t think you were home.”

      “I just woke up. It took me a while to answer the door.”

      “I didn’t know you were sleeping. I can leave.”

      “No. Stay.” I step aside. “Come in.”

      She walks past me into the house. I don’t know why she’s here, but I’m so damn happy to see her. Talking to Theo today, I realized he’s no longer the person who makes me feel better about things. He’s no longer the person I want to talk to when I really need someone. Ella is. She’s become my best friend.

      Suddenly, the decision I’ve been trying to make becomes crystal clear. I know what I want. Despite what Theo or anyone else says, I want Ella.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask Ella.

      “I thought maybe you’d want to talk. But if you don’t, I understand.”

      I walk up to her, looking into her eyes. “You’re the only person I want to talk to. The only person who can make me feel better.” I pause. “I just didn’t want it to be you.”

      “I don’t understand. What does that mean?”

      “It means I don’t know how to go without you, Ella. I’ve tried. I’ve tried so fucking hard. But I can’t do it. I don’t want to.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “That we have to find a way to make this work. I’m not giving you up because of Theo. I love the guy, and he’s one of my closest friends, but if he feels the same way about me, he should want me to be happy. And what makes me happy is you.”

      Ella smiles a little. “You make me happy too.”

      I bring her into my arms and kiss her, and finally, I feel my tense muscles relaxing. I feel my guard going down as I let myself have what I’ve wanted all along. I feel my resistance to Ella go away. I let go of the guilt and the shame that’s been telling me it’s wrong to be with her. How could this be wrong? Ella’s my best friend. I care about her more than anyone else. I might even love her. So how could that be wrong?

      I’m still kissing Ella, my arms around her, when I hear a noise outside. I ignore it, my attention all on Ella.

      “What the fuck?” I hear someone yell.

      Ella pulls away from me as I turn to the door. Theo’s standing there with Darcy right behind him.

      “Theo,” I say, my heart pounding in my chest. “I can explain.”
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      Theo storms toward Colton, his fist in the air. He slams it against the side of Colton’s face, so hard Colton falls to the floor.

      “Colton!” I yell, kneeling down to him.

      “Theo, stop!” Darcy runs up behind him.

      “I’ll stop when he’s dead!” Theo raises his fist again.

      Colton remains on the floor, but sits up a little, rubbing his jaw. His lip is cut and blood is pouring from it.

      “Get away from him!” I yell at Theo.

      He ignores me, his eyes on Colton. “I trusted you! And you lied to me! You’ve been lying to me this whole fucking time!”

      “I didn’t want this to happen,” Colton says, getting up from the floor. “I tried to stay away from her.”

      “Yeah, that’s why I found you with your fucking hands all over my sister!” Theo goes to punch Colton again, but Colton ducks out of the way.

      “Leave him alone!” I scream at Theo as I get in front of Colton. “He didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “Doing shit with you behind my back isn’t wrong?” Theo yells at me. “He gave me his word nothing would happen. And then I walk in and see him all over you.” Theo takes a step closer. “Get out of the way, Ella, or I’ll move you myself.”

      “No! I’m not letting you hit him again.”

      “Theo, calm down,” Darcy says. “Hitting him isn’t going to help.”

      “It’s okay,” Colton says, moving out from behind me. “He can hit me. I deserve it. I shouldn’t have lied to him.”

      “What’s going on?” Wes says, coming through the open door into the house with Avery following behind. “Why is everyone yelling?” He stops when he sees the blood on Colton’s face. “What the hell happened?”

      “I just found out Colton’s been messing around with my sister,” Theo says, glaring at Colton. “And now I’m going to fucking kill him.” Theo’s arm rises to punch Colton, but Wes grabs it and yanks both of Theo’s arms behind his back.

      “Calm the fuck down,” Wes says to Theo. “Colton screwed up, but punching him isn’t going to make this better.”

      “It will for me,” Theo says, his eyes narrowed on Colton. “Let me go, Wes. This isn’t about you.”

      “We’re a team. We stick together. I’m not letting you do this. You’re not thinking straight right now. You need to go home and calm down.”

      “It’s not going to change anything. I’ll still want to kill him.”

      “Why?” I walk up to Theo. “Why are you doing this? Why can’t you let me be happy?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “Colton. He makes me happy. He makes me laugh. He listens to me, like actually listens and doesn’t pretend to. He treats me like an adult, not a little kid. And he cares about me.”

      “He doesn’t fucking care about you,” Theo scoffs. “You just met him.”

      “I met him two years ago, and the past few weeks, I’ve gotten to know him better than I ever thought I would. I didn’t expect us to be anything more than friends. And we tried to be that but—”

      “But Colton took advantage of you,” Theo says. “He got you to trust him, then used you, just like he does every other girl.”

      “That is NOT what I did,” Colton says, his eyes on Theo. “I care about Ella. I did not fucking use her! I can’t believe you’d even say that.”

      “Why?” Theo says, his arms still held back by Wes. “It’s what you do. Sleep with a girl, then move on to the next.”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Wes says, pulling Theo back. “You need to get out of here before something happens you’re going to regret.”

      “I won’t regret whatever happens to that bastard,” Theo says.

      “Let’s go home,” Darcy says to Theo. “Wes is right. You can’t be here right now.”

      Theo’s massive chest rises and falls as he breathes. His face is red and the veins in his neck are bulging out. He’s looking at Colton like he really would kill him if Wes wasn’t holding him back.

      “If you don’t leave,” I tell Theo. “I’m moving out.”

      “And go where?” he says with a harsh laugh. “Mom and Dad don’t want you home when the house is torn apart from construction.”

      “That’s not where I’d go.” I slip my arm around Colton’s, hoping he’ll go along with this because it’s the only thing that’ll get Theo to leave.

      “You are not fucking moving in with him,” Theo says.

      Colton looks at me, like he’s wondering if I’m serious or just saying this to get Theo out of here. I give him a look to go along with it.

      “You leave right now,” I say to Theo, “or I’m moving in with Colton.”

      Theo grits his teeth. “Fine. We’re leaving. Go get in the car.”

      “Not now,” I say. “I’ll be home later.”

      “Ella, get in the car,” Theo orders. “You’re not staying here.”

      “It’s okay,” Colton quietly says to me. “You can go.”

      “No.” I turn to him. “I’m sick of this. I’m sick of Theo telling me what to do.” I turn back to Theo. “I said I’ll be home later.”

      “Theo, it’s fine,” Darcy says. “Let her stay.”

      “Oh, so now you’re on their side too?” he says.

      “There aren’t sides,” Wes says, keeping hold of Theo. “We’re all just trying to get you to calm down before you do something stupid.” He pulls on Theo’s arm. “Let’s go.”

      Theo’s eyes lock on Colton. “Our friendship is over. Don’t ever fucking talk to me again.” He yanks away from Wes and storms out the door.

      “Sorry,” Darcy says, racing over to give me a quick hug. “I’ll talk to him. I’ll see what I can do.” She hurries out of the house, shutting the door behind her.

      Avery comes over to me. “Are you okay?”

      “No, but I will be.”

      “How bad is it?” Wes asks Colton, going up to him. “You need to go to the hospital?”

      Colton wipes his bloody mouth. “No, he didn’t break anything. Just split open my lip. I can clean it up.”

      “I’ll go get a towel,” Avery says, scurrying off to the bathroom.

      “I’m so sorry,” I say to Colton.

      “It’s not your fault. Theo’s right. I went behind his back. Lied to him.”

      “But you shouldn’t have had to. Theo doesn’t get to tell me who I can date.”

      “But I let him think that he could,” Colton says. “I told him I’d stay away from you and I didn’t. That’s on me.”

      Avery returns with a hand towel. “This is all I could find. You don’t have any washcloths.”

      “Thanks.” Colton takes the towel and dabs his mouth. “You guys don’t have to stay,” he says to Wes and Avery.

      “We don’t mind staying,” Avery says.

      Wes puts his arm around her. “I think they want to be alone.”

      “Why are you here?” Colton asks. “I thought you were having a cookout.”

      “We were, but Theo told us what happened this morning, about you finding out about your mom, and we wanted to come over and check on you.”

      “Thanks,” Colton says. “But I wish you’d let me know.”

      “Maybe it was good he found out,” Wes says. “He was going to, eventually.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Wait,” Avery says, looking at Ella and me. “Does this mean you two are…”

      “Dating?” Colton says, smiling at me. “Yeah, we are. Or I think we are. I guess you never confirmed that.”

      “I’d be willing to date you,” I say to him. “As long as I’m the only one.”

      He puts his arm around me. “You’re it. I don’t want anyone else.”

      “Colton has a girlfriend!” Avery says to Wes. “I didn’t think it’d ever happen.”

      “I told you he just needed to find the right girl,” Wes says. “I used to be just like him and look at me now?” He takes Avery’s hand. “Let’s get out of here. Let them be alone.”

      “Got any advice for me before you leave?” Colton asks Wes. “About how to deal with Theo?”

      “Leave him alone. He needs time to cool off. Honestly, if it were me, I wouldn’t reach out to him at all. I’d let him come to you when he’s ready.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing.”

      “What he said about your friendship ending,” Wes says. “I wouldn’t take that too seriously. When Theo’s angry, he says shit he doesn’t mean.”

      “In this case, I don’t see him changing his mind,” Colton says with sadness in his voice.

      “Maybe,” Wes says. “Or maybe not. He gave his dad a second chance. Maybe he’ll give you one too. Give me a call if you want to talk later. About Theo. Your mom. Anything. I’m always here for you.”

      “Thanks, Wes.”

      Wes and Avery leave and Ella and I go to the couch and sit down.

      “It’s still bleeding,” Ella says as I blot the towel over my lip. “Maybe you need stitches.”

      “It’ll stop bleeding. I just need to keep pressure on it.”

      “I hate Theo for doing that to you.”

      “You shouldn’t. He was just trying to protect you.”

      “From what? Being with the guy I lo—I mean, like?”

      Colton looks at me, smiling. “Did you almost say you loved me?”

      I feel my face heating up. “Yes, but I didn’t mean it. I was just talking fast and it came out wrong.”

      He puts his arm around me and I rest my head on his shoulder.

      “Maybe someday you’ll love me,” he says, in a joking tone.

      I think part of me already does love him. A small part, but enough that I didn’t want this to end. I didn’t want to go back to just being friends.

      Something changed in Colton from the time he dropped me off this morning to the time I showed up here tonight. He looked at me differently, like he was no longer trying to fight how he felt about me. Then Theo showed up, and instead of trying to make Theo think the kiss he saw meant nothing, which is what I thought he might do, he fought for us. He didn’t back down. And he told Avery and Wes that we’re dating, and that I’m the only girl he wants.

      I never thought that would happen. Now that it has, I should be happy, and I am, but my happiness is clouded by Theo’s reaction. He hurt Colton, and not just physically, but with his words. When he told Colton their friendship was over, the look on Colton’s face made me want to cry. He’d already had a horrible day, finding out his mom didn’t want him, and then his best friend tells him he never wants to talk to him again.

      “Can I get you something?” I say to Colton. “Some ice? Aspirin?”

      “No. Just stay here.” He holds me closer and leans his head back on the couch. “This is all I need.”

      We remain there, sitting in silence. Colton’s eyes are closed and he’s taking deep breaths. I’m worried about him. I wish he’d talk to me, but I don’t think he’s ready. After a few minutes, I sneak out from under his arm so I can get him some ice. He said he doesn’t need it, but the swelling on his face tells me he does.

      “Where are you going?” Colton’s eyes open when he notices me getting up.

      “I’m getting you some ice. The side of your face is swelling up. I’ll be right back.”

      “There’s ice packs in the freezer. Just take one of those.”

      When I open the freezer, I find four ice packs, similar to the ones Theo uses. I forgot that’s a thing with football players. They get hurt so much, they’re always icing something.

      “Here.” I hand Colton the ice pack. “How’s the bleeding?”

      He pulls the towel from his lip. “It hasn’t stopped, but it’s slowing down.”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “My whole face hurts, but I’m used to it. It’s no different than if a guy hits me on the field.”

      “It’s a lot different. Because it was Theo who did it.”

      “Yeah, well, I deserved it.”

      “Stop saying that. What Theo did was wrong. He never should’ve said we couldn’t date.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Theo. Not right now.”

      “Do you want me to leave you alone?”

      “No.” He looks at me. “I want to talk to you about my mom. I talked to Theo, but it didn’t help. I thought because of his dad, Theo would know what I was going through and say something that would make me feel better, but instead I just ended up more confused.”

      “Do you still want to meet her?”

      “Yes, but I don’t know when.”

      “If you want, I’ll go with you to meet her.”

      “I’d like that.” He reaches for my hand and holds it, threading our fingers together. “There’s a chance this isn’t going to go well. She might see me and tell me to get lost.”

      “If she does, it’s her loss. She’s missing out on knowing you and knowing how great you are.”

      “I’m not that great,” he mutters, staring at the floor. “I can play football. That’s about it.”

      “Colton, don’t say that. You can do more than play football.”

      “Like what? I barely pass my classes. I keep changing my major. I don’t know what I want to do with my life. Football is the only thing I’m sure about and the only thing I’m good at.”

      “You’re good with people. Everyone likes you. You make people laugh. You care about people. You’re a good friend. A good son.”

      “I’m a shitty friend. And a shitty son. I proved both of those things today. I hurt Theo. I hurt my dad.”

      “How they reacted wasn’t your fault. Your dad’s worried about you meeting your mom. That’s why he got upset this morning. And as for Theo, he never should’ve made some stupid rule about me not being allowed to date his friends.”

      “But he did. And I shattered that rule, into a million fucking pieces.”

      “You didn’t do it alone. I wanted this, Colton, just as much as you did. And I lied to Theo too. He should be mad at both of us, not just you.”

      “We’re talking about Theo again.”

      “Oh, sorry.”

      “It’s okay. It’s hard not to talk about him after what happened. Are you going back there tonight?”

      “I don’t want to.”

      “I think you should. Staying here will only make things worse. You don’t have to go now, but maybe later tonight.”

      “I don’t want to leave you when you’re hurt.”

      “I’ll be fine. Eli will be back later. He’ll help me if I need it.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Studying at some girl’s house.” Colton looks at me. “Do you think I’m making the right decision? Wanting to meet my mom?”

      “Yeah, I do. She might turn you away, but at least you won’t spend the rest of your life wondering what would’ve happened if you’d met her. And maybe just meeting her will answer the questions you have about yourself, about why you’re so different than Greg.”

      “I was thinking about that on the train ride home. And I think maybe I was wrong.”

      “About Greg?”

      “About me. I always saw myself as being different than Greg because we have different interests and like different things, but that stuff doesn’t really matter. A lot of people have different interests than their parents. But if I think about our personalities and how we are as people, Greg and I really aren’t that different.”

      “How are you alike?”

      “Greg’s good at making friends. He makes people comfortable, makes them laugh.”

      “Just like you.”

      “Yeah, and he’s generous and puts others first. He’ll help most anyone out.”

      “Also like you.”

      “You think so?” Colton asks.

      “Definitely. Just think of all the times you’ve helped me the past few weeks.”

      “Because it’s you and I care about you.”

      “You’d help anyone. Theo’s told me stories. I have plenty of examples of you putting others first.”

      “I guess what I’m saying is, I was trying to convince myself I was different than Greg so I’d have a reason to find my mom. Now I’ve found her and it doesn’t seem as important.”

      “But you still want to meet her.”

      “Yeah. I do. And I want you to come with.”

      “Just say the word and I’m there.”

      He looks at me. “I really like you, Ella. Someday, I might even love you.”

      I look back at him, smiling a little.

      “What?” he says. “You don’t believe me?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to wait and see.”

      “Well, I’m putting it out there as a possibility. I will say this. You were definitely worth getting punched for.”

      But I wish that hadn’t happened. I’m worried it’ll happen again. I need to get Theo to accept me being with Colton. I just don’t know how, or if it’s even possible.
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      It’s Monday, and the start of summer football practice. I’m usually excited about getting on the field again, but I’m not today. My face is throbbing where Theo hit me and I’m exhausted from not sleeping last night. After Ella went home at ten, I went to bed but laid there thinking about my mom, Greg, Theo, Ella. I couldn’t shut my brain off. I even took a sleeping pill, but it didn’t help.

      At five in the morning, I gave up trying to sleep and went to the gym. I didn’t want to go when Theo was there, which is usually around seven. Ella texted last night that she didn’t talk to Theo when she got home. She went straight to her room and locked the door. She said she’s not going to talk to him until he accepts our relationship, but that’s never going to happen.

      Last night I wondered if it’s worth it. If being with Ella is worth her possibly destroying her relationship with her brother and worth me ending my friendship with Theo. It didn’t take long for me to decide that it is worth it. There’s something about Ella and me and how we feel when we’re together that makes me think we’re meant to be. I wish she wasn’t Theo’s sister, but she is, and I can’t change that.

      “Danes!” Coach Daley yells. “Get your ass over here.”

      I’m standing on the sidelines while everyone else is on the field by Coach. I didn’t even notice the other guys walking over there. I’m so out of it today. I shouldn’t be here. Playing when you’re this tired is how you end up getting hurt.

      “I’m coming,” I say, running over there.

      “What happened to your face?” Coach asks, noticing the bruises and my cut lip.

      “Nothing,” I mutter, looking up and seeing Theo across from me. His eyes lock on mine. He looks even angrier than last night. I think he really would kill me if he could.

      Wes moves to the side a little, partially blocking Theo from me. I notice Eli coming up beside me, so close his elbow brushes my arm. I get what they’re doing. They think Theo’s going to punch me again so they’re getting in place to stop it.

      “We’re going to start with a few plays from last year,” Coach says. He coughs, then clears his throat and coughs again. I think he used to smoke. He’s got a deep, gravelly voice and he’s always coughing.

      Coach gives us the play and we get in position on the field. The play starts and before I can process what’s happening, Theo barrels toward me, slams into me, and knocks me to the ground. I hear Coach’s whistle blow as Theo pins me to the ground with his legs while his fist pummels my face.

      “Theo!” Wes yanks Theo back with enough force to get Theo off of me. I scramble to get up while Eli jumps in front of me, blocking me from Theo.

      “Let me go!” Theo yells as Zane helps Wes hold on to Theo.

      “What the hell’s going on here?” Coach yells, jogging over to us. It’s only a few feet, but he’s winded to the point that he has to stop to catch his breath.

      “Theo thought we were doing a different play,” Wes says to Coach.

      “And what play says to punch your teammate in the face?” Coach shoots back. He looks at Theo and me as we stand across from each other. “What’s this about? Why are you two fighting?”

      Theo and I keep quiet, neither of us wanting to tell him.

      “I asked you a question,” Coach says. “You give me an answer or the whole team’s going to be running sprints.”

      It’s almost a hundred degrees out here. None of us wants to run sprints, but I don’t want the team, or Coach, knowing what’s going on.

      “It’s about Ella,” some guy in the back yells. I think it’s one of the freshmen. How the hell does he know this is about Ella?

      “What’s he talking about?” Coach yells at Theo and me. “Who’s Ella?”

      “My sister,” Theo mutters.

      “Colton’s been seeing her,” Eli says, glancing at me. “Theo just found out.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I say, shoving Eli. “He didn’t ask you.”

      “This is about some girl?” Coach says. He shakes his head. “It’s like a damn soap opera around here. Every time you idiots are fighting, it’s over some girl.” He points to my face. “Did Jenkins give you the bruises?”

      “Yeah,” I mutter, looking over at Theo as I wipe the blood from my mouth. When Theo hit me, he split open the cut on my lip and now it’s bleeding even worse than last night.

      “Jenkins!” Coach yells. “Get off the field. You’re suspended from practice until I tell you otherwise. And I want to see you in my office tomorrow at eight.”

      Zane and Wes let Theo go, and we all watch as he storms off the field.

      “Pennington!” Coach yells at Wes. “Take Danes inside and get him cleaned up.”

      Wes nods, and as he walks over to me, Coach stumbles forward, almost knocking into Wes. Wes stops and turns to Coach. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he says in an angry tone. “It’s this damn heat. I’m roasting out here.”

      He should try playing football in this weather. It’s so damn hot I can barely breathe, and he expects us to run around the field for hours.

      “Let’s go,” Wes says when he reaches me.

      As we’re walking off the field, we hear someone yell, “Coach!”

      Wes and I turn back and see Coach on the ground, not moving.

      “Someone call an ambulance!” Zane yells, but no one has their phone.

      “I’ll do it!” Wes says, running off the field to the locker room.

      Eli’s on the ground next to Coach, checking his pulse and leaning down to listen to his breathing. Eli’s premed and the only one even remotely qualified to help Coach.

      “What’s wrong?” Zane asks Eli. “Can you tell?”

      “I think he just passed out, but I don’t know if it was because of the heat or something more serious.” He looks up at all of us huddled around Coach. “Everyone back up. Give him some space.”

      Wes returns, running up to Eli. “The ambulance is on its way.”

      As we’re waiting for it to arrive, Coach wakes up, looking confused and disoriented. “What happened?”

      “You passed out,” Eli says. “Just stay where you are. The ambulance is almost here.”

      “Ambulance?” Coach huffs. “I don’t need a damn ambulance.” Coach slowly sits up and reaches his arm out to Eli. “Give me a hand.”

      “You shouldn’t get up,” Eli tells him. “We don’t know why you passed out. It could be something serious. I think you should stay where you’re at until the ambulance gets here.”

      “Did I ask for your opinion, Tate?” Coach barks at Eli. “You’re not a damn doctor yet, so stop trying to pretend to be. Now give me a hand.”

      Eli takes Coach by the arm and helps him stand up. Coach wobbles a little and squints his eyes. “It’s this damn heat. Someone get me some water.”

      Three guys race over to the water cooler as the paramedics arrive on the field with a stretcher.

      “What the hell is this?” Coach says to the paramedics. “I don’t need an ambulance. I’m fine.” He shoos them away. “Get out of here. We’re in the middle of practice.” He turns away from them and takes a few steps, stumbling a little.

      One of the paramedics races up behind him. “Sir, I really think we should check you out, make sure you’re okay.”

      “I told you, I’m fine,” Coach says, stopping to catch his breath. He coughs a few times. It sounds like he’s struggling to breathe. He takes a step, then collapses to the ground.

      We all watch as the paramedics race over to him. Moments later, he’s being put on the stretcher and wheeled off the field.

      “Everyone go home,” Wes says to the team, taking over for Coach. “Practice is over.”

      The guys slowly walk off the field, looking stunned at what they just witnessed. Coach is old, but he always seemed strong and resilient, like nothing could take him down. Today, he seemed weak and feeble.

      “What do you think’s wrong with him?” Wes asks Eli as the three of us walk off the field. “You think it was just the heat making him pass out?”

      “No, I think it’s something else. I’m guessing emphysema, but I could be wrong.”

      “What’s emphysema?” I ask.

      “It’s when the air sacks in the lungs are damaged. It makes it hard to breathe. I’m guessing that’s why Coach is always coughing and out of breath.”

      “Will it go away?” I ask.

      “No. The longer you have it, the worse it gets. It can be really serious. People die from it.”

      “Shit,” Wes mutters. “Are you saying Coach is going to die?”

      “No, but if I’m right and that’s what he has, his life expectancy will be shorter because of it. It really depends on how bad it is.”

      “Did you tell Theo?” I ask Wes.

      “No, not yet. He was gone when I went to the locker room to get my phone.”

      “You okay?” Eli asks, grabbing my arm and stopping me. “He hit you pretty hard.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Eli looks at my bleeding lip. “That’s a bad cut. You might need stitches.”

      “You can do it when we get home.” I yank my arm from him and keep walking. “It’ll be practice for when you’re a doctor.”

      “Colton, I’m serious. I think that needs to be stitched up.”

      I ignore him, and the blood pouring from my lip, and continue to the locker room. I grab a towel from the stack and hold it against my mouth, then go to my locker and get my gym bag.

      Wes opens his locker, which is across from mine. “He just needs more time,” he says, referring to Theo.

      “I don’t think time’s going to fix this,” I say, slinging my gym bag over my shoulder.

      “He said Ella came home last night.”

      “Yeah, she left my house around ten.”

      “He’s worried she might move out.” Wes turns back to look at me. “If she does, are you going to let her stay with you?”

      “Yeah. Why wouldn’t I? She has nowhere else to go.”

      “You just started dating her. You think you’re ready to live with her? That’s a big step.”

      “It wouldn’t be permanent. She’s moving into the dorms in August.” I notice blood from my lip seeping through the towel. “I need to go. I need to get home and clean up my face.”

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      When I get back to my house, I notice Ella’s car parked on the street. I pull in the driveway and see her getting out of her car.

      “Colton,” she says, racing up to me. She frowns when she sees the bloody towel held to my face. “I can’t believe he attacked you again.”

      “How’d you find out?”

      “I overheard him telling Darcy when he got home. He said he got kicked out of practice for hitting you.”

      “I’m not surprised he did it,” I say, walking to the door with Ella. “I figured he’d hit me again.” We go into the house. “Is that why you’re here?” I ask, tossing my gym bag on the floor. “To apologize for Theo hitting me? Because you don’t need to. This is between Theo and me.”

      “No, I, um… wondered if I could stay here. My stuff’s in the car.”

      “What do you mean by ‘stay here’?” I ask, hoping it’s not what I think.

      “Like move in. Just temporarily.”

      “Did Theo kick you out?”

      “No, but when I found out he beat you up again, I told him he either stops hurting you and accepts us being together or I’m leaving. Since I’m here, I think you know what happened.”

      Ella wants to move in? Today? Right now? I’m not ready for this. Like Wes said, moving in together is a huge step.

      “Ella.” I bring her over to the couch to sit down. “I love spending time with you and having you here, but living together is a whole different thing.”

      “What are you saying? You want me to leave?”

      “No, I just think it’s a little soon to move in together.”

      “We’re not moving in together. I just need a place to stay until Theo and I work this out.”

      “What if you don’t work it out? I don’t see Theo ever being okay with me being with you.”

      She gets up. “I’ll go. I’ll figure something else out.” She hurries to the door.

      “Ella, wait!” I walk over to her. “We’ll try it for a few nights, okay?”

      “I don’t want you doing this because you think you have to. I can find somewhere else to go. Maybe Faith would let me stay with her.”

      “You don’t even like Faith.”

      “I know, but I don’t like Theo either right now. I can’t be around him when he’s like this.”

      Ella’s shoulders are slumped and she looks sad. I feel like shit turning her away, especially since I’m the reason she isn’t getting along with Theo.

      I pull Ella into my arms. “You’re staying. Let me clean up, then I’ll go get your stuff.”

      “I can get my stuff, but do you really want me to stay, or are you just saying that?”

      “I want you to stay. I’d prove it with a kiss if my lip wasn’t bleeding all over the place.”

      “Go take care of that and I’ll go get my stuff.” She leaves, passing Eli as he walks through the door.

      “Why is Ella here?” he asks.

      “She had a fight with Theo.”

      He stops before closing the door, looking out at the street. “Why does she have a suitcase?”

      “Oh. Yeah. She’s um, moving in.”

      “Wait—what?” He shuts the door and turns to me. “What do you mean, she’s moving in?”

      “She needs a break from Theo so I told her she could stay here.”

      “Without asking me? You know I live here too, right?”

      “What’s the big deal? She’ll be in my room. You won’t even see her. And it’s not for that long. She’ll move into the dorms in August.”

      “August? She’s living here until August?” he says, raising his voice. “It’s June!”

      The door swings open and Ella walks in with a small suitcase and a duffle bag slung over her shoulder. “Hi, Eli!”

      “Hey,” he says to her.

      “You want some help?” I ask Ella.

      “No, I got it.” She walks back to my room.

      “She can’t stay here,” Eli whispers.

      “Why? It’ll probably only be for a few weeks, maybe not even that. Theo will do something to get her home. There’s no way he’ll let her stay here all summer.”

      “I don’t give a shit how long she’s here. It isn’t about that. It’s about me being stuck in the middle of this.”

      “You’re not. This is about Theo and me.”

      “No. I’m part of this now. By letting Ella stay here, I’m taking your side. My friendship with Theo ends if she moves in here.”

      “It’s not gonna end. I’ll tell him I made you go along with it.”

      “You’re not even talking to him.”

      Ella appears again and comes up beside me. “You should clean up your lip before it gets infected.”

      “Yeah, I will.”

      “I have to get a few more things from the car.”

      Eli waits for her to leave, then says, “She can’t stay here. You need to find a way to fix this.” He walks off and goes to his room.

      He wants me to fix this? How? What am I supposed to do? This whole thing’s turned into a huge mess that keeps getting bigger. Theo hates me. My roommate’s pissed at me. And the girl who’s been my girlfriend for less than a day is moving in with me.

      If I could fix this, I would. But I have no fucking idea how to do that.
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      “It’s not too late to change your mind,” I say to Colton as we sit at a coffee shop down the street from the building where his mom lives. “You could do this later if you’re not ready.”

      “The longer I wait, the more I’ll worry about it. I just want to do it. I’m tired of thinking about it.”

      It’s Saturday, and I’ve been living with Colton for almost a week. We get along great, but I have to admit, it feels strange living with a guy this soon. It’s not what I wanted, but Theo didn’t give me a choice.

      Before I moved out, Theo and I had a huge fight. When I told him I wasn’t breaking up with Colton, Theo said I was being a rebellious teenager and only dating Colton because he told me not to. He said Colton would use me and toss me aside like every other girl he’s dated. I tried to convince Theo that Colton was serious about me, but he wouldn’t listen. He talked over me and told me he knows Colton better than me and that I didn’t have enough experience with guys to know when one is lying to me. It was one insult after another. I couldn’t take it anymore so I left.

      Since I moved out, Theo’s texted me, but I won’t text back. He’s called me, but I won’t pick up. He left a message saying he was going to tell our parents I’m living with Colton, hoping it’ll make me move back, but I don’t know if he called them or not. I haven’t heard from them, which makes me think Theo didn’t follow through.

      Theo won’t admit it, but he knows what he’s doing is wrong. I think that’s why he hasn’t called our parents. He knows they’d take my side on this—not the moving in with Colton part—but the part about me dating him. They’d be angry at Theo for trying to control me like this, especially since they both really like Colton and know what a good friend he’s been to Theo.

      “I feel sick,” Colton says, leaning back in his chair. “I think I had too much caffeine.”

      “I think you’re just nervous.”

      “What if she’s not there?”

      “The gallery website said she had a showing today. She has to be there.”

      “She could be taking a lunch break.”

      “It’s only ten in the morning. It’s too early for lunch. And the gallery just opened. She’ll be there.”

      Colton shoves his chair back and stands up. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      We leave the coffee shop and walk down the street. Colton’s holding my hand really tight and his palm is damp. He’s really nervous, and nothing I say seems to calm him down.

      Colton decided to do this last night. We were having dinner and he blurted out that he was going to go see his mom today. Then he asked me to go with him, and of course, I said yes. I wasn’t going to let him do this alone.

      “Welcome,” a lady says, greeting us at the door to the gallery. “Our first visitors of the day.”

      Colton stares at the lady, probably wondering if it’s his mom, but she’s too old to be her. The lady’s probably in her sixties.

      “Are you looking for something in particular?” the lady asks.

      “I’m looking for Trina,” Colton says. “Is she here today?”

      “Yes, she just ran upstairs for a minute. She should be down soon. In the meantime, maybe you’d like to look at her latest piece.” The lady walks us over to a painting on the wall that’s bright red with orange and yellow paint spattered on it and a brown line going down the center. I don’t know much about art, but the painting doesn’t look like anything anyone would want to buy. But what do I know? I’m sure someone would like it.

      “She calls it Maple in the Park,” the lady says, smiling as she gazes at the painting.

      “What’s it supposed to be?” Colton asks, which is exactly what I was thinking.

      “A maple tree showing off its color at the height of fall,” the lady says, like we should know this. “Can’t you see all the beautiful leaves?”

      There aren’t any leaves. Just drops of paint, like you shook the brush and it spattered across the canvas.

      “Yeah, I see it now,” Colton says, glancing at me with a slight smile. “You see it, Ella?”

      “Yeah, totally. It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s exquisite,” the lady says in a scolding tone, like my use of the word beautiful wasn’t good enough.

      Colton coughs to cover up a laugh. This is good. He’s starting to relax.

      “Oh, there she is!” the lady says.

      Colton and I look over and see a woman coming down a hallway into the gallery. She’s tall and thin with chin-length hair that’s been dyed blue. She’s wearing a black t-shirt with a long purple skirt and black combat boots. Rows of beaded bracelets line both her wrists and she has a silver nose ring. If this is Colton’s mom, she looks a lot different than she did in that photo, which I guess makes sense since the photo was taken over twenty years ago.

      “Are you Trina?” Colton asks as the woman walks past him to adjust one of the paintings on the wall. She either didn’t hear him or she’s ignoring him.

      “Trina, this young man was asking to see you,” the other lady says. “I was showing him your painting.”

      Trina walks over to him. “Are you a fan of my work?” She smiles and I immediately see the resemblance to Colton. They have the same smile and her eyes are the same blue shade as Colton’s.

      “This is the first time I’m seeing it,” he says, sounding nervous.

      She whips around to the tree painting, causing her long skirt to flare out around her ankles. “This is my newest one,” she says, gazing at it. “I just love all the colors.”

      Colton looks at me like he’s not sure what to do. I thread my hand with his and give him a look that tells him he can do this.

      He clears his throat. “Excuse me. Trina?”

      She looks at him. “Yes?”

      “I came here to talk to you. Could we maybe go somewhere? Somewhere more private?”

      She laughs as she looks around the empty gallery. “There’s no one here.”

      “It’s just that… what I need to say is personal. I don’t want someone walking in.”

      “People rarely show up before eleven,” the other lady says.

      “Then could you maybe excuse us for a moment?” Colton says to her. “So I can talk to Trina?”

      The lady walks up beside Trina, smiling at her. “This is intriguing. I can’t wait to find out what this is about. I’ll go wait in back.”

      When she’s gone, Colton lets go of my hand and walks up to Trina. “I’m Colton.” He swallows. “Colton Danes.”

      She smiles at him. “And? Should I know you?” She pauses. “Oh! I remember. You’re in the art program at the college. You were here a few months ago.”

      “No.” He takes a breath. “I’m Greg’s son. Greg Danes.”

      Her smile falls as she stares at Colton. “Greg Danes,” she repeats.

      “He said you two met in college. And then dated.”

      She huffs and folds her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe this. We had a deal. He promised he’d keep me out of this.”

      “Wait—so you know who I am?”

      “Of course I know,” she scoffs. “I told Greg to keep you out of my life. He promised he would.” She stomps off to the side of the room. “I knew this would happen! I knew someday this would all come back to me.”

      Colton’s watching her rant, watching his worst-case scenario come to life. The woman who gave birth to him not only doesn’t want to meet him, but is angry that he’s here.

      “I just wanted to meet you,” Colton says, my heart breaking hearing how sad he sounds. And the look on his face makes my heart break even more.

      “Well, you’ve met me,” she says, dramatically tossing her hand in the air. “You can go now.”

      Colton looks at her, not saying anything.

      “Why aren’t you leaving?” Trina walks up to him. “Do you want something? Money? Because I don’t have it. Doesn’t Greg have money? Last I heard, he married a very wealthy man.”

      “I don’t want money,” Colton says. “I just wanted to meet my mom. That’s it.”

      “I’m not your mom,” she spits out. “Don’t call me that. I made a mistake and got pregnant. That’s what happened. I never wanted to be anyone’s mother. I told Greg that, but obviously he didn’t listen.”

      This woman is so mean. All Colton wanted to do was meet her and maybe talk to her for a few minutes. But she doesn’t want to talk to him. She won’t even be nice to him. I want to scream at her for treating him like this, but that would only make things worse.

      “I guess I’ll go,” Colton says, turning to leave.

      As we walk to the door, we hear Trina again. “Hey! What did you say your name was?”

      Colton turns back to her. “Colton.”

      She laughs a little. “Funny. That was my father’s name. He’s dead now, but when he was younger, he looked like you.”

      “Really?” Colton says. “In what way?”

      She shrugs. “Tall. Athletic. He played football.”

      “So do I,” Colton says, smiling a little. “Did Greg know your dad? Is that why he named me Colton?”

      “It’s possible. He got along with my father better than I did.”

      “What was he like? Your dad?”

      “I’m not getting into this. You need to go.” She points behind us. “Someone’s trying to get in.”

      We turn back and see we’re blocking the door. We go outside to the street, standing off to the side to get out of the way.

      I take Colton’s hand. “I’m so sorry. That woman was… awful. Maybe I shouldn’t say that about your mom but—”

      “No. You’re right. She was awful. And she’s not my mom, or that’s not how I see her anymore. She’s just the lady who gave birth to me. I don’t feel any connection to her.”

      “You want to go somewhere? To talk, or get something to eat?”

      “I’m not hungry. I just want to go home.”

      “Home here or back at school?”

      “School. I’m not ready to see my dad yet. I need to get over what happened today before I tell him I went to see her.”

      “There’s a train leaving in a half hour. If we hurry, we could probably make it.”

      We go down to the subway and make it to the train with five minutes to spare. Colton’s quiet on the ride home. I don’t bother him. He’ll talk to me when he’s ready.

      We’re back at the house just before noon. Colton goes into his room and lays down on the bed.

      “Do you want to talk?” I ask, sitting beside him.

      “Yeah, but not about my mom. I mean, Trina.”

      “What do you want to talk about?”

      Colton sits up and turns to me. “You and Theo. Ella, this has gone on long enough. You two used to be really close and now you’re not even speaking.”

      “Because I’m tired of him telling me what to do. Treating me like a kid.”

      “Then prove to him that you’re not.”

      “I’ve tried, but nothing changes.”

      “Just saying you’re not a kid isn’t enough. You need to show him you’re not, and running away isn’t doing that. Adults try to work things out, not run away.”

      “You’re saying I’m childish for moving out?” I say, getting defensive.

      “I’m saying running away isn’t the answer. Going back there and talking to Theo shows him you’re not a kid anymore.”

      “I shouldn’t have to prove it. If anything, Theo’s being a child for acting this way. Beating up his friend? Not talking to you? That’s childish.”

      “I agree, but one of you has to make the first move, and since you’re clearly the more mature one of the two of you,” Colton says with a smile, “I think you should make the first move.”

      “And what if he still forbids me from seeing you?”

      “Who cares? How’s he going to enforce it? You can drive here and see me whenever you want. I can pick you up at your house. Go see you at work. Theo can’t stop us from seeing each other.”

      “I guess you’re right.”

      “And I know you don’t want to do this, but I really think you should tell Theo what you told me. About taking care of your mom.”

      “No. I can’t. He’ll think it’s his fault and feel bad that he put me through that.”

      “He didn’t. Your mom did, and he needs to know what you went through. It’s more proof that you’re not the little kid he thinks you are.”

      “I get what you’re saying, but I can’t do it. Theo needs more time to accept that her drinking wasn’t his fault. He’s getting there, but he’s not there yet.”

      “Okay, well, it’s your decision. I just think if he knew, it would help.” Colton holds my hand. “So will you do it? Will you go talk to him?”

      “Right now?”

      “It’s not going to get any easier if you wait.”

      I sigh. “Fine, I’ll do it.” I kiss Colton’s cheek since I can’t kiss his lips with part of them split open. Theo probably did that on purpose so I couldn’t kiss Colton.

      “I can’t believe you talked me into doing this,” I say, getting up from the bed. “I must really like you.”

      Colton smiles. “Or maybe you’re falling in love with me.”

      “I hope not,” I say, walking to the door. “Who knows what you’d talk me into if I loved you.”
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      It feels strange being back at Theo’s house. Just walking in the door, I feel my chest tighten, anticipating a fight. I’m assuming that’s what will happen. I still don’t know why I’m doing this. Maybe Colton’s right and I really do love him. There’s no other way to explain how he got me to do this.

      “You’re not listening!” I hear Darcy yell from upstairs.

      “Listening to what?” Theo yells back. “You telling me I’m wrong?”

      They’re up in their room, but the door must be open because I can easily hear them from downstairs.

      “If that’s how you want to see it, then yeah,” Darcy says. “It’s wrong for you to tell Ella who she can be with. She didn’t try to have feelings for Colton. It just happened. And now you expect her to just shut those feelings off?”

      “She barely knows him. How strong could her feelings for him be?” I hear Theo walking back and forth with his loud, clompy feet. “This is Colton’s fault. He let her believe something could happen between them. The bastard was only thinking of himself and what he wanted to do with my sister. I fucking hate him.”

      “This isn’t about sex,” Darcy says. “Colton could have sex with any girl he wants. If he was using Ella for that, he would’ve been done with her by now, not living with her.”

      “He’s only doing that to piss me off. To get back at me for beating him up.”

      “Are you hearing yourself?” Darcy says. “Because you’re not making any sense. Colton is not letting her live there to get back at you. He’s doing it because he cares about her. Because he wants to be with her. Because she’s his girlfriend.”

      “Do not fucking call her that. She is not his girlfriend.”

      “She is, and Colton does care about her. We can all see it, except you.”

      “He’s pretending to care. It’s not real.”

      I hear Darcy sigh. “I’m going to tell you something that will probably make you mad, but I’m telling you anyway.”

      “Do I really want to know this?”

      “Just listen. When we were in Florida, Wes and Avery went to a party at Zane’s house. Colton was there and Avery said girls kept going up to him, but Colton turned them all down. He never does that.”

      “Maybe it was still early and he wanted to see who else would show up.”

      “One of the girls told Colton she’d been at another party that night but left because everyone was doing drugs and she thought the cops would show up. She told Colton she saw Ella there so he took off to go get her. He left a party, Theo. That’s something else he never does. But he did that night, because of Ella.”

      “I told him to watch over her. He was just doing what I told him to.”

      “But he didn’t have to. Wes offered to go get her.”

      “What the hell was she doing at a party where everyone’s doing drugs? See what I mean? She’s not old enough to make good decisions. This is why I’m so strict with her.”

      Hearing him say that makes me so mad I could scream. But I don’t, because I want to hear what they’re going to say next.

      “You’ve never made bad decisions?” Darcy says, raising her voice. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, I’ve made a few, but I learn from them. Ella doesn’t.”

      “I can’t even talk to you right now.” I hear Darcy’s footsteps as she goes down the hall, then see her as she comes down the stairs. She stops when she sees me. “Ella. I didn’t know you were here.”

      “I just got here.”

      “Theo!” Darcy yells up the stairs. “Ella’s here.”

      He runs down the stairs and comes over to me. “You moving back?”

      “I’m here to talk to you.”

      “About what?”

      “About what we’re going to do about this.”

      “Are you breaking up with Colton?”

      “No.”

      “Then there’s nothing to talk about,” he says, going past me to the kitchen.

      I walk up to Darcy. “Can I talk to him alone?”

      She nods and goes upstairs to her room.

      “That’s it?” I say, remaining by the couch as Theo looks for something to eat. “You’re not even going to talk to me?”

      “If you’re still with Colton, there’s nothing to say.”

      “So our relationship is over if I stay with him? That’s really what you want?”

      “It’s not what I want, but that’s the decision you made.”

      “I never made that decision. You did.” I walk over to him as he takes a loaf of bread from the cupboard. “Theo, I don’t want this ruining our relationship. You’re my brother and I love you.”

      He puts the bread down and grips the counter, leaning forward, his head down. “I love you too.”

      “I heard you and Darcy talking just now, and what she said is true. I never tried to have feelings for Colton. When you were in Florida, I went on a date with a guy, but I didn’t like him so we didn’t go out again. Then I went to Faith’s apartment and she set me up with some guy she knew, but I didn’t like him either.”

      Theo stands up straight, turning to face me. “You did all this while I was gone? What the hell? Where was Colton when all this was happening?”

      “He was trying to stay away from me. And I was trying to stay away from him. We had feelings for each other, but we didn’t want to act on those feelings because of you. Colton kept saying he promised you he’d stay away from me and that he didn’t want to ruin your friendship.”

      “And then he did. So much for keeping his promise.”

      “Theo, you’re not getting it. What I’m telling you is that Colton and I tried to stay away from each other. We tried to not have feelings for each other. And he told me over and over that we shouldn’t do this. But I’ve never felt this way about a guy, and it’s not fair I have to give him up because my brother doesn’t approve.”

      “You haven’t dated enough guys to know if what you feel for Colton is real or not. You’re too young.”

      “Would you stop saying that? I’m not too young to know if my feelings are real or not. I’ve dated more guys than you think. Mom and Dad didn’t tell you about them because they knew you’d get all crazy, saying I shouldn’t be dating.”

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t date. I just wish you were more careful. Guys can be assholes. They’ll lie to get you to do what they want.”

      “I know that. I’m not stupid.”

      “Yeah, but you’re 18.”

      “And that makes me unable to make good decisions?”

      “Yeah, actually it does.”

      I’m fuming mad, but trying really hard to control my temper.

      “I’m not immature,” I say, looking down.

      “I didn’t say you were.”

      “You just did.” I look up at him. “You say it all the time.”

      “This is pointless. We’re just talking in circles.” He takes out four slices of bread and tosses them on a plate.

      I wasn’t going to say this, but I don’t know how else to get through to him.

      “You never got left at school,” I say. “You never had to lie to your friends. Never had to clean up after her.”

      “Clean up after who?” Theo glances at me. “Who are you talking about?”

      “Mom.”

      He stops making his sandwich and turns to me. “What about her?”

      “She got worse the older we got.”

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “No. You don’t. You weren’t there. You were always with your friends or staying after school for sports. You were at football games or parties or out with girls. And in the summers you went to sport camps.”

      “Yeah? So what happened when I wasn’t around?” He leans against the counter, his arms folded over his chest.

      “She wouldn’t pick me up after school because she was passed out drunk, leaving me with no way to get home. She’d say she’d take me to a friend’s house and then be too drunk to drive. I’d go to a sleepover and in the morning she’d be too hungover to pick me up. If I brought friends home, they’d ask why my mom couldn’t walk straight. I didn’t know what to say so I stopped inviting people over.”

      “Where was Dad? Why didn’t he pick you up or take you places?”

      “He was always at work. I didn’t want to bother him, and I felt like I had to cover for Mom. I didn’t want him yelling at her to stop drinking because—”

      “It always made her drink more,” Theo says.

      I nod. “When you left for college, it got even worse. I was cleaning up her puke, picking her up off the floor, helping her get to bed. The only time I’d let myself go out and do something fun was when Dad was home to watch her, which wasn’t very often.”

      “Ella, I didn’t know about any of this. Dad always made it sound like you were out with your friends, going on dates, going to school dances.”

      “Because that’s all Dad saw. He didn’t see what it was like for me when he wasn’t around.”

      “But Mom wasn’t any better when he was there.”

      “I know, but then it was his job to care for her. He didn’t think about what happened when he wasn’t home. He probably thought she took care of herself.”

      Theo puts his hands on my shoulders and leans down to me. “Why didn’t you ever tell me this? I would’ve helped you.”

      “I didn’t want you to know,” I say, looking down.

      “Why?”

      “Because I knew you’d blame yourself for what I was going through. You’ve always believed you’re the reason Mom drank. You felt guilty for it. Telling you this would’ve made you feel even worse. I couldn’t do that to you.”

      “Ella, look at me.” He waits until my eyes meet up with his. “I’m sorry that happened. If I’d known, I would’ve helped you. You didn’t need to protect me like that.”

      “And you don’t need to protect me. I’m not a little kid. I told you all that stuff about Mom to prove to you I’m more mature than you think. I only got to be a kid for a few years and then I was forced to be an adult.”

      Theo hugs me. “I’m sorry, Ella. I wish I’d known.”

      I pull away from him. “Moving here is the first time in a long time that I feel like other people my age. Going to parties. Going to concerts. Just going out at all is something I didn’t get to do much when I lived at home. But then I move here and you tell me I can’t go out or do anything unless it’s with you and Darcy.”

      He nods. “Yeah, I get it. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “And Colton.” I smile. “I like him so much. I know you don’t want to hear that, but it’s true. Colton talks to me and listens to me and treats me like an adult. Just being around him makes me happy.” I wipe the tears forming at the corner of my eyes. “I need that, Theo. After everything I’ve been through, why can’t you just let me be happy?”

      Theo blows out a breath. “And Colton does that? He really makes you happy?”

      “Yes.” I wipe my eyes again.

      Theo looks down, shaking his head. “Fuck.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He looks at me. “It means you’re dating my best friend.”

      “And you’re okay with it?” I cautiously ask.

      “I don’t have a choice. I want you to be happy, and if that idiot makes you as happy as you say…” Theo sighs. “Why did it have to be him?”

      I smile a little. “Sorry. I tried to find someone else.”

      “So are you moving back?”

      “Yeah. If that’s okay.”

      “Of course it’s okay. Darcy’s going crazy without you. We’ve been fighting since you left.”

      “Darcy’s the only one who missed me?”

      Theo smiles. “I might’ve missed you, too. Go get your stuff. I’ll go tell Darcy.”

      “Can I tell her?”

      “Yeah, go ahead.”

      I turn to leave, then turn back. “What about Colton?”

      “What about him?”

      “Are you going to be friends with him again?”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Theo says, trying not to smile. “I admit, I kind of miss the bastard.”

      “Why don’t you go talk to him? He could really use a friend right now.”

      I tell Theo what happened in New York with Colton’s mom, then I text Colton to see if he’s awake. He texts back that he’s at the park, shooting baskets.

      Theo leaves to go talk to Colton. I never thought it would happen. I never thought Theo would accept me being with Colton or that those two could ever be friends again. But somehow it happened. I got my brother back, and I get to be with the guy I really like, and am maybe starting to love.

    

  







            CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

          

          

      

    

    






COLTON

        

      

    

    
      “Throw it over,” a guy yells as I pick up the basketball. I turn back and see Theo heading this way.

      “Theo,” I say as he walks onto the court. “What are you doing here?”

      “Ella said you were shooting hoops. I thought I’d join you. You got a problem with that?”

      I don’t know what this means. Is he here to beat me up again or are we really playing ball? I wish Ella had told me what happened when she went over there, but all she did was send me a text, asking if I was awake. I tried to sleep, but couldn’t, so decided to come to the park.

      “You can do what you want,” I say to Theo. “It’s a public park.” I throw the ball and miss. It bounces off the backboard and Theo grabs it.

      “Hey, that’s mine,” I say, trying to get it from him.

      “It was. It’s mine now.” He throws the ball, landing it in the basket. He smiles at me. “That’s how it’s done.”

      “Asshole,” I mutter, smiling back.

      “Go ahead.” He points to the ball.

      I pick up the ball and sink it into the basket.

      “Lucky shot,” Theo says.

      “Luck, my ass. That was skill.”

      He gets the ball and runs back to the free throw line. “You think I can make it?”

      “I’d say there’s a fifty-fifty chance.”

      “Let’s make it interesting.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “If I make it,” he says, lining up his shot, “you have to come over for dinner tonight.” He looks over at me. “Darcy’s cooking, so think about that before you make your decision.”

      “You’re inviting me to dinner?” I ask, thinking there must be a catch. Maybe he’s going to do something to my food, like give me food poisoning.

      “Hurry up,” he says, eyeing the backboard, his ball ready to shoot. “What’s it going to be?”

      “I’m in. You make the shot, I’ll come over.”

      The ball soars in the air and drops through the basket.

      Theo laughs and walks over to me. “Sorry, man. She’s making taco lasagna tonight.”

      “That doesn’t sound bad. I like tacos. And lasagna.”

      “It’s bad. Trust me.” He motions to the bench next to the court. “You want to sit down?”

      We go over to the bench. Theo sits down, but I remain standing.

      “What’s wrong?” Theo asks.

      “Is this a trick? Are you gonna hit me?” I rub my mouth. “Because this still isn’t healed and if you hit me again, it’s gonna need stitches.”

      “I’m not going to hit you. You can sit down.” He waits until I do, then turns to me. “I talked to Ella. She’s moving back.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I don’t say much because I’m not sure where this is going. I really wish Ella would’ve talked to me and told me what happened.

      “I’m not going to keep fighting this,” Theo says. “You seem to make her happy so I’ll just have to learn to be okay with it.” He shrugs. “I guess there are worse guys she could be with.”

      “Thanks,” I say, laughing a little.

      “You’ll take good care of her, right?” Theo asks. “I mean, you’re not going to dump her one day and break her heart and make me have to kill you.”

      “I’ll do everything possible not to hurt her. I really do care about her. I’m not just saying that.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he says with a sigh. “Just don’t be making out with her in front of me. Or touching her.”

      “I can’t hold her hand?”

      “Okay, fine, you can hold her hand, but that’s it.”

      “So are we back to being friends?” I ask.

      “I need someone to play video games with, so I guess I don’t have a choice.”

      “Want to play after dinner?”

      “If we don’t get sick from the taco lasagna, then yeah,” he jokes, but then his expression turns serious. “So I heard you went to the city this morning.”

      “Did Ella tell you what happened?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry. I know you were hoping she’d want to be part of your life. But from what Ella said about her, I don’t think you’d want that.”

      “No. I wouldn’t. I never should’ve gone there. I should’ve listened to Greg. He tried to warn me about her.”

      “You needed to go. If you hadn’t, you would’ve always wondered about it.”

      “Yeah, you’re right. I was just hoping it would turn out like you and Kurt. I thought she’d say she regrets not being in my life all these years and wants to make up for lost time. Like what happened with Kurt.”

      “But Kurt wanted to be a dad. It sounds like this woman never wanted to be a mom.”

      “No. She didn’t. Greg told me that, but I didn’t want to believe him.”

      “I really am sorry.”

      I shrug. “It’s okay. I’ll get over it.” I look out at the court, then back at Theo. “So is Kurt coming to town soon?”

      Theo nods. “Next week. We’re going golfing after practice on Wednesday.”

      “It’s good you two are seeing each other more. You know Ella thinks you’re keeping your distance from Kurt because you still blame him for leaving you and your mom.”

      “Yeah, we kind of talked about that today. Not about Kurt, specifically, but about my mom and what Ella went through after I left for college.”

      “She told you that?” I ask, because I didn’t think she would.

      “Yeah. She told you?”

      “We had a long talk about it. I told her she should tell you, but she was afraid to. She didn’t want you blaming yourself even more for your mom’s problems and how it affected the family.”

      “I’m glad she told me. I needed to know. It makes me see her differently.”

      “Like an adult?”

      “I’m getting there,” he says, with a slight smile. His phone rings and he takes it from his pocket. “It’s Wes.”

      “See what he wants.”

      Theo answers the call. “Hey, what’s up?” Theo listens. “Again? Do they know why?”

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Coach passed out at the grocery store. He’s in the hospital.”

      “Put it on speaker,” I say, pointing to the phone.

      “Wes, you’re on speaker. Colton’s here.”

      “You’re with Colton right now?” Wes asks, sounding surprised.

      “Yeah, long story,” Theo says. “I’ll tell you later. So what else did you find out about Coach?”

      “They’re keeping him in the hospital overnight. I don’t know what happens after that, but Eli was right. It’s emphysema. I guess Coach has had it for a few years, but it’s been getting worse.”

      “Meaning he can’t coach anymore?”

      “I don’t know, but he can’t coach this summer. He has to take a few months off. The email they sent out said we’re getting a temporary coach. A friend of the dean’s. He retired last year, but he agreed to fill in until they find someone else.”

      “He retired?” Theo asks. “So we’re getting another old guy?”

      “He retired early. I don’t think he’s that old, at least not as old as Coach.”

      “Did you say this is all in an email?”

      “Yeah, I just got it. I was calling to see if you saw it.”

      “Not yet. Thanks for letting us know.”

      “Yeah. Talk to you guys later.”

      Theo puts his phone away. “I guess we’re getting a new coach.”

      “Temporary coach, but it doesn’t sound like Coach Daley will be able to come back in the fall. Maybe Kurt could apply for the job.”

      “Maybe. I’ll bring it up to him next week when he’s here.”

      “Really? You think you’re ready for that? Assuming he got the job.”

      “I need to think about it some more, but yeah, I think I’d like having him here.” He gets up. “You want to play? We both know I’ll win, but if you watch closely, you might learn something.”

      “You’re full of shit.” I run to get the ball. “You suck at basketball.”

      And just like that, Theo and I are back to being friends.
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      “Tate!” Coach Boyd yells, stomping over to Eli, his face red, nostrils flared. “What did I just tell you?”

      “Yeah, I know. I messed up. I’ll do it again.”

      Coach gets in his face. “What the hell’s your problem, kid? Your parents didn’t teach you how to follow directions? Did they spend your childhood telling you how special you are?” He makes quote marks in the air as he says the word ‘special’. “Did they tell you you’re too special to have to follow directions?”

      I stifle a laugh, knowing if I actually laughed and Coach heard me, I’d be getting yelled at like Eli is right now. Coach Boyd is a drill sergeant. Not literally. He didn’t serve in the military, but you’d think he did by the way he treats us. It’s like we’re his soldiers and he’s training us for battle. He’s brutal. He doesn’t tolerate mistakes and will throw you out of practice if you screw up. Or he’ll let you stay just so he can make fun of you in front of everyone.

      Eli messed up a play just now, which isn’t a big deal. It’s practice. Who the hell cares? But Coach Boyd doesn’t see it that way. To him, practice is as important as an actual game. If we screw up, we lose.

      “I asked you a question,” Coach says to Eli. “Do you think you’re special, Tate?”

      “No,” Eli says, gritting his teeth.

      “Good,” Coach says, straightening up and pulling his shoulders back.

      Not only does Coach Boyd act like a drill sergeant, he looks like one, too. He stands with his head tall, shoulders back, and his dark gray hair is cut in a crew cut. He’s also huge. The guy’s like six foot five and 250 pounds, and most of it’s muscle. His shoulders and arms are massive. The guy must take steroids. I don’t know how else a guy in his fifties gets muscles that big, and it would explain why he’s in a constant state of rage.

      “Now that we cleared that up,” Coach says to the rest of us. “Let’s try that play again. And Pennington.” He looks at Wes. “I need more speed on the ball this time.”

      “Got it,” Wes says, knowing those are the only words Coach will accept. If any of us say we’ll try to do something, Coach scolds us for it. He doesn’t accept trying, only doing.

      Wes used to push back when Coach Daley was our coach, but he’s learned not to do that with Coach Boyd. Same for the rest of us. Arguing with the guy is pointless. If you dare challenge him, he’ll throw you out of practice.

      I try to steer clear of Coach Boyd the best I can. I do the plays and keep my mouth shut. The guys and I agree that it’s not worth getting worked up about a coach who’s only here for a few more weeks, assuming the college has a new coach by then. They’re still interviewing people, including Kurt, Theo’s dad. The problem with Kurt is that he signed a contract last spring that locks him into coaching this fall at the prep school he’s been working at. If the college wants to hire him, they’ll have to wait until December, unless Kurt can find a way out of his contract. That doesn’t seem likely, which means we’ll be getting a coach we know nothing about, but anyone’s better than Coach Boyd. I used to think no one could be worse than Coach Daley, but this guy managed to prove me wrong.

      We finish practice and Coach tells us to go clean up, then meet him in the strategy room. He named it that. It’s really just a room where we go over what we did wrong and how to fix it. Like Coach Daley, Coach Boyd almost never tells us what we did right, saying if something goes well, you don’t need to talk about it. I disagree, but I disagree with most things he says.

      “Decided to join us, Tate?” Coach yells as Eli he comes into the strategy room. He’s the last one here, but he’s not late. There’s still two minutes left before the time Coach told us to be here.

      Eli takes a seat in the last row, next to Wes and me.

      “I’m early and I still get yelled at,” Eli says under his breath.

      “Just let me get this loaded up,” Coach says as he messes with his phone, “and then we’ll get started.”

      Coach set the room up like a classroom, with three rows of chairs separated down the middle with a narrow pathway so Coach can walk down it and go up to whatever player he wants to yell at. Invading our personal space is a technique he uses to intimidate us. He’s huge, so it usually works, although we all try to pretend it doesn’t.

      There’s a projector in the back of the room that Coach connected to his phone so he can show us replays of games on the screen in the front of the room, along with diagrams of plays and the name of his least improved player of the week. I’m not kidding. The guy calls out whoever on the team he thinks did the least that week, hoping to shame and embarrass them into doing better.

      “Something’s not working,” Coach says, still messing with his phone. “I’ll be right back.”

      When he leaves, Wes turns to Eli and me. “You guys want to come over tonight? Maybe grill out and have some beers?”

      “I’d be up for that,” I say. “Let me text Ella.”

      “You have to check with your girlfriend to see if you can go?” Eli shakes his head. “That’s so sad.”

      “Shut up,” I say as I text her. “I’m not asking for permission. I’m asking if she wants to go.” I look over at Wes. “She’s invited, right?”

      “Well, yeah, obviously. Theo and Darcy are coming so I’m sure Ella will.”

      “You guys are pathetic,” Eli says. “You don’t do anything alone anymore. You have to do everything as a couple.”

      “You’re just jealous because you don’t have anyone,” I say.

      “I don’t need a girlfriend. I don’t have time for one. Premed classes are a lot harder than the classes you two take.”

      “I take plenty of hard classes,” I say.

      “You’re taking a sex class next semester,” Eli says, rolling his eyes. “I’m taking Physics, Biochemistry, Biochem lab, and Statistics. And I have to start studying for the MCATs.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s what you get for wanting to be a doctor,” I say. “And I’m not taking a sex class. It’s called The Study of Erotic Literature. It’s a new class, and it takes care of an English requirement.”

      “He gets to read dirty books,” Wes says to Eli. “Darcy’s taking it too. Theo can’t wait to find out what her homework is like. He’s hoping he’ll benefit from it.”

      Coach Boyd returns, walking to the front of the room. “Okay, everyone quiet down.” A video pops up on the screen behind him. “We’ll start by going over some plays from yesterday’s practice.”

      He spends the next hour showing us video and telling us how we screwed up. Then he talks a little about our first game, which is only a couple weeks away.

      “Any questions?” Coach asks. “Before I announce our least improved player?”

      Wes raises his hand.

      “Pennington,” Coach barks. “Go ahead.”

      “Any news on the search for a permanent coach?” Wes asks.

      “Actually, yes,” Coach says. “It seems that none of the current candidates are a suitable fit or aren’t available for the upcoming season. So, fortunately, for all of you, I’ve agreed to stay on for a few more months.”

      I feel the energy in the room drop. We were all hoping he’d be gone soon. We were counting on it, only to find out we’re stuck with him for the season.

      “Fuck,” Wes mutters under his breath.

      “Moving along,” Coach says. “Our least improved player award this week goes to Eli Tate.” Coach’s eyes go to Eli at the back of the room. “Hopefully, this award will inspire Eli to do better in the weeks ahead.”

      “Seriously?” Eli says to Wes and me. “He’s given me that fucking award three times in two months.”

      “One last thing before we go,” Coach says. “One of the reasons I agreed to stay on as your coach is that my daughter will be attending school here in the fall. She’ll be in the graduate program, studying bioengineering. Being here with her will provide us with some father-daughter time.” He smiles, which I’ve never seen him do until now. “She’s my only daughter and my pride and joy. She’s daddy’s little girl, as they say, and I’m very protective of her. I’m saying this to let you all know that if any of you see her on campus and think you’d like to ask her out, you’ll have to get through me.” He narrows his eyes at us. “And nobody gets between me and my little girl. You get anywhere near her, you’ll have to deal with me, and trust me, when I’m done with you, you’ll regret even looking at her.” He pauses. The room is silent. I can practically feel the fear coming off the guys who are single, worried they might accidentally look at Coach’s daughter and get in trouble for it. Coach messes with his phone. “This is her.” A photo appears on the screen. “You see her on campus? You stay away.”

      “Shit,” Eli mutters, staring at the screen.

      “What?” I look at him and notice his face is pale. He looks like he might throw up. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Have I made myself clear?” Coach barks.

      Everyone nods.

      “Good. You’re all excused.”

      We go back to the locker room to get our stuff. Eli stands in front of his locker, staring at it, like he’s in a trance.

      “What the hell is your problem?” I say. “You look like you saw a ghost.”

      “It’s worse.”

      “What do you mean?” Wes shuts his locker and turns to Eli.

      “Remember when I went to my cousin’s wedding in June?”

      “Yeah,” I say. “What about it?”

      “The girl I slept with,” he says, still staring at his locker.

      “Yeah?” I say, glancing at Wes.

      Eli swallows, then says, “It was Coach’s daughter.”

      “Shit,” Wes mutters.

      “You’re kidding, right?” I say.

      He turns and shoves me. “I’m not kidding. Why the hell would I joke about that?” Eli sits down on the bench behind him. “The guy fucking hates me. He hates me more than anyone else on the team. What if this is why? What if he knows I was with his daughter?”

      “He doesn’t know,” I assure him. “And you’re not going to tell him. You got nothing to worry about.”

      “Have you talked to her since the wedding?” Wes asks.

      “No. I never thought I’d see her again. What if she tells him? What if she sees me and tells her dad what we did?”

      “I don’t see her doing that,” Wes says. “Most daughters don’t go around telling their dads who they’ve slept with.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” Eli says with a sigh.

      “You’re good.” I grip Eli’s shoulder and lean down to him. “You got nothing to worry about.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I gotta go,” I say, grabbing my gym bag. “I’ll see you at home.”

      “Yeah, see ya.”

      Wes and I leave and go out to the parking lot.

      “He’s dead if Coach finds out,” Wes says.

      “Yeah, let’s hope he doesn’t.” I stop by my car. “I didn’t hear back from Ella, but I’m sure we’ll be there tonight.”

      “Okay, see ya.”

      When I get back to my house, Ella is there. I gave her a key since she’s over here all the time.

      “Hey, I saw your text,” Ella says as I’m walking in. “I already told Avery we’d be there. I must’ve forgot to tell you.”

      I go up to Ella in the kitchen and pull her into my arms. “What time are we supposed to be there?”

      “Not until five. We have the afternoon free since I don’t have to work. We should go do something.”

      “Or we could do something here,” I say, pressing my lips to hers.

      She puts her hand on my chest and pushes me back. “What would we do here?” she asks in a flirty tone.

      “I could think of plenty of things.” I kiss the side of her neck. “And they all involve you.” I whisper in her ear, describing all the things I want to do to her.

      Dirty talk turns her on. Sometimes I do it when we’re out places, so by the time we’re home, we barely make it to the bedroom.

      Ella jumps up on the counter, pulls me toward her, and kisses me. It’s a kiss that says she’s ready to do the things I just described.

      “Hey!” I hear Eli yell.

      Ella and I look over at him as he comes into the house.

      “Don’t be doing that shit in the kitchen,” he says. “I make food in there.” He shakes his head as he walks through the living room and back to his bedroom.

      “What happened?” Ella asks. “Why is he in a bad mood?”

      “He just found out the girl he slept with at his cousin’s wedding is Coach’s daughter.”

      “And your coach found out?”

      “God, no. If he’d found out, Eli would be dead right now.”

      “So why is he upset?”

      “Because Coach’s daughter is going to school here in a few weeks.”

      “Oh,” Ella says with concern. She’s met Coach Boyd and agrees the guy is scary as hell.

      “Yeah. Eli’s freaking out.”

      “Well, it shouldn’t be a problem if they stay away from each other.”

      “Sometimes that’s not easy to do.” I kiss her. “Like with me. I tried to stay away from you and look what happened.”

      “That’s different. You were in love with me.”

      “Not when I met you.”

      “You were.” She smiles. “You just didn’t want to admit it.”

      “Oh, really? And how do you know this?”

      “You stopped dating other girls. Theo says when a guy loses interest in other girls, it’s a sure sign he’s in love.”

      “What the hell does Theo know?”

      “Let’s not talk about my brother. I don’t want to think about him right before we…”

      “Yeah. You’re right.” I lift her off the counter. “Let’s go to our room before Eli yells at us again.” I set her down and take her hand.

      “Our room?” Ella says.

      “I meant my room.”

      She smiles. “It was ours for the week I stayed here.”

      “Yeah, it was.”

      “Do you think we’ll ever live together again?”

      “I could see that happening. Maybe next summer.”

      “You think we’ll still be dating next summer?”

      “Hell yeah. You’re not getting rid of me. I worked too hard to get you.” I lean down and kiss her. “And I love you, so there’s that.”

      Before Ella, I never told a girl I loved her. I didn’t want to say it if I didn’t mean it. But I mean it with Ella. She’s replaced Theo as my best friend. I haven’t told him that, but I’m sure he’s figured it out. Theo and I are still close. We talk about stuff and hang out a lot. The other day, we were arguing about something and Darcy heard us and said we sounded like brothers.

      It made me realize that I do think of Theo like a brother. He’s like family, and who knows? Maybe someday, if Ella agrees to it, Theo will be my brother. I laugh as I think about that. Theo didn’t want me dating Ella. What would he do if I married her?

      “What’s so funny?” Ella asks.

      “Theo. It’s nothing. Forget it.”

      “I told you to stop talking about him right before we…” Ella sighs. “Now I can’t do this.”

      “Oh, we’re doing this.” I pick her up, throw her over my shoulder, and head to the bedroom.

      “Put me down,” she says, laughing. “I can’t do this. Not when I’m thinking about Theo.”

      “You won’t be.” I set her down and kiss her. “When I’m done with you, you won’t even remember you have a brother.”
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed The Rules We Shatter! Eli’s story is coming next! He spent the night with a girl last summer, then finds out she’s the daughter of his football coach—and will be attending Halston in the fall! Coach warned the team to stay away from her, but when Eli sees her again, will he be able to resist her?

      To find out when Eli’s book is coming out, along with other book news, exclusive bonus scenes, and giveaways, join my newsletter. It’s free and you can unsubscribe at any time. Click here to sign up!

      Want to read Wes and Avery’s story? It’s available now at Amazon! Go here to get your copy of The Rules We Make!

      To get The Rules We Break, Theo and Darcy’s story, go here!
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        * * *

      

      If you love sports romances, check out Playing With Fire, one of my Kai Juniper books. Keep reading for a sneak peek!
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CHAPTER ONE

        

      

    

    
      Brett

      “There's a guy waiting for his car,” Josh says, holding the key fob out to me.

      I look up from my phone.  “How long’s he been waiting?"

      “Only a minute,” Josh says, “but to these assholes, a minute’s more like an hour. You better hurry up."

      Shoving my phone in my pocket, I take the key from him and race out the front entrance of the country club to the valet lot. It’s around back, hidden by a wall of perfectly manicured hedges. As I approach the lot, I look down at the claim ticket attached to the key and see that the parking space number is smudged, to the point I can’t read it.

      “Shit,” I mutter. Finding the car without the number is going to add even more time to the owner’s wait, which could cut my tip in half, or maybe the bastard won’t even give me one.

      There’s a Mercedes logo on the key fob, which isn’t helpful given the number of Mercedes in the lot. I just passed five of them and see two others just up ahead. I hit the lights button and see a light flash off to my right. Hitting the button again, I follow the light to the next row over and locate the Mercedes, a silver sedan.

      Hurrying to get in the car, I accidentally drop the key.

      “Fuck,” I say, reaching down to find it. My hand searches the floor mat but it’s not there. I reach below my seat and feel it wedged in the narrow spot between the seat and the door. I grab it and push the button to start the car.

      “Wait!” someone says from behind me.

      I whip around and see someone in the back seat. It’s too dark to see who it is, but from her outline it looks like a girl with long hair.

      “What the hell? You scared the shit out of me!”

      “I didn’t mean to. I just didn’t want you taking off with me in the car. Could you unlock the doors?”

      “What the fuck are you doing in here?” I ask, but then realize I shouldn’t have cursed. This place has strict rules about cursing around the members, although I’m not sure this girl is a member. Why would one of the members be sitting in their car while it’s parked in the valet lot?

      “Just unlock the door. It locked when you got in and I can’t find my key.”

      “So this is your car?”

      “It’s my dad’s.”

      I reach up and turn on the interior light, then look back at the person behind me. She’s probably around my age, with long dark hair, fair skin, and light blue eyes. She’s wearing a pink dress with tiny straps at the top. A thin silver chain hangs around her neck with a tiny diamond attached that matches the diamond studs in her ears. Given the membership fee for the country club, I’m guessing the diamonds are real.

      “Why are you out here?” I ask.

      “I needed some time to myself,” she says, looking down as she swipes her hand under her eye. She looks back up, and I notice the line of mascara running down her cheeks. She was crying, but why? Did something happen? Is she hurt?

      Why do I care? It’s not my business to care. I’m here to park cars. That’s it. I got strict instructions when I was hired to never get involved with the members. Smile, be friendly, and do your job. Do anything more than that and you risk getting fired.

      “I need to get the car back,” I say, facing forward. “You coming with me or getting out?”

      “Can you just wait a minute?” she asks, sounding desperate.

      “I’m already late getting it back. I probably already lost any chance I had at a tip.”

      “I’ll give you the money.” I feel her hand on my arm, gently squeezing it. “Please. Just a few more minutes.”

      “I can’t. I could get fired. I need to get the car back. Are you staying or going?”

      “Hey Dad, I’m still meeting with her.” I turn back and see the girl talking on her phone. “Could you tell the valet to wait a few minutes?” She looks at me as she nods. “Okay, I will. Thanks.” She puts her phone down. “We have ten minutes.”

      “For what? What are we doing here?”

      She lays her head back on the seat, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath.

      “I’ll just come back later.” I shut off the car and open the door. I don’t know what’s going on here but it reeks of trouble and I don’t need that shit. Maybe Terrell was right when he warned me against taking this job. He said nothing good ever comes from being around rich people, at least not for people like us. But I needed the money and tonight’s tips alone are more than I made in a week at my old job.

      “Wait!” the girl says as I’m getting out of the car. I turn back and see her leaning up between the seats. “I’ll leave. You can take the car back.”

      “Where are you gonna go?”

      “I’ll walk back. It’s not that far.”

      I get in the car and turn to her. “What’s going on here? You have a fight with your parents and now you’re out here pouting?”

      “I’m not pouting,” she says, sounding offended. “And I wasn’t fighting with my parents.”

      “Then why are you out here hiding?”

      “I’m not hiding. I just—” She pauses. “Don’t you ever need to get away? So you can… breathe?”

      I stare back at her. “I breathe just fine, wherever I am.”

      She sighs. “That’s not what I was talking about. Just forget it.”

      I should keep quiet. I don’t know this girl and I shouldn’t care why she was crying. She’s rich, which means she’s probably upset because her daddy wouldn’t buy her the car she wanted, or a necklace with a bigger diamond.

      As I look out at the parking lot, my mind goes to Kelsey and Ava and how shitty I’d feel if they were sad and crying and no one even asked if they could help. This girl clearly doesn’t have anyone to talk to, and as much as I don’t want to get involved, I feel like an ass sitting here doing nothing.

      “What happened?” I ask, turning back to her.

      She looks up at the light shining down from the roof of the car. “Could you shut that off?”

      I hit the button, leaving us with the dim light of the parking lot.

      She lets out a breath. “I found out something that I’m not sure is true, but if it is, then everything I believed is a lie. I had to get away so I could think.”

      Her phone dings. She looks at it, then tosses it on the seat like she’s angry at whoever texted her.

      “I’m guessing this has to do with a guy?”

      She doesn’t answer as she looks down at her dress, picking at the shiny pink fabric of the billowing skirt. It reminds me of the princess dress Ava likes to wear.

      “If you don’t want to talk, we can just sit here,” I say.

      The girl doesn’t respond, so I turn back to the front.

      “Do you ever feel like you’re suffocating?” she says, barely above a whisper.

      “Not sure what you mean.”

      Actually, I do, but it’s probably not the same as what this girl’s talking about. There are times when I feel like I’m suffocating from all the pressure to be the man of the family and take care of everyone. At 17, I don’t want that kind of pressure but it’s the way my life turned out. Kelsey always tells me it’s not my responsibility to care for us, but I’m not going to let her work her ass off to put food on the table when I could be helping.

      I wait a moment, then say, “Yeah, I know what it’s like, but it’s just a part of life. You get through it.”

      “How?”

      I turn back to her, noticing the desperate look on her face, like she really wants me to give her the answer to a question that she hasn’t explained. How does she think I can help her if she won’t even tell me what’s wrong?

      “You just keep going,” I say, giving her the only answer I could come up with. “Things tend to get better with time.”

      “That’s not always true,” she mutters, looking down.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Sometimes they get worse.”

      “Hey.” I reach back and put my hand on hers. I don’t know why, but seeing this girl in so much pain is getting to me in a way I didn’t expect. “Maybe you should talk to someone. A counselor.”

      She shakes her head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “I just can’t.”

      “So what are you going to do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Turning back to the front, I check my phone and see it’s almost time to go back to the club.

      “We need to get going.”

      “Yeah,” she says quietly. As I go to push the button to start the car, she puts her hand on my arm, stopping me. “Hold on.”

      I look back at her. “Yeah?”

      “Would you do something for me?” She scoots up between the seats and turns to face me.

      “What is it? What do you want?”

      She bites her lip, not saying anything.

      “Just tell me. Hurry up.”

      She looks at me, and I notice her chest moving in and out as she takes fast, shallow breaths.

      “Would you kiss me?” she blurts out.

      “Kiss you?”

      She nods.

      “Why would I kiss you?”

      “I just need to know something.” She’s got this nervous, almost frightened look on her face, as she chews on her lip. She has nice lips. They’re full and pink and look soft. I wouldn’t mind kissing her, but it’s against the rules. I just started this job. I can’t risk getting fired after my first week.

      “I can’t,” I tell her.

      “Oh.” She looks down. “I understand.”

      The way she says it, it’s like she thinks I’m telling her no because I don’t find her attractive, which isn’t even close to the truth. The girl is gorgeous, but in a classy, rich-girl way. I typically wouldn’t even bother to look at girls like her, knowing her bank account puts her out of my league.

      “It’s not what you’re thinking,” I say. “It has nothing to do with you. I’m just not allowed to be involved with the members. It’s against the rules.”

      “I’m not asking you to be my boyfriend,” she says in a quiet voice. “I’m just asking for a kiss.”

      “Why? Have you never been kissed before?”

      I’d be shocked if she hasn’t. A girl this beautiful had to have been kissed at least a few times. Then again, maybe she’s one of those prim and proper rich girls who has no experience with guys.

      “I’ve been kissed,” she says, sounding offended. “Just forget it. Go back to the club.”

      I go to start the car but then stop, turning back to her. “Why did you want me to kiss you? Is this some kind of trick? Are you trying to get me fired?”

      “No!” She sits back and folds her arms over her chest. “Just go. Forget I even asked.”

      Still staring at her, I get this urge to do it. I don’t know why, and I don’t bother trying to find an answer to explain it.

      “Come here,” I say in a stern tone.

      “Why?”

      “Just come here. You have mascara smeared all down your cheek. You don’t want to go back looking like that, do you?”

      She shakes her head as she moves to the edge of the seat, leaning toward me.

      Reaching my hand up, I cup her face, my thumb rubbing over her cheek, wiping off the mascara. “Whatever’s going on, it’ll get better. Just give it time.”

      She swallows, then nods.

      “You never told me your name.”

      “Claire,” she says, her lips turning up just slightly, but enough to draw my eyes to them.

      I shouldn’t do it, but damn, I want to. And hell, she asked.

      Before I can stop myself, I lift her face to mine and kiss her. It’s a soft, innocent kiss, which is all I planned to do, but for some reason, I keep going. Her lips are as soft as they look, and when I kiss her again, her lips part for me. I should pull away, but I don’t. My tongue slips past her lips as I pull her closer, taking the kiss deeper. I feel her hand on my chest, gripping my shirt as she kisses me back, her tongue tangling with mine. This definitely isn’t her first kiss.

      Her phone dings and we break apart. Our eyes lock a moment before we both look away.

      Shit. What the hell did I just do? Never get involved with a member. It was the first thing my boss told me when I was hired. And after just a week on the job, I’m kissing one of the members, a rich girl I know nothing about who could easily get me fired. It was a damn good kiss, but not worth losing my job over.

      “You should go back,” she says.

      “Yeah.” I start the car.

      I hear the back door open.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, noticing her getting out.

      “I found the key,” she says, holding it up.

      As she walks off, I roll the window down. “Where are you going? Don’t you want a ride?”

      She walks back to me, a smile on her face. It looks good on her, much better than the sad look she had earlier. “I think it’s better if you show up alone. I’ll go in through the back. My father won’t even know I was gone.”

      The sneaking-off-and-lying-to-her-dad thing makes me think this girl has a bad side, which unfortunately is a turn-on for me, especially when the girl looks all sweet and innocent.

      “I guess I’ll see you around,” I say.

      She leans down to the window, that smile still on her face. “You never told me your name.”

      “Why do you need to know my name?”

      “I want to know who I kissed.”

      “You can’t tell anyone we did that. I’ll get fired.”

      “I won’t. But I still want to know your name.”

      “Guess,” I say, playing with her.

      “Holden?”

      “No.”

      “Griffen?”

      “Are these seriously names or are you making these up?”

      She laughs. “Just tell me. What’s your name?”

      “Brett.”

      She reaches her hand out to me. “Nice to meet you, Brett.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” I say, shaking her hand, confused why we’re shaking hands after just sharing a kiss, but maybe this is a thing rich people do.

      She keeps hold of my hand and looks in my eyes. “Thanks for the kiss.”

      “Yeah. See you around.”

      She takes off, her dress bouncing around her as she walks. She looks like a ballerina wearing a tutu. She walks like a ballerina too, taking quick, graceful steps as she makes her way around the back of the building.

      She better not tell anyone what we did. I still can’t believe it happened. I promised myself I’d stay out of trouble so I could keep this job until the end of the school year. And here I am, breaking my promise seven days in.
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      Want to keep reading! Click here to get Playing With Fire!
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        I also write under the name Kai Juniper. The Kai books are darker and grittier than my Allie books and feature younger characters.
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