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    WE MET AT a funeral. Not the most auspicious start for a relationship, but whatever. I was dealing with a lot of shit and then there was a boy with blue hair and a smile that made my heart do funny things, even though it was already broken.


    He didn’t know the truth about why I was so torn up about Ric. He was her cousin, but knew what she was like. A raging bitch most of the time. They say not to speak ill of the dead, but Ric was Ric. She was a cheater, a liar and a pretty terrible person, but that didn’t stop me from caring about her.


    He didn’t ask why I was so upset and then he said something about zombies. It was totally inappropriate, given the circumstances, but it made me laugh anyway. It didn’t hurt that he was disgustingly cute. Like, painfully cute. It was hard to look at him for too long.


    Of course my brother and my stupid friends saw me laughing with someone of the opposite sex and automatically assumed something. Okay sure, I didn’t smile all that often, or laugh, but mind your own fucking business.


    Things moved fast after that. We decided to date and that was that. For the most part.


    “Hun, can you hand me my pencil?” Max said as the pencil he’d placed on the table rolled to the floor of the library.


    “Sure thing,” I said, leaning down and picking it up. So I wasn’t much of an academic, but I got my homework done. Max had been a good influence on me since he studied harder than anyone I knew, except for maybe Audrey. The guy had worked three jobs (now he was down to two) to put himself through school, so he took his study time seriously.


    And then there was me. School was never my thing, but when you had an older brother that was a self-described “fucking genius”, you had no choice but to join in.


    I still hadn’t picked a major, but I’d been taking all my general education requirements and after those were done, I’d figure it out. I still had time.


    I handed the pencil to Max and he grabbed my hand and kissed the back of it. I rolled my eyes, but inside my stomach fluttered. I thought that feeling would go away by now, but nope. Still there every time he looked at me.


    “Shit, I have to get to work,” he said, looking at the time on his phone. It was time for his night job sitting at the desk in the gym on campus, swiping people’s cards and occasionally washing people’s gross and sweaty towels. It didn’t require a lot of (if any) brainpower, so he usually got a lot of his homework done.


    “Pick me up later?” he asked. I currently had a semi-working car thanks to my brother Stryker, who was always tinkering with one vehicle or another and made money as a mechanic to get by as well as working as a TA and interning part time at one of the labs on campus. He was on track to getting a sweet job, as long as they were cool with tats. And the bar in his eyebrow and the ring in his lip.


    “Uh huh,” I said and he came around the table to give me a goodbye kiss. The contact zipped through my veins, igniting a need that I’d been denying for a long time.


    “Bye, Trish,” he said, his voice soft and full of promises and so many other things.


    “Bye, Max,” I said, giving him a wave and hating the way my voice got breathy sometimes when I talked to him. I hated the way my laugh changed around him. I hated the way he made me feel like a warm puddle of goo with just one look. I hated everything about him.


    That was a lie. There wasn’t a thing about Maxwell Arthur Greene I didn’t like. That seemed impossible, but it had happened. I watched him leave the library, admiring the way his jeans cupped his ass. There were things about Max I liked more than others and his ass was near the top. It was just perfectly shaped. Funny, because he didn’t really work out, or put forth any effort to get it that way, but perfect it was nonetheless.


    His other physical attributes included his royal blue hair, which was currently gelled into a swoopy mohawk and was naturally curly when he let it air dry, his matching blue eyes, the way his body was a little on the skinny side, but still gorgeous. He was my blue-haired daydream and I couldn’t believe he hadn’t run for the hills yet.


    I was still waiting for the day when he figured out I wasn’t the girl he wanted and would leave. It was coming, probably soon.


    My phone vibrated with a text as I got back down to my homework.


    Ugh, my stupid brother.


    Are you coming over?


    I still lived on campus, but Stryker had his own apartment, which he had started sharing with his girlfriend, Katie. I was still pissed at him for not getting a place with two bedrooms so I wouldn’t have to stay in the dorms, but I guess it made sense because of my financial aid.


    In a few.


    I wanted to get some more work done before I went over to his place. It was Thursday night, but he was having a bunch of his friends over to have a music session. They were generally just called The Band and were all crazy talented. I knew Katie was perfect for him when I heard her singing voice the first time. Up until then, I’d been extremely skeptical, but things had worked out for them somehow.


    Stryker and I were more than a little rough around the edges and Katie was never what I would have picked for him. Our childhood was the kind they make tear-jerking memoirs out of and I definitely didn’t like to think about it much.


    Katie was sweet and cute and had these big brown eyes. Bouncy and loved pink and she annoyed the hell out of me for a while. But then I got to know her and my opinion changed. She also changed when her father died a few months ago. Now I thought of her almost as a sister.


    Weird how things happened like that.


    My next interruption came in the form of my best friend, Lottie. She skipped over and sat down in Max’s empty chair.


    “Hey, what you working on?” Looking at us, you wouldn’t think we’d get along either. Lottie was cute and upbeat and smiled a lot. Add blonde hair and blue eyes and she was Miss All-American Sweetheart.


    I was… not.


    “I don’t even remember at this point,” I said, wanting to rub my eyes, but not wanting to smudge my eye makeup.


    “Want to come over for dinner?” she asked.


    “I’m going over to Stryker’s anyway to hang out with The Band.”


    “Sweet, I’ll come up then.” Lottie and her boyfriend Zan lived just below my brother’s apartment. Even when I wanted to escape my friends, it was pretty much impossible.


    “Sounds good,” I said, slamming my books shut and shoving them into my bag. My citrus-colored hair was in my eyes and I blew my bangs out of my face.


    “You okay?” she asked. I hated how perceptive she was. And how she wasn’t scared of me like some people were. I had a carefully cultivated bitch face combined with a glare that put most people off. Not her.


    “Yup, fucking peachy,” I said. I was fine. Pretty much.


    “Okay, sorry I asked.” I never used to feel bad about being an asshole to other people, but Lottie made me feel bad about it. When the hell did I catch feelings?


    “It’s nothing, I swear. Just stressed about finals.” That wasn’t the truth, but it sounded good enough.


    “Oh, I know. I can’t believe our first year of college is almost over. I feel like just yesterday Will and I were moving in.” She had come a long way from those days. We all had.


    “Anyway, I need to get home and feed Zan.” She rolled her eyes when she said it, but I knew she loved it. She and her boyfriend had had a rocky road to get to their love story, but it was the kind of stuff romance novels were made of.


    “See you later,” I said, getting up and slinging my bag over my shoulder. She gave me a little wave and then got her phone out, probably to text Zan.
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    A HALF HOUR later, I was trying to find someplace to sit in Stryker’s crowded apartment. It was big and open and had an industrial feel to it, but at the moment it was packed with a bunch of college-age people all passing around instruments.


    “Hey, Trish,” Allan said, giving me a wink. He was a terrible flirt and drove me crazy. He was also hopelessly in love with Zoey, but he was shit out of luck because she only liked girls.


    The rest of the crew, Perry, Cort, Baxter (Ric’s Ex), Pepper and Theo were all talking over each other, trying to decide what song to sing. They weren’t an actual band, but they jammed at least once a week.


    “Where’s Stryker?” I asked Allan, finally choosing to sit on the floor by his feet. He was tuning his guitar.


    “Well, he and Katie went into the bathroom a few minutes ago and haven’t come out, so I’d guess one or both of them is getting lucky,” he said.


    Gross. My brother and his girlfriend could be disgusting sometimes. In fact, most of my friends were like that. It was like living inside the plot of several romantic movies at once.


    You’d think this would make me happy, since I was a huge romance novel fan, but really, it just made me bitter.


    “Where’s the Blue Boy?” Allan asked. Ugh. I hated how he gave everyone stupid nicknames.


    “Working,” I said as Stryker and Katie finally emerged from the bathroom. Their faces were identical shades of white and it was easy to tell that nothing sexy had gone on in the bathroom after all.


    I immediately popped to my feet and walked over to them.


    “What’s wrong?” I asked. Sure, I might be a bitch most of the time, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love anyone. I loved my brother (and by extension Katie) more than anything. I’d kill or die for him, no questions asked.


    They both stood there like they’d grown roots or something and Katie pushed her hair back from her face with shaking hands.


    “Um,” she said, looking at Stryker. He just stared at her, with is mouth gaping a little.


    “What is it?” I said in a low voice. I didn’t want to draw too much attention. Everyone else was busy talking and laughing and hadn’t noticed the three of us standing here like this.


    “You’re scaring me,” I said. I didn’t love a whole lot of people on this planet and losing even one of them wasn’t something I wanted to begin to comprehend.


    All sorts of bad things stomped through my head and I was about to fucking lose it when Katie whispered, “I’m pregnant.”
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    I SERIOUSLY HATED my job, but when you needed money, you took what you could get. My life would be so much easier if my parents weren’t total assholes who refused to pay for college.


    My dad was a HVAC specialist and wanted me to be part of the family business. Nothing else would do. Well, too bad, Dad. I’m not going to spend my life miserable and installing air conditioners. Seriously, fuck that.


    So here I was, working multiple jobs, barely able to get by, hardly ever getting to see my girlfriend.


    Thinking about Trish made me smile. So many people bought her prickly façade, but I’d seen what was under that, and … hell, it was beautiful. I was damn lucky I got to see it.


    I was well into my shift when I got a text message from Trish. Another perk of this job was the fact that as long as I swiped cards and replenished towels, I could do whatever the hell I wanted to.


    I’m freaking the fuck out and I need to talk to someone.


    Uh oh. Code Red. I found one of my coworkers and told her I had an emergency and needed to make a phone call. She was fine with covering for me, so I rushed outside into the cold. It was barely March and winter was still holding onto the state of Maine with her icy fingertips.


    “Hello? Trish?” I said, panicking as I held the phone to my ear. I wasn’t wearing my coat and I was already freezing. But this was more important.


    “Sooo, it looks like I’m going to be an aunt.”


    I almost asked her to repeat herself.


    “You’re going to be an aunt?” I said.


    “Yeah. My brother knocked his girlfriend up.” She didn’t sound happy or upset. Just shocked.


    “Wow. Holy shit.”


    “Yeah. Exactly. I’m freaking the fuck out here, Max. I just… I don’t even know what the fuck to do.” It was no secret that Trish had a complicated and dark past and I always kept that in mind when she seemed to freak out about something most people wouldn’t.


    “Talk to me,” I said. Usually getting her to open up was worse than trying to break into a bank vault, but it didn’t stop me from trying.


    “I don’t even know,” she said and I could tell she was smoking and pacing.


    “Do you need me to come over?” It would mean leaving work, but I was a good employee, so this one time it wouldn’t matter.


    “No, no. I’m fine. Everyone’s here. They’re all singing songs with the word ‘baby’ in them.” I could just barely hear the sound of singing in the background.


    “How’s your brother doing?” She snorted.


    “I think he’s still in shock.” No doubt. I couldn’t imagine. “Listen, I’m fine. I don’t know why I texted you. I’ll see you in a few hours when I pick you up.” She hung up before I could protest. I thought about calling her back, but she probably wouldn’t pick up.


    I went back to the desk and relieved Annie.


    “Everything okay?” she asked.


    “Guess so.”


    “Are you sure?” She put her hand on my shoulder and I wanted to shake it off. She was nice and all, but she wasn’t Trish and Trish was the only girl I wanted.


    “Yeah, it’s all good.” I gave her a thumbs up and then went back to my homework. Or at least I tried to. My mind was wandering, thinking about Trish and hoping she was okay.
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    FUCKING. PREGNANT. MY brother got his girlfriend pregnant. After all the times he’d lectured me about safe sex and condoms and the pill and shown me graphic pictures of STDs and all that bullshit and he couldn’t even follow his own advice.


    He seemed happy on the outside, smiling and laughing as everyone congratulated him. But I knew better. He was freaking the fuck out. Just like me.


    Katie was doing better at hiding her own fear and was laughing as everyone suggested names. Guess they were keeping it.


    I texted Max when I was outside having a smoke and I should have known he’d call me. I felt guilty for panicking at him, so I hung up before he could offer, again, to come over.


    I went back inside and found Lottie, Zan, Simon, Brady, Will, Audrey and Eddie had arrived. It was a full fucking house and so loud I was sure someone was going to call the cops on us. We’d be screwed since there was a lot of underage alcohol consumption happening.


    They were all clustered around Katie, who was accepting congratulations. Stryker was deep in conversation with Zan, and I walked over to them.


    “I have no idea how this is going to work, but I’m going to make it fucking work,” Stryker said, running his hand through his hair. I bleached it blonde for him every few weeks and his roots were showing. That probably wasn’t tops on his list of priorities right now.


    “How?” I asked, crossing my arms. He turned to face me.


    “I don’t know, Trish. But I will. This is my responsibility and we’re going to do this together. It was going to happen at some point, it’s just happening a bit sooner than we planned.” Yeah, right. I knew my brother and I knew he didn’t want kids for at least five years from now. More like ten.


    “Well, you’d better. I’m not going to stand by and watch as you abandon your kid,” I said. The words came out harsher than I intended, but whatever.


    Zan just stood there and watched us with his dark eyes. He was tall and mostly silent and my brother’s best friend. I hadn’t been his biggest fan, but that was all resolved when we found out he hadn’t caused the car accident that had landed Lottie’s best friend in the hospital with a permanent brain injury. He’d been covering for his brother and that was something I could understand. You made sacrifices for family.


    “This just fucking happened, Trish. I haven’t had a chance to even start thinking about how this is going to work, so lay off. I don’t need your judgment right now.” He stormed away from me. Stryker and I yelled at each other a lot, but most of the time we argued about stupid shit, like which movie to watch, or if I could drive his car.


    He was mad. Really mad. I was going to have to do a lot of groveling to make up for my mouth. Why did I always let the words in my head come out? I seriously had no filter. Most of the time it worked for me, but not when it hurt Stryker. I would have been nowhere without him. Without Stryker, I would be dead. I knew that for a fact.


    Katie followed him and I went to get a glass of water or a beer or something. I needed something to do.


    “What was that?” Lottie asked, creeping up behind me. She was small and sneaky.


    “Me being me,” I said, opening the fridge and looking in, but seeing nothing.


    “It’s pretty crazy, right?” she said. “I can’t even imagine.” She shuddered. “I feel like I want to go out and buy a bunch of condoms just in case.”


    “Yeah, I know, right?” I said, because she didn’t know Max and I weren’t having sex. I’d lied to her and said it was great and we were doing it all the time. Couldn’t keep our hands off each other. In public we touched a lot, so I made it seem like we were totally physical.


    Max and I had never had sex and that was one of the reasons our relationship was doomed for failure. Any day now, he was going to wake up and realize what he was missing and go find it somewhere else.


    I stayed in the kitchen, away from the hubbub. I was just waiting for the time when I could leave and go pick Max up.


    “To Pinky and her embryo!” Allan said, and that caused a lot of rounds of toasting to Katie and Stryker and their unborn spawn. It made me angry, but it also made me something else.


    Jealous. I shoved both feelings aside and went out to the car. I was going to be early to get Max, but at least I was getting out of there.
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    SHE WAS EARLY and she was twitching all over the place. Her violet-tinted eyes (courtesy of contacts) darted here and there and wouldn’t settle on anything. She came behind the desk with me to wait for my shift to end, but she was so distracted, I almost asked her if she’d like to go take a walk on the track or something.


    “You sure you’re okay?” I asked as she chewed on her nails. They were covered in chipped black polish.


    “Yup. Fine and dandy,” she said, examining her nails.


    At last it was time for me to clock out. I usually ditched the stupid polo shirt I had to wear to work here, but Trish needed me more than I needed to change.


    “Ready to go?” I asked as I gathered my stuff. She hopped off the stool she’d been sitting on and followed me out to the parking lot where the car was still running. It was cold at night so she couldn’t turn the car off or else it might not start up again and then we would have been stranded for a while.


    “Your place or mine?” I asked. We switched off nights staying in her dorm room and mine. I had a roommate for a while, but he left and they hadn’t assigned me a new one yet. Trish had a roommate, but she was gone a lot, so we had options either way.


    “Yours, I guess,” she said. Her twitchiness had turned into stillness and silence. Trish’s moods were hard to follow, but I was learning.


    She pulled into the parking lot next to my dorm and turned the car off. Hopefully she’d be able to get it started tomorrow.


    Trish kept up the silent act as we walked into my room, she dumped her stuff and sat on her bed.


    We didn’t sleep together. She used my former roommate’s mattress and I slept on mine. When we stayed at her place, I slept on a pile of blankets on the floor. It was comfortable enough.


    She turned on the television and flipped through the channels. I moved around the room, picking up and putting things away.


    “You want some coffee?” She shook her head, but I decided to make some anyway. I pulled the illegal coffeepot out from under my bed and plugged it in.


    Trish sat on her bed, chewing her lip and staring off into space. This was one of those times when I had to decide whether asking her to talk to me would be a good idea or a bad idea. You never knew with Trish.


    “Trish?” I said, sitting down next to her and putting my arm around her. She was fine with me touching her in public, but she could get weird about it when we were alone.


    She flinched a little but didn’t shift away. Finally she turned to look at me.


    “What?” she snapped.


    “You seem really upset and I want to talk to you about it,” I said in a slow voice.


    “I’m not upset,” she said in a tone that didn’t convince me. “I’m just tired. I’m so tired.” She softened and leaned on my shoulder.


    “I know, hun,” I said, stroking her shoulder. Sighing, she put her arms around my waist.


    “Why do you bother with me, Max?” she said in a low voice.


    “Because you’re one of a kind, Trishella Grant,” I said. Using her full name earned me a pinch on my side.


    “Don’t make me regret that I told you my real name,” she said, looking up at me. Her eyes were wide and vulnerable. It was rare to see her like this and I wanted to hold onto this moment. I stroked her cheek with my other hand and placed a kiss on her forehead.


    “Your secret is safe with me, sweets.”
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    I WAS A bitch. A cold, heartless bitch. It was a miracle I even had friends. Or a boyfriend. How it happened, I didn’t know.


    Max and I slept in our separate beds like a married couple from a 1950s television show. I’d never slept with Max, and not even in the resting sense. It was too intense. More intense even than sex. I’d had sex in my life, but I didn’t have a good relationship with it. Not at all.


    He never complained. When I first told him that there were lines I didn’t want to cross in our relationship, he agreed. No questions asked. No telling me that I was crazy and he wasn’t going to do that. Nope, he hopped right onboard my crazy train and he’d been riding it ever since.


    I needed to call Stryker and apologize, but when I got up on Friday morning, the last thing I wanted to do was talk to him. I just wanted to lay in bed and skip all my classes. But we were nearing the end of the semester and I couldn’t really afford to skip. Despite my “I don’t give a shit” attitude, I always got my ass to class. Stryker hadn’t struggled to get me here only to have me waste this opportunity.


    Max and I showered separately and then went to breakfast together. We used to dine with Lottie, Will, Audrey, Simon and Brady, but it was just the two of us today. Lottie was now living with Zan, so she probably ate omelets off his abs or something every morning.


    The rest of them either had wonky class schedules or just didn’t have the time today. Max was his usual sweet self, getting me coffee, passing me the syrup and smiling at me as if I was the prettiest girl in the world.


    Sometimes it freaked me out how much he seemed to like me. But then again, I liked him too. I just wasn’t as obvious about it.


    I could tell he was watching me and wanted to talk about my little shutdown-slash-freak out last night. It was a combination of things and some of those things I didn’t want to tell him. Would never tell him. I remembered not that long ago talking to Audrey about secrets. Giving her advice about talking to Will. She took it, told him that she’d had a daughter and given her up for adoption and things turned out fine. Will had even been to visit her daughter and adoptive parents. Somehow he even became friends with the father of the baby, Eddie. Go figure.


    But my secrets were something else. Something deeper. Something darker. Something that was the stuff of nightmares. I didn’t talk about it, even to Stryker. I never talked about it and did whatever I could to not think about any of it.


    The other part of it was that I had no idea how to feel about the fact that I was going to be an aunt and my brother was going to be a father. I mean, what the fuck?


    A baby. I couldn’t picture him holding a baby. Being a dad and having a car seat in his car and making bottles and changing diapers. It went against everything I knew about my brother.


    On the other hand, he practically raised me. We only had each other when our parents were drunk, or too busy cooking meth in the basement to bother to feed us. And then later when we shuffled from home to home.


    He was going to be a great father. I was sure Katie would step up and be a good mom, too. I bet getting knocked up wasn’t in her life plan, but if she could handle her father’s death like she had, then she could deal with a baby. Her sister was pregnant also, so they’d probably have a joint baby shower or something. She better have a girl, because she already had pink everything.


    I got my ass to class after giving Max a kiss and finally mustered up the courage to call Stryker in the afternoon when I had a break.


    “Hey, bro,” I said.


    “Well hello to you, my dear sister,” he said, his voice stiff.


    “Look, I was an asshole, okay? Do you want me to do the long apology and grovel and shit?” A girl walking by glared at me, probably for swearing, and I glared right back at her until she passed by.


    “Yeah, you were an asshole. This is a huge thing for me and you just bailed when I needed you to support me. I’m so scared I’m going to fuck this up, Trish. So fucking scared.” I could hear it in his voice. My brother didn’t get scared, like, ever, so this was serious.


    “I mean,” he continued, “how am I going to pay for this? There’s no room in this apartment for a baby. And what if it comes out and hates me? What if I don’t know what to do when it’s crying and I fuck it up and send it to therapy for the rest of its life?” I almost wanted to laugh at him.


    “Dude, calm down. I’m pretty sure every single father ever has had those same thoughts. You’re going to be fine. You’ll figure it out. You raised me and I turned out… well, I turned out. I’m alive and in college and that’s pretty damn amazing. And you’re not doing this alone. You have your girl. She’s strong. You’ll figure it out together.” There was no doubt in my mind when I saw them together, really together, that they were somehow meant for one another. They would work it out.


    He sighed.


    “I don’t even know what to do right now. I feel like I should go out and buy diapers or something. I didn’t want her to go to class today.”


    “Why?”


    “Because what if she trips on the sidewalk and falls? What if she gets hurt? I’m fucking losing my mind right now because I’m not there with her.” Now that made me laugh. My overzealous, overprotective brother.


    “Why are you laughing at me? This is serious, Trish,” he said as I tried to stifle myself.


    “I’m sorry. You’re just worrying about being a dad and you pretty much already are one. You don’t need to change who you are. You’re already good at it.” I didn’t often give him praise, but he needed to hear it today.


    “That doesn’t stop me from freaking the fuck out,” he said.


    “Well, you’ll get over it eventually. How’s Katie? Has she told her mom yet?” I’d met Mrs. Hallman at the worst possible time, right after she’d lost her husband, and I didn’t have the best impression of her from what Katie had told me. Their relationship was getting better, but I didn’t know how this was going to go over.


    “Not yet. She wanted to go to the doctor to confirm and see how far along she is. The appointment is tomorrow.” Wow. This was getting serious. So adult. My brother was a grown-up.


    I wanted to ask him how it happened, but I didn’t think he’d tell me, so I didn’t bother.


    “You going to go with her, Daddy?” I said, needling him a little bit more.


    “Shut up, of course I am. And don’t call me that. It’s weird and a little creepy.” I rolled my eyes, which of course he couldn’t see.


    “Listen, could you do me a huge favor? I have a late lab tonight, so could you go over to my place and hang with Katie for a while? I just don’t want her to be alone right now. I keep imaging these horrible things happening to her.” Well, that was par for the course. Horrible things seemed to happen to Stryker and me.


    “Sure thing. As long as she doesn’t give me graphic pregnancy details.” I shuddered at the thought. I really didn’t need to know any of that crap.


    “I think you’re safe. And thanks, Trish.”


    “No prob, bro.” I hung up and smiled. Stryker and I fought, but we would always make up. There was nothing so terrible either of us could do that would harm our relationship.
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    IT WORKED OUT, hanging out with Katie, because Max had to work. Again. This time he was working in the kitchen of one of the local pizza joints. He always came back smelling like pizza and it made me want to devour him, but I held off. I always held off.


    She was lying on the couch, staring at the ceiling when I let myself in.


    “You okay?” I asked and she turned her head and gave me a smile.


    “I guess? I’m not really sure.” She put her hands over her lower belly. “I seriously can’t believe there is a person inside me right now.”


    “Like a parasite,” I said, dropping my bags and crashing into one of the other chairs.


    “But a very cute parasite that I want to slay dragons for,” she said, looking down at her hands.


    “I bet you would.” Katie might look like a doe, but she was fierce as hell.


    Her wide brown eyes finally looked up to meet mine.


    “Did Stryker send you to babysit me?” she asked. I nodded, not even bothering to hide my motive for being there.


    She rolled her eyes and sighed, but there was a smile on her face.


    “That boy is going to lose his damn mind. I kid you not, he put a chair in the shower today. He was afraid I was going to slip and fall and impale myself.” We both burst out laughing and she sat up, shaking her head.


    “If I had any reservations about him being a dad, they’re already gone. He’s going to be amazing. It’s me I’m worried about,” she said, clasping her hands together.


    “Psh, you’re going to be fine. I mean, you take care of Stryker and he’s basically a baby, so what’s one more?” I was trying to make light of things, but she’d turned serious.


    “I just keep wondering what my dad would say. I mean,” she said, her voice breaking, “I’d like to think he’d be happy, but I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t. And I don’t know how to tell my mom. I really don’t.” She put her head in her hands and I heard a muffled sob.


    Shit. I was not good with this kind of stuff. Emotional stuff. But I got up from my chair and went to sit next to her, putting my arm gently around her.


    “You’ll figure it out. You don’t have to do it right now. I mean, you’ve got nine months before you definitely have to tell her. You could just say you’re getting fat in one particular area.” She giggled and the sound was a little snotty. I got her a tissue and she blew her nose.


    “I’m sorry for falling apart on you. I just didn’t want to do it front of Stryker because he’s already so stressed.” We sat on the couch for a while and then she got up to go to the bathroom. When she came back, I had the television on and had found a Law & Order marathon. That made her laugh again.


    “Thanks, Trish,” she said, leaning her head on my shoulder.


    “Anytime. Besides, you’re carrying my niece or nephew in there,” I said, pointing to her belly. She put her hand on it again. Of course it was still relatively flat under her shirt. Wouldn’t stay that way for long.


    “So crazy.”


    “I know.”
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    TRISH SEEMED A lot calmer that night when she picked me up from work. I couldn’t afford a car on top of school, so she was my primary means of transportation.


    “How was your day?” I asked as I leaned back in the passenger seat. I just wanted to get in the shower so I could wash the smell of pizza off me and the sauce out from under my fingernails.


    “I made up with Stryker. And hung out with Katie for a while. They’re both freaking out, but in different ways.” Yup, she was definitely more calm. I was relieved.


    She told me how Stryker had become seriously overprotective and Katie was worrying about telling her parents.


    “What’s she going to do about school?” I asked as she pulled into the parking lot of my dorm.


    “Don’t know yet. There’s only so much they can process at once and I don’t think they’ve gotten that far.”


    We went inside and did our homework. We could have gone to hang out with the rest of her friends, but she decided she had a lot of work she wanted to get done before she worked this weekend at the fabric store with Lottie.


    Yes, Trish was my girlfriend, but sometimes things between us felt completely platonic. I just kept hoping they would change. That one day she would open up and tell me why we couldn’t go past kissing. Why she wouldn’t let me touch her stomach or anything lower. Why we had to sleep in separate beds.


    I was still waiting. I would have been lying if I said I hadn’t thought about calling it off. But then I would look at her and I’d want to punch myself for even considering it. I wasn’t going to be that asshole.


    So I stayed. I stayed and I loved her at a distance. Because I did. Love her. She didn’t know and I’d tried to tell her a bazillion times, but the words always got caught in my throat and wouldn’t leave my mouth.


    She had her secrets, I had mine. And we tiptoed around them, walking on eggshells. It had worked so far, but sooner or later, something was going to crack.


    “Goodnight,” she said, giving me a chaste kiss on the mouth. She would never kiss me if the lights were out. I tried to keep the kiss going, but she broke away. I tried not to feel rejected and failed.


    “Goodnight,” I said and shut the lights off.
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    TRISH WORKED PRETTY much the whole weekend, and I studied and worked as well. It was normal and boring and dull. Sometimes I felt like I was ancient before I’d even gotten to have my first legal drink.


    I thought about my relationship with Trish the entire time. I was distracted in all my classes on Monday and my buddy Owen, who was in most of them, noticed. We’d been friends in high school and had chosen the same college without intending to. We tried to room together, but things got screwed up and it didn’t work out. He was living off-campus now in an apartment that I couldn’t afford.


    “Dude, you are not present today,” he said, snapping his fingers in front of my face.


    “I know.”


    “Something up with your girl?” The first time Owen met Trish, he’d just shaken his head at me. She wasn’t his biggest fan either, but they tolerated each other for my sake.


    “Sort of. I just don’t know where her head is at,” I said as we walked across campus to our geology class.


    “I’m pretty sure that’s normal,” he said with a snort.


    “Yeah, probably,” I said. Owen didn’t know about the physical limitations Trish had put on our relationship. I hadn’t told anyone about that. It wasn’t anyone’s business but mine and Trish’s. I didn’t want anyone judging our relationship or making assumptions.


    “You two are okay, though, right?” he asked.


    “Absolutely,” I said and the lie clanged in my ears. Owen didn’t notice.
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    MY MOM LEFT me a voicemail while I was in class. I listened to it and wanted to not call back, but I wasn’t that much of an asshole. They might have cut me off financially, but they were still my parents and I knew they loved me in their way.


    “Hey, Mom,” I said as I unlocked the door to my dorm. Trish was meeting me for dinner in a little while, but I had a break and I was going to lie in bed and shut my eyes for a few minutes. I was crazy tired for some reason.


    “Max, hello,” she said. Her voice was warm and I was hit with a pang of homesickness. Choosing my own path hadn’t been easy and I still struggled with it all the time.


    “Hey, what’s wrong?” She’d been pretty vague and just asked that I call her.


    “Oh, nothing.” Okayyyy.


    “Then why did you ask me to call you back?” She sighed.


    “I just miss you, Max.” I was an only child, so she was dealing with an empty nest.


    “I miss you, too,” I said, glad no one was here to hear this conversation.


    “You don’t think you’d want to come home?” she said in a hopeful tone. She and Dad had tried to get me to drop out and come home every day since I’d left. Hadn’t worked yet, obviously.


    “I’m not coming home, Mom. I’m going to stay here and get my degree and then I’m going to get a job.”


    “And what will your degree be in, Max? What have you left a sure thing for?” Like doing HVAC was a “sure thing.” I wasn’t going to argue with her about it.


    “I don’t know yet, but I’m going to figure it out. I still have time. I’m doing my gen eds and then I’ll pick my major.” Trish hadn’t picked her major either and I was kind of glad. We were both figuring our shit out together. My parents didn’t know about Trish. They didn’t really need to. They would meet her eventually, but I wanted to put if off as long as possible. I wasn’t sure how they would react to Trish. Or how Trish would react to my very traditional parents.


    “I just don’t understand, Maxwell. I don’t understand.” She sounded both sad and disappointed. I hated that I was the cause, but I couldn’t stop now. I couldn’t leave college just to make my parents happy. And would it really make them happy? They’d probably find something else to gripe at me about.


    “I know you don’t, but you don’t need to. You just need to know that I need to do this and I’m not doing it to hurt you, or to make you miserable. I’m going to college, not shooting up crack.” I’d said these words tons of times before, but they never seemed to have an effect.


    She sighed again.


    “I just wish you would come home,” she said, and I could tell if we kept this conversation going, she was going to cry and I couldn’t deal with that right now.


    “Listen, Mom, can I call you maybe tomorrow? I just have a lot of work to do and I’m going to dinner soon.” These weren’t technically lies.


    “Okay,” she said, totally forlorn. It ripped me up inside, but I just couldn’t do it.


    “I promise I’ll call you tomorrow. Promise. I love you.”


    “Love you too,” she said and we hung up. I tossed my phone to end of my bed and closed my eyes. I really needed a nap.
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    THAT NIGHT WE went over to Stryker and Katie’s for dinner. Usually the couples with the apartments took turns hosting all of us for huge dinners. I had no idea where they got the money for all the food, but there was never a shortage. Money had never been a huge concern of mine; not until I went out on my own. Now it was more than a concern. I had to constantly check my bank account, making sure I had enough to pay for everything. It stressed me out constantly and I wondered how other people got by.


    Katie and Stryker had moved past the shock period and were starting to prepare for the baby. Katie was going to continue with school as long as she could and then take the second semester off, but take summer classes. Stryker was already looking for a well-paying job and he’d been putting in mega hours fixing cars so they could build up some cushion before the baby sucked all their money away. They seemed to have it together and they seemed… happy.


    Katie was glowing and every now and then she’d put her hand on her stomach. They couldn’t find out what they were having for a while, but they were both gunning for a girl.


    “If we have a girl, we won’t need to buy hardly anything. We’re already drowning in pink shit.” Katie admonished Stryker for cursing, but he said he’d stop when the baby was born. Yeah, right.


    I watched Trish’s face as they talked about the new step in their lives. She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She wasn’t wearing her contacts, so it was a shock to see her natural blue eyes. They were prettier than the contacts.


    “He’s going to ask her to marry him,” she said as we went back to her dorm room. She’d wanted to do some laundry and sleep in her own bed tonight. So it was the floor for me. I was getting less and less okay with it and trying harder and harder to not let it bother me.


    “Really?” I said. Stryker didn’t seem like the marrying type, but who knew? The baby had changed everything for them.


    “Yeah, he told me yesterday. He’s saving up for a ring and then he’s going to do one of those elaborate proposals. So I hope you’re okay with being involved, being filmed and potentially becoming a viral video sensation.” I laughed. I didn’t think it would get that far, but you never knew.


    “Katie’s going to be your sister,” I said.


    “Yeah, I know,” she said flopping down on her bed and covering her eyes. Her roommate was gone as usual, so we had the place to ourselves. I pulled out the stack of blankets from under the bed and started to make up my little mattress.


    “It’s crazy. I never thought someone like her would be my sister, but I’m kind of excited. Does that sound weird?”


    “Not at all,” I said, crossing my legs and looking up at her from the floor. “I always wanted a sibling. Brother or sister, it didn’t matter. Someone to take the pressure off me from my parents.” My whole life I’d been in the spotlight and it had driven me nearly insane. I’d had to escape, which was one of the reasons I came to college.


    “Ugh, why? My brother drives me nuts.” She was totally lying. She loved Stryker with a fierceness I often envied. I wished she loved me like that.


    “Trish?” I asked.


    “Hm?” She leaned over the side of the bed so our faces were level.


    “Can I come up there with you? Just to sleep. Not to do anything else. The floor is kinda uncomfortable and it hurts my back.” She looked at me as if I’d asked her to run away and join the circus with me.


    Her mouth opened and closed and she blinked a few times before she leaned back.


    “Okay.” I was so surprised I didn’t move right away.


    “Okay?”


    “Uh huh. Sure.” I got up slowly so I didn’t startle her, and sat on her bed next to her. I kept plenty of clothes here, but I usually just slept in my boxers.


    “I’ll keep my shirt and jeans on if you want,” I said, shucking my shoes and socks. She fiddled with the ends of her hair. The color had faded and she was going to need to redo it soon.


    “No, that’s fine.” She got up and went to grab her pajamas.


    I’d never seen her naked either. She asked me to face the wall when she changed and I just always did it. This time I didn’t want to. I wanted to see her. I wanted to touch her. I craved her skin and her scent and everything. The wanting roared in my brain and my dick went hard in two seconds flat. Sure, it happened a lot around her, but right now I was going to have to do something about it.


    Trish changed while I was occupied with hiding my visible boner. When she sat back down on the bed, she was wearing a thin tank top and even thinner shorts. They were worn and faded from too many washings. Her clothes were way too revealing and I sort of jerked away from her.


    She gave me a look and then got up to get one of the makeup wipes to take off her eyeliner and everything else. I got a little shot of satisfaction because I was one of the only ones who had seen her sans makeup. She looked softer when she didn’t have it on. Trish was beautiful either way, but I favored the clean version of her more.


    I leaned my head back on the wall, closed my eyes and tried to think of anything to deflate my boner.


    Famine, mass murders, animals being abused…


    “What are you doing?” My eyes snapped open and there she was, standing right in front of me in next to nothing, her face clean and her hair down.


    Fuck. Me.


    I let my eyes wander from the top of her head to the tips of her black-painted toes and it was good. It was all good. Her body should be studied by science because it was definitely something special.


    “Max?” she said, shifting from foot to foot, uncomfortable with my staring.


    “Yeah?” I said, not taking my eyes off her body, but slowly moving up to her face.


    Her face was almost always set in some sort of hard expression. But right now she looked vulnerable. Sweet. Like the girl I rarely got to see.


    “You can’t look at me like that,” she said, shaking her head, but not covering herself up, or moving away.


    “Why not?”


    “Because you just shouldn’t. I don’t like it.” At last she crossed her arms over her chest and glared. There she was. I knew that side of Trish was coming back.


    “You don’t like it?” I couldn’t look away from her. Her eyes narrowed.


    “No.”


    “I can’t really help it, you know. I really, really like looking at you.” Her eyes narrowed to slits.


    “What are you talking about?”


    Was she serious?


    “Who wouldn’t want to look at you? You’re beautiful.” She was so bright and colorful too. From the hair to the tattoos that bloomed on her skin. She had quite a few; more even than her brother.


    “Whatever,” she said, rolling her eyes. This wasn’t the first time I’d encountered Trish’s poor opinion of herself. I just wanted to shake her sometimes. She was an incredible person and she just couldn’t see it.


    “I’m no underwear model wearing wings,” she said.


    “No, you’re not. You’re better.” She ran her hands through her hair and went to sit on her roommate’s bed, getting as far away from me as she could and still be in the same room. Sitting back, she drew her knees up and propped her chin on them.


    “I don’t know why you’re still with me. I can’t sleep with you. I can’t have sex with you. I can’t do the normal stuff girlfriends are supposed to do.” Here we go. I knew we were going to have this conversation eventually.


    I took a breath and gathered my thoughts before I answered. I didn’t want to upset her if I could help it.


    “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want those things with you. I do. I really do. But if you’re not ready for that, it’s okay. I just… I want to make you happy. Because you make me happy. You’re amazing and gorgeous and you love people with this strength that you’re not even aware of. I knew the moment I met you at that funeral that you were going to change my life.” I let it happen. I let my heart spill out of my mouth. I couldn’t hold it in any longer.


    “I love you, Trish. I know it hasn’t been that long, but it doesn’t matter. I love you and I’m going to be here for you.” Her pale skin went even paler when I said I loved her. I finished my little speech and then waited for her response. My heart was pounding so hard I could barely breathe.
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    HOLY FUCKING SHIT. Was this really happening? Did he just say that he loved me? How was that fucking possible? I felt in that moment that I was living someone else’s life. I’d been dropped into a role I wasn’t prepared for.


    Had I stepped into the plot of a romantic movie? Sure felt like that. Here was this amazing and sexy guy telling me all the things I’d ever wanted to hear. I should have been over the moon. I should have been making out with him and doing other stuff. It should have made me happy.


    But all I felt was dread. Fear. Bad feelings that squashed any good feelings that I might have had.


    What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I just be normal? Why couldn’t I let myself have this?


    I opened my mouth to say something. I needed to say something.


    “I’m sorry,” I finally choked out. His dark eyebrows drew together.


    “Sorry for what?”


    “Sorry that I can’t be the girl you need me to be. Sorry that you can say all those wonderful things about me and I can’t believe them. I’ve been through so much in my life and a lot of it broke me beyond repair. I’m not a whole person, Max. You can’t love someone who isn’t whole. I can’t love you back.” He clasped his hands and looked down at them.


    We never should have started this conversation. It was going to end here, I knew it. He was going to take his ticket and get out.


    I’d wrecked it. I’d wrecked us.


    “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, startling me. I’d been too locked in my own head.


    “What?”


    He cleared his throat and sat up straight.


    “I’m not going anywhere. I think you’re trying to push me away, trying to sabotage this and that’s not going to work on me. I’m not going anywhere.” His eyes narrowed and I saw steely determination in them. I knew he was strong. He had to be to leave his parents and go out on his own at only eighteen years old. Max had left complete security for the unknown. I couldn’t imagine that.


    “What if I want you to go away?” I said. I was going to test how far he’d push this.


    “I don’t believe that. But if you did, really did, I wouldn’t push myself on you.” I believed him.


    “Look, Trish, this isn’t working the way we are. Things have to change. I’m sticking around, but I need something from you in return. Just a little bit of trust. Just a tiny bit. I’m not talking about sex. I’m just talking about sharing things with me. I want to know what goes on in that head of yours. I know you have a rough past. I’m not going to judge you for it. I’m not scared of it. I’m not scared of you.”


    Somewhere along the line, I started to cry. I couldn’t help it. This poor boy loved me so much and it made my already-broken heart fracture again. How many times could you break a heart before it couldn’t be repaired? I was pretty sure mine was beyond help.


    “You should be,” I said.
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    WE WERE BOTH quiet for a long time after that. It seemed that we were at an impasse.


    “I don’t know how to trust you, Max. There’s only one person in the world I really trust and he’s spent our entire lives earning it.” It would probably hurt my other friends’ feelings to know that I don’t truly trust them, but whatever. I couldn’t help it.


    “It’s okay. As long as you try. That’s all I’m asking. Trying.” She caught her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded.


    “I can try. No promises. But I can try.” She exhaled shakily and I could tell by the look on her face that she was freaking out.


    “I’m not going to hurt you, Trish,” I said, but that was a promise I probably shouldn’t make. Still, if anyone was getting hurt in this whole thing, it was probably going to be me. Trish was used to turning people off and having them just go away. I was a little more persistent than the average person. I was willing to get through the thorns and prickles she put out to ward off intruders.


    “Okay,” she said and got up from the bed. “We should probably get to sleep. I’m tired.” I wasn’t sure if the sleeping together thing was still happening, but she came over and motioned for me to move aside so she could pull the blankets back. She got in and looked up at me.


    God, I loved her so much it made everything else get blurry. I wasn’t going to think about the fact that I’d said I loved her and she’d said she couldn’t love me back. I could wait. I would wait.


    “Are you coming?” she asked and I stood up. She held the blankets out for me to get in. Oh, we were doing this. Awesome.


    I got in next to her and she scooted over closer to the wall. I was surprised she didn’t want to be on the outside, but she didn’t say a word as I turned onto my side. There wasn’t much space between us, seeing as how it was a twin bed. Her back was to me and I could tell she was breathing hard.


    “I’m not going to hurt you, Trish. I just want you to let me love you,” I whispered into her shoulder. She sighed and wiggled a little bit back and toward me. Taking a risk, I snaked my arm around her waist. She froze for a minute, but then relaxed again. Looked like she was going to let me leave it there. I closed my eyes and let my head sink into her pillow. It smelled like her. This was so much better than being on the floor.
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    I WAS FREAKING the fuck out, thank you very much. I tried to tell myself that this was Max. I liked Max. He was cute and sweet and smelled good and said things to me that made me think I was a fraction worthy of him.


    When he put his arm around me, I almost bolted. But I let myself feel it and it was nice. Warm. Comforting. He smelled really good, and I made my mind focus on that and the sound of his breathing in my ear. It was lucky that I wasn’t facing him. I didn’t think I could have dealt with that. Too much.


    I really did want to try for him. I was going to. I wouldn’t do it for anyone else. He was damn lucky that I liked him so much.


    I refused to think about the fact that he’d said he loved me. I was too busy dealing with the sleeping situation to cross that bridge right now.


    It took a long time for me to even get over the fact that I was sharing a bed with someone to even start to think about sleep. But then my eyes finally closed and the next thing I knew, my alarm was going off and I was groaning. I sat up. Or I tried to.


    “Ow!” I’d completely forgotten about Max and had sat up so fast my skull smacked into his nose.


    “Shit, are you okay?” I asked as he held onto his nose and writhed around.


    He moaned a few times and then moved his hands. Gross, it was bleeding.


    “Let me get you a tissue. Is it broken?” He put his hand under his gushing nose so it wouldn’t get on my sheets. Such a gentleman.


    “I don’t think so,” he said, his voice all nasally. I grabbed a box of tissues and shoved them at him. He staunched the flow and started grinning at me.


    “What are you smiling for?” I asked. Maybe I’d also damaged his brain.


    “I can’t believe you let me stay the night with you,” he said, his voice even more stuffed from the tissues.


    “You’re ridiculous,” I said, and I wanted to punch him in the shoulder, but I’d already inflicted enough violence on him for one morning. “I’m going to take a shower.”


    He just nodded and tipped his head back to stop the bleeding. I grabbed my shower stuff and escaped.
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    I FELT WEIRD during breakfast, and I swore everyone was staring at us.


    “No one is looking at us,” Max said in my ear. I turned and glared at him.


    “Shut up.”


    “Are you two fighting?” Simon said from across the table. He, Brady, Will and Audrey had joined us. I was regretting that we were all eating together. I would have rather eaten in my room. By myself. Or at the very least, with just Max.


    “No,” Max and I said at the exact same time.


    Simon put his hands up in surrender.


    “Whoa, sorry I asked.” He went back to his French toast and I glowered over my coffee. I wasn’t much of a morning person.


    “Did something happen to your nose? It looks a little red,” Audrey said to Max. He was fine with talking when we were alone, but he was unusually quiet around my friends and my brother. I wasn’t sure why, but it didn’t bother me. I could talk enough for the two of us and Lottie talked enough for five people.


    “Just bumped it this morning,” Max said, feeling the bridge of his nose and wincing. It did look a little red and swollen, but I’d already apologized a bazillion times and offered to do his laundry for the next month. He didn’t take me up on the offer, but he did accept the apologies.


    “Hey, so you guys are coming this weekend, right?” Will said.


    “Uh yeah. My brother is getting engaged,” I said and Audrey shushed me.


    “Sorry, I just don’t want it to get spoiled. He’s been working so hard on it.” Didn’t I know it? He’d been calling to bounce ideas off of me. I’d shot down some of the worst ones and told him to just go with his natural talents. He could play a ton of instruments and sing. Boom. Proposal.


    He’d also roped The Band in on it and I was supposed to help keep Katie in the dark until then. Not too hard. She was consumed with planning out how long she could continue to go to school before the baby was born, figuring out if she could still eat soft cheeses and slathering cocoa butter on her stomach to prevent stretch marks. I was pretty sure a proposal was the farthest thing from her mind.


    He was going to set everything up in an abandoned parking lot down the street from his apartment. The lot would be filled with various cars he’d worked on and everyone would be hiding in the cars. The playing would start and The Band would pop out, Katie would cry and realize what was happening and then Stryker would get down on one knee and blah, blah, blah.


    My official job was to film the whole thing with a steady hand so we could put it online. I’d volunteered because that meant I wouldn’t be in it.


    Stryker had found a ring and I rolled my eyes so hard they nearly fell out of my head when I saw it. Pink, of course. Pink tourmaline, which was mined in Maine. It was so Katie that I couldn’t even believe it hadn’t been custom made for her.


    He’d lightened up a little on Katie. She was allowed to shower without the chair and drive short distances alone. But his eyes still followed her around the room and he jumped at loud noises and reached for her. It was pretty damn sweet, actually. My brother had always been protective, but this was different. And he was happy. So fucking happy, I thought his face was going to split wide open when he smiled.


    I was excited for him, but I was something else too. Jealous. Painfully, horribly jealous. It clawed at me from the inside, dark and thick and oozing. I tried to ignore it, but I couldn’t. I wanted that. I wanted a man who cared about me in that way. Who wanted to marry me, God forbid. Who wanted to have children with me.


    I’d look at Max and see him looking that way at me. The way Stryker looked at Katie. I wanted it, but it scared the absolute shit out of me. Because what if it didn’t work out? What if it ended? Then what would I have? Fucking nothing.


    I couldn’t stop the negative thoughts from taking over and running my life. It was how I’d functioned for almost nineteen years and it was hard to break old habits.
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    WHEN I GOT back from classes, my roommate was out and Max was at work. I had the place to myself so I did something that I only did when I had too many thoughts in my head that I couldn’t get out.


    I put on some music and danced.


    Now I wouldn’t say that I was going to be a contestant on So You Think You Can Dance? anytime soon, but I’d been doing it since I was little. Stryker didn’t know about it, and I usually did it away from prying eyes. Dancing made me happy and I didn’t want anyone to take that away from me. When I had nothing else (except for Stryker), I had this. Music and movement.


    I tended to gravitate toward modern and contemporary as far as movement went and I was proud of myself that I’d mastered a double turn and could still bust it out when I wanted to. Sure, I wasn’t as flexible anymore because I’d been neglecting stretching. I should get back into it. Maybe take a class or something.


    I started with “Run” by Christina Perri, moved to “Electric Love” then “99 Red Balloons”, “Stranger” by Skrillex and finally “Shake it Off” by Taylor Swift. Yes, I listened to her music. No, I would not admit that to anyone. It was the perfect song to dance like a dork to.


    By the time I took a break, I was breathing hard and a little sweaty. Man, I was getting out of shape. That wasn’t good. Just as I was getting some clothes out to change into, Max called me.


    “Hey,” I said.


    “Hey, are you okay? You sound out of breath.”


    “Yeah, fine. I was just rushing to answer the phone. What’s up?” That wasn’t too convincing, but it didn’t matter.


    “Well, I need to you to pick me up. I’ve been downsized.” The pizza place had been cutting back his hours for a while now, so this wasn’t unexpected. It just sucked ass for him.


    “Aw, Max I’m sorry. I’ll be right there.” He sighed and we hung up. I rushed into my clothes, slicked on some more deodorant and rushed to his aid.
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    OF ALL THE times for the pizza place to get rid of me. Now I was going to have to find something to replace my hours there. I didn’t get paid nearly enough to get by with my work study job, so I was going to have to find something else. Fast.


    I was in a pissy mood when Trish picked me up and I felt bad that I was taking it out on her.


    “It was a shitty job anyway. Now you can get something that actually requires you to use your sexy brain,” she said, trying to cheer me up. I smiled in spite of myself.


    “I find that very doubtful, but you never know. I’m going to try and pick up more hours at the gym, but there’s a limit on my work study.” I hated thinking about this shit. I hated talking about it even more.


    “College should be free. Bottom line,” she said.


    “A-fucking-men.”


    My bad mood dissipated somewhat when she leaned over and gave me a kiss as we pulled into the parking lot near her dorm.


    “What was that for?”


    She shrugged one shoulder.


    “I wanted to.” That was a good enough reason for me. I pulled her face toward me again, sinking my hand into her hair. It stayed soft, despite the fact that she bleached and dyed it all the time.


    Trish always tasted like apples. Fresh, crisp green apples. I had no idea why, because she didn’t use apple lip gloss or toothpaste or anything, but that’s what it made me think of.


    I thought she was going to pull away, but she yanked me closer. So close I had to maneuver myself around the shifter so I didn’t impale myself. Both her hands were on my face, pulling me toward her. In a bold move, she shoved her tongue in my mouth and I fucking lost it.


    I pretty much attacked her, but she didn’t stop me. Oh no. She made these little whimpering noises that I’d only heard a few times before and they were like spurts of gasoline on my already-stoked fire. It almost scared me. How much I wanted her. How she made me feel like I was on fire, flames licking me inside and out.


    I pushed and pushed, but she pushed back and asked for more. We hadn’t kissed like this in so long and what a fucking shame that was. She bit down lightly on my tongue and I did the same to her and the kiss became vicious. Deliciously vicious. I was afraid one of us was going to draw blood.


    It only ended because I moved my head the wrong way to breathe and mashed my already-sensitive nose into hers.


    “Ow,” I said into her mouth. She pulled back and I rubbed the bridge of my nose. Stupid fucker.


    “Are you okay?” she said, her voice all breathy. It was too dark to really see her, but I hoped her lips were as swollen as mine felt.


    “Yeah. Just a little tender. I’m fine.” We sat there, with about a foot of space between us, staring at each other.


    “Wow,” she said.


    “Yeah.”
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    MAX HAD MANY talents. Rocking blue hair, writing a term paper in less than two hours, making incredible pizza and kissing. Oh sweet Jesus fuck, was he good at kissing.


    I didn’t know what had come over me. I just wanted to like, eat him alive. It both scared me and thrilled me. I felt tingly and powerful all over. Like I’d had a shot of the most amazing orgasmic espresso ever.


    It was hard to remember all my reservations about giving in to him when he was so damn good at using his mouth. He’d probably be good with that mouth… everywhere.


    Yeah, I needed to get my libido in gear. This was not the time for that.


    We got out of the car and went into my room, which somehow made things worse because there was a perfectly available bed to do lots of physical activities on.


    Look away from the bed, Trish.
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    MAX STAYED IN the bed with me again that night and the next few nights, but I got a lot less sleep.


    I ached for him. It was a physical pang that seemed to be with me all the time. I kissed him, but that only served to wind me up even more. I had no idea why it had taken me this long, but it was like I’d pulled the cork out of a bottle and lust was fizzing and spilling out everywhere.


    Max didn’t say anything about my newfound need to molest him all the time. Well, at least he wasn’t complaining. He just took what I gave him and gave it right back and made me want more. It was a vicious cycle and I was totally cool with that.


    Lottie and I had the day off on Saturday for the proposal. We all drove over to the parking lot with the rest of The Band, Zan, Will, Audrey, Simon and Brady. Katie’s sister Kayla was also there with her fiancé, Adam. She was just starting to show a teeny tiny baby bump. Soon her sister would be joining her.


    I had my phone ready to film. We were just waiting for the happy couple. They were late.


    “Where the hell are they?” Allan yelled at me. The natives were getting restless.


    “I’ll call him,” I said and hit the Send button on his number.


    “Dude, where the hell are you?”


    “Oh, uh, yeah. We’ll be right there.” With that, he hung up. What the hell? He’d sounded distracted. Like he had something better to do than getting engaged to the mother of his future child.


    Something was definitely up.


    “I guess he’s on his way,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear. About ten minutes later, his car finally appeared.


    He pulled into the lot and hit the brakes. Katie got out and she was already beaming.


    “What are you all doing here?”


    Stryker got out slowly and he was supposed to give the signal, but his face was a little red.


    “Um, yeah. We can still do it, but I kinda already asked.” He walked around the car and Katie held up her left hand, showing off the pink sparkler.


    “He asked me this morning.” What the hell, dude? I wanted to smack him. Kayla and Lottie both squealed and ran over to give Katie hugs. I walked over to Stryker and just glared.


    “Yeah, I just… I don’t know. I wanted it to be just the two of us so I did it.” He looked at Katie and she gazed back at him.


    “It was perfect,” she said with a whisper.


    “So what the hell are we supposed to do?” Pepper yelled.


    “Well, we can all go back to my place and jam.” There was some grumbling, but it was decided that we’d all move this celebration back to the apartment. Stryker asked Katie if she wanted to see the whole performance, but she declined.


    “It was already perfect. I don’t need more. Save it for our anniversary or something.”


    “Sure, sweetheart,” he said, kissing her forehead, then raising her hand and kissing the finger where the ring rested. His hand went to her stomach and he rubbed it.
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    “I CAN’T BELIEVE we’re both getting married and both knocked up,” Kayla said as she and Katie sipped orange juice in fancy wine glasses. The rest of us were boozing it up. Well, except for Zan, who stayed away from the stuff for a lot of reasons.


    “I know. Who would have thought, right?” Katie said. She and Kayla were the spitting image of one another and they had identical grins of contentment.


    Finally the story of the engagement came out. Katie lifted up her shirt and we all had to tip our heads to read what was written on her stomach in black marker. And then we laughed.


    Stryker had drawn a tiny little baby with a bubble coming out of its mouth saying: WILL YOU MARRY MY DAD?


    It was cute and it was totally Katie and Stryker.


    “It wasn’t easy to do it while you were sleeping,” he said. “You kept almost waking up.” She just rolled her eyes at him and then put her shirt down.


    Max stayed by my side and kept one hand on me at all times. It was both comforting and distracting because I wanted to pull him onto the porch or into the bathroom to make out. This didn’t seem like the right venue for that, so I refrained, even though it wasn’t easy.


    There were many toasts and after everyone had a good buzz going on, the music started. Instruments were passed around, requests were yelled out and I sat in Max’s lap.


    “I wish I could sing,” I said in his ear. I hadn’t inherited Stryker’s talent. No idea where his came from. Neither of our parents ever sang and we never knew our grandparents.


    “You have many other talents, hun,” Max said back, his fingers moving absentmindedly up and down my arm, across my tattoos.


    “Your hair is fading,” he said, grabbing a few of the ends and giving them a little tug.


    “Yours is too. Want me to do it for you?” The couple who dyes together, stays together.


    “Sure.” Stryker was going nuts on his violin, tearing up “Creep.” He could do just about anything. It always made me feel inferior. I didn’t really feel like I was good at anything. If only I was amazing at one thing and mediocre at everything else, I’d be fine. I was good a dyeing hair. I was definitely a decent dancer, but not enough to actually do anything with it. I did fine in school, but nothing had jumped out at me and demanded my attention. Demanded my interest. I wanted to want to do something. All my other friends had their shit together and had known what they wanted to do for ages. Drove me crazy.


    Sometimes I felt like an outsider. Like I was just hanging out on the periphery of his world.


    “You okay?” Max asked, brushing my hair over my shoulder. I leaned back against him.


    “Yeah. Fine. Just tired and thinking about a lot of things.”


    “Want to talk about it?”


    I started to shake my head, but then remembered that I said I was going to trust him more.


    “I’ll tell you when we’re alone.” That seemed to satisfy him and I felt okay about it. I was always giving other people advice that I neglected to follow myself. Yeah, yeah, I knew how hypocritical that was. Whatever.


    His arms went around me and I almost felt like I wanted to take a nap. But then Katie started feeling sick and Stryker had to go tend to her. The Band went on playing without him, but it wasn’t the same.


    “I’m going to go check on them,” I said to Max. Katie was going to be my sister, so I might as well start treating her like one. Kayla was right behind me.


    “I get sick sometimes at night too,” she said. “I’m just crossing my fingers that I won’t have sympathy sickness.” Ugh, that would be awful. Two puking pregnant women in one small bathroom.


    When we reached the bathroom, Katie was sitting on the floor breathing deeply and Stryker was hovering, as if he wasn’t sure what to do.


    “You doing okay?” I asked. She kept her eyes squeezed shut, but she flashed me a thumbs up.


    “I can make you some ginger tea or something.” Lottie was obsessed with tea and as a result of being her best friend, I knew there was a tea for every ailment. She had dozens of boxes and tins in her place downstairs.


    “Sure,” Katie said. Stryker looked pretty helpless, so Kayla came in and took over.


    “I’ll make you some too,” I said to her as she grabbed a rubber band off the sink to help Katie put her hair up. Good plan.


    I found Lottie and she came downstairs with me to brew the tea. It was so quiet down there compared to upstairs.


    “I can’t believe Katie’s planning for a wedding and a baby. I feel like it was just yesterday when she bounced into our dorm room and I wanted to punch her in the face,” Lottie said, filling the teakettle as I got out the mugs.


    “I know. I seriously thought I was going to hate her forever, but then she turned out to be more than meets the eye. A lot of people are like that,” I said. Lottie nodded.


    “As long as they’re weird though,” she pointed out. One of our first conversations ever was at work when we talked about weird people being the best kind.


    “Absolutely,” I agreed.


    “So, I’m glad we’re alone because I have to ask you something,” she said as the kettle heated up. Uh oh. She turned her bright blue eyes on me and I knew there was no escape.


    “What’s up with you and Max? I know you guys are super affectionate and stuff, but it’s different lately. Not different bad, just different. You seem to be happier and I was just wondering what was up,” she said in a rush. Lottie had this endearing habit of talking a ton, and talking really fast. It was hard to get used to at first, but now I found it just another one of her adorable quirks.


    “Um, well. I don’t know.” I didn’t really want to talk about it, but I could at least tell her a few things. “We just had a talk the other night and he told me that I don’t really trust him. Which is true. I have a hard time with that.” I stared down at the empty mugs. Lottie knew some stuff, but she didn’t know everything. Only Stryker knew everything, and it wasn’t because I wanted him to. If I could, I would have hidden a lot of it, because I could take it. I could handle it. I didn’t want it to damage him too.


    “That’s good. Trust is so important. I definitely didn’t trust Zan at first,” she said, and we both laughed at the understatement. Their love story was quite something. How she could go from hating Zan with every fiber in her being, to completely and totally loving him, I didn’t know. I guess that was just the power of those kinds of feelings.


    “Yeah, I guess you know what I’m talking about.” She nodded with a knowing smile.


    “Oh, yes. But then I had to decide what was more important. Protecting myself from him potentially hurting me, or letting myself fall in love with him. If I didn’t let go, I would have missed out on the best thing in my life. I don’t even want to think about how my life would be if I had walked away.” She shivered. I looked around their apartment. It was very different from Stryker’s, even though this one also had a banjo. The walls weren’t visible because they were covered in bookshelves that Simon had made. Some of them were still empty, but they were fast filling up with Lottie’s extensive collection. Zan had a few books too, and between them they had quite a library going on here.


    Black and white photographs were sprinkled here and there, another of Zan’s hobbies. Quite a few of them were of Lottie and they were absolutely beautiful.


    The kettle finally boiled and Lottie filled the mugs as I added the teabags. She found a little tray that we set the cups on.


    “It’s obvious that you care about each other. It’s obvious that you have something special. Just think about what it would be like if you lost him. Would that be better than letting yourself trust him?” I didn’t have the answer to that question.


    “Just something to think about,” she said as she picked up the tray.
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    I WAS PRETTY happy that when I asked Trish what was wrong, instead of brushing me off she said we’d talk about it when we were alone. Cool, awesome. We were making progress.


    The celebration continued on for hours. A lot of people got pretty drunk, and Stryker cut off the booze supply so everyone could sober up before they went anywhere. He also offered his place to crash in, and Lottie and Zan seconded. Lottie was very strict when it came to drunk driving because of what had happened to her best friend, Lexie. She’d never recovered from her traumatic brain injury and was now in a facility in Texas getting more help. Lottie was devastated, but she knew it was for the best.


    Trish didn’t drink much, and I remained sober in just in case. Simon also stayed sober and offered to drive people home in trips, so that was what most of them did. Katie seemed to be suffering from some of the symptoms of pregnancy, but after some tea she came back out saying that she felt better. I didn’t really know much about pregnant women and I had to be honest that thinking about it kind of freaked me out.


    Trish was quiet as she drove us back to my place. I figured she was probably thinking about what to say when we got there. I wasn’t going to push her, but let her make the first move. I knew it wasn’t easy and I was willing to be patient.


    As soon as the door shut, she turned on me.


    “First, the fact that you love me, scares me. Second, I don’t know what I want to do with my life and that scares me. Third, I’m afraid that I’m not good at anything, so I’ll probably just end up as a waitress or something. Not that there’s anything wrong with being a waitress, but I want to do something with my life. My brother is this overachiever and I feel like I need to live up to that but I don’t know how. There you go.” She slammed the words at me, almost all at once like bullets. It was going to take me a second to absorb all that and formulate a response.


    “Okay, first, the fact that I love you scares me too. Second, you’ll figure it out. You’re only eighteen. There are millions of adults who don’t know what the fuck they want to do with their lives. It’s not against the law to not know what you want to do. Third, you are good at many things, but you don’t think you are. Your brother is a different person. He has different talents. You’re allowed to not be a carbon copy of him. I wouldn’t want you to be like him. I want you to be like you.” She watched me as I talked and I could tell she was turning my words over, deciding which ones to discard and which ones to take in and think about further. I hoped she would listen to me. Really listen.


    She sat down on the bed and patted the spot next to her.


    I joined her and waited for her verdict.


    “I really don’t want to be a waitress. I’d be so bad at it,” she finally said.


    “Okay then. We can cross that off the list of job possibilities.” That made her smile just a tiny bit.


    “Do you want me to do your hair?” she asked, looking at me through her eyelashes.


    “Yeah,” I said. So it wasn’t a long talk. She didn’t bare her entire soul to me. But it was a start.
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    AN HOUR LATER, my scalp was burning from bleach and I had electric blue dye slathered on my head. Trish was going to do my hair first and then do hers.


    “You could be a hairdresser. You’re good at this.” She made a face at me.


    “Yeah, but most people want boring hairstyles. I would die if I had to do soccer mom haircuts all day.” Ugh, I could understand that. She definitely had a point.


    “Well, I have no idea what I want to do either, so we need to figure this out together.” I really liked that idea. Maybe we could do majors and careers that complimented each other. Not that I was thinking that far down the line, but it was something to ponder.


    “I don’t know,” she said, walking around and checking the color on my hair. She wore gloves so she didn’t stain her hands. Tonight I’d have to put a dark pillowcase on my pillow so I didn’t stain it. The joys of having non-normal colored hair.


    “One thing is for sure, I don’t want to get knocked up.”


    “Ever?” I asked. Trish and I never talked about this stuff.


    “Never. Can you imagine me being a mom? I’d be horrible at it. The thing would cry and I’d probably get up and leave. I’m nervous enough as it is at the thought of being an aunt. I know I’m going to get roped into babysitting and that is totally going to suck.” I thought she was being too hard on herself, as usual. She was going to be fine with her niece or nephew. Thinking about her with a baby made me smile a little.


    “Do you want to have kids?” she asked.


    “I have no idea. Haven’t really thought about it. I was always focusing on getting to college and then I’d go from there.” As soon as I knew what college was, I knew I wanted to go. It had been my dream from when I was very young and my dad would tell me how I was going to join him in business one day. He even got me t-shirts with his business logo on them when I was growing up. I still had a few of them in my drawers.


    “Whatever. I don’t know why I’m even talking about this.” She snapped her gloves off and threw them in the trash. “You’re good to go.” I got up and headed for the shower to rinse out the color. When I came back, she was busy with the bleach bottle on her roots.


    “We can talk about that kind of stuff. Even if it’s just to say that we don’t know what we’re doing. I like hearing about what you want in the future.” It helped me try to picture a future with her in it.


    “I don’t like to talk about the future. I just like to live in the moment,” she said.


    “That’s good too. I guess I’m just saying that if you want to talk about kids, or not having kids, or your feelings on marriage, that’s not going to scare me. I know you’re not the kind of girl who’s secretly pinning wedding ideas on Pinterest while her boyfriend sleeps.” That made her snort.


    “No, I’m definitely not. I bet Katie is now, though. I hope she doesn’t become one of those bridezillas. I could not take that.” Katie could be enthusiastic about things, but I didn’t think she’d get to that level.


    “When are they getting married?”


    “In the summer I think. She doesn’t want to be fat when she walks down the aisle.” Couldn’t blame her there.


    Trish finished with the bleach and I opened the window, even though it was still freezing outside. I was getting high off the fumes.


    I unwrapped the towel from my shoulders and squeezed out the excess water from the ends of my hair. There was still a tiny bit of blue dye, but that would be normal for the next few days. I was used to it.


    “Can we talk about something non-serious now? All this future talk is giving me a headache.” It was probably the bleach, but I kept my mouth shut.


    “Sure.” I asked her if she wanted to go on a date with me. She stared at me like I’d lost my mind.


    “What? We are dating, but we hardly ever actually go out on real dates. We hang out here, or at the library, or with your brother and The Band. I’d like to go out and do something, just the two of us.” Her mouth gaped a little.


    “Or maybe not.”


    “Uh, no. Yeah, we can go on a date.” I felt kind of horrible that I didn’t make more of an effort to take her out and do fun things with her. Maybe that would be a good way to get her to open up.


    “As long as it’s not like a fancy restaurant or something. I would be so uncomfortable.” Ditto. We weren’t really fancy restaurant people. We went to Caroline’s, the fanciest restaurant around, but only in a group and we always got nasty looks from the other patrons and staff.


    “Deal. Besides, I don’t want us to just do the traditional dates like we read them from some sort of dating handbook. No plain dinners and movies for us.” She smiled and looked excited at the prospect of going out. Who knew?
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    AFTER I WASHED out my hair, I put it up in a towel and called Katie in a panic while I was in the girls’ bathroom. Hopefully Max would just think I was doing an extra-thorough washing job.


    “Hello?” It wasn’t super late, but she sounded like she might have been sleeping.


    “Hey, it’s Trish. I’m sorry, did I wake you?”


    “No, no. I was just resting my eyes. Which sounds like something my Grampa Jack would say. Ugh. I feel like I’m a million years old and I’m not even close to being done with this pregnancy.” She sighed, but I knew what I was about to say was going to perk her right up.


    “I need your help.”


    “Uh huh, with what?”


    “What you’ve been dreaming of since you met me. I need you to doll me up. Max and I are going on a date and I want to surprise him.” She made that high-pitched squealing excited noise and I had to hold the phone away from my ear. God, I didn’t know how her vocal chords could survive making that sound on a regular basis.


    “Oh my God, oh my God!” I heard Stryker freaking out in the background, asking if there was something wrong with the baby.


    “No, I’m fine. Trish finally asked me if I would do a makeover on her.” He responded, but I couldn’t hear what he said. It was probably something snarky, knowing him.


    “Look, I’m not going to let you dye my hair, or cover my tattoos, or make me take out any of my piercings.” I had quite a number of them and I wore them in different combinations every day. Sometimes it was an eyebrow ring day, sometimes it was a lip ring plus nose ring day. I always had numerous bits of metal in my ears. It just made me feel more interesting and fun.


    “Trish. Do you have any faith in me at all? I’m not going to change you. I’m only going to enhance what is already there and pump it up a little bit. You’ll still be you, only just a little more fabulous.” I’d seen her makeovers on Lottie and she’d done a hell of a one on herself. She was so much cooler with pink streaks in her hair and wearing her black-rimmed glasses.


    “I just wanted to make sure that we were clear.”


    “Clear as a bell. When do you want to do it? Could you come shopping with me next week? I need to buy some new jeans so that when my stomach gets bigger I don’t have to wear gross muumuu dresses.” I could never see her in one of those. Even if she wore one, though, she’d look fantastic. Katie would look good in anything.


    Me, not so much.


    “Yeah, I think I can swing it. Just let me know when you want to go and we’ll figure out a time.”


    “Awesome! Oh, I’m so excited.” Glad she was. I was regretting the idea as soon as I hung up with her. But she’d promised she was just going to enhance what I already had. Whatever that meant.
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    MIRACLE OF MIRACLES, I got used to Max spending the night with me. I didn’t think it was possible, but it happened. I even liked waking up in the morning and seeing his smiling face, puffy eyes and ruffled hair. I always woke up first and I’d lay there and wait for his eyes to open. The second they did, he would focus on my face and a slow smile would spread on his lips. It was literally the best part of my day.


    He wouldn’t stop bugging me about our date. Apparently, I was required to help him come up with what we were going to do.


    “Isn’t the guy supposed to plan this?” I said the third time he asked me.


    “I don’t know, but the last thing I want is to get you somewhere and then have you hate it and be grumpy the whole time. Even though you’re super cute when you’re grumpy. You get all frowny right here,” he said poking the spot on my forehead right between my eyes. I jerked away and smacked his finger.


    “Don’t poke my face. Just because you’re my boyfriend, doesn’t give you permission to poke my face. That’s not how this works.”


    “Well, then I don’t know if I want to keep dating if I’m not allowed to do that,” he said, keeping his face serious. What a dork. I bit back a smile and just shook my head at him.
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    I WAS HALF-hoping that Katie would be too busy with everything to have time for our little makeover sesh, but she called me saying that she had time Wednesday afternoon and I didn’t have a good enough excuse to say no. Damn. Really, it was inevitable that I would get a makeover eventually, being Katie’s friend. It was just a thing she did.


    I picked her up at the apartment and she was smiling so hard I thought she was going to break her face.


    “You have no idea how much I’ve been looking forward to this ever since we met,” she said, shutting the door and then putting on her seatbelt.


    “Because I so clearly need a makeover,” I said, rolling my eyes at her.


    “No, because I want to give literally everyone a makeover when I first meet them. You’re not special.” I laughed and she turned on the radio. You’d think, looking at her in her jeans and soft pink top and dark pink jacket that she’d listen to insipid pop music. Nope. She had better taste than most and I smiled when she found the alt. rock station and started singing along. Katie had a great voice. It was sort of deep and husky. It sounded like sex and cigarettes. No wonder my brother fell in love with her.


    “So, what are we thinking? Do you want to go casual, or more dressy?” Katie peppered me with questions and her energy was so intense I wanted to pull over and tell her to calm the fuck down.


    I’d thought pregnant women were supposed to be like, more mellow or wise or something. She just seemed like she’d turned up her personality about five thousand notches. It was a bit much.


    When we got the mall, I found a parking spot and we got out. Katie started listing the stores we were going to hit, starting with one that sold lacy underwear and bras for women who wanted to impress their husbands on Valentine’s Day.


    “Hell no, Katie. Hell fucking no,” I said. A woman walking by gave me a dirty look. I hated people who were so uptight about cursing. Seriously, get the fuck over it.


    “Oh come on. You have to start somewhere. It’s best to go from the bottom to the top. And the bottom is undies.” She grabbed my arm and she was surprisingly strong. I didn’t want to harm her by fighting, so I let her drag me to the store of doom.


    I’d been here with her when she shopped for Lottie. It had sucked then and it sucked now. No sooner were we through the door than a perky saleswoman came right up to us, tape measure around her neck.


    “Can I help you ladies find anything today?” He voice was like sugar in my ears. Gross. Way too sweet.


    “Yes, she needs to be measured and then we’d like to find a few bras and panties,” Katie said on my behalf.


    “I, what?” I said as she shoved me toward the changing room.


    “I spent my morning hunched over a toilet. This is the bright spot in my day. Please just do this for me,” she said and then shut the door in my face.


    Well.


    The saleswoman, whose name turned out to be Tricia, put the tape measure around me and then wrote down my size. It wasn’t as humiliating as I thought it was going to be. She was quick and professional and I could tell she’d done this a lot.


    We joked about our similar names and then she asked me what styles I liked.


    “Nothing that’s got too many bells and whistles. I don’t need to be pushed up or boosted. Underwires were created by Satan and I don’t like front clasps,” I said. She took all that in and then went to get some samples.


    Somehow, she was able to find a few comfortable bras in my size and then we went to pick colors and matching panties. Katie made me get a few that were out of my comfort zone, color wise.


    “Max’s eyes are going to pop when he sees these. I wish I could be there, but that would be a little creepy.” More than a little. Besides, Max wasn’t going to be seeing this underwear. Or at least, not for a very long time. If he decided he wanted to put up with me that long. Jury was still out.


    After the trial by fire at the underwear store, Katie dragged me into a trendy clothing store. I didn’t think I would find anything I liked, but lo and behold, there were plenty of things. Pre-ripped jeans (which were crazy expensive, in my opinion, but which I got anyway), cool drapey tops with fun patterns on them and I even got a dress.


    “It’s so you, Trish,” Katie said when I showed it to her.


    The dress had cream lace (I know, I know, I’m not a lace girl, but it totally worked) capped-sleeves and the lace continued in panels down the sides. The rest of it was green, which went well with my hair. It was fitted and made me look like I had more curves than I actually did.


    “Another magic dress!” Katie said, clapping her hands.


    I really liked the way the dress looked on me. Like I was a lady or something. I wanted to put my hair up and wear lipstick and high heels.


    Speaking of heels, those were next. Now, I was no stranger to them, but the kind of heels Katie wanted me to get were not the kind of heels I was used to.


    “Just try them,” she said, shoving a pair of black pumps at me. They looked like something someone very grownup and glamorous would wear. Audrey would rock these things so hard.


    I put them on and toddled around a little. I was definitely going to need practice with these things. I bought them anyway along with another pair of heels in a pretty silver color.


    Last were accessories. I tried to put my foot down again, but was swept up in Katie’s makeover process. She swapped out the studs in my lobes with some delicate drop earrings and even found a pretty crystal nose stud.


    “What about these?” she asked, holding up a pair of studs that, at first glance, just looked sparkly, but on closer inspection were tiny skulls. I grinned at her. She got me.


    “Can we save the makeup for another day?” I whined. She nodded and sighed.


    “Yes. I’m seriously tired right now. Who knew growing a human took so much energy?” She looked down at her stomach. “I have this fear that I’m going to wake up one day and bam. I will have popped.”


    We headed back to the car, me weighed down with bags and Katie walking pretty slowly.


    “Have you told your mom yet?” I threw the bags in the trunk and then slammed it shut.


    “Nope. Kayla and I are going to this weekend. She’s supposed to be heading back to Africa, but Mom will be damned if she’s going to a foreign country while carrying her grandchild. Adam doesn’t really have a choice. He has to go, and he’s only been postponing it so they could be here and help Mom for a while.” Complicated. I wasn’t used to having to bow to the whims of a parent. Stryker and I were always two peas in a pod. He might have taken custody of me, but he would never be my father.


    We talked the rest of the way back about makeovers and whether or not Katie wanted to have a baby shower.


    “I mean, I know I need stuff, so I’ll probably have one, but I will put a moratorium on those awful games.” I’d never been to a baby shower, so I didn’t really know what she was talking about. I pretended I did.


    When I got back to my room, I stashed the bags in the back of my closet and called Max. He knew all about the trip and I didn’t know who was more excited about the makeover, him or Katie.


    “So, what did you get?” he asked.


    “Like I’m going to tell you. You’re just going to have to ask me out and then you’ll see firsthand.” He made a frustrated sound.


    “But if you don’t tell me what you want to do on our date, then we can’t go on one.” This boy was driving me nuts.


    “Max. You don’t need my input on the date. Just pick something. You know me. You know what I like and what I don’t like. Just… make a damn decision.” I didn’t mean to sound like an asshole, but damn. I wanted him to stop being so gentle with me. Like when we kissed. I really liked it when we got all physical and intense like that. I wanted him to do that in more areas of our relationship.


    Yes, that scared me, but it also thrilled me. Double-edged sword.


    “Okay then. I will make a damn decision.” He wasn’t upset. His voice was still cheerful. He was used to me talking to him like that.


    “Good. You just tell me where to be and give me enough time to get my shit together and ready and I’ll show up,” I said.


    “Fair enough. So, dinner?” I started messing with my sheets and blankets. Max usually made the bed when we got up, but he’d been rushing this morning.


    “I’m going over to my brother’s. Pick you up?” He’d picked up as many hours as he could at the gym. It was a good job for him because he could walk there during the day.


    “Yes ma’am,” he said and I cringed.


    “If you care about me at all, you will never call me that again,” I said and he chuckled.


    “Sure thing, hun.”

  


  


  


  
    


    [image: ]


    [image: ]


    I WAS SO fucking excited about the date. Why had it taken me so long to decide to take her on a real one? I’d really dropped the ball on that one. I apologized to her a bunch of times, but she just waved me off.


    “Hey, it’s both of our faults. I’m over it. I don’t need you to wine me and dine me. I like you just the way you are. I like us. I like watching movies with you and picking you up after work.” I liked those things too, but I wondered if there was more. I wanted to do everything with her. Climb mountains and travel and go to flea markets and shit. I wanted to do it all, as long as it was with Trish. She made everything better¸ more colorful, more exciting. Definitely more snarky.


    She decided to get ready at Lottie’s so both Katie and Lottie could help her with whatever girls did to get ready for a date. I assumed makeup and hair took a while. I kind of wished I’d been allowed to watch. I loved watching Trish do her eyeliner. So carefully. It was a good thing I wasn’t a girl, because I would fail miserably at doing something like that.


    I was getting to drive her car since I wanted to do this the traditional way. Even if we weren’t a traditional couple. She’d balked, but had given in after I kissed her a little.


    When I got to the apartment, Lottie made me stay out in the hall.


    “Is she ready yet?” I yelled.


    “Almost!” was the response.


    I waited and waited. It was worth it, but damn. I didn’t care what she looked like. She could wear sweats and no makeup and her hair a mess and I’d think she was drop dead gorgeous.


    Finally, finally, the door opened and there she was.


    Holy.


    Fucking.


    Shit.


    I had no words for her.


    “I think you broke him,” Lottie said, laughing at me.


    “You okay there?” Trish said, waving her hand in front of my face and snapping me out of it.


    “You…” Words weren’t enough.


    “I’m guessing that’s good?” she said, adjusting her dress a little. It was green with off-white lace and hugged her in all the right places and made her hair so bright. Her makeup included black-lined lids and red lipstick. Her hair was curled and pulled back from her face on either side. Loose and sexy.


    She was a walking sex bomb. Not that she wasn’t always, but this was a side of her I hadn’t seen yet.


    “Okay, okay, enough staring. Can we go now?” she said, shifting from foot to foot. It was only then that I noticed the heels. Wow. Heels. Not her usual boots. She’d kept in her eyebrow ring and nose stud, but swapped out most of her earrings in favor of a set of dangly ones that hung from her lobes.


    “Not before we take a picture,” Lottie said, grabbing my arm and yanking me into the room. She made me put my arm around Trish and tried to get me to face the camera, but I couldn’t look anywhere but at the beautiful creature standing next to me. The camera clicked and I couldn’t believe I was so damn lucky.


    “Okay, go, have fun! Use protection and don’t get pregnant,” Katie said with a wink.


    I grabbed Trish’s coat and draped it on her shoulders.


    “Thanks,” she said and I got the door for her.


    Before we got in the car, I put my hands on her shoulders.


    “I have to tell you that you’re so incredibly beautiful right now. But you’re always beautiful, Trish.” One side of her mouth turned up in a smile.


    She reached out and flicked my bow tie.


    “You don’t look so bad yourself.”


    I didn’t have a whole lot of nice clothes, so I’d fished out the best from my closet. Black shirt, black pinstriped pants and a bright blue bowtie. I’d swiped my hair back from my forehead and styled it a little more than I usually did.


    “You ready?” I asked.


    She took a deep breath and let it.


    “I guess so.”
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    I WAS FREAKING out, once again. It made me realize that I freaked out about a lot of things. I just hid it pretty well, I guess.


    It had taken a lot of effort to get me like this, and it was going to take a lot of work to get this makeup off. My hair had been sprayed and styled as well, even though it looked like it hadn’t.


    All in all, seeing the look on Max’s face made the entire ordeal worth it. I would remember that look for the rest of my life. I’d looked in the mirror and actually felt beautiful. Worthy. Having him stare at me like I was both of those things only reinforced that.


    “Now since you refused to give me any input, if you hate where we’re going, you’re not allowed to complain,” he said as we drove away from campus.


    I was kind of digging the fact that the date was a surprise. I normally wasn’t a fan of them, but tonight I was excited. I liked doing new things with him. He made me feel safe, and that wasn’t a feeling I had very often.


    “So I’m wondering,” he said, turning the heat up. The dress didn’t really do much to keep me warm and my jacket wasn’t really helping.


    “Wondering what?”


    “Wondering what you’re wearing under that dress.” He turned and looked at me and the fire in his eyes scorched me from the ends of my hair to the tips of my toes shoved into the pumps.


    Well, shit.


    Now I was pretty and turned on.


    I crossed my legs and almost wished that he was going to take us to a hotel. Or maybe back to his room.


    But then the fear snuck out of the back of my mind and stomped on that idea.


    I hadn’t answered him.


    “Maybe you’ll get to see,” I said before I could stop myself. He breathed out loudly.


    “Fuck, I hope you mean that.”
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    I’D THOUGHT OUR date would take place, you know, within at least a half-hour of school. But no. We kept driving.


    “Where in the hell are we going?” I looked at the signs on the highway, but they gave no indication of where we were going. Just away. Well, south, technically. Toward the rest of the state and the rest of the United States. If we’d gone north, we would have been headed to Canada. Not that I would have objected, but I didn’t have a passport and you needed one if the Mounties were going to let you in.


    “We are going on a date. That’s where we’re going.”


    “Well, I hope we’re going somewhere with food soon.” I’d been nervous, so I hadn’t eaten much today, and I hadn’t wanted to mess up either my dress or my makeup just before the date.


    “Don’t worry, don’t worry. Food is on the agenda.”


    Good.


    “If you look in the glovebox, you’ll find something else.” I opened it and found his phone with a little sticky note on it, telling me to plug it into the speakers and go to a certain playlist named Trish & Max’s First Date Tunes. It was super cheesy, but that was what made it so great.


    “You made me a mix tape?” I asked.


    “The modern version of it, yeah. I thought about doing a cassette tape, but that would have taken a lot more time to do than just to make a playlist.”


    I pretended to be mad at him.


    “So you’re saying that I’m not worth making a mix tape for?”


    “Baby, you are worth making a thousand mix tapes for.” I made a face.


    “What?”


    “Don’t call me baby. Ever again.”


    “Noted,” he said as the first song started to play. “Anything Could Happen” by Ellie Goulding.


    “Is this a hint?” I asked over the music.


    “Maybe. Maybe not. You’ll just have to wait and see.” I sighed and pushed my seat back so I was more comfortable, kicked my shoes off and put my feet on the dash.
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    AN HOUR LATER we stopped at a restaurant. It was shaped like a ship in the front, complete with mermaid arching off the prow. The front of the boat was called the prow, right? I didn’t really know the correct boat terms.


    “We came an hour for seafood?” I asked. One thing about living in Maine was that you could throw a rock and hit a seafood restaurant that had lobster so fresh, it was in the ocean last night and on your plate the next afternoon.


    “We came an hour for Maine’s Biggest Lobster Roll.” I was intrigued, so I took Max’s arm as we walked together through the front door. He already had a reservation, so we were seated right away. The place was pretty casual, so I didn’t feel like I was on display. We both ordered Cokes and then perused the enormous menus.


    “So I was thinking that we should get the crispy calamari to start, followed by the lobster roll and then dessert.” That sounded like a lot of food, but I was hungry enough to eat the chair I was sitting on. We ordered and the calamari came. I nearly burned my fingers in my rush to get it from the plate to my mouth.


    “Easy there,” Max said, laughing at me.


    “Well, if we hadn’t had to drive so far, I wouldn’t be so hungry,” I said, sticking my tongue out at him.


    And then the lobster roll arrived and I almost started laughing. It was fucking huge. There was no way the two of us could finish it, as well as our salads and dessert on top of that. No freaking way.


    “Just think of it as an adventure,” Max said as we stared at each other over the behemoth bun filled with several lobsters’ worth of meat.


    “You know after we eat this, neither of us is going to be able to move. They’re going to have to roll us out to the car.” He just shook his head at me and dug in.
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    SO, THINKING YOU can eat a foot long lobster roll and then actually doing it are two different things. We did pretty well, but we both hit a wall and even though there was only a little bit left, neither of us could do it.


    “I think I’ve gained ten pounds tonight. I hope you don’t mind,” Trish said, rubbing her stomach.


    “I’d love you if you were a thousand pounds,” I said and she gave me a look.


    “No, you wouldn’t. Besides, I’m not sure if it’s actually possible for a person to weigh that much.”


    After sitting and resting for a while after our marathon eating session, we got the rest of the roll wrapped up to go.


    “Maybe we should get dessert to go?” Trish said, but I shook my head.


    “I have a better idea.”


    After a fight over me paying the check, which I won, we waddled out of the restaurant.


    “Oh my Goooodddddd,” Trish said as she got into the car.


    “Okay, on our next date, no giant food items,” I said.


    “Agreed.”
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    WE GOT BACK in the car and I kept driving south. I knew somewhere along the line we’d reach a late-night diner where we could get milkshakes or sundaes or something. I hit the jackpot an hour later and I escorted Trish in.


    “We’re going back after this right? Because we’re going to have to drive over two hours to get home,” she said. I just shrugged one shoulder.


    “Wait, we’re not going back after this?” she said, tugging on my sleeve. I ignored her and told the waitress that there were two of us. Trish kept talking to me as the waitress showed us to our table.


    “Max, we’re not seriously going to keep going, are we?” I had to admit, I was enjoying seeing her so wound up. It was a shame that I hadn’t done this sooner. It was way too much fun.


    “Just go along for the ride, hun,” I said, remembering not to call her baby. She started to protest, but I held one finger up.


    “You said you were going to work on trusting me. This is one of those times when you’re going to need to trust me. I know it’s hard, but I’m not going to take you somewhere in the middle of the woods and chop you up with a chainsaw and then bury the pieces.”


    “Gross.”


    Because we were both feeling a little silly, we ordered one giant strawberry milkshake and two straws.


    “I feel like I’m in a movie or something,” Trish said as we leaned forward and drank the thick deliciousness with our individual straws.


    “Golly gee, you’re sure looking keen tonight,” I said with a wink.


    “Oh, why Max, you sure are sweet. You know just what to say to a girl. Maybe later we can drive out to the sock hop.” She fluttered her eyelashes and we both burst out laughing.


    “You’re such a dork,” she said.


    “Dork is the new black, sweets,” I said, straightening my bow tie.
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    I COULDN’T REMEMBER the last time I had this much fun. Sure, I loved hanging out with my friends and doing things with them, but this was on a whole other level. My face hurt from smiling. That had definitely never happened to me, like, ever.


    Max seemed more open and free when we were on the road. He sang along with the playlist, which kept going as the miles increased. We passed through Maine into New Hampshire and I just stopped asking questions. It didn’t matter. Whatever we did, it was going to be a blast.


    We had to stop for coffee and to pee a few times.


    “I shouldn’t have worn this dress,” I said. It was a bit on the tight side and I wanted to just unzip it and put on something more comfortable.


    “There’s extra clothes in the bag in my duffle,” Max said, pointing to the backseat.


    “Why didn’t you tell me that until now? Jesus.” I reached in the back and grabbed the bag. Holy shit, he had tons of stuff in here. Several changes of clothes, toothbrushes, PJs. I was both shocked and impressed. Somehow he’d gotten these clothes without my knowledge.


    “What the hell are we doing tonight, Max?”


    “You’ll see,” he said.
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    I MADE HIM stop so I could change into a t-shirt and jeans. He changed also and I took off the makeup.


    “It was fun while it lasted,” I said.


    “If you like it, wear it. If you don’t, don’t. Doesn’t matter to me either way,” Max said, messing his hair back to its normal level. It still boggled my mind that Max liked me exactly the way I was. I’d probably never figure it out.


    Then it was back in the car for more driving. We passed through state after state and I ended up falling asleep. The next time my eyes opened, I heard Max’s voice.


    “We’re here.”


    It was nearly four a.m. I blinked a few times and finally realized where we were.


    “Do you think you can get up and walk? We just have a little bit farther to go.” I nodded and got out of the car. My legs protested and I stretched my back a few times as Max got some more stuff out of the car. He’d really gone all out for this date. I didn’t know a whole lot of guys who would drive someone all night like this.


    Putting the bag over his shoulder, he grabbed my hand. I’d switched out my heels for sneakers. It was pretty chilly, but not as cold as Maine.


    “I’ve never been to Atlantic City,” I said as we walked through the nearly empty parking lot and toward the boardwalk.


    “Me neither. But I always wanted to, so here we are,” he said. We made it down to the sand and then we found a flat-ish spot. Max spread a blanket out and pulled out some Pop Tarts and orange juice.


    “You thought of everything,” I said as I sat down and he handed me one of the foil-covered Pop Tarts.


    “I tried to. I wanted to make this first date epic. You know, raise your expectations so high at the beginning and then just disappoint you for every other date,” he said and I lost it laughing. I was tired and achy, but it didn’t matter. It also didn’t matter that it was going to take us nearly an entire day to get back to school. I had the day off tomorrow, so we were good, but still. This was quite the epic date.


    We both uncapped our orange juice and clinked the plastic bottles together.


    “To sunrises in Atlantic City,” he said.


    “To epic boyfriends,” I countered.
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    IT TURNED OUT even better than I thought it would. We were both exhausted, so we lay back on the blanket. Trish cuddled into my chest and we watched the sun rise on the ocean. Life was a series of moments and this one, right here, was one of the best. I had my girl and she was happy and that was all I needed right now.


    Since it wasn’t really even spring yet, the beach was pretty much deserted. Soon it would be dotted with tourists, but apart from the occasional jogger, we had the place to ourselves for now.


    We both fell asleep for a little while. I was woken my phone ringing.


    “Nooo,” Trish said, burying her face into my jacket.


    “I agree,” I said, looking at the screen. It was my mom. I decided to let it go to voicemail. I’d call her back later. Hopefully it wasn’t an emergency.


    She didn’t leave a voicemail, so I figured it was all good.


    “Wanna walk around?” I said and Trish nodded. We were both awake now, despite our sporadic sleep. After going in search of coffee, we just wandered the empty boardwalk. Most of the shops were shuttered and looked sad and abandoned.


    “We should definitely come here this summer,” she said and I totally agreed. There were plenty of corners where I could pull her aside and kiss her. She laughed and even let me slide my hand under her shirt. Just a little. I would punch myself in the face before I pushed her to do something she didn’t want to do. But then she pulled back and smiled at me and didn’t tell me to stop. So I brushed my fingers across her stomach a few times and took her hand again.


    Best. Date. Ever.


    After we sort of looked around, we mutually decided that it was time to drive back.


    “This time I’ll take the wheel,” she said. I fought her on it, but I was so damn tired that I didn’t think I could drive really well, so I let her do it.


    “So,” I asked as she pulled out and we started for home, “is this one of the best first dates you’ve ever had?”


    “No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s the best first date I’ve ever had. Thank you so much.”


    “Thank you for trusting me and coming with me. You don’t know what it means.” I went ahead and hit the playlist for the mix I’d made for us and tilted the seat back. She sort of hummed along with the songs and between that and the constant rumble of the engine, I dozed off.


    


    [image: ]


    


    I DIDN’T WAKE up until the car stopped and Trish was getting gas.


    “Where are we?” I asked as I got out to stretch.


    “Almost to New Hampshire,” she said. Wow. I’d really crashed there.


    “Sorry for sleeping the whole way. I didn’t plan to be out that long.” I rubbed my eyes and yawned, my jaw cracking.


    “No big. I don’t mind being alone.” I knew that, but it still made me feel guilty.


    By the time we made it back to campus, we were both sick of being in the car.


    “I want a shower and a nap. And pizza. I need pizza,” she said.


    “I can help with all of those things,” I said as we went back to her room.


    “Oh yeah?” she said, turning to face me as I set my bag down on the floor. I’d packed a bunch of extra clothes for myself. I had a few outfits at her place, but it would be easier if I had half my clothes here and half at my place.


    “I’d really like to help you with the shower part,” I said, being bold. She studied me for a moment and I waited for her to roll her eyes and tell me I was being crude.


    Instead, she took off her jacket, tossed it on the chair, gripped the edge of her baggy shirt and pulled it over her head.


    My brain exploded.


    Holy shit, my girlfriend was taking her clothes off. She gave me a few seconds to appreciate her beautiful skin, marked here and there with tattoos, and the black bra she had on before she stripped out of her jeans to reveal matching black lace panties.


    I couldn’t take it. Couldn’t deal. Too much. Way too much. Too much skin, too many curves, too much beauty.


    She stood there in front of me, her chin up as if daring me to criticize her. But I saw how her lip trembled a little and she did that thing where she shuffled from foot to foot.


    “You’re incredible. I don’t even have words,” I said. She blushed. I honestly couldn’t remember a time she’d blushed before and damn, if that wasn’t the prettiest thing ever.


    “I’m not perfect,” she said.


    “Yes you are,” I said, but she shook her head. I’d had enough of her doing that, so I crossed the space between us and grabbed her shoulders.


    “Trish. I know you don’t believe good things about yourself. But you are beautiful. You are kind. You are a wonderful, good person. You deserve to be loved. You deserve everything.” I let go of her shoulders and brushed my hands through her hair. It was still somewhat curly and I wanted to play with it.


    She swallowed and her eyes were wide as she looked at me. I could tell she was looking for my lies. She always looked for the worst first.


    “I want to believe you,” she whispered. “I want to believe I can be loved, but too much has happened.”


    “What happened?” I murmured, brushing my thumbs across her cheeks.


    She closed her eyes, effectively shutting me out.


    “I don’t want to talk about that with you. It’s in my past and I don’t want to remember it.” She turned her face away from me, but didn’t step back.


    “Oh, hun,” I said. My heart broke for her when she said things like this.


    “Stop it,” she said, pushing me away and brushing at her eyes. Trish never cried in front of anyone.


    “I just wish I knew what I could do to help you. This kills me, Trish. It kills me that someone hurt you when you were young and vulnerable. But you’re not broken. You’re not damaged. You’re whole just the way you are.” She sniffed loudly and sat on her bed, her back to me.


    I took another risk and sat down next to her, my hand on her shoulder.


    “I just want to be normal,” she said and then sniffed again. I looked around and found a box of tissues. There was also an extra blanket on the end of her bed and I draped it around her shoulders. She didn’t need to be any more exposed than she already was. “I don’t want to be like this.”


    Taking the tissues from me, she turned around and my heart shattered just a little bit more.


    “I know, hun. I know.”


    “I’m so much work. Why do you stay?” She’d asked me questions like this since the day we met. I guess I never had a good enough answer for her.


    “Because I love you. And when you love someone, you don’t walk away. No matter what.” She pulled the blanket further around herself, as if she was cold.


    “I wish I could let myself love you. If I could love anyone that way, I would want it to be you.” My heart nearly stopped. It wasn’t a declaration, but it was pretty damn close and probably as close as I was ever going to get from her.


    “That’s good enough for me,” I said, leaning forward and kissing her forehead. “Why don’t you go take a shower and I’ll order us some pizza, okay?” She nodded and got up.
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    I’D DONE IT again. Taken something perfect and ruined it. I really had to stop doing that, but I didn’t know how. Stryker had always encouraged me to go to therapy, but I always refused. I didn’t want to open up to some stranger who was paid to listen to me. That was just weird.


    I’d talked to Stryker about some of it, but I didn’t want him to know about the worst stuff.


    I hated that this stuff ruined my future, but I was caught in a trap. Unable to move forward, but unwilling to go back and deal with the past.


    Something had to give. I couldn’t keep doing this and I couldn’t drag Max along with me. I was poisoning him. Slowly, and without him knowing. Eventually, it would get to him and the poison would kill our relationship. Kill his love for me.


    I took a long shower and thought about a lot of things. When I came back, the pizza had arrived and Max was getting out plates and paper towels and cans of soda for us.


    “I don’t know what to do, Max, but I know I need to do something. I’ve lived like this for so long, but it’s time to change it. I never really had a reason before. Or at least I didn’t have as much support before. I only had Stryker growing up. Now I have you and Lottie and the rest of my friends. I had no idea I’d ever have friends.” I laughed a little.


    “You know I’ll support you in anything you want to do. Anything. Just tell me how I can help and I’ll do it,” he said, handing me a plate. How in the hell had I found him?


    I sat down and blotted my hair with my towel before turning my attention to the pizza. The room was quiet and it was driving me nuts.


    “My parents were meth dealers,” I said, staring down at the oily pepperonis on the pizza. I couldn’t look at him right now.


    He didn’t say anything, so I kept going.


    “They had a lab in our basement and kept a lock on the door to keep us out of it. There were always addicts and dealers going in and out of our house. My earliest memory is of a junkie passed out on the floor of my room.” Of course they hadn’t gotten me an actual crib when I was a baby. Instead I had one of those big plastic tubs and a dirty blanket in it. It was a miracle Stryker and I had survived our childhood with relatively little physical damage. Psychological damage was another story.


    A hand came into my line of vision and I realized it was Max’s. I reached out and he held my hand as I continued.


    “We hardly ever had food. Stryker had to sneak into the kitchen when everyone was passed out. I still remember what it was like to be that hungry.” I took a jagged breath. Yeah, that was enough for today.


    “So, yeah. That’s a tiny piece of what I went through. There’s a whole lot more, but I think that’s enough for now.” If I kept going, I was going to get sick. The memories of growing up weren’t distant and fuzzy. They were clear as watching a movie in my brain. Like they had happened just yesterday.


    Max squeezed my hand.


    “Thank you for sharing that with me, Trish. It took a lot of courage and I’m proud of you.” That made me start crying again and Max moved the pizza box off the bed so he could put his arms around me.


    I’d never put much stock in the power of hugs, but right now Max’s arms were the only things keeping me together. I started breathing too fast and panicking and he talked in my ear, telling me to breathe slower and relax. He said all kinds of things and they distracted me from the memories.


    After what might have been hours, I untangled myself from him.


    “You doing okay?” he asked. I thought about it for a minute.


    “Yeah, I think I am.”
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    I SLEPT LIKE crazy that night and it wasn’t just because I was exhausted from the road trip. For once, my mind didn’t feel so… heavy. Most nights my brain spun thoughts around and around for so long it took hours for me to actually fall asleep.


    This was different.


    I woke up feeling amazing. Like I could conquer the world and run marathons and shit. I smiled at Max and he kissed me on the nose. I’d made a rule of no kissing before tooth brushing.


    “You seem happy,” he said, his tone surprised.


    “I am happy,” I said and it was the truth. So that was what this feeling was. This bright bubbly in my chest feeling like I was going to float away like a runaway balloon.


    “Good. My goal is for you to have at least one happy moment every day. And I want to be there to witness it. Happy looks really damn good on you.” He winked and got up to brush his teeth and I stayed in bed and basked in my happy for a little bit longer.
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    THE HAPPY FEELING lasted for quite a while. Into doing homework and waiting to hear from Stryker and Katie about telling her mom about the baby and the wedding.


    The wedding. It was going to be the pinkest fucking wedding to ever happen in the history of weddings. It would be awesome, though. Definitely non-traditional. Definitely with a kickass reception. It would probably be the most fun wedding I’d ever attend.


    I still wasn’t sure how I felt about the marriage subject. I just couldn’t imagine anyone actually wanting to commit to me like that, so I’d never entertained the idea of it. I wasn’t opposed to marriage at all. I mean, I wasn’t a lover of romance books and Happily Ever Afters for nothing. But that was not for me. Never for me.


    I finished my homework early, so I was reading a new book when I got the phone call from Stryker.


    “Hey, how did it go?”


    He laughed a little.


    “Hey, better than expected. I thought she was going to pass out. After her initial shock, she hugged us both so hard I thought my ribs were going to break and Katie had to tell her that she was squishing the baby.” We both laughed and he went on to say that Mrs. Hallman wanted to throw Katie and Kayla a joint baby and wedding shower, which was all kinds of crazy.


    “You gonna be back soon?” I asked.


    “Yeah, you and Max want to come over for dinner? Katie is dying to know how your date went.” Oh I bet everyone did. I almost didn’t want to share it with them. I wanted to keep it between just the two of us. Our little secret. I liked the idea of sharing a secret like this with him. A sweet and fun secret. Not the dark and disgusting kind of secrets I currently carried around that weighed me down like chains.


    That would never work, though. My friends were persistent and annoying when they wanted to know something, and it would be less work to just tell them than to try to keep it to ourselves.


    “We’re going to dinner at Stryker’s,” I said as I hung up. Max got up and stretched his arms over his head.


    “Sounds good. I think I pulled something from driving yesterday.” He tilted his neck from left to right and winced.


    “I don’t think you can pull something just from driving.”


    “How do you know? Are you a doctor?” I made a face at him and he got up and pretty much tackled me.


    “Max! What the hell? Get off me,” I said, but then he got his fingers under my ribs and started fucking tickling me. I couldn’t help the breathless laughter that came out of me. I was completely at his mercy.


    “Say you’re not a doctor. Say it!” he said as I tried to wriggle out from under him.


    “I’m not a doctor!” I yelled and he stopped. I wiped tears out of my eyes and got my breath back under control.


    “You’re an asshole,” I said, poking him in the chest. “I almost kicked you in the skull.”


    “Nah, I would have ducked out of the way. I’ve got good reflexes.” He grabbed my wrist and then kissed the back of my hand. It was impossible to be mad at him for long. He was just too damn cute.


    “You are trouble,” I said as he got up and pulled me up after him.


    “The good kind of trouble, I hope.” I pecked him on the lips.


    “The best kind.”
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    MAX CALLED HIS mom before we went to dinner and I could tell things weren’t going well. She was having a hard time letting him go. He thought I didn’t really know a lot about his situation, but I paid attention. I could read between the lines, probably better than a lot of people.


    He had a frown on his face when he finally hung up. I didn’t like it.


    “Everything okay?” I asked tentatively.


    “Yeah, I guess. She’s just being super demanding. I mean, I went home for Christmas and break and everything and now she wants me to come back again. I told her I’m busy, but she knows how to push my buttons and get me to agree to things.” He sighed in frustration. I wanted to wipe the frown off his face, so I kissed him. I didn’t really know what else to do.


    “It’ll be okay,” I said, messing with his hair. He gave me a tight smile and it dawned on me that I wasn’t the only one who had issues that I bottled up. Granted, our issues were very different, but still. We were quite an interesting pair.
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    MY MOM WAS being nutty. Her new strategy to try to make me come home was to offer me a car. A motherfucking car. My parents didn’t have money to buy me a brand-new car like that. I wondered if it was her idea, or Dad’s. It sounded more like something he would do, but who knew?


    It was crazy and I wasn’t going to fall for it. I was staying in school and I was going to figure out what the hell I wanted to do and then I was going to do it. And hopefully, if everything went right, Trish would figure out what she wanted to do and then we’d ride off into the sunset or whatever. I didn’t care where we rode, or how we got there as long as she was next to me.


    It was probably a little premature to think about that kind of stuff. College relationships seemed to come and go because life was in such a state of flux. One minute you were an education major and the next minute you were making money as a nude model for art classes. Things changed so fast. People changed so fast. I didn’t want that to happen to us.


    “Max?” Trish said, getting my attention. We were parked at Stryker’s and I’d checked out.


    “Yeah, sorry. I was just thinking about my mom and other stuff.” I unbuckled my seatbelt, but she put her hand on my arm.


    “You know, this talking and sharing stuff goes both ways. If you want to share things with me, I’m all ears. Granted, I’m not so good at the advice and so forth, but I can listen.” She was much better at advice than she gave herself credit for. She’d helped each and every one of her friends at one point or another.


    The problem with Trish wasn’t that she didn’t feel things. It was that she felt emotions more than most. She cared so fucking much, but couldn’t handle it. Not a bad quality to have, but not very easy on her.


    “Thanks, hun,” I said, giving her a kiss on the cheek.


    “Anytime, babe,” she said and then made a face. “Ugh, no. I thought I would try that out, but it made me feel gross saying it. I want to have a nickname for you, but I don’t have a good one. I guess I’ll have to try something else.”


    “My Lord and Master has a good ring to it,” I said and she pretended to punch me in the face but pulled back at the last second. I wrapped my arms around her and held her to my chest.


    “You’re an asshole,” she said into my chest.


    “Only sometimes.”
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    “NO. WE ARE not naming our child after a day of the week,” Stryker said as we all sat in the living room and ate grilled cheese sandwiches with bacon and bowls of Lottie’s salsa soup.


    “Tuesday isn’t bad,” Katie said.


    “I veto that name,” Stryker said, putting his empty bowl on the coffee table. “Do you want some more, sweetheart?” Katie shook her head and he took her dishes with his to the sink.


    “Look, I’ve grown up with a weird name,” Trish said.


    “It’s not easy. Every time you’re in school or at the DMV or anywhere you have to use your full legal name, it’s a fucking nightmare. So please don’t name your child something weird or ‘creative’. But don’t name them something like John or Jessica. Because that’s just too mainstream,” Trish said.


    “So we should have a unique name, but not too unique?” Katie asked.


    Trish pointed her spoon at Katie.


    “Exactly.”


    “And don’t give him or her a long name that’s hard to spell,” Lottie said, raising her hand.


    “And if you have twins, don’t give them matchy-matchy names,” Zan said. His full name was Alexander, but since his older brother was named Zackary, he got the nickname Zan. It totally suited him over Alex, but the correlation with his older brother was unfortunate.


    “And don’t give your kid a name that’s the same as, like, someone famous, because then everyone will ask them if they’re named after said famous person,” Will said. “And don’t name your kid after a dead writer.” He was named after the one and only William Shakespeare and Lottie was named after the spider in Charlotte’s Web. Since their mother was a librarian, it made sense, but it was kind of cringe inducing when people asked the origin of your name.


    I was named after a name my mother liked in a baby book. Nothing special. At least I had a decent nickname. Maxwell just made everyone think of coffee or something.


    Stryker came back and sat down on the couch and gathered Katie into his arms.


    “Does anyone else have any opinions on our child’s name? Don’t be shy,” he said, but there was a scowl on his face.


    “Hey, it’s okay. They just don’t want our baby to get made fun of when he or she goes to school,” Katie said, brushing his hair back from his forehead.


    “I’m just looking out for my niece or nephew’s wellbeing,” Trish said, putting her hands up.


    Stryker just shook his head and started playing with Katie’s hair.


    “So how is this joint baby and wedding shower thing going to work?” Lottie asked.


    Katie snorted.


    “I have no freaking clue. It sounds insane, but that’s what she wants to do. I mean, it makes sense to do it all at once since we’re getting married soon.” She hadn’t told everyone the date, so this was new information.


    “How soon?” Audrey asked from her place under Will’s arm. Everyone was coupled up. It was crazy how that had worked out.


    “Well…” Katie said, looking at Stryker, “we talked it over and we’re thinking just after school gets out. June 3rd.” This caused all the girls (and Simon and Brady) to leap to their feet and rush to give Katie hugs.


    There was lots of excitement and exclaiming. Sometimes all these people could be overwhelming. They just had such strong personalities, it was hard to deal with all of them together sometimes.


    “You think you’re ready for that, big brother?” Trish said, going to give Stryker a hug.


    “I’m gonna have to be,” he said, hugging her back. They didn’t show affection very much, but it was easy to see they loved one another deeply.


    “So, with that said, I think I’m going to need some bridesmaids and a certain Maid of Honor,” Katie said and there was more squealing.


    “Can we be bridesmaids? Please?” Simon said and Brady nodded and clasped his hands. “I mean, we’ll still wear tuxes and everything, but we want to be in the bridal party. Oh, and if you are in the market for a hand-carved arch to say your vows under, I might know someone who would be able to come up with one.” Simon was crazy good at building things. He was saving up money to rent a workshop where he’d have room to work on his furniture. The plan was eventually to start selling his one-of-a-kind pieces online.


    “We’ll talk about it,” Katie said, laughing.


    “I swear to God, if you make me wear an ugly dress, I will end you,” Trish said to Katie.


    “Don’t worry, I’m going to let everyone pick their own style of dress and the colors will all be different shades of pink. Because, well, it’s me.” She shrugged and just about everyone rolled their eyes.


    “Hey, if I have to wear a pink tie, you have to wear a pink dress,” Stryker said to Trish, grabbing her under his arm and messing up her hair. They wrestled for a moment, but she got herself free, looking a little disheveled. I ran my fingers through her hair to smooth it for her.


    “Thanks, Max,” she said, softening when she looked at me.


    She sighed heavily.


    “Okay, okay, I guess I can wear the pink dress.” Katie clapped and gave Trish a hug.


    “You’re going to look amazing. Promise.”


    The talk quickly devolved into wedding plans including locations, food and songs.


    “Now the music is something that’s not going to be a problem,” Stryker said. “The Band is going to have their very first gig.” That would be awesome. It was going to be one hell of a party.


    Stryker and Zan started talking about song selections while Katie, Lottie, Audrey and Simon were talking about releasing doves or some shit. Will made a snarky comment about it and Lottie threatened to box his ears.


    “What does that even mean?” he asked.


    “Do you want to find out, William?” she said, holding her hands up, as if to demonstrate.


    “Be nice to my boyfriend,” Audrey said, putting herself between the twins.


    Lottie just narrowed her eyes and pointed at Will.


    “I will get you. When you least expect it. Bam! I’ll be there,” she said.


    “And I’ll know you’re coming,” he said, rolling his eyes. He tapped his head. “Twindar, remember?”


    I wouldn’t have believed in it, if I hadn’t seen it in action. They could practically read each other’s minds. It was freaky.


    “Break it up, break it up,” Simon said, stepping between them. “If you kids don’t cut this out, I’m going to separate you and take away your video games. And books.” Lottie and Will whined at the same time and I couldn’t help but laugh with everyone else.


    “You’re ridiculous,” Audrey said, tugging on a lock of Will’s shaggy hair.


    “And you’re beautiful,” he said. Simon made gagging noises, but it was like the pot calling the kettle black. He and Brady were the sugary-sweetest couple I’d ever witnessed. I’d thought that maybe they were just in the honeymoon phase, but they still acted like they’d just met and were hopelessly obsessed with one another. They set a high relationship bar.
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    MY FRIENDS AND family were downright ridiculous. Between the happy couples and the wedding stuff and the baby news, it was like being around people who were on mood enhancers all the time. It was hard to be bitter and surly around them. I got contact happy.


    When we got back to my room, Max and I did homework, but he seemed distracted. He wouldn’t stop tapping his pen on his textbook and it was driving me crazy.


    “Sorry,” he said a million times before I got up and took the thing out of his hand.


    “What’s up?” I said as I held the pen out of his reach. Sure, he could just stand up and take it from me, but he stayed seated. “Tell me and you’ll get the pen back.”


    He rubbed his face and he looked really tired. It might still be from the date, but something told me it wasn’t.


    “My mom said she and Dad would buy me a brand-new car if I came home.” Damn. That was intense. I handed the pen back to him and pulled my chair over so we could sit close to each other.


    “I don’t even want to consider it, but…” he trailed off and shrugged. “That would mean I had transportation. I could stop working a bunch of jobs just to get by. I could work for my dad and I’d have a way to get around. It’s a tempting idea.” My heart dropped. For a fraction of a second, I thought about what my life would be like without him.


    No. I couldn’t. It just wasn’t possible. I didn’t want my life to not have him in it.


    He gave me a tight smile. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to do it. But they’re playing hardball. Makes me wonder how far they’re going to go.” I took a shaking breath and tried to calm myself down.


    “It’s not just school I don’t want to leave, it’s you and my new friends and freedom and everything. If I went home, I’m sure my mom would want me to dye my hair a normal color and wear different clothes and act properly and be someone who isn’t me. Now that I’m away from my parents, I realize how much they stifled me. Controlled me. I can’t… I can’t go back to that.” His voice was thick and I thought he might cry, but he cleared his throat and smiled again, this time sadly.


    “It’s just hard to realize that even though you love your parents, they don’t accept who you are, and being around them means you can’t be yourself.” I was having a really hard time understanding his emotions. It didn’t mean I couldn’t sympathize with the fact that he was hurting, but I had never, ever loved my parents. When I thought about them I felt nothing. Not anger, not hatred. Nothing. I didn’t even know if they were still alive. It really didn’t matter anyway.


    “I’m sorry, Max. If it helps, I like you just the way you are. I wouldn’t change you for anything.” He chuckled and pulled me toward him for a kiss.


    “I wouldn’t change you, either.” I went back for another kiss. He’d touched my stomach on our date and it had been a test for me. To see if the bad thoughts and dark things would turn the sweet moment into something awful.


    But when he touched me, all I could feel were his fingers, slightly calloused, and all I could see were his unbelievably blue eyes looking at me as if I was the only thing in the entire world that he had ever wanted.


    We were still in separate chairs, so I got up and straddled his lap. I would have been lying if I said I didn’t feel him get hard in his jeans. I froze and waited for the horror to kick in, but it didn’t come. Instead a rush of warmth and desire washed down my body, pooling in several key places.


    He reached up and seized my face and the kiss went from sweet to deep and a little vicious in seconds. Add to that the downstairs action and I was instantly a ball of want.


    I gasped a little as he moved his hips ever so slightly against me. Oh holy shit. I was almost ready to blow just from that one movement. He paused, as if waiting for me to stop him, and then he did it again. Unable to help myself, I curled toward him, enjoying the things friction was doing to that specific area.


    He nipped at my lower lip and I did it back to him. Our kisses were very egalitarian. Give and take. He was such a gentleman.


    Before I knew what was happening, we were kissing hard and thrusting hard and I was fucking ready to come.


    “More,” Max breathed harshly against my lips. “More.”


    I moved faster, harder against him. The chair legs made noises as they banged against the floor, but I didn’t give a shit if anyone heard us. We were both making plenty of noise, and I didn’t want to stop. Couldn’t stop.


    Need had wrapped around us and wouldn’t let go until we were both satisfied.


    “I’m going to come,” he said and his voice was so raspy and harsh that it set me off. The climax shot through me, attacking my whole body and I was helpless as bursts of stars and fire and light shot through me. It was so intense, I didn’t think I could survive. It was going to kill me.


    I finally started to come down, but then Max was groaning and thrusting against me so hard I nearly fell off his lap. He yelled out a string of curses followed by my name and then his head dropped onto my shoulder.


    We both gasped, trying to refill our lungs. I shivered a few times as little bits of pleasure went off again.


    “Holy. Fucking. Shit,” Max said, and then he chuckled a little bit. I looked down at him and he had the widest smile on his face.


    “You are the sexiest fucking thing,” he said, gazing at me in awe. I didn’t know what to say. Now that the euphoria was wearing off, I realized what we’d just done. I waited again to be seized with terror or regret.


    All I could see was his face as he smiled at me and then pulled my face down to give me a sweet and innocent kiss.


    “You’re incredible,” he whispered. I wrapped my arms around him again.


    “No, you are.”
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    I HAD NEVER come that hard. Never fucking ever. Trish blew everything I’d ever done out of the water. It made me think of that scene in The Wizard of Oz when Dorothy steps out of the house and into Technicolor. That was what being with Trish was like.


    Seriously, though. Holy shit.


    I couldn’t move for at least ten minutes and she seemed content to hang out in my lap. But my jeans were wet and starting to get uncomfortable, so I eventually told her that I had to clean up.


    “Oh, okay,” she said, swinging her leg over and standing. She hadn’t said much, but she didn’t seem upset, so that was a good sign. I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of satisfaction because she wobbled a little. I wasn’t so steady myself. I got up and had to sort of hold onto the chair. It was also a miracle that my spine was still intact and I hadn’t injured myself in any other way.


    Going to my bag, I pulled out a spare pair of jeans and boxers and balled them up.


    “I’ll, um, be right back.” She nodded, her eyes a little glazed over.
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    WHEN I CAME back, she was sitting cross-legged on her bed, chewing her lip.


    I wasn’t sure what to do besides shoving my messy clothes back in the bottom of my bag and hoping I’d remember to do laundry ASAP.


    Did we talk about it? Did we not talk about it? What was the protocol here?


    “So, that happened,” she said and it was the second time I’d seen her blush.


    “Yeah, I guess so.” I resumed my place on the chair, even though I wanted to sit next to her. I was worried about invading her space.


    “I’m not really sure what I feel right now,” she said.


    “Yeah, me neither. Except that I’m one hundred percent sure I’ve never come that hard in my life. I thought the top of my head was going to come off.” We both sort of laughed nervously.


    “I… I haven’t come in a long time,” she said, so quietly I almost didn’t catch it.


    What? I mean, I knew we hadn’t done anything below the waist together, but I guess I assumed she was just satisfying herself on her own. I knew I was. I couldn’t be around her and not be turned on all the fucking time.


    “Yeah?” I said. I definitely wasn’t uncomfortable talking about this. If we were ever going to trust each other and be together physically, we were definitely going to have to talk about it ahead of time.


    “Yeah,” she said, twisting her fingers together. As open and blunt as Trish was, there were a few touchy subjects for her and this was clearly one of them.


    “Do you… I mean, are you upset that it happened?” Fuck, I didn’t know what I’d do if she was. Get on my knees and apologize and do whatever I could to make it up to her. It almost scared me what I would do to keep her. Anything. Absolutely anything. It might not be healthy, but I didn’t care.


    Her eyes flicked up to meet mine in alarm.


    “No, no! I’m just surprised. I didn’t think I could… do that anymore. I thought that part of me was busted.” She laughed a little hysterically.


    “Clearly not,” I said.


    “Yeah, guess not. I’m relieved, actually. And it was good for me too. More than good. Mind-blowing.” I finally got a real smile and it made the tightness in my chest loosen. Thank God.


    “So, are you saying that you think we might get to do it again?” I asked.


    Her smile turned flirty and sexy.


    “I think that could be arranged.”


    Glory fucking halleluiah.
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    MY BRAIN WAS still a little melty from the orgasm. I’d told Max that I hadn’t come in a long time, and that was the damn truth. A really long time. I honestly couldn’t remember when. And I was pretty sure it wasn’t like that.


    It wasn’t bad and I didn’t regret it. Not even a little. But I was so confused right now. I’d avoided physical contact of that sort with anyone because I’d thought my past would come up and then I’d have to explain and it was a lot easier to just avoid the whole thing.


    Max was different. Everything about being with him was different.


    The crazy part was that neither of us had even gotten naked. I wasn’t sure if I was ready for that yet.


    “This has been pretty much the most amazing two days in the history of days,” Max said as we snuggled in bed later. He’d kept his distance until I’d motioned for him to get in bed with me.


    “Yeah, they pretty much were,” I said as he stroked my hair. I loved it when he played with the wisps at the base of my neck. They always grew out first, showing my natural ashy-blonde color. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d actually had hair my real color. I’d started dyeing it when I was pretty young. A therapist would probably say it was me outwardly expressing my inward pain or something.


    “Every day with you has been amazing,” he whispered and kissed the very top of my spine. When we first started sharing the bed, I’d pretty much worn a similar outfit to a nun. I covered up as much as possible.


    Gradually, I’d gotten more and more comfortable with showing skin around him. Tonight I just had a tank top and thin shorts on. We both pretended that I didn’t notice when he popped a boner, but it jolted me a little every morning. Sometimes I thought about what he would do if I went ahead and touched him.


    Heated thoughts ran through my head and it took me a long time to calm down and finally get my mind to stop and let me sleep.
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    AS USUAL, I woke up before him the next morning. He was on his back, splayed out as much as he could be on the narrow twin bed. I lifted up the blanket and yup, there was definitely something happening down there.


    He seemed totally asleep, so I slowly brushed my palm down his chest. He slept in a t-shirt and his boxers. I knew he’d probably be more comfortable without a shirt, but he kept one on for me. A small cotton barrier between us.


    Max was so good to me. So wonderful and I didn’t deserve it. But maybe I could repay him and make it worth his while, if only a little.


    Reaching the end of the shirt and the beginning of the waistband of his boxers, I had a moment of hesitation. A moment of “what the hell am I doing?” before I screwed up my courage and stroked him. He definitely felt it and made a little sound in his sleep. I stopped. It was so much easier doing this without him being awake and looking at me and talking to me. This was safe.


    I stroked him again, eliciting another moan. That sound made me feel sexy. Powerful. It also turned me on just a little bit.


    Before I knew it, I was reaching my hand under his waistband and going skin-to-skin.


    Oh, wow. Was this what I’d been missing?


    He felt so good. I was getting totally hot and bothered and I wondered if I could do this and use my other hand on myself at the same time.


    I was about to try it when his eyes snapped open. I yanked my hand back so hard the elastic on his boxers smacked against his skin.


    “Sorry!” I said. I’d been caught.


    His chest rose and fell rapidly and he stared up at me as if he’d never seen me before.


    “It’s okay. You… you can keep going if you want.” He wiggled his hips a little, as if he was uncomfortable. He probably was. I really sucked at this. I was the world’s worst girlfriend.


    “Will you close your eyes?” I asked. Having him watch me would just be too much.


    “I can do that,” he said and his eyelids fell again. Okay, I could do this. I could do this. It was just a simple hand job, and he was probably close anyway. Or at least I hoped so. Despite having a brother, I didn’t have a whole lot of good penis knowledge.


    Working my hand under his boxers again, I wrapped my fingers around his shaft. He made a strangled sound and bit his bottom lip.


    “You can make noise if you want,” I said and he nodded, his eyes squeezed shut.


    I took my time with him. Letting myself enjoy the moment and feel all of him. Hear his harsh breaths. Feel the way his muscles clenched. He really was beautiful, and he was all mine.


    Moving my hand slowly, I went up and down his shaft, all the way to the tip and then back down to his balls. I knew he’d probably enjoy it if I added my other hand, but I wasn’t quite ready for that. His hips pumped into my hand and I could tell he was almost there.


    “Jesus fuck!” he said and then he came, hissing my name. I’d never seen the eroticism in that, but I definitely felt it now. The way he said my name at the peak, as if he was worshipping me.


    It was an intense moment, so I removed my hand. It had a little bit of cum on it, but that was okay. He was definitely going to need a fresh pair of boxers.


    “Can I open my eyes now?” he said, his voice going back to normal.


    “Uh huh,” I said, grabbing a tissue to clean off my hand.


    “That was quite a wakeup call,” he said, his lips forming a lazy and sated smile.


    “Yeah, well. It was there, so I figured I might as well do something about it.” I didn’t want him to make a big deal out of it, because then I’d start thinking and that wouldn’t be good for either of us.


    Getting out of bed, I tossed the tissue and tried to screw my head on straight. I heard him get up too and then he was standing behind me, his front just barely touching my back.


    He snaked his arms around my waist and put his chin on my shoulder.


    “Thank you for that. I hope you didn’t do it because you felt obligated after last night.” I had sex on the brain and it kept getting worse. The high I felt from touching him was wearing off and I was starting to ache for more.


    “I did it because I wanted to. I wanted to see what it was like. And I like the sounds you make,” I admitted, glad he couldn’t see me blush. He chuckled a little.


    “Well, whatever the reason, I’m very appreciative. You’ve definitely guaranteed me an awesome day. Would you like me to return the favor?” I shook my head so fast that he laughed again.


    “Okay, okay. We’ll get there eventually. Because I want to touch you. I want to taste you. I want to make you feel what I feel. Every. Single. Day.” I shivered, but it wasn’t due to a sudden chill. Fuck, he was saying all the right things and my body was screaming out for it too. I stepped away from him and started rummaging through my drawers for some clothes.


    “We should, um, go to breakfast?” It sounded like a question.


    “Sure, hun,” he said, kissing the top of my head. I didn’t want him to think I was rejecting him.


    “I want that too, you know. The problem isn’t that I don’t want things,” I said.


    “I know,” he said, giving me a reassuring smile.
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    JUST WHEN I thought things couldn’t get any better, she’d surprised me. I fucking loved it. Loved her. More every day. I wasn’t sure I could love her more and then it would happen.


    Trish consumed my thoughts when I wasn’t with her. I was wishing I was with her and remembering her smile and her laugh and the things she’d say.


    She was driving me fucking crazy and I loved every damn second.
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    BECAUSE I’D TAKEN off work so I could spend the weekend with her, I had to work mega hours the following week, which sucked ass. I would text her and she’d text me back, or she’d come visit sometimes, but it wasn’t enough.


    “Why can’t we just be independently wealthy?” I said on Wednesday night as I collapsed next to her in my bed after an extremely long day. I’d come back super late from working at the gym and she was already in bed waiting for me. I’d given her my key so she could let herself in earlier.


    “I don’t know,” she said around a yawn. She was definitely too tired to do anything tonight and I tried not to feel disappointed. She’d woken me up every morning this week with a sweet hand job. I’d never really seen the appeal, but then again, I’d never gotten one from Trish. She’d progressed to letting me keep my eyes open and watching her face as she got down to business made me shoot in about three seconds flat.


    She looked so serious, like she was really concentrating on the task. Fucking hot was what that was.


    Since she was half-asleep, I didn’t bother to go to the bathroom to change my clothes.


    “If you want, you don’t have to wear your shirt,” she mumbled sleepily as I was pulling one over my head. I’d only started wearing them since she’d started staying over. They kind of drove me crazy, but it was a small annoyance.


    “Huh?” I asked.


    “You can take your shirt off.” She rolled onto her back and cracked one eye open.


    “Oh, okay,” I said and pulled the shirt back over my eyes. Now both her eyes were open and she was definitely giving me the once-over. If that wasn’t a turn-on, I didn’t know what was.


    Before I got in, she turned back on her side and I got under the blankets with her. Soon it would be stifling in the dorms and we wouldn’t need blankets, but we weren’t quite there yet.


    Putting my arm around her like I usually did, I enjoyed the feel of her directly against my skin. I sighed and sank into the feeling.


    We still hadn’t talked about love. It was going to take time, but it was hard to be with her all the time and not let those words come out of my mouth. Most of the time I didn’t even think about them, they were so natural, but I held back. It would kill me if she felt bad about herself for not reciprocating. That would just be awful.
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    SHE ACTUALLY PUSHED my boxers down the next morning. I still had the blanket over me, but if she only pulled it back, she’d see all of me. I didn’t know if I wanted that to happen or not. Then she’d see everything and I’d get paranoid that she didn’t like the way I looked. Guys could be just as self-conscious as girls.


    I came on my stomach since I was free of the constraints of the boxers.


    She laughed a little.


    “What’s so funny?” I said, still caught in the glow of awesome.


    “I don’t know. I just feel kind of dirty right now. Not dirty bad. Dirty good.” I looked up at her face and she held her hand up. It had just a little bit of cum on it and I got almost instantly hard again.


    “Sorry for the mess?” I said.


    “Don’t be.” She still had this sexy smile on her face. Well fuck me.


    “Are you flirting with me, Trish Grant?” I asked.


    “Maybe a little bit,” she said with a wink.
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    I DIDN’T KNOW what came over me. I was not the flirting type. Like, at all. Lottie and Katie and Audrey could all laugh and flip their hair and be all cute and shit, but I just never discovered how to do that without feeling like an asshole.


    But Max was Max and he made me feel beautiful. It was almost easy with him.


    I’d been thinking about his offer all week. To touch me the way I touched him. In theory, it sounded awesome. I mean, it would be a hell of a lot better than trying to do it myself. I’d decide that I was definitely going to tell him to go for it, and then the doubts crept in.


    What if it didn’t feel good? What if I felt nothing? What if it brought back everything and then I associated Max with that and ruined our entire relationship? I couldn’t take that risk.


    I really didn’t know what to do and I had to talk to someone about it. Stryker had too much shit going on with the wedding and the baby and I wasn’t comfortable with him anyway. Lottie would listen, but then she’d go off on one of her rambles and I’d feel self-conscious and the whole thing would be awkward. I definitely didn’t want to go to one of the other guys either.


    Audrey was the best bet. Besides, I’d helped her out not that long ago when she’d been hiding secrets from Will. It was time to make things even.


    I called her when I had a break between classes. She didn’t pick up, but I left a message asking if she wanted to do dinner or something and talk. I got a text back about an hour later that said she was free tonight. Will had a late class and she was going to be by herself anyway.


    Not wanting to talk about something so intimate in the cafeteria, I asked if she wanted to order takeout and talk in her room. She was also sans roommate, so we didn’t have to worry about someone barging in. Next year she was moving in with Will and I had to admit I was a tiny bit jealous. All my friends were moving on in their relationships, becoming adults and shit and here I was, not even able to let my boyfriend see my boobs.


    “So what’s up? I feel like we haven’t talked just the two of us in forever,” she said as I made myself comfortable on the spare bed she used as a couch. Her walls were covered in Harry Potter posters and memorabilia. She and Will really were a perfect nerdy match.


    I sighed.


    “Well…” I trailed off.


    “Hey, it’s okay. I know how hard the past can be to talk about. I’ve only just been able to accept what happened with Eddie and Emily and everything.” She smiled when she said her daughter’s name. The little girl wasn’t even two years old and she had cancer. Eddie was a match for bone marrow donation, so hopefully she’d be fine. I couldn’t even comprehend that. Having a kid.


    “You know I don’t like to talk about my past, my childhood,” I said, trying to get myself started at least.


    “Uh huh. Stryker’s given the impression that it was rough and I know he became your guardian when he turned eighteen.” That had really been the best thing that had happened to us. It meant I didn’t have to go to another foster home and we could be together. He was the only family I’d ever needed.


    “Yeah, okay. Well, there is a lot more to it than that. A lot more than crazy parents and bad foster homes and shit.” I couldn’t look at her while I talked, so I grabbed a pillow and held it against my chest to keep me anchored.


    Audrey waited patiently for me to go on.


    “I won’t go into details, but let’s just say I’m unable to have normal physical relationships. I’ve tried, but it hasn’t gone well. I know I lied to you and everyone, but I didn’t know what else to do. I told myself I just wasn’t going to do any of that with someone. I thought I’d just go ahead and be an old maid. Maybe get a bunch of cats. And then I met Max and I couldn’t not be with him. I really, really like him.” I looked up from the pillow and found her steady brown eyes watching me. Audrey had a calming effect on people.


    “I know you do,” she said gently.


    “I really, really do. So, anyway, I want to be with him, you know, intimately, but I’m having a hard time figuring out how to do that without freaking out. And that was what I needed to talk to you about.” At that moment I got a text on my phone that our food was here. We’d gotten Chinese. I’d had a hankering for Lo Mein and crispy shrimp.


    Our conversation was put on hold while I went down to pay the delivery guy and bring the food up.


    “I’m starving,” Audrey said, grabbing the bags from me and helping me spread them out on the floor. We sat on pillows and put everything out on a towel so if there were spills she wouldn’t have to wash the floor.


    “Have you talked to Max about it?” Audrey asked as she wielded a set of chopsticks like she’d been doing it her entire life. Jealous. I wasn’t that agile.


    “Sort of? I mean, I don’t feel ready to tell him the exact details, but I’ve told him some stuff. He knows that I’m not just being weird. That I have a reason for not being with him that way. And we’ve done… some stuff.” I didn’t usually blush when it came to sex, but I was doing it now. “You’re not mad at me for lying to you?”


    She shook her head and munched a pea pod.


    “No, because I understand why you did it. It makes me think back to when you told me I would have to decide if keeping my secret was worth the price I was paying. It turned out it wasn’t and I wonder if the same could be true for you.” I had a feeling she was going to say that. Damn. Should have talked to Simon.


    “Is it that you’re scared he’ll judge you? Or that it will change how he feels about you?” Yes, I was scared of those things, but my bigger problem was that I thought he would feel sorry for me. Pity me. And that the story of my life would make him not want me anymore.


    I couldn’t give him the nightmares that still haunted me.


    “I’m scared of a lot of shit, Aud,” I said, giving her a grim smile. “I’m scared to tell him, scared what he’ll think, how he’ll react, how he’ll treat me after, and how it will change our relationship.” I rattled off the list and she just listened and chewed quietly.


    Tossing her hair over her shoulder so it wouldn’t get in her food, she thought for a little while.


    “I can’t tell you what you should do. I can only tell you that in my case, things worked out. And it helped to save my daughter’s life and that’s the best part. Now I get to see her and Eddie gets to see her and everything is good now. It’s not perfect, but it’s so much better than what I was doing. How I was living. I wasn’t. I wasn’t fully living.” I knew exactly what she was talking about. I knew I wasn’t living fully. I’d always felt that way and I’d accepted it. Sort of. Then I met Max and now I wanted to live.


    I wanted to give myself over to the feelings I had for him. I’d let myself do it for a few hours on our road trip date and it had been unbelievable. I wanted more.


    Ugh, whatever. I had to figure something out.


    Sensing that I didn’t want to talk about this particular subject anymore, Aud switched to telling me a funny story about her friend Tyler. He was notorious for doing ridiculous things just to get a laugh.


    “Thanks for this,” I said as we piled the empty containers in the trash.


    “Anytime. You were there for me in a time when I really needed a friend. I’ll always be grateful for that. Not to get sappy all over you.” She sniffed a little and I was feeling a little emotional myself. We shared a hug and then I suggested we re-watch my favorite Nicholas Sparks movie.
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    I DECIDED TRISH and I needed to go on another date that weekend. The last one had be epic and I felt like it had helped to propel our relationship forward. Hopefully another one would do the same thing.


    “Should I pack for another overnight trip? Because I have to work at eight tomorrow morning,” she said on Friday night when I picked her up.


    “Nope, this one won’t be an overnighter. I wish, but it’s not gonna happen this weekend. And for what I have planned, we don’t have to go far.” I could tell she was intrigued. Sure, this date wasn’t going to be quite as dramatic as the last one, but I still thought it was going to be a good time. Hell, we could sit in her dorm room and stare at the ceiling and it would be a blast. It didn’t matter what we did, as long as we did it together.


    Just to throw her off a little bit, I drove around a while and then stopped at a drive-thru.


    “What do you want?” I asked.


    “Um, aren’t we going to get out of the car and go in and eat?” she asked.


    “Nope. We’re not eating here. We’re just picking up food to bring it somewhere else.” This was almost the best part of the date. When she tried to figure out what the hell she was in for.


    “Okayyy,” she said slowly and then scanned the light-up menu. I ordered and we got the bags and then it was time for phase two.


    I drove back to campus.


    “Wait a minute,” she said, looking around. “What are we doing?”


    “You’ll see. Have some damn patience, Trishella.” That earned me a nice smack on the arm. It was worth it to see her scowl like that. I really did like winding her up.


    I parked a little way from the observatory and got out of the car.


    “So we’re going to need to do something a little bit bad,” I said.


    “Go on,” she said, her eyes sparkling a little. I knew Trish would be up for breaking any kind of rule.


    I opened the trunk and pulled out a baggy jacket for me and one for her.


    “Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to hide your food in this jacket so we can sneak our dinner in. They don’t allow eating in the planetarium,” I said, shoving the jacket at her. She looked at me as if I was nuts.


    “What? It’s dinner and a show,” I said.


    She just shook her head at me and folded the top over the bag and shoved it in her purse.


    “How the hell did you do that?” I asked. Her purse definitely didn’t look big enough to hold that entire bag of food.


    “Magic,” she said and then grabbed my bag and shoved that in as well. If that wasn’t enough, she somehow nestled in both of our sodas. Very carefully, she put the bag over her shoulder and then posed.


    “Tada.”


    “Is it weird to say that I’m seriously turned on right now?” I asked and she laughed. It was a sweet and open sound. I loved her laugh. It made me think nothing bad could ever happen.


    I walked over to her and gave her a kiss. Fire sizzled in my veins and I almost wanted to cancel the date and just make out on the hood of my car.


    Trish pulled away and gave me a wink.


    “Ready to go, Clyde?” I snorted.


    “After you, Bonnie,” I said, motioning for her to go first.
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    MIRACLE OF MIRACLES, she got the bag in without anyone the wiser. I couldn’t look at her as I paid for two tickets for the seven o’clock show because I knew I’d blow our cover.


    We took our seats near the back and in the corner so hopefully no one would sit near us.


    “How are the drinks?” I whispered as we sat down. There weren’t a whole lot of people here, so I figured we were pretty much home free as long as we didn’t make a whole lot of crinkling or sipping noises.


    She checked her purse and then handed me mine.


    “Perfect.”


    I set it down by my feet, since there were no cup holders.


    “It will be just my luck that I knock that over and get us busted,” I said. She just shrugged and sipped her soda.


    “You know I’ve never been in here,” she said, looking around.


    I hadn’t either, but they had discounted rates for shows on the weekends, so it seemed like a cool thing to do. We’d done the sunrise on our last date, so it sort of made sense to do the stars on this one. I’d wanted to take her up to the observatory or something, but that would have required me to pull some strings I didn’t have access to. They didn’t let just anyone up there, apparently, and I didn’t have any connections in the astronomy department.


    We waited until the lights dimmed and the show started before we brought out our food.


    “Normally I can’t eat fries without ketchup, but I’ll make an exception,” she said in my ear. I turned my head and her mouth was only inches from mine. It was a shame about the ketchup. I was imagining her with it on her lip, and I could just lean over and lick it off…


    She handed me my fries and burger and we did everything we could to muffle the sound of unwrapping them. I kept glancing around, but the narration to the show was so loud that even if we crinkled a thousand wrappers no one would have heard it.


    The show was designed to give you an overview of the cosmos, but the best part was near the end, when it showed the stars and then started turning slowly and accompanied by music.


    “Wow,” Trish said, her voice a quiet hush. We’d finished our food and wiped the grease off our fingers. I nudged her with my elbow and then put my arm up so she could lean against me. She did so and snuggled into me. I turned my head just a little and inhaled the scent of her hair. She used this thick conditioner to keep her hair color and it always smelled amazing.


    She gave a little contented sigh and it made me feel like a million bucks. Putting her hand on my chest, she started stroking my shirt just a little. I didn’t think she was even aware of doing it, but I loved it. Just that little touch.


    My neck got sore from looking up, but I wouldn’t have traded it for anything. When the show ended I turned and looked at Trish. There was such an expression of calm contentment on her face it made my heart thump a little faster.


    “What?” she said, realizing I was watching her.


    “You are so heartbreakingly beautiful,” I said, placing a kiss on her forehead.


    She didn’t scoff, just closed her eyes and smiled up at me.


    “When you say it, I believe it.”


    “You should. It’s true. And anyone who can’t see how beautiful you are needs their eyes checked.” I’d been baffled when she hadn’t been attached to someone at the funeral. I would have thought she had a line of suitors down the block, but nope.


    “You know, I can never keep the constellations straight,” she said as we slowly walked back to the car. I still had my arm around her.


    “What do you mean?”


    “They all have crazy names and then they never look like the thing they’re supposed to look like. Except for Orion. That one definitely looks like a dude shooting a bow and wearing a glowy belt.” That made me laugh.


    “Now, if this were the cliché date, I’d spread a blanket on the ground, take your arm and point out the constellations and tell you which one is which and draw them with you. And then you’d fall helplessly in love with me,” I said, and that made her snort.


    “You’re ridiculous.”


    “Only sometimes,” I said. “And since this isn’t a cliché date, because we are not cliché people, I’m not going to do that. Also, because it’s fucking freezing and I don’t want to ice my balls off.” That last part made her laugh again.


    “I also value your balls, so we definitely don’t want to do that,” she said. “What is the plan now? Unless that was it.” She tried not to sound disappointed, but really failed. Trish wasn’t good at hiding her emotions. I was definitely cool with that.


    “No, that wasn’t it. We’re ready for part two.”


    “Ooohhhh, that sounds sexy.”


    I held the door open for her and she got in the car.


    “I’ll let you be the judge,” I said, winking before I shut the door.
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    IT WAS LIKE he’d studied some kind of book called 50 Unique Date Ideas That Will Make Women Want to Bang You. He was making it nearly impossible to say no to ripping his clothes off and dragging him into the backseat. And to be honest, if he wanted to do something cliché, I wouldn’t have cared. We would have a good time no matter what. Hell, we could have a rocking time at Bingo. I should suggest that as a date idea. He was bound to run out eventually and I didn’t want him to have to do all the work.


    It was only a short drive and we ended up parking at his dorm. I just stopped asking questions. He wasn’t going to ruin the surprise.


    “Ready?” he asked as he held the door open for me and gave me his hand to get out.


    “Why not?”


    We went up to his room, which I expected, but then he opened the door and my mouth dropped open.


    “I wanted to take you to the beach, but I couldn’t really do that, seeing as how it’s cold and it would take a while. So, I guess I brought the beach to you.”


    He’d decked out his room with blow up palm trees, beach balls, towels, a giant cardboard sun and in the middle of the floor was a kiddie pool filled with blue-tinted water and a tiny blow-up shark.


    I stuck my hand in the water and it was still warm.


    “I might have had some help with this one,” he said, and I looked up to see him holding out a bathing suit. My bathing suit. I didn’t really want to know how he’d gotten it. Probably via one of my friends.


    “You don’t have to put it on,” he said.


    “No, I’ll put it on. I want to get the full experience.” My bathing suit, I cursed myself, was a bikini. I’d probably only worn it once. I wasn’t much of a beach bum, but I had one so I could go to the pool with my friends if I wanted to.


    Max also had a suit, but it was in the form of a pair of board shorts. There was more material in his shorts than in my suit, that was for sure.


    He turned around and waited while I changed. I still felt completely naked when I had the thing on.


    “You can turn around now,” I said and he did so, his eyes nearly popping out of his head.


    “Fucking hell,” he said.


    I looked down at myself. I was fine with my body. It wasn’t anything all that special. Well, except for the tattoos. Compared to the average person, I had a lot.


    “I just want to stare at you for a while. Damn, this was the best date idea ever.” His eyes roamed up and down my body and I felt my face flame up. It was a wonder I wasn’t full-body blushing. My skin felt hot everywhere. Not an unpleasant feeling at all.


    “Your body is fucking amazing. You should wear this all the time.”


    “It would probably be a little cold,” I pointed out.


    “Meh, it would be worth it.” I snorted.


    “Yeah, for you.”


    He stuck his index finger in the air and made a circle with it, asking me to do a little twirl. I wanted to roll my eyes at him, but I didn’t. I slowly pivoted on my feet and showed him the whole deal.


    He’d stepped closer to me and I jumped when his fingers brushed the skin in the middle of my back where I had a huge piece done a year or so ago. Stryker had drawn it for me and Magnus had done the work. He’d done nearly all of my tattoos and most of my piercings as well. We had a good relationship and I trusted him not to fuck up my skin.


    It was a giant multicolored tree with various birds in its branches. Some of the leaves were green, some were shaded toward autumnal colors. It was bright and totally beautiful. I’d fallen in love with it the second Stryker had shown me a drawing. Magnus had added his own flair and I’d taken the pain of several sessions to complete it. I was thinking about adding a few things to it, but that would be down the road. I didn’t want to cover my entire body with tattoos now. I thought of them as little road signs for my life, and I didn’t want them just for this time in my life.


    “Wow,” he breathed and it tickled. I wiggled my shoulders and then turned my head a little. He was right there.


    “My skin is so boring compared to yours,” he said. Normally I went for people who were tatted and pierced, but Max’s only modification was his hair. It was a departure for me, which just proved how much I liked him.


    “I could take you to Magnus if you want to get something done,” I said. If that wouldn’t make me want to jump his bones, nothing would. Oh fuck, thinking about Max getting tattooed was so freaking hot. I shouldn’t have brought it up because now I couldn’t stop thinking about it.


    “Maybe. I’d have to think about it.” I stepped away from him. Things were getting intense again.


    “Okay, now that you’ve ogled me enough, get your suit on,” I said, shoving him a little.


    “Fine, fine. But only as long as I get to stare at you some more. I could spend the rest of my life looking at your skin.” Now it was my turn to wait for him to put his suit on and when we faced each other again, he had the board shorts on. Max was a little on the skinny side, his hipbones just barely showing. I fucking loved that. So damn sexy. His chest was smattered with just a little bit of dark hair and there was a trail of it from his bellybutton downward.


    Yeah, I had to stop looking downward. That was not what we needed right now.


    I jacked my eyes back up to his face and now he was the shy one. Adorable.


    “Well, should we get in the water?” he said, reaching out for my hand.


    “I don’t know, is it safe?” I said, pointing to the inflatable shark.


    “I’ll protect you, hun,” he said and we both sat down in the kiddie pool. There was barely enough room for two of us and the water was only a few inches deep. Still, it was goofy and fun and then he reached over into his mini fridge and pulled out two pre-made piña coladas with little umbrellas in them.


    “I was going to try and get a sunlamp, but those things are expensive, so that was a no-go,” he said.


    “Well, you went all out,” I said, sipping my drink.


    “I try. I just want to make every day with you special.” I tried to stretch my legs out, but there wasn’t enough room.


    “You don’t have to try. Just being with you makes it special.” He sighed and leaned back.


    “I know, but I still like doing these things for you. Mostly because I like seeing how irritated you get when you don’t know what we’re doing, and then the surprise on your face when you figure it out.” He grinned at me and I splashed him.


    “Be careful, I don’t want to get busted for having a pool in my room.” We both laughed.


    “What are you going to do with this thing after tonight?” He definitely couldn’t keep it in the middle of the floor. There was hardly any room to maneuver around it.


    “I think I’ll give it to Stryker and Katie. They can use it for the baby when it gets bigger.” To me, the baby was still a strange concept. I couldn’t picture it yet. It would be months until we’d find out if it was a boy or a girl and until then, it still felt like an unreal thing.


    “Good plan,” I said and we sipped our drinks.


    “Oh, I forgot,” he said, toweling his hand off and then grabbing the remote. He turned on the television and then played something from the DVD player.


    “Blue Crush?” I asked as it started to play. I’d seen it before, but it didn’t seem like the obvious choice.


    “I figured this had enough romantic content in it and it’s not too campy. I can’t stand any of those old beach blanket bingo movies.” He made a face and I totally agreed. Those movies belonged one place. In the past.


    I moved closer to him and he put his arm around me. Within about twenty minutes, the water started to get cold, so we got out and toweled off.


    “How are you going to drain it?” I asked about the pool. He just laughed and messed with his hair like he did when he didn’t know the answer to something.


    “That’s a good question. I guess I didn’t really think about the cleanup. It took me forever to bring the water from the bathroom sink to fill it up.”


    “Well, you could just bail it out the window.” It would be way too much work to walk all the way to the bathroom and dump it one bucket at a time.


    “Ah, good point.” He opened the window and then handed me a bucket.


    “Start tossing.”


    We bailed the rest of the water out and then tipped the pool up against the wall so it was out of the way. Max stretched out on some of the towels and motioned for me to sit next to him.


    “Um, can I put some clothes on first?” I asked.


    “Sure,” he said, getting up and pulling something from his closet. “I anticipated that you might want this.” It was a fuzzy robe and he had a matching one for himself. He just thought of everything, didn’t he? I’d picked a winner.


    We snuggled into our robes and watched the movie. I ended up falling asleep and woke to Max nudging me gently.


    “Hey, why don’t we go to bed? The floor isn’t all that comfortable,” he whispered. I was too tired to form actual words, so I just moaned my agreement and moved so he could get up and help me to bed. I still had my suit on and the robe, but I definitely didn’t have the wherewithal to care.


    Max climbed in next to me and then we were both out.
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    I WAS SO fucking hard from waking up next to Trish the next morning, knowing she was just wearing a few scraps of material under that robe. It had come undone as she slept and for the first time, I woke before her and got to enjoy the view. I wished I had some sort of talent with art, because I wanted to draw her or something. Or take artsy black and white photographs of her curves. Since I couldn’t really do either of those things, I just stared and told my brain to remember every single detail. I only got a few minutes before her alarm went off and her eyes flew open.


    “Ugh,” she said. Trish was adorably grouchy in the morning.


    “Good morning to you too,” I said, breaking the kiss rule and putting one on the tip of her nose.


    She rubbed her eyes, smudging her mascara from last night.


    “Were you staring at me?” she asked.


    “Yup,” I said without shame.


    “Stop it,” she said, grabbing the ends of the robe and trying to cover her face.


    “No way.”


    We had a quick breakfast in my room after I’d talked my boner down and then we were both rushing to get to work.


    “I’ll see you tonight,” I said, giving her a kiss as she dropped me off.


    “Bye, Max.”
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    WORK WAS AWFUL. There was a towel crisis and three of the treadmills broke and then our card reader went on the fritz. I was about ready to tear my fucking hair out. All I wanted was to go home to Trish.


    To make matters worse, my mom called again. I let it go to voicemail and didn’t listen to it until I was waiting to clock out.


    She reiterated the offer of the car, and how much she missed me, but she added something new this time. She mentioned that my dad wasn’t going to live forever and then what would happen with the business? I was an only child, so it would be mine whether I wanted it or not and wouldn’t it be a shame if my father’s hard work to build up his business went down the tubes because of me? Or if he had to sell it to some stranger who might ruin it.


    She was good. I had to give her that. She had a PhD in guilt trips. But I’d had enough. I couldn’t do it anymore. I resented her for trying to hold onto me so hard which only made me want to go further away. Go figure.


    Finally, I was done for the day and I headed outside to see my girl. There she was and I wanted to run and throw myself at her.


    “So I was thinking about stuff at work and I talked with Lottie,” she said.


    “Uh oh. That doesn’t sound good,” I said, pretending to be concerned.


    “Be nice. Lottie just happens to be my best friend.” I knew that.


    “I know, I know. So, what did she have to say?” I hoped it was something in my favor.


    “Well, we were just talking about relationships and trust and stuff. She knows a lot about that.” She certainly did.


    “And?” I asked.


    “And I don’t know. I think the problem is that I’ve been thinking too much. Does that make sense?” I nodded. Of course it did.


    “So anyway, I’ve basically decided to stop thinking and let things happen and if they become too much, I’ll let you know.” My heart pretty much stopped.


    “When you say ‘let things happen’, what kind of things are we talking about?” I was pretty sure I knew, but I wanted to be absolutely sure before I did anything.


    “Sex,” she said with no trace of hesitation or embarrassment.


    “Sex as in you and me sex?” I said. Just saying the word was making me think about it and that was making things happen below the waist. My night had gone from super shitty to awesome with just that one word.


    Sex.


    “Yeah, why not? I’m pretty sure you want to have sex with me and I definitely want to do it with you,” she said. It shocked me how cavalier she was being, but maybe it was easier for her to talk about it in a casual way. Whatever. As long as we were talking about it. Because talking about it would hopefully lead to doing it and I couldn’t wait for that.


    Not because I was some sort of dick who just wanted to bang a hot girl, but because I wanted to share that moment with her. I’d seen her face when she came and I wanted to see that again. And again. And again. I also wanted to be the one who made it happen.


    “I definitely want to have sex with you. More than definitely, if that’s possible,” I said, shifting in my seat. We’d finally reached my dorm and I was having a hard time keeping myself from suggesting the backseat as a place to go ahead and not think.


    “Well, that’s good to know,” she said as we got out. Both of us had to work again tomorrow, but not full days. And then there was homework. But had to focus on just walking so I shoved both of those things to the back of my mind.


    “So what do you think?” she said after we got back into my room. She dropped her bag and turned to face me, hands on her hips.


    “About sex?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I’m definitely in favor of it. If there was a ballot and you had to check yes or no, I’d check yes.” I was babbling just like Lottie. Not really my fault because most of the blood in my body had vacated my brain and had rushed southward. I couldn’t even be bothered to hide it.


    “I’m in favor of it too. I’m just hoping I don’t screw it up.” She went from being totally confident to being shy in less than two seconds.


    “Oh, hun. You’re not going to screw it up. That’s not possible. We’ve already done some things and those were fun, right?” She bit her bottom lip and nodded. Fuck, everything she did turned me on. Trish doing her taxes would turn me on. All those sexy deductions.


    My brain was definitely functioning on less than a full tank.


    “I don’t want to mess it up with you. You’re the best thing, Max. I don’t have a good track record,” she said. We hadn’t talked much more about her past. I was just waiting for her to feel ready to open up again and I sensed she was getting there.


    “And sex… let’s just say I have more secrets and hang-ups than most girls.” I stepped forward and stroked her arms.


    “It’s okay. We will take it a little bit at a time. Anytime you want to stop, you tell me and I’ll stop. I want this to be good for you. So damn good. I want to destroy all those bad memories and replace them with good ones.” She looked up at me, her eyelashes wet with unshed tears.


    “I want that too.”


    I exhaled slowly.


    “Okay then.”
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    I HAD MORE hang-ups than a coatrack. Max was going to find that out real quick and it made me feel sick inside, but I wasn’t going to be a prisoner of my past anymore. My body wanted his and for once, I needed to give in. He was right; the stuff we’d done so far had been damn good and it hadn’t hurt and I hadn’t regretted it one bit.


    Before I could stop myself, I pulled my shirt over my head and then undid my jeans. He probably wanted to do this more slowly, or sensually, but whatever. I had to keep my head in the game and hesitating wasn’t going to help with that.


    “Fuck,” he said, looking at me. I’d run back to my room after work and put on a pair of light green panties and a matching bra that I’d gotten on the shopping trip with Katie. She was going to be thrilled they were finally getting some use.


    I figured the color looked good with my hair.


    “Is that what you’ve been wearing under your clothes this whole time?” he asked, his eyes almost comically wide. He was always amazed by seeing my body. Even though he’d gotten to see it in a bikini for several hours last night. It was like the first time every time. I loved that.


    “Uh, no. This is the result of part of my makeover.” He whistled.


    “Well, I’m definitely in favor of this as well. Shit.”


    I felt my brain wanting to start thinking. I had to do something to move this along.


    “Come here,” I said crooking my finger at him in what I hoped was a seductive way.


    He stalked toward me in a definitely seductive way. He was so sexy and he didn’t even have to try. It wasn’t fair at all.


    “I want to repay you for all those morning wakeups,” he said running the backs of his fingers along my arms, causing goosebumps to break out along my skin.


    “Oh yeah?” I said, my voice already harsh with wanting. He turned me on so fast and so hard, it was difficult to stand. I wrapped my hand around his arm and pulled him backward with me toward the bed.


    I lay down and brought him with me. I stayed on my back and he propped himself up next to me. My breathing was ragged from fear and from desire. It was a heady mix. Like being a rollercoaster and being kissed at the same time. My nerves were firing and my skin buzzed with energy.


    He waited for me to give the signal and I did, putting one thumb up.


    “The second you want to stop, tell me,” he said, stroking the side of my face.


    “I promise,” I said. He kissed me softly and then sucked in a breath.


    His hand drifted across my cheek again and then down my neck. He went slowly. Took his time.


    It was agony and he hadn’t even made it to my bra yet. Fingers skated over my collarbone to my shoulders. I was going fucking insane.


    His face was something else. I felt like a work of art, being stared at like that. After making it all the way down to my hand and placing a kiss in my palm, he went back up and down the other side. As if on purpose, he skipped my bra straps. Once my other hand got the same treatment, he went back to work on my upper body. His fingers made little circles and patterns on my skin, getting closer and closer to my bra.


    “You can move the straps,” I said, and he nodded, as if he’d been waiting for me to ask. Hooking his fingers under one strap after another, he slid them over my shoulders and down my arms. I had to do the work and pull my arm out, which wasn’t very graceful, but I forgot about it the second he made it to the edge of the lacy material. I sucked in an audible breath.


    His eyes met mine, asking silent permission. I nodded. It was the only thing I could do. Words were pretty much failing me right now.


    And then he touched me. Sure, there was the fabric of the bra in the way, but the touch still rocketed through me. He did it again, with more boldness and holy shit.


    I couldn’t stop the moan that came out of my lips. I needed to feel more of him. Suddenly I sat up and my hand went to my back so I could undo the clasp. Because I was in such a frenzy, I wasn’t having a very easy time. I definitely should have gotten a front close bra when I went shopping. Dammit.


    “Whoa, slow down,” he said, laughing a little. Replacing my hand with his, he got the thing undone in a snap, but didn’t take it off. I had one hand in front, holding it to my chest. It was basically off, but I had to drop my arm.


    Stop. Thinking.


    “Holy fucking hell,” he said as the bra dropped into my lap. My chest wasn’t anything that would end up in Playboy, but hey, at least they were symmetrical. Most girls weren’t.


    “You’re perfect,” he said, but he hadn’t touched me yet.


    “You can touch me if you want,” I said, lying back down again. There was something unbearably erotic about going this slow. Pausing and retreating and then starting up again. It was winding me up even more than when I’d come in his lap.


    With reverence, he brushed one of my nipples with his thumb. They were both pierced, and I’d left simple silver barbells in. I figured he’d like that. It was weird that I had my sexual hangups, but having Magnus pierce them had been no big deal.


    That made me moan again and then I nearly lost it as he lowered his mouth and tasted me, his tongue flicking out of his mouth and his hair falling in his eyes.


    Now I was the one cursing as my back arched off the bed and pushed myself toward him. That spurred him on and before I knew it, I was ready to come just from him touching me above the waist. I’d totally thought that was a myth, but it wasn’t. My legs trembled and I almost put my hand between them to relieve the pressure and ache. I still had my panties on, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t be for long.


    Max kissed and licked his way down my stomach, taking his time again. I wiggled and gasped and then I heard myself pleading for him.


    He laughed and it vibrated over my skin.


    “You’re so impatient all the time. Good things come to those who wait, Trish,” he said. I didn’t want to wait. Waiting sucked.


    Just as he dipped his tongue into my bellybutton and I discovered that made things even worse, I grabbed his hand and shoved it into my panties. There. Maybe now he’d get the hint.


    We both moaned at the same time as his hand made contact with my most sensitive of places. Due to his care with touch, I was ready. So ready.


    “Please, Max,” I said, my voice sounding like it didn’t belong to me. Good boy that he was, he obliged and went to work, his fingers stroking me, the callouses adding to the sensation and driving me right up to the edge, but every time I thought I was close, he would back off. Bastard.


    He seemed to get a kick out of that and if I could, I would have smacked him for teasing me.


    “Please, Max,” I groaned, pushing my hips into his hand.


    “Shit, I love hearing you say my name like that. I’ve definitely been missing that in my life. I’m so glad you decided to stop thinking.” The words weren’t making any impression on me. I couldn’t think of anything but what his hand was doing to me.


    Up until now, he’d only been using his fingers on the outside but then he slid one slowly inside me and I thought I was going to die. Literally going to die.


    He removed his finger and then slid it back in. And again. He kept that up, easing off every time he could feel I was getting close to coming. Maxwell Arthur Greene was a sadist and a master. I wanted to curse him and beg him in the same breath. I had no idea how long he’d been going at it, but he added another finger and I couldn’t hold on anymore. With one brush of his thumb, I let go and my body was consumed by fire. It burned through me in waves, and it was even more powerful than the other time. This boy was going to kill me, but what a way to go.


    When it finally ended, I looked up at him. He had quite a satisfied smile on his face. He removed his fingers from inside me and then did something that almost made me come again. He put his fingers, the ones that he’d been using on me, in his mouth.


    I bit my lip and stared at him. There was much more to Max than met the eye and I had the feeling I was just brushing the surface of him. I wanted to dive into his depths. To climb inside him and curl up, safe.


    “You didn’t tell me to stop,” he said.


    “I didn’t want you to,” I said. My body felt like it was glowing from the inside out. There was no room for anything but good. No room for my past. No room for darkness. Only light.


    “Thank you,” I said, touching his face like he had touched mine when he started.


    “Believe me, I got just as much out of this as you did. Maybe more.” I didn’t think that was true, but then I looked down and saw he definitely had enjoyed it.


    “Okay, time to switch,” I said, sitting up and climbing over him. He gave me a puzzled look.


    “Switch?”


    “Time for me to get you off. I believe in equality,” I said, pushing him to move over and make room for me to sit where he’d been.


    “Oh, well. If it’s in the name of equality,” he said with a smirk.


    “Definitely. We have to do all we can for equality,” I said, tugging his shirt up.
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    SHE TASTED SO sweet. I’d had to resist the desire to put my mouth on her. It pretty much took everything I had. But I snuck a little taste, making sure she was watching. I wanted her to know how much I had enjoyed myself.


    And because I believed in equality, I let her get me off too. Afterward, we both lay next to each other on the bed. She still had her panties on and I had pulled up my boxers.


    “That wasn’t awful, was it?” I asked. She shook her head slowly.


    “Not at all,” she said. There was a soft and contented smile on her face. I loved it. I loved her. I’d almost yelled that out when I came, but I’d bitten my lip just in time.


    “I’d think it would be okay to do that again. Not right now. I’m still recovering, but maybe tomorrow. Or in a few hours at least,” she said, giggling. Wow. A Trish giggle. That was a sound I hadn’t heard very often.


    “I’d definitely be okay with doing it again. Soon.” I pulled her onto my chest and held her close.


    “You know I care about you. A lot.” I didn’t say love. I didn’t want to freak her out.


    “I know,” she said, walking her fingers up and down my chest. “I care about you too. A lot.” Well hell. That made me feel like a billion dollars.


    “That’s all I need to hear,” I said and we were silent for quite a while.


    “My uncle,” she said a while later.


    “Huh?”


    “My uncle was the one who… who hurt me.” Oh. Oh. She’d opened up to me after the last time too. Maybe she felt safer that way. I waited for her to continue.


    “It was before we went into foster care. He would come into my bedroom at night and… well. I’d rather not get into the details. I didn’t say anything, but Stryker found out. The next time he tried something, Stryker went after him with a baseball bat. And that was the end of us living there,” she said. Shit. I’d always thought those kinds of things that happened to other people, but here was this broken and beautiful girl in my arms and someone had violated her in the worst way.


    A bolt of sheer rage went through me.


    “Max?” she said, looking up at me.


    “Yeah?”


    “You’re shaking,” she said in a soft voice.


    “I am?” I looked down and saw that yes, my hands were shaking with rage.


    “Sorry.” I breathed in slowly through my nose, trying to tell myself to calm down.


    “I’m sorry I told you,” she said.


    “No! No. Don’t be sorry. I don’t want you to be scared of me. To be afraid of telling me things. I want you to trust me. I love having you trust me.” She watched me, looking for lies. There weren’t any to find. I would always tell her the truth, at least when it came to this kind of stuff. She deserved the truth.


    “I’m sorry to burden you with this,” she said, looking down.


    “Hey,” I said, grabbing her chin and pulling it up so she’d meet my eyes again. “Never be sorry for that. Ever. I asked for you to tell me. I can handle it. You’ve carried this burden for too long. Let me take some of it.” Tears rolled down her cheeks and dropped onto my chest.


    “I don’t know what I did to deserve you,” she whispered.


    “I think it’s the other way around,” I said, leaning down and kissing her lips.
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    WORK WAS A hell of a lot more pleasant the next day with the memories of the previous night.


    “You get some last night?” Annie asked with a wink. Guess I’d been smiling a bit too much. Couldn’t help it, even if I wanted to.


    “Something like that,” I said and she held up her hand for a high five. I gave her one and then shoved her toward the bin of towels that needed to be washed.


    We were going over to Lottie’s for dinner that night and Trish picked me up in the early afternoon.


    “I feel amazing today,” she said, beaming. Her smile was just about as wide as mine.


    “Yeah, me too. I feel like everyone can see it.”


    “Good. I want everyone to know you’re good and satisfied so they don’t go after you,” she said. Trish being possessive? Sexy as hell.


    We arrived early at Lottie’s. I loved that I’d been absorbed into their group. I’d felt a little bit like a gate crasher at first, but that feeling ended pretty quick.


    Lottie was staring at Trish and me a lot that night and it was freaking me out a little. At first I thought maybe there was something on my face, but it wasn’t that kind of look. Lottie pulled Trish aside and they chatted for a few minutes in quiet voices. I wanted to go over and eavesdrop, but I stopped myself.


    “What was that about?” I asked, trying to sound casual when Trish came back over and ducked under my arm. Lottie had decided to go nuts and make lasagna and it was taking longer than she estimated to cook, so we were all just standing around and talking, waiting for the timer to ding.


    “She asked if we had sex because we both have shit-eating grins on our faces.” I nearly choked on my soda. I coughed a few times and she patted me on the back.


    “And what did you tell her?” I asked.


    “I told her it was none of her business and that you had very talented hands.” And I choked again. This girl was going to be the death of me.


    “I can’t believe you told her that,” I said, shaking my head at her when I finally got my breath back.


    She just shrugged.


    “Whatever. It’s the truth.” A cheer went up as the timer went off and we all rushed to take our seats.


    “Guys! It’s not ready yet. If you eat it now, you’ll have third-degree burns in your mouth. Calm down,” Lottie said, her voice rising above the chaos. Her words set off a chorus of groans.


    “You can all starve,” she said, crossing her arms and glaring.


    “Even me?” Zan said. Her glare melted and she stood on her tiptoes to give him a kiss. He still had to lean down. There was quite a height difference between them, but it didn’t seem to stand in the way of their relationship. It was nice to see.


    “No, Alex, I would never let you starve.”


    “Aw, thanks, L,” he said, gazing down into her eyes as if she’d created the world.


    Will made gagging noises and Lottie flipped him the bird while she kissed her boyfriend.


    “Like you’re one to talk,” Simon said as Brady cuddled in his lap. “You and Aud suck face every chance you can get.”


    “Hey!” Audrey said. “We do not. Do we?” She looked at Will. He shrugged.


    “I just know when I see your lips, I have to taste them.” He grabbed her and dipped her dramatically whilst kissing her. Simon and Brady cheered and I realized how much I’d come to care about these people in such a short period of time.


    Finally the food was ready and we all went after it like we’d been starved for a week.


    “Animals. I’m never cooking for you again,” Lottie said as her food essentially disappeared.


    “That’s a lie,” Will mumbled through a mouthful. She rolled her eyes.


    “Probably.”
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    AFTER DINNER THERE was more baby name debate.


    “I swear to God, if we keep having this conversation, I’m going to leave. I can’t take all this input. We can’t take all this input,” Stryker said as he stroked Katie’s stomach. She hadn’t popped yet, but there was just a tiny bit of something there. If you didn’t know her, you wouldn’t notice it.


    “Look, we’re going to pick names, but we’re not going to share them. We don’t want any comments. Thank you,” Katie said, closing her eyes.


    “Ugh, I’m so tired,” she said though a yawn.


    “Want me to take you upstairs?” Stryker said, ready to leap to his feet and carry his fiancée if she required it. I couldn’t make fun of him, because I’d do the same damn thing if Trish asked, and I’d feel like a superhero doing it.


    “Yeah, sure.”


    “Okay, sweetheart.” They left and everyone else departed except for Trish and me. And Lottie and Zan, but it was their place, so they obviously weren’t going to go anywhere.


    I was waiting for Trish to tell me she wanted to leave, but she was on the couch and chatting with Lottie. I loved watching her from a distance. I got to admire her with her knowing I was doing it.


    “Things seem to be good between you,” Zan said. I looked up at him. Damn that guy was tall.


    “They are. Better than they’ve been in a while.” He nodded as if he understood.


    “It took a lot for L to trust me. It took me opening myself up and showing her all my insides. Even the ugly parts. I was so scared, but losing her scared me more,” he said. God, did I ever understand that.


    “I know it’s not easy for her and I love her for trying.” He put some dishes in the sink to rinse them off before putting them in the dishwasher.


    “Have you told her that?”


    “What? That I loved her?” I asked. He nodded. “Just once. I don’t want to freak her out, you know? I don’t want her to feel bad if she can’t say it back.”


    He nodded again.


    “Those are hard words to say, but keeping them in when you want to say them is even harder.” Now I was the one nodding.


    The water splashed while I opened the dishwasher and took the dishes from him and started stacking them. I’d always done the dishes at home. My mom said it was because I was so good at getting in as many dishes as possible and have them all get properly clean. It wasn’t a great skill, but it was something.


    A pang went through me when I thought about stacking the dishwasher with my mom. It had been months. I missed her. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. But I couldn’t go back.


    “You’ll figure it out,” he said, handing me another dish. Zan wasn’t much of a smiler, but he gave me one.


    “I hope so,” I said.
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    “I can’t believe you lied to me about the fact that you were having sex,” Lottie said when I filled her in about what was going on with Max. I hadn’t really had a choice because she’d accosted me and demanded, in her Lottie way, that I tell her what had changed with Max. Fortunately, she was the only one who noticed the difference, or maybe everyone else was better at hiding it.


    “Yeah, well, I just wanted you all to think I was normal. Guess that was a stupid idea.” I sighed and rubbed my eyes. My friends could be exhausting sometimes. I just wanted to crawl into bed with Max. With that thought, I was wide-a-fucking awake. My entire body tingled at the thought.


    “I’m just a little hurt you didn’t trust me. I mean, I know you’ve got a dark past, but I’m not going to judge you. I would never judge you, you know that, right?” She stopped herself before she went really off the rails. Zan had been a calming influence on her, but every now and then she still went verbal crazy.


    “I do trust you,” I said, which was kind of a lie. I trusted her with certain things.


    “You’re my best friend, aside from Zan and Will. You’re my best friend that I’m not related to, or sleeping with.” I put my hand on my heart.


    “I’m honored.”


    “Shut up, you know what I mean. I love you, Trish. You’re like a sister to me and I just want you to be happy. That’s it.” Well, shit, now my eyes were going to start watering again.


    “Ugh, why am I so emotional lately?” I said, brushing my fingers under my eyes, trying to hold back the tears.


    “PMS?” Lottie asked and I wanted to hit her with a pillow.


    “Nope. Just… life. I think I used to just shove things aside and not deal with them, but I only have so much space to store things I don’t want to feel. The space is getting used up and now I’m forced to face things like a normal person. It sucks ass, really.” I laughed a little and caught a glimpse of Max helping Zan with the dishes. They were a lot alike in some ways.


    “Girlfriend, I know all about shoving shit in boxes. But then the shit crawled out of the boxes and showed up in my dorm this year,” she said, throwing a fond smile at Zan, despite just calling him shit.


    “And then that shit turned into something wonderful and I’m so grateful it happened. That somehow we ended up in the same place. I can’t imagine my life if I hadn’t forgiven him. If I’d kept hating him for the rest of my life.” She shuddered.


    I sighed and tried to think about my life sans Max. Nope. Definitely wanted to put that particular thought in a box. And then set that box on fire.


    “Things aren’t perfect. We fight and we drive each other crazy and there’s still the issue of his brother and his parents, but all the good moments far outweigh the bad and the struggles. I just… I love him.” Her eyes were shiny with emotion and I felt a tightening in my chest. She was so free with that word.


    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d said it. Really said it. Not just as a throwaway comment. “I love you, babe”, or something like that tossed at my friends didn’t count. I told Stryker I hated him on a daily basis, but he knew the opposite was true.


    Chewing my lip, I tried to think of a simple way out of my current predicament. I could just throw caution to the wind and strip down and tell him to take me. Fuck my brains out. He’d do it and it would probably be completely mind-blowing if all of our other physical interactions were any indication.


    What about after? After we could breathe normally and the sweat dried and the euphoria wore off, what then?


    I couldn’t answer that question.


    “When it’s right, love will find a way. Despite everything, it will find a way,” Lottie said, rubbing my arm to comfort me. I wasn’t big on physical touch, but I’d gotten more used to it since I’d made friends.


    “Thanks for listening. And not being too pissed about me lying to you,” I said.


    “Anytime, babe,” Lottie said, getting up and giving me a hug. I looked over and locked eyes with Max. He was giving me the kind of look that said he was thinking about what we’d done yesterday. Like a bolt of lightning, the need to do it again shot through me so fast my knees wobbled.


    “You okay?” Lottie asked, noticing, of course. I plastered a big fake smile on my face.


    “Yup. Peachy keen.” She gave me a look that said my smile probably looked a little deranged, but whatever. I couldn’t see Max, but I could feel him walking toward us. His arms encircled my waist and I let myself rest back against him.


    “Ready to go?” he said in my ear. I nodded, not trusting my voice at the moment. He wasn’t even touching me in a sexual way, but I felt like Zan and Lottie were getting way too much of a show.


    “You two have a good night,” Lottie said with a wink. “And call me if you ever need to talk.” She pointed her finger at me and I nodded. Zan called out his goodnight and then we were out in the chilly night again.


    I barely noticed. My body was on fire.
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    I WASN’T SURE if she was going to let me go ahead again so soon, but the second we got into her room, she slammed the door and fucking attacked me.


    OKAY. That was what we were doing. She was so eager that her teeth drew blood and it mixed with her taste and I wondered for a fraction of a second if I was a vampire and I’d just never figured it out.


    Hair got pulled, clothes got torn, growls and moans filled the air. We were like two wild animals who were fighting one minute and fucking the next. It was raw and hard and rough.


    And it was the hottest fucking thing ever.


    Just when I thought Trish had reached the pinnacle of sexiness, she jumped up a few levels. I didn’t know how much more I could seriously take.


    She broke the kiss and her violet eyes seared into mine. She hadn’t even had time to take out her contacts and her eyes were even more intense with the unnatural color.


    “I want you to go down on me,” she said and for a second, I thought I had blacked out.


    “You?” I said. I was only capable of forming words with one syllable. Hell, I wasn’t sure what my name was at the moment.


    She sat up (somehow we’d ended up horizontal on her bed, which I definitely didn’t recall happening) and removed the rest of her clothes, pausing for just a second with her fingers hooked into her panties.


    “You. Don’t…” I still couldn’t say actual words and that made her laugh just a little. She took one bracing breath and then pulled her panties off and my girlfriend was naked in front of me for the first time ever and yes, I was dead. I was definitely dead.


    I’d seen almost everything else before, but the fact that the only thing that stood between me and all that perfect skin was air made it so much more. So. Much. More.


    She allowed herself a moment of shyness and then she lifted her chin and dared me to say something. Fortunately, words weren’t in my wheelhouse at the moment, so I just got up and went to her, pulling her into my arms. I only had my boxers on, but I thought she would be more comfortable if we were both on a level naked playing field, so I slipped them off.


    She’d seen me before, but the way she looked down at me made me feel like I could bench press a fucking building while saving a million little old ladies while also doing an epic victory dance to end all victory dances.


    She made me feel like I was the entire world.


    I put my hands on her cheeks and tilted her head up.


    “I know it scares you, but I have to tell you that I love you so much, Trish. I can’t hold the words in anymore.” I kissed her mouth and she kissed me back. It also saved her from having to answer right away. I wanted to give her some time. She pushed me away and put her arms on my shoulders.


    “I want to say it. I really do. Not just because you said it, but because I think… I think I feel that way, but I’m not sure. I’m afraid and that’s the best excuse I can give you. Just know that I have never felt this way about anyone. Never trusted anyone this much with my body. I want to give you everything. Everything.”


    Her feverish lips met mine again and we were right back to where we started when the door slammed.


    Somehow, we got back on the bed and then I got her on her back and went to work devouring her. She writhed beneath me and I did whatever I could to make her moan as much as possible. Her fingers tugged at my hair so hard I was pretty sure I was going to be missing some in spots by the time this was over, but who the hell cared? I was getting to go down on my girlfriend, something that I’d been aching to do since the first time we’d kissed.


    The first time I’d explored her body, I had taken my time. Teased her. Yeah, there was no time for that now. I was intent on my goal and the closer I got, the more I wanted it.


    “Please, Max,” she said in that little moan that had a whiny edge to it. Demanding. Pleading. Begging. Begging for me and only me. For what I could give her.


    I fucking loved it.


    Scooting down further, I moved her legs apart. She didn’t offer any resistance, but I looked up at her face just to make sure she wanted me to do this. She put her hand in my hair and tugged.


    “Please.” That was all I needed.


    I sealed my mouth over her and kissed her most sensitive part. Her hips almost smashed my teeth in as she jerked from the sensation. I put one hand on her hipbone to steady her and then went to work. I was going to enjoy every single second of this.


    I pulled out every single trick I knew, and tried a few things just to see what would happen. Judging by her hold on my hair, her hips and her voice, I quickly figured out what she liked and what drove her absolutely wild.


    Adding a couple of fingers, I had her nearly thrashing off the bed. She was unashamed and uncontained and sweet.


    Fucking perfect. My wild girl.


    The begging continued in earnest as I drove her to the edge and then reeled her back in. Finally, because I was afraid she was going to yank me bald, I hooked my fingers inside her and flicked her clit with my tongue and she came, her entire body tensing and releasing as she called out, curses and nonsense and I definitely heard my name.


    I let myself feel the pulses as I kept my fingers inside and when the storm calmed, I removed them and licked them clean. I would never get tired of her taste. Even if I lived a thousand years.
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    THERE WERE NOT enough curse words in any language to describe what that was. I was pretty sure I used most of them when I came. I had to add another thing to the list of things I really liked about Max.


    His. Tongue.


    What he could do with that thing was nothing short of miraculous. He should be an exhibit in a museum. Scientists should study him.


    My brain was babbling, but I couldn’t make it stop.


    I had never thought an orgasm could even be that powerful, let alone that I would have one. I was pretty sure I’d pulled a muscle. Or several. I was going to be sore tomorrow. Much better than a stupid workout, that was for sure. Plain endorphins had nothing on orgasms.


    “I think I need some time,” I blathered afterwards. Max had left the area he’d taken such good care of and was on his side, his arm propped up and watching me. I was too, whatever, to ask him to stop.


    “That’s okay. Take all the time you need.” Clearly, he was hard, but he didn’t seem to be in any hurry to do something about it. Such a gentleman.


    “I’m so glad you let me do that. Finally.”


    “Finally?” The word sounded funny as I said it. Wow, I was really losing it. Maybe the orgasm had somehow destroyed my brain.


    “Yeah. I’ve wanted to do that for forever.” I didn’t know guys liked it all that much. Huh. Or maybe it was just Max. He was probably special.


    The blood started coming back to my brain and my thoughts slowly returned to normal.


    I turned my head and smiled at him.


    “You should get an award for that,” I said.


    “The knowledge that I did a good job is all the recognition I need,” he said and I smacked him lightly in the chest with my hand. I didn’t have a whole lot of strength left.


    “You know, my first boyfriend would never do that,” I blurted out. Orgasms always loosened my tongue. Like working the cork out of a wine bottle or something.


    “Well, he was both an idiot and an asshole. I want to punch him in the balls on your behalf,” Max said. I was relieved he wasn’t upset about me talking about an ex.


    “How old were you?” he asked as he danced his fingers around on my stomach. My muscles fluttered just a little bit at his touch. It tickled.


    “Uh, I don’t really remember. Too damn young, that’s for sure.” I had been a bit of a wild child and had started getting physical early. Just before everything with my uncle, actually. Afterward, sex was… complicated. Max nodded.


    “Yeah, I was fifteen. I wasn’t even dating her. It was at a stupid party and I’m pretty sure it lasted all of ten seconds. I mean, I barely got the condom on.” He chuckled and I was relieved he was comfortable with talking about this kind of thing.


    “They’re always the hardest to open when you need them the most. I think it’s a conspiracy,” I said and he laughed. This was a first. I had never just stayed in bed with someone and talked. While naked. Usually when I had sex with someone, I couldn’t get out fast enough. And that was when I actually went through with it and didn’t end up crying or something. And that was when I actually was able to go through it. There had been plenty of times when I hadn’t.


    “That would make total sense,” Max said with a serious face. We went from talking about our first times to embarrassing sex stories, some not necessarily ours.


    “I will never get that sound out of my head,” I said when I told him about the girl Stryker brought home once who sounded like a wounded donkey when she came. Weird thing was that she was cute and tiny, but she had the bray of a much bigger girl. Max laughed and told me about the second girl he’d been with. Hearing about those girls didn’t really bother me. A little, but I knew he wasn’t serious about any of them.


    “I always sort of separated sex and dating,” he said and I totally agreed. “Well, until you. I want to do everything with you.”


    I raised my eyebrows.


    “Everything?”


    He gave me a smile and then leaned down and kissed one of my nipples.


    “Everything.”
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    IT WAS SO easy to talk about sex with her. At first I wasn’t sure about telling her my history, but she opened up about hers and it didn’t seem weird after that. Neither of us had a good track record anyway. I’d sure had a lot of terrible sex in my life. I’d pretty much given up on it when I came to school.


    And then Trish happened. She blew into my life and changed everything. Sometimes I wondered what would have happened if Ric hadn’t died. Would I still have met her? Maybe. Maybe not.


    I wasn’t saying that I was glad Ric was dead, but I didn’t regret meeting Trish at the funeral. I should really call my aunt more often. She and Ric were on the outs, but Ric was her only daughter and losing her was still terrible.


    “What are you thinking about?” Trish asked. We’d lapsed into silence, each of us thinking about other things. We were also both pretty tired. After I got us going again, she demanded to return the favor and had given me the blow job to end all blow jobs. It was a miracle my dick didn’t take of like a rocket, my balls like little engines.


    “Ric, actually. I really should talk to my aunt more. I was feeling guilty,” I said. At the mention of Ric, Trish stiffened.


    “Oh,” she said, not offering any other comment.


    “Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought her up.” Trish wouldn’t meet my eyes and it was as if the room had dropped a few dozen degrees.


    “It’s okay,” she said, but she wasn’t convincing anyone. I searched my mind for something else to talk about that wouldn’t make her sad.


    “Have you picked out your bridesmaid’s dress?” Katie had given the final word that Kayla and Lottie were co-maids of honor and Trish and Audrey were the bridesmaids. Stryker had picked Zan as best man, which was poetic and then Will, Simon and Brady as groomsmen. I wasn’t upset about not being included in the wedding party. I’d get to sit and watch Trish walk down the aisle in a beautiful dress and that was all I could ask for.


    “I’ve looked, but I hate pink, so it’s not going very well. I might see if Lottie can make me a dress. She’s gotten into sewing again and if she made it, it would be a lot cheaper and then I could make it the way I wanted.” That seemed like a good plan.


    “It’s coming up fast,” I said. She rolled her eyes.


    “I know. Katie is roping me and the other girls in to help with making centerpieces and shit. They’re doing it cheap for obvious reasons, but I wish she would just buy some premade stuff and save all of us the hassle.” She was griping, but I could tell she was happy to be included


    “Well, I’m happy to lend a hand if you need it.”


    “Thanks,” she said, closing her eyes and yawning.


    “Tired?”


    “Uh huh,” she said, not opening her eyes. I kissed her forehead and said goodnight. She mumbled it back and then I whispered, “I love you,” in her ear, but only after I was sure she was asleep.
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    MAX AND I progressed with our sexual explorations over the next two weeks. The weather started warming up, so we didn’t need to dress in twenty layers just to go to class. My current vehicle crapped out, again, so Stryker got me another one in between working a million hours and trying to take care of his prego fiancée.


    Things were complete chaos and I was definitely looking forward to summer. I would deny it if anyone asked, but I was also really excited about the wedding. Katie was commissioning me to do everyone’s hair and I’d been looking up styles online. She wanted something classic, so I was going to try a few on myself, Audrey and Lottie and then she could pick which one she liked. Lottie had decided that it was her mission to make all the bridesmaids dresses, so one Saturday at work when our boss Claud wasn’t there, we went through all the fabrics and found three bolts in a barely-there light pink (for me), a medium pink that was close to bubblegum for Lottie and then a darker almost fuchsia for Audrey.


    Katie picked styles and Lottie got to work. She turned part of her apartment into a little sewing corner and Zan, because he was amazing, found a dress form at a discount shop and brought it home for her one night.


    “I’m going to name her… Elizabeth Bennet,” she said and more than a few of us rolled our eyes. Last Halloween, before Katie intervened, Lottie was going to wear a Jane Austen costume to a frat party. Not exactly an appropriate outfit for the situation.


    “Why aren’t you an English major again?” I asked and she put her hand up.


    “I’m not going over this again.” She was majoring in marine biology because that was what her dad did. Not because she was passionate about sediments. Her brother was getting a degree in kinesiology, so I didn’t understand why she couldn’t do what she clearly wanted to. The need to please one’s parents was a foreign concept to me.


    “Fine, fine,” I said, letting it go when she demanded that I stand still as she measured me. That was an exercise in humiliation and I made Max take me home and go down on me to get over it. Twice.


    My life was as good as it had ever been.


    Which meant that it was time for me to get a proverbial punch to the face.
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    I GOT A call from Stryker in the middle of the day, which was a little odd. Usually if he needed to get in touch with me, he would just text. Instead, he left me a very serious voicemail and demanded that I call him ASAP. I panicked and decided to skip my next class, which was economics and sucked ass anyway, to call him back. My head went to all sorts of dark and awful places.


    Please let the baby be okay, I thought as I waited for him to pick up.


    “Stryker? What’s wrong? Is Katie okay?” I said before he could get a word in.


    “Yes, Katie and the baby are fine.” I let out a breath of relief so loud a few people walking by me outside on the quad stared. I just gave them dirty looks that said to mind their own business.


    “Then what is it? What happened?” If it wasn’t Katie, what could it possibly be? Stryker took the world’s longest pause before he answered.


    “Ray got arrested.” Ray. Ray. Three letters. One syllable. But it sent a shot of ice through my body and my legs nearly gave out on me.


    I couldn’t say anything, but I could hear Stryker talking.


    “I wanted to tell you in person, but I didn’t want you to somehow find out before I could be the one to tell you.” I still couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t blink. It was a miracle my heart was still beating.


    “Trish!” Stryker said it over and over, but I couldn’t say anything back.


    “Fuck! Answer me! Where are you?!” he yelled, but I couldn’t answer.


    “Trish?” a voice said behind me. I didn’t acknowledge it. “Trish?” Audrey’s hand brushed my shoulder and she stepped into my line of vision.


    “Oh my God, are you okay? You’re so pale.” Her eyes were worried, but I just couldn’t talk. So I shook my head slowly. Audrey heard Stryker yelling at me through the phone so she took it out of my rigid hand.


    “Stryker? Yeah, it’s Aud… I don’t know, I was just going to class… Uh huh… No…. Okay…. Okay, I will… Don’t even worry about it… I’ve got this… Uh huh… Okay, bye.” She ended the call and put her hand on my arm.


    “Trish? Trish, can you do me a favor and look at me?” I swung my eyes toward her face and the worry in her eyes scared me further still. I didn’t know what was happening. I just couldn’t move or think or do anything.


    “Hey, Trish, we’re going to get you to your brother’s, okay? Come on,” she said, tugging at my arm to get me walking. It worked and I stumbled along beside her. We made our way to the student parking lot and she unlocked Will’s truck, but that was my only thought as she shoved me into the passenger seat, hopped in and then we were off.
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    THE MINUTE THE truck stopped outside my brother’s apartment, my door was yanked open and I was picked up into strong arms.


    Stryker.


    “I’ve got it from here, Aud.”


    “Hell no, I’m coming with you. She’s my friend too and it’s my turn to be there for her.” I dimly remembered Audrey panicking just like I was now, when she’d gotten the call that Emily was sick. I’d joked about her being broken. I felt broken. Maybe this was it. I’d only been walking around somewhat damaged until now and this was the final blow that wrecked me forever.


    I was placed on the couch and glasses of water were pressed to my lips and two voices were talking to me.


    “What happened?” Audrey kept saying. Stryker just told her I’d gotten some shocking news that he probably should have prepared me better to receive. Yeah, probably.


    I closed my eyes; I just wanted to sleep, but they wouldn’t let me.


    They tried everything from water and food to pinching my feet and putting on loud music.


    “Do you think we should call Max?” Audrey asked Stryker as they peered over me.


    “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her like this. I’m at a fucking loss with what to do besides putting her in the shower and turning on the cold water.” Audrey looked at him and then chewed her lip.


    “It’s worth a try.” So they put me in the bathroom and turned on the cold water.


    It worked. I sputtered and shivered and curses started pouring from my mouth.


    “Welcome back,” Stryker said, pulling me out and wrapping me in a dozen towels before carrying me back to the couch and sitting me up.


    “Oh thank God,” Audrey said when she saw I was lucid again.


    “I hate both of you,” I said through chattering teeth. Aud pressed a cup of hot tea into my hands and I burned my tongue on the first sip.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” Audrey asked in a soft voice. I shook my head.


    “No. Definitely not. Let’s just say I got a blast from the past that I wasn’t prepared for,” I said, meeting Stryker’s eyes. He nodded, his face solemn. We had a lot to talk about.


    She stood there, as if she wanted to ask more, but wasn’t sure if she should.


    “Is there anything I can get you? Anything you need?” she said. It was clear she wanted to stay and be helpful.


    “No, but thank you. Seriously, Aud. You’re one in a million,” I said, giving her the best smile I could pull out. That made her relax a little and she had a quick conversation with Stryker before leaving.


    Stryker sat down next to me and propped his arms on his knees.


    “So,” he said, clapping his hands together.


    “So,” I echoed, shivering under my towels.
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    I USUALLY GOT a text from Trish letting me know what our plans were for the night, but I hadn’t heard from her all day.


    She was probably just busy, but I got a little worried when I got back to my room and she wasn’t there. I didn’t have a key, so I was pretty much locked out. I texted her immediately, asking if I could pick up my key so I could change before work.


    No answer.


    The first trickle of fear dripped down my spine. It was probably nothing. I was making a lot out of nothing. I texted her brother, asking if he’d seen her.


    Nothing.


    I texted everyone else who might have seen her.


    No answers. No Trish.


    My heart was pounding a frantic rhythm and I just wanted someone to answer my fucking text and tell me that she’d stayed late at a study group or had gone shopping or some shit. I didn’t care where she was, as long as she was okay.


    I was being dramatic, but I couldn’t help it. I loved her.
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    I NEEDED A motherfucking car. I really did. I was going to start putting money aside for one starting now. It didn’t even have to be a good car. Any car that would drive me around so I could find my girlfriend would work.


    After not getting any answers, I started walking toward Will’s dorm. He was the only friend within walking distance who also had a vehicle and knew Trish.


    My phone rang and I almost threw it onto the sidewalk in my hurry to answer it.


    “Trish? Hello?”


    “Nope, it’s Stryker. I just got your text. She’s here with me.” His voice was cold and emotionless. What the fuck was going on?


    “Is she okay? What happened?” If nothing had happened and she wasn’t in danger then he wouldn’t have said it that way.


    “It’s…” I could hear him walking into another room. I strained to hear Trish’s voice, but nothing.


    “Look, it’s complicated and it has to do with the shit she doesn’t like to talk about,” he said in a low voice. A door shut and he sighed.


    “About her past? Is it her uncle? She told me a little bit about that.” The quick inhale was all I needed as an answer.


    “I didn’t know she’d told you. She doesn’t tell anyone that,” he said, his voice now filled with shock. “Huh.” Was he serious?


    “Can I talk to her please?” I said, cursing myself some more for not having a car.


    “Um, hold on.” He covered the phone and I heard muffled talking, like the sound of the adult voices in a Charlie Brown cartoon. I could just barely hear what I hoped was Trish answering him. Then the phone was passed over and I heard her voice. It made me want to fucking cry.


    “Oh, hun,” I said, my voice breaking a little. “Are you okay? Do you need me to come?” I’d find a damn ride somehow. I’d carjack someone if she said she needed me.


    “Yeah, I’m okay. Or okayish. I just… I kind of freaked out for a little there. Stryker shoved me in the shower and turned the cold water on. Asshole.” Good. If she was cursing her brother then it couldn’t be that bad. My wild girl.


    “Do you want to talk to me about what happened? Shit, I wish I could be there with you,” I said, gripping the phone as if it could somehow take me to her.


    “I don’t know. I want to…” she trailed off and I waited. “Okay. Come over.”


    “Um, I don’t have a car,” I said, my face going red. I was glad she wasn’t here to see it.


    “Shit, that’s right. Okay, hold on. Where are you?” I told her that I was waiting outside my room and she said to stay there and that help was on the way.


    A few minutes later, Audrey appeared down the hall and smiled at me.


    “Catch,” she said, throwing something at me. It was a set of keys. I caught them and jogged after her.


    “You can take Will’s truck. We’re borrowing a vehicle from Stryker for the time being. You really need to get a car,” she said.


    “Yes, thank you for stating the obvious,” I said, and then regretted it. “I’m sorry, I’m just worried.” She gave me a brilliant smile. She had great teeth.


    “I totally understand.” The green truck was out front and I hopped up into it and gunned the engine. I thanked God Stryker’s apartment was just outside of campus and it only took a few minutes to get there. I parked in the lot, taking up two spaces because I didn’t care. I got out and then I was running into the building and up the stairs. The door banged open and I went for my girl.


    “Ow,” she said as I hugged her hard enough to crack her ribs. I didn’t care. I was just so glad she was okay.


    “I’m sorry,” I said in her ear as I stroked her hair. It was still wet from the shower and dripping down her back. The only part of her visible was her face because the rest of her was covered in enough towels for a beach party.


    Someone cleared their throat and I looked up to find Stryker watching me. I looked back at him with steady eyes. I wanted him to know I was all in. I loved his sister and I wanted to take care of her.


    He searched me for a long time and then his eyes flicked to Trish.


    “Can you stop with the eyeball pissing contest?” she said and I made a face.


    “Pissing eyeballs. That’s not an image I really want in my head,” I said and she stuck her tongue out at me.


    “Are you cold? We should probably get some dry clothes on you,” I said. Before I could ask, Stryker handed me a t-shirt, pants and underwear. They were all pink and I didn’t have to guess who they belonged to.


    “You can take her in the bedroom,” he said, stepping back. Like he was handing over custody. I tried not to think about it too much as I gathered Trish up and helped her to the back of the apartment where Stryker and Katie’s bedroom was.


    I’d never been in there, but I didn’t spare a second to look around. I had more important things to deal with.


    “Let’s get you dressed,” I said, and slowly unearthed Trish from the mound of towels.


    “Where are you?” I joked as I piled more and more of them on the floor.


    “I’m right here,” she said, giving me a tired smile. She looked like she needed to sleep for several days. I’d seen her just this morning when we’d enjoyed some naked time. I could still taste her on my lips. Now, though, she looked worn out and… older. Much older than her almost-nineteen years.


    At last I got the towels and her clothes off. I found a blanket at the end of the bed and decided to wrap her in that once I got fresh clothes on her. It was a job peeling her skinny jeans from her legs, as well as her boots. She shook uncontrollably when I got her naked, so I rushed to get her clothed again.


    I felt a lot better when she had dry clothes and was bundled up like a human burrito in the spare blanket. Of course, it too was pink. The room was a mishmash of girly pink and Stryker’s more industrial style. Somehow it worked. Just like their relationship.


    “Do you want to lie down?” I asked and she nodded and then yawned. I helped her swing her feet up on the bed and she scooted backward and cuddled into the pillows. I made absolutely sure she was covered and not freezing before I gathered up the towels and left the room, closing the door softly.


    “She’s taking a nap, I think,” I said to Stryker as he looked up from the stove. It smelled like he was making soup or something.


    He turned the burner off and nodded.


    “Good. She’s going to need it.” I asked him what to do with towels and he pointed to the hamper. I tossed them in and then wasn’t sure what to do.


    He leaned against the counter and I saw that Trish wasn’t the only one who needed a nap. Stryker had dark circles under his eyes and he was paler than normal.


    “You okay?” I asked. He looked up as if he’d forgotten I was there.


    “Oh, yeah. Sure.”


    “It can’t be easy. The baby and the wedding and now this,” I said. I wasn’t super good at talking to people about stuff like this, but I was going to give it a shot.


    “I guess,” he said, pushing off from the counter and going to the fridge.


    “Want one?” he asked holding out a can of beer.


    “No, I’m good.” I was underage and it was also the middle of the day.


    “I don’t like to drink in front of Katie because she can’t and it makes me feel like an asshole,” he said, popping the top. “So I get it when I can.” He sipped and seemed to relish the taste.


    “If you don’t mind, I’m going to just hang out here and wait for her,” I said, even though it was going to be hella awkward. I didn’t care. I could endure it for Trish. I could endure just about anything for her.


    He shrugged one shoulder.


    “Suit yourself.” Going to the couch, he crashed down on it and turned on the television at a low volume. Guessing it was okay, I went over and joined him, but sat in one of the other chairs.


    “You don’t say a lot, you know,” he said, turning his attention to me.


    “Yeah, I know. Takes me a long time to get comfortable with other people, I guess.”


    “But not with my sister,” he said, pointing at me with his can.


    “No. Not with her.” I couldn’t help but smile when I thought about how easy it was to talk to Trish. Like we’d known each other our entire lives but had lost our memory of it.


    “You love her,” he said. A statement. No hint of a question.


    “Yes,” I said with full conviction. “I love her more than I’ve ever loved anything. I loved her the very first second I met her.” Stryker took another sip from his beer and nodded. Was he grilling me? Silently?


    “My sister doesn’t trust easily. I guess you know a little bit of why. Nearly every single person she’s ever counted on has abandoned or disappointed or hurt her.”


    I kept silent. I was waiting to see where this was going to go. I hoped it ended up in my favor.


    “The very fact that she even told you anything about her past is a fucking miracle, to be honest and it tells me two things. One, that she trusts you, or she’s starting to and two, that she loves you.”


    My heart landed on the floor. It had fallen out of my chest in shock.


    “Wait, what?” I said. I needed him to rewind and say that again.


    He looked at me without blinking.


    “She loves you.” I opened my mouth but no words would come out. Again.


    “She’s not going to say it. We both have a problem with those three little words.” He cracked a small smile. “Trish called me out when she knew I loved Katie. I tried to deny it, but I was being a dumbass. I’d loved her the whole time. I was just too stubborn to admit it.” That sounded familiar. Like brother like sister?


    He sighed.


    “What I’m trying to say is that she cares about you. A lot. And I know you care about her. I’m hoping you’re going to be willing to stick around. To go the distance. To fight for her.” I licked my lips, ready to jump in and tell him I’d do all of those things, but he wasn’t done.


    “She’s not an easy person to love, that’s for damn sure. She makes me regret it every day. But when you love someone like Trish…” he trailed off. I didn’t need him to tell me that. I knew.


    “I’m in,” I said. “I’m all fucking in. Have been.” He smiled again.


    “Thought so. Must say I’m both surprised and relieved. I can’t wait for the day I can hand her off and she’ll be your problem.” I didn’t get mad at him because he said it with affection. Trish was the same way and I’d gotten used to it.


    “Is she going to be okay? You don’t have to tell me everything, I just want to know if she’s going to be okay.” Stryker leaned back and set his unfinished can of beer on the coffee table.


    “That’s a question I don’t have an answer to. I wish I did. I’m so angry this is coming up again. I’d thought this issue was dead.” He’d gone from being happy about handing off Trish to a protective older brother in the blink of an eye. Stryker was kind of scary when he got protective. No wonder Trish depended on him. He was a knight with shining tattoos and piercings instead of armor. The modern version who wielded a banjo and a tire iron instead of a shield and a sword.


    “But the things you think you’ve buried in your past never stay there,” he said. I could help Trish shoulder this burden. I would.


    “And that’s enough ruminating for one day. You pick something.” He tossed me the remote. Such responsibility. “Katie found one of those birthing shows on a channel I didn’t even know we got and she thought it would be a good idea to watch.” He shuddered and I could sympathize. I’d had to watch one in high school. Full-frontal. Just… everything. Yeah, it was a miracle and all, but yurgh.


    “Okay, no birthing shows. Got it,” I said, going from one channel to the next. I wasn’t a sports fan and I knew Stryker wasn’t either. I finally landed on a VH1’s Behind The Music featuring Pink Floyd.


    “Sweet,” Stryker said, settling further into the couch. I was glad he approved of my choice. We watched the show, but I kept one ear trained on the bedroom, waiting to jump up if Trish woke up and needed anything.
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    WHEN I WOKE up, I didn’t know where I was. I also didn’t know why I was wrapped so tight in a blanket that I could barely get my arms free. Finally I did and the fact that the blanket was pink and there were too many pillows on the bed clued me in that I was in Stryker’s bedroom.


    And then everything else crashed down on me and I wished I was asleep again.


    Oh. Fuck.


    Ray.


    I could still remember the way he smelled. Like old rotting beer and stale cigarettes and moldy sweat. He was rancid and gross and didn’t do much besides watch television and get drunk, though sometimes he’d get off his ass and fire a shotgun at what he claimed were squirrels, but were usually passersby.


    I couldn’t believe it when Stryker and I walked into the filthy trailer with our social worker. Even she couldn’t hide her disdain, but she did nothing to help us. I looked up at her and saw a flash of pity, but she buried it and left us there. Stryker stayed within a few feet of me at all times, but Ray made me sleep in a separate bedroom and Stryker got beat up every time he snuck in and stayed with me.


    My stomach heaved as the memories came rushing back. How was it that all these years later, I could still remember the exact smell of that place? I could almost feel it clogging my nostrils. I heaved again, but breathed in the clean fresh air of Stryker’s bedroom and tried to anchor myself in the present.


    I wasn’t back there. I’d gotten out. Stryker and I had gotten out. I was here and I was safe. And I had Max.


    Oh, Max.


    He’d been so worried about me. I saw it in his eyes. It was so sweet how he dressed me and wrapped me up and put me to bed. I wondered if he’d stayed, or if he’d gone back to class or work. I had no idea what time it was.


    Getting up, I realized I was starving. Looking at the clock, I realized it was dinnertime and I’d missed lunch.


    Oops.


    Putting the blanket around me like a cape, I went to the door and stuck my head out. Stryker and Max were on the couch, watching something on TV and laughing. My brother and my boyfriend were laughing together.


    Well. Never thought that would happen.


    I watched for a few seconds, enjoying being a voyeur. But then Max must have sensed me, because his head snapped up.


    “Hey, hun. How are you doing?” He almost broke his neck getting off the chair and vaulting over the couch to get to me. I put my hand up for him to slow his roll.


    “I’m okay, I’m okay,” I said. “Just hungry.”


    “I have soup,” Stryker said, also rising and going to the stove.


    “Awesome. Do you have any pizza?”


    “I can order some,” he said and got out his phone.


    I looked around the room and realized it was very empty.


    “Where is everyone? Where’s Katie?” I asked.


    “They’re all downstairs,” Max said, looking a little worried. For good reason. They were probably going to attack me the second they found out I was awake. Oh, fun.


    “Don’t worry, they’re not planning on a pseudo intervention,” Stryker said, ending the call for pizza and turning off the soup. “Although, I’m pretty sure Lottie is going to force you to eat baked goods. And Simon might offer to build you something.” I almost rolled my eyes. God, I loved them. I really did. I’d resisted it as long as I could, but those goofy, weird, awkward people were my de facto family and I couldn’t have asked for a better one. I’d gone from having the worst to having the best.


    Definitely didn’t deserve it, but it had been handed to me, and I wasn’t giving it back.


    “What’s wrong?” Max said and I realized I was crying.


    “I’m just realizing how many people actually care about me and it’s a little overwhelming,” I said, and he put his arms around me. I closed my eyes and hugged him close. I’d grown accustomed to his smell. It calmed me, soothed me, made me feel safe. It was the smell of love. So different than the smell I’d been remembering earlier. Like fire, this one burned evil away and filled me with hope.


    “You’re wonderful,” I said to him. He smiled like I’d just told him he’d won a million dollars.


    “And you, my wild girl, are exceptional,” he said, leaning down and putting the softest of kisses on my forehead, right between my eyes.
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    THERE WAS A knock at the door a half hour after I woke up and Stryker opened it to find a posse of people standing there waiting, plus one very confused pizza delivery guy.


    “I told you, not now,” Stryker said to the group as he paid for the pizza, but I called out to him.


    “It’s okay,” I said and motioned for everyone to come in. Max and I had been watching TV, but the apartment seemed too quiet. Too empty. It needed to be filled with people. I needed it to be filled with people.


    They all filed in and I could tell they were unsure what to say or do. I rolled my eyes.


    “I’m fine, I’m fine. I just had a moment, but it’s gone and I’m back to normal, okay? Stop looking at me like I’m going to go nuts and stab you all or something,” I said. A few sets of eyes looked alarmed.


    “Jesus fucking Christ,” I said, sighing. “Stop it. All of you.” Stryker set the open pizza box in front of me and I grabbed at it with both hands. My stomach roared in delight that it was finally getting attended to.


    “Pizza?” I said, my mouth full of the first bite. There weren’t enough slices for everyone, but I heard Stryker on the phone ordering more. Katie went over to him, touching his shoulder gently. They shared a quick and quiet conversation and Katie came to sit next to me on the side Max wasn’t occupying.


    “Hey, sister,” she said. “How’s it going?”


    “Meh,” I said. “Sister. I always wanted one. Never thought she’d be a pink fanatic,” I said, holding up the edge of the blanket that I still had around me.


    “What can I say? It’s a lifestyle choice.” She smiled and then the ice was broken. Everyone took their seats and argued about pizza and what movie to watch and then about wedding plans.


    “But I could totally do it!” Simon said. His current scheme was to carve something called a chuppah, which was a sort of archway Jewish couples got married under.


    “But we’re not Jewish,” Katie and Stryker said at the same time.


    “You totally got that idea from Gilmore Girls,” Lottie said, pointing an accusatory finger at Simon.


    “I may have watched a few episodes,” he admitted.


    “Haha! I knew some of my DVDs were missing,” Lottie crowed. “Now comes the all-important question: Dean or Jess?”


    Simon rolled his eyes.


    “As if that’s even a question. Jess, of course. Dean was a bastard.” Lottie hopped off her chair and ran over to give him a high five.


    “There are lots of reasons I love you and I’m adding that to the list,” she said.


    “I hope it’s a very long list,” Simon said, grabbing Brady’s uneaten crusts and starting to munch on them. Gross and cute at the same time.


    “A novel, baby,” Lottie said.
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    THE PIZZA DEMOLISHED, we all sort of sat around and talked. We did that a lot, but for some reason it was really affecting me today. I guess I was just realizing how much I cared about these people and how much they cared about me. Really cared.


    And then there was Max. I knew he loved me. He’d said it more than once and I could feel it when he looked at me, but it kept hitting me. I was always thinking that he would wake up one day and come to his senses.


    This couldn’t last. He couldn’t keep this up.


    But… what if he could? What if he’d decided that I was the one for him? That thought almost made me want to laugh a little. I wasn’t the kind of girl who was “the one” for anyone, but stranger things had happened.


    “You ready to go, sweets?” Max said in my ear. Even though I’d had a nap, I was ready to go to bed.


    “Yeah,” I said. I started to unwind myself from the blanket, but Katie told me that I could keep it.


    “It’s pink,” I said, stating the obvious.


    “Maybe it will grow on you,” she said with a wink. Stryker leaned over and kissed her belly. Kissing the little being growing inside. My niece or nephew.


    I didn’t think I’d be as happy about the baby as I was. I almost couldn’t wait to see if it was a boy or a girl. Secretly, I was hoping for a girl so I could be cool Aunt Trish and corrupt her when she was a teenager. It was going to be awesome.


    “Do you mind if I smoke first?” I asked when we got back to Will’s truck. I’d cut way down and was only smoking occasionally when I was stressed. Stryker had ceased to allow smoking, even outside the house. He was afraid that somehow the smoke would get into the house and hurt Katie and the baby. Silly, but it was also sweet. He was going to be such a great dad. Probably a little overbearing, but he might loosen up as the years went on.


    “Sure, go ahead,” Max said and I pulled a spare cigarette that I kept in my pocket, along with a lighter. The first inhale was heaven. It was such a shame these things would kill you.


    “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked as he drove Will’s truck back to the dorm. It was pretty nice of Will to loan it to us because everyone knew how much he adored that hunk of junk.


    “When we get back,” I said.


    “Okay.”
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    I WAS SHOCKED when she said we’d talk when we got back. I parked the truck next to her car and then we went up to my room.


    I shut the door and she sat down on my bed. Usually, when we talked it was after we’d been together, but tonight she seemed ready to talk.


    Sitting down next to her, I waited.


    “He got arrested. My uncle Ray. The one who hurt me,” she said after she took a breath.


    “Oh,” I said. No wonder she’d had a breakdown. It probably had brought forward all those horrible things from her past.


    “He got arrested for rape.” It was like being punched in the stomach and I couldn’t begin to imagine what it was like for her.


    Her mouth was a tight line.


    “He was arrested and I feel so guilty. I feel like it’s my fault that it happened,” she said. I wanted so much to tell her she was wrong, but I zipped my trap shut.


    “I know it’s not. That he’s a monster, but still. It hurts.” I nodded and she reached out to me. I put my arms around her and held her tight.


    “I wanted to kill him so much. I fantasized about it so many times. I figured out how to do it a million different ways,” she said. It probably should have scared me, what she was telling me, but it didn’t. I wanted to get my hands around his neck right now.


    “It’s okay,” I said, rubbing her back. “It’s okay.”


    She sighed and held me tight.


    “I love you so much,” I said.


    “I know. I want to tell you that I do too, but I can’t yet. Someday I will. Soon. Someday soon,” she said and I pulled back so I could see her face.


    “Really?” I said.


    She nodded.


    “Really.”


    I kept my shirt and boxers on when we went to sleep and she didn’t comment about it. I wasn’t an asshole and I didn’t want to push her when her past had just gotten dredged up again.


    In the morning I woke and found her staring at the ceiling.


    “You okay?”


    “Not really. I didn’t sleep at all,” she said and I could tell. There were dark marks etched under her eyes. It was easy to see she’d been up all night.


    “Why didn’t you wake me up?” I asked. She shook her head.


    “I don’t know. I thought I was okay and then I started thinking and I couldn’t stop. I kept going through what happened and thinking about him and how he smelled and then all the other things that happened to us. Yes, Ray was awful, but he wasn’t the only one who hurt us.”


    Fuck, this was very intense for so early in the morning. Our alarms hadn’t gone off yet. I needed to get my head on straight so I could think because I had no idea how to deal with this.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, as if she sensed that I was having a hard time with it.


    “No, no, it’s okay. I’m sorry you couldn’t sleep. If you would have woken me up we could have talked all night about other stuff. Good stuff,” I said.


    “That would have been a lot better,” she said, finally turning to look at me. “Sorry.”


    “Stop apologizing or else I’m going to kiss you with un-brushed teeth,” I said, hoping she’d smile, but she didn’t.


    “I’m sorry,” she said again. “I… I can’t.” Shit, way to put your foot in your mouth, Max.


    “No, I’m sorry. I should have— Fuck, I keep messing this up.” I should probably get out of bed and just stop talking.


    “It’s okay. It’s my problem,” Trish said, climbing over me without even touching me. I was hard, because I was pretty much every morning, but I’d break my dick before I asked her if she was going to do anything about it. I could take a shower and deal with it myself.


    Trish grabbed a change of clothes and was out the door before I could say anything else. It was like a wall had been put between us overnight. I was kicking myself for not waking up and realizing she was having a hard time. What kind of boyfriend was I?
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    I THOUGHT I was fine. I thought I was past it. That the nap and the pizza and everything else had pushed the past aside and I was firmly rooted in the present.


    And then the lights went off and Max’s deep breathing filled the room and my eyes stayed open. Every time I tried to think of one thing, something else would swoop in and I got sucked into a downward spiral that I couldn’t climb my way out of.


    No matter how hot I turned the water, I couldn’t seem to get warm. I didn’t want to go to class. I didn’t want to do anything. I wanted to go to bed and sleep for about a year. Usually Max being concerned about me was sweet, but today it felt suffocating. Too much. I just wanted everyone to leave me alone.


    He didn’t say a whole lot as we got ready and I told Max I didn’t want to have breakfast. I wasn’t hungry. I just felt sick.


    “Just let me know if you want to talk, or you need anything,” he said and I could tell he was hurt. It killed me to do it, but I didn’t know what else to do.


    I was definitely broken. Maybe now he’d take his chance. It would almost be a relief if he did. Then I would know that I was right and I wouldn’t have to wait anymore for him to leave.
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    FOR THE REST of the week, I barely got any sleep and I pushed more and more space between Max and me. He tried to hide how hurt he was by that distance, but I could see it in his eyes.


    I kept thinking about Ray. He’d crept his way into my mind, like a black ooze and had corrupted all my thoughts. I tried not to let it happen, but once it started, the sickness spread.


    I stopped eating. Everyone was worried about me, but I just yelled and cursed and told them to leave me alone.


    Finally the weekend came and Stryker called and asked Max and me over to the house for dinner. I didn’t want to go, but I didn’t really have a choice. Max basically threw me into the car, shut the door and drove to the apartment. I felt like a prisoner, but I was even more a prisoner of my own mind.


    There were about a bazillion cars parked around Stryker’s building. I thought about locking myself in the car and refusing to get out, but that would cause even more of a scene. I just didn’t have the energy to do anything anymore. Not even fight.


    Max tried to help me out of the car, but I wouldn’t let him touch me. I hadn’t let him touch me in days. The worst part was that I ached for him. I yearned for what we’d had only days ago. I pictured myself leaning over and kissing him. Taking my clothes off and letting him have everything. And then Ray’s face would bloom in my mind like a disgusting flower with rotting teeth and beer breath. That was all it took to stop me.


    Max opened the door for me. He’d been solemn the whole way, instead of just sad and dejected. Something was definitely up, but my suspicions weren’t confirmed until we walked through the door and everyone was there and they were silent and wearing identical looks to Max’s.


    Well, shit. It was easy to see what this was. I thought about turning around and going for the car, but I didn’t have the keys and it would take too long to hotwire the thing. They’d catch me before I got away. I wasn’t in the greatest shape and I didn’t have the longest legs. So the only other option I had was to hear what they had to say.


    I knew they were worried about me. I was worried about me, but I didn’t know how to get myself out of my dark place. I’d gone here before. I was sure Stryker remembered it well.


    “Trish?” Stryker said, standing and coming toward me.


    “Yeah,” I said, completely defeated.


    “We’re all worried about you. I haven’t told anyone else but Max what’s been going on, so you don’t have to worry, but we’re all here because we love you and we don’t want to see you unhappy.” His voice was steady and true and it was very similar to the speech he’d given me last time.


    “I know,” I said, my voice rough. I’d barely spoken in the past few days. I’d just sort of been slogging along.


    “I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. I would say that until I was blue in the face, but it probably wouldn’t help.


    “When I lost my dad, I went to a therapist. It helped a lot,” Katie said. I knew that. I also knew Zan and Audrey had been in therapy. I didn’t want to go to therapy. I just wanted them all to go away and let me be.


    “I don’t want it,” I said, hating how whiny my voice sounded. I couldn’t deal with all these eyes on me. I turned my back on them, which was beyond childish. Whatever.


    “Trish,” Max said. “We all love you. We want you to come back to us.” I was being eaten away by darkness. How many times could this happen? What if I couldn’t come back and be myself again? What if I was forever tainted?


    “You’re not broken,” Max whispered so low that only I could hear it. “This cannot break you. You’re the strongest person I know. You are stronger than anything that could happen to you. I’m here for you. We’re all here for you and we’re not going anywhere, no matter how much you push us away. We’re going to be there.” He was so stubborn and I wanted to smack him and kiss him at the same time.


    I didn’t know what to say. What to do. I closed my eyes and took a few deep breaths. A single image broke through the dark thoughts. Max smiling at me. I hadn’t seen it in a few days and I missed it. Me being like this was dragging him down into the darkness as well. Just telling him to go away and move on wasn’t going to cut it. He was too fucking stubborn, which was probably one of the reasons I liked him so much.


    No, liked wasn’t the right word.


    Loved. I loved him.


    I had for ages, but I wouldn’t let myself think it. I always avoided the word, but in this second it had run up and tackled me.


    Love, love, love.


    I loved Max.


    It had probably been totally obvious to everyone, including me. I was trying to get away from it, but it had happened anyway. I was also sure Stryker hadn’t intended to fall in love with Katie and Lottie hadn’t intended to fall in love with Zan. And I was also sure Max hadn’t intended to fall for me.


    But we all fell and there was nothing to do but stretch your arms out and let go.


    I wasn’t really good at letting go. I liked having things my way. It was partially because that was my personality and partially a result of my life experiences. It didn’t really matter. Love was love and I was in the throes of it.


    “Trish?” While I’d been having my little epiphany, everyone had been waiting. I wondered how long I’d taken. I had no idea. Oops.


    “Yeah?” I said, turning around and seeing Max. Shit, I loved him. I really, really did. So much that I wanted to hurl myself at him even though we were in mixed company. Not that that had stopped me before. I didn’t care what they saw. They’d all done worse.


    “Are you okay?” he asked. I thought about it for a second.


    “Not at this very moment, but I think I will be,” I said. I wasn’t totally on board with the therapy thing, but they were all going to hound me to no end if I didn’t do something. I’d only been in this dark place for a few days and that was more than enough. I didn’t want to go on like this. It would ruin my life. I didn’t want to let it.


    “You don’t have to go tomorrow. You don’t even have to go next week. But I think it would be good for you to talk to someone.” I thought about it some more. This definitely seemed like time to go in that direction. Hell, maybe it would help me not be so screwed up. Maybe it would help me start to put the pieces of myself that had been broken back together and start to heal myself for real this time.
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    WHEN STRYKER FIRST called me to suggest the intervention, at first, it sounded like an insane idea. But none of us knew what else to do.


    Trish and I were still sleeping in the same bed, if you could call it that since she stayed awake while I pretended to sleep. She wasn’t wearing her contacts. She’d also stopped wearing makeup and was just… not herself. It made me want to find this Ray and make him wish he was never born.


    We all felt a little guilty about springing the intervention on her, but that was pretty much how an intervention worked. It was like the worst surprise party ever.


    And it went better than any of us thought it would, actually. She didn’t yell, or punch anyone, or run away. Not that she’d get very far because Zan ran all the time and had seriously long legs.


    The wheels were turning in her head and I was thrilled to see clarity come back into her eyes. I hadn’t seen that for days.


    Finally she spoke and her voice was back to its normal tone. Thank God. I wanted to throw myself at her feet and kiss them.


    “I’ll go,” she said. “I’ll go.” She licked her lips and gave me a very small smile.


    Well. Trish hadn’t unleashed her temper. She’d given in without much of a fight. That concerned me, but I should be glad she’d agreed, right? This was a good thing. I was just making a big deal out of nothing.


    There was almost an audible sigh of relief when Trish said she’d go.


    “Well, that means I can bring out this,” Simon said, reaching behind the couch. Stryker glared at him, but Simon just ignored Stryker and went to the wall and had Brady help him hang something up.


    It was a sign. Somehow I wasn’t surprised. Our friends were pretty notorious for throwing parties and making strange signs. Like when Katie got pregnant. There would probably be one at the wedding.


    CONGRATULATIONS! it said, in big bold letters.


    “Congratulations for what?” Trish asked.


    “For deciding that you need help and that it’s okay to ask for it. I was going to add something else, but I wasn’t sure what.”


    “You’re all assholes,” Trish said, but it was definitely her way of saying that she loved them all.


    Then, because there was always food, we all had dinner.


    “Um, are we trying to feed a small country?” Trish asked, looking at the spread. There was pasta and salad and nachos and cheesy bread and fried rice and stir fry.


    “We were all stressed, so this was how we managed it,” Lottie said. I had the feeling she was responsible for a lot of the food and that she’d roped in help.


    Trish just shook her head and grabbed a plate.
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    DINNER WAS THE same as usual, which was absolutely the best. Trish wasn’t totally back to herself, but she smiled a few times and laughed and made snarky comments.


    “You okay?” I asked, nudging her as everyone took their dishes to the kitchen.


    “I’m so sorry, Max,” she said and her eyes were getting a little red. Like she was going to cry.


    “It’s okay, hun. It’s okay.” I brushed my fingers along her cheek and I realized how much I missed the feel of her skin.


    “It’s going to take time. We made so much progress and now we’ve taken about a million steps backward,” she said, frowning.


    “It doesn’t matter. We’re on the same path and going in the same direction. Stepping forward or back is okay. As long as we’re together.” I just wanted to crush her in my arms. She’d been a thousand miles away from me for days and it had almost broken my damn heart.


    She gave me a soft smile.


    “I like the sound of that.”
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    THEY WERE GOOD, I’d give them that. Normally I would have put up a fight, but fight for what? To be miserable and live in darkness and have Max slowly start resenting me? Hell fucking no. I didn’t want to do that. I wanted a life. I wanted freedom from this prison. Now Ray was in his and I was going to get out of mine. We were switching places and it actually felt good.


    We stayed late at Stryker’s. I didn’t want to go back to Max’s room and just end up pushing him away again. I hated doing that.
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    “IF YOU WANT, I can sleep in the other bed tonight,” Max said when we got back to his room. It was like he’d read my thoughts, and I realized that I didn’t want to sleep without him. Even if we didn’t touch, just having him there made me feel protected and safer than if he stayed in the other bed.


    “No. I want you with me,” I said and his eyebrows went up. He was surprised.


    “I just mean that I want you sleeping next to me. I can’t imagine going back from that. No more steps back tonight,” I said. He exhaled an audible sigh of relief.


    “Okay then.”


    We stayed in the same bed and I let him touch me here and there, but I stalled out again when I thought about doing anything else.


    The next day I found the counselor on campus and skipped one of my classes to go and make an appointment.


    “Are you nervous?” Max said that morning. I’d thought about not telling him I was going, but I knew he’d find out anyway. Plus, I wanted him on this journey with me. Like he said, we were on the same path and I wanted it to stay that way.


    “I don’t even know. I think it won’t hit me until I’m actually sitting in front of her on the couch. Is it a couch? I feel like that’s just in movies,” I said. Max shrugged. He’d never been to a therapist so he didn’t know.


    “Well, you’re useless,” I said, giving him a smile so he would know I was joking.


    “You wound me,” he said, putting his hand over his heart and pouting so adorably that I seriously considered kissing him. We hadn’t done that in a few days and I missed the taste of his lips.


    “I think you’ll live,” I said. This was good. Getting back to flirting. It was sweet and nice and easy. Guess that part of me wasn’t damaged. Still, it was going to take a lot more work to get the rest of me where I needed to be. That was probably what therapy would help me out with. I’d just have to wait and see.


    He gave me a kiss on the cheek, and I almost turned my head so he met my lips, but didn’t.
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    MY KNEES JIGGLED up and down as I waited for the therapist to come out. I didn’t know if we were going to click, but I hoped we would. I didn’t want to have to go through this exact process again until I found the right person to deal with me. At least I didn’t have to pay for it. Health insurance was a wonderful thing.


    “Trish?” A youngish woman with slicked back black hair and pretty green eyes walked out on a set of beautiful high heels. She looked like she belonged on a runway and not in the campus counseling office. She also didn’t look that much older than I was.


    Her smile revealed teeth that were so perfect, I wondered if they were veneers. I bet she didn’t have a lick of cellulite and could eat whatever she wanted. Basically, she was a goddess.


    “Yeah?” I said, figuring that this had to be Beth Young, my new therapist.


    Awesome.


    “I’m Beth,” she said, sticking her immaculately manicured hand out for me to shake. I felt grubby and gross, but I returned her handshake while noticing the difference in the polish on our nails. Needless to say, mine was a bit chipped.


    “Nice to meet you,” I said, trying to give her a smile and only succeeding halfway. She didn’t seem to mind and motioned for me to follow her.


    “It’s nice to meet you too. Why don’t you come down here to my office and we can talk?” Well, I didn’t have much choice, did I? I probably could have run out the door, but then I’d have to explain to everyone why I hadn’t gone and that would be a pain in my ass. It was much easier to get this shit over with.


    Beth’s office was very Zen and there wasn’t a couch. Just a couple of chairs, a desk with a computer and some neatly stacked papers, a filing cabinet, a bamboo plant and a picture of a serene beach setting.


    Beth motioned to the chair and I sat down, still feeling nervous and jumpy.


    “So,” she said, “what brings you in to see me today?” She grabbed a clipboard with a few sheets of plain cream paper and a pen. Ugh, she was going to write shit down. Fun.


    I took a breath and seriously thought about bolting. Just going for the door and then leaving.


    But then I opened my mouth and said, “Where do you want me to start? It’s a pretty long list.”


    She smiled, nodded and started scribbling.


    “How about we start with getting to know you? Have you picked a major?” Balls. She couldn’t have started with something easier?


    “Uh, no. I can’t seem to figure out what I want. But I’m only a freshman, so I still have time.” I’d said this what felt like a billion times already.


    “Okay, is there anything you are interested in? A class you like? Maybe sports or art or something?” I chewed in my bottom lip and put my hand on my knee to stop it from moving. I was sure she was writing notes about how nervous I was. At least I couldn’t see what she was writing. She’d angled the clipboard in just the right way. They’d probably had an entire class on it at whatever fancy college she went to. It was obvious she hadn’t gone to DU.


    “I mean… nothing I’m good at, I guess. I dance sometimes, but that’s just for me. And I dye hair. And get too many tattoos. And I say what I’m thinking and that doesn’t always go over well. If there was a job doing all of that stuff, that would be perfect,” I said, looking up from my knee to her face. She still had a serene smile on her lips. They probably taught that too.


    “Well, if I hear of something, I’ll let you know. Let’s talk about people in your life. Family? Friends? Other relationships?” And now we were getting into the harder stuff.


    “I have a brother, Stryker. He’s older than me and he’s pretty much the only family I have. The rest… well, they’re not really worth talking about. I have a best friend, Lottie. We all hang out in a big group and then there’s Max. My boyfriend.” It felt weird calling him that out loud. Almost grown up.


    Beth nodded and scribbled some more. I could tell her handwriting was messy, which was interesting, given her put-together appearance.


    “How long have you and your boyfriend been together?” I had to think about it.


    “Almost four months.” Wow. That was no time at all, but so much had happened in that short period. Like I’d lived an entire life while being with him. It definitely kicked the shit out of my pre-Max life.


    “And is it serious?” Why were we talking about this? Why had I agreed to do this at all? This woman was going to probe all into my life and then make assumptions about it. Like she knew me.


    I looked around and found her diploma on the wall. Huh. DU. I guess I was wrong about that. Perhaps there was more to her than met the eye.


    We talked some more about Max, and before I knew it, I was spilling my guts. I didn’t intend to, but it happened anyway.


    I told her about my parents and then my uncle and now how it was impossible to have sex with Max now. I also told her some other stuff that no one knew. Not even Stryker or Lottie and definitely not Max.


    “It must be hard to carry all those secrets around,” she said. It was hard. Secrets were heavy and mine were weighing me down. Sometimes I felt like I walked with a hunch as they sat on my shoulders and whispered in my ears.


    “It is,” I said, grabbing another tissue. Somewhere along the line I’d started crying and had been going through the tissues like crazy. Fortunately there were plenty of them to be had and there was a little wastebasket next to me to drop them in when I was done.


    Throughout it all, Beth wrote on her clipboard, using several pieces of paper. I pretty much stopped caring about what she was writing. I was never going to see it, so it didn’t really matter.


    When I finally squeezed all of my secrets out, she looked up from her clipboard and smiled at me.


    “You’ve lived quite a life, Trish,” she said.


    “Uh, yeah. I guess.” I tried not to think about it too much.


    “You’re so young, but you’ve been through more than some people go through in their whole lives. That can take a toll on a person.” I didn’t want her to pity me, or have sympathy. My life was what it was. I just needed to learn how to get over it and move on so I didn’t fuck up my relationships with Max and my friends.


    “Whatever,” I said, trying to brush it off. How much time was left? I was only supposed to be here for an hour. The clock was behind me, so I couldn’t really check it unless I looked over my shoulder and made it obvious that was what I was doing.


    “Don’t brush it off. The first step is recognizing that bad things have happened to you. Ignoring them won’t make them go away.” Well, damn. I almost made a snarky comment, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate it.


    “Okay, so what do I do about them? I mean, I can’t deal with everything at once.” That was way too much shit to deal with.


    “You don’t have to deal with everything at once. Just take one step at a time. One moment at a time. Think about how you felt when those bad things were happening to you. You can’t heal from the wounds if they’re still open.” Well, that shit was easier said than done. Why had I come here again?


    She told me to start writing in a journal (which made me almost laugh out loud) and to keep opening up to Max and also Lottie.


    “Your friends are clearly in it for the long haul. And you won’t know if they can deal with hearing about your secrets if you don’t even try.” Well, duh.


    Just before I thought I was home free, she said we’d meet again in a week and to go out front to make an appointment. Well, shit. I didn’t know if I wanted to do that. Instead, I found myself nodding, shaking her hand and telling her that I’d see her next week.
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    I WAS THINKING about her all day. I knew what time her appointment was, and I considered skipping class and showing up to wait for her, but I thought that might have been just a little too much. She’d let me know how it went, I was sure.


    And just as I was thinking that it had been about an hour since her appointment, I got a text.


    Ugh.


    That was all she sent.


    Ugh, what? I sent back.


    Ugh, I wish I hadn’t done that.


    Uh oh.


    Was it that bad? I sent.


    We’ll talk about it later. Promise. That was a relief. I didn’t want her to clam up and shut down on me again.


    


    [image: ]


    


    I KNOCKED ON my door that afternoon when I got back to my room. I’d never done that, so it wasn’t a surprise when Trish opened the door for me with a puzzled look on her face.


    “Oh, it’s you. Why did you knock?”


    I shrugged.


    “I guess I just thought you might… I don’t know.” Now I felt like a dork. She let me in and I dropped my bag.


    “So, how was your day, my dear?” I asked and she rolled her eyes before flopping down on the bed. There was a notebook and pen out and I saw some of her scrawly handwriting on the pages. Her eyes followed my gaze and she snapped the notebook closed.


    “Well, it pretty much sucked, but I’m going back next week. She told me I should be more open with you and trust you and Lottie and everyone else. I have to sit down and think about the bad stuff, think about how it made me feel and shit.” That sounded intense. I didn’t blame her for saying that it sucked.


    “That’s intense,” I said.


    “Tell me about it.” She told me a little bit more about her therapist, Beth. Apparently she was really pretty. I’d take Trish’s word for it. Besides, even if she was an underwear model, I still wouldn’t want her. There was only one woman for me and her name was Trishella Grant.


    “What were you writing?” I asked. She picked up the notebook and shoved it under the mattress.


    “Nothing,” she snapped, but then sighed. “Okay, but you can’t make fun of me.”


    “Trish, I would never make fun of you.” She gave me a look. “Okay, I would never make fun of you with malicious intent.” She nodded and pulled the notebook out again.


    “She suggested that I write out how I feel about everything. Kind of like a journal, but not so— ugh.” I got it and I definitely wasn’t going to make fun of her about that.


    “So that’s what I’ve been doing. Just writing crap down. It doesn’t make any sense, but it feels weirdly good to do it. Like the shit that swirls around in my head has somewhere to go. I like getting it out.” Good for her.


    “You know what?” I said.


    “What?”


    “I’m crazy proud of you.” She blushed a little and ducked her head. I reached out and put my hand under her chin, lifting her head so she’d look at me.


    “Really. Crazy proud.”


    She smiled softly.


    “Thanks.”
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    IT WASN’T EASY, changing my habits to face things instead of shoving them away. I kept catching myself doing what I used to do, but at least I was aware I was doing it now.


    Over the next week, I nearly filled the notebook during spare moments. Sometimes I would get up in the middle of the night and pull it out, writing by the light of the flashlight app on my phone while Max slept. I’d worried about waking him, but he didn’t seem bothered by the light, so I kept doing it.


    I wrote about Ray and I wrote about the other foster homes and I wrote about school and Stryker and my other relationships and I wrote about Ric. The words just poured out of me. I couldn’t say them out loud, but writing them was somehow easier.


    I even wrote Max a letter. It took up dozens of pages. I wrote basically everything I felt about him. I told him I loved him and how long I’d loved him and what I loved about him and just everything I could never tell him out loud but wanted him to know.


    My ultimate goal was to give it to him, but I definitely wasn’t ready yet. Not even close.


    Like a total dork, I’d found a used copy of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders that mental health professionals used to diagnose people with various disorders at the bookstore and I’d flipped through it. At first I thought it was going to be like going to WebMD when you had a stomach bug and then convincing yourself that you had cancer, but it was actually really interesting. I ruled out a bunch of conditions that I definitely did not have, but then I was reading about Post Traumatic Stress and bam. Lightbulbs blew up in my brain. Like, a million of them. I was going to ask Beth about it today.


    I’d never thought about working on myself like this. I guess I just figured people were basically okay when they were born and then life happened to them and some people got busted in the process. I assumed I was one of those people. Destined to have an abnormal life. To never get to have what other people did.


    Maybe I wasn’t completely shattered, just a little dinged up? Like a used car with a few miles on it.


    “Writing again?” Max said the morning of my second therapy session. I’d done more internal reflecting in the past week than I had in my previous eighteen years. It pretty much freaked me out. I hoped this didn’t mean I was going to take up yoga and meditation and become an insufferable vegan who said “namaste” all the time.


    “Yeah,” I said, closing my notebook. The notebook only had a few pages left. I was going to need a new one ASAP.


    “I'm dying to know what you’ve written in there, but I don’t dare peek,” he said. I knew he wouldn’t peek because I’d threatened a very important part of his anatomy if he did. Besides, I would know if he read anything because he probably wouldn’t be able to hide that he had when he saw me. Max wasn’t a great liar.


    “Looks like you’re going to need a new one soon,” he said as I closed the journal and put it back under my pillow.


    “Yeah, I’ll have to go to the bookstore today and get one,” I said, capping my pen and putting it in my pillowcase.


    The sun wasn’t up yet, but the room was filled with a dim bluish light. I wasn’t a morning person, but I did kind of love this time before the sun came up where the night was still holding on, but slowly relinquishing control. It was an in-between. Not night and not yet day. An eerie somewhat magical time.


    “What are you thinking about?” Max said, turning on his side and propping his head up on his hand.


    “Nothing special. Just how I’m hardly ever up at this time, but I really like it.” A few of his fingers brushed down my cheek.


    “You look beautiful in this light. You look beautiful in any light, but especially like this.” We both smiled at each other and I found myself leaning forward to meet his lips. He was surprised, so he didn’t immediately respond, but then he did and I was kicking myself mentally for not kissing him for so long. Max’s kisses were magical. Fire and sparks and heat and good. So, so good.


    It started out slow and sweet and then it started getting more intense. Not like our previous frenzied kisses that were all about right here, right now, OMG, I must have you. This was a more comfortable kiss. A sure kiss. Like we had all the time in the world. We explored every inch of each other’s mouth. I’d completely forgotten about the toothbrush rule. He didn’t taste bad at all and judging by the way he was using his tongue, I didn’t either.


    His hands were gentle on my face and then moved down my neck to gather me closer to him. I touched the back of his neck and then his back and before I knew it, I was on top of him and well, that was happening.


    Clothes hadn’t been removed, but I was pushing myself against him and he was doing the same. Slow and easy.


    Things were building for me and for him. I could feel how hard he was, but he didn’t beg me to move faster, or do anything other than what I was already doing.


    I unsealed our lips so I could look in his eyes. The look I found there nearly undid me.


    “I love you so much,” he said. Those words and the way he said them set off the gentlest rolling orgasm I’d ever had. It started in my spine and bloomed out, like the petals of a flower. I moaned and then he joined me a few moments later.


    We were both lazy and slow in the aftermath and he kept stroking my face and my hair and telling me how much he loved me.


    I wasn’t ready to say it yet, but I was getting closer than I had ever been. Guess there was something to that whole therapy thing.


    “That was nice,” Max said. “Really nice. Even though now I have to get another pair of boxers.” He looked down at himself and I shrugged.


    “I don’t have to deal with that problem. I kind of forget that you do sometimes.” He rolled his eyes and then I rolled off him so he could get up and clean off.


    I allowed myself to ogle his ass as he put on a fresh pair. Hot damn. It really was perfectly shaped. I just wanted to get my hands on it and squeeze both cheeks.


    He turned around and totally caught me.


    “Were you checking out my ass?” I almost buried my head in my pillow.


    “Maybe,” I said, smirking at him. He just turned around and yanked his boxers down.


    “Get a good look, sweets,” he said, wiggling his ass. Well now. I was torn between being turned on and laughing like hell. I did a little bit of both.


    “Are you laughing at me?” he said, shimmying backwards until his ass was right within spanking distance. I gave him a good smack and he jumped, dropping his hold on his boxers.


    “Oooohhhhh, do it again,” he said, grinning at me over his shoulder. I wound up and smacked him again.


    “Yes, mistress, yes,” he said, pretending to be in the throes of ecstasy. Sure, we were being silly, but it was kind of hot at the same time.


    I gave him one more smack and then pulled him back into bed with me.


    “You’ve been a bad boy,” I said.


    “Yes, I have,” he said, his face serious.


    I sighed dramatically.


    “What am I going to do with you?” He raised and lowered his eyebrows, which only made me laugh more.


    “Anything you want,” he said in a seductive voice. He knew just which buttons to push, in my brain and on my body. It was like he was designed to turn me on and make me want him.


    “I want to do everything with you,” I said, getting a little serious. “You know I do. And we’re going to do it. We’re going to do everything.” As I said it, I started aching again.


    “Everything?” He raised one eyebrow and I could tell he was also getting turned on. I had no idea how guys walked around with those things all the time. I’d go crazy.


    “Yeah,” I said. Once we got to that point, I literally wanted to do anything that two people could do together when they were naked.


    “Well, fuck me,” he said, shifting and trying to discreetly adjust himself.


    “I plan on it,” I said and then he groaned and rolled onto his back.


    “You’re killing me, woman.”
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    IT WAS AMAZING to see how much progress she’d made in such a short time. Even after just one session she was more introspective. More thoughtful. I caught her staring off into space and thinking a lot. It was sexy as hell. She also wrote incessantly in her notebook, sitting cross-legged on her bed, pen flying across the paper and her eyebrows furrowed in concentration. I snuck a few pictures of her on my phone because I couldn’t help myself.


    It made me consider maybe going myself. I didn’t have as intense issues as Trish did, but I didn’t know what to do about my parents. I wished they would just be normal and be happy for me and ask about my grades and when I was coming home to visit. Right now, I was worried that by the time I graduated I would have driven a wedge between us that couldn’t ever be removed.


    We were heading to dinner at Lottie and Zan’s tonight and everyone was hoping for an update on how Trish was doing. I’d already gotten calls from everyone asking me if I would tell them how it had gone. Guess Trish was telling them to mind their own business. I would have been lying if I said that didn’t make me smug that she shared about her sessions with me and no one else.


    I beat her back after class. I’d shifted my hours around at the gym again so I was working a little bit less. I wanted to see Trish more than I wanted financial stability, which was probably not the right place to put my priorities, but whatever. I had the rest of my life to earn money. Besides, summer was coming up and I could work as many hours as I wanted to get cash.


    I was happy I was there first, because it gave me time to set up her little present. I’d found a cool notebook in the bookstore today with a picture of an orange goldfish on the front. I hoped she’d like it. I also got her some fun colored pens to go with it. Sure, it wasn’t much, but I hoped she’d like it.


    She came through the door with a smile on her face, which was definitely a good sign.


    “Hey, Max,” she said, coming over and giving me a kiss, nearly making me fall off the bed in surprise. Damn, this therapist was good. I was definitely thinking about going to see her.


    “Well, hello, hun. How was your day?” I said and she sighed happily.


    “Really good.” She set her bag down and leaned against me. “Therapy was good. Beth isn’t what I initially thought she was. I guess I just assumed when I saw her what she’d be like, but we actually have a lot in common, crazily enough. She told me about her childhood and afterward I don’t know, it was easier to tell her about mine.” She shrugged one shoulder like it was no big deal.


    It was a huge deal.


    “I’m so fucking proud of you,” I said, giving her a tight hug that made her squirm and beg for me to let her go.


    “Stop it, stop it. I don’t want you to make a big deal out of it.” Her face was red.


    “Well, I’m going to.” She stuck her tongue out at me and then she noticed the notebook.


    “What’s this?” she said, picking it and the pens up.


    “It’s a present for you. Last night you said you needed a new one, so here it is,” I said and she brushed the cover with her fingers.


    “Thanks, Max. That’s really, really sweet.” She looked up from the notebook and beamed at me. This happy-go-lucky Trish was going to take some getting used to.


    “It’s no big deal,” I said as she opened the cover and pulled out one of the pens and tested it.


    “No, it is. You’ve been so supportive of me since the very beginning. You make me believe that love exists. The kind you read about.” She finished the drawing and it was a heart with our initials in it. Cheesy and sweet at the same time.


    “Well, I don’t know about that. I’m not a billionaire cowboy with a leather and whip fetish,” I said and she laughed and closed the notebook.


    “That’s okay, I like you anyway.” She said and kissed my lips.
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    I FELT SO… light. Like I had to check and see if my feet were on the ground because I couldn’t tell. Beth was pretty awesome, I had to admit. She was one of those people whose appearance was pretty much the opposite of who she was.


    Her childhood had been almost a mirror of mine. Hard and shitty and the stuff of many people’s nightmares. I was shocked when she opened up to me, but she told me her story with the ease of someone who’s told it more than once. She also told me about her husband and I looked at the huge rock on her finger. They’d met when they were kids in a foster home, and she kind of joked that their relationship was incestuous, even though they weren’t technically related.


    “It helps, finding people who can sympathize with what you’ve been through. But don’t limit yourself to those people. Max hasn’t had a life like yours, but that doesn’t mean he would never understand. He won’t if you don’t give him the chance.”


    It all made sense, even if I didn’t want it to.


    I had to give Max a chance. He hadn’t screwed me over so far. And if I didn’t open up to him, we could never move forward together, like he said. On the same path.


    Before we went over to Lottie’s, I told him some of the other stories from my childhood. Some of the good ones. It wasn’t all horrible. He laughed when I told him about the first time I dyed my hair when I was twelve, with actual bleach from under the sink.


    “I thought Stryker was going to die from laughing so hard. About half my hair fell out and I just braided back the rest. I thought about doing dreads with it, but then it grew back.” Then Max told me about his own hair dyeing mishaps involving a shower curtain and some blue hair dye.


    “It looked like I had slaughtered a Smurf. The blue was fucking everywhere. My mom’s eyes got so wide I thought they were going to fall out of her head.” He smiled when he talked about his mom. I decided to ask about his family and to encourage him to talk about them more. I thought that part of the reason he didn’t was that he didn’t want to, I don’t know, rub it in my face that he had two parents who hadn’t had a meth lab in the basement. They were relatively normal, as far as parents went. Even in their twisted way, they wanted the best for him, while my parents had wanted Stryker and me to not exist. Sometimes I wondered why they didn’t just leave us somewhere, or just not have us in the first place. I was never gonna find out.
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    LOTTIE WAS FRAZZLED when we got to the apartment, rushing around and trying to get everything ready.


    “Ugh, I had a lab that ran late and now I’m scrambling,” she said, stirring two pots at once.


    “Anything I can do to help?” I asked, even though cooking wasn’t really my forte. Stryker had tried to teach me when we were younger, but I guess I just didn’t have the knack for it or something. He always joked that I would be a terrible wife and I’d fire back that cooking didn’t require a vagina, so my husband would have to be the one to do it.


    “No, I’m good,” she said, turning the oven off and telling Zan to get the plates out. Katie and Stryker came down and she was moving a little slowly.


    “I’m so bleeping tired,” she said, sitting on the couch and closing her eyes. “I mean, I know pregnant women bitch all the time about stuff, but it’s all true.” She sighed and Stryker sat next to her, pulling her feet into his lap, taking her shoes off and starting to massage her ankles. Katie moaned a little.


    “Okay, that’s getting a little pornographic,” I said and Katie shot me a glare and pointed at me.


    “Don’t mess with the pregnant woman. She will fuck your shit up and do it with swollen ankles. Just wait until your time comes.” Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. Unless there was an accident, I wasn’t having kids. I’d gotten an IUD put in just before I came to school.


    Simon and Brady arrived at that moment and Simon had brought Katie a present. It was a carved sign that said THE GRANTS on it. I had to stifle a laugh because it was such a white-bread-picket-fence thing. The type of sign you’d see on a whimsical mailbox outside of a cookie-cutter house in the ‘burbs. Definitely not where Stryker and Katie would end up. I mean, I didn’t think so. Katie was from that world, but I knew she didn’t want to go back or live like that.


    My brother and Katie thanked him profusely and said that they loved it.


    “I’m going to put it on the door tonight,” Stryker said and Simon blushed from all the praise.


    “See, baby? You’re so talented,” Brady said, kissing Simon’s cheek.


    “Aw, thank you, love.”


    Will and Audrey came in and Will made gagging noises. Simon just grabbed Brady, planted a kiss on him and gave Will the finger behind Brady’s back.


    “Boys, boys,” Lottie said, admonishing them with a spoon. “I don’t have time for this crap. Go sit down and be good.” Now if anyone was going to make an excellent mother, it was Lottie. She even had the “mom look” down already. No doubt she was going to be Auntie Lottie and do a lot of babysitting. Stryker and Katie had already decided to stay in the apartment, even though it only had the one bedroom. The baby was going to stay with them at least for the beginning and then they’d probably make a decision when he or she was old enough to need their own room. Who knew what was going to happen by then anyway?


    “You look super happy today,” Audrey said to me as Lottie started dishing things out and yelling at people to come get their plates.


    “I think that’s a compliment?” I said.


    “It definitely is,” she said, patting my shoulder. “It’s good to see you happy. Restores my faith in the world.” I rolled my eyes at her.


    “I think that’s giving me a bit too much credit,” I said.


    “Not at all.” She gave me a wink and went to stand in between Will and Simon so they didn’t strangle each other.
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    “YOU DO LOOK happy, sweets,” Max said as I sat on his lap. Lottie had made too much food again and we were all sitting around and digesting.


    “I feel… well, not like perfectly happy, but on my way to getting there, if that makes sense.” His lips were on my shoulder and his fingers made lazy patterns up and down my arm. I was feeling like I wanted to get him alone and potentially naked.


    I really needed to tell him everything before we actually had sex, though. It wasn’t fair to him to keep him in the dark. Beth had helped me see that not only was I lying to him, to Stryker and the rest of my friends, but I was lying to myself. Not accepting who I was would only lead to heartbreak down the road. And it wasn’t even that big a deal. I hoped.


    Max loved me, and if it was real, he had to love all of me. Every part. The messy parts and the awkward parts and the secret parts.


    It wasn’t going to happen overnight, but we were taking steps forward again and I liked the way it felt.
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    I PROGRESSED OVER the next few weeks with therapy. Beth had become a de facto friend and I looked forward to seeing her every week. She applauded my work and it felt good to have a person in authority that I respected tell me I was doing a good job. Made me realize how few times I’d heard it in my life.


    Since Stryker and I had moved so much, we switched schools a lot and I’d never really been much of an academic. Not like Stryker. I also had “issues with authority” so I’d never become close with teachers. Most of them thought I had a bad attitude and the ones who tried to help me, well, I wasn’t very nice to them. I was suspicious of anyone who tried to help me back then. Social workers, foster parents, etc. Because why would they give a shit about me? My own parents didn’t, so why would some stranger?


    Beth also got me remembering things that I’d thought I’d forgotten. Bits and pieces of other memories I’d been able to shove away up until now. A lot of it sucked, honestly, but no one said making changes and progress was a fucking piece of cake.


    I nearly filled the new notebook that Max had gotten me. Since the pens were all different colors, I used different ones for different emotions. I also started doing little doodles. Once again, I wasn’t like Stryker, but I could do little cartoons. I wrote Max more letters. Some were short, some were longer. I tore them out of the book and put them all together, tied up with a ribbon. His birthday was in about two weeks and I was hoping I’d be ready to give them to him then. I’d put more work into those letters than just going to the mall and buying some crap that didn’t mean anything.


    My own birthday was in a month and I really didn’t want to deal with it. Birthdays had never been much to celebrate, even though Stryker had always done something for me. One year, because we almost never got presents, he had me write out a list of what I wanted, if I could have anything. Then he got some paper and markers from school and drew everything I’d asked for in great detail. Including a unicorn/Pegasus, which is a real thing because I said so. It turned out to be one of my best birthdays. He even drew me a cake, which made me feel a little bit like Harry Potter except I didn’t get my own sweet-ass closet under the stairs. That kid didn’t have it too bad. Back then, Stryker and I were sharing a dirty mattress on the floor that didn’t have sheets or pillows. Now that was rough.


    “So what do you want for your birthday?” Max asked on Saturday morning. Neither of us had to work, so we were doing another date. This time I was doing the planning and it was pretty difficult to find something that was both cheap and fairly local. I didn’t really have the time to drive to another state, but I found what I was looking for at a mall about an hour from campus.


    “I don’t want anything. Seriously. I’m not big on birthdays,” I said, which was the same thing I’d said to him since he’d started asking.


    “That’s not a good answer. I’m going to get you something and if you don’t tell me what you want, then you’re going to get something crappy.” I shrugged. A crappy birthday present wasn’t the worst thing that had ever happened to me. Not even close.


    “Why aren’t you excited?” he said, not letting it go. I climbed over him and got out of bed.


    “Why aren’t you excited about your own birthday? It’s before mine.” Now he was the one shrugging.


    “See? You can’t get mad at me and then do the same damn thing.” I grabbed some clothes and my shower stuff and left the room before he could argue with me about it some more.
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    IT BUMMED ME out that she wasn’t excited about her birthday. Sure, I wasn’t that excited about mine, but I’d had decent birthdays my whole life. I knew it was a tough thing for Trish, but I wanted to do something to change that. She’d made so much progress and deserved a reward for that hard work.


    I was going to enlist everyone’s help and she was probably going to hate it, but there was a small chance that she would secretly love it, even if she wouldn’t admit it.


    When I got back from the shower she was putting her hair up in a messy bun.


    “Almost ready?” she said, wrapping the elastic one more time around the bun.


    “Yup,” I said. I was seriously excited about the date. It was going to be awesome, no matter what we did.


    She’d dressed super cute today in a pair of ripped jeans and a t-shirt with a cool graphic on the front. I did my hair, gelling it up the way she liked and then we were off.


    “What do you want for your birthday?” she asked as we drove off campus.


    “Oh, so it’s okay to talk about my birthday, but not yours?”


    “Yeah, pretty much,” she said with a smile.


    “I don’t care. As long as my birthday has you in it, that’s all I want,” I said.


    “You’re full of shit.”


    “Trish.” She looked over at me.


    “What?”


    “I seriously don’t want anything but you. That’s it.” She gave me a long look, but then had to turn her attention back to the road.


    “You scare me when you say things like that,” she said. As a part of her new honesty policy, she shared more of what she was thinking instead of just making a snarky comment and changing the subject. It made me happy, knowing what was really going on in her brain.


    “What do you mean, I scare you? Because I love you?” We both had to trust each other more with our feelings.


    “Pretty much. That scares me a lot. Stryker loving me is one thing. My friends loving me is another. And then there’s you. That’s the kind of love that scares me the most.” I had an inkling that was how she felt, but I didn’t know for sure until she said it out loud.


    “And what about it scares you?”


    She sighed and fiddled with the vents in the car.


    “Because I feel like I can never live up to it, you know? You see this idealized version of me that isn’t real and sooner or later you’re going to figure out that I’m not the girl you think I am and then you’ll leave. I couldn’t deal with that.” It was a struggle not to interrupt her, but I kept my mouth shut and let her get it out.


    “I… I can’t say it yet, Max, but I feel it. I feel more for you than I’ve ever felt for anyone. And the fact that I’m even telling you this scares the shit out of me, but I can’t not tell you anymore. So I’m going to tell you part. I something something. That’s one third of it.” I thought about what she was trying to say and I couldn’t help but laugh. God, I loved her.


    “It’s not funny,” she said, shoving me in the shoulder, but she was smiling.


    “Well, I something something too,” I said and she rolled her eyes.


    “Shut up.”
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    I THOUGHT HIS eyes were going to fall out of his head when we walked into the arcade. It was a newish addition to the mall and I almost wanted to put in earplugs. They had everything from newer games to an air hockey table and Pac-Man.


    I held up my bag, which wasn’t easy to do because it was full of coins. I’d taken some cash to a local bank and gotten rolls of quarters.


    “I something something so much right now,” he said and I was regretting telling him that one little third. I thought it was a good way to do it, but was second-guessing myself already.


    Diving into my purse, I pulled out several rolls of quarters and hand them to him. He was practically skipping over to the Pac-Man machine that wasn’t currently occupied. There was another one right next to it, so I joined him.


    “This is the best fucking date ever,” he said as he put the quarters in and the game started. I almost didn’t want to play just so I could watch him.


    Apparently, Max was an animated gamer. He used his whole body and the expressions on his face were priceless. I snapped a few pictures on my phone of him when he wasn’t looking and planned to tease him mercilessly about them later.


    We hit all the classic games and then went for Skee-Ball and air hockey. I whipped his ass at air hockey, but he took his losses like a champ. When we started to get hungry we headed to the food court and got a little bit from almost every place. I suggested only getting dessert from the cookie shop, but Max said that wasn’t nutritional or some crap, so I got a salad to balance out the cookies and cupcakes. And pizza. And fries. Fries were potatoes, which were vegetables, so it was healthy.


    “This is like the best day ever,” Max said around a mouthful of a bacon cheeseburger.


    “Well, you’re easy to please,” I said with a wink.


    “Hey now,” he said, pointing at me with a napkin. “There’s nothing wrong with being a cheap date.”


    “Definitely not,” I said.
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    WE WENT BACK to the arcade and played until all the quarters were gone. After that we just wandered through the mall and went into any stores that went wanted to and left without buying anything.


    “Getting those quarters tapped me out,” I said.


    “That’s okay. I’m just getting ideas for your birthday so I can save up,” he said and I wanted to strangle him for mentioning it again. He just wasn’t going to let it die.


    I did cave when we went into Sephora and got some new eyeliner. I couldn’t help myself. Makeup was a compulsion. Max needed a new set of earbuds, so he got those as well and we made fun of people in the Apple store.


    By the time our feet were sore and we were malled out, it was time for dinner.


    “Where do you want to go?” he asked.


    “I’ve got that planned too,” I said. When he planned our dates, they lasted an entire day so this was no exception. I’d asked Lottie if I could use her kitchen for a few hours and she agreed, saying it was high time she and Zan went out to dinner. I had the key to their place and we headed there after the mall.


    “You’re making me dinner?” Max asked as if I’d suggested that we take a stroll on the moon.


    “Yup. I’m not much of a cook, but I can do this.” I’d searched Pinterest (the world’s greatest time waster) for recipes that were simple, but seemed fancy. I’d settled on grilled cheese with brie and jam and French onion soup. I read the instructions so many times I’d memorized them.


    “Now go sit down and let me make dinner like it’s 1950 and you’ve just come home from work,” I said, grabbing one of Lottie’s aprons and tying it around my waist.


    “That is so sexy. Why is that apron so sexy?” he said, craning his neck over the back of the couch to look at me.


    “Shut up and watch television,” I said, snapping my fingers at him to turn around.


    “Yes, my dear,” he said and I could tell he was smirking. He flipped on the TV and started watching something on SyFy.
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    NOTHING WENT WRONG with the dinner. Somehow. I didn’t burn anything, or screw anything up and it came out perfect. Or at least it was pretty damn good judging by the noises Max made when he was eating. They were very similar noises that he made when he was having an orgasm.


    “I’ll have what he’s having,” I said after a particularly vocal moan.


    “This is so fucking good. You have to make this again. Like, at least once a week.” His mouth was full, but it didn’t matter. Manners weren’t all that important to me.


    “We’ll see. I’m not sure if Lottie will let me use her kitchen every week. But maybe I can get a crock pot and one of those little grill things and make this in your dorm room. It would definitely be against the rules, but we’re both rebels.”


    “Amen to that,” he said, raising his sandwich. I picked mine up and we bopped them together as if we were doing a toast.


    When the last of the food was consumed and the leftover soup put away (I promised to leave some for Lottie and Zan), we cuddled on the couch and watched random shows. There was something to be said for the comfort level you could achieve with another person. I’d never thought I would get there with Max, but here I was with my head on his chest and his arm around me. Just doing nothing. It was perfect.


    “I something something, Max,” I said.


    “I something something, too, Trish,” he said. That was enough. For now.
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    SHE KEPT BUGGING me about my birthday and I kept bugging her about hers and it was a nice little fight we seemed to keep getting in. Not really a fight, exactly. Trish and I rarely really fought and we’d never had a knock-down-drag-out. I knew we would eventually. It was only natural to fight. Trish was a fighter by nature, so it was a wonder we hadn’t had one of those yet.


    My birthday finally arrived and she woke me with a hand job. Best. Birthday. Ever. And it had barely started.


    “Happy Birthday, Max,” she said, giving me a sleepy smile.


    “Will you let me go down on you?” I blurted out. She just laughed and then I yanked down the covers and went to work. Seriously, best birthday ever.


    I was lucky that it fell on a Sunday, so we had the whole day. We’d both gotten time off work for it. I didn’t know what she had planned, but if it was anything like our arcade date, it was going to rock.


    Our morning was spent getting breakfast at the little pie place Will had showed us when he first got together with Audrey, stuffing our faces with pie and telling the owner, Bea, that we were full and couldn’t eat any more. She still sent us on our way with two pies. One strawberry and one peanut butter cream.


    “That pie was a mistake,” I said, groaning as I sat in the car while Trish drove.


    “Pie is never a mistake,” Trish said. “Your face is a mistake.”


    “Man, kick a man on his birthday,” I said, pretending I was hurt.


    “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “You can take it.” I could. I could take whatever she wanted to dish out to me.


    “Mean, you’re so mean to me,” I said and she just rolled her eyes.


    I had the feeling that we would end up at Stryker and Katie’s and we did. There was a giant banner that said: CONGRATULATIONS ON SURVIVING 19 YEARS OF LIFE, which I was sure Simon had made. Stryker had done cool caricature and cartoon drawings of me and put them around and there was a blue theme to match my hair. It was fucking perfect.


    “You’re just the best, you know that,” I said to Trish, giving her a huge hug.


    “You were literally just calling me mean a few minutes ago,” she said, but she was smiling.


    It was just me, Trish, Stryker, Katie, Simon, Brady, Will, Audrey, Lottie, Zan and Owen. I hadn’t spent a whole lot of time with Owen lately, but he was my oldest friend and I thought it was super sweet of Trish to invite him. He was looking a little overwhelmed by everyone, but they all embraced him like they embraced everyone who was new. Just sucked them in added them as if they were always there. I’d never met people quite like that and it gave me faith in humanity.


    A cake with blue ombre frosting on it was brought out and everyone sang for me. I blew out the candles and made one secret wish.


    Drinks were brought out and I declined alcohol and just went with soda to go with the cake.


    “Oh my God, I think I just came,” Katie said around a mouthful of cake. “Baby definitely likes sugar.”


    “Be careful, you don’t want to get gestational diabetes,” Stryker said, staring at the size of her piece of cake.


    Katie rolled her eyes.


    “Look, I’ve basically been eating grass for the past few weeks. One piece of cake isn’t going to undo it,” Katie said, sticking her now-blue tongue out at him. I’d noticed that there were some new books on the coffee table; they looked well-read and they all had to do with pregnancy. Guess Stryker had been doing a lot of learning.


    After cake, Trish grabbed my hand and dragged me downstairs, with everyone else following us behind like they were all in on the same secret.


    “What did you do?” I asked Trish as she tugged me around the side of the apartment.


    “That,” she said, pointing to a car with blue flames along the sides.


    “Is that a fucking DeLorean?” I asked, my voice squeaking in my shock. Trish beamed at me and bounced up and down on her heels.


    “Yup.”


    “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. The car was sitting there right in front of me, but it didn’t feel real. This couldn’t actually be happening.


    Trish dangled a set of keys in front of my face and I looked down at her. My mouth had dropped open.


    “Don’t just stand there, take her for a spin,” Stryker yelled out and I turned to see all of them standing about ten feet away and grinning like fools.


    “I’m guessing you had a hand in this,” I said to Stryker.


    “I might have helped a little, but Trish did some of the work herself. I taught her a few things,” he said with a wink as he put his arms around Katie.


    “You?” I asked, turning my attention back to Trish.


    “Just a little,” she said, holding up two fingers and pinching them together.


    “I so much,” I said, gathering her into my arms and wrapping both arms around her back. I just wanted to hold her forever. “You’re just the best thing ever.”


    “You gonna let me go so we can drive around in your new car?” My new car. What the actual fuck.


    I snatched the keys from her and we ran to the car. I got in and found a few more wrapped presents in the backseat.


    “You can get to those later,” Trish said. “Gun it, baby!” I turned the car on and the engine roared just like I hoped it would. This car sounded like sex.


    “Phew,” Trish said as I shifted into first gear.


    “What? Were you worried it wasn’t going to start?” I asked, half joking.


    “Yes,” she said and I could tell she was serious.


    “Shit, is this safe to drive?” I asked as I slowly drove the car past our friends who all waved and smiled as we went by.


    “Yes, it’s safe. Stryker checked it. And hey, if you get stranded, he can just come get you. I think he’s going to invest in a tow truck and start towing on nights and weekends for more money.” Like he didn’t have enough shit going on already. When the hell did he sleep?


    “Damn.”


    “Pretty much. He said I could borrow it and pick up some of the tows for cash, which is pretty sweet. Then I could cut back hours at the fabric store and I wouldn’t have to deal with Claud’s shit anymore. But then I’d see less of Lottie, so who knows.”


    The car ran fine, but I waited until we got out to the highway before I opened it up and really let it go.


    The thing drove like a dream. It was everything I could have asked for and more.


    “I fucking love this car,” I said as I slammed my foot on the gas and the car listened to me as if it was an extension of my body.


    “I fucking love that you love this car.” Wow, she said the word. It was rare for her to use it at all, in any context.


    “I fucking love that you fucking love that.” She laughed.


    “We could keep going with this forever.” I didn’t know if she meant the “fucking love” part or the driving in the car part. I could do both.


    “Would you? Go forever with me?” I asked.


    She turned her head to the side, considering.


    “Maybe. We’ll see,” she said, which was a good enough answer for me.


    I pushed the accelerator and she screamed as the car shot forward.


    


    [image: ]


    


    THE OTHER PRESENTS were silly, and all had to do with the car. A tree air freshener, a pair of fuzzy dice, new floor mats, a blue fuzzy steering wheel cover and one of those things you put in your windshield in the summer to reflect the sun back so it’s not hotter than hell in your car when you get in it.


    “I have a little something else for you,” Trish said, opening the glove box and pulling something out.


    “This is just part of something I’ve been doing for you. I’m not sure I’m ready for you to have them all now, but here’s one.” She handed me an envelope with what turned out to be a letter written on it from pages torn from one of her notebooks. So that was what she’d be doing with all those notebook pages.


    We’d parked back at the apartment, but hadn’t gone back to be with everyone else yet.


    I looked up at her as I unfolded the letter and it was easy to see that she was freaking out. Her knees were both jiggling and she had her bottom lip clamped between her teeth.


    “Do you want me to read it now, or do you want me to wait?” I asked.


    “Now. No, wait. No, you can do it now,” she said. Clearly she wasn’t quite ready for this, but it meant a lot that she’d given this to me anyway.


    “I’ll wait until we’re alone. We should probably get back, yeah?” She gave me a little smile of relief and I put the letter back in the glovebox.


    “Okay,” she said.


    “I love my gifts. Every single one of them,” I said, putting my hand under her chin and bringing her mouth to mine so I could kiss her.


    “And I love you,” I said looking deep into her violet eyes before I kissed her lips.
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    I WAS FREAKING the fuck out about the letter. Freaking. The. Fuck. Out. That was the letter that told him one of my biggest secrets. The one that contained something in it that might make him not want to be with me anymore. The one that would set of a bunch of dominoes falling that would change how some people in my life saw me.


    I didn’t want the party to end because when it did we were going back to his dorm room and he was going to read the letter and then I would have to know.


    Things were going to change after that. I kept running through our past few months together. Thinking about all the good moments. The kisses, the naked times, the laughs, the looks, the… everything. Everything with Max was special and it was going to be altered now. I just hoped he loved me as much as he said he did.
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    WE ALL ATE a second round of cake, but had to call it a relatively early night because we all had to be up in the morning for class or work.


    It was time to go and face the music.


    Since Max wanted to drive his new car, I left mine at Stryker’s and we took his back to the dorm.


    “Can I say something before we go in?” he asked as he killed the engine and turned toward me.


    “Uh huh,” I said, barely able to keep still in my seat. I just wanted to get this over with. Right now. The suspense was literally going to kill me.


    “Whatever is in that letter, it won’t change anything.” Yeah, he said that now. He hadn’t read it yet. I gave him a jerky nod but then he reached out and held my face with both hands and leaned close.


    “I can see you thinking. Stop it. Nothing. Will. Change. How. I. Feel. About. You. Got it?” I wanted to believe him. So, so much.


    “Okay,” I said, my voice rough. He gave me a kiss and then retrieved the letter from the glovebox. That fucking letter. I never should have given it to him.


    As we walked into the building, he took my hand and wouldn’t let go. He unlocked the door and then shut it behind us. Had the room always been this small? It definitely hadn’t always been this small.


    I couldn’t breathe. Stumbling a little, I made my way to the spare bed.


    “Trish?” Max said as he sat on his own bed.


    “Yup,” I said, not looking at him.


    “Do you want me to read it somewhere else? Or…” I was about ready to burst. There was too much energy and stress building in my body and it needed to go somewhere. I stood up and started pacing around.


    “Just fucking read it, already. I can’t handle this,” I said, chewing on my thumbnail.


    “Okay,” Max said, pulling the pages out and unfolding them. I couldn’t watch him, so I turned my back and kept pacing. Max cleared his throat and then I hoped he was reading. I was waiting for gasps or some noise or something.


    Nothing. The only sound was the slap of my sneakers against the linoleum floor and the squeak as I pivoted when I got to the end of the room.


    There was finally a rustle of pages, as he turned one over. Why had I written on both sides? Why the fuck had I used so many damn words? I could have just told him most everything in one or two paragraphs. But noooo, I had to wax poetic about my secrets.


    I finally turned around and found him with his head dipped over the pages, but I couldn’t read his expression. His eyes jerked across the paper, taking in the words. He was a relatively fast reader, so that was lucky for me. He flipped another page and coughed once. No reaction. He was definitely past the most dramatic part and… nothing. The tiniest flicker of hope came to life in my chest and the further he got, the more it started to grow.


    Could this be happening? Could he really be okay with everything?
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    I REALLY DIDN’T know what I was expecting. I’d thought of everything from a secret baby (hey, it had happened with Audrey) to that she was a secret agent to all kinds of crazy stuff. When I finally got to the thing she was so terrified to tell me, I had to admit, I had a moment of shock. But then I kept reading and that was it. That was the terrible secret.


    Trish was bisexual. That was all. She’d had girlfriends and boyfriends before and the reason she’d been so upset about Ric was that they’d had a relationship.


    No one knew about it, not even Stryker. Somehow she’d been able to hide it from him.


    When I got to the end of the letter, I took a few moments to assemble my thoughts. She was opening herself up to me and I had to be so incredibly careful about what words I used.


    She was still pacing, so I looked up and called her name.


    “Trish?”


    She had tears on her cheeks.


    “Oh, hun,” I said, getting up and putting my arms around her. I hugged her so close she probably couldn’t breathe. “I love you. I still love you. This doesn’t change anything. You’re so brave for sharing this with me, and I’m honored.” I hoped those were the right words. They felt right.


    She pulled back from me, searching my eyes.


    “You don’t care?” Her voice was thick with emotion.


    “No. You’re you. You’ll always be you. And you are perfect just the way you are.” I couldn’t stop myself from kissing her lips. They tasted a little bit like salt from her tears.


    She started shaking and I moved us over to my bed so we could sit down together. Trish collapsed against me and I just held her for a while as she cried and let it all out.


    “You’re so brave. I love you so much,” I kept saying as I stroked her hair and held her close.


    This secret had eaten her up for years and I couldn’t imagine what was going on inside her right now that she’d shared it with me.


    Her sobs slowed and then finally she pulled back from me and wiped her eyes.


    “You don’t care that I like girls too? That doesn’t bother you?” I shook my head slowly.


    “You don’t think that I’m going to go out and cheat on you?” What?


    “Huh?”


    She sighed.


    “Well, I mean, that’s what people always think. Or that I’m just ‘confused.’” She put air quotes around the word confused.


    “Neither of those things has crossed my mind. I guess I just never thought about it much. And I know you and I love you and I trust you, so what other people think and say just doesn’t matter.”


    Now she was the one shaking her head.


    “I just can’t believe it. I thought you were going to say I was disgusting and want to break up with me.” I pushed her hair back from her face.


    “No way.” She started laughing. It sounded a little hysterical.


    “I just can’t believe I was so worried and you don’t even give a shit.”


    “Nope. Not at all. Now if you’d said you’d murdered someone and needed some help hiding the body, then maybe I might have a few reservations, but this? Psh, this is nothing.” She kept laughing and I couldn’t help but join her.


    “I something you,” she said. “That’s two thirds.” I threw my head back and laughed.


    “I something you too, Trish.”
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    HE DIDN’T FUCKING care. How was that possible? I guess I’d underestimated him. Now I felt like a complete moron for making such a big deal out of it. If he didn’t care, then who else might not care? My brother? Lottie? All my other friends? Clearly none of them cared about Simon and Brady or Zoey in The Band, so why would they care about this? Stryker might be a little weird about the fact that both of us had slept with Ric, but it wasn’t that big of a deal, right? I mean, Zan and Stryker had both slept with Katie and they got over that, right?


    After I got over my shock, I started telling him more things. About how I knew I was bisexual even before I knew that was a thing. I’d always felt different, that I didn’t fit into a box and then everything made sense when I was twelve and I had my first kiss at a sleepover with another girl on a dare. I liked it and then a few weeks later I’d kissed a boy as well and that had been great too.


    For me, it was more about the person than their gender. If Max was a girl, I’d still be attracted to him. There was just… something about him. Something that went beyond the fact that he had a penis. He’d be a pretty girl, actually. I told him that and he roared with laughter.


    “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I think I’m set with being a guy,” he said.


    “Damn,” I said and we laughed some more. He didn’t pry, or interrupt, or judge me at all.


    Max was a miracle. A miracle that had somehow fallen from the sky into my life and I’d never used the word “blessed” before, but I did feel that way.


    “Do you think you’re going to tell your brother?” he asked me. I sighed.


    “I’m not sure. I mean, it’s going so well with you, so maybe? He’ll probably be mad that I didn’t tell him before you.” We were lying back on his bed, cuddling close.


    “You know he’s not going to care at all. Anyone who really loves you isn’t going to give it a second thought.” God, I hoped so. I’d been hiding it so long and making such a huge issue of it in my head that I’d built it up into this insurmountable obstacle to my life, but now that wall was starting to crumble.


    “So, do I kiss better than a girl?” he asked and that made me laugh again. Who knew I was going to be laughing so much when I officially “came out.” I really hated that term. No one had to come out and say “hey, guess what, I’m straight!” Straight was the default and that pretty much sucked for the rest of us.


    “You kiss better than anyone I’ve ever kissed before,” I said, and it was the complete and total truth.


    “Wow, I was just kind of joking,” he said, putting his lips to my temple. “That’s quite a compliment.”


    “Do I kiss better than other girls?” I watched his face as he answered.


    “Are you kidding? All of that other stuff I’ve done before was just… nothing. It was lips touching and nothing more. Kissing you is like… being set on fire.” I knew exactly what he meant.


    “So then we owe it to kissing to do it as much as possible,” I said.


    “Absolutely. We have no choice,” he said, nodding seriously. Before I could second-guess myself, I got up and straddled him and pressed my lips to his.


    Fire. It was just like that.


    Our tongues met and sparks burst in my brain and everything tingled everywhere. Down below, I could feel his hardness pressing against his jeans and into me. I rolled my hips and he moaned into my mouth. I swallowed it and the sound fueled me further.


    I broke the kiss and sat up, pulling my shirt over my head. My bra and panties didn’t match and weren’t particularly stunning, but from the look on his face when he stared at me, it didn’t matter. He made me feel like the sexiest woman on the planet. It was an intoxicating thing. I was almost high on it.


    The bra came off and I tossed it to the other side of the room. I was going to go for my jeans, but Max put his arms around me and in an impressive maneuver, he flipped us over in the narrow bed so he was on top. His shirt joined my bra on the floor and I ran my hands up and down his chest. I loved touching him this way. It was like I was getting away with something bad, which made it so much sexier. I never really thought I would go for someone without tattoos, but Max’s skin was just too beautiful. He was fine just the way he was.


    He put the frenzy on hold as he held himself above me.


    “I something you,” he said.


    “I something you, too,” I said and then our bottoms were off. He kissed his way down my body and the flames burned higher. With every touch of his lips and tongue and hands, everything got hotter and more and I could barely stand it.


    His tongue touched me and I nearly broke my back arching off the bed. No one had ever made me feel like this. Not another guy, not another girl. No one. Just him. My Max.


    My orgasm came on me so fast, I didn’t have time to prepare myself for it. The waves of fire rolled down my spine and radiated to the ends of my fingers and the tips of my toes. When it was finally over, I looked down to find my very smug boyfriend kissing my inner thigh.


    “You look very pleased with yourself,” I said.


    “Yeah, well. It’s nice knowing I’m the reason you make those sounds. My name is the one you yell out. Maybe it’s a caveman thing, but it makes me feel like you belong to me.” I unwound my fingers from his hair and stroked his head.


    “I do belong to you. That’s how this feels. Like you’re mine and I’m yours and it’s the way things were supposed to be.” The words fell so easily from my mouth. I never thought I would say things like that, but it was so simple with Max. He made me feel like the heroine in a romantic movie.


    “I want to be yours. Completely,” I said. I hoped he knew what I meant. Judging by the look on his face, he did.


    “Are you sure?” I bit my lip and thought about it. I had no doubts.


    “Absolutely.”


    My mouth went dry, but that changed the second he crawled his way up my body and kissed me so fiercely, it was like he was trying to prove to me just how much he loved me. I could feel it in everything he did.


    Reaching between us, I ran my hand up and down his length and his hips jerked against my hand.


    “Okay, you can’t do too much of that or else this is going to be over before it starts,” he said. I smiled up at him and squeezed him just a little.


    “Seriously, Trish,” he said, his eyes shuttering closed and then open again.


    “Okay, okay,” I said, rolling my eyes. Now came the semi-awkward part that I probably should have considered before I said we could do this.


    “Do you have something?” The color drained from his face and he froze above me.


    “Shit. I don’t think I do. But hold on.” Wait, what? He leaped off me as if he was on fire and started tearing around his room, pulling out drawers, dumping them and searching. It would have been absolutely hilarious if I wasn’t so turned on.


    “Yes!” he said, holding up a little silver packet that he’d found somewhere.


    “Is it expired?” I asked. You could never be too careful. He squinted at the packet.


    “No! We’ve still got four years!” I thought he was going to do a victory dance, but he jumped back on the bed, his eyes sparkling.


    “I think I got it during orientation or something, but who the fuck cares?”


    “Not me,” I said, trying to hold in a laugh. He noticed.


    “What’s so funny? Me running around with my dick hard looking for a condom? I don’t think that’s hilarious at all.” His eyes narrowed.


    “No, that’s not funny at all. It’s just I’ve never seen someone have so much glee about a condom before.”


    “Condoms mean sex. Therefore, condoms are exciting,” he said, sitting up and tearing the packet.


    “Do you mind?” I’d always insisted on putting them on myself. Condoms were like a group project. It always turned out best when you did the work yourself because then you could be sure it was done right.


    “Fuck, that’s hot. Holy hell, go for it,” he said, handing it to me and putting his arms up in the air to give me full access. I seriously had never seen anyone as excited about condoms. It was fucking adorable.


    Carefully, I got the thing on and Max seemed to enjoy the process, judging by the sounds coming from his mouth through his clenched teeth.


    “You’re good,” I said, because he’d closed his eyes. His eyelids popped open and he looked down.


    “I couldn’t watch you because… well, yeah. Maybe some other time.” Another time. I couldn’t think past this time. I was mentally crossing my fingers that it would all work out. Everything we’d done so far had been unbelievable, but there was always that potential that things could go south and we wouldn’t fit together that way.


    Max scooted down until he was right where he needed to be to make this happen. I kept my eyes on his face.


    “You can say stop anytime you want, hun. You just have to say it out loud. Okay?” I nodded and just like the letter, I wanted him to just get on with it. That probably shouldn’t be the way I viewed sex, but I hoped once we got past this first time, things would be so much better.


    Max was waiting for me, propped on his arms above me. It was now or never. I reached down and stroked him once with my hand before moving him into position. My other hand went around and squeezed his ass, pushing him so that he started to enter me.


    “Oh!” I said. I didn’t mean to speak, but it had been a long time since I’d had sex with a guy like this. A long fucking time.


    “Oh my God, are you okay?” Max froze, just barely inside me.


    “Yeah, just surprised. I haven’t had a dick inside me in a while,” I said. “No big deal. Please continue.” I almost started to laugh, but he was searching my face as if I’d lost my marbles. I squeezed his ass again and raised my hips just a little so he sunk in deeper. Okay, we were getting there.


    “Please, Max,” I said and that was all it took for him to slowly get all the way inside me. It was strange and familiar and wonderful all at the same time. We were completely connected and I looked up at him and I almost wanted to cry.


    “What’s wrong? Am I hurting you?” I didn’t trust my voice, so I just shook my head and pulled his face down so I could kiss him.


    “Please,” I said against his lips. I was more polite during sex than any other time. That was all it took and then, ohhhhh, yeah. We both traded curse words as he brought his hips back and then thrust into me again.


    “Holy fucking mother fucking shit fucking fuuuuccckkk,” he said, which were my sentiments exactly.


    I’d worried for absolutely nothing.


    We were perfect together. Our bodies locked together and things just… clicked.


    Perfection.


    It was almost too intense. Too loud, too much, too hot. I thought I was going to burst out of my body. Distantly, I heard myself begging for more as I wrapped my legs around him, digging my heels into his ass in case he didn’t get the message. He listened and then frenzy increased. I kept up with him and then another orgasm was rolling through me in waves. I called out his name and just as I did, he arched his back and barked out my name.


    A glow washed through me, the aftermath of the storm when everything was so still and quiet, you couldn’t believe that you’d just been through something. I stared into his eyes and that was all I could do. No moving. Just breathing was enough work for now.


    Max closed his eyes and pressed his forehead to mine.


    “I tell myself that I can’t love you more than I do and then something like that happens.”


    “I know,” I said, finally finding my voice. “I didn’t know it was going to be like that.”


    “Me neither. I just…” We should our heads at each other, still stunned. He started to pull out because he was going soft, and I missed him the second he was gone from my body. It made me want to hold onto him and bring him back, but that was silly. We could have sex again. You didn’t only get one time in your life. We could do this all day. Every day. Sure, it would make going to class and work and socializing difficult, but who the fuck cared about friends when there were orgasms like that to be had?


    “I feel like I want to laugh and cry at the same time,” I said.


    “Yeah, I feel that way too. I also feel like my arms are about to give out.” He had held himself above me, even when he came so he didn’t crush me. Not that he would. I wasn’t that fragile.


    I turned and saw that yes, his arms were shaking.


    “Then lie down, you idiot,” I said and he tipped to the side and landed on his back with an exclamation.


    “I think the blood is still trying to make its way back to my brain,” he said.


    “Yeah, I feel the same way. Like, if someone came in here and asked me to solve an equation to save my own life, I couldn’t do it.” He moved onto his side and turned his head so he could look at me.


    “Why would someone ask you to solve an equation to save your life?”


    “It’s just an expression.”


    “Is it?” I gave him a look.


    “You’re being an asshole right now.” I wasn’t really serious and he stuck his tongue out at me.


    “But I’m your asshole.”


    That made me smile.


    “You are.”


    “And you’re my wild girl,” he said, kissing the tip of my nose.
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    MIND-BLOWING, SPINE-cracking, toe-curling, soul-filling sex. Because that was what that was. Going down on her was great, but seeing her come with my cock inside her was pretty much the best thing ever. And the fact that she finally let down her walls and I knew for sure she trusted me? Even fucking better.


    We were both sweaty in the aftermath, but neither of us wanted to move. Trish made it to the bathroom, but she was stumbling when she got back. To be more accurate, we were pretty much incapable of much movement for quite a while. I pulled off the condom, tied it off and flung it toward the trash can. Fortunately, it went in.


    “Shouldn’t we, um…” she trailed off. Words were hard right now. They were difficult to find in our brains and then say out loud.


    “I can wait if you want to finish saying that.” She gave me a lazy smack on the chest with the back of her hand.


    “Shut up.” I loved watching her. She had this happiness that radiated all over her face. It also gave me time to look at her skin. Every time I saw her naked, I felt like I found something new to look at.


    “Why don’t you have any tattoos?” she asked. I lifted one shoulder.


    “I don’t know. Just never found anything that I loved enough to want to put it permanently on my skin.” She thought about that.


    “Do you want me to get one?” I asked. She’d never mentioned my lack of them before. I also knew that she normally went for the type that had them. It was yet another reason I was so happy to be with her.


    “Only if you want to. I could get you a good deal with Magnus. Or you could pierce something. Your nipples maybe.” She flicked one of them and I shivered because it felt really good.


    “I don’t know. That’s shoving a needle through a pretty sensitive bit of anatomy.” She looked up from my nipple.


    “You could always pierce this,” she said, stroking my cock, which was finally coming back to life. Normally my recovery time wasn’t that long, but for some reason being with Trish had taken the bullets out of my gun for longer than usual.


    “Hell no,” I said, not even wanting to think about how fucking painful it would be. Trish was now studying me as if she was picturing it. She flicked her finger across my head. Pain and pleasure at the same time.


    “Well, it’s something to think about. It heightens pleasure. For both of us.” She raised one eyebrow and I laughed.


    “I think that much more pleasure might kill one or both of us,” I said as she lazily stroked me up and down. If she kept that up, we were going to be heading for round two.


    Did I mention this was the best birthday ever? Sex and a car all in one day. I was the luckiest guy on the planet.


    “Maybe. Maybe not.” She gave me a sly smile and then scooted down until her face was level with my cock. Well, shit.


    I stopped thinking as she wrapped her lips around me. I stopped thinking about just about everything but her for quite a while.
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    WE BOTH MOANED when the alarms went off the next morning. Neither of us bothered to put clothes back on last night, so we were both naked and wrapped around each other. I loved having the smell of her skin all over my sheets.


    “Why do we have to get up and do things?” she said, covering her eyes with her hands.


    “That’s one of life’s greatest mysteries,” I said, feeling the same way.


    “Well, the thing is, if we don’t leave this room, people will come looking for us, and I’d rather not have anyone but me see your naked self.” She squinted at me and I loved the way her eyes were just a little puffy and her hair was just an absolute disaster. It was going to take her quite a while to untangle it.


    “How about a shower? It’s big enough for two.” Now I was the one doing the eyebrow wiggling.


    “I like this idea,” she said, levering herself to her feet and giving me a hand.
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    I’D ALMOST COMPLETELY forgotten about the letter from the night before. That was how much information my poor brain had to deal with.


    “You still okay with me liking girls?” Trish asked as we stood under the spray of the shower.


    “Hey, I like girls. Girls are awesome. I can totally understand why you would.” She shook her head at me.


    “What?”


    “I can’t believe I can joke with you like this. I never thought it would happen. It’s just crazy.” That was the thing, it didn’t seem that crazy to me. It was just… Trish.


    We got out of the shower and she went first so no one caught us. Technically “four-legged showers” were verboten, so we didn’t want to get caught by an RA or someone else.


    “What would they do? Like, tell you not to take showers?” she asked when we got back to her room.


    “No idea, but I’d rather not find out.”


    “Good plan.”
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    IT WAS STRANGE to not be with Max. I would turn, expecting him to be sitting right next to me but he wasn’t. Since we’d been together last night, I guess I was just more aware of him. Or at least more aware of the absence of him.


    I’d never before understood those couples who had to spend every waking second together, but I definitely did now. I’d seen him a few hours ago, but it felt like forever. What was he doing? What was he thinking? Was he missing me as much as I missed him? I hoped so.


    I also hoped he wasn’t second-guessing his reaction to the letter. Deciding that no, he definitely wasn’t okay with me being bi. He hadn’t seemed like that this morning, but you never knew.


    I just couldn’t let it go. I had a session with Beth that afternoon and I almost felt like I had to talk fast to get everything that had happened out.


    “Wow,” she said, after I’d finished. I wasn’t shy with sharing anything with her now. It was weird. Telling someone who wasn’t technically involved with my life all my secrets was easier than I thought it would be.


    “Pretty much,” I said and we both laughed a little. I’d stopped caring about her note taking. Most of the time I didn’t even notice it.


    “And how do you feel now that you’ve come out to someone other than me?” I had to think about it for a second. Figure out what my emotions were instead of just telling her that I was fine.


    “Good? I guess. Surprised that he was so totally okay with it. Hopeful that my other friends and my brother will have the same reaction. Worried that they won’t. Worried that he’ll change his mind.” Mostly good, but still those little doubts lingered in the back of my mind. They were always there and they always would be. No one was 100 percent positive all the time. You’d have to be insane.


    “So even though things went as well as they possibly could, you’re still putting a negative spin on it?” Ugh, I hated it when she did that. Pointed out that shit.


    “Yeah,” I said. “What? It’s my normal thing. That’s what I always do. Expect things to go south because they almost always do.” At least they had so far in my life.


    “But is that really true? Yes, you had a lot of bad things happen, but there are good things too. You’ve got a brother who took you in and loves you. You’re in college, you’ve got a job and a boyfriend and friends who adore you. Don’t let the bad things blot out all the good things.” I knew she was right.


    “It’s hard,” I said.


    She gave me a reassuring smile.


    “I know.” That was it. Having a therapist was part of the process, but the person in therapy had to do the actual work. It sucked ass.
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    I ALMOST JUMPED on Max when he came home from work that night.


    “Oh my God, that was the longest day ever,” he said, gathering me into his arms like we were being reunited after a long separation. He even lifted me off my feet and spun me around.


    “I know,” I said when he put me down. “I kept thinking you were with me, but then you weren’t. It was totally weird.” We sort of laughed together and I kissed him hard.


    “Wait, wait. I want to know how your day was before we get naked,” he said, pulling away. What was he talking about? I looked down and realized I was starting to pull his shirt up. Oops.


    I yanked my hands back.


    “My bad.”


    “You don’t have to stop. We could talk after…” That was all the encouragement I needed. Another storm started and in the aftermath there were bits and pieces of clothes everywhere and Max and I were sweating and out of breath. Thank God we’d both bought huge boxes of condoms so we wouldn’t get stuck again.


    “Well. Can’t say I’ve ever done that before,” he said. Somehow we’d ended up trying the sixty-nine position and had gotten each other off that way before going for a second round missionary style.


    “Nice, me neither. Well, not with a guy,” I said and then cringed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”


    “No, it’s fine,” he said, taking my hand and kissing it. “It doesn’t bother me. Maybe just don’t tell me that stuff right after we’ve had sex.” That was a good plan.


    “Hey, question,” I said.


    “Uh huh.”


    “Who do you think decided it was called missionary position? Like, was that a common position for missionaries to have sex?” He laughed and smacked my ass.


    “I have no idea, but it would be interesting to Google it and find out. I bet the truth is much more dull than anything you could come up with in that crazy sexy brain of yours.” He tapped my head.


    “I like it when you call my brain sexy.”


    “Your brain is sexy. Along with the rest of you. You’re all sexy all the time.” I’d never thought of myself that way, but hearing Max say it so much was starting to help me to feel it.


    “So, can we talk about your day now?” he asked. It was late, but I didn’t care. I’d sacrifice sleep for Max. I’d sacrifice almost anything for him.


    “Uh huh.” I told him about classes and my session with Beth.


    “So she knows everything?” he asked and I couldn’t tell if he was upset about that or not.


    “Yes. Does that bother you?”


    “If I’m going to be honest, a little, but I understand that it’s easier to tell someone you don’t know very well your secrets than it is to tell someone in your life. I’m not mad. You did tell me and that’s what matters.” Okay, good.


    “She thinks that I should tell Stryker before I tell anyone else,” I said. It made sense, but it wasn’t going to be easy. I couldn’t do it over the phone. It would have to be in person and I didn’t want to do it at one of the group dinners.


    “That seems like a good idea. When do you think you’ll do it?” Ugh, I didn’t know. I had to get used to the idea that Max knew. Maybe next week? I couldn’t do it all at once. It was just too much.


    “There’s no pressure. No time crunch,” he said, running his fingers through my hair. “Don’t worry about it.” But I did and I would worry about it. At least until I knew for sure.


    I flipped things around and asked him about his day.


    “Have you talked to your mom lately?” I asked.


    He immediately clammed up and didn’t want to talk anymore. I grabbed his chin and held his face so he couldn’t look away from me.


    “Hey now. I just told you something really personal. And I’ve been opening up a lot to you. So I’d like it if you did the same. Okay?” He nodded and I let go.


    “So, have you talked to your mom lately?” I asked again.


    “No. I’ve been ignoring her calls.” She’d called me on my birthday, but I’d let it go to voicemail.


    “Max,” I said. “You shouldn’t do that. Call her back.” He sighed and rolled over onto his back and put his hands behind his head.


    “It’s not that simple,” he said.


    “Why not? You’re never going to get anything resolved until you talk to her.”


    He turned on me.


    “And why don’t you talk to Stryker? We’ve got a pot and kettle situation going on right now.” I hated to admit it, but he did have a point. I couldn’t give advice about dealing with family when I wasn’t dealing with my own.


    “I’ll make you a deal,” I said, flipping over on my stomach and propping myself up on my arms. “If I tell Stryker, you agree to really have a talk with your mom. In person. Face-to-face.” He blanched and I thought he was going to tell me there was no fucking way. But I waited and then he stuck his hand out.


    “Deal,” he said. We shook on it, but he didn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he yanked me toward him until I was sprawled on top.


    “I think we need to do something more than a handshake to seal this particular deal,” he said, his eyes sparkling with dirty thoughts.


    “Oh yeah?” I said, pretending I had no idea what he was talking about. “And what did you have in mind?”


    “Well,” he said, jacking his hips up. “It involves you and me and very specific parts of our anatomy interacting together.” I tapped my chin, pretending to think about it.


    “I think that can be arranged. Maybe.” All of a sudden he growled and I found myself being flipped over. He was getting really good at that.


    “Get on your stomach,” he said, his voice deep and commanding. Oohhhhhh, that was new. And it was fucking hot.


    I gave him one last look before I did what he wanted. He yanked my legs around and got me positioned just the way he wanted me.


    “Now I think you need a demonstration of what I was talking about. Sometimes words can’t really convey an idea,” he said, and I turned my head to the side so I could see him in my peripheral vision.


    “I’m on board with this idea,” I said a little breathlessly.


    “I’m so happy you said that,” he said, giving me a wink before spreading my legs and then pulling my hips up so my ass was in the air and my chest was still on the bed. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, but then…


    “Oh, shit,” I said.


    “See? Isn’t this better than a handshake?”


    I could only moan in response.
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    I CERTAINLY ENJOYED the “sealing” of the deal with Trish, but I wasn’t so keen on actually following through on it. I hadn’t been home in months. I only went home when I absolutely had to and I even considered taking summer classes so I could stay in the dorms all year round. Plus, I could probably graduate early if I did.


    I also avoided confrontations with my parents as much as I possibly could. Actually going and starting one seemed idiotic, but I’d made a deal and I wasn’t going to go back on it. Besides, talking to my mom wasn’t nearly as scary as Trish telling her brother about her sexuality. Basically, she was way braver than I could ever hope to be.


    A few days later we had another dinner at Stryker and Katie’s. I didn’t think Trish really wanted to talk to him in front of everyone, and I was a little surprised when she was fine with going.


    “You’re not going to tell him, so why are you so nervous?” I asked as she jittered in the car. I’d finally gotten it registered and insured and even though both of those things cost me an arm and a leg, the car itself was still free, so I couldn’t turn my nose up at it.


    “I know, I know. I just have this crazy feeling that he’s going to know.” That made me bust out laughing.


    “Trish, if he hasn’t figured it out by now, I’m pretty sure your secret is safe.” She nodded and stared out the window.
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    “IT’S TACO THURSDAY. Or something,” Stryker said. “Katie has been craving guac, so this is what we’re having.” He said it as if he dared anyone to say anything negative about the insanity of having tacos on a Thursday night.


    “I love tacos,” we all said so as not to anger the beast, because he and Katie were stressed with both the baby and the wedding. Katie looked like she hadn’t slept in days and Stryker was irritable and short with everyone.


    “I feel like we should all do some deep breathing and have a group hug,” Simon said. He’d recently joined the yoga club and had been driving us all up the wall with Namaste and Savasana and whatever the hell they did. Some of those insane poses didn’t look relaxing at all.


    “Pass,” the rest of us (except for Brady) said in unison. We seemed to be doing that a lot lately.


    “Fine,” Simon said and he was grumpy for the rest of the night. Everyone seemed to have a case of the surlies and Trish was still freaking out a little.


    There was a lull in the conversation, but it was broken by none other than Trish.


    “I’m bisexual!” she yelled out as she stood up from the couch. Everyone froze, some mid-chew and some just about to bite into their tacos.


    “I thought you weren’t going to do it tonight,” I said, setting down my taco and looking up at her. The blood had drained from her face as she realized what she’d said.


    “Yeah, well,” she said, shrugging. I looked around and no one wanted to be the first one to say anything. That wasn’t exactly a good sign. My eyes rested on Stryker. He cleared his throat, set his plate down and then went to Trish. He stopped just in front of her.


    “I knew. I always knew and it never mattered.” With that, he put his arms around her and then it was like dominoes.


    “Girlfriend, I’m gay, so welcome to the LGBTQIA club!” Simon said, no longer sullen. “You should totally join our alliance! We need more bi people!” Simon was perhaps the most excited about the revelation, but everyone else expressed their love and support.


    It was one big Trish love-fest and it seemed like this was how it was supposed to happen. All at once. That was how Trish did everything else. She wasn’t a cautious person at all and that was one of the things that made her so great. Full throttle. All the way.


    Trish cried again, but she smiled through the tears.


    “I thought you were all going to hate me,” she said. Granted, she hadn’t shared the little bit about Ric, but not everyone needed to know that. Stryker, yes, but not anyone else.


    “None of us could hate you, you moron,” Lottie said, wiping away tears of her own. “We all love you.”


    Trish searched for me and I reached out my hand to her. She took it and I pulled her under my arm and kissed her temple.


    “I told you so,” I whispered in her ear. She reached up and gave me a titty-twister. I hunched over to protect myself.


    “Ow! Ow! Leave those alone, they’re attached!” She just gave me an innocent look.


    “Whatever. Don’t be smug,” she said.


    “You are so going to get it when we get back,” I said, pointing at her.


    “Okay, okay, enough,” Stryker said. “I don’t need to hear this crap.”


    Trish rounded on him.


    “Are you fucking kidding me? After all the details you told me about your sexcapades?” Stryker blanched and looked at Katie. Her eyes narrowed.


    “What sexcapades?” Katie asked in a low, dangerous voice. Slowly, everyone edged away from her.


    “Why did you that to me?” Stryker said to Trish. She just blew him a kiss.


    “Have fun, big brother.” Katie grabbed his arm and hauled him back into the bedroom. Normally Katie wasn’t super insecure, but I bet the pregnancy hormones were putting her a little out of whack. Or a lot out of whack. There was yelling and that was definitely Katie’s voice.


    “Well, I think I’m going to go referee,” Lottie said, slipping away to go throw Stryker a lifeline. He was probably going to need more than one. A whole rescue team. And maybe another team just in case.


    “You’re terrible,” I said to Trish. She didn’t look guilty at all.


    “Eh, he’s given me shit for years. He’ll get me back and I’ll get him and the world will keep spinning. It’s how we share our love.” I knew it was and it worked for them. I wish my family was like that.


    After the dramatics, we all sat down and finished our tacos. Stryker, Lottie and Katie finally emerged and Stryker looked chastened. Katie was red-faced as if she’d been crying.


    “Everything okay?” Trish asked, her mouth full of taco.


    “Sure,” Stryker said, his eyes narrowing as he looked at her. “No thanks to you.”


    She just shrugged and went back to her taco.


    “Someone give me a taco,” Katie demanded as she sat down. Three were shoved toward her and she took one and put it in her mouth. She moaned and then smiled.


    “This makes it okay,” she said, her mouth full. She smiled up at Stryker


    “Sorry I’m so crazy. I don’t mean to be. I can hear myself saying things and I know they’re nuts, but it’s… I’m possessed.” She looked down at her barely-swelling belly. “You’re already ruining everything.” Katie spoke to her stomach.


    “Hey, be nice to our child,” Stryker said, sitting back down next to her again. He rubbed her belly and kissed her cheek.


    “Yeah, yeah. We both know who’s going to be the bad cop in this situation. You’re going to be the cool dad and I’m going to be mean old mom who always says no.” She pouted a little.


    “Maybe we should change things up every now and then. Just to keep him or her on their toes.” Katie nodded.


    “I like this plan. Always keep them guessing.” Trish snorted.


    “I love the fact that you’re already thinking of ways to screw with your future child. You’re going to be awesome parents.” They really were and they had plenty of people around to help. Despite her aversion to children, I could just picture Trish offering to babysit frequently.


    “I wish we knew what it was so we could stop calling it Blob,” Katie said.


    “But Blob is always a good backup name. Blob Grant sounds great,” Stryker said and that ignited a new debate about the name of the baby. Trish leaned against me and I found her smiling.


    “You happy?” She beamed at me and she was so happy it was blinding.


    “Yeah. I am. I feel… right. If that makes sense.” I gave her a quick peck.


    “Yeah, it does. Completely.”
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    “SO NOW THAT I’ve told everyone, that means you have to go see your pa-rents,” Trish said, singing the last word.


    “Don’t remind me,” I said as we got in the car to head back to her dorm. Then I had an idea.


    “Okay, I’ll go see my parents. In five billion years.” That definitely earned me a punch on the shoulder.


    “That wasn’t the deal,” she said.


    “Actually,” I said, holding one finger up. “There was never a deadline specified in the original deal, so I can do it whenever I want.” Her lips formed a thin line and she glared.


    “I just fucking came out to everyone who mattered to me after hiding it for nearly nineteen years. So you can suck it up, grow a fucking pair of balls and go see your parents. If you’re that much of a pussy, I’ll go with you. Actually, I probably should go with you so I can make sure that you actually go and don’t just pretend and then lie to me.”


    She was pissed, but deep down I couldn’t really blame her for being pissed. I was being a baby about the whole thing. If she could do all the things she’d done in the past few weeks, then I could go and see my parents.


    “Okay,” I said after a few minutes of tense silence. “I’ll go.”


    “Good. And I’m coming with you.”


    “Okay.” There was no point in even trying to stop her. It would just make her madder and that was something I really didn’t need right now.


    “You’ve pushed me and supported me and I just want to do the same for you. But in my own way. You know I only yell because I care, right?” Her voice softened and I gave her a smile.


    “Yeah, I know.” She sort of dived over the console between us and gave me a hug.


    “You’re so good at the support thing. I’m sorry I suck so much at it. I’ll try to be better.” I closed my eyes and inhaled the scent of her hair and relished how good she felt in my arms.


    “Don’t you dare change, Trish Grant. Then I’d be the one doing the yelling.” I wasn’t a yeller by nature, so it only happened when I lost it and got really upset about something.


    “Okay,” she said, putting her chin on my chest and looking up at me. “Can we go have sex now?”


    I chuckled and gave her a sloppy kiss.


    “Yes, we can go have sex now.”
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    STRYKER’S SCHEDULE WAS insane, but I sent him a text on Monday afternoon between classes asking if he had some time when we could talk. He responded back right away that he was at the house working on a surprise for Katie and I could come on over.


    “So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” he said as he opened the door and I walked in. I knocked now instead of just barging in like I used to do. Respect, you know?


    “Well, you remember how I yelled and told everyone I’m bi? Well, there’s a little more to it and I need to tell you something that I don’t think is going to make you very happy.” He motioned for us to go to the couch and I saw that the floor was covered in small white canvases on top of layers of newspaper and he had little jars of paint all lined up and ready. Stryker wasn’t much of a painter, but his drawings were incredible and tacked all over the apartment.


    “I’m making something for the baby,” he said, seeing where my gaze was.


    “That’s really sweet.”


    “Yeah, well. Anyway.” He rubbed his hands together and leaned forward, his hands on his knees. “What do you have to tell me?” I opened my mouth to start, but then he put his hand up.


    “Hold up just a second before you say something. I know you’re scared that I’m going to be mad, or judge you or some shit, but you know that’s not true. I love you, Trish. I know I don’t say it enough, but I do. It’s been the two of us against the world for a long time and that’s not going to change. Got it?” I licked my lips and wished my mouth wasn’t so dry.


    “Uh huh,” I said, clasping my hands together and then unclasping them. I really needed a cigarette, but there was no way he was going to let me have one anywhere within the vicinity of this place.


    “Spit it out, Trishella.” His use of my real name made me glare. He held his hands out and waited.


    “I had sex with Ric. A few times. When she was dating Baxter. Before you had sex with her.” I exhaled and waited for him to blow up.


    I squinted at him, but he wasn’t looking mad. Instead he was thoughtful for a minute and then he did something I totally did not expect. He threw his head back and laughed. Like, one of those laughs when you’ve heard the funniest thing in the history of ever and you have to grab your side and your stomach hurts after like you’ve had an ab workout. I just sat there with my arms crossed, waiting for it to end.


    Finally he looked at me, still chuckling. He wiped his eyes and shook his head.


    “We both keep making the same mistakes, don’t we? Ah, some things don’t change.” I didn’t really know what he meant.


    “I’m glad you find this hilarious. I should have told you sooner.” He scooted closer to me on the couch and put his arm around me.


    “Oh come on, don’t be grumpy. While I’m not thrilled about your choice of sex partner, it’s all water under the bridge. Don’t care. Doesn’t matter. I remember when I had to tell Katie about Ric and it was the worst. I thought she was going to bail and realize she was far too good for me and that if she stayed, I was eventually going to fuck things up. But she didn’t. She wasn’t happy about it, but she loves me and a pesky little fuck with some chick wasn’t going to stand in the way of us being together. I felt so guilty, though. For a really long time. I still think about it, but then I think about Katie and the baby. We all do bad things, Trish. It doesn’t make us bad people. Well, there are a few exceptions in this world and I’m pretty sure you know who I’m talking about.” He hadn’t mentioned Ray at all, but I found myself asking about him.


    “Do you really want to know?”


    “Yes? No. Yes. I don’t want him to have power over my life anymore.” It was something Beth had told me.


    Stryker hugged me as if he was trying to hold me together.


    “Well, he’s currently in jail because he can’t post bail and no one is going to give that fucker money to be out in society. The trial will probably be in a few months. These legal things take forever.” I knew way more about legal shit from both Audrey and Katie than I hoped I would ever reasonably need to know.


    “Where?” I asked. Ray had way up in northern Maine near the Canadian border. In the middle of fucking nowhere. I shuddered when I thought about it.


    “He’s in the State prison. I guess he’s been bouncing around a lot with where he’s living since the trailer burned down a few years ago.” I looked up at him, surprised.


    “What?”


    “Yeah, I didn’t tell you. I just happened to see it on the news.” Emotions coursed through me. Pain. Anger. Relief.


    “You should have told me,” I whispered. He sighed and rubbed his eyes again.


    “Yeah, I know. I just didn’t want to bring it up. You were having a really rough time and I didn’t want to throw that at you.” As much as I hated to admit it, he was right. I went through several years where I wasn’t very stable. Stryker and I had both attempted suicide multiple times. He thought I didn’t know about all of them, but I did. We knew almost everything about each other.


    “Good. I’m glad it burned down,” I said and he squeezed my shoulder.


    “Me, too. I used to have dreams about torching that shithole. With Ray in it.” I had those same dreams.


    Stryker shook his head.


    “That’s enough of that. Do you want to give me a hand?” He got up and held his hand out.


    “Sure.” We walked over to the canvases and he told me what his plan was.


    “Actually, you could be a huge help. I want to get some famous poems and quotes and shit and then paint them. I’d really love to do a mural on one of the walls, but the landlord wouldn’t like it. Someday, though.” He chewed on his thumb.


    “I started looking for houses,” he said.


    “Really?” He’d never said anything and neither had Katie.


    “She doesn’t know,” he said as if he’d heard what I’d been thinking.


    “Where?” I asked, my heart clenching a little. I couldn’t bear it if he went far away.


    “Not sure yet. Probably around here. I mean, I’ve got my internship and the TA job. It’s going to be a while before Katie finishes school so I’m thinking about going back.” Now I was the one laughing.


    “You just don’t want to grow up. You’re going to be one of those guys with fifty million degrees.” He shrugged.


    “We’ll see.” I bit my lip and stopped myself from begging him to stay here.


    “I’m not going to move away. If you’re worried about that. At the risk of sounding like a dumbass, where you go, I go. Families stay together.” I put my arms around his waist and he gave me another hug. We weren’t huggers by nature, but it was nice to be able to without it being weird.


    “How about ‘Life’s a bitch’? For one of the quotes,” I said and he turned on me, messing my hair all around until I poked him hard enough in the side to make him stop.
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    “YOU HAVE TO call her and tell her you’re coming,” Trish said on Wednesday. She’d been bugging me for days to call Mom and tell her I was coming by this weekend. I’d been putting it off as much as I could. Mostly by kissing or going down on her. Worked like a charm.


    I leaned toward her, but she put her palm on my mouth to stop me.


    “Nope. That’s not going to work, lover boy.” She grabbed my cell phone from my desk and held it up. I reached for it, but she reached her arm back.


    “If you don’t do it, I’ll do it for you and I’m pretty sure you don’t want me telling your mom all about our sex life.”


    Shit, she had me by the balls.


    “It’s ringing,” she said and I realized she’d somehow hit the Call button.


    “Fuck,” I said and took the phone from her. It rang one more time and then Mom picked up.


    “Hello?”


    “Hi, Mom. It’s me.” There was an audible sigh of relief from her.


    “Oh, Maxwell, we’ve been so worried. Why haven’t you called me back?” I glared at Trish, but she just wore a smug smile that was too fucking adorable.


    “I’m really sorry about that. Things have just been busy here.” We both knew it was a lie and that I’d been avoiding her. Shit, this was why I hadn’t been talking to her.


    “I understand, but you could take a few minutes to call us, you know?”


    I sighed.


    “I know, I know. Listen, is it okay if I come home this weekend? Just for the day. I’d like to see you and Dad.” That last part was also a lie. Or at least part of one. I did miss my parents, but it was always hard when I did see them.


    “Oh, Max, that would be wonderful. I can make that creamy chicken you like and we can have ice cream.” My heart twisted painfully and I bit my lip so I wouldn’t get emotional.


    “Okay, great. I’ll be by maybe around noon? Oh, and um, a friend is coming with me.” Friend? Why had I called Trish a friend?


    I looked up and found her looking at me in confusion.


    Friend? she mouthed at me. I waved her off.


    “That’s fine, we’d love to meet your friends. You have a good rest of your week. Are you taking the bus?” Normally I rode the local Concord bus line and my parents picked me up at the local drop-off which was about ten minutes from our house.


    “No, I’m borrowing a car.” It was an easier explanation than telling them that my girlfriend they didn’t know about had given me one. We’d deal with that on Saturday.


    “Oh, well, drive safely. I’m so excited to see you and so is your father.”


    “Yeah, me too,” I said, keeping my voice upbeat. We hung up and I fell back on my bed.


    “See? That wasn’t so bad,” Trish said, sitting next to me. “But what the hell was that with calling me your friend? She’s going to think I’m a dude and then when I show up she’s going to be pissed and I’m already going to be the girl who’s stealing her little boy. Also, I look like a mother’s worst nightmare.” My mom probably would think Trish was a guy just based on what I’d said, but I was going to disagree about the last two points.


    Although…


    My mom had never really been a fan of any of the girls I’d dated. Shit, Trish was probably right. And neither of my parents were much a fan of tattoos. My hair was bad enough.


    Oh, this was not going to go over well.


    “Hey, this was your idea, so you’d better suck it up, buttercup, because you’re meeting the parents,” I said, pointing my finger at her. She bit it and then that led to a whole lot of other things until we both stopped thinking and talking about my parents for a while.
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    “HOW ARE YOU feeling?” I asked Max in an upbeat voice as we got in his car on Saturday morning. He’d tried to pretend he was sick, but it was a wasted effort. I told him that he was going even if I had to strap him to the roof with rope like a Christmas tree.


    He was a little pale and I realized this was Max in freak-out mode. I was trying to be as supportive as I could, but I hadn’t had a lot of practice.


    “Like I want to crawl back into bed,” he said, turning the key. The car started with no problem and I heard Max mutter a curse under his breath. He was probably hoping that the car wouldn’t start and then he’d have a good excuse.


    “No matter what you do, this is happening, so let’s go and get it over with. I’ll be right beside you, I promise.” I took his hand and squeezed it before bringing it up and giving him a kiss on the back of his knuckles.


    He opened his mouth and then I had an idea.


    “I will do that thing that you asked about the other night,” I said and his mouth snapped shut just as he raised one eyebrow.


    “Really?” I nodded.


    “Really.”


    He swallowed and shifted into Reverse.


    “Then what the fuck are we waiting for?”


    Sex was such a good reward system.
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    MAX’S PARENTS’ HOUSE was in a nice neighborhood. The houses were a little shabby, but most had window boxes and fences and garages. He pulled up in front of a little yellow ranch house that could only be described as cozy.


    “So this is it. It’s not much, but…” he shrugged one shoulder and looked over at the white van parked next to us with his father’s business logo on the side.


    “Look at me,” I said and he tore his eyes away from the van. I wanted to do something to take that look away.


    “It’s going to be okay, okay? Just remember what your reward will be tonight.” He gave me the tiniest of smiles and I figured that was as good as it was going to get right now.


    “Deal?” He nodded.


    “Deal.”


    We both got out and I noticed there were little frilly curtains in the windows and a cat sitting looking out from one of them. When I was younger this would have been a dream house to grow up in.


    “Let’s go,” Max said, holding out his hand for me.


    “Oh, you want to go in guns blazing?” I asked. He took my hand and held it tight.


    “Something like that. It’s more that I need something to hold onto.” I kissed his cheek and covertly squeezed his ass.


    “Let’s go.”
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    HE DIDN’T BOTHER to knock, just opened the door. Yup, I was right. The place was cozy. Thick carpeting, cute little framed pictures of barns and fences and chickens, a plaid couch and overstuffed chairs. The coffee table was a lobster trap with a piece of glass on top. Precious.


    “Hello?” Max said, calling out. He was holding my hand so hard it almost hurt, but I let him.


    “Max?” A woman came around the corner of the living room wall who could only be his mother. She was Max in girl form, only about twenty-five years older and without blue hair. She threw her arms around him and I saw tears on her cheeks. She held his face in both hands and the love shining out of her eyes made a lump form in my throat.


    I would have killed to have my mother look at me like that even once, instead of seeing me as a piece of garbage. Max released my hand and hugged her back.


    “Oh, I missed you so much.” The hug lasted a long time and then she finally noticed me.


    “Who’s this?” she asked, wiping her eyes and straightening her shirt. It was pretty and flowy and she’d paired it with simple black pants. Small diamond studs winked in her ears and her face had just the barest trace of makeup. The skin around her eyes was a little crinkled, but it was probably more from smiling a lot than from age. She was seriously beautiful and totally intimidating. Now I was the one wishing we hadn’t come.


    “Mom, this is Trish. She’s… um, she’s my girlfriend. Trish, this is my mom, Diane.” We hadn’t really talked about this in the car, but I’d hoped he would tell her that we were together.


    Instead of doing what I thought she would—look me up and down and make a snide remark—she opened her arms and swept me into a hug.


    “Oh, okay,” I said, not knowing what to do.


    “It’s so nice to meet you,” she said in my ear as she patted my back a few times and then released me.


    “Yeah, it’s nice to meet you too.” I could feel my face getting red and I looked at Max to figure out what was going on. He looked just as shocked as I felt.


    She let out a little sigh and looked at Max, her face breaking into a smile.


    “Come on in, make yourselves at home. I’m just finishing up lunch if you’re hungry.” Max and I followed her into the small kitchen. It was just as adorable as the rest of the house, carrying on with the sort of farmhouse/rustic décor. There were report cards and pictures all over the fridge. Max’s face in various stages of growing up grinned back at me.


    I made a beeline for them and Max groaned.


    “Mom, why didn’t you take all those dorky pictures down?” She laughed as she opened the oven and pulled a casserole dish out and set it on the stove.


    “Because the only one who thinks you look dorky is you.” I stared at the pictures. Some of them were from school, the standard posed ones with the weird background, but others were from school plays, sports teams, birthdays. It was like a visual timeline of his life.


    My favorite, by far, was one of his school pictures where he grinned and had at least four front teeth missing. It was fucking adorable.


    “Please stop looking at them,” Max begged and I turned around to find him with a completely red face.


    “Now, stop,” his mother said. I didn’t know what to call her. Mrs. Greene? Diane?


    “I like them. Especially this one,” I said, pointing to the toothless one. His mother came over to see which one I was pointing at.


    “Ah, yes. That was when he lost four teeth in about a month. The tooth fairy was very busy,” she said.


    “I bet,” I said.


    “So, Trish, are you at school with Max?” I knew the grilling was part of the deal, but I’d hoped it could wait until I had some food in my mouth and could chew while I thought about the right answers. I had next to no filter, but I’d need to grow one so I didn’t say something inappropriate in front of Max’s mom. At least until she got to know me better and got used to it.


    “Um, yeah.” I shot him a terrified look. He just came over and put his hand on my shoulder.


    “What are you studying?” She started getting plates down and Max went to help her. Was I supposed to ask if I could help? Or was I a guest? I wished I had asked more questions when we were driving here.


    “I’m not sure yet. I can’t make up my mind.” I was probably making a terrible impression, but I was so nervous. I couldn’t help it.


    The table was set with four places.


    “Where’s Dad?” Max asked, his voice tight.


    “He just went to the store to get some ice cream. He should be back in a minute. Trish, can I get you something to drink?” I opened my mouth to answer, but Max interrupted.


    “I got it.” He went to the fridge and pulled out a jug of iced tea. He filled a glass with some ice and then poured the tea on top before handing it to me. I felt dumb standing by the fridge, so I went to sit down, but I wasn’t sure where to go.


    “Right here,” Max said, pulling a chair out for me.


    “Thanks,” I said. This was probably the quietest he’d ever seen me, which should be an indication of just how nervous we both were.


    “Okay,” his mom said as she bustled around, putting a large bowl with a tossed salad on the table, along with a basket of bread.


    “What kind of dressing do you want?” Max said, pulling a few bottles out of the fridge.


    “Whatever you’re having. I’m not picky.”


    He was about to say something else when the front door opened and his father walked in.


    “Oh, you’re here,” he said, bringing several white plastic grocery bags into the kitchen and handing them off to his wife.


    “Hey, Dad. This is Trish. Trish, this is my dad, Richard.” Richard didn’t look much like Max. Where Max was thin and straight, his father was round and stocky, but their expressions were remarkably similar.


    I stood up from my chair and went to shake his hand. That was what I was supposed to do, right? It seemed right.


    Max’s dad sort of gaped a little at me and then put his hand out and shook mine.


    “It’s nice to meet you,” I said, trying to give him my most winning and non-threatening smile. His eyes flicked between me and Max and then he cleared his throat.


    “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend, Max,” he said. His voice was gruff and my heart was starting to sink like an old balloon.


    “Yeah,” Max said. Now he was in the hot seat.


    “Okay, we’re ready to eat!” Max’s mom broke the tension and we all sat down.


    “This looks really good,” I said. Max’s mother smiled at me.


    “Why thank you, Trish. Guests first.” She motioned to the casserole. I dished out what I hoped was a good portion that wouldn’t offend her, but that I could also eat. I added salad and a piece of bread.


    Once everyone else filled their plates, the talking started again, but at least I could keep my mouth busy for a little while with chewing. The casserole was delicious. Full of chicken and rice with a creamy sauce.


    “How’s work, Dad?” Max asked and I was surprised he was going to ask that.


    “Good, good. Getting into the busy time. Installing a lot of air conditioners.” Max nodded and I kind of wanted to melt into the floor. The tension was hovering over us like a dark cloud.


    “So, Trish, I’m afraid Max hasn’t told us much about you.” Great, now it was grilling time again.


    “Um, well, I’m almost nineteen and I go to school and I have an older brother named Stryker,” I said. That was all pretty neutral stuff. I always had a hard time when people asked me about my family situation. That was definitely sure to cause tension.


    “And your parents?” Max’s mother asked and I felt like I seized up. Max put his hand on my knee under the table.


    “Mom, she doesn’t want to talk about it,” he said and I felt like a total bitch.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” That was a jab at Max for not telling them about me. Man, this was going south real fast.


    “It’s not your fault. It’s just that I don’t really think of them as my parents. More of the people who gave me their DNA and that was about it.” I sounded bitter, but that couldn’t be helped.


    “Ah, what does your brother do?” she asked, not giving up.


    “He’s working as a TA at DU and he also has an internship with the lab on campus. Plus he’s a freelance mechanic. He helped me build Max’s car.” Shit. Shit, shit, shit! I almost smacked myself in the face for mentioning the car. Max’s eyes went wide.


    “Max’s car?” His mom sounded surprised to say the least. He sighed and nodded.


    “Yeah, Trish and my friends all pitched in and got it for me for my birthday,” he mumbled, looking down at his plate.


    “A car?” his father said, thunderstruck.


    “Yeah,” Max said. I wanted to tell him I was sorry, but there wasn’t a way I could do that without his parents seeing. Well, fuck. This was just about a lost cause at this point.


    “That was very generous of them,” his mother said, but I couldn’t tell if she really thought it was.


    Max sighed and looked up from his plate.


    “Look, I’m sorry I haven’t called or visited and I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about Trish or the car, but I didn’t think you’d want to hear about it,” Max said.


    He was going for it. Okay, then. I squeezed his knee under the table and hoped for the best. And hoped that I could keep my mouth shut in this particular situation.


    His mother let out a tense breath through her nose and his father coughed again. They shared a look that I couldn’t really figure out. Guess it was one of those parent looks that I’d never seen.


    “I’m sorry,” Max said again, his voice breaking. His hand reached for mine and I held it. Even though the situation was hard, I was glad that he reached for me. That I could offer support, at least a little bit.


    “I just wish you could understand why I had to do it.” His father leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest.


    “That’s just the thing, Max. I don’t understand. I don’t understand why you would go off and leave your family. Leave the business that I built for you for your future. No, I’ll never understand that at all. Excuse me.” He tossed his napkin on his plate and got up from the table. Max’s mother tried to call him back, but he was out the door and then there was the sound of a car engine.


    “Shit,” Max said under his breath. He put his elbows on the table and rested his face in them. The picture of utter defeat.


    “I’m so sorry you had to see that,” his mother said in a quiet voice, folding and unfolding her napkin. “This has been hard for both of us.”


    “And it hasn’t been hard for me at all. Do you think that I wanted to leave you? That I wanted to have my parents hate me?” Max pushed back from the table and stormed into the living room. I got up and scurried after him. His mother followed a moment later.


    “You know that we don’t hate you. We just want what’s best for you.”


    “And I have no say in that. It’s only my fucking life!”


    “Maxwell!” He paced across the room and turned around. Not sure what to do, I just stood there feeling awful that I’d been the one who forced him to come here and do this. If only Beth was here. She’d know exactly what to say and how to fix the situation. I definitely didn’t.


    “I’m sorry, I just can’t do this,” Max said, turning around. “I keep hoping that one day you’re going to call me, or I’m going to come here and you’ll ask me how school is going and we’ll talk about stupid stuff and it will be normal. You won’t try to guilt me into coming back. You’ll just be parents that are proud your son is in school and trying to figure out his life. But I guess that’s not going happen. Ever. I’m sorry, Mom, but I can’t stay here anymore.” He went to the door, took a breath and then opened it.


    “Max,” his mother said, her voice breaking.


    “I’m sorry,” he said again. “Come on, Trish.” He reached his hand out to me and I went to him.


    “It was nice to meet you. The lunch was delicious,” I said, but she wasn’t looking at me. She only had eyes for her son, who looked so much like her.


    “Bye,” Max said one more time before we were out the door and back in the car.
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    “ARE YOU OKAY?” Trish asked as I backed out of the driveway. My hands shook on the steering wheel and I felt like I was floating above my body and not really inside it.


    “Not really, Trish,” I said, and I knew I was being an asshole, but I was so angry, I didn’t know what else to do.


    “Pull over,” she said in a sharp voice. I ignored her. “Pull the fuck over, Max!” She screamed and I wrenched the steering wheel over and we ended up coming to a stop on the shoulder.


    “What the fuck do you want?!” I screamed back at her.


    “Give me the fucking keys right now. I’m driving.” I pulled them out and threw them at her before getting out and slamming the door. We crossed beside each other as we switched seats. I was almost vibrating with rage now.


    She started the car and we started driving again, with me in the passenger seat and staring out the window.


    “I’m sorry that happened,” she said in a softer voice.


    “I knew that was going to happen. That’s why I didn’t want to fucking go, Trish. Shit, why couldn’t you have just listened to me? You always have to push. You never let things go.” A sniff made me look over at her. Great, I was firing on all cylinders today. I’d pissed off my parents and now I’d made my girlfriend cry.


    I wanted to go back to this morning when we’d been lying in bed. We’d been talking about tattoos again. I’d pretty much decided I wanted to get one, so we were talking about what I’d get and location. I’d pointed to her tattoos and she’d told me the pain level of each. Of course, that had led to a lot of other things and the tattoo discussion had been put on hold for another time.


    I just wanted to go back to that.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I just wanted you to fix things with them. They love you so much. I’d give anything to have parents who loved me.” A sharp pain went through my chest. God, what a mess.


    My anger had started to fizzle out, like an open bottle of soda losing carbonation.


    “I know you wanted to fix it. I just… I don’t think it’s fixable. Someday, maybe, but not right now. We’re standing on either side of a wall.” A wall that I had built and refused to tear down.


    “I’m just so sorry,” she said, sobbing over the steering wheel. Now I was the one telling her to pull over. She did and I gathered her into my arms.


    “Your heart was in the right place. I know that. I know you were doing it out of love. I just wish it could have turned out better. I wish my parents could be normal and welcome you with open arms and we could sit and laugh together. You have no idea how much I want that.” In the absolute back of my mind, I’d had a hazy vision of it. Sitting around at the kitchen table, eating my mother’s casserole and laughing about something or other, my parents totally accepting Trish. The four of us totally comfortable with one another.


    A family.


    Now it was like I had two families. The one that was mine due to biology and the one that I had chosen. All I wanted was for them to coexist.


    I stroked her hair and made shushing noises to calm her down. I wasn’t angry anymore. Just sad. Terribly sad.


    She pulled back from the hug and wiped her eyes. Her mascara was smeared. I opened the glovebox and pulled out some tissues that had been part of my gifts when I got the car.


    “I’m sorry for blubbering all over you,” she said as she blew her nose.


    “You can blubber all over me anytime you want, sweets. I love you so much.” I hugged her again.


    “I love you, too.” It was so quiet I almost didn’t hear it, but then I realized she’d said it and my heart seriously stopped for a minute.


    “I love you,” she said, louder and stronger.


    I kissed her so hard our teeth knocked together.


    “Oh, my wild girl, you have no idea.”
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    WE KISSED AND held each other for a little while on the side of the road. We were only about ten minutes from my house. For a half-second, I considered going back, but that would only lead to more sadness right now.


    My parents weren’t ready. They might never be and accepting that would probably be the hardest thing I’d ever have to do. If I was alone, I didn’t think I could do it, but having Trish and my friends support me meant the world.


    “You never got your ice cream,” Trish said as I stroked her cheeks with my thumbs.


    “No, but it’s okay.” She shook her head.


    “No, it’s not. I bet there’s a place somewhere around here. You’ll have to show me where to go.” Actually, if we kept going straight, we’d pass right by the local Hannaford.


    “It’s the least I can do,” she said.


    “Let’s go get some ice cream.”
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    WE ATE OUR ice cream right out of the tub with plastic spoons in the parking lot of the supermarket. The sun was going down and the sky was on fire with color.


    “Now, if the rest of the day hadn’t sucked total ass, this would be a perfect way to end it,” Trish said, leaning back in her seat.


    “The earlier part of the day can’t ruin this,” I said. “My girlfriend told me she loved me today and that’s the most important thing.”


    Trish knocked my spoon out of the way so she could go for a huge chunk of cookie dough.


    “I wonder what they make this stuff out of. Because it seriously does taste like frozen dough.” She popped the giant cookie blob in her mouth and smiled at me.


    “No idea, but I bet you could find out.” We finished the rest of the ice cream and then just sat there until the stars came out.


    “There’s Orion,” I said, pointing it out. We’d parked away from the orange lights of the parking lot, so we could see them.


    “Yeah. That’s still the only one that makes sense.” I pointed out a few more to her that I knew about.


    “Still don’t see it,” she said, but she was laughing. “It’s sweet of you to try, though.”


    She kissed my cheek.


    “I really am sorry about today.”


    “I know, hun. It’s okay. It will be okay.” I didn’t know if that was true or not. I just knew that I wanted it to be.
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    “THAT WAS THE longest day ever,” Max said, flopping down on his bed. He rolled onto his back and put his arms out for me.


    “Cosign,” I said, lying down next to him. He put his arms around me and held me like I was a lifeline.


    “I’m so tired,” he said around a yawn. It was only six and we hadn’t really had dinner yet. The ice cream didn’t really count as a meal.


    “You want me to order some pizza?” I asked.


    “Sure,” he said, closing his eyes and pretending to snore. I poked him in the stomach and he opened one eye. I got out my phone and called for a pepperoni and green pepper pizza with extra sauce. Max’s favorite. I liked knowing his favorite kind of pizza. I liked knowing his favorite shirt because it was the first one he wore when he did laundry. I liked knowing that I could drive him wild just by kissing a certain spot on his hip.


    No, that was a lie. I loved those things.


    I hadn’t planned to do it when I told him earlier. Didn’t think about it. The words just slid out of me. So easy. So right. I’d waited for the terror to hit me but the only emotion I’d felt was incandescent joy. And then the way Max looked at me? Made it even more worth it.


    “What are you thinking about?” I hadn’t realized he was watching me.


    “You,” I said honestly.


    “What about me?” I smiled.


    “How much I love you.”


    “Really?” I sat down and kissed him on the forehead.


    “Yeah.”


    He closed his eyes and then opened them.


    “I like hearing that. Like, a lot.” I ran my hand through his hair. He’d worn it without gel today.


    “I like saying it. No, I love saying it. A lot.” We both laughed and then I watched his face change, like the sun going behind a cloud.


    “I shouldn’t be so happy when my parents are so miserable,” he said in a quiet voice.


    His words pretty much broke my heart.


    “Oh, Max. Don’t beat yourself up. Sometimes things happen. Sometimes your family lets you down.” Mine definitely had. He rubbed his eyes with both hands.


    “I guess.” I stood up. I needed to find a way to get him out of his funk. I turned the TV on and tried to find something. Perfect. One of the cable channels played Family Guy, like, all the time. You couldn’t watch that show and not laugh.


    “Hey,” I said, poking him. He opened his eyes and I could tell he was still thinking about earlier in the day.


    “Hey,” he said back. I grabbed his arm and pulled him so he was in a sitting position and scooted so my back was against the wall. He mirrored me and we sat shoulder-to-shoulder.


    “Huh,” he said, noticing what was on the television, “I haven’t watched this show in ages.” Phew. Yay for the distraction.


    By the time the pizza came, Max was laughing at the antics of the Griffin family and the mood in the room was a hell of a lot better.


    Long. Ass. Day.
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    I DIDN’T SLEEP well that night. I couldn’t stop picturing my mother’s face as I walked out the door and shut it behind me. The look that said I’d broken her heart and even if somehow we mended our relationship, things would never be the same. I’d never be able to undo that look.


    Usually when Trish couldn’t sleep, she would write in her journal. It had worked for her, so I got up and found some notebook paper and started writing things out, using the glow from my phone as a light. Trish was totally out, which was good. I didn’t know what I’d say to her if she woke up and caught me. Not that I was doing anything wrong, but… I just didn’t want to talk about it.
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    THE NEXT WEEK was filled with more sleepless nights and writing. Somehow Trish didn’t catch me, and the pages stayed under the mattress where I shoved them. I couldn’t say it helped, exactly, but I found myself writing things I had never really thought of before. Or, never consciously thought of before. Things that lurked at the back of my mind that I didn’t acknowledge.


    Trish noticed I hadn’t been sleeping, but when I told her to drop it, she did. I was sure she felt guilty for pushing me to see my parents, even though I told her not to.


    Finals were in two weeks, but I had a hard time getting my brain to focus. Like it or not, summer was coming and I was going to have to go home and confront my parents again.


    I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t do it. The deadline for signing up for summer classes and housing had come and gone, but I still went to the housing office to see if there was anything I could do.


    I was given a list of classes that were still available as well as their cost. Between that and housing and then having to pay for next year, there was absolutely no way to swing it.


    Trish found me when I was crunching the numbers and I struggled to hide the papers, but she saw them.


    “What are you doing?” she asked, hopping up on my desk and picking up one of the papers.


    “Nothing,” I said, reaching for it, but it was too late.


    “Hey, are you thinking about doing a summer semester?” I hadn’t said anything about it to her and now I felt like shit. Why had I hidden it from her? She was going to be staying with Lottie and Zan this summer.


    “I was, but I can’t afford it.” A few weeks ago, I thought it would be fine. My parents didn’t live that far from school and Trish could drive up and I figured Zan and Lottie wouldn’t mind if I crashed with Trish for a night or two. It was going to be fine.


    That was stupidly naïve of me. There was no way I could stay away from her this summer. No way I could go back to that house without her. It would be my personal hell.


    She chewed on her lip as if she was making some kind of decision.


    “Then let’s get an apartment.” I nearly tipped over and fell off my chair.


    “Are you serious?” Those were just about some of the last words I thought she would ever say. For fuck’s sake, she just told me she loved me yesterday.


    She nodded.


    “Yeah, why not? I mean, we’ve pretty much been living together already. We don’t spend a night apart. And I would feel weird crashing with Lottie and Zan. I just have these nightmares about hearing them having sex.” She made a face and swung her legs so they bounced against the desk.


    “If we pool our money, we could totally get something. Right near everyone else too, I bet.” Stryker’s apartment building was in a complex, with other identical buildings right near it. One of those was bound to have an empty place, right?


    No, no I was getting carried away. We couldn’t do this.


    Could we?


    “You’re being awfully… casual about this. I mean, for a girl who had to say ‘I love you’ in stages,” I said. She just rolled her eyes and kept swinging her legs.


    “Yeah, well, I’ve decided that my past and my own fears have stopped me from doing a lot of things in life and it’s time that I let myself not be a prisoner anymore. You want to be with me, I want to be with you and the rest is just logistics. We’ll figure it out.” Her smile was so sweet and optimistic that it made my heart thump an extra beat.


    I leaned back in my chair and took her feet into my lap.


    “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this?” It sounded too good to be true.


    “Yeah,” she said, using one of her feet to stroke me through my pants. “Should we seal the deal?” One of her eyebrows quirked up and I got up and swept the papers off my desk. It made her throw her head back and laugh.


    “I’ve always loved it when guys in movies did that,” she said.


    “Then you’re probably going to love this next part as well,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and bending her back.


    “I think I like where this is going,” she said as I got her arranged the way I wanted and then leaned between her legs.


    Propping herself up on her elbows, she looked down at me.


    “Oh yeah, I definitely like this.”
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    AFTER WE “SEALED” our deal with a few orgasms, I made him go online to look at places. Then we sat down and made a budget. It felt so adult that I was waiting for an actual adult to walk in and tell us that we weren’t allowed to do be doing this.


    “I can’t believe this is happening,” Max kept saying. He was so happy, he was downright giddy and it was rubbing off on me.


    “Me neither. And just in time for my birthday.” It was in a few days and Max hadn’t asked me more about gifts, but I knew he was planning something, even with all the crap that had been happening.


    I didn’t ask him what he was going to tell his parents. I mean, he’d have to tell them that he wasn’t coming home this summer. That was definitely not going to go over well, but I completely understood his need to be away from them. He’d gone from being so happy to looking like his soul was being crushed when he walked through the door.


    “Well, if the apartment thing doesn’t work out, we can always live in my car,” he said.


    I nodded. “It’s good to have options.”


    “My parents are going to be pissed,” he said, holding one of my hands between two of his and studying it.


    “Yeah. But they’re going to be pissed at you for being in school, so…” A flash of pain crossed his face.


    “Hey,” I said. “What size bed should we get? Queen or King?” It was my attempt to change the subject to something nicer.


    He thought about it.


    “King, I think. Go big or go home.”


    “I concur.”
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    WE MADE MORE apartment plans and we told the crew about it. Of course they were nothing but supportive, as usual. I really did have the best friends ever.


    “Oh my God, this is so exciting! I wish we could all live in the same building or something so it could be like Friends,” Lottie said.


    “Yes, except that was a show, not real life. Those people never worked and they had fabulous apartments in Manhattan. Totally fake,” Will said, which ignited a debate that derailed everything for a little while.


    “You know there’s a place that’s going to be available next door. The guys are graduating so they’re moving out right after,” Stryker said.


    “Yeah? Do you think you could talk to the landlord and get us an application?” Max asked. It wouldn’t hurt to have Stryker and Lottie and Zan vouch for us. They were all model tenants and the landlord loved them. We were basically in. Just had to get the money together for the security deposit and first month’s rent. Oh, and then there was furniture, but with everyone moving out, we could probably get a ton of stuff for basically free.


    “For my little sister? Sure,” Stryker said and I pretended to punch him in the stomach.


    “This is so wonderful. Everyone moving in together,” Simon said, his arms around Brady.


    “What about you guys?” I asked. Simon and Brady shared a look that I didn’t understand.


    “We’re still going to dorm it next year,” Simon said and Brady looked away and his body was totally stiff. Yup, there was definitely a story there.


    “Why don’t you guys sign up to be roommates? Then you wouldn’t have to worry about banging and waking up your roommate. Because you’d be banging your roommate,” Lottie said, laughing.


    Simon rolled his eyes.


    “Whatever. So, do you guys need any furniture?” he said, turning his attention to Max and me. Well. I’d never seen Simon shut down a conversation that quick.


    “I don’t know. I think we’d need to figure out where we’re going to be and what we have room for,” Max answered for both of us.


    “Well, if you need anything. TV stand, kitchen island, cabinets, whatever. Just let me know,” Simon said. God, he was probably going to sneak in and do it anyway. That was definitely something he’d do. Like a Secret Home Makeover That You Didn’t Ask For. That would definitely be good show.


    “Great, thanks. We’ll let you know,” Max said. Lottie raised her voice and asked what everyone was going to do to celebrate the end of finals and that spawned a whole other conversation.


    No mention of my birthday, which was the next day. Either they forgot (the most unlikely) or they were planning something and pretending they’d forgotten (the most likely). I just went along with it because it made them happy to think I was in the dark.


    “See you tomorrow,” Stryker said with a wink as we were leaving.


    “Why tomorrow? We don’t have plans tomorrow,” I said, playing innocent.


    He winked.


    “See you tomorrow.”
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    “YOU KNOW THERE’S a party tomorrow, right?” I asked her on the way back to the dorms.


    “Yeah, I know. I’m not that dim,” she said with a snort.


    “I figured. It’s nothing huge. I know you didn’t want a big deal.” I was lying a little. I didn’t think it was huge, but she would probably think we’d done too much. Oh well. I liked spoiling her. She deserved it.


    “No, you’re not dim in any respect.”


    She huffed a little, but she was going to have a birthday and like it.
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    I PICKED HER up from classes with the car full of balloons.


    “You’re an asshole,” she said, pushing them aside so she could squeeze into the passenger seat. “How can you see to drive?”


    “Oh, it’s not that hard,” I said, pushing a few of them out of my way so I could see out the windshield. I was lying. It was a bitch driving a car full of balloons.


    “I hate you,” Trish said, but she was smiling.


    “No, you love me.”


    She sighed heavily.


    “Fine. I do love you.”


    “Oh, and Trish?” I turned and had to push a few balloons out of her face.


    “Yeah?”


    “Happy birthday, hun.” She wiggled around to try to get more comfortable, which wasn’t easy.


    “Yeah, yeah. Just drive and try not to get pulled over. Although, I would pay money to see a cop’s face when you try to explain this shit.”


    Yeah, that might even be worth having to pay the fine.


    Fortunately, we didn’t encounter any cops on our way.


    “Roller rink? Could you be more cliché?” Trish said when I parked the car outside of Happy Skates.


    “Shut up. You’re going to roller skate and you’re going to enjoy it. Come on,” I said, going over to the passenger side. She sat in the car and refused to get out until I grabbed her arms and actually pulled her out.


    “I told you it wasn’t going to go over well,” Stryker yelled from across the lot where everyone else was waiting.


    “You’re all assholes,” Trish yelled.


    “But you love us anyway!” Lottie yelled back.


    “How about we go inside so we don’t have to yell anymore?” Will yelled.


    “Good idea!” I yelled back and we all headed for the entrance.


    I told the bored-looking dude behind the counter we were here for Trish’s party and he motioned us over to where we could rent skates.


    Now it was time for my first present. I motioned to Stryker and he ran out to the car. We’d actually had to have a planning session to get all this shit organized.


    “Hey, I don’t think they have your size,” I said when she tried to ask for skates.


    “What are you talking about? I’m a seven-and-a-half,” she said, looking at me like I’d lost all my brain cells.


    “Nope, they don’t have your size.” I said, dragging her away and making her sit on one of the benches as everyone else went and got their skates.


    Stryker came back with the first wrapped box and handed it to Trish.


    “What the hell, Max?” she said, getting pissed.


    “Just open the present.” I had never met anyone who disliked presents this much.


    She opened the box to find a brand new pair of black roller skates with bright orange wheels and neon polka dots. They were super cool and they just screamed Trish at me when I found them online. I had to have them rush-shipped overnight for a cost that was more than the skates were worth to get them here in time.


    “What do you think?” I asked when she didn’t say anything.


    “They’re awesome,” she said in a hushed voice.


    “Show us,” Lottie said, rolling over with her skates on. Trish wiped her eyes and then held the box out.


    “Those are rad,” Katie said. Stryker was reluctantly allowing her to skate, but only as long as he was allowed to hover within two feet of her with his arms out at all times.


    “Put them on,” I said and she did. I crossed my fingers and hoped they would fit. She stood up and rolled a few steps.


    “Good?” I asked. She beamed at me.


    “Perfect.” I breathed a sigh of relief and then went to get my own skates.
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    IT WAS SUCH a dorky present, but that was what made it so great. I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I’d been roller-skating. I was a bit unsteady at first, but then it came back to me. My friends were all good sports and it turned out that Will was a natural. Surprise, surprise, the athletic guy was good on skates.


    My skates were the brightest in the place and I felt a little smug about that. There was a disco ball and flashing lights and they played terrible retro songs, but it didn’t matter. We all skated and tried tricks and chased each other around like we were kids again. Not that I’d ever done anything like this when I was a kid.


    “Having fun?” Max said as we held hands during one of the couples’ skates to a Celine Dion song that made me want to tear my eardrums out.


    “Yeah, I am. Your dating game is strong, Max Greene.” He kissed my hand.


    “I’m glad you think so. It’s all for you.” Mine. All mine. I liked hearing that.
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    AFTER A ROUND of the chicken dance, which Max forced me to do, we rolled into a private room where there was a cake waiting for me in the shape of a roller skate. I was probably the oldest person who’d had a party in there. All our friends sang to me even though I begged them not to and then I had to blow out the candles and make a wish.


    I looked up at Max and he was looking at me in a way that made my heart go all poundy and jumpy. God, I loved him so much. I really, really did.


    Oh, right. I was supposed to be making a wish right now.


    I pulled in a huge breath and got all the candles out in one go. That felt even more lucky.


    More presents were brought out from everyone and I was quickly overwhelmed. My favorite was a CD from Stryker with a bunch of my favorite songs on it that he’d played on various instruments. He always did something really nice for me and it was always something you couldn’t get in a store.


    “To birthdays and roller skates and cars filled with balloons and sealing deals and ice cream in parking lots and blue hair and new apartments,” I said, winking at Max. Only he would know about a few of those things, but that was par for the course. We all toasted a million times when we went out.


    Cake and pizza and soda were consumed and we all took off our skates. Unlike the others I got to put mine back in the box and take them with me. I almost couldn’t wait to try them out again. Maybe Max and I could go skating in a parking lot or something when we weren’t working. Because we’d be working our asses off this summer to pay for the apartment and then for tuition for next year.


    After the roller rink, we headed back to Stryker’s, where there was a banner that said: HAPPY BIRTHDAY, TRISH, YOU AWESOME BISEXUAL.


    I just gave Simon a look.


    “I’m just so happy about it,” he said, giving me a huge hug and whirling me around.


    “Okay, okay,” I said. “Put me down.” He did and we had the second round of the party with movies and popcorn and lots of blankets and couples cuddling.


    It was a sweet end to my birthday.


    “You look like the happiest girl in the world,” Max said when we beat our way into the car again. He was going to have to pop those fucking balloons ASAP.


    “I think I might be the happiest girl in the world. Never thought that would fucking happen.” I didn’t generally think of myself as a happy person, but it was getting better. It made me think of what Beth said to me. To not let the bad stuff kill all the good stuff in my life.


    “It’s a good look for you. I intend to make it my life’s mission to keep you that way.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” I said.
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    I WAS EXHAUSTED by Sunday night and I still had massive amounts of studying and paper-writing to do. I wasn’t like Audrey, who was always, like, a month ahead of everything. Not that I liked to get behind, but I was definitely going to be pushing it to get everything done and get my brain crammed full of enough stuff by the time finals happened.


    Max and I were both stressed, so we sniped at each other a lot, but then we had make-up sex, so it worked out.


    On Monday we filled out the application on the apartment. Now came the waiting. If we didn’t get approved, then we were going to crash with Lottie and Zan for a while.


    I didn’t ask Max what he’d told his parents. I knew his mother had called at least twice and he hadn’t answered. It didn’t take a genius to know that when his phone rang and rang and he didn’t answer it, the call was from one of his parents.


    I asked Beth about it at our next session. I’d gone down to seeing her every two weeks. I hoped I’d get to keep seeing her in the summer, but I wasn’t sure if that was going to happen.


    “I think he’d get a lot from coming and talking to you, but I don’t know how to bring it up,” I said. She hadn’t been writing much on her clipboard today.


    “Well, you could tell him how much progress you’ve made and what a positive experience it has been. Tell him how much you care about him and that he might also benefit.” I wasn’t sure how he would take it. It was one thing for me to be in therapy, but it was another to suggest he go.


    “I don’t know. I wish he’d just say that he wants to come and then I could just encourage him.” Beth smiled. I still hadn’t gotten used to how beautiful she was. Like she stepped right from the pages of a magazine, or out of a movie set.


    “That would make it easier, wouldn’t it?” she said.


    “Pretty much.”
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    “WHAT ABOUT THESE with these?” Trish asked as we looked at some dishes at the dollar store. She held up some off-white plates and then some others that were a bright turquoise. They’d look nice stacked up together, so I put them in the cart. Neither of us really cared about decorating aesthetics, so we were just picking whatever was cheapest and didn’t look like it belonged to someone’s grandmother.


    My phone rang and I checked to see who it was before I ignored the call.


    “That’s your mom, isn’t it?” Trish said as I pushed the cart further down the aisle toward the mugs.


    “It doesn’t matter,” I said, picking up mugs that would match the plates. “These?” She nodded.


    “Can I tell you something without you taking it the wrong way?” she asked.


    I looked away from the mugs and back at her. She didn’t have her contacts in today and I did a little bit of a double take every time I saw her blue eyes. Today they were accented with smoky eye shadow. Shit, she was gorgeous. Wait, what was the question?


    “Um, I don’t know. That depends. I guess I won’t know until you ask me so…” She leaned on the cart and bit her lip.


    “I mean this in the best possible way and because I love you. But I think you might benefit from going and talking to Beth. Or someone else.” She cringed, as if she was preparing for me to yell at her or something.


    The truth was that I’d thought the same thing myself, but hadn’t had the balls to actually follow through on it. I knew how much it had helped Trish and I wanted that too.


    “No, I’m not offended. I guess I’ve thought about it. Just haven’t pulled the trigger yet,” I said, lifting one shoulder. She seemed shocked.


    “Really? I thought you’d be opposed to the idea.”


    “Why?” That didn’t make any sense.


    “I don’t know. I thought maybe you were okay with it for me, but not for yourself? It seems silly to say that now, but I just didn’t know.” I went to her and put my arms around her.


    “I’m not mad, I promise. And I love that you were thinking of me and that you care about me,” I said, and she rubbed my back.


    “You’re just the best boyfriend, you know that?” I couldn’t help but smile. It made me feel like a billion bucks when she said stuff like that.


    “Well, I’d fight with you, but why bother?” The hugging went to her pinching my nipple between her fingernails and I had to bite back a cry of pain.


    “You watch your words, Maxwell.”


    We kept shopping and then checked out. It took us several trips to get everything from the trunk of my car into Zan and Lottie’s. Trish and I had commandeered a corner of their apartment for our crap. I couldn’t believe they were okay with the piles of stuff, but they seemed to be.


    “I’m so excited you’re going to be so close to us,” Lottie said as she dusted the bookshelves. That was a full time job for her. She had so many damn books and Zan had added to her collection.


    “That’s if we get the place. Don’t jinx us,” I said and Trish rolled her eyes.


    “I have a good feeling about it,” Lottie said, pointing her duster at us. “I always trust my gut feelings.”


    “You do, do you?” Zan said, coming out of the bedroom and taking the duster from her so he could get the upper shelves and tops of the bookcases.


    “Yes, I do. Even when I wanted to hate you, my gut wouldn’t let me. So there.” She scrunched up her nose at him and he bopped it with the duster.


    “Sorry, you had a little something on your nose, L,” he said and she glared at him.


    When it came to relationships, Trish and I had a lot to live up to. All our friends seemed so happy and in love all the time.


    “Okay, we should get back,” Trish said, tugging at my arm. It looked like Zan was going to start using that duster on a few other places on Lottie’s body and Trish and I didn’t need to witness that.


    “So if I was to do this therapy thing, how do I do it? Do I just go in and ask for an appointment?” I asked when we got back to her dorm room. I could count the number of times I’d seen her roommate this semester on one hand. If I hadn’t seen her, I would have thought she was a figment of Trish’s imagination.


    “Um, pretty much. I think she’s expecting you, so it should be no problem.” Now that I was thinking about it seriously, it did feel right. I really hoped I was doing the right thing.


    “Now enough about that. Come and kiss me,” she said, her arms out and her lips puckered.


    “Who am I to deny you?” I said and crossed the room.
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    MAX CALLED ME in the middle of class the next day and his message was rushed, but the gist was that we’d officially gotten the apartment.


    I might have done a little fist pump like Judd Nelson in The Breakfast Club in the middle of the quad while several people stared at me like I was crazy. But one guy did it in return as he walked by. At least that guy got it.


    I wasn’t supposed to see Max until he came home from work, but I couldn’t wait, so I surprised him at work with a cup of coffee, a scone and a whole lot of kissing.


    “I’m so fucking excited,” I said as I threw my arms around him.


    “I know! I can’t believe that a few weeks ago, this was only a dream and now it’s happening.”


    “I brought you a little something,” I said, pointing to the coffee and bag with the scone in it.


    “You are the sweetest thing ever,” he said and I made a face.


    “Don’t let me hear you spreading that around.” He stuck his tongue out at me before taking a sip of coffee.


    “I wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, tapping my nose. “But I should probably get back to work. When I get back we can start planning. Fuck, now we have to buy furniture.” I laughed, because that was a pretty good problem to have.
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    “SO I WENT in and made an appointment with Beth for next week. It’s right in the middle of finals, but whatever. No time like the present. And I also have something else to tell you.” That kind of scared me. I didn’t want to know that there were any skeletons in his closet.


    He reached under the mattress and pulled out a stack of papers.


    “You inspired me to write shit down and so that’s what I’ve been doing when I can’t sleep. You were right. It does help a lot.” I sat down next to him on the bed.


    “So are you telling me that you have a secret I don’t know about and you’ve written about said secret on those pages?” I asked, hoping that wasn’t the truth. Hell, I could barely handle my own, let alone someone else’s.


    “No! No. Fuck, no. I just wanted to tell you that if you find these pages, or if you wake up on the middle of the night and I’m writing, this is what it is. Not some weird anti-Semitic manifest or something.” I snorted.


    “Well, that’s good to know. And I’m glad you don’t have any more secrets. I mean, other than stupid stuff like you peed your pants in third grade.” I hadn’t filled him in on all the details of my past, but Beth had helped me understand that I didn’t need to tell Max every single minute detail. My past was finally going to start staying there.


    “Uh no. I did not pee my pants in third grade. Second, yes.” I’d only meant that as a joke.


    “Really?” I asked and he nodded, his face a little red.


    “Yeah, well it happens to the best of us,” I said, patting his arm. “And I’m okay if you keep those kinds of secrets to yourself. Sometimes there are things we’d rather our significant other not know about.” I had plenty of those. Granted, he was going to figure out some stuff when we were in an apartment together. Yes, we spent every night together now, but that was a whole other thing. We’d be sharing a bathroom. I’d find out about his flossing habits. It was going to be weird. Awesome, but weird.


    “Are you excited about moving in with me?” he asked, as if he’d been reading my mind. He did that a lot.


    “No, not really,” I said, feigning indifference.


    “Oh, hell no,” he said, grabbing my wrists and then pinning me back on the bed, straddling my hips.


    Well now. I wasn’t indifferent anymore.


    “Are you… excited about moving in with me?” He ground his hips against mine and kept my hands above my head. What… what was going on? What was the question? Well, I only had one answer.


    “Yes,” I said. It was the only thing I could say.


    His smile was slow and sexy. If he wasn’t already on top of me, I would have tackled him.


    “Thought so.” I had no idea what we were talking about. The blood was rapidly leaving my brain and going to other places in my body.


    Max let go of my wrists, but only to start to lift my shirt and kiss my stomach.


    Yeah, I was going to enjoy living with him.
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    MY APPOINTMENT WITH Beth was on Wednesday of finals week. I had a paper due that morning and a test afterward, so my brain was pretty much dead. I’d finished my paper around five in the morning, an hour after Trish had finished one of hers. It probably wasn’t the best thing I’d ever written, but it was done and that was what mattered.


    I was stressed out as I sat in the waiting room. Then a beautiful woman came around the corner and I didn’t need anyone to tell me that was Beth. Yeah, she was definitely traditionally beautiful. Not anywhere near Trish, but no one was.


    “Max?” she asked.


    “That’s me,” I said, giving her a weak smile and standing.


    “If you’ll just follow me,” she said, motioning down the hall to her office.


    Things were a little awkward when I sat down and she pulled out a clipboard and a pad of what looked like legal paper.


    “So, Max, what brings you in today?” I’d asked Trish how the first session was supposed to go and she’d given me the down low.


    “Well, I’m guessing you already know who I am,” I said with a laugh. She smiled. I’d never seen teeth that white. They had to be fake. No one had teeth that pretty naturally.


    “I’m not at liberty to divulge what goes on in my sessions. I can’t even confirm or deny that someone is a patient, so let’s just start from square one, okay?” That made sense and I was glad that she took her job so seriously. Also, she could probably get sued if she divulged information. So there was that too.


    “Okay, cool. That’s fine. Well, I’m here because my girlfriend thought it would be a good idea and I’ve seen the progress she’s been making in therapy and I wanted to have that too.” She scribbled a few things down.


    “That sounds great, but you didn’t tell me exactly why you’re here. What made you think you needed therapy?” Fuck, where to start?


    I had to gather my thoughts for a moment so I made sure I said the right thing.


    “I guess… I’m here mostly because of my parents. They’re not supportive of me being in school. At all. They refused to give me any money and they’ve tried to bribe me to come back home.” Wow, it was good to say that out loud.


    She nodded and listened and didn’t tell me I was wrong. The words just kept coming out of my mouth and I couldn’t stop once I’d started.


    “I guess I’m pissed off,” I said later on. “I’m mad at them.” I didn’t realize it was true until I said it out loud.


    “That’s okay. You’re allowed to feel the way you feel. All your emotions are valid.” Good to know.


    Our session was almost over when I asked her what I should do about my mother calling.


    “I think you should talk to her. Listen to what she has to say, but calmly reiterate why you’re in school and that it’s a positive thing and that it’s made you happy. I can tell from what you’ve said that your parents do love you, but they’re not really doing it in the way you need.” That was exactly it. She made everything sound so simple.


    “I’ll try that.” Hopefully it would work. It might not, and I’d have to accept that. I was going to have to deal with the fact that this was a relationship I might have to walk away from.


    She shook my hand as I got up to leave and said it was nice to meet me.


    “Trish says hello, by the way,” I said and she gave me a wink before I headed out to the front desk to make another appointment.
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    “HOW WAS GETTING your head shrunk?” Trish asked when she came back from her exams.


    “I never understood that phrase, but anyway, it was good. You were right about her.” Her eyes narrowed a little and she turned away and started messing with her bag. What was that about?


    “Good. I’m glad you liked her.”


    “Yeah, she was really soothing. And the way she explained things, made them seem possible, you know?” She still wouldn’t turn and face me.


    “And she’s pretty sexy too, huh?” she said in a hard voice. Oh. Shit. She’d misinterpreted what I’d said.


    “I suppose most guys would think she was. But I’m not most guys and she’s not you. The only woman on this planet that I want to have sex with is you.” She looked up and I could tell she didn’t believe me. Her self-confidence and trust in me were still a work in progress. Hell, we were both a work in progress.


    “You, Trish. Only you, wild girl.” I put my hand under her chin and lifted her face so our eyes would meet.


    “I like hearing you say that. It’s hard to believe it still. But I’m trying.” I smiled and brought my forehead to hers.


    “I know you are. We’re both trying and that’s all we can ask for.”
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    AT LAST WE reached Friday and the end of exams. We all decided to have a party to celebrate. Trish and I wanted to have it at our new apartment, but we couldn’t move in just yet because the other tenants hadn’t vacated. They were due to move out on the weekend and then on Monday we could start bringing our stuff in. We still didn’t have a bed or any large furniture, but Simon was working on it. He’d already started on a TV stand and a pair of nightstands for us. Trish and I tried to pay him, but he said it was our housewarming present and he had gotten the pieces from Goodwill and was going to spruce them up for us.


    “If we’re not careful, he’s just going to furnish our whole place,” Trish said.


    “I would, if you let me,” he said. “Don’t threaten me with a good time.”


    Stryker got out the kiddie pool that I’d used for the beach date with Trish and we filled it up with water and stuck our feet in and pretended we were on a beach in the apartment parking lot.


    “I feel like my brain has actually been squished,” Lottie said. Zan reached up and started massaging her head.


    “Oh, that feels good. Don’t stop.” Will made a noise and then covered his ears.


    “Oh please,” Lottie said, splashing water at him. That unleashed a water fight and we all ended up getting soaked.


    Water balloons appeared from out of nowhere and then it was war. Boys against girls style. There wasn’t a clear winner, but we were all laughing and having a good time anyway.


    “God, wearing a bathing suit this summer is going to suck,” Katie said, leaning back in her creaky lawn chair.


    “You can wear whatever you want, sweetheart and, if anyone has anything to say about it, I’ll have some words with them,” Stryker said. Katie rolled her eyes.


    “Thank you, Mr. Caveman. I don’t need you to protect me from haters. I just mean that I’m not going to feel as sexy. I’m going to feel more like a whale.” She pouted and looked down. “Oh well. This is all for you, Blob.”


    I glanced at Trish and she was so fucking beautiful that I couldn’t take my eyes off her. It was like looking directly at the sun. You wanted to, but you couldn’t because it was too much.


    “You’re staring,” she said.


    “You’re beautiful.” I put my arm around her shoulder and brought her close for a kiss.


    “You’re trying to get some,” she whispered.


    “You’re right.”


    We laughed and then she moved from her chair to mine. Of course my phone chose that moment to ring. I retrieved my phone from where I’d folded it in my shirt and put it under my chair before the water fight, so it would stay dry.


    My mom. Of course.


    “She’s probably wondering when you’re coming home,” Trish said, looking at the screen. “You seriously need to talk to her.”


    She was right and after talking with Beth, I felt like I had a handle on doing this, so I stood up and answered, walking away from the group to stand near my car.


    “Hey, Mom.”
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    HIS BACK WAS straight as a rod and I wanted to go over and listen, but that would have been rude. Still, I kept my eyes on him as he talked to his mom. At first I could see him nodding and not saying a lot but then he spoke. I wished I could read lips. That skill would definitely come in handy right at this moment.


    He ended the call and stood by his car for a minute. I couldn’t take it anymore and got up to see what had gone down. Everyone else was talking about other things, so they didn’t even notice.


    “Hey,” I said, tapping his shoulder. He turned around, and he looked just as sad as he had when we’d walked into his parents’ house. I hated seeing that look. Hated. It. So. Much.


    “How did it go?” I asked. He let out a shaky breath and then gave me a hesitant smile.


    “Not great but not terrible, if that makes sense. I told her that I wasn’t coming home for the summer, that I was living here. She asked all kinds of questions and I decided not to drop the bomb on her that I’m living with you quite yet. You’re not mad, are you?” I put my arms around him.


    “No, I’m sure the fact that you’re not coming back was enough of a shock.”


    “Yeah, pretty much.” He brushed my hair back. “She was really upset and I don’t know if she’s going to forgive me, but… I know I need to do this and hopefully down the road she and Dad will understand why. And if they don’t, that’s going to be shitty, but I have you and everyone and I know that I’m not alone. I may not have blood family, but I have the family that I got to pick, which is pretty cool.” He gave me a watered-down smile, and it was good enough.


    “Hey, why don’t you go upstairs and grab some more sodas,” I suggested. His eyes were a little red and I could tell he probably needed a moment alone.


    “Good idea.” He placed a kiss in the middle of my forehead and then went back into the building.


    “Everything okay?” Audrey asked when I sat back down. She had her sunglasses on and her hair hung across the back of her chair like silk. I would never admit to her that I had hair envy.


    “Yeah, he’s just having some issues with his parents. They’re not too happy about him staying here for the summer.” She pushed her sunglasses up on her forehead.


    “Oh my God, do I ever understand that. My parents have never approved of anything I did. But you have to decide to do what’s best for you, even if they don’t like it.”


    “Exactly,” I said, shading my eyes and wishing I’d brought some sunglasses.


    “If he wants to talk about it, let me know,” she said. Audrey was just the sweetest.


    “I will, thanks.”


    “Anytime.”
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    MAX WAS GONE for a while so I went up to check on him. He wasn’t in the kitchen or the living room so I assumed he was in the bathroom. I knocked on the door.


    “Max? You okay?” There was an audible sniff.


    “Yeah, fine.” His voice was uneven and I could tell he’d been crying.


    “Okay. Just wanted to make sure.”


    “Yeah, hun. I’m okay. I’ll be right down.” I heard the sink come on and I went to the fridge and grabbed a few cans of soda before heading back downstairs. Max came down a few minutes later, his eyes just a tiny bit red, but there was a smile on his face.


    “I’m good, promise,” he said, sitting back down.


    “I know,” I said.
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    “WHAT DO YOU think of this one?” Max said, pointing at yet another bedframe. We were at one of those huge discount warehouses, looking at the “damaged” pieces they couldn’t sell on the main floor. Sometimes the damage was a simple chip in the edge that didn’t hurt the structural integrity, so we were happy to pay a hell of a lot less.


    To be honest, most of the stuff was fucking ugly. We were in Maine and a lot of the furniture typical Mainers had in their homes was thick and in dark colors and with gross wood grain that looked cheap.


    But Max was good at scanning the entire room and finding the gems hidden in all the crap.


    “Oh, that’s not bad,” I said. It was a queen bedframe in a distressed white iron. It had flowers on it, but they were kinda pretty. It wasn’t something I would have picked out, but I liked it.


    “Isn’t it a little feminine?” I asked, surprised this would be something he’d pick.


    He shrugged.


    “I’d rather have this than one of those monstrosities.” He pointed toward these weird “units” that had a giant headboard with shelves and then more shelves on either side, like built-in nightstands. They were just awful.


    “True. Okay, let’s put that on the maybe list and keep looking.” I checked the tag before we moved on and it was definitely in our price range.


    “Is it weird that I feel like someone is going to come and tell us we’re not allowed to be buying furniture?” Max said. I laughed as we walked by a few ugly dressers.


    “No, because I feel the same way,” I said. He reached out and took my hand as we perused.


    By the end of the day, we bought the white bedframe, a mattress that was like sleeping on a cloud, two bedside tables, a non-ugly dresser and a small couch. It wasn’t everything we needed, but it was a good start.


    I almost fainted when the guy told us the total, but Max pulled out his checkbook and handed the check over without so much as a grimace. We’d agreed to split the cost, so I was just going to give him a check from my account.


    “You know,” I said as we were leaving after setting up a delivery time for the next day, “we might want to think about getting a joint account. I mean, not to put everything in, but so that if we need to buy stuff for the house we could.” Wow, I sounded like a grown-up, talking about joint bank accounts.


    “That’s not a bad idea at all. We should do that next week. We could also get debit cards, one for each of us and then we can use them to buy groceries and stuff.” Groceries. There was so much to think about, it almost made my brain hurt, but it was fun too. There was no one else I’d rather shop for groceries with.


    “You know what?” I said as we walked back into his dorm room. We didn’t have to move our crap out until Sunday, so Max and I were just going to pack our cars full and then we’d be all set for Monday morning.


    “What?” he asked as he waded around boxes and garbage bags full of all of his stuff. He fell back on the bed and I joined him.


    “I’m proud of you. For going to therapy and for coming to college in the first place. You’re brave and wonderful and I love you,” I said. Now that I could say the words, I wanted to kick myself for holding them back for so long.


    “Aw, thanks,” he said, stroking my arm. “I’m so proud of you. Who knew the two of us would be able to make it? I mean, we still don’t know what we want to major in, or do with our lives, but it doesn’t matter. Hell, I’d work at a fast food joint and as long as I knew I was coming home to you, I’d be the happiest man in the world.” Yeah, well, ditto.


    “I’ve been thinking I might like to take dance,” I said. This was one more little thing I hadn’t told him about yet.


    “Can you dance? I mean, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you dance. That’s weird that I’ve never seen you dance.” His eyebrows drew together and he sat up.


    “Yeah, that was somewhat intentional. Stryker doesn’t even know. I mean, I never took classes or anything, I would just do stuff to music. I know I’m not going to be a professional, but I still think I’d like to take a class and see what it’s like.” His eyes lit up.


    “Would you dance for me?”


    I bit my lip. Trusting him still wasn’t easy and it tested me every day.


    “I guess. But I need room,” I said, holding my arm out and motioning to the boxes.


    That spurred Max into action and within moments the boxes were stacked in his closet and on the beds and I had as much space as you could really get in a dorm room.


    “Okay, but if I suck, you have to promise to lie to me,” I said.


    “You’re not going to suck, I promise you that.” I rolled my eyes and pulled up the music on my phone. Hm. I scrolled through and picked a song. “Chandelier” by Sia. It was an emotional song with a throbbing beat and it always consumed me when I listened to it.


    I set the phone down and hit Play.


    Opening my eyes, I looked at Max and let the music flow through me. I didn’t have a set routine to this song, but I’d danced to it before and I let the movement happen.


    The world melted away except for a pair of blue eyes that looked at me as if I was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. I put everything into the dance, going all out. I wanted to show him the absolute best I had. I wanted to show him the best of me. I tore my heart out and laid it at his feet, hoping he’d accept it because it was already his. It had been his since we first locked eyes at the funeral. Death had brought us together, but this was life. Two people making it work. Two imperfect people that were perfect together.


    Tears fell from my eyes, but I didn’t wipe them away. I kept going until I’d given it everything I had and the last beats of the song had faded and then ceased.


    My chest heaved and my body was spent. I looked at Max and he had the most intense look in his eyes that I’d ever seen. Without a word he got up and crossed the space between us and seized me.


    “I love you so much it consumes me,” he said as he held me so hard I couldn’t breathe. “Sometimes I wonder if you’re real or if you’re just a brilliant figment of my imagination. But there is no way I could have dreamed you up.” I gripped onto him, wishing there was a way I could hold him even tighter.


    I pulled back so I could see his face. There were tears hovering in his eyes.


    “You’re extraordinary and I can’t believe you’re mine,” he said.


    “I feel the same way. I love you, Max.” We both smiled through tears and he asked me one question.


    “Will you dance with me now?” I laughed and he wiped the tears from under my eyes.


    “Yes, I’ll dance with you. For the rest of our lives.”
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    “WHY CAN’T THEY just tell us? Do they have to make it into a big thing?” Trish grumbled as we walked the short distance from our new apartment to Stryker and Katie’s.


    “I think it’s kind of nice,” I said. She glared at me.


    “It’s just a lot of nonsense.”


    Stryker and Katie were revealing the gender of their baby and doing it in grand style. Apparently Katie had been going nuts on Pinterest and between the baby and the wedding, she was getting all kinds of ideas. One of them being a gender reveal party.


    “I think it’s just another excuse for them to ask for presents,” Trish said, holding up the bag in her other hand. We’d gotten a little bath set, which was gender-neutral.


    “What do you think it’s going to be?” I asked as we walked upstairs to the apartment.


    “No idea, but I’m more worried about the name.” I laughed and we walked in. Everyone else was there and waiting.


    “Sorry, sorry,” Trish said as Stryker glared at us for holding up the show. They had a large cake frosted white sitting on the kitchen counter and everyone was crowded around it.


    “So, what’s the deal here?” Trish asked, setting the present with the others by the couch.


    “They made the cake in either pink or blue and when they cut it, we’ll see,” Lottie explained.


    “Well, that’s sexist,” Trish said. “Who decided that pink was for girls and blue was for boys? Did you know that pink was originally a boy’s color? Did you?” She directed her comments to Stryker.


    “Can you not ruin this, Trish? Like, put your feminism on hold for like an hour.” Trish started to sputter, but I squeezed her hand.


    “Let them have their moment,” I said in her ear. She made protesting noises, but closed her mouth.


    “Okay, now that everyone is here, we can do this thing,” Katie said, holding up the silver cake cutter. She had a glowing smile on her face and I’d never seen her happier. Stryker put his hand over hers and they cut into the cake together.


    “I knew it! You owe me twenty bucks!” Will said, pointing to Simon when the piece was cut and revealed pink on the inside.


    “A girl, a girl!” Lottie said, jumping up and down. There were rounds of hugs for the happy parents-to-be and Trish started giving them a lecture about teaching their daughter about strong female role models.


    “Well, she’ll have Auntie Trish to teach her all about kicking ass and taking names,” Katie said as she handed out pieces to everyone.


    “Damn right. That kid is going to grow up knowing she can do whatever the fuck she wants and the patriarchy can suck it.”


    “Hear, hear,” I said, putting my arm around her waist. Maybe she should go into politics. She’d be damn good at it. Trish would be damn good at whatever she did. The two of us had been looking through the course catalogues together and seeing which majors we might want to try.


    “We can always change our minds,” she’d said. “And if we don’t want to pick, we can just keep taking classes and never graduate. Then we’ll never have to pay back our loans.” I laughed at that plan. I loved the way her mind worked.


    We were going to take the summer and figure our shit out, taking road trips and working our asses off and building our new home together. I hoped to go back and see my parents at some point, but for now phone calls were all I could do. I was still seeing Beth and she was helping me work through a lot of things I’d buried and hadn’t dealt with.


    “We should have a baby someday,” Trish said nonchalantly as we walked back after the party. I nearly tripped and broke my neck.


    “Are you serious?” I asked.


    “Yeah, why not? I mean, I never thought I wanted kids, but now that I’m seeing it, it doesn’t seem so bad. I might change my mind after that baby pops out, but it’s something to think about. Isn’t it?” I sputtered for a minute.


    “Don’t worry, Max. I’m not going to take out my IUD and not tell you and then surprise you one day with a pee stick with a bow around it.” I nearly gagged. Gross. I hoped people didn’t really do that.


    “Okay, good. But yeah, sure. Kids. Down the road.” Way down the road.


    “Cool,” she said, leaning against my shoulder. “I just think it would be a crime for you not to get to be a dad.”


    “You’d be such an amazing mom. Our kids would be awesome.” They seriously would be.


    “Yeah, they will be.” For just a second, I allowed myself to picture Trish holding a baby. Our baby. Yeah, that was definitely something I wanted to happen.


    “Well, until we decide to make one for real,” I said as we walked in the door and I closed it behind us, “do you want to practice making one?” I pulled my shirt over my head.


    “Hell, yeah,” she said and her dress dropped from her shoulders and onto the floor.


    “Practice makes perfect.”
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    I’ve been officially writing this series for almost three years now and it feels like a lifetime. What started out as a stand-alone has become something bigger than I ever thought it would be. I’ve been dying to write Trish’s story ever since I decided that Zan and Lottie weren’t the only ones who needed to have their story told. I didn’t know much about Max before I started writing this book and I’m glad he decided to wait to reveal himself to me.


    Writing this book was a joy and I have to thank quite a few people for helping me get here. My editor, Jen, for working overtime without complaint and for saying, via email as she sent me the last edited piece “so, what’s next?” and always being ready for what I have to throw at her. To Jessica, my publicist extraordinaire, who I consistently stress out with my flying by the seat of my pantsness. My formatter, Elle, who is a total rockstar and never says no to me. To Jay Crownover who I’m convinced inspired the direction that Stryker and Katie’s story took in this book, and who has been so supportive of this series. To my other writer friends (who also sometimes function as therapists) Jen, Magan, Susie, Emma, Kathryn, Karina, Cora, Daisy, Tiffany and Chelsea, you’re all worth your weight in pure cocaine, which is a lot, in case you were wondering. To my non-writer friends, Rachel, Liz, Colleen and Caroline, who are always ready to tell me their most embarrassing stories and let me use them in books. To the crew from InkSlinger, you ladies are the best and I’m honored to call you friends. Finally, you. For holding in for this long. For emailing me and messaging me and asking which couple is going to get a book, or making fan art or telling me how you wish Zan was real (believe me, if he was, I would be all over that). This series has been such a huge part of my life and my journey as a writer. I will always love it and treasure these stories and I hope you will too.
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