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“Have a first date, a first kiss, smoke a cigarette, get a fake ID, go skinny-dipping. Have sex.”
 
 

 
 
When I opened my eyes, Ryan was staring at me. My heart pounded. He was so close I could feel the heat radiating off his body. It made the blood sizzle in my veins.
 
“All that before you turn twenty?” he whispered. I nodded and his eyes went over my face, lingering on my lips. “How long do you have?”
 
My heart pounded in my ears, drowning out the ocean and the wind. Even the music from the party. “A year. I turn nineteen on September fifth.”
 
“Seems doable,” he said, scooting closer. “How many things have you marked off?”
 
“Four before tonight.” My heart pounded even faster, and I inhaled sharply. His eyes were still on my lips and it made my brain even fuzzier than the alcohol. “Now I can cross off getting drunk, and Cami says we’re going to stay out all night.”
 
He pulled back a fraction of an inch. “How drunk are you?”
 
I shook my head and blinked a few times when my temples pounded. “I don’t have anything to compare it to.”
 
He frowned, then his eyes went to my lips. “We can cross something else off, if you want.”
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Sweat trickled down my back and my stomach tensed when the cab pulled away. I inhaled and the air was thick and sticky. The South Carolina humidity was going to take some getting used to. My skin was moist just from standing on the sidewalk for a few minutes, and I could practically feel my hair curling. So much for straightening it before I left California.
 
I adjusted my backpack and my legs were so wobbly that the weight of it almost knocked me down. There was a knot the size of a softball in my shoulder. All I wanted was to get to my room and unload my stuff.
 
The exterior of College Lodge was bright, although a little outdated, and the multicolored panels should have helped eased the knots in my stomach. How could anything so cheerful-looking be scary? But I was alone and facing the daunting task of getting my stuff up to my room on the third floor. All I had was my backpack and two large suitcases, but it was going to be a hassle.
 
I chewed on my lower lip while other students hurried by. Most were moving in like me, but everyone else seemed to have help. Parents, siblings, boyfriends or girlfriends. I had no one. I’d sworn to my dad it was no big deal, but the thought of walking into the building alone made me want to throw up. My insides clenched and the back of my eyes stung with the tears that normally threatened whenever I was faced with the unknown. Dammit. Why couldn’t I control my emotions? Just suck it up and lug my crap in like everyone else? I couldn’t be the only person alone on the first day.
 
Swallowing down the tears, I raised the handles on both suitcases and pulled while keeping my eyes focused on the front doors. Thank-fully, they were propped open. Getting through wouldn’t be an issue, and the building had an elevator. All I had to do was make it there, then I’d be golden.
 
The wheels on one of the suitcases hit a snag right after I made it through the door. The suitcase came to an abrupt halt. A bead of sweat slowly made its way down my spine and the muscles in my arms ached. It had been a long day and the suitcases weighed about eighty pounds each. I gritted my teeth and tugged harder.
 
The suitcase thumped forward just as the roadblock I’d run into said, “Whoa!”
 
I looked up to find a guy grinning at me. He hopped on one foot and rubbed his toes. I’d run into a person. A person wearing flip-flops.
 
I blew the sweaty hair off my forehead. “I’m sorry,” I huffed. “Did I hurt you?”
 
He grinned even more and put his foot down. “No. I was just trying to make you feel bad.” He winked.
 
Why would he want to make me feel bad? “Um . . . okay.”
 
His eyes—which were big and brown and smooth like chocolate—moved down to my bags. He tilted his head. “You need some help?”
 
I totally did, but I’ve always been stubborn, so I shook my head. “No. I’m okay.”
 
He frowned and scratched his head. It reminded me of a monkey on the Discovery Channel. A very cute monkey, but still a monkey. He shook his head and his brown hair swished back and forth. Then he stepped forward and pried my hand off the suitcase nearest him. The one that had just run over his toes.
 
“You need help.” He lugged it toward the elevator and I rushed to keep up. “What floor are you on?”
 
“Um . . . three.” Did I want some strange guy knowing where I lived? It was a coed dorm and he could be my next door neighbor for all I knew, but . . .
 
“Me too,” he said over his shoulder. “My roommate is unpacking as we speak.” There was a line for the elevator. He parked my suitcase at the end of the line and turned to face me. “Have you met your roommate yet?” I shook my head and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Hopefully, you have better luck than I did. Mine is dressed completely in black, and when I left he was hanging up posters for metal bands I’ve never heard of. I’m pretty sure he’s going to kidnap me and sacrifice me on Halloween.”
 
I giggled and covered my mouth.
 
His lips turned up into an adorable grin. “So you can smile.” I shrugged and he grinned even more. “I’m Chris Presley—no relation to Elvis. Believe me, I’ve tried to find one.”
 
My smile got bigger and a little bit of tension eased in my stomach. He seemed nice enough. “Annie Roth.”
 
“So where are you from, Annie Roth?”
 
“All over. My dad was in the Air Force.” I sighed without meaning to and my cheeks grew warm. “California most recently.”
 
Chris tilted his head and his eyes swept over my face. “That’s a long way to go for college. Why Charleston?”
 
I shrugged and twirled my white-blond hair around my finger to distract myself from his intense gaze. How was I supposed to act when boys looked at me like that? “We were stationed here when I was a kid and I loved it. I always wanted to come back.” He kept nodding while the line moved forward, and my insides started to squirm. “What about you?” I needed to take the attention off me. “Where are you from?”
 
“West Ashley, just up the road a bit.”
 
We were next in line, but I’d run out of things to say. I wracked my brain for something—anything—that would keep the conversation going, but I came up blank.
 
The longer the silence stretched on, the more my cheeks burned. I shuffled my feet and twirled my hair faster, and Chris’s smile got even bigger. He was really cute, but I was at a complete loss. Maybe I was at a loss because he was so cute.
 
Chris chuckled like he was enjoying some private joke. “So you’re a freshman?”
 
I nodded and chewed on my lip while the people in front of us disappeared into the elevator. We were next, and I couldn’t wait to get it over with.
 
“I’m a sophomore.” He leaned forward and elbowed me playfully. “So if you need any help, just let me know.”
 
“You’re a sophomore, but you’re rooming with someone you don’t know?”
 
Chris’s mouth turned down at one corner and his eyes moved to the elevator. Then his lips twitched and flipped back up, like a switch. “I was supposed to room with a buddy of mine, but he bailed and got an apartment downtown. Which left me screwed. I’m considering flooding his apartment as payback.”
 
My eyebrows shot up and my mouth dropped open just as the elevator door did.
 
Chris smirked and pulled my suitcase forward. “I’m kidding.” He tilted his head when he walked by me. “Come on.”
 
We squeezed in and the elevator lurched up as soon as the doors were shut. My heart pounded and I tapped my toe on the ground. Come on, Annie, think! There has to be something you can ask him. Isn’t this why you’re here? Why you’ve come all this way? Keep the conversation going!
 
“Do you play any sports?” I blurted out just as he said, “Are you always this quiet?”
 
My cheeks burst into flames and he laughed. “No. I played some soccer in high school, but I wasn’t good enough to keep going. Not that I really had any desire. College is supposed to be fun.”
 
The elevator stopped on the third floor with a sudden lurch and the door slid open.
 
Chris grinned and motioned for me to go first. “What about you? Sports?”
 
“Um, volleyball,” I mumbled. “But not anymore.” After his comment about college being for fun I wanted him to know that I wasn’t playing anymore. I guess being in a sport would have meant I wasn’t fun?
 
“I’m not surprised.” His eyes swept over me, starting at my feet and traveling up my long legs to my torso. Ending on my pink face. “How tall are you?”
 
A shiver ran down my spine and I crossed my arms over my chest. As if it would somehow control my pounding heart. It didn’t. “Five ten.”
 
His brown eyes twinkled like he knew exactly what he was doing to me. He took a tiny step closer. “You play basketball too?”
 
I shook my head and swallowed, but I didn’t move. There was less than half a foot of space between us, and we were standing right in front of the elevator. My heart pounded and I wiggled my toes like that would make my feet work. I could barely breathe.
 
“Which way?” Chris asked.
 
We could go either right or left. The dorm looked like an old motel—which was exactly what it was—and a balcony/catwalk ran along the outside of the building.
 
I glanced at the sign mounted on the wall next to us. “My room is three fifteen, so right, I guess.”
 
Chris’s grin got even bigger. “I’m three ten, so you’re just a couple doors down from me.”
 
If I said my heart didn’t do a very intricate series of somersaults, I’d be lying. Chris was fun and cute, and actually seemed to enjoy being in my company. The idea of seeing him around was more than thrilling.
 
“That’s nice,” I somehow managed to get out.
 
Of course, as soon as I said it, I started to sweat. Did I sound too needy? Not interested enough? Too dismissive? I had no idea. Chris had started walking already and his back was to me, so it was impossible to read his reaction. I needed to think of a way to make him know I was interested in seeing him around, but that I wasn’t crazy clingy or overly enthusiastic. Just that I wanted to get to know him better. How did other girls do that?
 
We passed three ten and Chris tilted his head toward the door. “This is me,” he said, but kept walking.
 
My insides buzzed. He’d pointed his room out. That had to be a good sign.
 
Just a few doors down Chris stopped and gallantly swept his arm toward the already open door of room three fifteen. “Your quarters,” he said with a dramatic bow.
 
It was cheesy but cute, and I couldn’t help giggling. Which totally wasn’t me. I wasn’t the giggly, peppy, girly type. I was the athletic, jeans and t-shirt type. The kind of girl guys were buddies with, not the kind they asked out on dates. This whole flirting thing was new to me.
 
“Thanks, Chris,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and shuffling my feet.
 
He shrugged and stuffed his hands in the pockets of his khaki shorts. “Well . . . I guess you’ll want to get unpacked?” I nodded and his head bobbed in return. “Okay. I’ll catch you later then?”
 
“Definitely.”
 
He chuckled and his shoulders straightened. “Cool. Later.”
 
I stood frozen in place, watching him walk away. He didn’t even pause outside the door to his room. He disappeared around the corner and I finally allowed the smile I’d been holding back to break through. It was so big it hurt my cheeks, but it was amazing. This was a good start! I’d met a guy, I’d managed to have a somewhat coherent conversation, and he didn’t look at me like I was one of the guys. I could do this after all.
 
My new roommate was already unpacking when I dragged my stuff through the door. Her face was red and she barely looked up from trying to shove clothes into the small wardrobe.
 
“This is ridiculous!” she grunted. “I picked this dorm because it’s supposed to have bigger rooms than the others.” She paused long enough to brush a handful of dark hair out of her eyes. “I thought that would mean more storage!”
 
She was nothing like me. Her hair was long and styled in dark ringlets that went down the middle of her back. It was weightless when she moved, bouncing with every step. She was tan and wearing a tiny sundress that barely covered her backside—a very shapely one too. She had the kind of face and body guys stopped to drool over. Innocent, but sexy at the same time. There were clothes everywhere, waiting to be put away. And shoes! More than three people could possibly need.
 
I could barely walk through the room, let alone pull my suitcases in. I settled with shoving them against the wall. Then I just stood there, awkwardly playing with the hem of my San Francisco 49ers t-shirt while I waited for my roommate to acknowledge me.
 
After managing to get a few more hangers stuffed into her wardrobe she huffed and stood back, eyeing it with her hands on her hips. “That’s all I can do. I’m going to have to buy something to put under the bed that I can store clothes in. Thank God there’s room!”
 
Then she spun around and gave me a huge smile, revealing the whitest teeth I’ve ever seen outside a toothpaste commercial. “You must be Annie!”
 
I nodded and she rushed forward, throwing her arms around me. It took me so off guard I stumbled back and bumped against the wall, knocking my suitcase over and nearly falling on my butt.
 
“Oh!” she said, grabbing my arm and pulling me upright with a laugh. “Sorry, I get carried away sometimes. I’m Cami!”
 
“Hi.”
 
Cami stood in front of me with that big smile on her face and I bit my lip. What did she want me to say now?
 
“So you’re from California? You must be tired and dying to unpack. I hope you have better luck than I did. I couldn’t fit even half of my stuff.”
 
“I’ll probably have some extra room. I don’t have a lot.”
 
Cami’s eyes—an odd mixture of brown and green that really jumped out against her tan face—went down to my suitcases. “Is that all you have?” I nodded and she laughed. “Wow! I guess Ryan’s right. I am high-maintenance. He bitched the whole time he and Dad moved me in, like I can help that I need a lot of stuff!”
 
It was the most ridiculous statement I’d ever heard, but it made me laugh. Cami seemed nice and easygoing, which was a relief. At first sight I’d been sure we would never get along. Girls like her didn’t typically understand girls like me. Why I didn’t wear makeup or dresses or heels.
 
“Is Ryan your brother?”
 
Cami blinked like she didn’t understand the question, then smiled. She shook her head and shrugged at the same time. “Yes and no. He’s my cousin, but he’s like a brother. He lived with us growing up.”
 
I didn’t ask anything else even though I was curious. If she wanted to share the story, she would in her own time. If not, it was none of my business.
 
“He’s a sophomore here,” Cami continued.
 
She turned away and started clearing the floor, presumably so I could get through the room. Every time she bent over to pick something up, her dress went so high I was sure I was going to get a shot of her underwear. How did girls walk around in such short clothes? Of course, on me that dress would be obscene.
 
Cami chattered away while I unpacked. She told me all about her mom and dad and her cousin Ryan, who reminded me a lot of my own brothers. I didn’t say much, and Cami didn’t seem to notice at first. By the time I had my stuff put away, she was frowning.
 
“You haven’t told me a thing about yourself!”
 
“Um . . . what do you want to know? I, um . . . I played volleyball in high school. I got enough academic scholarships to cover tuition, so I don’t have to work. I have four older brothers. Two are in college, one is at the Air Force Academy. The other is married and lives in Georgia.”
 
Cami crossed her arms over her chest and frowned. She didn’t look satisfied. “Boyfriend?” I shook my head and she pursed her lips. “What do you do for fun?”
 
“I told you, volleyball.” I squirmed while I tried to figure out exactly what she wanted from me. No matter what I said, her lips got tighter and her eyes more narrowed until they were nothing but tiny slits.
 
She exhaled and puckered her lips before saying, “What else? I like to go shopping and to the beach, hang out with friends.”
 
“That sounds like fun.” What did she want me to say?
 
She was staring at me like I didn’t speak English, shaking her head. “Are you shy?” I shrugged again and Cami nodded. “We’ll work on that. I plan on having an awesome time in college, and I’m taking you with me. Got it?” She tilted her head and grinned at her plan. Then went back to organizing her things, which were still strewn all over the place.
 
My stuff was neatly put away, and it suddenly occurred to me how grungy I was. I’d taken the red-eye from California. Spent the whole night either on a plane or scrunched up in airport chairs.
 
“I think I’m going to take a shower.”
 
Cami shrugged, but didn’t look up from organizing her massive earring collection. “Just be ready in two hours. We’re going out.”
 
My heart jumped and my stomach dropped, but I kept my mouth shut. The idea terrified me, but at the same time I was more than ready to do something. For once.
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Cami was already primping when I stepped out of the bathroom. She paused long enough to flash me her movie-star smile before going back to her mascara. “Ryan is going to be here in thirty, so you better hurry.”
 
My hair was dripping; it was going to take me thirty minutes just to get it dry. “I thought you said we had two hours?” Why was that my only question? Shouldn’t I have been asking where she planned on going?
 
She shrugged and I tried to get a closer look while she expertly curled her eyelashes. How did girls do that without poking themselves in the eye? “He called and said they were going out earlier. They want to catch dinner first.”
 
I ran a comb through my hair and did my best to calm my pounding heart. It didn’t work. “Where are you going?”
 
Cami giggled as she put a tissue between her burgundy lips and smacked them together. “We, and who cares? Anywhere Ryan will take us! It’s our first night as college students and I want to have fun!”
 
She turned the music up on her iPhone and bopped across the room. My heart pounded harder. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever really had a day of fun in my life. Not real fun. Not the way other teenagers did.
 
I got busy blow-drying my hair, trying not to think about the night ahead. Thinking about going out made my stomach twist into knots, but I was determined to go through with it. Whatever it was. I’d chosen a school far away from home so I could experience life, and that was what I was going to do.
 
When my hair was no longer soaking wet, I turned the blow dryer off. Then I raked my fingers through the strands and pulled it into a ponytail. When I turned around, Cami was staring at me with narrowed eyes.
 
“You’re wearing that?”
 
I looked down at my jean shorts and t-shirt and pursed my lips. It didn’t seem like something a college student would wear when she was going out, but it was all I had. Cami was in a short jean skirt with a red halter top and gold heels that were totally inappropriate for walking around downtown Charleston. She would probably end up breaking her neck.
 
“I don’t have anything else.”
 
She arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow at me and shook her head. “Nothing? No skirts or dresses?” I shrugged. “You have to at least have something nicer than that shirt.”
 
I looked down at my favorite Air Force Academy t-shirt. My brother Adam had gotten it for me for Christmas the year before. I loved that shirt.
 
Cami ripped open my wardrobe and let out a huff. “You have six shirts in here!” She thumbed through them, shaking her head the entire time. When she got to the only dress I owned, she huffed and pulled it out. “What is this?”
 
It was white and had short cap sleeves, and it buttoned down the front. “I wore it under my graduation gown last June.” It was the first dress I could remember owning, but I couldn’t say those words out loud. Not to Cami.
 
“This looks like something the eleven-year-old I babysit for would wear. No, scratch that. It looks like something her six-year-old sister or seventy-year-old grandma would wear. You can’t wear this.” She tossed it aside and crossed her arms. “Throw that out.”
 
I wanted to be insulted, but I couldn’t be. The dress was just as repulsive to me, but my dad had been so proud of his purchase that I couldn’t tell him. And I couldn’t explain why I hated it, not even to myself. I just knew instinctively that it was not something an eighteen-year-old would wear. Not that I owned a single piece of clothing I loved for something other than comfort. I’d known girls who had a favorite dress or pair of shoes—things that made them feel sexy or irresistible—but not me. My wardrobe consisted of sensible shorts and yoga pants, t-shirts my brothers would have no problem wearing, and running shoes. Practical things.
 
Cami was busy digging through her closet. “What size are you?”
 
I looked down like my legs would somehow know the answer. “Medium?”
 
She straightened up. “Medium? No way! You have to weigh like one twenty? That shirt is way too big and those shorts are doing nothing for your body.” She shook her head. “I bet you don’t wear makeup either.”
 
“I don’t own any.”
 
She turned her back to me, grumbling like I’d just confessed to killing her cat. “We don’t have time to fool with that now. I’d let you use mine, but we aren’t exactly the same coloring.”
 
She wasn’t kidding. Her skin was so tan she could probably pass for Hispanic, but mine was snowy white. All of me was, actually. My skin, my hair, my eyebrows and eyelashes. Even my eyes were such a pale shade of brown that they looked almost gold.
 
Cami tossed something at me before turning back to her closet. “Try that on.”
 
It was a billowy tank top. The fabric was thin and soft, and there were little blue flowers on it. I’d never owned a piece of clothing with flowers on it. A sudden thrill shot through me at the thought of getting to wear something so pretty. Which was nuts. Since when did I care about clothes?
 
I turned my back to my roommate and pulled my shirt over my head before slipping the tank on. When I looked in the mirror, a small smile tugged at my lips. It was really pretty, and wearing it I almost felt pretty too. Feminine even.
 
“Okay, let me see,” Cami said, calling back some of my anxiety.
 
I turned around to face her, feeling like I was headed to the Spanish Inquisition.
 
She nodded her approval while pursing her lips at the same time. “Better, but those shorts are still . . .” She had something in her hands, and when she held it up I shook my head and took a step back.
 
“I can’t wear that, Cami!” I said, pointing to the tiny jean skirt in her right hand.
 
“What’s wrong with it?”
 
“It’s too short! It would be inappropriate on me!”
 
“I wear it!” she argued.
 
My mouth dropped open and I had the urge to roll my eyes. Was she serious? “Cami, I’ve got to be six inches taller than you!”
 
She huffed and tossed the jean skirt on the floor. “I thought you’d say that. Take these,” she said, holding out a pair of white Bermuda shorts. “I usually save them for things like studying or lying around the house, but I guess it would be dressing up for you.”
 
I couldn’t help laughing at her exasperated tone as I dropped my shorts to the ground. Hers were a little big on me, but even I had to admit they looked nicer than the ones I’d been wearing.
 
“Much better,” Cami said, circling me like a vulture. “We have to go shopping ASAP! Until then . . .” She swooped in with a delicate silver necklace, then went for my ears.
 
I pushed her hands away. “They’re not pierced.”
 
“What? You’re killing me!”
 
“My dad is very protective.”
 
That was an understatement, but we had the whole year to get into my dad’s neurotic behavior. In the meantime, I was gonna go with the flow and let Cami do her worst. Or best, depending on whom you asked.
 
My eyes landed on my bare feet and I wiggled my toes. “What about shoes?”
 
Cami’s dark expression brightened and she was instantly distracted from the lack of holes in my body. “What do you have?”
 
I shrugged again—it was turning into a habit or nervous tic or something. “Running shoes and flip-flops.” I braced myself for her groan, but she was too busy studying the shoes in the bottom of my wardrobe.
 
“These will have to do. At least they’re not those ugly black athletic-looking flip-flops guys wear.” Her face scrunched up in disgust and she dropped my white Old Navy flip-flops in front of me. I fought back a laugh when I pointed to the Nike flip-flops sitting under my bed.
 
Cami threw her hands in the air. “Did a man dress you?”
 
This time I couldn’t hold back the laugh. It shook my body, but there was a slight edge to it. I swallowed my bitterness and slipped my feet into the flip-flops before saying, “Yes, my dad.”
 
“Where was your mom in all this?”
 
My throat tightened and I turned my back to Cami, pretending to study the jewelry strewn across her desk. “She died when I was a baby.”
 
“Oh shit.” The words came out sounding like a gush of air, and Cami was instantly behind me. Her hands were on my shoulders and I wanted to shrug her off, but I also didn’t. It was nice. I’d actually never had a girl friend before. Not that I could remember, anyway. “I’m so sorry, Annie. That sucks.”
 
I turned to face her. She was chewing on her bottom lip. A couple times she looked like she wanted to say more, but before she could, her phone beeped. She jumped about six inches off the ground. I was sure when she landed she’d fall on her rear end, but she didn’t. Somehow she landed on those insane heels as elegantly as if she were a ballet dancer on stage, then darted across the room to her phone.
 
“Ryan’s downstairs!” she squealed, grabbing a tube of lip gloss and swinging around to face me. “I can’t do much with your makeup right now, but this will help.”
 
I took the tube from her and applied a thin layer to my lips. When I was done, I slipped the cap back on and held my arms out at my sides. “Well? Do I pass?”
 
Cami nodded her approval for a second, then paused. “Take your hair down.”
 
I never wore my hair down, but she was the expert. So I pulled the ponytail holder out and flipped my head over, running my fingers through the strands before tossing it back. Another thing I’d never done, but I’d seen dozens of girls do it over the years. It seemed like something that would make Cami happy.
 
And it did. Her face lit up and she nodded excitedly. “Better. Now grab your ID and let’s go!”
 
My cell phone caught my eye when I turned to leave, and I hesitated. My dad would be calling me when he got off work, which should be any time now. I should take it with me, but I didn’t want to. For one night I wanted to pretend my life was my own. Before I could change my mind, I grabbed the phone and tucked it under my pillow. Then I ran out the door after Cami.
 
The elevator moved down and my stomach tightened. I shuffled my feet while Cami ran her fingers through her hair. Neither one of us could stand still, but for two very different reasons. I was nervous as hell, and Cami was so excited she was practically bouncing. She reminded me of the two-year-old who lived next door to us. The way he always ran around on the balls of his feet, bouncing across the yard excitedly. It made me smile, and for some crazy reason that helped me relax.
 
“Thanks for inviting me,” I said, wanting to cringe when my voice shook. Get it together, Annie. You are going to have fun and forget about everyone else for a change.
 
Cami shrugged, but watched me out of the corner of her eye. “You’re going to be okay, right?”
 
“Why?”
 
“You just look really nervous.”
 
“I’m not good around new people.”
 
She smiled and elbowed me, nearly knocking me over. Good thing I wasn’t wearing heels. “You’ll be fine. Ryan and his friends are awesome.”
 
The elevator stopped and the door slid open. A group of about six students all turned to face us. Cami ran forward, squealing and jumping like crazy. She threw herself into the arms of the guy at the front of the pack.
 
“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” she gushed.
 
He laughed and hugged her back. “Calm down or I’m not taking you anywhere.”
 
He didn’t sound the least bit convincing, and Cami just smiled before turning to face me. “This is my roommate, Annie. You have to be nice to her, Ryan, she’s shy.” The grin on Cami’s face was evil, but in a nice way—if that makes any sense at all. She winked at me when she elbowed her cousin. “This is my cousin, Ryan Cole.”
 
Ryan grinned and for the first time in my life I understood what the word swoon actually meant. He had that kind of smile. The kind that made my knees weak and my blood pump faster through my veins. It wasn’t like he was gorgeous, really—although he was definitely nice to look at—but he oozed charisma. His hair was thick and wavy. Dark blond, but too pretty to be called dirty, and his eyes were gray. When he stepped closer, I noticed a ring of gold around his pupils that was startlingly beautiful.
 
His eyes swept over me and his smile got bigger, revealing a dimple in his left cheek. “What’s up, Buttercup?”
 
My heart almost stopped beating.
 
Cami frowned and her face scrunched up while her eyes narrowed on me. “Buttercup?”
 
Ryan grinned and elbowed his cousin. “Look at her. Doesn’t she look like a buttercup? All that blond hair and pale skin.” He shrugged while I squirmed under his—and everyone else’s—scrutiny. “Just seemed to fit.”
 
My face grew warm and I shuffled my feet, sweeping my hair off my face. I wasn’t sure what a buttercup was, but it clearly wasn’t meant to be an insult. Ryan was grinning from ear to ear, and the word was too sweet and delicate to be mean.
 
Cami shrugged, and a brunette tapped Ryan on the shoulder, stealing his attention. She was loaded down with makeup and her boobs practically fell out of her top. They looked suspiciously round and perky considering her small frame.
 
As soon as Ryan’s eyes weren’t on me, I grabbed Cami’s arm. “What’s a buttercup?”
 
Ryan heard and turned to face me. “They’re these little yellow flowers that grow in the woods next to our house. Remember that, Cam?”
 
Her nose wrinkled and she tossed her dark locks over her shoulder. “Aren’t they a weed?”
 
Ryan swallowed, and even though his smile didn’t falter, something flashed in his eyes. “Not to me. I used to pick them by the handfuls for my mom. She loved them.”
 
Cami’s eyebrows popped up and she pressed her lips together. For a second neither one said a word, and I looked back and forth between the two of them, trying to figure out what was going on. Ryan stared at the floor and Cami looked really uncomfortable. Then the brunette bombshell—or boobshell was more like it—tapped Ryan on the shoulder again and he snapped out of it. The smile was back, and the second he relaxed Cami did too.
 
“What was that about?” I whispered to Cami.
 
She studied one of her perfectly manicured nails like it was in desperate need of repair. “What do you mean?”
 
Clearly she wasn’t ready to share, which was her right, so I let it go. I understood the need to keep certain things private better than anybody.
 
Cami grabbed Ryan, who was busy chatting up Boobalicious. “Are we going or what?”
 
“We’re going.” He swatted her away without taking his eyes off his friend. At least he was looking her in the eyes. “We’re waiting for Chris.”
 
My heart skipped a beat. It couldn’t be Chris Chris. Not the Chris I’d met just that afternoon. That would be insane. But a few minutes later the elevator door opened, and my heart went into double-time when the Chris stepped out.
 
Ryan stepped forward to give his friend a playful punch on the shoulder before Chris even had a chance to look around. “ ’Bout time,” Ryan said. “My hair’s turning gray.”
 
Chris laughed, but before he could say anything Cami slinked up to him like a snake. My stomach dropped to the floor. “Hey, Chris,” she purred. “I hear we’re neighbors.”
 
Chris chuckled and scratched his head, once again reminding me of that adorable Discovery Channel monkey. “Is that right? What room are you in?”
 
Cami grinned and batted her eyes. It was exaggerated, like a cartoon character trying to flirt. “Three fifteen.”
 
At that Chris blinked and his eyes narrowed. “Three fifteen? So your roommate is—”
 
Still smiling, Cami spun around to face me. “Right here. You know Annie?”
 
Chris’s eyes finally landed on me. By that point my stomach was in knots and my face was on fire. I felt like everyone was staring at me. All I wanted to do was run, but my feet were rooted to the ground.
 
“We met,” Chris said, smiling wider.
 
The group was getting restless, especially Boobalicious, who was squirming around, adjusting her shirt constantly. Oddly enough, she kept pulling it down so more cleavage was visible, not less. Ryan gave the signal for us to move out and she smiled, immediately attaching herself to his side. Just like Cami, she was wearing insanely high heels. In fact, all the girls were except me. But even with my flats, I was taller than all of them.
 
“Is that Ryan’s girlfriend?” I whispered to Cami as we headed down the street.
 
She huffed and waved her hand in the air, but Chris was the one who answered. “Amber? No way. She’s not Ryan’s type.”
 
“Don’t all guys like girls like that?” The words popped out before I could stop myself and my cheeks burned.
 
Cami laughed. “No! Not the good guys. They like girls who are real. Right, Chris?”
 
“I prefer the natural look,” Chris said to Cami, but he was looking at me.

 



3
 
The bar we hit after dinner was insane; I’d never seen anything like it. There was barely space to walk across the room and getting up to the actual bar was almost impossible. Luckily, we weren’t headed that way. The guys pushed through the crowd, headed in the opposite direction. I was clinging tightly to Cami’s hand, trying to avoid coming into contact with too many sweaty bodies. I’d never been in a crowd this big in my life other than football games with my dad and brothers. It made me feel both terrified and exhilarated at the same time.
 
“This way!” Cami yelled. She let go of my hand as she ducked under the arm of a swaying guy wearing a shirt covered in palm trees.
 
I hurried forward, but before I could follow, the guy lowered his arm and it ended up around my shoulders. The second his moist skin touched mine, my legs stopped working and my heart went into overtime.
 
“Hey there,” he said, leaning toward me. His breath was stale and smelled like a cigarette that had been dropped in the bottom of a shot glass.
 
Almost gagging, I pulled back, but his arm tightened around my shoulders.
 
“Where you goin’?” he asked, moving closer.
 
“I’m trying to follow my friends!” I jerked my head back to get away from his funky breath.
 
His arm tightened around my shoulders and he tried to wink, but both his eyes shut instead of just one. I would have laughed if I could have gotten any air into my lungs. “Let me buy you a drink.”
 
“There you are, Buttercup!” Ryan was suddenly next to me. He extracted the drunken guy’s arm from my shoulder and replaced it with his. “Thought we lost you.”
 
“Tease,” the drunk guy muttered, turning away from me.
 
My heart hammered against my rib cage and Ryan’s arm tensed around my shoulders. He moved forward just a little like he was going after the guy. The drunk stumbled away and zeroed in on a new target.
 
Ryan relaxed. “You okay?” he yelled in my ear. My throat was too tight to get any words out, so I just nodded. “Cami says you don’t go out much. You gotta be careful, Buttercup.”
 
He winked and steered me back through the crowd, keeping his arm firmly around my shoulders. Every time his bare arm brushed against the back of my neck, my face got hotter. It was stuffy in the bar, but that wasn’t what was making my face warm and I knew it. I might not have had a lot of experience with guys, but I was perfectly aware of what was going on.
 
Cami and the others were sitting around a table in the corner. She was searching the crowd and her eyes were big and round. She pressed her lips together when she saw me and shook her head. “What happened to you?” she yelled across the table.
 
Ryan practically pushed me into a chair next to Chris before taking the one on my other side. Being sandwiched between the two guys made my knees knock together. I was thankful for the noise of the bar so no one could hear it.
 
“I just saved Buttercup from being accosted by a very drunk frat guy,” Ryan yelled. He put his arm on the back of my chair and winked at me. I had to dig my fingers into my legs to keep them from shaking.
 
Cami’s eyes got bigger and she leaned forward. “Are you okay?”
 
“Buttercup?” Chris yelled.
 
Ryan squeezed the back of my neck and my scalp tingled. “Just a nickname.”
 
Chris frowned and his eyes went to Ryan’s hand, still touching my neck. Cami shook her head. Boobalicious was giving me the evil eye and a few of the other people in our group seemed to be watching me closely too. I’d learned everyone’s names at dinner, but I couldn’t remember. Not with Chris on one side of me and Ryan on the other, and not with Boobalicious eyeing me like a wild jungle cat ready to pounce at any moment.
 
By that point my heart was pounding from all the attention, but I still hadn’t spoken. Cami kept yapping on and on about drunk guys, telling me I had to be careful. Ryan was encouraging me to stick with him, so I didn’t get overwhelmed. Chris was watching every move he made.
 
I was on sensory overload, so it was no surprise that out of nowhere I yelled, “Let’s get some drinks!”
 
Ryan’s dimple got deeper and he patted my back, but Cami frowned. I’d never had a drop of alcohol in my entire life, but I needed something to calm me down. Alcohol was a downer, right? It would help me relax. That was my train of thought, anyway.
 
“Mitch,” Ryan said, getting up. “Amber, you got an ID, right?”
 
Boobalicious nodded and flashed him a sultry look while climbing to her feet, once again adjusting her top. More cleavage popped out, but Ryan barely glanced at it. Mitch, however, was salivating. The three of them worked their way through the crowd to the bar and the absence of Ryan’s hand on my shoulder helped return my brain to a somewhat normal level of functioning.
 
Until Chris leaned closer. He put his hand on mine—still under the table, gripping my leg—and his brown eyes swept across my face. “You sure you’re okay?”
 
I laughed nervously and wiggled my fingers under his. “I’m okay. It was no big deal.”
 
He squeezed my hand and a shiver ran down my spine. It was very similar to the time I’d stuck a metal barrette in a light socket as a kid. Only amazing and terrifying instead of just terrifying.
 
“Stick with me. I’ll look out for you.”
 
Chris grinned and so did I. My head felt light. Like it was full of helium and would float away at any moment. This was what I had been missing all these years. This was why I chose a college so far away from my dad. Just the thought made me giddy.
 
When Ryan showed up with the beer, I didn’t even hesitate. I was ready for new experiences. The first taste made me cringe. I hadn’t expected it to be so bitter.
 
Cami laughed. “First beer?”
 
I nodded and took another sip. It was still bitter, but it didn’t surprise me that time, so I was able to swallow more of the amber liquid. “Never had the opportunity before.”
 
Boobalicious sneered at me. Ryan’s arm wasn’t on the back of my chair anymore, but she apparently hadn’t forgotten—or forgiven. “Were you raised in a convent?”
 
“No.” Much braver than before, I took a big gulp and then a second before answering. “My dad is overprotective.”
 
Boobalicous rolled her eyes and muttered something I couldn’t hear over the noise of the bar. Whatever it was, it made Cami narrow her eyes until they were tiny slits while Ryan sat up straighter.
 
“Knock it off, Amber,” Ryan said.
 
I wasn’t really concerned. Chris’s hand wasn’t on mine anymore, but he had scooted his chair closer and was making a concentrated effort to include me in the conversation. Small talk wasn’t usually my thing. The beer helped, though.
 
When my glass was empty another one magically appeared in front of me. My head already felt like a feather, but I drank it anyway. When Chris started wrapping my blond hair around his fingers, it made my head swim and my insides flutter like hundreds of butterflies were beating their wings, trying to break free.
 
“This was a nice coincidence,” Chris said.
 
He leaned forward to whisper in my ear and his breath tickled the side of my face. I shivered. Was he really and truly attracted to me? I couldn’t believe it. I’d always suspected I was pretty. Mainly because I looked so much like my mom, and she’d been a beautiful woman. But I’d never been able to test the theory out before. Guys didn’t pay attention to me. Four older brothers and an overbearing father had ensured that.
 
“This is fun.” The words came out a little too loud and I giggled. “Sorry,” I said quieter.
 
It still seemed too loud in my ears, and my cheeks lit on fire. My volume button must have been broken, because I couldn’t quite get a handle on how loud I needed to talk to be heard over the chaos of the bar and still have a private conversation with Chris.
 
Chris laughed and went back to twirling my hair. “So, you were wearing a San Francisco 49ers shirt earlier. You like football?”
 
I went to take another sip, but frowned when I saw that my glass was empty. Bummer. “I grew up in a house with all men,” I said. “We went to the 49ers games because we were close to San Francisco, but my dad is really a Steelers fan.”
 
Chris put his hand to his heart in mock hurt. “The Steelers? No! I can’t be friends with a Steelers fan!”
 
I laughed. This was territory I understood. Guys and sports were not a new thing to me. “Who do you like?”
 
“I grew up going to see the Falcons.”
 
I frowned, doing my best to make it look like I was disappointed in him. “The Falcons? They’ve never even won the Super Bowl!”
 
“Well, we can’t all have the stellar record of Pittsburgh, now can we?” Chris tried to act like he was hurt, but he was grinning.
 
He watched me closely, and his brown eyes made my heart work twice as hard. Now was the time for me to think of something else to say, something that would keep the conversation moving along. But my mind was as empty as the beer glass in front of me. I took a deep breath and searched through the recesses of my brain to find something. What popped out surprised even me.
 
“My brother lives in Atlanta. We’ll have to go to a game some time.”
 
The second the words were out, my eyes grew twice their size, but Chris just grinned. Had I just asked a guy on a date? No! That couldn’t be right.
 
Chris’s arm ended up on the back of my chair and he was playing with my hair even more than before. “Sounds like fun.”
 
My entire body was hot, and only part of it was from the humidity and alcohol. I didn’t want to seem too eager or forward. Or put myself in a situation I couldn’t control, so I blurted out, “We can get a group together.”
 
Chris nodded and disappointment flashed in his eyes, but he kept the smile plastered on his face. “That would be fun.”
 
Ryan poked his head in front of me. His cheeks were flushed and he grinned from ear to ear. The sight of Chris’s hand on the back of my chair didn’t even make him blink. “What would be fun?”
 
“We’re talking about going to Atlanta sometime and catching a football game,” Chris said.
 
Ryan’s mouth turned up, showing his dimple. “That does sound like fun. There’s nothing I like more than watching the Falcons lose.”
 
Chris’s arm disappeared from the back of my chair and he leaned forward, taking a playful swing at Ryan. His fist made contact with Ryan’s chest and he reared back, knocking a glass over in the process. The amber liquid sloshed across the table and over the edge, covering my lap. I squealed like a little girl and jumped to my feet just as the guys both grabbed for napkins. They dabbed at my legs and Cami’s shorts, touching areas on my body no one who didn’t have an MD after their name had ever gone near. I swatted at their hands, but they couldn’t quite register the fact that I wanted them to stop.
 
My face was hotter than lava by the time Cami jumped to her feet and yelled, “Guys!”
 
They both froze mid-wipe. I finally managed to wiggle away from their hands. Chris’s face was bright red and adorable, but Ryan laughed.
 
“Shit, Annie, I’m sorry,” Chris mumbled.
 
I shook my head and backed away. Cami climbed over Mitch, who grinned and put his hands on her hips to help her, earning him a glare from Ryan.
 
“Hands off, asshat.” Ryan grabbed the salt shaker and tossed it at him. It hit Mitch in the head and bounced off, landing on the table, then rolling onto the floor.
 
Mitch chuckled and rubbed his forehead. He put his hands up. Ryan didn’t crack a smile.
 
Cami waved Ryan away. “Forget it.” She grabbed my hand and pulled me through the crowd. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
 
The crowd was less overwhelming after a couple beers, but Cami kept a firm grip on my hand this time. We managed to make it to the bathroom without incident. There was a line, but Cami pushed her way through.
 
“We’re just using the sink!” she snapped at the grumbling girls, most of whom were only partially dressed, and swaying in their too-high heels.
 
Cami stopped in front of the sink and looked me over. “You’re a mess!”
 
“Sorry about your shorts,” I mumbled. Now that we were away from the crowded bar, I started to wonder what had happened and if it was my fault. Did I knock over that beer?
 
Cami waved her hand. “Forget it.” She grabbed a handful of paper towels and ran them under the sink before thrusting them at me. “Just wipe yourself down so you don’t end up all sticky. There’s not much we can do about the shorts at the moment.”
 
I took the towels and wiped my legs and arms, then blotted at the white shorts. An ugly brown spot covered almost the entire front of my shorts. “It looks like I peed my pants.”
 
Cami let out a little laugh, but her arms were crossed over her chest and her hazel eyes narrowed on me. Her hair was still perfect and her makeup flawless, but my own reflection looked like a dirty, washed-out mess.
 
“So Chris seems awfully interested in you.”
 
Guilt twisted my insides when I remembered how Cami had flirted with him earlier. Had I overstepped some invisible line I wasn’t aware of?
 
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.
 
Cami tilted her head to the side and frowned. “Why are you sorry?”
 
“You were flirting with him earlier.”
 
She tossed her hair over her shoulder. How did she make that look so effortless and elegant? “I was just fooling around. Chris has been Ryan’s friend for a long time. I’m not interested in him.”
 
I relaxed and kept blotting. It wasn’t helping.
 
“Are you?”
 
I focused on the wet paper towel, so I didn’t have to meet her gaze. The conversation was headed in a direction I usually steered clear of, but I considered taking a leap of faith and spilling my guts to Cami. “I guess.”
 
She sighed, like she was really getting fed up with my elusiveness. “What do you mean, ‘I guess’?”
 
My heart pounded and the temperature shot up twenty degrees. Here we go. “I don’t have a lot of experience with stuff like that.”
 
Cami exhaled and I finally tore my eyes away from the now disintegrating towel. She shook her head and tapped her toe. “Okay, confession time. You keep saying your dad was overprotective and all that, but I assumed that just meant you had an early curfew. Now I’m getting the impression that wasn’t it. Exactly how strict was he?”
 
I took a deep breath and squeezed the paper towel tighter. A few drops fell from the damp paper before I finally relaxed my hand and tossed it in the garbage. Cami never took her eyes off me. Even though the expression on her face made me want to run and hide, I knew I needed to be honest. After all, I was counting on her to help me get through all these new experiences. There was no way I could do it on my own, and Cami seemed like the perfect amount of wild for me. Not so much that she’d get me arrested, but enough that she’d help me get a little drunk and maybe go skinny-dipping.
 
“I wasn’t allowed to do anything,” I mumbled. I focused on her chin instead of her eyes.
 
Cami huffed. “Look at me.” I looked up and she narrowed her eyes on my face. “What do you mean?”
 
“I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere without my brothers.”
 
“Okay . . .” Cami pursed her lips for a few seconds before saying, “So you’ve never dated?” I shook my head. “Never gone to the prom or to a party?” I shook my head again. “What did you do in high school?”
 
I shrugged and shifted from foot to foot. “I played volleyball and went out with my brothers and their friends.”
 
“Didn’t any of their friends ever flirt with you or ask you out?”
 
“I was one of the guys. Plus, my brothers never would have let it happen. It was ingrained in them from a young age that they needed to look out for me.”
 
“Why?” Cami whispered. “Why was your dad so protective?”
 
That was the one thing I couldn’t talk about. None of us talked about why I had to be protected. “He just was.”
 
Cami exhaled again and ran her hand through her hair. “I wish I’d known this before we went out.” She tapped her toe on the floor, then shook her head. “We need to go home.”
 
My mouth dropped open and I shook my head desperately. I thought she would help me! I didn’t think she’d be on my dad’s side or I never would have told her. “I don’t want to go home!”
 
She waved her hand in the air, then grabbed my arm. “Relax. I just think we need to discuss this in a more private place. I’m not going to keep you trapped in a bubble. That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
I relaxed and allowed her to lead me through the bar even though I wasn’t ready to go home. She was going to help me. Somehow, I’d known the second I set eyes on Cami that I could count on her.
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It was almost one by the time Cami and I were both showered and dressed in our PJs. Ryan and Chris had been nice enough to walk us back to the dorm, even though to them it was still early. It probably had something to do with the beer they spilled all over me.
 
Cami pulled her desk chair out and took a seat. She motioned for me to do the same. “Sit down and let’s figure this out.”
 
I smiled because she suddenly seemed so mature. Nothing like the silly girl I’d met earlier who complained about not having enough room for her clothes.
 
She drummed her fingers on her knee and pressed her lips together. “I want to get this out there because it’s nothing I ever want to go through again, understand?” Her words made the smile melt off my face and my pulse kick up a notch. “You can’t go crazy, okay?”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
She sighed and absentmindedly played with her wet hair. “I had a friend in high school, my best friend. Her parents were so strict. They were really religious and kind of took it overboard. She wasn’t allowed to go to parties and she had an early curfew. She couldn’t see R rated movies or date or go to the prom or do really any of the stuff the rest of us did. They didn’t even let her wear makeup. It wasn’t a big deal until the end of our sophomore year. That’s when she met a boy she liked and started to get really mad. Then she just went crazy. She was sneaking out and drinking, rebelling. She used me as a cover a lot, and I was too stupid to know I shouldn’t let it happen.”
 
Cami paused and looked down at her hands. She sniffed a little. She didn’t look at me when she started talking again. “At the beginning of our junior year we went to this party. She was drunk and so was the guy she was dating, but I let them get in a car anyway.”
 
My heart pounded and I leaned forward. Of course, I knew what was coming, but I was still on the edge of my seat. My insides twisted into tight knots that made me want to throw up the two glasses of beer I’d had at the bar.
 
“They were in an accident. He was killed on impact.” Cami stopped talking and stared at her hands.
 
“What about your friend?” I whispered.
 
“She’s still in the hospital. Brain dead, but hooked up to machines. Her parents refuse to pull the plug.”
 
All the air left my lungs. “I’m so sorry, Cami.” I was perfectly aware of how insignificant those words were, but there was nothing else I could say.
 
Cami took a deep breath and shook her head before looking up at me. “That’s why I wanted to leave the bar. I totally get you wanting to go out there and experience new things, but you need to be careful about it. Okay?”
 
“I don’t want to go crazy, Cami. I just want to experience the normal things teenagers experience. While I’m still a teenager. I’ll be nineteen next month, and I haven’t done anything! I have one year.”
 
Cami nodded as a slow smile spread across her face. “Kind of like a bucket list for your teen years.”
 
I grinned and my wet hair bounced around when I nodded emphatically. “Exactly!”
 
Cami jumped to her feet and started pacing the room. “That I can help with! But we should start a list right now. Write it all down, so we can mark it off as we go.”
 
My insides jumped and fired to life, and I got to my feet too. “That’s a great idea.”
 
Cami grabbed a notebook and flipped it open, then grabbed a pink Sharpie. At the top of the paper she scribbled Annie’s Bucket List. “Okay, what’s first?”
 
I chewed on my bottom lip and ran my hand through my damp hair. “Let’s start small. Buy makeup.”
 
Cami nodded and jotted it down, then said, “And some new clothes and shoes. Girly stuff.”
 
She wrote down, buy a dress and heels and I inwardly cringed. Wearing heels seemed a bit unrealistic, but I was determined to do this. Even if I fell out of my shoes and broke my arm in the process.
 
“Get highlights,” I said.
 
Cami giggled while she wrote. “With your hair, I’d get lowlights.”
 
I nodded even though I had no idea what she was talking about. She’d know better than me.
 
Cami looked up and raised an eyebrow. “Get your ears pierced?”
 
“And something else too! Like my nose or my belly button!” I was getting really excited. Bouncing around like Cami. I’d always been intrigued by the way most girls these days glinted under the lights. It was rare, especially in California, to see girls in their teens without multiple piercings. I wanted to be one of those girls.
 
Cami wrote it down before looking back at me. “A tattoo?”
 
I hadn’t even considered that one. Something inside me jumped, but with the painful way it twisted I wasn’t sure if it was fear or excitement. “I don’t know . . .”
 
“We’ll put that one on the shelf for now. What else? Just fire them off and I’ll write as fast as I can.”
 
I took a deep breath and went for it. She was willing to help, so I shouldn’t be scared about revealing how little I’d done. “Go on a date, go to a formal, go skinny-dipping, get drunk, have a first kiss, stay up all night, take a road trip with a group of friends.” I took a deep breath and peered at her out of the corner of my eye, but she hadn’t even blinked and she was still scribbling away. “Have sex. . . .”
 
Cami didn’t pause, and she didn’t look at me. Which I was grateful for. I couldn’t see my reflection, but my face had to be bright red.
 
“What else?” Cami said when she’d written down the last one.
 
I tapped my toe on the floor and shook my head. “I don’t know. What else have you done?”
 
Cami pressed her lips together. “We could do something like get a guy’s number in a bar, or get a fake ID?”
 
I nodded excitedly. “Yes! And I want a guy to buy me a drink. Not a drunk one either, a sober one who doesn’t have beer goggles.”
 
Cami giggled and nodded while she wrote. “Good idea.”
 
What else? I knew there had to be other things I was missing. Things that most teens tried. “What about smoking a cigarette?”
 
Cami’s face scrunched up, but she wrote it down anyway.
 
It was number seventeen, and twenty seemed like the perfect number to me. “Just three more, then we’ll be done.”
 
“You could always put tattoo on there. I’ll even get one too.”
 
My stomach tightened, but I nodded anyway. “Okay. But we still need two more.”
 
“How about break someone’s heart,” she said with a giggle. “Or better yet, get your heart broken? That’s a pretty normal teenage experience.”
 
I laughed because it seemed like the dumbest thing ever. Asking to get my heart broken. Who would want that? Me, that’s who! Having my heart trampled on would just prove I was actually living for a change, and it seemed like the perfect way to round off my list.
 
“Write them both down.”
 
Cami smiled and wrote it down, then proudly held the list up for me to see.
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Just looking at it made my heart beat faster. This was really going to happen for me. Something was going to happen for me. I was so grateful to Cami for her willingness to help that I almost hugged her.
 
Cami pursed her lips and examined the list. “Tomorrow’s Sunday; we can easily knock a few of these off the list if we borrow Ryan’s car. We can head to the outlets in North Charleston, get you some clothes and your ears pierced.” She nodded and her eyes went over the neatly printed words before looking up at me. “You have money?”
 
I licked my lips nervously and nodded. My dad wasn’t going to like it, but it was my money. “I have a trust fund that was set up for me when my mom died.”
 
Cami hesitated and I braced myself for questions about my mom and how much money I had and what had happened. My gut clenched with anticipation. Remarkably, she didn’t ask.
 
“Okay. So, we’ll get Ryan’s car and go take care of this stuff.” She pointed to numbers one, three, and four, then rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “We’ll have to ask around. Try to find a good place to get your hair done. Until then we can easily crash a party and get you drunk. And skinny-dipping! Yes! That will be an easy one.”
 
I laughed and shook my head. “We don’t have to do it all in one weekend, Cami. We have a year.”
 
“But so many of these will be so easy!”
 
“But we can spread it out.”
 
She sighed and shut the notebook, then tossed it on the desk. “We should get some sleep. That way we’ll be nice and rested to shop our asses off tomorrow!” She grinned from ear to ear, and I couldn’t help smiling in return.
 
Before I climbed into bed, I pulled my cell phone out from under my pillow. I’d missed a few calls from my dad and one from each of my brothers. I didn’t want to cut them out completely: that would kill them. Plus, it wouldn’t be fair to my dad after everything he’d been through. But I couldn’t keep letting him run my life. Moving away was a big step and had resulted in dozens of fights, but ultimately I’d won. And I had no intention of going back.
 
After turning the ringer off on my phone, I tucked it away. I’d deal with calling them all later. It was too late now anyway. Plus, I had no idea what I was going to say once I had them on the phone.
 
I flipped off the lights and climbed into bed, pulling the covers up to my chin. My stomach buzzed with excitement and I felt like a little kid on Christmas Eve. There was no way I was going to be able to get a good night’s sleep.
 
“Thanks for doing this, Cami,” I said to the dark room.
 
Her mattress crunched and she said, “No problem. It will be fun.”
 
I chewed on my lip—a nervous habit that I needed to get rid of. “Can we just keep the list between the two of us, though? It’s kind of pathetic and I don’t want anyone else to know.”
 
“Your secret is safe with me,” she said, mid-yawn.
 
Her mattress crinkled again and I could imagine her rolling over onto her side. I did the same and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to calm my pounding heart so I could drift off to sleep. It was hours before I finally managed it, and the smile was still pasted on my lips when I did.
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Cami was on the phone when I came out of the bathroom. She frowned and shook her head. Even though it was rude to eavesdrop, I couldn’t stop myself from listening in on the conversation.
 
“Of course you can come if you want to, but we’re going shopping, Ryan. I don’t want you whining the whole time about how long we’re taking.” She pressed her lips together and rolled her eyes and I couldn’t help laughing. She and Ryan reminded me so much of my brother Adam and me. “You are infuriating! Fine. You can come, but I’m going to warn you, we are literally planning to shop until we drop.”
 
I got to work untangling my long hair, and Cami groaned when she hung up the phone. “Ryan is going to drive us to the outlets. Apparently, Chris crashed on his couch last night and when he heard you and I were going shopping, he was just dying to come. I don’t think you’re going to have to work too hard to knock some of this stuff off your list.” Cami flipped the book open and scanned the words. “Chris seems very interested in you.”
 
My cheeks burned and my stomach jumped to my throat. I swallowed it back down and focused on my hair. “So you know Chris pretty well?”
 
Cami giggled. “I guess the feeling is mutual?”
 
I tried to keep the smile off my face, but it didn’t work. “I don’t know. He’s cute and nice, but he’s the first guy who’s ever really paid attention to me. Maybe that’s all it is, but it wouldn’t hurt to get to know him more.”
 
“Well, he’s a great guy. I approve. Some of Ryan’s other friends I wouldn’t let near my shoes, but Chris is one of the good ones. Of course, if you start dating seriously right away, you’re going to have a tough time doing things like number fifteen or sixteen. That would kind of be cheating if you had a boyfriend.”
 
Boyfriend? Crap. I hadn’t even thought about that. After everything I’d missed out on, having a boyfriend seemed like an impossibility. How in the world would I learn how to flirt enough to attract a guy?
 
“Let’s just take it one step at a time,” I whispered.
 
Ryan texted when he was close and Cami and I met him out front. He had a black two-door Honda Civic, so when he pulled up in front of the dorm Chris hopped out of the passenger side. He pulled the seat forward and motioned for me to climb in, but instead of letting Cami climb in the back, he ducked in next. Cami grinned at me when she pulled the door shut behind her.
 
“So what are we shopping for?” Chris asked as Ryan pulled out onto the road.
 
“We just have a few things to pick up,” Cami sang over her shoulder. “And Annie wants to get her ears pierced while we’re out.”
 
“You don’t have your ears pierced, Buttercup? I thought all girls got that done before they could walk.” Ryan’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror and I squirmed. I wasn’t sure why. Was it him or the questions that would inevitably follow my answer?
 
“My dad was very strict.”
 
Ryan nodded and turned back to the road, and I let out a sigh a split second before Chris said, “That sucks. Didn’t think anyone made a big deal about earrings anymore.” He did that little head scratching thing again and I had to press my lips together to keep from giggling. “You must have had an early curfew and all that too.”
 
He had no idea. “Um . . . yeah, I guess it was kind of early compared to other teenagers,” I said evasively. If early meant I was barely allowed to leave the house, then I guess it wasn’t a lie.
 
“We’ll have to be sure you have fun this year, then,” he said, elbowing me playfully. “What else weren’t you allowed to do?”
 
Cami laughed, but tried to cover it with a cough and I glared at her. It was stupid for me to try to hide the list. If I was going to be friends with these guys, they would find out at some point, but I didn’t know them well enough to let them in completely. It was odd that I’d been so upfront with Cami, but I’d had a feeling about her. I knew I could trust her before she’d even said ten words to me. Which was early with the way she talked.
 
“I didn’t go to a lot of parties and stuff like that. You know how it is.” I shrugged like it was no big deal.
 
“Why was he so strict?” Chris asked just as we hit a pothole.
 
I swayed and ended up practically on top of him. My face heated up and he grabbed my shoulder to steady me, grinning. He really was cute, but even though my heart pounded at his touch, it didn’t seem quite as exhilarating as it did in all the books I’d read over the years. I imagined being more weak in the knees than I was. It was probably just because I was nervous.
 
“Um . . . I’m the only girl?” I didn’t mean for it to come out sounding like a question, but it did. Chris pressed his lips together while his mouth pulled down at the corners, and I chewed on my bottom lip before saying, “I have four older brothers and I just think he didn’t really know how to raise a girl.” That was partly true, at least.
 
Chris moved his hand off my shoulder and swung it around the back of the seat. His arm wasn’t touching me, but he did have it around me. It made me want to squeal like a girl and hurl at the same time.
 
“What about your mom?”
 
There it was, the inevitable question. The simple answer didn’t bother me; it was the follow-up questions I tried to avoid. “She passed away when I was a baby.”
 
I held my breath and waited, but everyone in the car seemed to freeze. It was like all the breathable air had been sucked out and they had all slipped into some kind of a coma. Cami stared straight ahead and Chris pressed his lips together. He avoided my gaze. But Ryan watched me in the rearview mirror. His gray eyes swept across the frozen strings of time to penetrate mine, like he was trying to read my mind.
 
It was then that I remembered the awkward moment from the day before, right after he’d called me Buttercup for the first time. He’d mentioned his mom and Cami had acted like he was talking about a ghost. Maybe he was.
 
The afternoon seemed to be in real danger, so I exhaled slowly and took in a deep breath, sifting through my brain for something to say in the meantime. Something that would lighten the mood. “My house was probably very similar to a frat house when I was growing up, so I guess I did get to experience some things.”
 
Cami exhaled and giggled. “Are your brothers cute?”
 
Ryan relaxed and his eyes moved back to the road, which I was thankful for. I didn’t like the way he’d looked at me, plus I didn’t feel like dying in a car accident.
 
Ryan said, “Gross, Cami. How is she supposed to know if her brothers are cute?”
 
“I know you’re cute.” She elbowed him and Ryan grinned.
 
“Of course my brothers are cute,” I said, pulling out my phone.
 
There were about a million missed calls and text messages. I needed to make time to call my family, but I wasn’t ready to deal with it. I pulled up the most recent picture of the five of us. It was at my graduation. I thrust the phone at Cami, who eagerly took it.
 
“Wow! You weren’t kidding. Who’s the tall one?”
 
I leaned forward, so I could point to their pictures. “That’s Alex. He’s the oldest. He’s married and lives in Georgia with his wife, Stacy. Then there’s Aiden and Austin. They’re twins. Right now they’re both going to UC Davis and living at home with my dad. Then there’s Adam. He’s at the Air Force Academy.”
 
“Adam,” Cami said wistfully. “He’s the one for me! When can I meet him?” She turned sideways with a big grin on her face. “We should take a road trip!”
 
I giggled and rolled my eyes, and snatched the phone out of her hand. “That’s almost thirty hours away!”
 
“That’s why they call it a road trip,” Cami said with a wink.
 
We chatted the rest of the way to the outlets, but the second we walked up to the stores, the guys broke off to do their own thing, leaving me with Cami. She was practically jumping up and down—not that it was anything new.
 
“Now, you have to trust me and listen. No more t-shirts and jean shorts! You need skirts and dresses. Heels and dressier flip-flops and sandals. And accessories! You can never have too many necklaces and purses and scarves.”
 
She ticked everything off on her fingers while she led the way, and I couldn’t keep myself from giggling. I was on board with whatever she wanted. I had already transferred a huge chunk of money into my checking account. My dad would be calling me about that for sure, but I was prepared for it. No matter how big a fight it caused, I was ready to stand up for myself.
 
We hit a few clothing stores and Cami picked out jeans and nicer shorts and shirts and skirts and dresses for me. I’d never really shopped before, and I wasn’t totally sure whether I’d enjoy it. After trying on the first few outfits Cami picked out, though, I found I was having a really good time.
 
I’d always been a typical tomboy. In the back of my mind I’d often wondered what I would have been if my mom hadn’t died. The sports and t-shirts and running shoes were never my choice. None of my life was. I’d seen hundreds of pictures of my mom over the years, and not one of them showed her in clothes that were anything less than feminine.
 
Yet my dad had never considered doing that for me. There were times when I was so bitter about it I could hardly see straight, but at the same time I understood. I got his motivations, no matter how insane they were. That’s the only reason I hadn’t rebelled the way Cami’s friend had. It would have been too much for him. So I’d sucked it up and moved through my life, biding my time.
 
Finally, my time had arrived.
 
We had too many bags to carry by the time we were done shopping for clothes, so Cami called Ryan to come take them to the car. Ryan grinned and teased us the way one of my brothers would have, but Chris frowned. It was impossible to know what he was thinking. He almost acted like I had let him down, but I had no idea why.
 
It hurt that he wasn’t smiling at me, but I pushed it aside. That was something I’d worry about later. Just like the calls from my dad and brothers. This was about me. I was tired of trying to please everyone else. I’d promised myself before I ever set foot on the plane that I would use this time to figure out who I was. Maybe it was this girl who liked to shop and wear makeup and flirt, or maybe not. I had no idea, and that was the real problem. I was only a teenager for one more year, and I was determined to go into my adult years with at least some idea of who I was.
 
After we were done with the clothes, we moved on to shoes, which was a challenge in itself. I’d never put on a pair of heels in my life, and I wasn’t really sure how it was going to work. It wasn’t as difficult as I thought it would be, and wedge heels turned out to be a really great alternative. Of course, they also made me almost six feet tall, but I’d always liked tall guys anyway. At least I thought I did.
 
“Now for the best part,” Cami said, stopping outside the accessory store. “Getting your ears pierced!”
 
She was in the middle of jumping up and down, doing some kind of Cami victory dance, when Chris and Ryan came around the corner. The guys laughed and jogged over to join us, and I was more than a little relieved when Chris smiled at me. He stopped at my side and I straightened up, standing on my tiptoes to give myself a couple of inches so I could get an idea of how tall I’d be once I had heels on. He still had a good inch on me.
 
Cami caught my eye and giggled, and I quickly lowered myself to the ground. But for once my face didn’t heat up and I didn’t get embarrassed. If anything, I was . . . excited. Thrilled, really. This day was a new beginning for me and I was going to embrace all of it. The laughter and tears, the joy and the heartbreak. Yes, even the heartbreak.
 
“Come on,” Cami said, elbowing me. “Let’s do this so we can get some dinner!”
 
I picked out a pair of earrings and sat nervously in the chair. The girl who worked there chewed bubble gum in my ear. She put a dot on each of my earlobes and held the mirror up for me to see, but I wasn’t totally sure what I was supposed to be looking at. Cami nodded and grinned from ear to ear, so I nodded too.
 
The girl rolled her eyes and popped her gum obnoxiously. “Okay. You ready?”
 
“Do you need me to hold your hand?” Cami teased.
 
I laughed and nodded my head emphatically, earning another eye roll from the girl with the gun. Cami grabbed my hand and I squeezed my eyes shut. The first shot made my eyes tear up, but I was still laughing. The second actually made me squeal.
 
“Are you okay?” Chris asked, laughing right along with me.
 
I grabbed the mirror from the bubble-popping gunslinger so I could see myself. The earrings glinted under the lights, and I couldn’t hold back the smile that spread across my face. “Next, my nose.”
 
Cami cheered and jumped up and down. My confidence level went up about three notches. Yes, this was definitely more me than football games and t-shirts.
 
My phone rang just as we walked out of the store, and I cringed when I saw it was Adam. He was going to chew me out. I hadn’t called Dad since I’d landed in South Carolina, and I’d been ignoring everyone’s calls and texts. But I deserved some freedom, and Adam should understand. We were close enough that he got how miserable things had been for me the past few years. Adam and I were only fourteen months apart, and we’d done everything together. Including daydream about the day we got to leave home.
 
I stopped walking. “I have to take this call.”
 
“Okay!” Cami yelled as she took off running. “I’m going for the fudge shop!”
 
Chris and Ryan were right on her heels, which kept the smile on my face when I answered.
 
It disappeared the second Adam started talking. “Where the hell have you been, Annie? We’ve been calling you nonstop. Dad is going out of his mind!”
 
My stomach clenched and I let out a sigh. I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall. “I know, I’m sorry.”
 
“Sorry? Annie, you can’t do this!”
 
“Adam—”
 
“There’s no excuse you can give me that will make this okay. You have to call Dad!”
 
He wouldn’t let me get a word in and it was infuriating. It was just like every day of my life up until this point, and I wasn’t going to put up with it anymore. “Will you just stop!” I said. “I get it, Adam, I do. I’ll call Dad, I’ll make an effort. But you of all people have to know why I haven’t picked up.”
 
Adam sighed and my heart ached a little. “I know, Annie. I know. But you can’t just stop talking to him. Now’s the time to explain how you feel. To let him know how things are going to be from now on. You’re an adult. So act like one.”
 
I nodded and opened my eyes. Ryan stood in front of me, watching my every move. “I know, Adam,” I whispered. “I’ll talk to him, okay? It’s . . .” I swallowed and almost stopped talking because Ryan’s gray eyes were so intense. It made my heart work twice as hard. “You know how he is when we bring up Mom. He can’t deal with it.”
 
“I know.”
 
I exhaled and kept my eyes locked on Ryan. “I have to go right now, Adam. Just tell Dad and Alex and Austin and Aiden that you got ahold of me. Lie. Tell them I lost my cell phone charger and I had to go out today to buy a new one. That I’m okay and I’ll call them all tonight. Can you do that for me?”
 
“Yeah, Annie. I will. As long as you promise to call Dad.”
 
“I will. Thanks, Adam.”
 
“I love you, kid. You know that, right?”
 
“I know. I’ll talk to you later.”
 
I pressed END and Ryan took a step forward. “Your brother?”
 
I nodded and tucked my cell phone into my back pocket. “I’ve been ignoring their calls. I shouldn’t have.” Ryan’s eyes scanned my face and he tilted his head to the side. Something inside me jumped. My heart or stomach. My soul. I wasn’t sure.
 
“My mom’s dead too,” he whispered.
 
My heart pounded and I pressed my lips together. It was obvious by the way he and the others had acted in the car that sharing this information wasn’t a normal event for Ryan. I didn’t want to push him, so I didn’t say a word. Did he want to talk to me about it? It was hard to tell.
 
He took a step toward me and the bag in his hand crinkled. He was clutching it so tightly his knuckles were white and strained. His entire body was tense. The bag was from the fudge store, and he stared down at it like he had forgotten it was there.
 
Then his gaze focused and he sucked in a deep breath. His gray eyes snapped up to my face. He held the bag out and said, “Do you like chocolate?”
 
I smiled and his shoulders relaxed. “Don’t all girls like chocolate?”
 
Cami and Chris came storming down the sidewalk toward us and Ryan took a deep breath. He wiped his hand across his face just as I stepped forward and took the bag from him.
 
“Thanks,” I whispered.
 
“Let’s eat.” Cami squealed as Chris scooped her up. He threw her over his shoulder and took off running toward the parking lot.
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When we got back to College Lodge, Chris helped Cami and me carry my purchases up to the third floor. Which was nice, because we never would have been able to do it in one trip without him.
 
“So Cami seems to be rubbing off on you,” he commented as we rode the elevator up.
 
I shrugged and eyed him carefully. There was something in his words that bugged me. Like he was feeling me out, but I had no idea why. “I don’t know about that.”
 
He lifted up the bags he was carrying and waved them in front of me as proof.
 
“What’s the big deal?” Cami snapped. She was watching him as carefully as I was.
 
“I just didn’t think you were one of those high-maintenance girls, that’s all. You know, the 49ers shirt and the football talk last night. I got a different impression.”
 
The elevator stopped and the door slid open. Cami huffed as she stomped out. “Thanks a lot, Chris.”
 
Chris sighed and motioned for me to go ahead of him. Cami was already at our room by the time we turned the corner.
 
“Sorry,” he said. I shrugged because I wasn’t sure what he was apologizing for. “It’s just that I don’t meet a lot of girls who like football and all that. I didn’t think you were this kind of girl.”
 
He waved the bags again. A sliver of irritation started in the bottom of my stomach and worked its way through me. “I don’t know what kind of girl I am.”
 
The corner of his mouth pulled down and he shook his head. “But you like football? That wasn’t a load of crap, right?”
 
“I guess I like football. No one’s ever really asked me what I like before.”
 
“How can you have no idea what you like?”
 
I swallowed and tried to think of a way to explain my situation without revealing too much. “There are just things about my family . . . it’s complicated.” He stopped walking and I did too. I turned to face him and he stared at me with those soft brown eyes. They didn’t make my heart pound the way Ryan’s did. “I told you my dad was strict.”
 
“I guess I just don’t understand.” He started walking again, and when he got to our room, he practically threw my bags on the floor. “Let me know when you figure out who you are.”
 
My heart sank when he walked away, but I let him go. I had other things to worry about. Namely, calling my family.
 
“What a jerk,” Cami grumbled. She picked the bags up and dragged them into the room. She had already started unloading my purchases, laying things out all across the room.
 
“I have to take a walk,” I said. “I need to give my dad and brothers a call.”
 
She waved her hand in the air, barely looking up from the bags. I was pretty sure she’d had even more fun shopping than I did.
 
I took the elevator down and stepped out onto Calhoun Street. The second my feet hit the sidewalk, I inhaled deeply. We were close enough to the bay that there was the faint taste of salt in the air. It was only mid-August, so tourist season wasn’t quite over yet. The sidewalks were crowded with people who were out exploring one of the most historic cities in the country.
 
I headed toward Marion Square Park with my phone clutched in my hand. The air was sticky and hot, and I was covered in sweat before I’d made it to the end of the block. Despite the hot day, the park was full. Groups of college students lounged on the grass, talking and reading. Gearing up for the first day of classes. It was more crowded than I’d hoped, but still a lot more private than it would’ve been in our room. I found an area of grass partially shaded by a few palm trees, and took a seat. Then I took a deep breath to prepare myself.
 
I got Alex and Stacy out of the way first. Alex’s lecture was sterner than Adam’s, but Stacy was more understanding. She got where I was coming from even more than Adam. She and Alex had only been married three years. I’d always thought things would’ve been better for me if they’d lived closer. If she could’ve been my bodyguard the last three years instead of my rowdy brothers. Neither one of them had bought Adam’s story about my lost charger, which wasn’t a surprise. I just hoped my dad did. Despite my need to break away, I didn’t want to hurt him.
 
Aiden and Austin were easier to deal with. I got Aiden on the phone and he repeated everything I said to his twin word for word. They were home, but I told them I’d call Dad on his phone. I needed a few seconds to collect myself before the emotional avalanche that was sure to come.
 
When I finally got up the nerve to dial Dad, he answered before the phone even had a chance to ring on my end. The guys must have told him I’d be calling.
 
“Annie?” His voice shook.
 
I sucked in a mouthful of air when the guilt hit me like a tsunami. “Dad, I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to call earlier. Did Adam tell you I lost my charger?” I never lied to my dad, so I wasn’t exactly sure how to go about doing it. I tried to keep my voice as even as possible. “Anyway, I went out today with my roommate and her cousin and did some shopping. So I got a new one. No need to worry!”
 
Dad exhaled and there was a long pause that went on and on. It gave me the perfect chance to tell him how I felt. To let him know things were going to be different. But I didn’t.
 
“You know I worry, Annie. I want to be sure you call me every day.” His voice was tight and there was only a slight tremor to his words, but I could picture the look on his face perfectly in my mind. How his eyebrows would be furrowed and the way his mouth pulled down. I’d seen it a million times.
 
I squeezed my eyes closed and gripped the phone tighter. “I’m not going to be able to call every day, Dad. I’ll do my best, but I’m going to be busy. Classes start tomorrow and I’m making friends. I came here to get the real college experience.”
 
“I know, I just . . . I don’t like you being so far away.” He took a deep breath and when he exhaled, it was shaky. “The world is dangerous.”
 
I swallowed and chose to ignore his last statement. “We’ve had this conversation. I got a scholarship. This is a good thing for me.”
 
“But who’s going to watch out for you?”
 
More like who’s going to keep me prisoner.
 
I took another deep breath to steady my voice and my emotions before saying, “I’ll be careful.” It was pointless to say it; he always had the same response.
 
“Bad things happen even to people who are careful, Annie.”
 
Bitterness rose in my throat, as foul tasting as that first sip of beer had been the night before. I had to swallow it down before I said something we’d both regret. “I’m going to be okay, Daddy.”
 
For just a moment I felt like I was eleven years old again. Small and helpless. Holding my dad’s hand as he walked me to the cemetery. That was when my world changed. When my dad told me the truth about what had happened to my mom and I realized I would never have all the things other kids had. That my dad was too afraid to let me really experience life. Before that I’d always known things were different in my family, but the why had been a mystery.
 
“I just wish you’d stayed here like Austin and Aiden. You could have gone to school with them, lived at home. They could have watched over you.”
 
“Dad,” I whispered. “I had to leave. Being there is—” I wanted to tell him it was like being in a prison, but the words stuck in my throat. I swallowed again and what came out instead wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either. “Too sad.”
 
Dad inhaled sharply. The lie had hurt him just as much as the truth would have. It meant I was leaving him, pulling away. Which was exactly what he’d been trying to avoid all these years. Being left.
 
“I’ll text you, every night. Just to let you know I’m okay. How does that sound?”
 
He took a deep breath. “Thank you, Annie. You know how much I love you, right?”
 
“I know Dad, and I love you too. This is just something I need to do.”
 
“Text me tomorrow then.”
 
He sounded so sad that tears almost choked me, but I managed to keep them inside long enough to say good-bye.
 
The sun was getting low on the horizon by that time. It seemed like the perfect opportunity to take a walk by the bay. To watch the sun set over the Ravenel Bridge.
 
I sent Cami a quick text before heading down Calhoun Street. The crowds had started to thin out, and the traffic going out of the city was heavier than coming in. Soon there would be dozens of people on foot heading into downtown, just like the night before. Off to whatever bar or club they had chosen for their night of partying. There was no doubt in my mind that Cami would be furious for not letting her dress me up so we could go out. But I needed to cool off. Talking to my dad always wore me out emotionally.
 
The street ended at the South Carolina Aquarium—already closed for the evening—so I headed right, following the bay deeper into the city. I passed joggers and tourists taking pictures, parents pushing children in strollers and rowdy college students headed who knows where. It was the first time I had ever walked anywhere by myself that I could remember. After only a few minutes my steps were lighter and the tension in my body started to melt away. I felt bad for my dad, but in that moment, as the sun began to set over Charleston and the sky slowly turned from blue to orange and pink, I knew I had made the right decision.
 
Just as I passed the Maritime Center, a guy jogging toward me caught my eye. He was shirtless and sweaty. The sun was setting behind him, so I couldn’t get a really good look at his face, but I could make out every muscle that rippled under his skin as he moved.
 
When he was ten feet away it hit me that I was staring, but I didn’t even try to stop. This was the kind of stuff I’d been missing. The simple pleasure of checking a guy out. Something made nearly impossible when you constantly had a bodyguard with you.
 
The jogger came to an abrupt stop about two feet in front of me. He tilted his head to the side, grinning. “You checking me out, Buttercup?”
 
“Ryan!” I stopped dead in my tracks. Instead of being embarrassed, I laughed. “I didn’t know it was you.”
 
He grinned even more and wiped his hand across his forehead. A bead of sweat dropped off his chin and ran down his chest, right over his six pack. My knees wobbled a little.
 
“What are you doing out here by yourself? It’s going to be dark soon. It isn’t a good idea to be walking around the city alone at night.”
 
He was trying to be nice, but the words started a fire inside me. They were too familiar. “You’re by yourself,” I practically spit at him.
 
His smile faded and he stepped back. “Yeah, but I’m a guy. You’re just—”
 
I cut him off before he could finish the sentence, because I knew what was coming. I’d heard it my whole life and I was tired of it. “Just a girl, I know.”
 
Waving at him, I spun around and stomped away. I was acting like a child, but I didn’t care. There was no way I was going to stand around and let some guy I’d known for a day try to put me in a corner the way my dad had my entire life.
 
“Buttercup!” Ryan yelled, but I kept walking. His footsteps pounded on the pavement behind me, but I didn’t slow down. “Annie!”
 
He grabbed my shoulders and turned me around. He shook his head and frowned, but all I wanted to do was kick him in the balls. Him, my dad, my brothers. All of them.
 
“Don’t tell me I can’t do something because I’m a girl!” I practically yelled.
 
People stopped walking and stared at me. I was too mad to care, and Ryan didn’t even seem to notice.
 
He released my shoulders and ran his hand through his hair. “Shit, Buttercup, I didn’t mean it like that. I just meant that there are some pretty nasty people out there. It just isn’t safe.”
 
I crossed my arms over my chest and stared at the ground. It was getting dark, but the streetlights had come on and we were standing right under one. It was like our own little spotlight.
 
“You don’t have to tell me,” I muttered. “I know.”
 
Ryan tilted my face up toward his. “You okay?”
 
I shrugged and hugged myself harder. “Family stuff.”
 
He dropped my chin and nodded. “I hear you.” He pressed his lips together and exhaled slowly through his nose. “Listen, my place is just down the street. Why don’t you come over and we can talk about it?”
 
I couldn’t look him in the eye, so I stared over his shoulder. At the little lights bouncing on the water in the distance. Boats probably. It seemed like a nice place to be at that moment. Alone, drifting on the water.
 
“It’s not something I really like to talk about.”
 
“Then we can just hang out. I’ll walk you home later.”
 
I nodded and he put his arm around my shoulder. He was sweaty, but I wasn’t complaining.
 
“Come on, Buttercup.”
 
Every time he called me Buttercup, something inside me tingled. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Or why he’d chosen to stick me with the nickname. “Why do you keep calling me that?”
 
“I told you, you remind me of a buttercup.”
 
“Because I’m so pale?”
 
Ryan squeezed me closer to him. “Because your hair is the same color as their petals and you’re so tall and thin. You’re pretty and delicate like one.”
 
I could have sworn the temperature went up about fifty degrees, and I couldn’t keep my eyes off his face. “You think I’m pretty?”
 
He laughed like it was the most obvious thing in the world. It wasn’t. Not to me. “Come on, I bet guys are always telling you that.”
 
“Never.”
 
“Then everyone in California must have either been blind or stupid,” he said, giving my shoulder a squeeze.
 
He dropped his arm and we headed back the way I’d come, then crossed over to George Street instead of continuing on to Calhoun. Just a few blocks down he stopped in front of a brick building and hit a buzzer while he stretched.
 
“My roommate will let us in,” he said, bending his right knee and leaning to the side.
 
I tried to keep my eyes off his muscles, but they were like a mythological Siren, calling me to stare. He didn’t seem to mind, so I didn’t even try to look away. Guys like him were made to be stared at—it was simple science, in my opinion.
 
The door buzzed and Ryan stood up. His gray eyes met mine and he winked. “Don’t need to keep mentally undressing me, Buttercup,” he said, pulling the door open for me.
 
My cheeks grew warm, but I laughed and followed him into the building. The rush of cool air swept over us, leaving my skin sticky. A sigh of relief whooshed out of me. There’s nothing quite as refreshing as stepping into an air-conditioned building after the humidity of the south.
 
“If that’s what I was doing, it wouldn’t take much. You’re practically naked as it is,” I snapped back, then immediately pressed my lips together.
 
Where did that snappy reply come from? It was a little unsettling. Normally I was so tongue-tied around anyone but family that I couldn’t string two words together.
 
Ryan laughed and motioned for me to follow as he jogged up the stairs. It helped me relax, but my stomach was still uneasy. The whole discovering who I was thing was turning out to be a lot easier than I’d thought it would. I wasn’t exactly sure what I’d expected, but I hadn’t thought I’d be so at ease after less than two days away from home.
 
Ryan opened the door to his apartment and kicked off his shoes. He waved toward the couches. “Make yourself comfortable. I’m going to take a quick shower,” he said, heading toward the back of the apartment. “Liam is around here somewhere.”
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I stood in the middle of the small living room for a few seconds, feeling completely lost. It was small but nice, and looked just as I had imagined a college apartment: Couches and chairs that were worn and obviously secondhand. Posters on the wall displaying bikini-clad women sprawled across cars and motorcycles. A couple of beer signs and dozens of empty bottles lined up along the top of the cabinets in the kitchen. And a huge TV that probably cost more than all the furniture put together. It was cleaner than I expected, though—that was good.
 
It took me only two seconds to decide I should text Cami. I pulled my phone out and saw that I’d missed two texts from her already—both yelling at me for not being back at the room to try on my new clothes. That made a smile spread across my face. I shook my head as I typed a quick message, letting her know I’d run into Ryan and had gone back to his apartment. Before I could put my phone in my back pocket, it dinged.
 

CAMI: B THERE IN 10. LIAM THERE? 
ANNIE: RYAN SAID HE WAS, HAVEN’T SEEN HIM YET. 
CAMI: BETTER CHANGE MY CLOTHES!! ;-)


 
I rolled my eyes and tucked the phone in my pocket. The sound of running water came from the back of the apartment, followed by footsteps. Where was this Liam guy? The thought of him walking out and finding me standing in the middle of the apartment by myself made my stomach churn, but I was stuck.
 
I threw myself on the couch, grabbed the remote, and flipped the TV on. It was already tuned to ESPN. I tossed the remote aside and sat back to watch some of the preseason reports. Football was starting in just a few weeks, and this was normal viewing in my house.
 
Footsteps padded into the room behind me and someone opened the fridge. A few bottles clinked together, then someone with a smooth British accent said, “You gotta take your flat key with you when you go runnin’, mate. What if I’d been in the loo?”
 
My heart pounded, but I didn’t move. The sound of a top being popped off a bottle filled the room, then metal clinked against the counter like he’d tossed it aside. I held my breath when the footsteps came closer, waiting for him to realize I wasn’t Ryan.
 
“Classes start tomorrow. Ready to get pissed?” Liam stopped next to the couch with his beer halfway to his mouth.
 
I looked up and shrugged, and a slow smile spread across his face.
 
“Blow me.”
 
I blinked. “Excuse me?” Sure, I didn’t have a lot of experience with guys, but I didn’t think it was normal for strangers to ask for sexual favors.
 
He lowered his bottle and grinned. “Sorry, love. Didn’t know Ryan brought someone home. Not really like him.” He threw himself in the chair next to me and grinned. “That wasn’t a request. Unless you’re offerin’, that is.” He shot me a wicked look that dripped sin.
 
A laughed popped out of my mouth even though I was certain I should be offended.
 
“I’m Liam,” he said with a grin.
 
Liam had hair just a few shades lighter than Ryan’s, and a very light sprinkling of freckles across his face. His eyes were dark blue and twinkled with mischief, and his bottom teeth were just a little bit crooked. It was endearing and added playfulness to his smile.
 
“Annie,” I said.
 
He nodded and took another sip of his beer. “Nice to meet you, Annie. You want a drink?”
 
I shrugged and nodded at the same time. “Um . . . sure.”
 
Liam grinned and took another sip. “You don’t sound too sure about that now. Wouldn’t want to force you.” He winked and set his drink on the table before hopping up.
 
Liam headed into the kitchen. Before he’d even had a chance to open my beer, Ryan came padding out of the bathroom. He had a pair of khaki shorts on and his blond hair was still damp. I got a good glimpse of his abs before he pulled a Corona t-shirt over his head.
 
“You playing nice out here, Liam?”
 
Liam grinned and popped the top off the bottle he was holding. “Didn’t know a fit bird followed you home, mate.”
 
Ryan shook his head and pulled a beer out of the fridge for himself. “You spend a couple months home in England and I’m back to not understanding a word you say.”
 
“Can’t help it if we Brits are more articulate.”
 
Ryan shook his head again and ripped my beer out of Liam’s hand. “Right,” he said, heading into the living room and holding the bottle out to me. “He behave?”
 
I nodded and took the bottle.
 
Ryan sat next to me while Liam threw himself back into the chair and grabbed his beer. “Relax, mate. You know I won’t filch your girl.”
 
“She’s not my girl, she’s Cami’s roommate.” Ryan took a swig from his bottle, then pulled his cell phone out. “Probably should give her a call.”
 
“I already texted her,” I said. I took a big drink and cringed when the bitter liquid hit my tongue. Coughing just a little, I said, “She’s on her way.”
 
Liam wiggled his eyebrows and leaned forward. “Cami, eh?”
 
Ryan swore under his breath and sat up straight. “She counts as one of my girls. Hands off,” he said, pointing his beer at Liam.
 
Liam grinned and leaned back. “All right, don’t get your knickers in a bunch. We going to a pub or hanging out at the flat tonight?”
 
“Class starts tomorrow—let’s just stay here,” Ryan said.
 
Liam nodded. “I’m easy.”
 
I shook my head and put my beer on the table. “What?”
 
“Don’t pay attention to him. Half the things out of his mouth sound sexual, but it’s usually just some British term. Although I have a feeling he does it to throw people off.”
 
Liam grinned and didn’t even try to deny it. I had a feeling Ryan was spot-on.
 
“Is that why you asked me to blow you?”
 
Ryan was mid-drink when I asked the question. He choked on his beer and had to cover his mouth to keep from coughing it all over the room.
 
Liam chuckled and took another big sip. “I like this one.”
 
Ryan rolled his eyes and turned toward me. “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stay away from this guy. Don’t let his sexy accent pull you in.”
 
“I’ve never had any complaints, mate. Actually, they usually thank me.” Liam winked at me and my cheeks got hot.
 
“Right,” Ryan said. “Is that before or after you shove them out the door?”
 
“Before, of course.”
 
A buzz filled the apartment and Ryan jumped to his feet, tossing a pillow at Liam when he walked by. “Prick.”
 
Liam laughed and threw the pillow on the floor.
 
Ryan pushed the intercom button. “Who’s there?”
 
“Open the door, you ass,” came a male voice. It took me all of two seconds to realize it was Chris, and my stomach dropped. After our earlier conversation, I wasn’t all that thrilled to find out he’d come too.
 
“Yeah, yeah,” Ryan muttered, pushing the button to unlock the door. “I’m glad he walked Cami over, but I have a feeling Chris only came because you’re here, Buttercup. He’s still pretty pissed at me for not rooming with him this year.” Ryan grinned and flopped down next to me on the couch. He eyed the TV and the corners of his mouth turned down just a tad. “You don’t have to watch ESPN, you know.”
 
I shrugged and swallowed the last mouthful of beer in my bottle. It still made me cringe, but it was getting better. “I’m used to it. Four brothers, remember?”
 
Cami’s giggle filled the apartment when the front door opened, but she and Chris weren’t alone. Boobalicious and Mitch were with them. Amber was wearing an even tighter shirt than the night before, and Liam’s face lit up like the sky on the Fourth of July. Mitch was busy flirting with Cami, who was giggling and egging him on. Ryan stiffened next to me.
 
“What’d I say last night, asshat?” Ryan yelled.
 
Mitch tore his eyes off Cami and shrugged, walking right past Ryan to the kitchen. “You can’t keep her from dating, man.”
 
“Yeah, but I can keep her from getting screwed over by assholes,” Ryan muttered.
 
His eyes met mine and he shook his head. “You and Cami need to be careful. Guys like that”—he tipped his beer toward the kitchen—“are only after one thing. At least Liam’s honest about it.”
 
Chris sat next to me on the arm of the couch and leaned over. “Hey.”
 
My mouth went dry. I reached for my beer, but it was empty. My lips morphed into a pout that probably resembled a face Cami would make.
 
Ryan chuckled when he jumped to his feet. “I’ll get you another.”
 
Chris slid down next to me, taking Ryan’s place. “Sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean it how it sounded. I came looking for you afterward, and Cami chewed me out. I just—” He glanced over his shoulder to where Cami and Amber were standing, then lowered his voice. “I’m tired of fake girls, you know?”
 
“I’m not being fake, Chris.”
 
“I get it.” He chewed on the inside of his cheek and looked around.
 
He acted like he was going to say something, but before he could, Ryan plopped down on the other side of me. He handed me a beer. My hand brushed his and heat ran up my arm to my neck, going straight to my cheeks. Ryan’s gray eyes met mine and he tilted his head to the side. His blond hair was almost dry by then, and it fell across one eye. My fingers were just itching to push it back for him, but he brushed it away before I had a chance.
 
Chris cleared his throat and Ryan tore his eyes away from mine before saying, “Was I interrupting something?”
 
Before I could talk, Cami sat on the coffee table right in front of me and grinned. “So which one are we doing tonight?”
 
She was talking about the list, but every guy in the room leaned forward and looked back and forth between the two of us.
 
Ryan pressed his lips together. “What?”
 
She rolled her eyes and waved her hand at him dismissively. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”
 
“Well, now you have to spill,” Liam said. “Because everyone in this room has very vivid pictures in their heads.”
 
“They better not,” Ryan muttered.
 
Cami rolled her eyes at her cousin, then turned them to me. I shrugged and took another drink. The first one had gone straight to my head, and I was already feeling more relaxed. I didn’t want to overdo it, though; my first hangover on the first day of classes did not sound fun.
 
“Annie and I have a few things we want to do before our freshman year is over, that’s all,” she said elusively. “Things we’ve never done before.”
 
“Sounds fun,” Chris said. “Like what?”
 
“Well, some of them are personal.” Cami arched an eyebrow and grinned. “And some are small things—like Annie getting her ears pierced today.”
 
“You didn’t have your ears pierced?” Amber spat at me. She leaned over the back of the couch and her cleavage was practically in Ryan’s face. “I have so many holes in my body, I’ve lost count.”
 
“And they’re all very well used,” Cami muttered.
 
Amber stood straight up and her boobs bounced so high I was afraid she was going to end up with two black eyes. “Bitch, say that again.”
 
Ryan shot to his feet. “Hey! That’s enough, Amber.”
 
Amber’s face scrunched up and she muttered something under her breath before stomping to the door. “I’m out of here.”
 
Liam grinned and jumped up. “Going to a pub?”
 
Amber’s expression softened in a way that reminded me of an SPCA commercial. The way the wounded animals stared at the camera with their big, sad eyes. Begging for just a little bit of love.
 
She pushed her chest out and ran a bloodred fingernail down Liam’s bicep. “Yeah.”
 
“Allow me to escort you. Wouldn’t want you to get lost.” He held the door open so she could go first, and his eyes followed her ass out the door. He wiggled his eyebrows at Ryan with a wicked glint in his eyes. “I’ll punish her for you, mate.”
 
“Son of a bitch,” Ryan muttered when the door shut. But he was grinning.
 
“Back to this stuff you want to do,” he said, turning his attention to Cami. “What kind of stuff?”
 
“Oh, you know,” Cami said, waving her hand in the air. “Things like get a guy’s number at a bar, get a tattoo, go skinny-dipping.”
 
Chris sat up straighter and Ryan shook his head, just as Mitch said, “We can take care of that skinny-dipping thing right now. You got a shower, right, Ryan?”
 
Ryan’s jaw tightened. “That isn’t skinny-dipping.”
 
Mitch shrugged and winked at Cami. “There’s water and your clothes are off. Close enough.”
 
Ryan’s face turned red and his gray eyes narrowed on Mitch. Before he could say anything, my phone rang. I jumped up and pulled it out of my pocket. It was Aiden. I wasn’t sure why he’d be calling when I’d already talked to him, but I couldn’t ignore it.
 
“I need to take this,” I said.
 
Ryan moved his legs so I could walk by and pointed to the glass door at the other side of the room—never taking his eyes off Mitch. “Go on the balcony, so you can hear.”
 
I pushed TALK while I slid the door open. “Aiden?” The connection was bad and the voices sounded far off. “Can you hear me?”
 
A female giggled somewhere in the background, and Aiden said something I couldn’t quite make out. I pushed the phone closer to my ear, only to hear my brother say something so explicit I had the urge to rip out my eardrums.
 
I pressed END and squeezed the phone so tight that if I were any stronger, I would have smashed it for sure. Of course he was out having a good time. Dad never cared if the boys went out, just me. It shouldn’t have made me mad after all these years, especially when I was finally out enjoying myself too. But it did. For a second I was so angry I couldn’t move.
 
The door slid open behind me, and I tensed even more. I turned, expecting to see Chris standing there. It was Ryan. He had a beer in each hand and he held one out to me. I shoved my phone in my pocket and took the bottle from him, gulping it down as fast as I could.
 
“You doing okay, Buttercup?”
 
“Just swell,” I muttered.
 
He frowned and slid the door shut, leaning against the banister. “You want to talk about it?”
 
“Nothing to talk about, really,” I said with a shrug. There was no way he’d get it. Not without me sharing all my deepest, darkest secrets. I wasn’t anywhere near ready to do that.
 
He nodded and glanced toward the door. “Listen, this may not be any of my business, but just make sure Cami doesn’t try to change you too much.”
 
He sounded like Chris. “She’s not trying to change me,” I said. “She’s helping me experience life. It isn’t something I’ve ever been allowed to do.”
 
“Don’t get me wrong, I love Cami to death. I just don’t think there’s anything wrong with you the way you are. Chris doesn’t either.” I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but it seemed there was a small amount of regret in his voice.
 
He cleared his throat and took another drink, turning to look out over George Street. “She tell you we grew up together?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Cami’s mom and my mom were sisters.” He pressed his lips together and leaned his elbows on the banister.
 
I followed his lead, resting my hip against the rail so I was facing him.
 
“My mom was . . . sick when I was a kid. My dad split when I was a baby, so it was just the two of us. We moved in with my aunt and uncle not too long after he left. When my mom died, it was only natural for me to stay.” He put the bottle to his lips and tipped his head back, swallowing the rest in one gulp. When he looked down, I was sure he was going to toss it over the side, right into the street. But he sighed and twisted his hands around it instead.
 
“How old were you when she died?” The words popped out before I’d thought the question through. I immediately regretted it. I hated it when people asked questions about my mom. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”
 
He shrugged, but his jaw was tense. “I was twelve. She’d been sick for so long that it shouldn’t have surprised me. But it did.”
 
“At least you remember her,” I whispered.
 
He nodded and turned to face me. The ring of brown around his pupils was just visible in the faint glow from the porch light. I couldn’t stop myself from taking a step closer so I could get a better look. I’d never seen eyes like his. They were strong and beautiful, full of life and sadness.
 
“Must have been tough,” he whispered. “Living with five men.”
 
“It was . . .” I exhaled, but didn’t take my eyes off his. “Suffocating.”
 
“Is that why you chose a college so far away?”
 
“Yeah. I just—I needed to break free. You know?”
 
He nodded and his eyes moved down to my lips. I swear I had to fight to keep my feet from stepping forward, to keep my body from moving closer to his. It was like we were two magnets. I could feel the pull he had over me more intensely than I’d ever felt anything in my entire life.
 
He ripped his eyes away from my face and took a step back, leaned against the wall.
 
The spell wasn’t completely broken, but it was obvious he was trying to keep his distance. “Why did you choose a college so close to home?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation moving.
 
“Cami and her parents are the only family I have. I just didn’t want to let go of them.”
 
The door slid open. I took a step farther away from Ryan when Cami walked out. She had a beer clutched in her hand and Mitch was right on her heels. His hands were on her hips. The second Ryan straightened up, Mitch dropped his hands to his sides. Cami didn’t seem to notice.
 
“There you are!” she exclaimed. “Tomorrow I am taking you down to Sephora to get makeup and I’m going to get you an appointment to get your hair done. Woohoo!” She screamed out into the street, holding her beer over her head. People below us cheered.
 
Ryan’s lips curled up into a smile and he shook his head, making me smile too.
 
Chris stepped out, making the distance between Ryan and me even greater. His eyes met mine and he frowned. “Makeup and hair?”
 
I smiled and shrugged. “I’m trying new things.”
 
“We’ll get you a cut and some color. Maybe give you some long bangs.” Cami was bopping around to an imaginary song and Mitch was following her every move.
 
Ryan held his empty bottle up to me. “Just don’t change too much, Buttercup.”
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The first week of school flew by. I went to classes in the morning and afternoon, meeting Cami or Chris or Ryan for lunch. I made a few other friends here and there, and started to feel more comfortable walking around by myself. In the afternoon and evening Cami dragged me to stores, helping me pick out clothes.
 
She taught me how to apply makeup, but I used a much lighter hand than she wanted me to. It just wasn’t something I was used to. I couldn’t help thinking about how thick Amber’s makeup looked. I preferred something a little more natural.
 
“Fine,” Cami said with a sigh. “But the first party we go to, you are going to let me dress you, do your hair and your makeup.”
 
“You act like I’m a real-life Barbie.”
 
She sighed and flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I wish. Barbie would show off her assets more. You have such a nice body, but you still refuse to show it!”
 
I looked down at the billowy top I was wearing. It had Cami’s stamp of approval, but it wasn’t low-cut or form fitting. I had purchased a few shirts and dresses that clung to me a little more, but I still hadn’t had the courage to wear them out of the dorm.
 
Thursday we went to a salon someone had recommended. Cami was planning on getting red highlights, but I still wasn’t sure what I wanted. I’d flipped through the pages of hair magazines all week, but every time I made up my mind to just go for it, Ryan’s words floated back to me. I liked that he called me Buttercup.
 
Cami got called back first, leaving me alone in the waiting area. I tapped my toes while I waited for the stylist. I still had no idea what to ask for.
 
A short woman with spiked platinum hair walked out. She clicked a black comb against the counter while she stared at the books. When she looked up her eyes met mine. “Annie Roth?”
 
I nervously climbed to my feet, chewing on my bottom lip the whole time.
 
She raised an eyebrow and looked up at me—I was about nine inches taller. “I’m going to need a stool.”
 
I frowned and she tilted her head to the side, arching a jet-black eyebrow. She had a little stud in her nose and two bars through her right eyebrow, as well as a half dozen silver balls in her ears and tattoos peeking out of both sleeves of her shirt.
 
“Relax, sweetie. I’m just gonna do your hair. You’re not facing the firing squad.” She smiled while patting my arm, and motioned for me to follow her.
 
When she got to her station, she tapped the back of the chair. “I’m Rosaline,” she said while I took a seat. She spun the chair so I was facing her and crossed her arms over her chest. “Now what are we doing today?”
 
“I’m not sure. I wanted to get maybe some long bangs and lowlights.”
 
“You don’t sound too sure about that.”
 
“I’ve never had my hair done before.”
 
Rosaline’s eyebrows shot up, but she didn’t comment. “You wanna know what I think?”
 
She pulled my hair out of the ponytail, letting it fall around my shoulders. It was down to the middle of my back. I didn’t want it short or anything, but I agreed with Cami. Something needed to be done.
 
Rosaline combed her fingers through my hair and pulled it around my face, narrowing her eyes on me. “I think long bangs would be nice with your face shape, and I can trim it up a little. Put some layers in to give it some shape. But your color is pretty. Are you sure you want to change it?”
 
I took a quick look around to make sure Cami wasn’t nearby. “I thought I did,” I said once I was sure she wasn’t close. “I wanted something different. But there’s this guy . . .” Rosaline nodded knowingly. “He calls me Buttercup because he says I look like the flower, and I don’t want that to change. You know?”
 
Rosaline kept nodding while she grabbed her phone. I didn’t know what she was doing until she smiled and said, “Very pretty.” She turned the phone toward me, revealing a picture of the delicate yellow flowers. “I can put some brown lowlights in. Nothing too major, just enough to bring out more of the gold in your hair. How does that sound?”
 
It sounded perfect to me. So for the next three hours Rosaline and I chatted back and forth while she colored and washed and cut and styled my hair. By the time she was finished, I felt all shiny and new. The change was subtle, so I still looked like me. But it was different and refreshing. The layers and long bangs helped my hair sway with me when I moved the way Cami’s did. It didn’t just lie there anymore.
 
When Cami saw it, she could barely contain her excitement, jumping around and doing one of her signature Cami dances right in the middle of the salon. I soon found out my hair was only one of the reasons.
 
“I just got a call from Liam!” she exclaimed. “His frat is having a party this weekend for rush week. It’s going to be at this beach house on Isle of Palms, and we’re invited.” She squealed so loud I was afraid the windows would shatter.
 
Despite the fact that I remained calm on the outside, my insides were jumping around just as much as Cami was.
 
 

 
 
Cami started getting ready for the frat party the second she rolled out of bed on Saturday morning. I pulled my pillow over my head to block out her chatter as she ran around the room, pulling clothes and shoes and accessories out of drawers and tossing them on her bed.
 
“Cami,” I moaned. “The party doesn’t start until six.”
 
“But I have two people to get ready and we have to try stuff on and make sure we pick just the right clothes.” She stopped her mad dash around the room and ripped the pillow off my head. “Get up!”
 
I groaned and rolled out of bed. “I’m going to Starbucks first. If you expect me to survive all this, I’m going to need some caffeine.”
 
She waved over her shoulder and went back to digging through my clothes.
 
I pulled my hair back and slipped my feet into my flip-flops. Starbucks was just across the street, so I didn’t even bother putting on a bra or brushing my teeth before I headed out.
 
The street was crowded when I dashed across to get my morning fix, and it came as no surprise that there was a line. I had a coffeemaker in my room, but this would get me moving faster, so it was worth it. Plus, I had a feeling Cami had a big day planned for me.
 
My phone beeped. I had just pulled up the text from Cami, requesting I bring her a drink as well, when Ryan walked through the front door. I instantly regretted not brushing my teeth and my no-bra decision.
 
“Morning, Buttercup.” He was sweaty from his morning run, and more than one girl in the place had her eye on him. He never looked away from me. “Cami send you out to get some caffeine so you can keep up with her this morning?”
 
I rolled my eyes and let two people go in front of me so I could stand with him. “She is very excited about the party.”
 
He sighed and shook his head. “I worry about that girl.”
 
“I don’t think you need to. She’s crazy, but not in a dangerous way.”
 
Something flickered in his eyes and he looked away.
 
What had I said to upset him? Something about Cami. Maybe he was just more worried about her than he wanted to let on.
 
“I’ll look out for her,” I said, trying to reassure him.
 
He looked back at me and smiled, but it was strained. “You two seem to balance each other out. That’s good for her. Most of her friends in high school were even wilder than she is. It got her into some pretty nasty situations.”
 
The line moved forward and I shuffled with it.
 
“She told me about her friend’s accident,” I said quietly.
 
He shook his head. “Julie’s parents blamed Cami. They never would forgive her.”
 
My stomach clenched. “That’s not fair. They should have known their daughter would rebel. It’s only normal.”
 
His gray eyes searched mine and once again my insides tingled. “You ever rebel, Buttercup? You said your dad was strict.”
 
I sighed and started to answer, but it was my turn to order. It gave me time to think about what to say. I’d never told anyone what life was really like for me, but for some reason I trusted Ryan more than anyone I’d ever met. Even more than Cami, and I trusted her enough to share my list. There was just something about Ryan.
 
After we had our drinks, Ryan followed me across the street. We stood outside the building and I sipped my coffee. He hadn’t asked me the question again and we’d barely spoken, but he seemed to be waiting for my answer.
 
I finally took a deep breath and said, “I never rebelled.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“I wanted to, so many times. But I guess I knew it would be too much for my dad. It almost killed him when my mom died.”
 
He took a sip and held my gaze, and I sucked in a mouthful of air while I waited for the question that was sure to come. And it did.
 
“How’d she die?”
 
I stared at the ground and lied. “An accident.”
 
When I looked up, he was watching me, and it made every hair on my body stand up. Why did it always feel like he could read my mind when he looked at me like that? It unnerved me, and I couldn’t stop my feet from shuffling around.
 
I took a deep breath and jerked my head toward the dorm. “Better get back to Cami.”
 
“Tell her I’ll be here at five thirty.”
 
“I will,” I said as I rushed away. My insides were in knots and I could feel his eyes on me. A big part of me wanted to turn around and tell him the truth, but since I’d never said the words out loud, I wasn’t sure how to go about doing it.
 
I almost ran into Chris getting out of the elevator. He stopped right before crashing into my Starbucks cups, holding his hands up like he could somehow stop time with just his palms.
 
“Sorry, Annie. I almost spilled coffee all over you.” He grinned and his hands went to mine, still holding the coffee cups. His cheeks were red. The elevator door slid closed behind me. Even though he’d been about to get inside it, he didn’t bat an eye.
 
He held my hands for a few seconds before dropping his arms. “You excited about the party?”
 
“Yeah, it should be fun. If I live through the primping session Cami has planned for me, that is.”
 
Chris frowned and shook his head. “You know you don’t need all that makeup and stuff, right? I’m glad you didn’t change your hair too much, but even that wasn’t necessary.”
 
The hair prickled on my scalp. What was his problem? “I know I don’t need it, but I want to do it. I am a girl, after all. I’ve spent my whole life with five men who spent every ounce of energy they had trying to ignore that, but it didn’t change a thing.”
 
He frowned even more and scratched his head, and for once it didn’t remind me of an adorable monkey. More like an oaf. “Okay. I just want you to be yourself. That’s all.”
 
I wanted to roll my eyes, but I somehow managed to control myself. “I will. Listen, I have to take Cami her coffee before it gets cold. I’ll see you later.”
 
He said good-bye, but I didn’t even respond. I was anxious to get away from him. It was flattering that he liked me, but he was starting to get on my nerves. It all felt a little too close to home.
 
 

 
 
“This feels too short,” I told Cami, tugging on my skirt.
 
She rolled her eyes and motioned for me to sit down. “Stop complaining.”
 
She had me in a jean skirt with a frayed bottom. It only went a couple of inches past my butt. The hot pink tank she’d made me put on was both form-fitting and low-cut—two things I’d been avoiding. The wedge heels made me feel like I was seven feet tall. She’d had me try on six different necklace and bracelet combos before settling on a thin silver chain and a chunky silver bracelet. Then it was off to do my hair and makeup, which was going on over an hour already.
 
“Be quiet,” she said, twisting a chunk of my thick hair around the curling iron. “You look hot. Chris is going to wonder why he ever complained in the first place.”
 
I tried to smile, but after this afternoon I wasn’t completely sure Chris was the one I wanted to impress.
 
“It’s ten after five already,” I said. “Ryan wants us to meet him downstairs.”
 
“We’ll be ready. He’ll text me when he leaves his apartment, anyway.”
 
I sighed and resigned myself to another twenty minutes of primping. It was getting old fast. As much as I liked the clothes and was glad I had bought the makeup and gotten my hair done, I didn’t think my idea of getting ready to go out was quite the same as Cami’s.
 
Finally, Cami’s phone dinged and I exhaled. Hopefully it would be Ryan and I would be saved from any more torture.
 
Cami swept her phone up and stomped her feet excitedly. “They’re on their way!”
 
I jumped up, nearly falling over because I forgot about the two-inch heels on my feet, and spun around to face Cami. “I look okay?”
 
She grinned and shoved her phone in her back pocket. “See for yourself,” she said, tilting her head toward the mirror.
 
When I stepped in front of it, I couldn’t believe my own eyes. I’d been wearing makeup pretty much all week, but nothing like this. Cami had kept it smooth and natural—nothing like Amber, thankfully—but amped it up just enough to make my features stand out. My golden brown eyes no longer looked washed out, and she’d even shaded in my blond eyebrows just enough to make them pop. And my hair looked fabulous. It cascaded down my back in gentle waves that bounced gracefully when I moved.
 
I looked more like my mom than ever.
 
Tears stung at the back of my eyes and I had to blink them away. I didn’t want to mess up Cami’s work of art, plus I felt stupid for almost crying over something so small. I cleared my throat and grabbed my phone, stuffing it in my back pocket while I followed Cami out the door. It took me until we were halfway down to the lobby before I had it together enough to thank her.
 
She shrugged and beamed at me at the same time. “It was fun.”
 
Ryan pulled up in front of the dorm at almost the same time that we stepped out.
 
Chris was in the passenger seat once again, and he threw the door open the second Ryan came to a stop. Cami was right. His mouth dropped open when he saw me and he couldn’t stop staring, let alone get any words out.
 
Cami giggled and pushed me into the backseat in front of her, not even giving Chris a chance to climb in after me. “Play hard to get,” she whispered when we were inside.
 
My eyes met Ryan’s while I buckled my seat belt, and he grinned. “You look nice, Buttercup.”
 
Cami huffed. “She looks better than nice.”
 
Chris said something that might have been agreeing with Cami, but I couldn’t hear him over the pounding of my heart as Ryan held my gaze in the rearview mirror.
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After four hours of drinking, I was swaying on my wedge heels. Cami was still bouncing around like she could go all night.
 
“My feet hurt, Cami,” I yelled over the noise and music.
 
She shook her head and frowned. I leaned closer so I could repeat myself.
 
“You’re not ready to go home, are you?” She frowned even more. It was only a little after ten, but I just wasn’t used to partying for hours. “I thought we could work on number eleven!” When I shook my head she stood up on her tiptoes and yelled, “Stay out all night!”
 
Obviously, I hadn’t had enough coffee to prepare for the party.
 
“I’m not ready to go home,” I yelled. “I’m just going to rest for a few minutes. Get my second wind.”
 
Cami nodded, but she wasn’t really paying attention to me. She and Liam had been keeping an eye on each other all night, and she had spotted him across the room. He held up two drinks and motioned for her to follow him. Ryan wasn’t going to like that.
 
“Cami,” I said, grabbing her arm. “You know what Ryan said about him.”
 
She waved me off and started to walk away, but then turned back to me. “Don’t tell him, okay? You have your list and I have mine.”
 
“What’s on your list?” I felt bad because I’d promised Ryan I’d look out for her, but I wasn’t her mom.
 
Cami giggled. “Liam.”
 
“Cami.”
 
She smiled and shrugged. “I know he’s not looking for a relationship and I’m cool with that. Just this once, Annie. I promise.”
 
I sighed and rolled my eyes. She probably knew what she was doing. “Be safe.”
 
She flashed me a grateful smile and took off through the crowd, waving over her shoulder. “I will!”
 
Then I was alone. I’d lost sight of Ryan a couple hours ago, and the last time I’d seen Chris he was playing a game of pool. I wasn’t interested in watching it, so I headed toward the back of the house. The beach was visible through the open door. I could smell the salt water over the stench of sweat, alcohol, and cigarette smoke clogging the room.
 
When I stepped outside the air was sticky, but cooler than it was in the city. The ocean breeze tickled my skin. I ripped off my shoes before heading over the walkway that led to the beach. The second my feet hit the sand, I wanted to rip my clothes off and dive in the water. It was the perfect time of the year for swimming at night.
 
But swimming alone wasn’t a good idea. Even my hazy brain could acknowledge that. Instead I sank down and wiggled my toes through the sand. It was still warm even though the sun had been down for hours.
 
My head was swimming, and the water that lapped against the sand made it worse. I pulled my legs up to my chest and closed my eyes, laying my forehead on my knees. I’d lost track of how many drinks I’d had since we’d first arrived. As the world swirled around me, it felt like at least one too many.
 
“Guess I can cross getting drunk off my list.”
 
“You talking to yourself, Buttercup?”
 
My head snapped up just a little too fast and my entire body swayed. I blinked and looked around, but it took me a few seconds to make out Ryan in the darkness.
 
My lips curled up into a smile and my insides quivered. Even in the darkness Ryan’s gaze made me squirm. “Are you following me?”
 
Ryan stepped closer and I could just see his face in the moonlight. He grinned, then plopped down next to me. “Nope. Well . . .” He shrugged and elbowed me. “Yeah. I saw you head out here and didn’t want you to be alone. Where’s Cami?”
 
My brain was too muddled to think of a good lie. “Talking to someone.”
 
He frowned and looked over his shoulder at the house. When he turned back he exhaled. “You tell her to be careful?”
 
“I did.”
 
He nodded, but he frowned at the same time.
 
I nudged his shoulder with mine. “She knows what she’s doing.”
 
“If you say so.” His frown deepened and he glanced toward the house again.
 
I figured I should change the subject before he decided to run into the house and kick Liam’s butt, so I asked, “You having a good time?”
 
He laughed and shook his head, and his blond hair fell over his forehead. “Loads.”
 
“Why don’t I believe you?”
 
“Because I’m the DD, which means I’m one of the few sober people at this party.” He elbowed me. “You’re not sober, are you?”
 
“Nope, but that was kind of the point of tonight. I’ve never been drunk before. Now I get to cross one more thing off my list.”
 
He cocked his head to the side and his gray eyes sparkled with interest. “List?”
 
I’d forgotten he didn’t know about the actual list, but I was too drunk to really care. “I have a list. Twenty things I want to do before I turn twenty.”
 
“Sounds fun. What’s on it?”
 
“You already know some of them.”
 
“That’s right. Ears pierced and all that. What else is there?”
 
I closed my eyes when my head started to spin. “Have a first date, a first kiss, smoke a cigarette, get a fake ID, go skinny-dipping. Have sex.”
 
When I opened my eyes, Ryan was staring at me. My heart pounded. He was so close I could feel the heat radiating off his body. It made the blood sizzle in my veins.
 
“All that before you turn twenty?” he whispered. I nodded and his eyes went over my face, lingering on my lips. “How long do you have?”
 
My heart pounded in my ears, drowning out the ocean and the wind. Even the music from the party. “A year. I turn nineteen on September fifth.”
 
“Seems doable,” he said, scooting closer. “How many things have you marked off?”
 
“Four before tonight.” My heart pounded even faster, and I inhaled sharply. His eyes were still on my lips and it made my brain even fuzzier than the alcohol. “Now I can cross off getting drunk, and Cami says we’re going to stay out all night.”
 
He pulled back a fraction of an inch. “How drunk are you?”
 
I shook my head and blinked a few times when my temples pounded. “I don’t have anything to compare it to.”
 
He frowned, then his eyes went to my lips. “We can cross something else off, if you want.”
 
My mouth went dry and I took a deep breath. He was going to kiss me, and I wanted him to. “What’s that?” I whispered.
 
He jumped to his feet, pulling me with him. “Skinny-dipping. Come on.”
 
Ryan dropped my hand and I stumbled forward a few steps. He pulled his shirt over his head then tossed it on the ground. He grinned when he dropped his pants next to it, kicking them aside.
 
“You too shy?” he said, standing in front of me in nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. “I won’t look.”
 
The moonlight highlighted his abs perfectly. He looked like one of those posters in the window of Abercrombie & Fitch. My body got warm. I giggled nervously and he winked. Then his boxers dropped to the sand and my stomach tightened. Something I’d never felt before swirled around in my stomach. It was dark out, but the moon gave me just enough light to get a good look. For a full minute I was frozen in place. I’d never seen a naked guy before. Seeing one hadn’t even occurred to me when I’d put skinny-dipping on my list. Ryan looked amazing. My entire body was so hot I was afraid it would burst into flames.
 
Ryan took off toward the ocean, jogging in until the water was up to his waist. Then he spun around to face me. “Come on!”
 
Even with the liquid courage flowing through my veins, my hands shook when I undid the button on my skirt. I let it drop to the sand and pulled my shirt over my head. My legs wobbled. It didn’t help that Ryan never turned away from me. Or that I knew he could see every inch of my body, because I could see him. But my hesitation was brief. This was on my list, after all. With a deep breath, my bra joined my other clothes, and then the lacy thong that Cami had insisted I buy fell on top of it. Then I took off running.
 
I laughed when my feet hit the water. Ryan splashed me before turning to wade out farther. He didn’t turn back around until the waves came up to his chest. For that I was thankful.
 
The salt water stung my bare skin. It was warmer than bathwater. I sucked in a mouthful of air and squeezed my eyes shut. Then I dove under. When I resurfaced, I tilted my head back and let the water run down over my face. I didn’t even care that I’d ruined the makeup Cami had spent so much time applying.
 
Ryan smiled when our eyes met.
 
“It’s so warm!” I said, grinning.
 
He splashed me again and I screamed. I splashed him back, but he caught my wrist in his hand and pulled me closer. My heart raced and my skin tingled. It was just like every steamy moment in every romance novel I’d ever read. The moon reflected off the water and the waves crashed around us. My fingers shook when I put my free hand on his chest.
 
His eyes swept over my face and he swallowed. “I’m glad you didn’t change your hair, Buttercup,” he whispered. “I like that you remind me of those flowers. I have a lot of bad memories from my childhood, but that’s a good one.”
 
My throat tightened, and that thing swirled around in my stomach again. Only this time I recognized it as desire. Being so close to Ryan made my mind wander to things I’d only read about. “I kept it this way because of you.”
 
For the second time that night he leaned close. I was so sure he was going to kiss me.
 
“Annie!”
 
Ryan stepped back when Cami’s voice broke through the night. My hand slipped from his chest. We turned at the same time, and I squinted into the darkness. Cami jumped around on the beach like a cheerleader. Two other people were with her: Chris and Liam.
 
“Shit,” Ryan muttered. He looked back and forth between me and the beach. Then waved at Cami with one hand while running the other through his hair. “Be right there!”
 
He took a couple steps forward, then stopped when I didn’t follow. “I’m sorry.”
 
My stomach dropped and I swallowed. “You don’t have to be sorry,” I said, even though I wasn’t completely sure what he was apologizing for.
 
He wouldn’t look at me. “Chris and I have been friends for a long time.”
 
Then I got it. The realization hit me like a tidal wave. Chris liked me, so Ryan couldn’t. It stung and it didn’t seem fair. I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t even sure how I felt about Chris or why I was so drawn to Ryan. At eighteen years old, I’d never even had a crush before. I had no idea how to handle any of it.
 
“Annie!” Cami yelled again.
 
When I turned back, Liam was stripping and Cami was giggling. Even from that far away I could tell she was soaking in every inch of his nakedness. Then she ripped her clothes off too and Chris was right behind her. More people appeared on the beach, wandering down from the party. It was only a matter of minutes before they were stripping.
 
Cami and Liam led the pack and Ryan groaned. He turned his back to his cousin. “I could have gone my whole life without seeing either one of them naked and died happy.”
 
His light tone helped ease some of my disappointment. I laughed and shoved him playfully just as Cami swam up.
 
The water was too deep for her where we stood, so she had to put her arms around my neck. “What are you guys doing?”
 
“Just getting some things out of the way.” Ryan gave me a sultry smile that made me shiver.
 
“What? Like your clothes?” Chris said, wading up behind Liam.
 
Cami pulled herself closer to me. I blushed when her breasts rubbed against my arm.
 
Liam grinned from ear to ear and he elbowed Chris. He tilted his head our way. “I’m gonna be dreaming about that tonight, mate.”
 
“You’re about two seconds from getting your ass kicked,” Ryan muttered. “You think I don’t know what you were up to in there with my cousin?”
 
“She’s a wild one,” Liam said, dodging behind Cami and me when Ryan lunged for him.
 
“I’m gonna kick your ass,” Ryan said. He dove for Liam, who swam a few feet away.
 
“You’re not thinking straight!” Cami yelled. “He’s naked.”
 
She laughed and swam after Ryan and Liam, leaving me alone with Chris. The three splashed through the waves a few feet away, while other people ran through the water in various stages of undress, splashing and laughing.
 
“This isn’t how I expected to find you when I came looking,” Chris said. The smile disappeared from my face and he shook his head. “Not that I’m complaining. It’s . . .” His eyes went down to my breasts, just barely peeking out of the water. “. . . a nice surprise.”
 
I blushed and crossed my arms over my chest.
 
“Now you’re going to be shy? You realize when you get out you’re going to have to run up to your pile of clothes completely naked, right?”
 
My mouth dropped open and he laughed. It took me all of two seconds to join him. “I guess I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” I shrugged and uncrossed my arms, splashing him a little. “You have to promise not to peek.”
 
He grinned and when he scratched his head, the adorable monkey image was back. “I make no such promises.”
 
I shoved him, and just like Ryan, he caught my hand in his. My skin didn’t tingle, and my heart didn’t pound quite as hard when Chris stepped closer to me. But my chest did tighten and my stomach clenched when my nipples brushed against his chest. He ran his fingers down my arm and I shivered. When he leaned forward my lips parted in anticipation.
 
A burst of warm water splashed across my face, snapping me out of it. Another torrent of man-made waves followed, and Chris swore. He tried to look pissed when he dove after Liam, but he was fighting back a smile. I didn’t even try to hide mine.
 
Cami swam over and put her arms around me again. “I told them not to do it.”
 
“Them?”
 
“Liam and Ryan.” She rolled her eyes and I watched Ryan and Liam swimming farther out into the ocean. Away from Chris. “They think they’re pretty funny.”
 
My insides tightened. Did Ryan do it because he was jealous?
 
“Let’s get dressed while they’re busy,” I said, pulling Cami with me toward the beach.
 
She held on to me until the water was shallow enough for her to touch, then together we ran onto the sand. My skin was sticky from the salt water, and sand clung to every inch of my body. I didn’t even bother with my underwear. I pulled my shirt over my head, then stepped into my skirt, buttoning it up just as the guys ran toward us. The lacy thong went in my pocket.
 
My heart pounded when Ryan came closer. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. The moonlight shimmered off his damp skin, accenting every dip and muscle on his body. Heat crept across my cheeks. The tingling sensation in my belly intensified. I needed to look away, but I couldn’t.
 
“Did you and Liam have fun?” I asked Cami absentmindedly, trying to distract myself from Ryan.
 
“Boy, did we. He may be a man-whore, but he sure knows what he’s doing.”
 
“What now?” Ryan asked, pulling his shirt over his head. He stared right at me. “We’re staying out all night, right?”
 
“Hell yeah, we are!” Cami yelled, bouncing around. She was swinging her bra above her head like a lasso. Liam scooped her up and threw her over his shoulder, then took off down the beach.
 
Cami screamed and banged her fists on Liam’s back. Without thinking, I took off after them. I tackled Liam and the three of us fell in a mangled heap on the sand.
 
Cami was on top of me. She laughed and tugged at her skirt, which had gone up way too high for someone not wearing underwear. “I think I broke something,” she said between laughs.
 
“I think you’re breaking me right now,” I said, rolling her off me.
 
Liam helped Cami to her feet just as Chris and Ryan jogged up. They reached out to help me at the same time. I didn’t miss the questioning look Chris shot Ryan. Ryan dropped his hand and I reached for Chris. Ryan’s hand was the one I wanted to take. But what was the etiquette for something like that? I didn’t want to cause problems.
 
Ryan swept his hand through his wet hair. “I’m gonna head on back to the house, see if I can grab us a few drinks.”
 
My insides felt heavy when he walked away. Cami and Liam were already off by themselves, headed toward the pier. Once again Chris and I were alone.
 
Chris took my hand and led me toward the water. I pulled my phone out so I could see what time it was. It didn’t feel like we’d been outside that long, but it was already after one o’clock in the morning.
 
I smiled and shoved the phone back in my pocket. “I’ve never been out this late before.”
 
Chris stopped walking and did that adorable head scratching thing again. “Really? Never?”
 
I laughed and shook my head while wringing out my dripping hair. “I keep telling you my dad was strict.”
 
“But didn’t you ever sneak out or tell him you were staying at a friend’s house so you could go to a party?”
 
“This is the first party I’ve ever been to.”
 
Chris’s mouth dropped open and he shook his head. “Ever?”
 
I nodded in an exaggerated way. “Yes, ever.”
 
“Well, that sucks.” His eyebrows pulled together and he looked at the ground, and then looked back at me. “Does that mean you weren’t allowed to date either?”
 
I concentrated on my feet while I wiggled my toes through the sand. “Nope.”
 
“So you’ve never had a boyfriend.” I shook my head. When I looked up, he frowned. “Which means you’ve never . . .” My cheeks grew warm and he pressed his lips together. “. . . been kissed.”
 
The corner of my mouth twitched at his almost-slip, and I whispered, “No.”
 
“Well, shit,” Chris muttered. “That sucks.” He looked out over the water for a few seconds before turning back to me. His eyes went straight to my lips. My heart pounded and I waited for him to try to kiss me again. It never happened.
 
“How about I take you out?” he asked after a few seconds. “I mean, I know we’re going to be sleeping most of tomorrow, but maybe you’ll be recovered enough by dinnertime for me to take you on a date?”
 
I grinned and nodded. Even though it wasn’t Ryan asking me out, I was so excited, I had the urge to do one of Cami’s victory dances.
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It was almost six o’clock by the time Cami and I rolled into our room. All I wanted was to crawl into bed and go to sleep, but I had sand lodged in every nook and cranny. A shower was a must. Unfortunately, Cami got there first. I took the opportunity to shoot my dad and brothers a quick text, so I could take care of my obligation for the day. The last thing I wanted was them blowing up my cell phone when I was trying to sleep.
 
When Cami was done, I hopped in the shower and gave myself a quick scrub. My eyes were heavy and my legs were like jelly. I had less than twelve hours to get some sleep, so I could get ready for my very first date ever. I didn’t want bags under my eyes.
 
Cami was already curled up in bed when I got out. I didn’t waste any time throwing on a pair of pajamas. My eyes were already half closed when my head hit the pillow, and it took literally two seconds for me to drift off completely.
 
I woke up when the door slammed and Cami flipped the light on in our room. “Time to get ready for your date!”
 
She jerked my comforter off my body and ripped the pillow out from under my head.
 
All I could do was moan. “Cami! What time is it anyway?”
 
“Almost five!”
 
“Five!” I bolted upright and almost fell out of my partial loft bed. “Chris is picking me up at six thirty!”
 
Cami thrust a cup of coffee at me and got busy pulling out clothes. “I know. Did you shave your legs?”
 
I stopped mid-drink. “What?”
 
“You heard me. You always have to shave your legs before you go on a date. Just in case.”
 
My cheeks grew warm, but I laughed. “I’m not going to have sex with him. It’s a first date and we’ve never even kissed.”
 
Cami rolled her eyes and tossed a flowy white sundress on my bed. “But what if you do kiss? What if he kisses you and puts his hand on your thigh and your legs are all prickly? Wouldn’t you rather be safe than sorry?”
 
She had a point, as much as I hated to admit it. I ran my hand over my thigh and cringed when the hairs prickled my palms. “Dammit.”
 
“Better get moving,” Cami shot at me.
 
After a second shower and a thorough dehairing, I was ready to let Cami work her magic. Chris had already texted to confirm that I would in fact be ready at six thirty. I had replied that I would, which left me only forty minutes to get my hair dried and makeup done. I never would have been able to do it on my own due to my lack of practice, but Cami was a pro.
 
At a quarter after, I slipped on my shoes and admired Cami’s handiwork in the mirror. “You should do makeovers for a living.”
 
She laughed and held a bright yellow purse out to me. “I wish.”
 
I took it and she hesitated for a second before saying, “I put a condom in there, just in case.”
 
My insides, which were already having a difficult time keeping the coffee in, gave a lurch that was almost painful. “I’m not going to sleep with him, Cami.”
 
She put her hands up and took a step back. “Better safe than sorry. I’ve been there.”
 
“Seriously?” My voice came out high-pitched, like a twelve-year-old boy on the verge of puberty.
 
She shrugged and looked down at her nails. “I’m not a slut, but I’m no angel either.”
 
I wanted to drag more information out of her, but I didn’t have the time or the courage. I filed my questions away for later. Maybe one night after I’d had a little bit to drink, I’d get up the nerve to ask.
 
There was a knock on the door. Cami squealed and raced toward it while my stomach dropped to my knees. For a split second I felt like hiding in the bathroom instead of going on a date. I wasn’t sure if it had to do with Chris or if it was just nerves. A first date was a big deal. A first date at the age of eighteen was huge. Most girls my age had already had sex, yet I hadn’t even held a guy’s hand until yesterday on the beach.
 
Cami opened the door and gave Chris a mock speech about respecting me and having me home by curfew. It would have been funny if I wasn’t ready to hurl. I did my best to laugh along with the two of them while they joked back and forth, but it got stuck in my throat.
 
Chris looked at me, waiting for me to walk toward him, probably, but I couldn’t move. Cami was talking his ear off and she glanced at me every few seconds, but I hadn’t said a word. Was this how the entire night would go? Chris staring at me from across the table while I chewed my bottom lip raw. I would have done anything at that moment to take Cami with me, so I didn’t have to try to make small talk with a guy who ultimately only wanted to get in my pants.
 
“You okay, Annie?” Chris asked after about five minutes of awkward silence.
 
Cami looked at me and jerked her head toward Chris, mouthing something at me that looked like do it. Was she talking about the date or sex?
 
Either way, it snapped me out of my daze. I managed to squeeze out a very uncomfortable laugh. “Just nervous.”
 
Chris grinned and his brown eyes sparkled. He had on a nice pair of jeans with a blue and green plaid button-down shirt. He really did look good. “Don’t be nervous. I already like you.”
 
My shoulders relaxed while my insides tightened, and I managed to get my legs to move.
 
“Have fun, you two,” Cami sang as Chris and I headed to the elevator.
 
He chuckled and rolled his eyes. “I never thought I’d be picking up a date with Cami as the chaperone.”
 
“She really is more likely to be the one to need a chaperone, isn’t she?”
 
“You have no idea.”
 
The elevator door opened and he gallantly motioned for me to go first, just like he had the first day we met. I couldn’t stop a smile from spreading across my face.
 
“She was pretty crazy in high school,” Chris said. “Ryan and I had to go rescue her more than once.”
 
“I know he worries about her.”
 
Chris frowned, but before he could say whatever was on his mind, the door opened in the lobby. We headed into the moist Charleston night. I hugged my purse closer when we stepped into the crowd clogging the sidewalks. It was a habit. Ingrained in me by my father, who never allowed me to leave the house without letting me know how dangerous the world was.
 
“I hope it’s okay if we walk,” Chris said. “It’s only a couple blocks down and I didn’t want to have to borrow Ryan’s car for such a short trip.”
 
“Walking sounds nice.” Good thing I hadn’t let Cami talk me into heels.
 
We headed down Calhoun and crossed over to King, passing Marion Square Park. Pedestrians were out in full force. We passed groups of people our age laughing and joking, other couples probably on dates, as well as the occasional family.
 
“So you and Ryan seem to be getting along,” Chris said after a few minutes of silence.
 
My heart did a little dance at the thought of Ryan and just how well we’d gotten along the night before. I cleared my throat and focused on the couple in front of me, so I didn’t have to look at Chris. “I think we bonded because we both lost a mother.”
 
Chris slowed and practically turned his whole body to face me. “He talked to you about his mom?” He looked like I’d just told him that Ryan had revealed the secrets of the universe to me.
 
“A little,” I said with a shrug.
 
“He told you what happened to her?” Chris asked hesitantly.
 
“Not really. Just that she’d been sick for a long time.”
 
Chris exhaled and nodded, then shook his head. “He doesn’t really talk about her.”
 
“I get that.” My own mother’s death was something my family didn’t talk about, so I understood why Ryan kept it to himself. It still made me curious.
 
“Let’s talk about something else,” Chris said. “How are you liking Charleston?”
 
We spent the rest of the walk talking about the city. Chris told me about all his favorite places in the area. About going to plantations and beaches on field trips as a kid, fishing on the Ashley River, and the time they found a seven-foot gator in their backyard and had to call animal control.
 
When we arrived at Joe Pasta I was more relaxed, and by the time we were seated at the table I wasn’t struggling to keep the conversation going anymore. It was easy to tell him about living in California and going to the farmer’s market with my brothers, or taking the ferry into San Francisco to catch a game. All my awkwardness had disappeared, and I got a real glimpse of what I might have been like if my dad hadn’t raised me to be so insecure and afraid.
 
“So Ryan mentioned this morning that your birthday is coming up.”
 
It took me a minute of sifting through foggy images of the night before to remember when I’d told him that. Once I did, the memory of how close we came to kissing bubbled to the surface and my cheeks grew warm. Chris watched me closely, so I tried to cover it by laughing and shaking my head.
 
“I forgot I told him,” I said, running my cloth napkin through my fingers to keep busy. “I think it was right before we decided to strip and jump into the ocean.”
 
He grinned and took a sip of his water. “You must have had a lot to drink.”
 
A laugh forced its way out, almost choking me. “I don’t know about a lot, but for me it was enough.”
 
Chris grinned and drummed his fingers on the table before leaning forward. “So what do you want to do for your birthday?”
 
I automatically ran through the list in my head. Including the date, I’d managed to take care of eight items already. And there were still a few left I could knock out fairly easily.
 
“Get my nose pierced,” I said. “Maybe my belly button too.”
 
Chris blinked and sat back. “Really?”
 
“I just like how it looks.” He stared at me with an odd expression on his face. Like he’d just noticed I was sitting across the table from him. What was he thinking when he looked at me like that? It seemed to happen so often and I was tired of guessing. “Why?”
 
“I just—” He shook his head. “I’m just trying to figure you out, that’s all. I know that you’re trying new things. I just want to know what I’m getting into.”
 
“Does having my nose pierced define me as a person or change who I am?”
 
“No, that’s not what I mean.” He sighed and ran his hand through his brown hair. “Last year I started dating this girl, and we went out for about eight months. When we started dating, she did everything I wanted. We watched football and we went hiking, and she never complained when I took her to a steakhouse for dinner. Six months in, she changed, like that.” He snapped his fingers and shook his head. “It turned out she didn’t like sports and she hated the outdoors, and she was a vegetarian! She’d been totally fake with me at the start of our relationship, and by the time it was over, I had no idea who I’d spent the last eight months with. I just don’t want to go through that again.”
 
Finally I got why he was making such a big deal about my shopping and worrying that Cami was changing me. It didn’t help him any. I had no idea who I was, so it was impossible for him to know, but at least now we could be on the same page.
 
“You don’t need to worry about any of that with me. What you see is what you get. I’m trying to figure all this out as I go, and you apparently are going to have a front-row seat.”
 
His shoulders relaxed and he smiled. “That’s kind of nice, actually.”
 
“I’m glad you think so.” I stared at my hands while I tried to figure out what to say next. “I just—”
 
“What is it?”
 
I looked up and my eyes met Chris’s. They flashed with worry.
 
“I just can’t make any promises about how things are going to be, you know? I have a lot to figure out about myself before I can commit completely to someone else. I don’t want you getting hurt.”
 
Chris relaxed and leaned back. He looked really relieved. “Don’t sweat it. This thing is just casual, right?”
 
I exhaled and my mouth stretched into a grin. “Exactly. Casual.”
 
The rest of the evening went well. We walked down King Street—which was crowded and wild on a Sunday night—and talked about ourselves. Being with Chris was comfortable and relaxing. It felt a lot like spending time with one of my brothers. I didn’t have to struggle to come up with things to say or worry that I sounded stupid, but my heart also didn’t flutter and my knees didn’t go weak. Those things had happened with Ryan, but he was off limits. Ryan and Chris were best friends and I didn’t want to get in the way of that. Hopefully, if I spent enough time with Chris, I would stop wondering what Ryan was doing, or thinking I would run into him when I went to Starbucks. That was my plan, anyway.
 
When Chris walked me back to my room around ten, my heart pounded in a way it never had before. The adrenaline that came with wondering whether or not he would try to kiss me was exhilarating, but I wasn’t sure which way I was hoping it would go. I’d managed to cross first date off my list, but did I want the first kiss to be Chris? I couldn’t stop thinking about Ryan.
 
Chris was holding my hand when we stopped outside my door. The noise from the streets pounded in my ears right along with my beating heart. Once again I was completely tongue-tied.
 
“I had a great time, Annie.”
 
He shuffled his feet and his brown eyes wouldn’t stop moving. He seemed more nervous than I was. His lips pressed together and his eyebrows pulled down like he was thinking something over. I didn’t miss how many times his eyes went to my lips or that twice he started to lean forward. My pulse went crazy, waiting for him to either kiss me or end the date.
 
“So did I,” I managed to whisper.
 
“Can we do it again?” I nodded and he relaxed just a bit, and finally leaned forward. Then his lips brushed against my cheek instead of my mouth. All he did was squeeze my hand once before letting go. “I’ll call you tomorrow.” He grinned and shoved his hands in his pockets, drawing his shoulders practically to his ears. It made him look about five years younger. “If I don’t run into you going to class, that is.”
 
I laughed as the tension was slowly released from my body. He wasn’t going to kiss me. I was a bit relieved by that. “Sounds good.”
 
We said our good-byes and I went into my room. Cami was nowhere to be seen, so I pulled out my cell phone. I had missed texts from her, Adam, and my dad. Cami’s said she was out and had two smileys after the message. One was winking and one had hearts for eyes, which I took to mean that she was sneaking around with Liam again. It was not going to be a one-time thing, despite what she’d said. I hoped Ryan wouldn’t find out.
 
The text from Dad was awkward, as usual. He missed me and wanted to talk to me. He needed to know I was okay. The phone calls hadn’t been every day like he wanted, but they were every other day. I was hoping over the next few weeks to cut it down even more, but with my dad I had to do it gradually.
 
Adam’s text I couldn’t ignore. He was the only one I’d told about the date, and he wanted me to call the second I got home. He’d go out of his mind if I didn’t call, so I threw myself on the bed while I dialed my brother.
 
“Annie?” He picked up after the first ring. He sounded frantic.
 
“I’m home, you can relax now.”
 
“You know that’s not going to happen,” he said with a sigh.
 
“You’re worse than Dad.” I was only a little annoyed. The truth was, I’d tolerated Adam’s dragging me around after him better than anyone else. He’d treated me more like a friend than a prisoner.
 
“I can’t help it, Annie. It’s been programmed into me to worry about you. I should have gone to the Citadel instead. Then I’d be closer.”
 
“It wouldn’t have mattered. It’s not like you get to actually go out and do things at schools like that. I don’t know why you chose to go to a military school at all. Didn’t you have enough of that growing up?”
 
Adam’s decision to follow in our father’s footsteps had baffled me, and I still wasn’t over it. Of all my brothers, he agreed with me the most about how wrong my childhood had been.
 
“Annie, we’ve talked about this. Dad isn’t this way because of the Air Force, and I’m not choosing to follow in his footsteps. I really want to be a pilot and this is the best way for me to achieve that.”
 
I sighed. I still didn’t get it. We all wanted to distance ourselves from Dad, even Austin and Aiden, who’d chosen to live at home while they went to college. It made no sense to me to have any part of my life resemble the one my father had.
 
“So how was your date?” Adam asked, trying to sound casual.
 
“You mean did he attack me?” I said bitterly. He inhaled sharply and I squeezed my eyes shut. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”
 
“No, you shouldn’t have.”
 
He was quiet for a few seconds. He was mad and I needed to smooth things over.
 
I laughed and tried to keep my voice light when I said, “We had dinner and walked around. Talked. It was nice.”
 
“Did he try anything, Annie?”
 
“No.”
 
It was nice to be able to tell him the truth. Of course, one day something like that would happen for me and I planned on giving Adam the same answer. He wouldn’t be able to handle the truth. None of them would.
 
“He held my hand and kissed me on the cheek like it’s 1950.”
 
“Good.”
 
I pressed my lips together when my chest tightened. No matter how close we were or how much I understood that he was just going with what he knew, his determination to keep me a prisoner hurt.
 
“I need to get some sleep, Adam,” I said.
 
“Okay, kid. I’ll talk to you later this week.”
 
 

 
 
The next two weeks went by fairly uneventfully. I went to class and listened to Cami praise Liam. They weren’t serious, and even though she claimed to be okay with it, I was worried she was lying to herself. Chris met me at Java City to study several times a week and we had a meal together at least once a week. The following weekend he took me out to a local seafood restaurant, but once again he had me back at my room by ten and didn’t try to kiss me. The suspense was killing Cami, but I was content with the comfortable pattern we’d fallen into.
 
My body was not comfortable whenever I ran into Ryan, however. He acted friendly and laid back, even teasing me a little about Chris, but I couldn’t relax around him. It was partly due to the constant desire flowing through me. But another part was the uncertain feeling that what I felt with Chris was nice, but not as good as the thrill when I was around Ryan.
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The morning of September third started with a bang. Literally.
 
I woke up to what sounded like a stampede running through my room. Then arms ripped me out of bed. The first thing I registered was the smiling face of Ryan, which made me wonder if I was dreaming. Then Cami giggled.
 
“What’s going on?” I squealed when Ryan set me on the floor.
 
Cami, Chris, Ryan, and Liam were standing in our room, already dressed for the day and wearing mischievous smiles.
 
“Happy birthday!” Cami yelled while she bounced around the room.
 
“It’s not my birthday,” I said, shaking my head.
 
Cami rolled her eyes and grabbed clothes out of my dresser. “I know, but your birthday is on Monday, so we have to celebrate it today. This way we have the entire day to get things crossed off that list and pamper you!” She stuffed the clothes in my arms and shoved me toward the bathroom. “You have thirty minutes to get dressed and meet us downstairs so we can take you to breakfast! We need to get a move on, because I have the whole day planned out. Followed by a party at Ryan and Liam’s!”
 
Cami’s grin was even bigger than usual, and my own cheeks were sore from the gigantic smile that had spread across my face.
 
I ducked into the bathroom and took the world’s fastest shower before pulling my clothes on. When I went back into the room, it was empty. I applied a light layer of makeup—something I was getting better at—and blow-dried my hair just enough that it wasn’t dripping wet. Then I hurried to the lobby, where everyone waited for me.
 
The five of us walked down the street to the Francis Marion Hotel. There I had the most delicious breakfast I’d ever tasted, while Cami chatted away about her plans for the rest of the day.
 
“First we’re going to get massages, then a mani-pedi. After that we’re all going to meet for lunch at Hominy Grill—you can’t live in Charleston without eating there. Then we are going to get pierced!”
 
Cami looked so proud of herself that I couldn’t help laughing, but it was seriously the nicest thing anyone had ever done for me. “Thanks, Cami, that sounds amazing.”
 
“Then a party at my place,” Ryan said with a smile.
 
He was across from me. When my gaze met his, my insides burst into flames. I could have sworn a similar fire blazed in his eyes. I wasn’t familiar enough with guys to really know for sure, but I’d seen the same look in his eyes other times. Like when we were standing on his balcony or sitting together on the beach. The look brought back that magnetic feeling I’d been trying to fight for the past two weeks. Instinctively I leaned closer to him. I couldn’t help it.
 
“What do you think?” Chris said, making me jump. He was next to me, and he put his arm on the back of my chair.
 
I was still staring at Ryan and I had to force myself to pay attention to Chris. When I turned to face him, we were so close it made my heart skip like a little girl playing hopscotch. It was a welcome feeling after the firestorm Ryan had sent through me. Plus, it reinforced my earlier suspicion that what I had with Chris was how things were supposed to be. Comfortable and sweet, with just a hint of desire. The overwhelming pull I felt toward Ryan couldn’t be healthy.
 
“This all sounds amazing,” I said, moving back just a little. Being so close to Chris with everyone staring at me made my cheeks burn. “Thanks, guys.”
 
Chris smiled and leaned closer, kissing me on the cheek right in front of everyone. “Happy birthday.”
 
My entire body burned with embarrassment. I laughed and covered my face with my hands. Chris laughed too, and gave my shoulder a quick squeeze. He left his arm around me instead of moving it back to my chair.
 
When I looked up, my eyes met Cami’s and she winked. It made me even more certain I was making the right decision. My attraction to Ryan would no doubt be a fleeting thing, and I wasn’t sure how Cami would take it. She was the first female friend I’d ever had. I didn’t want to screw things up with her.
 
After breakfast was over, Cami and I parted ways with the guys. We headed downtown to get our massages. I’d never had one before, and I was thrilled to be doing new things that weren’t even on my list. When that was done, we went to get our mani-pedis. Cami got a French manicure on her already perfectly sculpted nails, but I had mine painted a pretty hot pink that sparkled slightly under the lights.
 
“Thanks for doing all this, Cami,” I said while we sat with our nails under the lights.
 
She grinned and held up her hand so she could examine the tips. “I’m not going to lie: this is as much for me as it is for you. But every girl deserves to have a total pamper-me day before she leaves her teen years. I did all this before I went to prom, but since you missed out on that, I figured you never had.”
 
I laughed and shook my head. “I don’t think it would have ever occurred to my dad that I would want to do something like this.”
 
“That’s just sad, Annie. Didn’t he ever do anything for you?”
 
Cami and I still hadn’t spoken in much detail about my dad, and I didn’t want to ruin what had so far been a perfect day. I just shrugged. “He did what he thought was best.”
 
She rolled her eyes and stuck her hand back under the lights. “Whatever.”
 
Whatever was right.
 
We met the guys for lunch, and even though I was still stuffed from breakfast, I gorged myself on southern food. We had everything from sweet potato casserole to pecan crusted pork chops and fried green tomatoes. By the time we left, I felt like I was going to burst.
 
“Is it really a good idea to go do this on a full stomach?” I asked as we headed to the tattoo parlor. “What if I throw up?”
 
Cami laughed and elbowed me. “You nervous?”
 
I shrugged and tried to keep a straight face. “No.”
 
No one believed me. They spent the rest of the walk teasing me and joking about stopping to buy some smelling salts. Like I was a real southern lady.
 
By the time I met the tattooed and pierced needle-wielding man who was going to fill my body with holes, I was more relaxed. It only lasted a few minutes. Cami insisted I go first, so I wouldn’t chicken out. She was even nice enough to hold my hand. Chris scooted forward to take the other one. I tried to feel comforted by their presence as I lay back on the table, but I was so nervous it felt like it was at least two hundred degrees in the room.
 
The burly guy leaning over me barely had an inch of visible flesh on his arms, but he smiled when he put a clamp on the skin above my belly button. “You’re going to feel a little pressure.”
 
I tensed up and rolled my eyes. Pressure, right. I didn’t believe that for second. Then he touched my stomach and I squeezed my eyes shut. It felt like he was pinching my skin between his fingers. I kept my eyes closed while I waited for the prick of the needle, but it never came.
 
“All done,” he said.
 
My eyes flew open and I looked down at the little silver ring in my belly button. “Seriously? That was it?”
 
Cami laughed and squeezed my hand. “I told you it didn’t hurt!”
 
“It is gonna hurt for a couple weeks, though,” the guy said. He turned his back and started rooting around, probably getting ready to put the hole in my nostril. “Clean it at least twice a day.”
 
I nodded and sat up. When the top of my shorts rubbed against it I cringed.
 
“You’ll just have to fold them down when you’re sitting,” Cami said with a shrug.
 
“Now this one hurts more.” The guy turned around with a marker in his hand. He moved my face to the side, making a small dot on the side of my nose. “But it still isn’t as bad as getting your ears done. Your eyes will tear up, but it will be over fast.”
 
After my belly button, I was less nervous about him putting a hole in my nose, but he was right. I definitely felt it when he poked the needle through, and my eyes filled with tears that I had a hard time keeping in. But it was over in no time and was nothing compared to what I’d been through with my ears.
 
He held the mirror up so I could see it, and I couldn’t stop smiling. “I love it!”
 
Cami jumped up and down—as usual. “My turn!”
 
Cami replaced me on the table and I stood off to the side, holding my shirt up while staring down at my belly button.
 
“Looks good,” Ryan whispered, grinning down at me. “Glad you did it?”
 
“I am. It’s nice.”
 
He pursed his lips like he was thinking and we both glanced toward Chris, who was busy teasing Cami with Liam. When Ryan looked back, his eyes were intense. “You’re getting a lot of stuff marked off that list of yours.”
 
Something in his voice made my heart pound faster. “Nine things now.”
 
He nodded and said, “First date. First kiss?”
 
I shook my head and his shoulders relaxed, making everything in my body buzz to life. The funny thing was, until that moment I hadn’t even realized I wasn’t alive.
 
 

 
 
When we were done getting pierced, Cami and I went back to our room to change. She insisted I wear a shirt that would show off my belly button, and for once I didn’t fight her.
 
“Chris keeps talking about the birthday present he got you,” Cami said while she curled my hair. “Bet I know what it is.”
 
My gaze met hers in the mirror and she raised her eyebrows suggestively, making a little kissy face at me.
 
I rolled my eyes, but something inside me jumped. “Stop it, Cami.”
 
“Oh, come on! You guys have been eating together at almost every meal for two weeks and had like three dates—”
 
“Two,” I said.
 
“Whatever! My seventy-year-old grandma moved faster than you two when she was dating her new husband.”
 
I turned to face her, almost getting burned by the curling iron in the process. “Your seventy-year-old grandma dates?”
 
She shrugged and grinned. “Women have needs, Annie.”
 
Gross.
 
I turned my back to her and tried to focus on what I needed—stability and unconditional love—and not what I wanted. Which was Ryan.
 
“Okay!” Cami ran to her wardrobe and pulled out a small gift, wrapped in pink paper. “Chris will be here any minute to walk us to Ryan’s, and I want you to have your present before we go.”
 
“Cami!” I said, taking the gift from her. “You got me more?”
 
She waved toward the box excitedly. She reminded me of a Chihuahua. “Of course I did. Now open it!”
 
With my heart pounding, I ripped into the paper. I couldn’t imagine what Cami would have bought, but the second I pulled the lid off I laughed. I should have known.
 
“A fake ID!” I pulled it out to examine the picture. It was the same one on my driver’s license, which meant Cami must have stolen it out of my purse at some point.
 
“You are officially twenty-one on Monday,” Cami said with a grin. “I wanted to keep your birthday the same, so you wouldn’t get confused.”
 
“Cami, this is amazing! Thank you!”
 
She laughed and pulled a similar one out of her pocket, holding it in front of my face. “I got one too!”
 
Chris showed up a few minutes later and we headed to Ryan’s. He held my hand and grinned from ear to ear the whole way. He seemed as excited about the party as Cami was. Maybe it had to do with the present he’d gotten me.
 
The apartment was crowded when we walked in. Liam met us at the door and gave me a hug that made Chris’s smile melt away. Mitch was right behind him. I let him hug me even though we barely knew each other, but it went on a little longer than necessary. Chris finally had to pry me out of his arms.
 
Ryan swooped out of the kitchen with a tray full of shots. He set it on the coffee table and everyone pounced on them. Somehow one ended up in my hand.
 
“I’ve never done a shot,” I yelled over the noise.
 
“There’s a first time for everything,” Cami said with a wink.
 
I blushed and shook my head. She threw her head back and laughed, raising her glass above her head. “To being a teenager!”
 
Everyone cheered, even though most of the people in the room were no longer teenagers. One by one, they threw back the shots until I was the only one with a full glass.
 
“Come on,” Ryan said with a grin. “You only have a few years to be irresponsible.”
 
He was absolutely right. Time was running out. Taking a deep breath, I put the glass to my lips and threw my head back, swallowing the whole thing in one big gulp. It burned a little going down, but it was over fast and everyone cheered so much that I didn’t even blink when the second glass ended up in my hand.
 
“Another!” Liam yelled, holding a glass up in front of him.
 
I threw the second one back and Cami hugged me. Someone turned up the music and Chris got me a beer. Before I knew it, my head was as light as a feather and I was dancing with Cami. I’d never danced a day in my life, but with the alcohol running through my veins, it seemed natural. Chris stood behind me with his hands on my hips, and I swayed to the music, trying to mimic Cami’s moves while she danced with Liam.
 
My face was hot and my skin was moist. I didn’t bat an eye when Chris brushed the hair off my shoulder and pressed his lips against my neck. My eyes closed on their own and I leaned back against his chest. He must have taken it as encouragement, because he moved his mouth higher. Up to my chin.
 
He ran his hands over my shoulders, then down my arms. For once I felt that thing stir inside me that had been missing. Desire. It swirled in my belly, moving lower. Making me wish his hands would keep moving. That he’d turn me around and finally get that first kiss out of the way.
 
When I opened my eyes, I met Ryan’s gaze. He was across the room watching every move I made. My heart stopped beating and everything froze. The music faded away and I couldn’t feel Chris’s hands anymore. His lips must have still been moving over my neck, but I was oblivious to it.
 
I stepped away and shook my head, never taking my eyes off Ryan.
 
“You okay?” Chris called.
 
“I just need a few minutes . . .” I ripped my eyes off Ryan and turned to face Chris. He frowned, but I gave him a big smile and a playful shove. “I’ll be right back.”
 
I had no idea what I was doing or what I expected to happen, but for some reason I went to the back of the apartment like I was headed to the bathroom. It was the only place I could think to go that Chris wouldn’t follow me. The apartment had two bathrooms, but the one in the hall was in use. I went back through Liam’s room to use his. Luckily, that one was free.
 
I stepped inside and shut the door, then leaned against it with my eyes closed. I couldn’t stop thinking about Ryan; my heart pounded faster than a freight train. “What are you doing?” I said out loud.
 
There was a soft knock on the door. Instinctively I knew it was Ryan, but I didn’t hesitate to open it. He stepped inside and shut the door behind him. I wasn’t sure if it was from the alcohol or the way his gray eyes zeroed in on my lips, but my head spun.
 
“I wanted to give you your birthday present,” he whispered, stepping closer and running his hand down my cheek.
 
My throat tightened and I had trouble filling my lungs. I couldn’t move, let alone breathe. “What’s that?”
 
“Your first kiss.”
 
Ryan tilted my face up and I closed my eyes. Then his mouth covered mine. His lips were warm and soft. They tenderly moved over mine, showing me what to do. His hands ran down my neck to my shoulders, then over my back. He pulled my body against his, pressing my back against the wall. His mouth moved faster. Without thinking I parted my lips, allowing his tongue access to my mouth. It sent a shiver through my body. The desire I’d felt earlier with Chris returned, only a million times stronger. My insides were on fire, a fire that burned hotter with each move of his lips, each brush of his fingers against my lower back.
 
When Ryan finally pulled back, I was out of breath. His gray eyes held my gaze and he traced my lips with his thumb. “Happy birthday, Buttercup.”
 
Then he let himself out of the bathroom, leaving me alone. My heart pounded and my face was hot. My lips were still warm from his. I leaned against the wall and closed my eyes, tracing my lips with the tips of my fingers. My first kiss. I’d never experienced anything quite so amazing.
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Chris was just coming into Liam’s room when I stepped out of the bathroom. He smiled, and until that moment I didn’t feel anything but euphoria over the kiss. Then it occurred to me that Ryan kissing me might have been cheating. I wasn’t sure how the dating thing really worked, if the time Chris and I had spent together meant we were officially a couple or if it was something we had to talk about. But there was no way Chris was off kissing other girls. It put my first kiss in a whole new light, but oddly enough it didn’t ruin it. Nothing could have ruined that moment with Ryan.
 
“There you are. I was just coming to see if you were okay.”
 
I took a deep breath and worked on remaining calm, even though every inch of my body shook. I was sure he’d know what had happened just by looking at me. All he did was smile and take my hand, though.
 
“My head was spinning a little.” It wasn’t a lie, but it was deceptive. My head had been spinning—and still was—only it wasn’t from the alcohol.
 
Chris frowned and squeezed my hand. He started to lead me toward the bed, then seemed to think better of it. “Never know what’s been going on between those sheets,” he said with a wink.
 
I laughed, and I couldn’t miss how completely forced the sound was.
 
Thankfully, Chris didn’t even blink. “I wanted to give you your birthday present.”
 
Cami’s words came back to me and I had the sudden urge to run. The way it felt to have Ryan’s lips on mine was still fresh in my mind, and I didn’t want to tarnish the memory by letting Chris kiss me too. I wanted that night to be just about Ryan.
 
Thankfully, Chris didn’t make a move toward me. He pulled a white envelope out of his back pocket and held it out. He shuffled his feet—I’d never seen him look so awkward. He was acting so nervous.
 
“I hope this is okay. We all went in on it together, but it was my idea.”
 
I had no idea what it could be, but my head was still reeling just a bit when I ripped the envelope open. “Wow, Chris. This is amazing,” I said, pulling out four tickets to see the Falcons play the Steelers on October second. In Atlanta.
 
He relaxed and smiled. “I’m glad you like it. We can get a hotel—”
 
I shook my head and the smile that spread across my face was genuine. “No, we can stay with my brother and his wife. They’d be happy to have us. Stacy is always begging me to come visit.”
 
Chris nodded slowly and shuffled his feet again. “Are you sure?”
 
“Of course!” I playfully swatted his arm, not missing the disappointment on his face. Guess he was hoping for a hotel. I wasn’t ready for that, and I doubted a month would change my mind.
 
“But are you sure you want to see the Steelers kick the Falcons’ butt?” I said, trying to distract him. “It might be hard for you to watch.”
 
A look of mock hurt crossed his face and he grabbed his heart. “I think I’m used to it by now.”
 
He smiled and it suddenly hit me how alone we were in that room. I started to squirm, which for some reason made him smile even more. I wracked my brain for some way to make my escape. Just then Cami came bouncing into the room. Without even thinking about it, I let out a sigh of relief.
 
“There you are!” She stopped in front of me and threw her arms around my neck, giggling even more than usual.
 
“How much have you had to drink?”
 
“More than you,” she said, pulling me from the room. “Which means you need to catch up!”
 
I gave Chris an apologetic smile while Cami dragged me down the hall. He shook his head. Even though he looked slightly amused when he watched Cami bounce away, there was disappointment in his eyes.
 
“Did he give you your birthday present?” Cami whispered when we were alone in the kitchen.
 
I rolled my eyes and waved the football tickets in front of her. “Yes, but not the one you’re referring to.”
 
“The night is young!” she said with a laugh. She pulled a beer out of the fridge and popped the top like a pro, passing the bottle to me before leaning closer. “I need a favor.”
 
I took a sip from my beer and narrowed my eyes on her face. She was up to something. “What’s that?”
 
“Keep an eye on Ryan for me. Liam and I are going to sneak out for a bit. I don’t want him to get suspicious.”
 
“Cami,” I said, shaking my head. “Do you still know what you’re doing, or do I need to step in?”
 
She stood on her tiptoes and glanced over my shoulder. Liam stood by the front door, motioning for her to follow.
 
“I’m completely in control,” she said absentmindedly.
 
I wasn’t sure about that. But what could I do? There was no way I was going to tell Ryan, and it wasn’t like I could hold her captive or anything.
 
She headed out of the kitchen, but I grabbed her arm before she could get too far. “Be careful.”
 
“I will,” she said, giving me a quick smile before taking off and ducking out the front door with Liam.
 
I spent the next hour drinking and watching the door with my heart in my throat. It was surprising I could get anything down, but somehow I managed. Chris never left my side. The more he drank, the more handsy he got. It was all very PG-13, and my head was filled with enough alcohol that I didn’t try to stop him. He never did try to kiss me, which I couldn’t help being thankful for.
 
Ryan avoided me. There was no other explanation for why our paths never crossed when the apartment was so small. It was like he was making a concentrated effort to stay as far away from me as possible, and it hurt.
 
I could only assume he felt bad about the whole thing. Maybe he’d had the same realization when he saw Chris that I’d had, and he couldn’t stand the thought of hurting his friend. Of course, I couldn’t blame him for that. But it didn’t make it any easier when about an hour after our kiss he started chatting with a girl who was in a few of my classes. Jess was short and cute, had dark hair and blue eyes. I couldn’t even give her dirty looks because she was just too nice. Yet seeing the two of them head out to the balcony made everything inside me ache.
 
Cami and Liam snuck back in after being MIA for more than an hour, and Liam immediately started passing out shots. My heart was so heavy from thinking about Ryan on the balcony with Jess that I didn’t hesitate when Liam handed me a glass. Cami clinked hers against mine and I threw the liquid back. I closed my eyes and prayed it would somehow have magic properties that would take away my attraction to Ryan.
 
It didn’t work, so I did another one. Followed by a beer. Everything after that felt like I was moving in slow motion. I vaguely remember dancing with Cami and Chris. Even Liam and possibly Mitch. There may have been an argument that broke out when Mitch took things a little too far. But mostly the night was a big blur that ended with me leaning over the toilet while Cami held my hair.
 
I woke the next morning in a room I didn’t recognize, lying in a bed that smelled somehow familiar. Pain started at the back of my skull and went up over my head, where it moved down my temples and wrapped around behind my eyes. Moving just made it worse, and my throat and tongue were so dry, I was pretty sure I’d never be able to get rid of the sour taste in my mouth.
 
When I moved my head, I noticed Cami asleep next to me. Somehow, I’d ended up out of my party clothes and was wearing nothing but a baggy t-shirt and my underwear. That’s when it hit me. I was in Ryan’s bed, which was why it smelled familiar.
 
After lying there for about ten minutes, I managed to make my legs cooperate enough to drag my body to the bathroom. I didn’t remember throwing up until I stepped inside and the overwhelming smell of vomit hit me. My stomach lurched all over again. I had to close my eyes and lean against the wall so my legs didn’t give out.
 
Once I’d recovered enough to relieve myself, I made my way to the living room. Chris was passed out on the couch and a couple other people I didn’t recognize were lying on the floor. Ryan was up and moving around the kitchen.
 
He stopped when he saw me. Even though it was a bit hesitant, he smiled. “How you feeling?”
 
“Like someone tied me to the back of a car and dragged me through town before letting their dog take a dump in my mouth,” I muttered.
 
Ryan snorted and I closed my eyes. I shook my head, but as soon as I did, I regretted it.
 
“Sit down,” he said.
 
I opened my eyes just enough to make it to the barstool before shutting them again. Ryan moved around the kitchen, getting a glass out and turning on the water. The sound of pills clanging around inside a bottle made me open my eyes again.
 
He dropped two blue pills in front of me and pushed a glass of water across the counter. “Take these and drink this whole glass of water.”
 
“Are they magic pills?” I asked. “Because unless they’re magic pills, it’s not going to help.”
 
He gave me a slow smile. “There’s nothing more miserable than the first hangover.”
 
I swallowed the pills and forced myself to empty the glass. “How long does this feeling last?”
 
“Honestly?”
 
I nodded, but when my brain bounced around I groaned and grabbed my head.
 
Ryan chuckled. “You should feel better tomorrow.” He moved across the kitchen and pulled some bread out of a cabinet. “You want some toast?”
 
I groaned and rested my forehead on the counter. “I’m pretty sure if I eat anything I’m going to throw up all over your bathroom—again.”
 
He laughed and didn’t stop moving. Every noise he made, no matter how small, made my head pound. “I hope you had a good time, at least.”
 
I made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a groan, and finally lifted my head. “I think I had a good time, although I don’t really remember for sure.”
 
“It seemed like you were having fun.” Ryan’s eyes went over my shoulder to the living room. Even though it hurt every inch of my body, I looked too. Chris was still out cold. “You and Chris.”
 
My throat tightened. The sudden urge to throw up that came over me had nothing to do with the insane amount of alcohol I’d consumed the night before. I wanted to tell him the best part of the night had been the five minutes we’d spent together in the bathroom, but I couldn’t get any words out.
 
Ryan cleared his throat and what he said next made my already uneasy stomach lurch. “Your friend Jess is nice. I think we’re going out next weekend.”
 
“You’re going out with her?” I whispered.
 
He nodded slowly, but he didn’t meet my gaze. “You’re dating Chris.”
 
“Oh.” I didn’t know what to say. Not that it would have mattered. He seemed to have his mind made up.
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We weren’t even a month into the school year, and I’d already crossed half of the items off my list. Only I couldn’t stop staring at number ten. In my head I crossed it out dozens of times, but physically I couldn’t do a thing. I couldn’t tell Cami I’d kissed Ryan. If he hadn’t been her cousin—who was like a brother to her—I would have done it for sure. But I didn’t know how she’d react, and I didn’t know what to do about Chris.
 
Cami came out of the bathroom, singing as she towel-dried her hair. I slammed the notebook shut and she raised an eyebrow at me. “Daydreaming about your next achievement?”
 
I sat up and threw my legs over the bed. “Something like that.”
 
“Where is Chris taking you for your birthday dinner?”
 
I gnawed on a nail. My pink polish had started to chip and I was only making it worse. “I don’t know.”
 
She kept singing, completely oblivious to the fact that I wanted to throw up. I couldn’t figure out how she was so chipper. We’d spent all of Sunday sleeping and trying to recover from my birthday party, but I’d still had a difficult time dragging myself to my classes that morning. Cami didn’t seem the least bit fazed.
 
“I’m thinking about cancelling.”
 
Cami stopped singing and turned to face me. “What? No, you can’t do that! This is the night, I know it is! He’s going to kiss you tonight, Annie.”
 
I gnawed harder and a piece of nail broke off between my teeth.
 
She narrowed her eyes on my face. “What’s wrong?”
 
“What if I have feelings for someone else?” I wanted to talk to someone with experience about it all, and Cami was pretty much my only option. “Would it be wrong to go out with Chris if I thought I liked someone else?”
 
Cami relaxed and shook her head. “Is that all this is about? Don’t sweat it. You guys are barely dating and he hasn’t even kissed you. You’re not married. It’s not like you talked about being exclusive, did you?”
 
“No. In fact, we had a conversation about being casual. I never made promises.”
 
She shrugged and turned back to her primping. “Then you’re good. Go out with him, get a free dinner and let the guy kiss you! This is part of being a teenager.”
 
She had a point. Plus, Chris was the one who had said we were casual. There was nothing to worry about. The fact that Cami seemed to think the whole thing was no big deal helped me relax. She had a lot more experience with dating than I did.
 
“That’s a good point,” I said. “In fact, maybe this weekend you and I can hit a bar. Try out those IDs and work on getting a guy’s number? I don’t need to spend every waking moment with Chris, do I?”
 
She tossed my purse at me. “That sounds like a great idea. I’ve been sneaking around with Liam too much. I could use a change of pace.”
 
Chris borrowed Ryan’s car and took me across the bay to the Melting Pot for dinner. It was my first time with fondue and Chris teased me incessantly. The evening was more enjoyable than I’d expected, and I even got to try out my newly obtained fake ID to order some wine. They sang happy birthday to me and made a big deal about me turning twenty-one. By the time we were done with dinner, I was back to feeling relaxed around Chris.
 
After we ate, Chris drove down the street and parked at the base of the Ravenel Bridge. The cables were lit up and stretched into the sky, meeting hundreds of feet above us, forming two elegant triangles that hovered over the Cooper River.
 
“It’s beautiful,” I said.
 
Chris made a small noise that might have been him agreeing with me, but sounded more like he was in pain. He gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead. It only took about two seconds to realize exactly why he had parked by the bridge. Cami was right.
 
I went back to staring at the bridge, nervously playing with my seat belt while I waited for him to make his move. By that point I’d decided I wanted it to happen. Maybe I even needed it. All I could think about was Ryan’s lips on mine, and something had to happen to erase that memory from my mind.
 
The silence stretched on for what felt like hours, but was probably only a minute. I couldn’t take it anymore. I undid my seat belt and turned to face him, plastering what I hoped was a reassuring smile on my face.
 
“I had a really nice time tonight.”
 
He glanced at me and let go of the steering wheel. His eyes went over my face and down to my seat belt. Then he undid his and turned sideways. “I really like you, Annie.”
 
“I like you too.” I did like him, but were my words misleading? Did I like him the same way that he liked me?
 
He relaxed even more and the corner of his mouth turned up. His brown eyes swept across my face. Then he cupped my chin in his palm. He pulled me toward him and our lips met. No jolt of desire went through me, and when my heart fluttered, it was so small I almost didn’t notice it. But I didn’t pull away, and when his tongue brushed against my lips, my mouth opened.
 
He groaned and pulled me closer. His right hand moved down my back while the other caressed my cheek. My body trembled ever so slightly when the kiss deepened. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter, begging my mind to stop comparing the kiss to the one I’d had with Ryan.
 
Unlike Ryan, Chris didn’t hold back. Within minutes his lips moved faster on mine. The kiss became frantic. I was panting, trying to keep up. The air was thick with steam and the windows fogged up. All thoughts of Ryan slipped from my mind when Chris’s hand moved under my shirt, teasing the skin on my lower back.
 
Lust, warm and heavy, moved through my body when he ran his hand up my spine. His mouth moved down my neck. I gasped when he moved lower. He didn’t stop until his lips were between my breasts. His hand snaked around the front, tickling the skin on my stomach before moving higher, stopping just under my bra.
 
The longer we kissed, the more the desire inside me built, the more I squirmed. His fingers brushed the bottom of my breast. A few times I thought he was going to finally go for it, but he never did.
 
When he pulled back, I gasped for air. The car was so thick with steam, Chris had to roll down the windows. He sighed and squirmed in his seat, and my cheeks burned when he reached down to adjust himself.
 
“I should probably take you back to the dorm.” He was more relaxed than he had been the whole night. His smile stretched across his face from ear to ear.
 
“You look awfully proud of yourself,” I said.
 
“I’ve been wanting to do that since we went skinny-dipping,” he said, laughing as he backed out of the parking spot and pulled onto the road.
 
He grabbed my hand and squeezed it while he drove across the bridge, heading back toward the dorm. “I’m going to have to drop you off out front. I have to return Ryan’s car.”
 
The mention of Ryan’s name sucked all the enjoyment out of the night.
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I got to mark first kiss off my list, much to Cami’s excitement.
 
“How was it?” she asked, bouncing up and down on her bed.
 
She was on the way out when I got back from my date, but stopped—shooting Liam a quick text to say that she’d be late—so I could give her all the details.
 
I exhaled and plopped back on my own bed, staring at the ceiling. In my head I was comparing the two guys—Ryan and Chris—and trying to figure out which had been better and what all the feelings swirling around inside me actually meant.
 
“It was . . . unlike anything I’d ever experienced.”
 
“Oh my God!” Cami yelled. “Did something more than kissing happen? Something more than kissing happened, didn’t it?”
 
She was bouncing and squealing, and it reminded me of watching the Disney Channel. “Calm down, Hannah Montana,” I said with a laugh. I rolled onto my side so I was facing her, and propped my head up with my hand. “Nothing else happened. I mean, he almost touched my boob—”
 
“Almost?” Cami sounded absolutely devastated, like I’d told her I was dying of cancer or something. “I didn’t realize Chris was such a pussy.”
 
“Cami!”
 
She giggled and hopped off the bed. “Well, he is!” She checked her appearance in the mirror one last time, applying one more layer of lip gloss before heading toward the door. “I have to go. We’ll talk about this later.”
 
She was half out the door when I yelled, “We’re still going out this weekend? No guys?”
 
“Of course!”
 
[image: e9781616508036_i0005.jpg]

 
I spent the rest of the week studying, writing a paper that was due at the beginning of next month, and meeting Chris for meals. Twice Ryan joined us, and I didn’t miss the way his eyes followed Chris’s every move, how they narrowed when Chris touched me, the way his mouth turned down when Chris kissed my cheek. Being near Ryan made every inch of my body buzz to life, and the possessive look in his eyes filled me with something I couldn’t explain. Excitement? Desire? I wasn’t sure. None of it made sense.
 
I was almost ready to tell Chris things weren’t going to work out. Then he kissed me when Ryan wasn’t around and my body responded. There wasn’t an inch of me that wanted him to stop. There was even a small part that wanted more.
 
I had no idea what was happening to me.
 
“What are we doing this weekend?” Chris whispered against my lips Thursday night.
 
Cami was out, so he’d come into my room for a study session. His own room looked too much like a Satanist’s church. It didn’t take long for the study session to turn into a make-out session.
 
My stomach clenched. I had a feeling he wasn’t going to like my answer. “Cami and I are going out Saturday night. Girls’ night.”
 
He sat back and frowned. “Why?”
 
The heat that had been racing through my body just seconds before morphed, turning into irritation. “Because I’ve never had a girls’ night before and I have fun with Cami.”
 
His expression didn’t change.
 
Sighing, I rolled off the bed and waved away his protests as I headed to the bathroom. “I’m nineteen, Chris, and I’ve never done anything.”
 
“Annie,” he started.
 
I cut him off by slamming the bathroom door and leaning against it. It was stupid. Chris hadn’t done anything wrong, but suddenly I needed to get away from him.
 
Chris was standing in the middle of the room when I came out. Frowning. “You didn’t have to run away.”
 
“I didn’t,” I lied, keeping my back to him as I washed my hands. “I was using the bathroom.”
 
When I turned around he was still frowning. He swiped his hand across his eyes like he was exhausted and he shook his head. “Look, I get it. You need some time to experience other things. Can we at least go out on Friday?”
 
Something inside me cringed, but I had no idea why. “Sure.”
 
Friday Chris borrowed Ryan’s car again, then took me to the Cinebarre in Mount Pleasant to see a movie, one of those cool theaters where you could order food and drinks while you watched the movie. We watched some sappy chick flick that was incredibly predictable and not the least bit entertaining. The mood felt tense and everything out of my mouth was forced, but he didn’t seem to notice. He held my hand most of the movie, moving it to my upper thigh before it was over.
 
The second we were in the car he started kissing me. Just like the weekend before, my body responded. I went from being uncertain to wishing for something more, but he still held back. When he finally pulled away, the throbbing between my legs was more intense than ever.
 
“What are you and Cami doing tomorrow night?” Chris asked while he drove me back to the dorm.
 
The words were stiff and his body was tense. He still wasn’t thrilled about me going out without him. Maybe it should have been flattering, but it wasn’t. All he succeeded in doing was making that trapped feeling I was so used to come back. Like I was at home in my room watching life pass by me again, while my dad gave me his normal lecture about how he just wanted to protect me.
 
“Just going out,” I muttered, watching the miles tick by and praying we got back to the dorm fast. “Trying out those new fake IDs.”
 
He nodded and kept his eyes straight ahead. “Just be careful.”
 
There were no words in the English language that could get under my skin faster than those. I was tired of everyone telling me to be careful when I’d never been anything but. And to be honest, I was just tired of being careful.
 
I didn’t respond when he looked at me with narrowed eyes. We spent the rest of the ride in silence while I did my best to swallow my irritation. It wasn’t easy, and when he pulled up in front of College Lodge, I hopped out without letting him kiss me.
 
“I’ll see you later, Chris,” I said, slamming the door in his stunned face.
 
 

 
 
Saturday night couldn’t come fast enough. I let Cami pick out my clothes, and didn’t even bat an eye when she handed me a black strapless dress. It was shorter than anything I’d ever put on and the blue heels made me over six feet tall. But I was determined to have a good time and feel young for once in my life.
 
We caught a cab over to Market Street so we didn’t have to walk in the insane shoes. Even though it was only seven, the place was already crowded. We grabbed a table in clear view of the bar and ordered a few appetizers and drinks. I was jumpy as hell and had a hard time keeping my legs from shaking. After two drinks my nerves disappeared and I began to relax. Cami never stopped talking—which helped.
 
“How are you feeling?” she yelled over the noise.
 
“Good.” It wasn’t a total lie. My legs had stopped shaking and I was positive I wasn’t going to throw up.
 
She grinned and adjusted her dress, pulling it down just slightly to reveal more cleavage. “Awesome, because I’ve been eyeing a couple guys at the bar and they’re on their way over.”
 
My heart pounded and the nausea returned. I sat up straighter, turning to watch the guys head our way. They each had two drinks and looked about a thousand times more confident than I felt. My legs started shaking again, so I downed the rest of my drink and pushed the glass aside. I couldn’t help messing with my hair and looking down to make sure my dress was still in the right place. I looked good, but I had no clue how I was going to handle talking to a stranger.
 
“Relax,” Cami whispered, shooting the guys a dazzling smile. “Just smile and act like everything he says is brilliant.”
 
The guys stopped at the table. Thankfully, the taller one was by me, and he was cute. He had sparkling blue eyes and blond hair just a bit darker than mine. I had a feeling he was a military guy. With both the Air Force and Navy bases nearby, the area was crawling with them, and his short haircut gave him away.
 
“Hi there,” Cami said, flashing them her toothpaste commercial smile.
 
“We thought you might be interested in company,” the guy next to her said. He was probably about a head shorter than me—even without my shoes on—and had the kind of smile you typically only saw on billboards in Times Square. “We come bearing drinks.”
 
Cami grinned and motioned toward the chairs. “Sounds good.”
 
They sat down and names were exchanged. It was too loud for me to catch the name of the guy with Cami, but my suitor, Jon, introduced himself as he offered me the beer. I forced out a smile then took a big drink so I didn’t have to talk. Cami was already flirting like a pro on the other side of the table. Jon stared at me expectantly, but it felt like my brain was frozen—again. I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
 
“So . . . are you a student?” Jon asked.
 
I nodded and swallowed, and gripped the bottle tighter. “A freshman,” I said without thinking, then cringed. It gave away my age, but Jon didn’t even react.
 
“From around here?”
 
“California.”
 
He smiled and moved his chair closer. “I lived there for a while. I’m from Indiana myself, but I’m stationed at the Air Force base.”
 
My brain snapped to life. That was something I could work with. “My dad was in the Air Force. We were stationed here for a few years when I was a kid. He retired at Travis, so now we live out there.”
 
Jon smiled and his hand touched my arm. “No kidding. I was stationed at Travis for three years.”
 
“Really? What do you do?”
 
“C-17 pilot.”
 
“My dad too, when he flew.” He nodded and I moved closer without thinking. “Did you go to the Academy?” He nodded again and I relaxed—this was a lot easier once I’d found some common ground. “My brother’s there right now.”
 
After that the conversation was easy. We talked about Travis and going to football games in San Francisco. Jon was quite a bit older than me—almost twenty-six—but we had a lot in common, so it didn’t even faze me. The guys ordered a second round and the four of us talked and laughed. Jon’s friend, Mike, was a pilot too, but Charleston was his first assignment, so he was younger.
 
A little before eleven we were ready to move on, and the guys suggested a club a couple blocks away on East Bay Street. I wasn’t sure how I was going to make it there in one piece, not with all the alcohol in my body and the two-inch heels on my feet.
 
Charleston’s an historic city, which is both cool and totally dangerous when you’ve been drinking. Most of the sidewalks aren’t just regular concrete. They’re brick or stone, and uneven in a lot of places. It’s easy to stumble or get a heel stuck, and for someone who isn’t used to heels, it can be hazardous.
 
We stood up to leave and Jon’s eyebrows shot up. “I didn’t realize you were so tall.” He only had about an inch and a half on me with the heels.
 
“Is that a bad thing?” I asked, touching his arm while I tried to mimic Cami’s flirtatious tone.
 
His eyes went down, sweeping over my legs before making their way back up. Slowly. “Not at all.”
 
The look on his face made my insides shudder, just like they did when Chris kissed me or touched my leg. I smiled and tried to ignore the heat that moved up my neck to my face. “I’m probably going to need your help walking in these things,” I said, pointing to my shoes. “The sidewalks out there are dangerous.”
 
Jon smiled and put his hand on my back, leading me to the door right behind Cami and Mike. “I’ll make sure you get there in one piece.”
 
The sidewalks were crowded with other party-goers, most of whom were drunk. The guys paid the cover at the club, which made Cami wink at me, and they bought us more drinks inside. I was feeling pretty good by that point. By the end of the night I’d be able to mark two things off my list: get picked up and get a guy’s number. Not a bad night.
 
My head was spinning by the time we ended up on the dance floor, but not in a bad way. Jon didn’t have any reservations about touching me while we danced, and his hands on my hips made the already humid air in the club boil. My back was to him, and he ground his pelvis against me, running his hands down my arms. Our skin was moist and my hair stuck to the back of my neck. Everything he did felt so good and natural that none of it mattered. When he turned me around and covered my mouth with his, I didn’t hesitate to kiss him back. His tongue was warm and he tasted like alcohol and salt. With the exception of that brief kiss Ryan and I had shared, I’d never experienced anything so hot.
 
“You want to get out of here?” he yelled in my ear. “I live pretty close.”
 
I wasn’t thinking. My brain was literally so clouded by alcohol that I couldn’t focus on anything but how good his hands felt on my body and how much better it would be if we didn’t have to worry about our clothes getting in the way. I nodded and waved Cami down, pointing to the door. She was busy grinding her body against Mike’s, so she just waved me away.
 
Jon took my hand and pulled me through the crowd. We only made it halfway to the door before he was kissing me again. My legs wobbled and electricity shot through every nerve in my body. It was all aimed in one direction, and the heat between my legs was overwhelming.
 
Jon’s mouth moved faster and I pulled myself closer, desperate to close the gap between us. When he shifted his hardness against my thigh, I gasped. I’d read romance novels by the dozens—some very explicit—but they hadn’t prepared me for that feeling. I had no clue desire could make my knees wobble, or that lust could make my brain stop working.
 
“We should go,” Jon said, pulling back.
 
I was panting and people were staring, but I didn’t care. “Yes.”
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Jon took my hand and led me toward the exit. We were only about six feet away from freedom when Chris, Ryan, and Liam walked through the front door. I froze, but it wasn’t from the betrayal that flashed in Chris’s eyes. It was from the jealousy, anger, and pain in Ryan’s.
 
Chris took two quick steps forward and shoved Jon before I could react. Jon stumbled back and my hand slipped out of his. Chris’s face hardened and his jaw was tense. He took another step toward Jon. I moved in front of Chris. His whole body shook and he stepped around me, practically pushing me out of the way. By that time Jon had recovered and the two were in each other’s faces. Chris seethed, but Jon’s expression was somewhere between confusion and rage.
 
“What the hell is your problem?” Jon yelled, shoving Chris.
 
Chris held his ground and moved his face closer to Jon’s “What the hell do you think you’re doing with my girlfriend?”
 
Jon blinked and frowned, and some of the anger melted away. Then it was back and he was looking at me. “Is this your boyfriend?”
 
The alcohol was still in my system, but the lust running through my bloodstream had been replaced by anger. Suddenly, the music was too loud and the room too crowded. Chris and Jon’s movements were sharper than normal and everything was exaggerated. The last thing I wanted was another guy telling me what to do, and Chris’s assumption made the hair on my scalp stand up.
 
I shook my head and grabbed Chris’s arm, pulling him away from Jon. “Girlfriend? I’m not your girlfriend! We’ve gone out a few times, Chris. You don’t own me.”
 
Chris flinched like I’d stabbed him in the heart, and Jon relaxed. He moved to my side and put his arm around my waist, pulling me against him. His eye was on Chris when he kissed my neck. I didn’t blink. Not even when Chris’s face turned bright red or when he took another step toward Jon.
 
Jon’s body stiffened. Ryan and Liam pulled Chris back before anything could happen. Then Cami and Mike came out of nowhere. Mike’s chest was all puffed up like he was ready for a fight. But Liam dragged Chris toward the door.
 
Ryan didn’t move. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
He looked right at me, but Cami answered, “Having a good time. Where do you guys get off screwing it up?”
 
Ryan frowned and leaned closer to his cousin. “I helped you get those IDs with the understanding that I would be with you when you used them, Cami.”
 
“Who the hell is this guy?” Mike asked.
 
Ryan took one step toward Mike. Ryan was almost a head taller. He glared down at Mike and said, “Her brother.”
 
Mike swore and stepped back, but Cami shook her head. “My cousin.”
 
Ryan flinched and he stepped away from Cami. They stared each other down for a few seconds before she grabbed Mike’s hand and pulled him toward the exit. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
Ryan didn’t try to stop her, but he did step forward when Jon tried to pull me to the door. “She’s a virgin.”
 
My mouth fell open and Jon’s arm dropped from my waist. He narrowed his eyes on my face, then looked back and forth between Ryan and me for a few seconds before shaking his head. “I’m gonna take off.”
 
My face was on fire and my eyes burned when Jon walked away. Ryan didn’t blink when I looked up. There wasn’t an ounce of remorse in his eyes.
 
I shook my head. I had to fight to control the tears building behind my eyes. “How could you?”
 
I pushed past Ryan and stomped toward the door. I made it outside just in time to see Jon disappear into the crowd. Liam and Chris stood next to the door, and Liam’s face was just as red as Chris’s.
 
“Who was that wanker Cami went off with?” Liam asked.
 
I waved him away and headed down the street. I wasn’t even sure where I was going, but I knew if I kept walking I’d eventually find a cab. It was after midnight, so I wasn’t the only person trying to make it home.
 
“Annie.” Chris jogged up behind me. “We going to talk about this?”
 
Liam was right there, pulling him back. “She’s pissed, mate. Let her be.”
 
“I’ll talk to you in the morning,” I muttered, keeping my eyes straight ahead.
 
“At least let me make sure you get home okay!” Chris yelled.
 
I didn’t stop or turn around or even look over my shoulder. My body was heavy and my heart ached. What had started out as a fun night had ended horribly, and it had nothing to do with Chris. All I could think about was the expression on Ryan’s face when he’d walked through the door.
 
My feet moved on their own until one of my heels got caught in a crack in the sidewalk about a block away from the club. Barely stopping, I slipped the shoes off and scooped them up, tucking them under my arm.
 
A few seconds later someone touched my arm. “Buttercup.”
 
My heart jumped and my feet stopped working and I squeezed my eyes shut. “What do you want, Ryan?”
 
“I want to take you home.”
 
My insides constricted, knowing the words didn’t mean what I wanted them to. “I’ll text you so you know I get there okay,” I said, but I still didn’t move.
 
“I’m sorry.”
 
“No, you’re not.”
 
“You’re right.” I opened my eyes and Ryan stepped closer. “I’m not sorry. I’m not sorry I stopped you from going home with that guy, and I’m not sorry I stopped you from having sex with a complete stranger.”
 
His gray eyes searched mine and heat flooded my body. My breath caught in my throat and for a full ten seconds I couldn’t speak.
 
When I finally managed to find my voice, it came out weak and shaky. “Why do you care?”
 
He exhaled and rubbed the back of his neck. His hair was moist and curled slightly above his ears. He smelled like alcohol and sweat and salt, and it made me hot all over again. All I could think about was him kissing me in the bathroom. All I could do was imagine how it would feel to have him pressed against me in that club instead of Jon. What it would be like to have his hands on my body. To have him take me to his apartment and unzip my dress.
 
“I don’t know,” he whispered.
 
I glanced back toward the bar. Chris and Liam were nowhere in sight. My eyes went back to Ryan and I stepped closer. “Why did you kiss me at my party?”
 
“I don’t know.”
 
I shook my head, and the people walking by and the cars in the road tilted and spun. “Tell me.”
 
“Buttercup . . .” His expression was pained, but his eyes went to my lips. “Chris likes you.”
 
“But I don’t know if I like Chris.” My throat was so tight I could barely get the words out. My heart pounded to the beat of the footsteps tapping on the pavement behind me.
 
“You’ve been drinking.”
 
“So have you.”
 
He nodded and took another step toward me. We were so close his warm breath caressed my skin. It made my heart pound.
 
“This is bad.” He stared at my lips and there was a longing in his expression that I’d never seen before.
 
“I can’t stop thinking about you.” My tone was pleading, almost desperate.
 
Ryan groaned and grabbed me. He pulled my body against his. His lips were hot and salty when they closed over mine, and not the least bit hesitant. Then his hand moved up my back. I pressed my chest against his while his tongue delved into my mouth, tracing mine. My legs shook and a sound somewhere between a moan and a whimper came out of me. I ran my hand up his arm to the back of his neck, through his damp hair.
 
“Buttercup,” he whispered against my lips.
 
“Take me back to your place.”
 
He nodded and his mouth moved away from mine. My chest stayed pressed against his while his eyes searched the street. His hand never left my back. He waved down a cab and before I could even process what was happening, we were sliding inside. He shot his address at the driver before turning back to me.
 
Then his mouth was on mine again, hot and insistent. One hand ran down my throat, stopping just above my breasts while the other slid up my leg. I groaned when his fingers moved under my skirt. Ryan’s lips slid across my jaw and down my neck, and his hand inched farther up my thigh. My blood beat in my ears hot and fast, like it had been replaced by lava. When his fingers brushed against my lacy thong my insides quivered.
 
The car came to a stop and we lurched forward just as the driver said, “End of the line.”
 
Ryan pulled back and I tried to straighten my dress while stumbling out of the cab. He was right behind me. We barely made it to the door before his lips were on mine again. I stumbled and my back slammed against the wall, but neither one of us paused. His tongue worked its way into my mouth while he fumbled for the keys.
 
It seemed to take years, but finally the door was open and he pulled me inside. His apartment was on the second floor and neither one of us could keep our hands off the other while we climbed the stairs. Once we finally made it up, he had to struggle with the keys again.
 
Then we were in his living room. His hands worked on my dress while his mouth assaulted mine. He only got the zipper down a fraction of an inch before impatiently yanking the top down. Ryan’s hand cupped one of my breasts while his mouth moved to the other. I gasped when his lips closed over my nipple. My already moist skin grew hot, and my legs trembled like they were going to give out at any moment.
 
“Ryan.” My voice was hoarse and his name was nothing more than a whisper.
 
He pulled back and looked in my eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
I swallowed and nodded. “Your bed.”
 
He led me to his room. My back was to him when the door shut and his lips touched my shoulder, moving up to my neck. This time he managed to get my zipper all the way down and I shivered when my dress dropped to the floor.
 
Then he spun me around and crushed his lips against mine. Somehow we ended up on the bed. His hands and mouth were everywhere, exploring every inch of my flesh, making my body buzz with need. I ran my hands up his back, and his muscles flexed and moved under my palms. I pulled his shirt over his head and caressed every muscle on his chest. He moved his hand down my side and over my thigh, pulling my leg around his hip. The rough fabric of his jeans rubbed against my most sensitive spot, covered only by my lacy thong. Waves of pleasure shot through my body that were unlike anything I’d ever imagined.
 
I groaned when I moved my body against his. Everything in me wanted more. Needed it. But I was inexperienced and my brain was fuzzy, and I didn’t know what to do. His mouth and hands moved across my body, making me crazy. The blood pumping through my veins boiled.
 
He rolled me onto my back so he was between my legs. I could feel the hard length of him pressed against me. All I could think about was removing the clothes keeping us apart and letting him slide inside me, feeling him rock against my body. My hands shook when I ran them down his chest to his stomach. My fingers trembled when I undid his pants. I played with the elastic on his boxer briefs. Thinking about seeing him naked on the beach made me tremble with desire. I slid my hand inside his boxers. He groaned against my mouth when I wrapped my fingers around him. Heat pulsed through me, moving the fear and hesitation aside.
 
“Do you have a condom?”
 
Ryan’s lips froze against mine and every muscle in his body tensed. He pulled back and looked at me, blinking twice before jumping to his feet. “Shit.” He ran his hand through his hair and paced the room a few times before turning to look at me again. “Fuck.”
 
My breath came out in short gasps. I could hardly breathe, let alone talk. The expression on his face reminded me of an animal that had been cornered. I couldn’t figure out what had happened to make him feel that way.
 
Ryan stood there for a few seconds before zipping his pants. “What are we doing?”
 
I inhaled and sat up. “What do you mean?”
 
He shook his head and backed up until he bumped into the wall. “You’re dating Chris.”
 
“It’s casual.” My pounding heart constricted and I shook my head. “I don’t want Chris.”
 
“He’s my best friend.” Ryan’s eyes flitted over me, then he groaned and looked at the ceiling. “Will you cover yourself up?”
 
My cheeks burned and I scrambled out of the bed. I grabbed my dress off the floor. Shame and embarrassment stung at the back of my eyes. Ryan’s rejection made my heart physically hurt. It was like someone had ripped it out of my chest, put it in a blender, then shoved it back inside.
 
I pulled my dress on and stumbled from the room, trying to blink back the tears blurring my vision. They spilled over and I wiped at them with one hand while trying to zip my dress with the other. My hands shook too much to get it up.
 
“Let me help you.”
 
Ryan was behind me, pulling up my zipper. I was crying too hard to stop him. All I wanted was to find my shoes and purse and get out of the apartment, but I couldn’t stop the tears.
 
“Buttercup.”
 
The nickname stung, and it made the tears fall faster. Like he’d broken down some kind of dam inside me. “Stop it, Ryan. Stop calling me that!”
 
He reached out to me, but I couldn’t look him in the eye. “What are you doing?”
 
“Leaving!” I yelled. “I’m leaving. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”
 
Ryan shook his head and stepped closer. “No, that isn’t what I want.”
 
“You could have fooled me.” I pushed past him and walked to the door. My purse was on the floor and I scooped it up, but I couldn’t find my shoes anywhere. Then it hit me. “I left my shoes in the cab,” I said, sinking to the floor.
 
Ryan sighed and sat down next to me. “I can call you a cab or I can drive you home tomorrow.”
 
“Call me a cab.” I didn’t want to stay there any longer than I had to. “Maybe the same one will come and I can get my shoes back,” I said, forcing out a laugh.
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I was still in bed the next morning when Cami stumbled into the room.
 
“What time is it?” I asked.
 
“Just after ten.” Cami stripped her dirty clothes off and tossed them in a pile on the floor. “Did you and Chris kiss and make up last night?”
 
“Not exactly,” I said, pulling my pillow over my head.
 
Cami ripped the pillow off my face. She stood in front of me wearing absolutely nothing but a huge grin. “Did you go home with Jon?”
 
“No. The drama kind of killed the mood.”
 
Her smile faded and she stepped back. “That sucks.”
 
“You’re telling me.”
 
“So how did you get home?”
 
I didn’t want to think about going back to Ryan’s or how close we’d come to having sex, or the awkward good-bye when the cab came to take me home. “Ryan got me a cab.”
 
She scrunched up her face. “Bummer.” Then skipped into the bathroom.
 
“Yeah,” I mumbled, staring at the ceiling. “I guess you had a good time.”
 
“Yup!”
 
“Figures,” I muttered, yanking the sheet up over my head.
 
I tried to go back to sleep, but Cami made too much noise. Then she started telling me all about Mike’s magic tongue, which both grossed me out and made me insanely jealous at the same time. I finally gave up and dragged myself out of bed. It was Sunday and Cami thought we should call Ryan and talk him into driving us to the beach. I wasn’t so sure he’d want to see me, but I couldn’t tell her that.
 
When I got out of the shower, Cami was wearing her bikini. “Ryan didn’t answer, but Mike is in. Want to go?”
 
“My head is killing me,” I lied. “I think I’m just going to stay here and work on my paper.”
 
“Suit yourself.”
 
My plan was to stay in my room all day. There was some food in the mini fridge I could eat, so going out for meals wasn’t an issue. I had plenty of studying to keep me busy. The thought of talking to Chris made my stomach turn inside out, and the idea of accidentally running into Ryan was even worse. Whenever I thought about seeing him, I had to stop moving so I could catch my breath. I felt like someone had punched me in the gut and knocked the wind out of me.
 
Unfortunately, Chris had other ideas for my day. Someone knocked on the door not too long after Cami left, and I didn’t even have to look to know it was Chris. I ignored it, hoping he’d get the message and leave me alone. Shortly after that, the texts started. I tried to ignore them too, but even with the sound turned off on my phone, I couldn’t help looking at it every time the screen lit up. Chris wanted to know where I was, if I was mad, if we could talk, if we were going to break up. So much for casual. Even his texts sounded frantic.
 
By two I couldn’t ignore him anymore. Even though my stomach cramped and my palms were sweaty, I shot him a text telling him I was in my room. He showed up less than a minute later, and when I opened the door he came in without being invited.
 
I sighed and shut the door, crossing my arms over my chest to hold myself together. Chris looked like crap. His hair was a mess and he looked like he hadn’t showered. I was pretty sure he was wearing the same clothes he’d worn the night before, although my memories of seeing him at the bar were more than a little fuzzy. His eyes were bloodshot and they constantly darted around the room. Just looking at him made guilt, anger, and hurt swirl together inside me. It felt like there was a boulder in the pit of my stomach. I almost laughed, though. Just a few months before I’d been sitting in California wishing I knew what it felt like to have a fight with a guy I was dating or face a drunken mistake. Now that I was experiencing those things, all I wanted to do was run away.
 
“Were you just going to ignore me forever?”
 
I hugged myself tighter. “Not forever.”
 
He swiped his hand across his face. “I’m sorry, okay? I went a little overboard. I made assumptions about our relationship. But, Annie, were you really going to go home with that guy? Because that’s what it looked like from where I was standing, and when I talked to Ryan and Liam this morning, they said the same thing.”
 
My insides jerked. “You talked to Ryan?”
 
“Yeah. Liam took me to a few bars last night. When they closed, he dragged my ass back to their place, so I could sleep it off on the couch.”
 
I squeezed my eyes shut when an intense wave of nausea came over me. We’d probably just missed each other. If I’d stayed a little bit longer or they’d come back a little earlier, Chris would have known that Ryan and I almost had sex. And Ryan had to face that. I couldn’t imagine what he was going through.
 
“Well?” Chris said impatiently.
 
I opened my eyes. He had a look of hurt and disgust on his face. I wanted to lie to him, but I couldn’t. So I just shrugged. It must have been enough of an answer to hurt him, because he jerked like he’d been stabbed. In the back, probably.
 
“I guess we should have talked about where things were going with us before you went out,” he whispered.
 
My mouth wouldn’t work, so I just hugged myself tighter. When he took a step closer, I wanted to back away, but my legs wouldn’t work either. “You said this was casual,” I whispered.
 
“I don’t want to see anyone but you.”
 
I swallowed, and even though my tongue felt like sandpaper, I managed to say, “I think we need to slow things down.”
 
Chris flinched and stumbled back. It reminded me of the way Jon had stumbled the night before when Chris shoved him, and the memory cemented my resolve. Chris was more serious about me than I was about him. I wasn’t sure how I felt about him romantically, but I knew I liked him as a person. I didn’t want to hurt him, and if things kept going the way they were, he would end up getting hurt. Things with Ryan were confusing and uncertain, but there was no way I’d be able to stay away from him if he tried to kiss me again.
 
“I like you, Chris,” I started. He put his hand up to stop me. The contorted expression on his face almost killed the words on my lips, but I needed to explain. “But I’m not sure what I’m doing and it’s not fair to you.”
 
“Great,” he said with a laugh. “The old ‘it’s not you, it’s me.’ I’ve always wanted to be dumped that way.”
 
I sighed and sank into the chair behind me. My legs were like wet noodles and the tension in my body had suddenly disappeared. Like I was too tired to even be stressed anymore.
 
“It’s like you don’t hear me when I talk,” I said. “It really is me. Don’t you get it? Until a couple weeks ago, I’d never even held a guy’s hand, and now you want to pull me into this exclusive relationship? I don’t want to be tied down to the first guy I date, especially when I’m not even sure what all these feelings inside me mean. We agreed this was casual, but after last night I don’t think you can keep it that way.” He swallowed and stared at the floor. He didn’t talk, so I took that as a sign he was finally listening. “Maybe things will work out with us, but right now we just need to be friends. No dating.”
 
He flinched. “Great.”
 
“We can still spend time together, but with other people. I don’t know what’s going to happen, Chris.” I was beginning to feel desperate. This conversation was supposed to ensure I didn’t lose his friendship, but at that moment every part of him seemed closed off to me. I wasn’t sure if he was going to forgive me. “Please?”
 
He nodded and took a deep breath, squeezing his eyes shut. “I’ll try.”
 
“That’s all I want, Chris. For us to try to be friends and see where that takes us. I appreciate you being my first date . . .” I took a deep breath so the lie would sound like the truth before adding, “. . . my first kiss. Thank you for that.”
 
“I wanted to be your first everything. And your last.”
 
My stomach jerked and right then I knew for sure that wasn’t what I wanted. I had to let him down easy, though. “We’ll see what happens.”
 
When Chris left, I couldn’t concentrate on my paper, and I couldn’t sit still. Suddenly I wished I’d taken Cami up on her offer to go to the beach. The room felt like a shoe box, and it was making me antsy.
 
After thirty minutes of trying to focus, I gave up and changed into my running clothes. Not being used to the humidity, I hadn’t gone for a run since arriving in Charleston. But at that moment it was all I could think about. Even the risk of running into Ryan seemed worth it.
 
After a quick stretch I headed toward the bay. It may have been mid-September, but the air was still thick and sticky, and before I’d even made it two blocks I was sweating. I ignored it and turned on my iPod, putting in my earbuds to block out the noise of the city.
 
Once I got into a good rhythm, the tension in my stomach eased and I was able to let all the worry from the night before melt away. The run made everything seem less catastrophic and more like an adventure. So what if I’d almost gone home with a stranger? Who cared if he and the guy I was currently dating almost got into a fight over me? Wasn’t that the kind of stuff I’d gone to Charleston to experience? In fact, at that moment, I almost wished I’d put that on my list. Have two guys fight over me.
 
The thing with Ryan wasn’t quite as easy to brush off. Just thinking about his rejection hurt in a way I didn’t even know was possible. Who would have thought just thinking about something could make you ache throughout your entire body?
 
By the time I reached the pineapple fountain, I was drenched in sweat. Kids swam in the water, some in swimsuits and some in their regular clothes, while parents sat on benches or stood off to the side taking pictures. I watched while I stretched, then leaned against the railing, letting the salty air sweep over me, absorbing the laughter and giggles of the children playing.
 
I’d always loved that fountain when I was a kid. We’d lived in Charleston—or more accurately, Summerville—for almost four years. We only came downtown a handful of times because my dad had a thing about crowds, but whenever family would come visit, we’d make the trip, go shopping in the open air market, buy pralines and take a carriage tour. I remembered sitting on my grandma’s lap and dozing off while the carriage thumped through the city, the gentle rocking just rhythmic enough to block out the humidity.
 
Those were happy years. Years when I felt like I had a family, before I was old enough to realize that my dad’s protectiveness wasn’t normal. I was almost eleven when we moved, and only a year later my grandma died, followed closely by my grandpa. We never had visits from family after that to make things feel more complete. After that, there was nothing to hide the fact that my dad was sick.
 
I was leaning against the rail by the bay when Ryan stopped in front of me, drenched in sweat. He stretched while I watched the kids swim, then leaned against the rail at my side. Our arms brushed against each other. I had to keep my body stiff so I didn’t jerk away when electricity shot through me.
 
“I’m sorry about last night,” he said, not looking at me.
 
“Which part? Telling Jon I’m a virgin, taking me back to your place, not having sex with me, or tossing me into a cab?”
 
He shook his head and didn’t take his eyes off the fountain. I got the impression he wasn’t really seeing it, though. “All of it.”
 
My eyes stung, but I tried to keep the pain off my face. “That makes two of us.”
 
“Chris showed up about five minutes after you left.”
 
“I know.”
 
“If he’d found you there, it would have been bad.”
 
I turned to face him and for a second he didn’t look at me. When he finally took a deep breath and turned my way, I wished he would go back to looking at the fountain. It was too hard to think with those gray eyes on me, too hard to focus when his blond hair curled around his ears like that and his mouth was pressed into such a hard line.
 
I took a deep breath to steady myself, then said, “I told him we needed to stop seeing each other.”
 
His expression didn’t change. “I know. He came over after he talked to you. He’s pretty torn up about it.”
 
“What now?” I knew the answer by the look on his face, but I had to ask. If I didn’t, there was no way I’d be able to sleep at night. No way I’d be able to be around him.
 
“I told Chris to be patient.” I shook my head and he turned his eyes back to the giggling kids. “I told him to be your friend and wait for you to figure out what you wanted.”
 
“Why would you do that when you know what I want?”
 
“I don’t,” he said. “And neither do you.”
 
My throat was tight and I couldn’t rip my eyes away from his face, but he wouldn’t look at me. “What about you? What do you want?”
 
He pressed his lips together even more, forcing them into a line so tight they looked fused together. “That doesn’t matter.”
 
We stood there in silence for a few minutes, and slowly his expression relaxed. He tilted his head toward the fountain and said, “I loved coming here when I was a kid.”
 
“Me too.” The words were strained, but I was trying. I’d told Chris I wanted to be friends, and I felt I needed to make the same effort with Ryan. It wasn’t going to be easy. Just standing next to him made me feel more alive than I ever had, and I couldn’t stop thinking about how it’d felt to kiss him the night before.
 
“Wouldn’t it have been something if we’d been here at the same time?”
 
I swallowed and nodded, but said, “It’s unlikely. We didn’t go out much when I was growing up. I spent a lot of time at home.”
 
Ryan turned to face me again. “What’s the story with your dad? He was so protective. Why?”
 
“He couldn’t stand the thought of losing me like he did my mom.”
 
It was only partly true, but I couldn’t elaborate. I already felt vulnerable around him. Telling him everything would just make it too hard. But of all the people I knew, he was the one I could see myself sharing the whole story with. Saying the words out loud for the first time in my life.
 
Ryan didn’t take his eyes off mine. Electricity hummed between us like an exposed power line. I had a feeling all I had to do was lean forward and he would kiss me, but I didn’t want to do something he regretted.
 
“My mom died.” The announcement wasn’t new, but there was something about the way he said it that made me pay attention. “I never talk about it. Not with Cami, not with Chris. Not with Cami’s parents, who are really just like a mom and dad to me. We don’t talk about her.”
 
He understood. That’s why he’d said it. I could hear it in his tone, the unspoken words that meant he understood everything I couldn’t say. He’d told me his mom had been sick, but I’d always known there was more to it. The pain in his eyes when he talked about her was too raw. Too familiar. It reminded me of my dad.
 
“I’m sorry.”
 
“I don’t want to lose anyone else, and being with you would mean losing Chris. We’ve been friends since we were nine.”
 
My stomach sank and I sniffed, trying to hold back the tears that threatened to make an appearance. “So that’s it? You can’t even talk to him about it?”
 
“I won’t risk it, Buttercup.”
 
He didn’t care about me enough. That was all I heard. “I need to get back,” I said, turning away from him when the tears forced their way out.
 
“Let me walk you back.” He kept pace with me and at first my throat was too full of tears to tell him no.
 
I swallowed and took a few deep breaths, and by the time we reached the pier I had myself together enough to say, “I need to be alone.”
 
Putting my earbuds in, I took off, not even looking over my shoulder to see if he was still following me. Instinctively I knew he wasn’t. The electricity that had buzzed through me had faded away, leaving me empty.
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Over the next two weeks Chris did his best to be my friend, but we didn’t spend any time alone. Instead of studying in my room, we went to Java City with Ryan and Cami and Liam. Instead of going on dates, we went out as a group. He was nice and considerate, but made an effort not to single me out. There were times when I’d catch him staring, or he’d sigh when we said good-bye. It wasn’t easy for him, but he was trying. It was a relief that we were actually able to be friends.
 
Ryan was another story altogether. When we were in a group, he sat as far away from me as possible, and we were never alone. The tingling in my body didn’t lessen when he was near me, and being around him was a strange kind of torture I couldn’t escape. Every minute we spent together, I squirmed and silently begged for him to just look at me. When he did, it made everything in me ache and burn with desire. I was like an addict, and no matter how much it hurt, I lived for the few seconds of euphoria that surged through me just before the pain took over.
 
By the beginning of the third week, Chris had relaxed. Either he’d realized we were better as friends or he was just playing it cool. Whatever it was, I was glad.
 
“What are we doing this weekend?” he said that Thursday while we studied at Java City. He kept his eyes focused on Cami.
 
“Liam is bugging me about some party his frat is having at the beach.” She shrugged and rolled her eyes. She’d started seeing Mike after that night at the bar, and Liam was, surprisingly, not okay with it.
 
Chris laughed and she tossed a wadded-up napkin at his face. He batted it away just before it made impact. It flew across the room and hit a girl at the next table in the back of the head. She laughed and rubbed the spot. When she turned around, her eyes landed on Chris’s smiling face, and she gave him a look that made me squirm with embarrassment. It was like she was ready to strip her clothes off and throw him across the table so she could mount him.
 
Chris apologized and turned back to face us, and Cami elbowed him. “That girl wants you.”
 
He shrugged and his eyes briefly landed on me before focusing on his coffee. “So this weekend?”
 
“The party’s on Saturday,” Cami said, rolling her eyes in my direction.
 
I grinned at Cami and tried to ignore the girl at the next table, who was still staring at Chris. The truth was, I didn’t care that she was looking at him. It did, however, bother me that he wasn’t looking at her. It would make everything so much easier if he’d move on. Maybe then Ryan and I could work something out.
 
“A beach party sounds like fun,” I said.
 
Chris nodded and slowly raised his head, but he avoided looking directly at me. “Yeah. I know Ryan is going. He’s taking that chick he’s been dating.”
 
My throat went dry and I squeezed my cup. “He’s dating someone?”
 
Cami nodded. “Yeah. Um . . . Jess or something.”
 
“You know her,” Chris said. “She was at your birthday party.”
 
My birthday party. I’d completely forgotten that Ryan got her phone number. After what had happened between us, it never occurred to me he’d start seeing someone.
 
“Oh,” was all I said, but Chris and Cami didn’t seem to notice how tightly I gripped my cup or the sweat that had broken out on my forehead.
 
Later that day, I saw Jess in my sociology class. We had three classes together, but they were so big I sometimes went for days without seeing her. Of course, when I walked into the lecture hall that day, I couldn’t stop myself from searching the room.
 
I slid into the seat next to her and she smiled. “Hey! I haven’t seen you in like a week. What’s going on?”
 
I shrugged and tried to play it cool while sizing her up. Her skin was as white as mine, but her hair was dark, almost black. Her eyes were like shimmering ice. Were they naturally that color, or did she wear contacts?
 
“I hear you’re dating Ryan,” I said casually.
 
She smiled and tapped her fingernail on the desk. “We’ve gone out a few times. Nothing serious. I like him.”
 
I swallowed when my throat started to close. “That’s good.”
 
“What about you? You still seeing Chris?”
 
My hair bounced when I shook my head. I doodled in the margins of my notebook. If I didn’t keep my hands busy, she would see how badly they were shaking for sure. “No. He wanted to get serious and I wasn’t ready.”
 
She rolled her eyes. “What is it with the guys at this school? They all want to get serious. My roommate is having the same issue.”
 
My hand stopped moving and I narrowed my eyes on her face, searching the twin pools of icy water that were her eyes. “You don’t want to get serious?”
 
“If I met the right person, maybe, but I doubt it. I’m too young.”
 
I exhaled and laughed, and my shoulders lowered with the release of tension. She wasn’t going to get serious with Ryan. “Tell me about it.”
 
 

 
 
When Saturday rolled around, we all piled into Ryan’s car to head to the beach. It was the most uncomfortable I’d ever been in my life, smashed between Chris and Cami in the back while Ryan sat in the front with Jess. Cami didn’t shut her mouth for more than two seconds, and the drive to Folly Beach felt like it would never end. When Jess put her hand on Ryan’s leg, I thought for sure I was going to hurl.
 
I leaned my head down and covered my face with my hands.
 
Cami finally stopped gabbing. “Are you okay?”
 
“I must be carsick,” I muttered.
 
I regretted it right away because Chris wouldn’t stop rubbing my back. Then I looked up and Ryan’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. All I could think about was getting to the beach so I could start drinking.
 
Once we got there, I avoided Ryan by lying on the beach with Cami. She wanted to work on achieving that nice leathery look girls of her skin tone loved, while I prayed I didn’t resemble a lobster when we left. The beer I was sipping gave me something to focus on, but I still had to force myself to face the beach so I didn’t keep searching the crowd for Ryan.
 
“Let’s do something fun this week,” Cami said, rolling over to face me. “We haven’t worked on your list since that night we went out together.” She rolled her eyes and glanced over her shoulder.
 
Even though I didn’t want to see Ryan, I followed Cami’s gaze. Liam was flirting with a blonde whose body looked suspiciously similar to Amber’s. He was conveniently situated in Cami’s line of vision.
 
“I thought he wasn’t the relationship type?”
 
“So did I.” She glanced his way a second time before turning toward the beach. Then her eyes lit up and a smile curled her lips. “Smoking’s on your list.”
 
I turned to see a group of tattooed and pierced guys about ten feet away from us. Their music was too loud to be considerate of anyone else, and a few of them smoked while others threw a football back and forth. They looked like the kind of guys you’d find in a dive bar listening to a little-known metal band while bragging about their recent conquests. But they were built and good-looking enough not to make me cringe.
 
Cami jumped to her feet and grabbed my hand, pulling me with her. I didn’t resist. I could feel Ryan’s every movement even from ten feet away, and I needed something stronger than a beer to block it out. A pair of tattooed biceps seemed like the perfect solution.
 
We waltzed over, and before we were halfway there the football game had come to a stop. All six pairs of eyes watched us approach. A guy with a cigarette between his lips looked me up and down. He plucked it from his mouth and blew smoke in the air, flashing me a confident smile. His body was perfectly sculpted. Thick black lines crisscrossed his biceps, moving up his shoulders and curling around, meeting on the back of his neck. He had silver rings in both ears and one in his eyebrow, and his brown hair was messy, like he’d just rolled out of bed. Everything about him oozed confidence.
 
“You look like honey,” he said. “Do you taste as sweet?”
 
The words sent a shiver down my spine right before his eyes swept over me, turning that shiver into something primal. “Maybe if you’re lucky, you’ll find out,” I said, raising an eyebrow. Where the hell did that come from? I wasn’t sure. Probably the alcohol flowing through my veins and the fact that Ryan was behind me.
 
My new friend gave me a slow smile while Cami looked at me with eyes the size of beach balls.
 
Luckily, she recovered quickly. She smiled and batted her eyes in a way that was sexy, but not too over-the-top. “Maybe you can help us.”
 
The tattooed guy grinned and nodded slowly. “Maybe I can.”
 
“See, Annie here has never smoked and is dying to try it. I thought you’d be the perfect person to introduce her to something new.”
 
I cringed inwardly, but when our tattooed friend pressed his lips together and looked me up and down, I knew it was the right approach. Cami seemed to have a knack for knowing exactly what to say to turn a guy on.
 
“Annie, huh? I like that,” he said, blowing smoke in the air. “Sounds innocent. There’s nothing I like more than corrupting the innocent.”
 
He stuck his cigarette between his lips, then leaned down to grab one for me. I took it and his chestnut eyes held mine while he lit it. I inhaled slowly, never looking away. The smoke was thick and tasted just like it smelled, stale and grimy. It tickled my throat, then turned into a raw burn when it made its way to my lungs. I coughed, but just a little. The only reason I didn’t feel stupid was the intense way he stared at me.
 
He took a long drag off his cigarette, blowing the smoke out the side of his mouth. “I’m Ty.”
 
He introduced one of his friends, a guy name Mick who was built like The Rock, and Cami’s whole outlook on life seemed to get brighter. She was practically in his lap when we sat down. I took two more puffs off the cigarette before I was done. Oddly enough, it just seemed to make Ty more interested in me. Like he really did want to corrupt my innocence.
 
We’d only been talking for a few minutes when Mick said, “You two know those guys?”
 
Cami and I turned to see Chris, Ryan, and Liam about seven feet away, staring at us. My eyes met Ryan’s and he shook his head, but I turned away. I had no idea where Jess was, but I wasn’t concerned.
 
“The tall one is my brother,” Cami said, rolling her eyes when Mick swore and scooted away from her. It didn’t faze Cami, who closed the gap so she was once more draped across his muscles. “Until recently Annie was dating the one that’s glaring at you like he wants to slit your throat.”
 
Ty looked back toward the guys. “Ex-boyfriend looks pissed.”
 
“Despite what he thinks, he’s not an ex-boyfriend,” I said. “We only went out a few times.”
 
Ty’s eyebrow shot up. The metal in it glinted in the sun. “You sleep with him?”
 
“No,” I said, looking him right in the eye. I knew exactly what he was asking me.
 
The corner of Ty’s mouth turned up and his eyes swooped over my tiny bikini. Then he slowly leaned toward me. Before he could say anything, a shadow fell over us and my body tensed.
 
Ty blinked once and we both turned to find Liam standing over us, glaring at Cami. “What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?”
 
“Just having a good time.” She scooted closer to Mick—which I didn’t think was possible—and stared at his pecs like they were an ice cream cone and she couldn’t wait to get a taste.
 
“I think you’re on the wrong side of the ocean.” Ty flicked his cigarette into the sand at Liam’s feet.
 
“Yeah, take a swim, Austin Powers,” Mick said with a laugh.
 
Liam’s eyes flipped to the WWF lookalike and he stepped forward. His shoulders were tense, and he didn’t look the least bit intimidated. “Do I look like bloody Austin Powers to you?”
 
Mick moved like he was going to stand up, but Cami jumped to her feet before he could. “God, Liam.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him away. She didn’t look back.
 
“Looks like you’ve been ditched,” Ty said to Mick.
 
Mick shook his head and muttered, “Bitch.” He hopped to his feet and went over to join his friends throwing the football.
 
“You gonna run off too?” Ty asked, lighting another cigarette and looking completely unconcerned.
 
I shrugged and watched Cami drag Liam across the sand. Ryan and Chris were still a few feet away, drinking and glaring at Ty. Chris was so mad he was visibly shaking. It wouldn’t be long before he came over. The last thing I wanted was a repeat of that night at the club, but I wasn’t going to run away.
 
“I don’t plan on it,” I said, keeping my eyes on Chris.
 
He took a step toward me, but Ryan stopped him. They were arguing and I prayed Ryan would walk away. He didn’t. He patted Chris on the back and headed my way. Why did he insist on dragging me through this over and over again?
 
“Shit,” Ty muttered. “I don’t usually work this hard to get laid.”
 
A laugh broke out of my chest. I wanted to tell Ty he wasn’t getting laid, but Ryan was too close. The last thing I needed was for him to have the satisfaction of hearing me say those words.
 
He stopped in front of me and frowned, not even glancing at Ty. “I want to talk to you.”
 
Ty didn’t move a muscle and didn’t glance at Ryan for a second. Chestnut eyes stayed on me when I stood and followed Ryan across the beach. Ty stayed on the towel, lounging casually while he smoked. I kind of liked that about him: the confident way he just waited for me to come back instead of running after me. Like he knew I would make the right decision.
 
“Are you trying to get raped?” Ryan hissed when we were a safe distance away. “First the other night in the bar and now this asshole.”
 
My entire body jerked and I took a step back. I felt like I’d been hit by a truck. “Don’t,” I said, shaking my head.
 
Ryan’s eyes narrowed on my face. After a few seconds of silence, his features relaxed and he slowly nodded. “I’m sorry.”
 
“Just forget it.” My neck and face grew warm and I turned my back to him, bending down to gather my stuff. I had no idea how I would get home since he’d driven, but I was determined to find a way.
 
“Buttercup.”
 
“Stop it, Ryan,” I said. “Just stop it.” I tossed my stuff to the ground and turned to face him. “You need to make up your mind what you want to happen between us.”
 
He swallowed and shook his head. “I thought I had.”
 
“Work it out, Ryan. You can’t keep doing this to me.”
 
 

 
 
Cami and I shoved our stuff in the trunk and climbed in the backseat. I was dreading the ride home so much that a dull ache had started in the pit of my stomach and was slowly working its way through the rest of my body. Chris leaned against the car with his arms crossed over his chest, seething. Ryan and Jess were nowhere to be seen.
 
Ryan arrived at the car without Jess. He and Chris slid inside and shut the doors, but Ryan didn’t make a move to start the car. He gripped the steering wheel and kept his eyes straight ahead. “You need to stop this, Cami. This wild streak is going to get you hurt, and you’re going to end up taking Annie with you.”
 
He never said my actual name and I hated the way it sounded on his lips. Like we were strangers. Like the connection I felt between us and the magnetic pull that kept me hyper-aware of his every move didn’t really exist.
 
“You’re being unreasonable,” Cami said.
 
Her bottom lip was pushed out so far, she looked like a three-year-old, pouting because she had to sit in time-out. It put the whole thing in perspective. Ryan was right. I wanted to experience new things, but not at the risk of my safety. What was I doing? Going home with strangers, throwing myself at guys I’d known for only a few minutes? I didn’t come to college to get—I couldn’t even think the word.
 
“Ryan’s right.”
 
Cami’s head snapped up and both Ryan and Chris turned to look at me. Chris’s face was still tense, but Ryan’s eyes swam with too many emotions for me to count. I was drowning in them.
 
“What?” he whispered.
 
“I said you’re right.” I swallowed and kept my eyes locked with his. “I’ll be more careful, make better decisions.”
 
Cami sighed so loud that I jumped. I ripped my eyes away from Ryan so I could look at her. “Fine.”
 
Ryan chuckled, and when I looked back his entire body was more relaxed. It made bitterness well up inside me. How could he could be so laid back in my presence when every muscle in my body was tight and uncomfortable? I felt like a robot every time I moved.
 
Cami pressed her lips together and looked at her cousin. Then the corner of her mouth twitched. “Liam doesn’t want me to date anyone else anyway.”
 
Ryan sighed, but his smile didn’t fade. “Who would have guessed that my little sister would be the one to finally make that guy stop whoring it up?” He shook his head and turned to face the front.
 
“What can I say?” Cami shrugged and grinned. “I’m irresistible.”
 
Ryan started driving toward home. Chris was more relaxed. Even though he hadn’t said a word, I could tell he was gearing up for something. He kept looking back at me and frowning.
 
“What is it?” I finally asked.
 
“The football game is next weekend.”
 
“Oh.” The word popped out of my mouth and seemed to make everyone in the car tense again. I’d completely forgotten about the game.
 
Cami elbowed me and shrugged, then mouthed road trip. She was right. Road trip was on my list. We could still go to the game and have fun. It didn’t have to be tense just because Chris and I weren’t dating and Ryan and I had almost slept together. The four of us had fun together. We could make it work for one weekend. Plus, Alex and Stacy were expecting us.
 
“We can still go,” I finally said.
 
Ryan’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror and Chris turned to face me.
 
“You sure?” Chris asked.
 
I shrugged and forced a smile. “We’re friends. It will be fun.”
 
I hoped it wasn’t a lie.
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Friday afternoon we all piled into Ryan’s car and headed out. The drive from Charleston was a little over five hours long. It started off tense—even turning the music up couldn’t completely erase how uncomfortable things were—but it didn’t take long for things to settle down, mostly thanks to Cami and her need to fill every second with chatter. By the time we were halfway there, the four of us were laughing and joking like we had those first few weeks of school. I started to think the weekend might not have been a bad idea after all.
 
Alex and Stacy had a three-bedroom house in Peachtree City, where they both taught at the local Christian school. I’d only been there once to visit, and I hadn’t seen either one of them since my graduation. Despite the stress, I was thrilled we were taking the trip.
 
It was after six by the time we pulled into the driveway, and the front door opened before Ryan had even turned off the car. Stacy came bounding out with a big smile on her face, and her brown hair bouncing around her short frame. She was even shorter than Cami, and so slim people often mistook her for a teenager. I could never figure out how she commanded any authority in a classroom of twenty-plus teens, all of whom were probably bigger than she was.
 
“Annie!” Stacy bounced toward me in a way that reminded me of Cami, grinning from ear to ear. “Alex and I are so excited you’re here!” She hugged me around the waist, making me feel like a giant. I towered over her by about ten inches.
 
My brother came out of the house right behind her, and I was struck by how much he’d grown to look like our father. The resemblance seemed to get stronger every year. He had the same thick brown hair, and his hairline had receded just a bit into a distinguished-looking widow’s peak—just like our dad’s. His jaw was as square and his eyes were the same shade of chocolate brown.
 
He smiled and threw his arms around Stacy and me, crushing his wife between us. “It’s been too long, Anne.”
 
Alex was the only one who called me Anne, and just hearing it made me feel like I was five years old all over again, probably because he’d been the oldest and had taken on a lot of the responsibility of raising me.
 
“I missed you guys.”
 
They pulled back and Stacy’s eyes were moist. We hadn’t spent much time together in person, but I’d talked to her on the phone and in emails a lot over the last several years, especially after she married into the family and really came to understand what things were like. She sympathized with me more than anyone.
 
“We’ve been talking about buying you a car,” she said, wiping her eyes. “That way you can come visit more often.”
 
“You guys don’t have to do that. I have my trust fund.”
 
“Dad would be furious if you spent it on that,” Alex said, frowning.
 
“It isn’t Dad’s money.”
 
That made Alex frown even more and I sensed a lecture coming. I loved Alex, but he was a very do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do kind of person. I didn’t want to spoil the trip less than five minutes after arriving, so I turned my back on him and introduced the others.
 
“Come in! Bring your things!” Stacy said, grabbing my hand. She pulled me toward the house without even giving me a chance to get my own bag. “You have to see what we did with the guest room!”
 
She had me up the stairs before the others were even inside. She was visibly shaking with excitement. I laughed the way I could with no other person. Stacy not only knew all my secrets but sympathized with me, which made her almost godlike in my eyes.
 
She threw the door open and swept her arm dramatically. “Ta da!”
 
There was a crib in the middle of the room. The walls were painted a pale green and the wall behind the crib featured a giant tree. The branches reached up to the ceiling and swung over the bed. It took my breath away.
 
“Stacy?” I whispered, turning to face her.
 
“We got approved. We’re going to China in six months.”
 
My eyes filled with tears and I threw my arms around her, practically lifting her off the ground. I was the only one in our family who knew of my brother and sister-in-law’s struggles, how they’d tried unsuccessfully for a year to have a baby before learning the devastating truth—that it was impossible. They’d applied for local adoption, only to be put on a list that could take years, then began looking overseas.
 
Stacy laughed when she pulled a picture out of her back pocket. It was of a toddler with wisps of dark hair and a pudgy face, sitting on the lap of a Chinese woman. “Her name is Mei-Na and she’s thirteen months old. We’re going to keep Mei as a middle name, but call her Annabel.”
 
My heart clenched. That was my name. My mother’s name.
 
“She’s beautiful,” I said, but I couldn’t focus on the picture because my eyes were too full of tears. “But Stacy . . .” I frowned at her. “A girl? Will Alex be able to handle that?”
 
“There are more girls than boys that need to be adopted in China, Annie. We always knew this was a strong possibility.”
 
My throat tightened and I had to swallow three times before I could talk. “How will he do it?”
 
She sighed and slipped the picture out of my hand, staring down at it. “We’ve talked it through. He’s acknowledged that the way your dad . . . sheltered you was wrong. He’ll be okay.”
 
I nodded, but I didn’t believe a word of it. My dad’s anxiety was ingrained into my brothers. But Stacy’s eyes were so full of hope that I couldn’t stand crushing her.
 
She must have sensed my doubt because she said, “He’s seeing a therapist.”
 
I laughed; I couldn’t help it. “Alex? Control freak, uptight, always right Alex?”
 
Stacy laughed too and pulled me out of the room. “Yes. Alex.”
 
We found everyone in the kitchen. Alex stood at the stove while Chris and Ryan sat uncomfortably at the bar. Cami was running her mouth, as usual. The way Alex’s jaw tightened every time he glanced toward the guys made me want to curl up inside myself and die. I’d seen that expression millions of times growing up, and I knew exactly what kind of paranoid thoughts were going through his head.
 
“Who needs a drink?” Stacy called, heading to the fridge.
 
I stood next to my brother, bumping my hip against his. He was the shortest guy in my family and we were almost the same height. I might have even gained a quarter of an inch on him.
 
“I’m not dating either one of them,” I whispered. It was probably the most deceptive statement I’d ever made, but I knew it was the only way to save the weekend. “We’re friends.”
 
Alex’s jaw relaxed. “Good.”
 
I shook my head and reached into the wok, where vegetables and chicken simmered, plucking up a piece of meat while Alex swatted my hand with a spoon. I popped the stolen chicken into my mouth and grinned. He just rolled his eyes.
 
“Stacy told me about the baby.”
 
He smiled and kept his eyes on the food. “We’re thrilled. I didn’t think it would happen this fast.”
 
The words were on my lips, but I wasn’t sure if I should let them out. I hadn’t come here for a fight, but I also couldn’t stop myself from giving him my opinion. “Don’t suffocate her, Alex. Promise me.”
 
“Is that what we did to you?” He still didn’t look away from the food and his jaw tensed again.
 
“Do you really have to ask?”
 
He pressed his lips together. “No, I guess I don’t.”
 
I bumped his hip again and kissed him on the cheek. “I still love you, Alex.”
 
The corner of his mouth turned up. “Good.”
 
When I turned around, my eyes met Ryan’s. He had a Coke in his hand—I should have warned them that responsible and mature Stacy and Alex wouldn’t give them alcohol—and his gray eyes were trained on me. Cami and Chris were busy helping Stacy set the table and she was gushing about the baby, but Ryan stood frozen in the middle of the room. He’d overheard it all.
 
We ate dinner and thankfully Alex was more relaxed after our chat, or he might have noticed how Ryan never took his eyes off me or the way Chris touched me every chance he got. Normally Alex would have honed in on things like that. Maybe he was out of practice from being away from home so long, or maybe he really was more relaxed, as Stacy claimed.
 
My family was ready for bed by eleven, and even though I could tell the others weren’t, they agreed to turn in as well. Cami and I took the guest room with the queen bed while Chris grabbed the cot Stacy had set up in the baby’s room. Ryan selflessly offered to take the couch, although I had a feeling he was getting the better end of the deal. The cot wasn’t very comfortable.
 
Cami was asleep almost the second her head hit the pillow, but I couldn’t get my mind to shut off. I lay awake thinking about Alex and Stacy having a baby, about how my brother would handle having a girl, about my dad and how suffocating my life had been. The more I thought about it, the more anxious I became, until I couldn’t sit still. I was angry and hurt and guilty because I’d been dodging my dad’s calls recently. I made sure to call him when I only had a few minutes to talk, like right before I ducked into class, and I was trying to make do with texts as much as possible. It couldn’t last forever, though, and I knew it.
 
 

 
 
The next morning, after we’d eaten breakfast and showered, Alex cornered me in the living room. Stacy had shuffled everyone else into the backyard, like seeing her rose bushes was the most thrilling thing in the world. Cami rolled her eyes so many times I was worried they’d stay that way, but Chris and Ryan took the hint.
 
“Have you told Dad about all this?” Alex asked, waving his hand in the air.
 
He was sitting on the couch with his legs crossed, holding a cup of coffee and frowning at me while I squirmed in my chair. He looked like a dad.
 
“What? That I got my hair done? Got a few temporary holes in my body? You realize I can just take these out and the holes will close up. None of this changes who I am, Alex.” I swallowed to keep my voice even. My insides boiled and I was dangerously close to yelling at my brother.
 
Alex didn’t say anything. His mouth twitched and I couldn’t tell if he was holding back a smile or a scowl. He took another drink. I waited, tapping my toe on the floor, but he just sat there.
 
“Aren’t you going to give me a lecture?”
 
“Why? You think I have room to talk?”
 
My mouth popped open and my toe stopped mid-tap. He didn’t, but that had never stopped him before. Stacy was right.
 
He cleared his throat and set his mug on the table. “Does he know you’re here?”
 
I shook my head.
 
“Good.”
 
“You should call him.”
 
“It would just be awkward.”
 
“More awkward than not talking to your dad?” Alex never visited. Never called. He and Stacy had made the trip to California for my graduation, but they’d stayed at a hotel. I’m not sure he and Dad said more than two words to each other.
 
All Alex did was shrug. “I can’t go back, Annie. I’m trying to move forward. I know Stacy told you.”
 
That he was seeing a therapist. He couldn’t even say it, but just telling me was a huge step for my control-freak brother. “Yeah. I think it’s good.”
 
“Me too.” He nodded and drummed his fingers on his knee. “It’s helped me relax.”
 
I snorted and his lip twitched. Alex had never been relaxed a day in his life. Adam liked to joke that our older brother had been born wearing a suit and tie, telling the doctors what they’d done wrong during the delivery.
 
“So what’s relaxed Alex like?” I asked with a grin.
 
He shook his head, but grinned right back. It made him look less like Dad. Dad never smiled—not a real smile, anyway.
 
“Relaxed Alex doesn’t give a shit that you got your ears and nose pierced—”
 
“And belly button.”
 
Alex took a deep breath, then said, “And belly button.”
 
“But he still cares if I date?”
 
Alex took a deep breath and leaned back. “That’s going to take some time.”
 
“As long as you’re working on it.”
 
He nodded, then exhaled and sat back up. “So what are you going to do now that you’re away from home?”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“About Dad. Are you still going to talk to him?”
 
I shook my head and took a deep breath. Giving my brother a lecture would feel like I was Alice falling down the rabbit hole, but I was gearing up for it. He needed some tough love.
 
“He’s my dad, so yes. I’m still going to talk to him. And you should too.” Alex pressed his lips together and I sat up straighter. “You need to stop ignoring him, Alex. It’s hurting him.”
 
“He gets updates from Stacy.”
 
“And thank God for that. If he didn’t, I don’t know what would have happened. He’d probably go off the deep end.”
 
Alex let out a bitter laugh. “Too late for that.”
 
“That’s not fair, Alex,” I said. “Dad didn’t do anything awful to us, not really. He was a bit neurotic and—”
 
“How can you, of all people, defend him, Anne?” Alex shook his head. “Don’t. Not with me. He treated you like a prisoner and he treated me like the nanny. And the fear we had to live in because of him—” Alex shook his head again and got up. “I don’t want to talk about this, but you and I both know our childhood was not normal. Trust me, I remember what it was like to have a normal childhood. I was six when she died.”
 
Alex grabbed his keys off the table by the front door before jerking the door open. I jumped to my feet and ran after him, but he waved me off and charged out of the house. I didn’t follow.
 
I found Stacy and the others in the backyard.
 
When my eyes met my sister-in-law’s, her shoulders dropped. “He ran out?”
 
I nodded and she shook her head.
 
“He’ll be back,” she said. “He does this whenever I bring up your dad.”
 
I leaned against the doorframe. Everyone stared at me, but I couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze. Maybe bringing them into my family drama hadn’t been the best idea.
 
Stacy jumped to her feet. “Come on, let’s head into the city. He’ll meet us when he cools off and we can have dinner.” Her expression was tense, but she did her best to force her mouth into a smile. It just ended up making her look like she was in pain.
 
I knew the feeling.
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The rest of the football weekend was relatively uneventful. Ryan kept his distance and Chris took every opportunity he could to be close to me. He did his best to pretend we were still in that “friend” area, but the look in his eyes gave him away. It was obvious he was really hoping I’d change my mind. Even though I didn’t want to encourage him, I found myself flirting with him just so I could avoid thinking about Ryan. Crappy thing to do? Yes. Did it work? Also yes.
 
The following Friday night I was in my dorm room all ready to study when there was a knock on the door. I opened it to find Chris smiling and holding a pizza. “Thought you might want to stay in tonight.”
 
My stomach lurched and jumped at the same time, but I opened the door wider and motioned for him to come in. “Sounds good.”
 
We ate pizza over the box while Chris did his best to move the conversation forward. My mouth was barely working enough to get pizza down, so I couldn’t get more than a word or two out. We’d only seen each other a couple of times since we got back from Atlanta. There hadn’t really been an opportunity for us to discuss the flirting. It was crystal clear what he thought it meant, but I didn’t have a clue what I thought. At the time I was just thinking about what I could possibly do to erase Ryan from my mind once and for all. Chris was a convenient target.
 
Halfway through his third slice, Chris sighed and dropped the pizza. “Okay, so I need to know what you’re thinking.”
 
I swallowed a piece about three times bigger than my throat and started coughing. Chris pounded me on the back and my eyes filled with tears. The pizza slowly moved down and I took a big gulp of Coke while I tried to buy myself some time. What the hell was I supposed to say?
 
When I’d stopped coughing, Chris raised his eyebrows at me. “Well? Were you or weren’t you flirting with me last weekend?”
 
“Um . . .” I took another drink and coughed a little. It sounded fake, even to me.
 
He got up. “You were just having fun. I get it.”
 
He shook his head and headed toward the door, and my heart pounded. What did I want? Ryan. That was obvious. But it wasn’t happening. So how did I see Chris? I tapped my toe and chewed on my bottom lip. A distraction. That’s how I saw him. Maybe it wasn’t fair to Chris, but it was the most I could hope for at that moment.
 
I jumped up and raced across the room, grabbing Chris by the shoulders just as he got to the door. He spun around and we stared at each other in silence for a few seconds. Then I kissed him.
 
He pulled back and his eyes got huge. He shook his head. “What does that mean?”
 
“It means I like you. You’re cute and fun and there’s nothing wrong with having a good time. But I’m not looking to get serious. Got it? Casual. You have to keep that in mind.”
 
He blinked and took a deep breath. “So you’re going to date other guys?”
 
I shrugged and took a minuscule step back, chewing on the inside of my cheek. “I don’t know, but if I do, I’ll tell you.”
 
He swallowed. “And what about going home with random guys at bars?”
 
I cringed. That had definitely been a bad idea. “I won’t. That was stupid, anyway.”
 
He nodded slowly and glanced down. I held my breath while he thought it through. When he looked up, he smiled. Then he kissed me. I was so surprised I stumbled back. He grinned and I laughed; then he kissed me again.
 
His mouth moved fast on mine, like he was desperate. In a matter of seconds, it wasn’t funny anymore and we stumbled to my bed. Then Chris was on top of me, grinding his body against mine. My body throbbed with every move he made. I wanted more, but he was being so damn cautious. His hands moved down my arms and over to my hips, but nothing else. He grabbed my butt and squeezed. My lust reached a boiling point and I was tired of waiting. I grabbed his hand and put it on my boob.
 
Chris groaned and I kissed him more deeply, grinding against him harder. His hand moved down my stomach, then up under my shirt. He jerked my bra aside and cupped my bare breast, and I moaned. He rolled my nipple between his fingers and a flash of heat swept over me, pulsing at my core. I gasped and pressed my body against his while he teased my nipple. I closed my eyes. This was what I needed. A distraction.
 
I pushed Chris back and pulled my shirt over my head. He was breathing heavily, and his brown eyes followed every move I made when I undid my bra. Then his lips curled into a smile and he ran his hands up my stomach to my breasts, flicking his thumbs over both nipples at the same time. My body jerked.
 
Chris smiled. “You like that?”
 
I nodded and he grinned. His fingers went back to work on my nipples while he kissed me and his body moved against mine. I squeezed my eyes shut. This was it. I was ready to get it over with.
 
“Do you have a condom?” I whispered against his mouth.
 
Chris stopped mid-kiss and sat up. “What?”
 
Why was he so confused by that question? “A condom.”
 
He shook his head. “Why?”
 
“What do you mean? I thought it was pretty obvious.”
 
He frowned and moved his hands off my breasts. I had the sudden urge to cover up. That wasn’t a normal reaction when you were lying in front of someone you wanted to have sex with. Was it?
 
“We’ve never really talked about this,” Chris began, “but you’re a virgin, right?”
 
A sinking feeling started in my stomach and I nodded. Why did this feel so familiar?
 
He shook his head. “So you don’t want to get serious with me, but you want to have sex with me?”
 
The sinking feeling increased until it felt like a boulder was in my gut, pressing me against the mattress. Weren’t guys supposed to be thankful when you threw yourself at them? “Is that a problem?”
 
“I just want to know why.”
 
I said the first thing that popped into my head. “Because I’m tired of being a virgin and you’re here?” It came out sounding like a question. And that damn boulder rolled around, weighing me down.
 
Chris jerked like I’d hit him. He shook his head and jumped off the bed, and I scrambled after him. My shirt was on the floor and I scooped it up so I could cover my breasts. Chris stood by the door like he was about to walk out.
 
“What’s wrong?”
 
“I don’t want to be the guy you sleep with because you’re bored, Annie.”
 
What the hell? “Sex doesn’t have to be a big deal, right?”
 
Chris didn’t move from the door. “But it would be a big deal to me because I like you.”
 
Crap. I pulled my shirt over my head. My face was on fire and Chris reached for the door. Every time I came close to having sex, the guy walked out on me. Weren’t they supposed to be the ones begging for it? A girl could get a complex at this rate.
 
Chris didn’t leave, but his hand was still on the doorknob. He wouldn’t look at me. I’d hurt his feelings. The realization made the boulder in my gut grow bigger. It had never occurred to me he’d care. I thought all guys were okay with no-strings-attached sex.
 
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t know.”
 
“So if I hadn’t been here, it could have easily been some other guy?”
 
Double crap. “No, Chris. It’s not like that. You’re nice and fun, and I do find you attractive. I just thought it would be easier to get it over with, and you seemed willing.”
 
He nodded, but still didn’t look up.
 
“I’m sorry,” I repeated.
 
Chris nodded again and turned the knob. “I’m gonna head out.”
 
Triple crap with cherries on top! “Okay. I’ll talk to you later?”
 
“Yeah,” he said, slipping out the door and pulling it shut behind him.
 
I sighed and plopped down in my desk chair. That was just great.
 
My toe tapped on the floor and I squeezed my legs together. The heat between my thighs got worse. Sexual frustration sucked.
 
 

 
 
We never talked about it again. Chris went back to his good-boy behavior, which meant only over-the-clothes stuff. All it did was leave me hot and frustrated every time we were together.
 
Cami’s fling with Mike was over and she was back to sneaking around with Liam. At least I assumed they were sneaking around. I hadn’t seen Ryan since our trip to the football game and I refused to bring him up to Cami, so if he knew I had no way of finding out.
 
However, I did not have a problem pumping Jess for information. I slid into the empty seat next to her and smiled. “How’s it going?”
 
Jess’s birthday had just passed and she’d told me the week before that she and Ryan were going out. I’d somehow missed her the first few classes, so I was dying to ask how her birthday had been. Or really, to make sure she and Ryan were still just causal.
 
Jess shrugged and flipped her book closed. “Fine.” She sighed and looked around, then leaned closer. “Can I ask you something?”
 
I nodded.
 
“You and Chris have been going out for a few months, right?”
 
I nodded again, probably a little more eager than necessary.
 
“So have you and Chris had sex?” She lowered her voice when she said sex and looked around again.
 
My throat was tight. Why was she asking? Did it have something to do with Ryan? Had they slept together? If they had, I couldn’t take hearing about it . . . but I couldn’t take not knowing either.
 
“Um . . .” I swallowed. “No.”
 
Jess exhaled and swept her dark hair off her shoulder. “At least I’m not the only one.”
 
A nervous laugh popped out of my mouth and my cheeks grew warm. “So you and Ryan?” The words barely made it out, my mouth was so dry.
 
She shook her head. “No.”
 
“I thought it was just casual. Did you change your mind?”
 
She shrugged and gave me a wicked smile. “It is, but you know. Doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun.”
 
Thank God. I exhaled and her eyes darted to me. I choked out a nervous laugh. “Sorry. I’ve been having a similar issue.” She had no idea.
 
Jess elbowed me lightly. “Looks like we’re going to have to have a brainstorming session. Maybe hit up Victoria’s Secret.”
 
My stomach dropped and the laugh I forced out hurt my throat. “Yeah.” There was no way in hell.
 
She tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Well, if I don’t get anywhere with Ryan I’m going to be moving on here really soon. There’s a guy in my chem lab that is yummy with a capital Y. I’m sure he’d be up for a little fun.”
 
I did my best not to act too enthusiastic when I nodded and said, “Sounds like he might be the guy you’re looking for.”
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“So, you still have six things left on your list,” Cami said. She was lying on her bed, studying the notebook while she chewed on her lip.
 
I brushed out my wet hair and tried not to think about it. Number thirteen was haunting me. I’d been trying to give it away for months, and so far there hadn’t been any takers. Well, that wasn’t totally true. Ty from the beach would have jumped at the chance. It was the honorable guys I was having trouble nailing down—literally.
 
Cami rolled onto her stomach and tossed the notebook aside. “Maybe we could work on it over Thanksgiving.”
 
It was like she had reached inside me and squeezed my stomach. I stopped brushing my hair and turned away, so she didn’t notice I was gasping for air. Thanksgiving was the following Thursday, and I was spending the week with Cami and her family. With Ryan. Just the thought of Ryan and number thirteen had my legs wobbling.
 
“You okay?” Cami asked.
 
I took a deep breath and nodded. “What were you thinking?”
 
“Tattoo? Or get someone’s number since the guys totally ruined that one for you. It’s not like we can work on you breaking someone’s heart or getting your heart broken. And unless you want to sleep with Ryan . . .” She laughed and I squeezed my eyes shut. “The formal we can take care of at Christmas, thanks to Liam’s frat.”
 
My eyes were still closed and I nodded. “Sounds good.”
 
 

 
 
The house Cami and Ryan grew up in was like something out of a Nicholas Sparks movie. It was huge and white, and had a wraparound porch. Huge live oak trees sat in the front yard with Spanish moss swaying in the wind. The Ashley River was in the backyard.
 
Ryan parked in front of the porch and my already pounding heart kicked up about four notches. He hadn’t said a single word to me and his jaw was insanely tight.
 
“What’s your deal, Ryan?” Cami snapped. “You and Jess have a fight or something?”
 
Ryan rolled his eyes and shoved the door open. “Drop it, Cami. Jess and I are not fighting. It’s not like that.”
 
Cami huffed and stepped out of the car. I stumbled out after her. “What do you mean ‘it’s not like that’?”
 
Ryan climbed out and slammed the door. “We’re not serious. The thing with us is just . . .” He took a deep breath. “. . . a way to pass the time, I guess.”
 
“Then you must be having PMS, because you’re moodier than a woman.”
 
She turned away from her cousin and flashed me a brilliant smile. She bounced toward the house on her toes, acting like she hadn’t been home in years.
 
“Come on,” she said, waving me toward the house. “You need to meet my mama.”
 
“My suitcase—”
 
Cami sighed and ran back to me. She grabbed my arm and pulled. Hard. “Ryan will get the bags.”
 
Every mention of his name made my stomach jump higher. Pretty soon it would reach my throat and then I’d be really sorry Cami had talked me into that burger for lunch.
 
We were halfway up the stairs when the front door opened. Cami’s mom walked out, grinning from ear to ear. She was just as short as Cami and her smile was just as bright. Her dark hair and makeup were perfectly in place, and her khaki linen pants were perfectly pressed. She was wearing a pink sweater set and pearls, and she looked like the stereotypical southern woman.
 
“Well, here they are!” She threw her arms around her daughter, kissing her on the cheek, before turning to me. “And you must be Annie. It’s so nice to have you here.”
 
I shuffled my feet and forced out a smile. Ryan dragged suitcases up the stairs behind me and my heart went into double-time. “Thanks for having me, Mrs. Summers.”
 
She waved her hand in the air and gave me a huge smile. “Call me Becky, please.”
 
Calling this southern lady by her first name just didn’t seem right, but I couldn’t argue. Especially not when Ryan threw the suitcases down next to me and pulled his aunt in for a big hug. She squealed when her feet left the ground, and there was a smile on Ryan’s face for the first time since we’d left the dorm.
 
When Becky was back on her feet, she fanned her face and giggled. It sounded exactly like Cami. “Bring your stuff in the house! It’s sweltering out here.”
 
I reached for my bag at the same time as Ryan, and our hands touched. He jerked back like he’d been burned. When his eyes snapped up, they met mine. My face was on fire, and my stomach jumped so high, I was sure I was going to throw up right there on the porch.
 
“Sorry,” I mumbled.
 
Ryan cleared his throat and shook his head. “I’ll get it.”
 
I nodded and tried to thank him, but I couldn’t make a sound. Cami stood by the door, tapping her toe impatiently. I forced out a smile and hurried inside.
 
By the time Cami was done giving me the tour and I had settled into my room, I was more than ready to escape. No matter how hard I tried to avoid Ryan, he was there at every turn. We’d almost bumped into each other in the kitchen, and when Cami was showing me the upstairs he came out of the bathroom and ran right into me. My nerves were wound so tight that I shook, and his hands on my arms when he tried to stop me from falling didn’t help. Being trapped in the house with him for a week was going to be torture.
 
Dinner was a traditional southern meal: fried chicken, mashed potatoes, collard greens, and homemade biscuits. Cami’s mom was quite the cook.
 
Cami looked nothing like her father. He was big and broad, with light brown hair. Oddly enough, Ryan kind of did. Which made no sense because they weren’t actually related.
 
Mr. Summers, or Rick, spent the meal drilling his daughter about classes, Ryan about girlfriends, and teasing me incessantly.
 
My cheeks were already red from him saying—for the hundredth time—that I was prettier than any of those movie stars out in California, when he suddenly turned to Ryan and said, “She acts like she doesn’t believe me. You tell her, Ryan.”
 
Ryan stopped with his fork halfway to his mouth and his eyes got huge. “Tell her what?”
 
His uncle rolled his eyes. “Tell her she’s pretty! You’re not blind, so I know you noticed.”
 
My face got even hotter and Ryan lowered his fork. His gaze met mine and all the air was sucked out of the room. Those gray eyes swept over my face and he pressed his lips together, but after a second they softened and turned up into a smile. It almost made me cry.
 
“You’re beautiful, Annie,” he whispered. “You know that.”
 
My legs shook and I had to cross my ankles to keep the chair from shaking. Electricity sizzled through the air.
 
Cami laughed. “Chris thinks so too.”
 
Ryan flinched and tore his eyes away from mine.
 
Cami kept talking, and I tried my hardest not to look at Ryan. It didn’t really work. Every few seconds my eyes would find their way to him and my breath would catch in my throat. Cami was oblivious, but Ryan’s aunt didn’t miss a thing.
 
I helped clear the table and Becky eyed me knowingly the entire time.
 
“Chris ever tell you how he and Ryan met?” she said while she put leftover food in plastic containers.
 
I was running a dirty plate under the water, and my hands shook so badly I almost dropped it. The sink was ceramic, so it would have broken for sure.
 
“Um . . . no?”
 
She pressed her lips together and nodded. “They were nine. Ryan was having trouble at school. Things were rough with his mama, and he was a shy kid because of it. Anyway, some older boys were picking on him, and Chris stepped in. Ryan’s tall now, but he was a little guy back then. Chris was almost a whole head taller than him.” She smiled to herself while she scraped mashed potatoes out of a bowl. “Chris stood up to those boys and was rewarded with a black eye. He and Ryan have been best friends ever since.”
 
“Chris is sweet,” I mumbled. What did she want me to say exactly?
 
She nodded and pursed her lips, then glanced over her shoulder. When she looked back, her brown eyes met mine and I froze. “Ryan’s real loyal to Chris, but their friendship is strong. They’d be able to get through anything.”
 
“Ryan doesn’t think so,” I whispered.
 
Becky smiled and turned back to the leftovers. “They’re like brothers.”
 
 

 
 
I spent the weekend tiptoeing around Ryan, listening to Cami blab about her high school friends getting into town, trying to soothe my dad.
 
On Monday night Cami dragged me to a bar with three of her high school friends. They were just as loud and giggly as Cami, and it took just twenty minutes at a table with them before my head started pounding.
 
Cami would pick out random guys and try to get me to flirt with them so I could cross another item off my list, but my heart wasn’t in it. All I could think about was Ryan. Chris wasn’t working as a distraction, and there was no doubt in my mind that I was going to have to do something about our relationship before I got in too deep. We couldn’t keep dating.
 
Just when I was sure my headache couldn’t get any more intense, my phone rang. It was sitting on the table and a picture of me and Chris popped up. My head throbbed harder and I grimaced. Before I could hit ignore, Cami swept the phone off the table and answered it.
 
“Christopher,” she sang. “How’s Florida?”
 
She giggled and grinned at me, and all her silly friends smiled just as big. They seemed to think Chris was some kind of god, and the fact that I’d landed him made me a legend or something.
 
“We’re at a bar.” Cami rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry so much.”
 
My stomach tightened. I had the urge to rip the phone out of her hand and throw it across the room. No. This wasn’t working at all.
 
“Yeah, yeah.” Cami held the phone out and plastered a big smile on her face. “Chris wants to talk to you.”
 
I forced my mouth up into a smile and took the phone. “I’m going to take this outside.”
 
A fog of smoke surrounded me when I stepped out. I coughed and waved my hand in front of my face, glaring at the source of the smoke.
 
The guy smiled and took another drag, blowing it in the other direction. “Sorry.”
 
I walked to the opposite side of the door. We might have been well into November, but the air was still sticky. Damp hair clung to the back of my neck. Right about then a cool California evening sounded good.
 
Taking a deep, soothing breath, I put the phone to my ear and closed my eyes. “Hi, Chris. How are your grandparents?”
 
“Good. But I miss you.”
 
Here he goes again. “Casual, Chris. Remember?”
 
There was an awkward pause, then Chris sighed. “How’re the Summerses?”
 
“Good.”
 
Chris didn’t respond and I searched my brain for something to say. Nothing came to mind. We needed to have a talk as soon as he got back from Florida. Crap.
 
“Are you okay?”
 
I sighed. “Sorry. I have a headache and Cami dragged me out. Her friends are . . . loud.”
 
He laughed and it sounded more natural. Maybe I was giving him false hope, but I needed to talk to him in person. Breaking up over the phone would be a crappy thing to do.
 
“I completely understand.”
 
“Can we talk later?”
 
He chuckled again. “Sure. Call me when you get a chance.”
 
I hung up and slumped against the building. Ending things with Chris for the second time was going to suck. There was no way we’d be able to salvage our friendship. But I had to do it. I wasn’t being fair to him.
 
When I opened my eyes the smoking guy grinned at me. “Boyfriend problems?”
 
“Something like that.”
 
He grinned even more and wiggled his eyebrows. “I could help you take your mind off things.”
 
And he could help knock number sixteen off my list, but I wasn’t in the mood. Between Ryan and Chris and everything with my dad, the list didn’t seem so important anymore. If anything, it seemed kind of dumb. I was living. I was getting my heart trampled on every day, but there wasn’t a single thing about it that was satisfying.
 
“I don’t think so.” I pushed myself off the wall and headed toward the door.
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Cami wanted me to go out with her friends again on Wednesday night, but just thinking about it made my head pound. There was no way I could do it. Her friends were a little wild for my taste, plus I had too much on my mind to try to make small talk with a bunch of giggly girls who only thought about getting laid. Seriously, that’s what they had talked about most of the night. Since I hadn’t crossed number thirteen off my list yet, I’d had absolutely nothing to add to the conversation.
 
I was in the middle of trying to figure out how to get out of it when my phone rang. It was my dad.
 
“Hi, Daddy,” I said, ducking outside so I could have some privacy.
 
“Annie.”
 
His voice shook and I had to squeeze my eyes shut when the usual guilt rolled over me. Hold on, this will only hurt a little . . .
 
“How’s California?” My voice squeaked like a little, tiny mouse.
 
“I miss you, honey. Why couldn’t you have come home for Thanksgiving?”
 
Nope. That hurt way more than I expected it to.
 
“We talked about this, Daddy. It was just too expensive.” Total lie and we both knew it. “I couldn’t afford a ticket for Thanksgiving and Christmas.”
 
“Annie, you know I would have paid for it.”
 
There was no way to win this conversation.
 
“Did Adam make it home?”
 
Dad sighed and the sound sliced me in half. “I picked him up in Sacramento this morning.”
 
“Then you’re good. You have him and Aiden and Austin. You guys can watch football and drink beer and do guy stuff. I’ll be home at Christmas.”
 
“I just want to know you’re safe.”
 
“I’m on the phone with you right now, Dad. Of course I’m safe.”
 
“I just worry, Annie.” His voice shook.
 
The door behind me opened and I spun around just as Ryan stepped out. He froze when he saw me. I swallowed and his eyes held mine.
 
“Annie? Are you there?” The panic in my dad’s voice brought me back to the present.
 
“Sorry, Dad, I got distracted.”
 
“Is everything okay?”
 
“It is. Dad, I need to get going. Cami and I were getting ready to go out.”
 
“Go out? Where? By yourselves? Are you sure that’s safe?”
 
I exhaled and worked at controlling my breathing. Ryan didn’t move behind me.
 
“It’s okay, Daddy. We’re just going to a movie. We’ll be careful.”
 
“Be safe, Annie.”
 
“I will. Talk to you later.”
 
When I turned around, Ryan was staring at me. “Your dad?”
 
I nodded. He took a step toward me, but I shook my head. I was too exhausted to play games with him.
 
 

 
 
After Cami left to meet up with her friends, I walked down to the river. The house was stifling, but being outside didn’t seem any better. The air was cooler and the breeze from the water was nice, but I still couldn’t breathe. It was like someone had wrapped their hand around my lungs and was squeezing, trying to prevent me from getting air. It was working.
 
I walked to the end of a small dock and eased down, setting my flip-flops behind me and wiggling my toes. My legs dangled over the water. I stretched out my feet, grazing the surface with the tips of my toes. I’d only been there for a few seconds when footsteps pounded down the dock behind me. I stiffened and took a deep breath. They were too heavy to be Cami’s.
 
Ryan sat down beside me, leaving about six inches of space between us. It felt like a mile. “Cami ditch you, Buttercup?”
 
I shrugged and stared at the water. “Not really. She wanted me to go, but I didn’t feel like it. I’m tired.” That was the understatement of the year.
 
Ryan didn’t say anything, so I finally tore my eyes away from the rippling river. He was watching me. Smiling. It made my heart pound.
 
Ryan leaned over and nudged me with his shoulder. “I’m glad you’re here.”
 
“Why?” He didn’t act like he wanted me around. Ever.
 
He frowned and turned to face the water. “You know why.”
 
I did and I didn’t, but I kept my mouth shut. There was no sense rehashing the same conversation over and over again.
 
“Your aunt and uncle are nice,” I said.
 
Ryan’s lips turned up and he nodded. “They’ve always treated me like a son.”
 
“I’m sure that would make your mom happy.”
 
He swallowed and the smile melted away. “I’m not sure there’s a whole lot that would have made my mom happy.”
 
I blinked and tried to wrap my mind around his words, but they didn’t make any sense. “Why do you say that?”
 
Ryan flinched and shifted, keeping his eyes on the water. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked. Questions about my mom were off limits.
 
“I’m sorry,” I said. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”
 
He didn’t move his head, but his eyes darted my way before going back to the water. “It’s okay.”
 
“I know you don’t like to talk about it.”
 
He took a deep breath, then slowly turned to face me. His gray eyes locked on mine and I inhaled. The magnetic pull was back, stronger than ever before. We were so alone on the dock. There was no chance anyone would interrupt us and it was almost impossible for me to stay away from him. I shifted and every muscle in my body jerked, moving me closer to him. Time stood still, but everything around us swirled; the water below us, the trees above. His eyes never left mine.
 
A splash in the water made me jump and Ryan tore his eyes away from mine. He bolted to his feet and grabbed my arm, pulling me back from the water. “’Gator!”
 
My eyes scanned the water and my heart literally stopped beating. An alligator that had to be close to seven feet long had surfaced only five feet from where we’d been sitting.
 
I scrambled back, stumbling over my own feet. Falling to my knees. Then I jumped up and ran from the dock. Ryan chuckled behind me and my heart started working again. Only it was beating so fast I had a hard time catching my breath.
 
I spun around to face Ryan, who was lazily walking toward me with my flip-flops in his hand. “Why are you laughing?”
 
He shook his head and ran his fingers through his blond hair, grinning at me. “It was funny.”
 
“Almost getting eaten by an alligator is amusing to you?”
 
He dropped my flip-flops at my feet, chuckling. “You didn’t get almost eaten. He wasn’t even close.”
 
I huffed and rolled my eyes, then shoved my feet into my waiting shoes. “Sorry if sharp teeth scare me.”
 
Ryan chuckled again and put his arm around my shoulders; it made my heartbeat change from a constant pounding to a dull thump that vibrated through my skull. He started walking, dragging me with him. His arm stayed around my shoulders.
 
“Come on. I want to show you something.”
 
I nodded and padded along with him, but it wasn’t easy. My feet were like two weights. I had a difficult time lifting them.
 
We walked farther from the house, past gardens and huge oak trees. The branches stretched across the sky, tangling together over our heads while the Spanish moss swayed with the breeze. Birds sang and squirrels skittered across the ground, and everywhere we turned, huge azalea bushes grew, blooming with pinks, purples, reds, and whites.
 
“It’s so pretty here,” I managed to get out after a few minutes.
 
Ryan nodded and his hand slipped down. His fingers rested on my waist and my breath caught in my throat. I closed my eyes and allowed myself to imagine we were together. That I hadn’t run over Chris’s toes. That when Ryan rescued me from that drunk at the bar, Chris had no claim on me.
 
Ryan stopped walking and my eyes opened. We stood in front of a cemetery surrounded by an old iron fence and dozens of azalea bushes. Most of the headstones were ancient and crumbling, too damaged by the weather and age to even make out the names. But there were newer ones too.
 
“This is where my uncle’s family is buried. Where we buried my mom.”
 
I swallowed and his hand moved lower. He laced his fingers with mine and pulled me through the open gate. His shoulders were tense and his jaw tight, and his palm was moist against mine.
 
We stopped in front of a headstone that had DARCY COLE inscribed on it. Ryan dropped my hand and kneeled down next to it. He placed his hand over his mother’s name and closed his eyes. His shoulders shook.
 
“Ryan, I—” My throat tightened, and I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. He didn’t even talk about his mom, but he’d brought me to her grave. What did it mean?
 
He didn’t open his eyes. “She was sick my whole life.”
 
I exhaled and lowered myself to the ground next to him. Ryan’s hand dropped to his side and he fell back, as if his legs couldn’t hold him anymore. He raised his eyes to mine and they shimmered with tears.
 
“We lived alone when I was really little, but I don’t remember. She couldn’t . . .” He swallowed. “. . . keep a job.”
 
He glanced at the headstone. When he turned back, a tear slipped from the corner of his eye. He brushed it aside so fast I could almost convince myself I’d imagined it. “We moved here when I was two. My aunt raised me, even before my mom died. I know Mom tried her best and she loved me, but she just couldn’t cope.” He took a deep breath and his lips twitched before turning up into a sad smile. “Still, there were times when she’d be better for a while and she’d take me to the beach or downtown. But it was rare.” His smile faded.
 
An ache sliced through me. I wanted to wrap my arms around him, but that would be crossing a line. Wouldn’t it? “You don’t have to talk about it, Ryan.”
 
The corner of his mouth turned up into a sad smile. “I want to, Buttercup. I’ve never wanted to talk to anyone about her before, but with you . . .”
 
His eyes held mine. The wind blew a few strands of hair across my face, tickling my nose. I lifted my hand to push them aside, but Ryan beat me to it. He tucked them behind my ear and his fingertips trailed down my cheek to my jaw. I held my breath.
 
His hand fell to his side and he exhaled, then climbed to his feet. “Let’s go for a walk.”
 
We headed back toward the house, but the pace was slow. Relaxing and soothing, yet filled with melancholy. His hand brushed against mine, but he didn’t hold it like before.
 
He nudged my arm and smiled down at me. “So how’s that list of yours coming?”
 
My body stiffened and the comfortable atmosphere slipped away. “Is this your way of asking if Chris and I have slept together?”
 
His eyes darted to my face, then up to the sky. “No . . . I kind of already know the answer to that one.”
 
I stopped moving. “You asked him?”
 
He shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground. “Not really. He told me.”
 
I shook my head. There was no way I’d heard him right. “Excuse me?”
 
Ryan cleared his throat and I took a step closer. He finally tore his eyes away from the ground and met mine. “He told me about that night in your dorm room. How you wanted to . . .”
 
A rush of heat swept up my neck to my cheeks. “You mean when he turned me down? Just like you did?”
 
Ryan raked his hand through his hair and took a step closer to me. “You know I wanted to.”
 
“Did you?”
 
He groaned and moved closer. “God, Buttercup. Every second I’m with you is like this magnificent torture. I live to be with you, but it burns. Deep inside me.”
 
My heart hammered against my ribs, like it was trying to force its way out of my body. My brain was on overload, spinning around in circles while I tried to decide what to do. All I wanted was him.
 
“Chris is just a distraction, so I can try to get you out of my system.”
 
“How’s that working?”
 
I laughed and it was loud and bitter. A group of birds took off from the trees above us, making me jump. I ended up less than six inches from him, and he exhaled. His warm breath brushed across my cheek and my blood burst into flames, shooting to every nerve ending in my body. Scorching me from the inside out.
 
“Not at all,” I whispered.
 
Ryan’s gray eyes consumed me. They pulled me in and I couldn’t do a thing to stop it. I took a step closer, and my breasts pressed against his chest. He inhaled when I ran my hand up his chest to his shoulders, then gripped the back of his neck. He didn’t resist. His mouth covered mine and his hands grabbed my hips, pulling me against him. His lips were gentle, coaxing my mine apart, so he could explore my mouth with his tongue. I melted into the kiss, running my tongue over his while threading my fingers through his hair.
 
My heart was pounding by the time he pulled away. He brushed my hair back and frowned. “I can’t seem to stay away from you.”
 
“I don’t want you to.”
 
“I don’t want to either.”
 
My heart jumped. “Then don’t.”
 
“It isn’t that simple, Buttercup.”
 
“Yes, it is.”
 
Ryan frowned and his arms fell from my body. He took a step back and an overwhelming sense of loss came over me.
 
“Chris would never forgive me.”
 
“Your aunt seems to think he would.”
 
He raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “So she talked to you too.”
 
I nodded, and even though the tears were so thick they clogged my throat, I managed to keep them inside.
 
“Well, she’s wrong. Chris could forgive a lot of things, but you . . .” He shook his head again. “You don’t know, Buttercup, and I can’t tell you.”
 
My heart stuttered like a dying engine. “So that’s it, then? Chris gets to tell us whether or not we can be happy?”
 
“You don’t need me to be happy,” he said.
 
My eyes stung and I shook my head. “Without you I’m pretty damn miserable, so I can’t imagine it getting much worse.”
 
Ryan sighed and ran his fingers through his hair once again. He shook his head and took a step back. His eyes met mine and he let out a bigger sigh. “Can’t we just be friends? I like being your friend.”
 
“Is it even possible? For us to be friends without constantly having the temptation to do more?”
 
“I guess not.” Ryan exhaled and stared over my head. It felt so final.
 
I sucked in a deep breath and when I exhaled, a sob came out. “Then I guess we don’t have anything else to talk about.”
 
I turned away from him, blinking to clear the tears from my vision. It didn’t help. Nothing ever would.
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My leg shook and the heel of my boot tapped against the floor, pounding to the beat of my heart. Java City was too full. There was no way in hell Chris and I would be able to talk privately. We would have to go for a walk.
 
For the hundredth time I glanced at my watch. My stomach jerked and the temperature in the room shot up twenty degrees. It was five until ten. Chris would be walking through the door any minute. It was going to suck.
 
My heel tapped faster when the door opened and his warm, brown eyes met mine. He grinned and practically ran over to me. It reminded me of Cami. I’d never seen Chris bounce around like that. Shit.
 
He leaned down to give me a kiss, but I turned my head at the last second. His lips hit my cheek. As he stepped back, the corners of his mouth turned down. I swallowed and forced out a smile. It made my stomach ache even more than before. Yup. This was going to suck really badly.
 
“You okay?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.
 
I jumped up before he could take the empty seat across from me. “Yeah. Let’s go for a walk. It’s too crowded in here.”
 
His eyebrows pulled together, but he nodded. I scooped up my nearly full coffee cup and dropped it in the trash can on my way out. My stomach was too uneasy to drink it.
 
We stepped out onto Calhoun Street—crowded for that time of morning on a Sunday—and the pain in my gut only worsened. I wrapped my arms around myself while Chris rambled on and on about Florida. There was no way to get my mouth working enough to join in, so I just nodded while we headed toward the bay.
 
That of course turned out to be a huge mistake. The crowd was even thicker down by the water. What the hell was going on? Where had all those people come from?
 
I was still hugging myself when we stopped and leaned against the rail. The air was cool—finally—and tasted like salt. Squeezing my eyes shut, I inhaled through my nose until my lungs were so full they threatened to burst, then let the breath out through my mouth in one big puff.
 
This is it. Don’t chicken out.
 
“You sure you’re okay, Annie?”
 
Chris’s question made me jump, and a squeak that reminded me of a wounded animal popped out of my mouth. My eyes flew open and met his, and all the courage I’d gained from that little pep talk disappeared. Yup. It was going to suck balls.
 
“We need to talk,” I blurted out.
 
Chris flinched, then swallowed. “Okay, but before you say anything, I have something I want to say.”
 
Was he going to beg? I hoped not. It wouldn’t change my mind and it would probably just make me throw up.
 
“Okay . . .”
 
Chris cleared his throat and took a step closer to me. When he grabbed my hand I almost jerked it away, and everything inside me took a dive. But I did my best to stay calm and not freak out. It wasn’t easy.
 
“Annie, I know you’ve been wanting to keep this casual and I said that was okay. But while I was in Florida I did a lot of thinking. I missed you, and know now what I want.”
 
Oh crap.
 
“I can’t get you out of my mind, and being away from you this past week was torture.”
 
Double crap.
 
Chris took a deep breath and warning bells went off in my head. It was about to get really, really bad.
 
“I’ve never felt like this before.” He swallowed. “I think I’m in love with you, Annie.”
 
No, no, no, no, NO! There was no way that just happened.
 
I pulled my hand out of his and shook my head. Dammit. Why had I let him say anything? Because I was a chicken, that’s why. I’d wanted to put what I had to say off as long as possible. Look where that got me! Now instead of just hurting him I was about to embarrass him too. Awesome.
 
“Chris—”
 
He raised his hand to stop me and his face scrunched up, like I’d hit him or he was preparing for me to hit him. Probably the second one. “Don’t do this. Please, Annie. I can make you happy.”
 
I shook my head. “You can’t.”
 
His hand fell to his side and he looked down. Holy crap. This sucked big-time.
 
“I don’t think we should see each other anymore,” I blurted out.
 
His entire body jerked and he took a step back, but he didn’t look up. “Why?” he asked the ground.
 
“I like you, Chris, but only as a friend.”
 
“There’s someone else.”
 
It wasn’t a question. Did he know? I tried to get a good look at his face, but he was still looking down. No. He couldn’t . . . could he?
 
“I have feelings for someone else,” I said, holding my breath while I waited for his reaction.
 
He finally looked up. His eyes shimmered and there was so much pain on his face, it literally took my breath away. “Who?”
 
I exhaled and my shoulders relaxed. I hadn’t even known they were tense. He didn’t know. “It’s not important,” I said. “He’s not interested in me like that.” Just saying it hurt.
 
“So you’re not dumping me for him?”
 
“No. I just don’t think it’s fair. You’re clearly more serious than I am, and the longer we do this, the more you’re going to get hurt.”
 
Chris ran his hand down his face, smearing a few unshed tears across his cheeks in the process. “What if I don’t care?”
 
Damn. “But I care, Chris. Eventually this will have to end, and the sooner it happens, the easier it will be on you.”
 
He looked down at the ground again. “I should have slept with you.”
 
“That’s not what this is about.” Did he really think I was dumping him because he wouldn’t have sex with me? When had our roles gotten reversed?
 
“But I wanted to.” He looked up. “I still want to. Just give me this. One last day with you.”
 
Oh shit.
 
I shook my head and swallowed, and prepared myself for what I was about to say. “I’m glad we didn’t sleep together. You’re not the one I want. He is.”
 
Chris jerked back and shook his head. I held my breath and counted. I only got to three before he was backing away. “I can’t be here right now.”
 
I took a step toward him. “Chris.”
 
He turned around and waved over his shoulder, then jogged away from me. Every millimeter of my body hurt for him, but underneath that was an enormous sense of relief I couldn’t ignore. It had sucked and I had hurt Chris, but it was the right thing. And I was so glad I’d done it.
 
 

 
 
“Well, that takes care of number nineteen,” Cami said.
 
She pulled out her notebook and crossed break someone’s heart off the list. It was the first time she wasn’t smiling.
 
“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.
 
Cami looked up and her frown got deeper. “Why are you sorry?”
 
“Because I hurt Chris and he’s your friend.”
 
She threw the notebook and pen on her desk and crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t have to apologize about that. I feel bad for Chris, but you can’t keep dating him just to keep from hurting him. That would be a shitty thing to do.”
 
I sighed and stared at the ceiling. The whole thing was shitty.
 
“Are you okay?”
 
I shifted so I was facing Cami. She was still frowning. I’d never seen her go so long without a smile on her face. Dating sucked. Why had I been so eager to jump into this world of heartache? I couldn’t remember.
 
“Yeah.”
 
We stared at each other for a few seconds. The room felt like it was shrinking. I couldn’t sit there any longer. I needed air.
 
I rolled off the bed and grabbed my running shoes off the floor. “I need to go for a run.”
 
Cami huffed. “We should go out. Celebrate your newfound freedom by getting a guy’s number.”
 
“I’m not in the mood right now,” I said, pulling my shoes on. “Maybe next weekend.”
 
Cami sighed. “Okay.”
 
I jumped up and bounced around on the balls of my feet for a few seconds, then gave her a quick smile. “Thanks for not hating me for dumping Chris.”
 
“Hoes before bros.”
 
I laughed. Leave it to Cami to make me smile when everything in me wanted to cry—or scream.
 
The street was just as crowded as it had been earlier, and I followed the same path Chris and I had taken to the bay. My feet pounded against the uneven pavement while Phillip Phillips’s smooth voice filled my head.
 
“They say you’ll find yourself one of these days . . .”
 
Tears blurred my vision and I moved faster. My chest was tight and my throat even tighter. I forced my legs to move while I gasped for breath. I felt so lost.
 
Maybe leaving home had been a mistake.
 
By the time I reached the bay I couldn’t breathe. I stopped by the railing and stared out over the water, panting for breath. The song switched and I almost ripped the earbuds out of my head when Sara Bareilles’s “Gonna Get Over You” came on. A bitter laugh that was mixed with even more bitter tears broke out. What were the odds?
 
I pulled the earbuds out with as much self-control as possible and tucked my iPod into my pocket. The sun was low over the Cooper River and the Ravenel Bridge was lit up in the distance. A boat carrying tourists on their way back from Fort Sumter passed and my nerves slowly began to untangle.
 
It wasn’t a tragedy. I’d broken someone’s heart and my own heart was in serious danger, but no one had died. Chris and I would both heal eventually and move on, and one day we’d look back at the situation with less bitterness. Maybe we’d even be thankful. What was that twangy country song? “Unanswered Prayers.” That’s what it was. Maybe one day I’d understand that song.
 
When I turned and spotted Ryan jogging toward me, I wasn’t the least bit surprised. We’d run into each other too many times. Maybe there was a small part of me that had even hoped I’d see him when I decided to go for a run. Maybe.
 
He slowed down when he was only six feet from me and pulled his earbuds out. He smiled, but his eyes gave away his real feelings. He already knew, of course. “You okay?”
 
I nodded and sniffed. “I feel like a jerk.”
 
“Chris will be okay.”
 
My eyes met his and everything in me wound back up into a tight ball. The air around us crackled. “He told me he loved me.”
 
Ryan nodded slowly, but he didn’t act surprised. He knew. He’d tried to warn me over Thanksgiving break. I should have known.
 
“You already knew that.”
 
He nodded again, then turned and looked out over the water. “And now you understand why I can’t hurt him by being with you.”
 
“No,” I said. “I still don’t.”
 
“Then I’m sorry.”
 
“Me too.”
 
We stood side by side in silence, watching the sun set in the distance. His arm brushed up against mine and my skin tingled. His touch was like magic. How was I ever going to get over him?
 
I exhaled and pulled my iPod back out. My hands shook while I scrolled through my playlist, looking for a good song to cry to, something that would match the ache in my stomach and the crack in my heart that seemed to get bigger with each passing day. “Ashes and Wine”—perfect.
 
“I think spending time alone with you is bad for me,” I said.
 
Ryan turned to face me. His expression was pained, but he nodded. “I agree. I can’t control myself when I’m with you.”
 
I put my earbuds in, but before I could leave, Ryan grabbed my hand. He pulled one of the earbuds out and leaned forward. His lips brushed against my cheek and I closed my eyes. They moved up to my ear and my insides quivered.
 
“If I could have one wish, I’d wish for you.”
 
His lips moved away and the earbud was placed back in my ear, but I didn’t move. The ache in me spread as the air around me chilled. When I opened my eyes, he had already left.
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The following weekend Cami dragged me to bars and did her best to get me picked up. I went with little complaining, but didn’t flirt like she wanted me to. My heart just wasn’t in it. After the second failed attempt, she let me off the hook.
 
We were only a week from Christmas break. For the first time since I’d left California, I missed being home. My plane ticket had me leaving Saturday night, and by Monday evening I was counting down the hours. All I wanted to do was hide in my room. Too bad Cami had convinced me to go to the formal Liam’s frat was having. The last thing I wanted was to get dressed up and hang out with Cami and Liam, or see Ryan and Chris, who would more than likely be there.
 
By Wednesday, I was trying to think of a way out of it. I had a royal blue strapless dress that looked fabulous on me, but no date. Going wouldn’t do me any good, just torment me with the things I couldn’t have. But Cami was persistent, so I was having a tough time convincing her I should sit it out.
 
I was hanging out in Java City studying for my last final when Mitch plopped into the chair across from me. He wore a black leather jacket and his cheeks were red from the chilly air. His blond hair was ruffled, but cute. He grinned, and when his blue eyes flashed, I knew I was in trouble.
 
“Haven’t seen you around.”
 
I shrugged and shut my book. I was going to need to give this guy my full attention if I wanted to wriggle out of whatever he was about to suggest. He was a smooth talker.
 
“Chris and I aren’t seeing each other anymore.”
 
He nodded and his grin got bigger, revealing two adorable dimples that would have made most girls swoon. Too bad my swooning was reserved for someone else. “I heard. That’s too bad.”
 
The smile on his face told me he didn’t think it was bad at all. I took a deep breath and prepared myself.
 
He scooted his chair around the table, closing the distance between us. “So Liam says he and Cami are going to this formal and you’re supposed to go with them.”
 
Yup. There it was. “That’s the plan,” I said, leaning farther away.
 
He didn’t take the hint; he moved closer. “I thought maybe I could tag along so you’d have company. You don’t want to be the third wheel, do you?”
 
I had the urge to roll my eyes, but the truth was, I didn’t want to be the third wheel. At that moment, I couldn’t think of much that sounded worse.
 
“Not as a date?”
 
He shrugged, but his eyes sparkled. “Doesn’t have to be.”
 
I nodded and stared down at my history book. Mitch was cute and he’d probably be nice company. There was no way it was going to be a date—I wouldn’t repeat the mistake I’d made with Chris—but it would be a relief to have someone to talk to.
 
When I looked up, his blue eyes were still studying me, and I gave him a tentative smile. “As long as you understand we’re just friends.”
 
He grinned. “Whatever you say.”
 
 

 
 
The Christmas formal was at the same beach house as the first frat party, and before we even set foot in the door, I knew going with Mitch had been a mistake. He was being way more handsy than a friend should be, and even though it wasn’t anything really big—just a hand on my lower back while we walked and stuff like that—it made me squirm.
 
The house was decked out in Christmas lights and red bows and garlands. The guys were all dressed in suits and the girls in dresses—most of which were short and low-cut. If Mitch hadn’t turned into an octopus, and my stomach wasn’t twisted into knots, I might have loved the atmosphere. As it was, all of it made me a jittery ball of nerves.
 
“You want a drink?” Mitch asked. He grinned and his head bobbed to the beat of the music ever so slightly.
 
I was just about to tell him no when I spotted Ryan on the other side of the room with Jess. My stomach jumped and twisted into a knot so intricate it would make a Boy Scout envious. There was no way in hell I’d make it through the night without a drink.
 
“Yeah.”
 
Mitch headed off to get me a drink while Cami and Liam slipped into the crowd, leaving me alone. I wandered over to the big windows overlooking the ocean. From that vantage point I wouldn’t be able to see Ryan. If I kept looking at him, I was going to throw up for sure.
 
Mitch came back with a beer and I downed half of it while he raised his eyebrows. “Ready to party, huh?”
 
“Something like that,” I mumbled.
 
In my heels I was about half an inch taller than Mitch, putting us pretty much at eye level. If he wanted to kiss me, he’d only have to lean forward a little. He stood closer to me than necessary and my face got warm. Coming to the party with him had been a huge mistake.
 
I stepped back and took another big drink. “I told you we were just friends.”
 
Mitch just grinned. “We can be friends with benefits, right?”
 
I shook my head. “I’m not like that. Sorry.”
 
My eyes scanned the room and stopped on Amber. She was wearing a gold dress cut almost to her belly button, showing more of her bodacious boobs than ever before. It was obscene.
 
When I looked back, Mitch’s blue eyes were still on me—although slightly south of my face. He looked up and grinned, but I shook my head, then tilted it toward the crowd. “Why don’t you try Amber? You’ve been there before, right?”
 
Mitch frowned, but he looked in her direction anyway. When he spotted Amber in the crowd, it was obvious. His frown morphed into a smile and his eyes lit up. He nodded and took a big drink.
 
“See you around.”
 
Then I was alone again.
 
I finished off my beer and got another, followed by another. There was nothing for me to do but stand off to the side and watch Ryan and Jess. They danced and talked, but they didn’t kiss or hold hands. It looked as casual as she claimed. More like brother and sister, really.
 
It didn’t help me feel better.
 
After a while his eyes were on me more than they were on her. They seared me from across the room. I felt him on my skin, racing through my blood.
 
I was already drowning, so I decided to do just that. The more I drank, the less I cared that I was staring. The less I noticed Jess. Or anything else, really. The room emptied and the music faded, and everything in the world disappeared but Ryan and me.
 
Then Jess looked my way. Her eyes met mine and she frowned. She turned to Ryan and stood on her tiptoes, so she could whisper in his ear. It all looked so intimate. Something like an explosion went off in my body. I couldn’t breathe or think or do anything but stand there staring. Then Ryan looked at me and I almost shattered.
 
I had to get away.
 
The room swayed as I stumbled through the crowd. Sweaty bodies brushed against me. The people I passed laughed too loud. It sounded more like cackles in my ears. The stale stench of alcohol choked me. My stomach lurched, but I kept moving. My eyes were on the front door. I just needed to make it to the front door.
 
“Buttercup!”
 
A stabbing pain ripped through me. Ryan’s voice forced my legs to work faster, made my hands push harder against the bodies in my way. There was nothing I wanted to say to him or let him say to me.
 
A hand wrapped around my upper arm when I was only four feet from the door. Ryan spun me around and his concerned expression made me freeze. “Where are you going?”
 
“Away,” I muttered.
 
“How? Liam drove you. Are you planning to walk back to the city?”
 
I hadn’t thought about it. “I-I don’t know.” How had I managed to get the words out while a dam of tears prepared to burst? Hugging my arms tightly around me, my nails dug into my skin while I stared at the floor.
 
He pressed his lips together and looked over his shoulder. Jess was behind him. “Stay here.”
 
He went back to Jess. My legs shook so much, I stumbled. I had to lean against the wall to stop from falling. My heart thumped and I couldn’t take my eyes off them. I couldn’t hear a thing they said. Jess looked my way, then nodded. Ryan gave her a quick hug before heading over to me. She didn’t follow, but she didn’t look upset. What was going on?
 
Ryan pulled his car keys out. When he got to me, he put his arm around my waist while he led me out the door.
 
 

 
 
We were halfway to his apartment before I managed to talk. “Why did you leave the party to take me home?”
 
Ryan’s hands tensed on the steering wheel. “Because you’re drunk.”
 
“You could have called me a cab.”
 
“I wouldn’t have been able to enjoy myself. I would have been too worried.”
 
My throat tightened and I tugged on the hem of my dress. Sitting next to him in the car, I suddenly didn’t feel as drunk as I had at the party. In fact, everything seemed sharper. The lights from the cars we passed, the bass in the music, the twinkling stars in the sky, the sizzling air floating between Ryan and me. The world was alive and electric.
 
He parked across the street from his apartment without so much as an explanation. In a flash, he was out of the car and at my side.
 
When he held the door open to help me out, I turned to face him. “Why didn’t you take me back to the dorm?”
 
He shook his head and pulled me across the street, toward his apartment building. I stumbled, but Ryan’s firm grip held me up. A shiver ran down my spine, but I wasn’t sure if it was from the cool night air or Ryan’s closeness. His hand splayed out across my lower back, and my skin tingled through the thin satin of my dress.
 
I was clueless as to why he’d brought me there, but I wasn’t complaining. We were together—that’s all I’d ever wanted. I couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened the last time. The memory of his mouth on my nipple and his fingers running down my bare skin was fresh in my mind. Before we’d even made it to the second floor, desire had started building inside me.
 
Ryan didn’t say a word, and he wouldn’t look at me. When we walked into his apartment, he locked the door. He tossed his keys on the coffee table on his way to the kitchen while I stood awkwardly by the door. I wobbled on my heels for a few seconds before kicking them off, but I didn’t walk any farther in. Was he going to call me a cab again?
 
He came back with the top two buttons on his shirt undone and a glass of water in one hand. When he opened the other, I recognized the two blue pills. “Take these and drink some water. I’m not sending you back to your dorm until I know you’re going to be more reasonable.”
 
I shook my head, but did as I was told. What did he think I was going to do if he left me alone? Run off to a bar and hook up with the first guy I met? Probably.
 
He threw himself on the couch and leaned his head back, and I followed his lead. The glass was half empty when I sat down and pulled my legs up and tucked them under me. He didn’t look at me. Still. We were sitting so close that my knee touched his thigh. His fingers twitched and he balled his hands into fists. He didn’t look up, but he didn’t scoot away either. That was a good sign.
 
“I’m sorry you had to leave the party,” I whispered after what seemed like hours of silence. His closeness was getting to me. My heart pounded and the heat flowing between us made the room feel like a sauna. Or an August afternoon in Charleston.
 
Ryan sighed and swiped his hand through his hair. He finally opened his eyes. When he turned my way, everything in me jumped and shuddered and stopped working. I sucked in a deep breath to keep from crying or disintegrating. Just one look from him undid me in a way that was both earth-shatteringly amazing and heart-wrenchingly brutal at the same time.
 
“You don’t need to be sorry,” he finally said. “I wasn’t really in the mood, anyway.”
 
He swallowed and shook his head, then stared down at his hands, still clenched into tight fists. Something about the look on his face made my heart beat harder and caused a ball of tension to work its way into my throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed a few times while he worked on finding his voice, and I held my breath. Something big was coming. I could feel it in the air sizzling between us.
 
“Tomorrow is the anniversary of my mom’s death.”
 
All the air left my lungs and I scooted closer. Before I could even think about what I was doing or what would happen if I did it, I took his hand in mine and eased his fingers apart. When his hand was more relaxed, I laced our fingers together, and I swear he trembled.
 
“Ryan,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.”
 
He nodded, but kept his head down. His eyes focused on our hands. Once again he swallowed a few times. I stayed quiet, waiting for him to work out what he wanted to say to me. My thumb rubbed small circles over the top of his hand. I knew I should stop, but I couldn’t. His warm skin next to mine felt like the most natural thing in the world. Like I was finally home after years of wandering.
 
“I found her,” he whispered.
 
My heart constricted, but he wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot.
 
He squeezed my hand, like he was trying to draw strength from it, and looked up. His gray eyes locked on mine. “She’d been depressed for so long.” He shook his head and his blond hair fell across his forehead. I brushed it aside. Before I could put my hand down, he leaned against it, resting his cheek in my palm. He never looked away when he said, “She’d tried before, but my aunt and uncle were always there to shield me from it. Not that time, though.”
 
My entire body tensed. Blood pounded in my ears and I shook my head a little while I waited for him to explain.
 
He swallowed again and his gray eyes shimmered. “She had to have known I would be the one to find her. I was only twelve. How could she do that to me?” His voice shook and a tear spilled over.
 
“Ryan . . .”
 
He pulled me toward him and wrapped his arms around my waist, laying his head in my lap like a small child. His body shook and his pain made everything inside me crumble.
 
“She was in the bathtub when I got home from school, and there was so much blood.”
 
The words were muffled, but their meaning was so sharp that it was like a knife in my heart. Tears built up behind my eyes and my hand shook when I brushed it over the top of his head, moving his hair. The side of his face was just visible. His eyes were squeezed shut, but his cheeks were damp.
 
My heart ached for him, but I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. So I just held him while he cried.
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When I opened my eyes, the apartment was quiet and Ryan’s head was still in my lap. His breathing was heavy and his body was completely relaxed, and there wasn’t a part of me that wanted to move. But my legs were sore and there was a cramp in my foot. I tried to keep my movements small when I stretched my leg, but he stirred anyway.
 
He blinked and sat up, then ran his hand down his face. “Sorry,” he mumbled. His eyes flicked to my face, then down to his hands, once again clenched into fists. He shook his head. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
 
I rolled my shoulders back and cringed when something popped. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He was avoiding my gaze again. “You don’t need to be sorry.”
 
He exhaled, then sucked in a slow breath like he was trying to get up the nerve to say something. “I’ve never told anyone about my mom.”
 
I scooted closer and cupped his face in my hands, forcing him to look up. When his gray eyes met mine, my insides buzzed to life. A tornado of emotions swirled through me. Sympathy and pain, desire and lust, and a million others I couldn’t even begin to name. It took my breath away.
 
“I’m glad you told me,” I managed to get out.
 
“I’ve been angry at her for so long that I can barely stand thinking about it. What she did was awful enough—” His voice broke and he shook his head. “Why would she do that to me?”
 
My stomach ached and Ryan’s face blurred when my eyes filled with tears. I scooted closer, getting up on my knees so I was looking down at him. His eyebrows were pulled together and there were creases on his forehead. His eyes were so full of tears that I had no idea how they weren’t spilling over.
 
I put my hands on his cheeks and tilted his face up toward mine. “I’m so sorry, Ryan,” I whispered. “I wish I knew why people do the things they do. Depression—” I swallowed and fought to keep my voice from shaking—this was a subject I had firsthand experience with. “It’s a selfish thing. It distorts the way people see the world and makes them do awful things to the people they love. That doesn’t mean your mom didn’t love you, Ryan. She did.”
 
His lip quivered and the tears fell from his eyes, trailing down my fingers. I moved my hands and gently pressed my lips under his left eye, following the trail of tears down to his chin. Then I moved to his right eye and did the same, only this time I stopped at his lips.
 
My mouth brushed the corner of his and he inhaled sharply. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath before moving my mouth across his. The kiss was soft and gentle, and his lips were warm and inviting. They tasted like salt and felt like silk. There was nothing in the entire universe that could have stopped me from doing it again.
 
The second time my lips touched his, he kissed me back. His hands moved up my back, pulling me closer, and when his tongue brushed against my lips I opened to him willingly.
 
The kiss deepened when our tongues tangled together, causing a fire to ignite inside me. I ran my hands over his shoulders and down his chest, slowly undoing the few buttons still intact. He groaned against my lips when my fingertips brushed his bare chest. His hands slid down my back to my hips. Then his mouth moved down my neck and over my collar bone. I shivered when his tongue traced the little dip at the base of my throat.
 
His mouth running across my skin was like a branding iron, marking me as his. My body ached, starting in my stomach and moving down. It was like a forest fire consuming me from the inside out, and the heat between my thighs was almost unbearable. He’d left me with that aching fire too many times for me to be denied once again. I hiked up my skirt and moved over, so I was straddling him.
 
He didn’t try to stop me, and when I lowered myself onto his lap he groaned again. His lips smashed into mine and his hand cupped the back of my neck. I whimpered at the ferocity of it. When he captured my lower lip between his teeth my insides quivered.
 
He pulled me closer and I could feel how much he wanted me through the thin fabric of his pants. My legs shook and I moved against him, sending little tremors of pleasure through my body.
 
“Buttercup . . .” he whispered against my lips.
 
But I wouldn’t let him talk. I was too afraid he’d tell me no again. I covered his mouth with mine while I worked on undoing his pants. He groaned when I reached inside, and when I wrapped my hand around him he pulled back.
 
His eyes held mine while I slowly ran my hand up and down. I’d never done it before, but it was obvious by the expression on his face he was enjoying it. So was I. Seeing the longing in his eyes and hearing his little intake of breath when I moved my hand faster made me delirious with desire.
 
He squeezed his eyes shut and groaned, covering my hand with his to stop me. “Buttercup,” he said again.
 
I was sure he was going to tell me we had to stop. That Chris was his best friend and it was wrong. Disappointment wrapped its fingers around my heart and bitter tears stung at the back of my eyes. But when his eyelids slowly lifted and his gaze met mine I knew that wasn’t what he was going to say at all—and I was right.
 
“You have no idea how much I’ve wanted this,” he said, pulling me back to him.
 
Once again his lips covered mine and he forced his tongue into my mouth. I whimpered when his hands moved to the zipper on my dress. I wasn’t wearing a bra, and the second my dress was around my waist his hands were on my breasts. His thumbs brushed across my nipples and I gasped. The throbbing between my legs had reached a new level of intensity, making it impossible to think about anything but him touching me.
 
“Touch me,” I said against his lips, trying to ignore the way my cheeks flushed.
 
I didn’t have to say it twice. He flipped me onto my back and eased my dressed down, tossing it on the floor while his eyes devoured every inch of my bare flesh. I was wearing nothing but a black, lacy thong. No one had ever seen me this naked but him. With his gray eyes caressing my skin, I knew I should feel self-conscious. I didn’t. I didn’t feel anything but desire, deep down inside me.
 
“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, touching my cheek. “Perfect and delicate. Just like a buttercup.”
 
His hand moved down my face and over my neck, running between my breasts. Stopping just under my belly button. He kept his eyes on me when his fingers dipped under the lace of my thong.
 
When I sucked in a mouthful of air he smiled. “Is this what you wanted?”
 
Then his fingers slid lower and my entire body jerked. I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut. Everything in me tightened in the most pleasurable way imaginable, causing sparks of pleasure to shoot through every nerve ending in my body. His fingers teased me, circling the most sensitive part of my body until I couldn’t hold in my moans of pleasure a second longer.
 
“Open your eyes, Buttercup,” he whispered. “Look at me.”
 
My heart pounded and my cheeks were flushed. I opened my eyes to find him watching me. Taking in every move and sound I made. He held my gaze while he slid a finger inside me, and once again I gasped.
 
His mouth covered mine and he moved his hand faster. I squirmed and gasped, and my skin burned while the fire inside me grew hotter and the tension between my legs increased until I thought I was going to explode. I gasped and squeezed my legs together, trapping his hand between them while my body quaked from the inside out, leaving me breathless.
 
When the tremors subsided, I opened my eyes. Even though it had been the most amazing experience of my life, I couldn’t stop a blush from creeping across my cheeks when my eyes met his.
 
Ryan brushed a few strands of hair off my forehead. “Are you okay?”
 
“I feel amazing.”
 
He smiled and his lips brushed mine. Even though I’d barely come down, I didn’t want him to stop just yet. There was nothing I wanted more than to be in Ryan’s arms.
 
“Don’t stop again,” I whispered against his lips. “Please.”
 
Ryan kissed me deeper, then lifted me off the couch. I wrapped my legs around his waist and our lips never stopped moving while he carried me to the bedroom. His pants were still on when he laid me on the bed, and I watched as he eased them down. They dropped to the floor and his boxer briefs quickly followed. I’d never seen a man naked except that brief glimpse on the beach, and my breath caught in my throat at the way his muscles rippled when he moved. His chest and stomach were toned, and I couldn’t stop myself from running my fingers across his hard stomach when he leaned over me.
 
“Are you sure about this, Buttercup?”
 
His eyes swept over my body and his hand rested just below my belly button. I nodded and he slowly eased my thong down my legs. He stared at me for a few seconds without moving, and I bit my lower lip. When he leaned over me I had no idea what he was doing, but he came back with a small foil packet in his hand and my heart went into overdrive.
 
He ripped it open and slid the condom on, and I twisted the sheet around my hand when he positioned himself on top of me. He brushed against my opening and I shivered. When he eased inside just a little, my body tensed while I waited for the pain.
 
His expression was strained while his gray eyes searched mine. He seemed to be gritting his teeth when he said, “Are you okay?”
 
I nodded and he took a deep breath before pushing a little farther in. The discomfort was minimal at first, just a feeling of fullness that made me squirm a little under him. Then he plunged in deeper and a sharp pain shot through me. I gasped and squeezed my eyes shut, twisting the sheet tighter as I waited for the pain to subside.
 
“Buttercup.” Ryan’s voice was tense, and when I opened my eyes, he brushed the hair off my face. “Tell me when it gets better.”
 
I nodded and he kissed me, being careful to hold still while his tongue danced over mine. Slowly my body relaxed and the pain eased away until all I felt was need.
 
“Now,” I whispered against his lips.
 
He groaned and slowly pulled out, causing me to gasp. I wrapped my arms around him when he slid back in, and as the tempo increased I felt my body moving with his, rising up to meet him while the pressure built between my legs once again.
 
His lips left mine and he drew my nipple into his mouth. I threw my head back and moaned, wrapping my legs around his waist as he moved faster. My insides buzzed and the world around me faded away until there was nothing but Ryan and me. Then my body exploded again and I cried out. Ryan groaned above me as fireworks burst behind my eyes. Then he buried his head between my breasts, thrusting one final time before collapsing on top of me.
 
My skin was moist, but that didn’t stop him from kissing his way up my chest and over my neck. His lips brushed mine and I ran my fingers through his blond hair. He slid out and rolled over next to me, pulling me against him. I laid my cheek against his chest, and even though his skin was sticky, there was no other place I wanted to be.
 
His lips brushed the top of my head. “Are you okay?”
 
I bit my lower lip and nodded, trying to hold back a giant grin even though he couldn’t see it. “That was amazing,” I whispered.
 
He lifted my chin and I rolled onto my stomach, so I could look him in the eye.
 
“You are amazing,” he said.
 
 

 
 
The bed was cold and Ryan was gone when I woke up.
 
When I rolled over, the sheet moved down, causing a shiver to run through me. I was naked and my dress was nowhere in sight. It only took two seconds to remember why. My cheeks flushed while my face broke into a huge grin that probably made me look like the Cheshire cat. I pulled the sheet up to my chin and stared at the ceiling as I relived every second of the night before.
 
Just thinking about it made that need build inside me again. I pressed my thighs together and squeezed my eyes closed, remembering how it felt to have Ryan’s lips on my body. It had been the most amazing night of my life. Even though I didn’t have a clue what was going to happen with us next, I never wanted to forget a single second of it.
 
My eyes flew open when somewhere in the apartment a door slammed. Footsteps and talking followed, and my heart pounded as I scurried out of bed, searching the room for my thong. I pulled it up while I looked for a shirt. My legs got tangled in the lacy material and I stumbled, almost falling on my face. Somehow, I managed to regain my footing. There had to be a dirty shirt or something lying around. There was nothing. Ryan’s room was surprisingly neat.
 
The talking got louder. I recognized Ryan’s voice and Cami’s giggle. My heart pounded faster than a racehorse at the Kentucky Derby as I jerked open one of the dresser drawers. I pulled out the first t-shirt I could find and yanked it over my head as footsteps approached the door.
 
Cami and Ryan seemed to be arguing, and when the door burst open, I froze in place. Cami stood in the doorway with a huge grin on her face and Ryan was behind her.
 
“Cami, stop. You don’t want to—” The words died on his lips when his eyes swept over me. He relaxed.
 
“Hey there, party pooper!” Cami called, bouncing into the room.
 
She’d only taken two steps when she froze and the smile on her face melted like an ice cube in the hot July sun. “Oh shit.”
 
My heart pounded so hard it jumped to my throat. Cami’s eyes were glued to the bed. She knew. Somehow she knew. My eyes went to Ryan, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was staring at the bed too. All the color had drained from his face.
 
I followed their gaze and my legs wobbled, almost giving out. All the air left my lungs when my eyes focused on the red smeared across Ryan’s white sheets. I leaned against the dresser for support. Oh shit was right. Why hadn’t I thought of that last night? What was Cami going to say?
 
Cami whirled around and shoved Ryan back. “Get out!”
 
He stumbled into the hallway and Cami went for the door. Ryan did his best to stop her, but his cousin slammed it in his face without saying a word, locking it the second it was shut.
 
My body was shaking when she turned. The dresser was holding me up. For once her expression was serious, and it unnerved me more than anything she might have said. I waited for anger or yelling, for her to start crying, even. All she did was cross her arms over her chest and stare at the bed. It made my legs even more unsteady. Why wasn’t she talking? What was going through her head?
 
When she finally turned to face me, her expression was soft. “You okay?”
 
I blinked. That wasn’t the response I expected, and it took me several seconds to make my mouth cooperate enough to say, “Yes.”
 
She pressed her lips together and twisted her hair around her fingers absentmindedly while she turned back to face the bed. “We’ll wash the sheets for Ryan. Don’t worry, I’ll talk to him about it.”
 
What the . . .
 
I blinked three more times before it finally hit me. She thought I’d started my period. She didn’t want me to be embarrassed. I exhaled and a nervous laugh came out at the same time, but I still couldn’t make my mouth form words.
 
Cami didn’t even glance my way, though. She got busy stripping the sheets off the bed while I shuffled from foot to foot, running my fingers nervously through my blond hair.
 
“Go ahead and get cleaned up,” she said over her shoulder.
 
She didn’t have to tell me twice.
 
“Thanks,” I said, dashing for the door.
 
When I jerked it open, Ryan was still standing in the hall. He jumped about a foot off the ground and swiped his hand through his hair. His eyes swept past me and he frowned when he saw what Cami was doing.
 
I jerked my head to the right before heading down the hall. Ryan was right on my heels.
 
“What’s going on?” he whispered when we stopped outside the bathroom.
 
I swallowed and kept my eyes on his bedroom door—I couldn’t look him in the eye, anyway. My stomach was in knots and my heart rate still hadn’t slowed.
 
“Cami thinks I started my period.”
 
Ryan took a small step back and I forced myself to look at him. His shoulders relaxed and he exhaled, but he didn’t smile.
 
He leaned against the wall and shook his head. “Damn, Annie. That was a close one. If Cami found out, Chris would know for sure. There’s no way she’d be able to keep her mouth shut.”
 
Something inside me cracked when he called me Annie. He never used my name, and the way he said it frightened me. Like we were meeting for the first time instead of two people who had shared the most intimate moment imaginable. My throat tightened and I searched his face for something that would tell me what it all meant. He stared at the floor. The expression on his face reminded me of someone at a funeral though, and just looking at it made everything inside me go numb.
 
“I need to get cleaned up,” I mumbled, turning away before the tears stinging at the back of my eyes made a very inconvenient appearance.
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“Ryan called while you were in the shower,” Cami said the second I walked out of our bathroom. “He’s going to drive you to the airport.”
 
I paused in the middle of towel-drying my hair. My stomach clenched so hard I was sure I’d vomit up the entire grande white chocolate mocha I’d just finished.
 
I turned and went back to drying my hair, so she couldn’t see my face. Hiding the tears in my eyes would be impossible. We’d left his apartment two hours ago, and when I walked out the door with Cami, he wouldn’t even look at me. There wasn’t a part of me that wanted to see him right now, not when I was sure I knew what he was going to say. I never thought facing my dad would be preferable to talking to Ryan, but at that moment it was.
 
“I told you I was going to call a cab.” My back was turned and I was still working the towel through my hair.
 
Cami huffed. “Please. Wouldn’t you rather Ryan take you?”
 
“Not really.” The words were out before I could stop them. Great. How was I going to explain to Cami why I didn’t want Ryan to take me?
 
“Is this about you starting your period? Ryan was okay with it, Annie. He does have a sister.”
 
I tossed my damp towel on the pile of dirty clothes and took a deep breath before turning to face Cami. “Yes. I have brothers too, Cami, but Ryan isn’t my brother.” I was praying Cami would buy the excuse. That she’d let it go and I could wiggle my way out of driving with Ryan.
 
Cami rolled her eyes and tossed her dark hair over her shoulder. “You’re being ridiculous.”
 
I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at her. “Call him back and tell him I said no.”
 
Cami mimicked my stance. “No.”
 
I snatched my phone off the bed, turning on my heel. “Then I will.”
 
Ryan picked up after the first ring. “Buttercup.” He sounded breathless, like he was out for a run or he had to dash for the phone. I assumed it was the first one—he tended to go for a run when he was stressed. And after Cami almost caught me in his bed—naked—he had to be stressed.
 
My throat tightened and I squeezed my eyes shut. Thankfully, Cami was busy digging through her closet or she would have known something was up for sure. My back was as straight as a board.
 
I swallowed three times before I managed to say, “I’m going to call a cab. You don’t need to worry about taking me.”
 
Ryan sighed and my bottom lip quivered. “We need to talk before you leave.”
 
A million responses went through my mind, but I couldn’t say a single one with Cami standing next to me. The silence stretched on while I thought the situation through. I didn’t want to talk to Ryan—there wasn’t even a small part of me that thought it was going to turn out well—but I couldn’t avoid it forever. Would it be better to go home in uncertainty? Spend the next two weeks wondering what would happen when I got back? No. That wouldn’t be better than being crushed, and I couldn’t face my dad in such a precarious position.
 
I exhaled and nodded. “Okay, Ryan. I’ll see you in a few hours.”
 
 

 
 
Cami stood in front of College Lodge with me when Ryan pulled up. He jumped out and grabbed my suitcase while I hugged his cousin good-bye. She was yapping away about how I needed to stand up to my dad—which was true and something I needed to hear—but I could hardly focus on her words. I was wound too tight.
 
“Have an awesome time with your family and I’ll see you in January,” Cami said when she stepped back.
 
I nodded and forced myself to smile. There was no way it looked genuine. “You too. And tell your parents I said Merry Christmas.”
 
I climbed into the passenger seat and Cami waved like an overeager kid. It actually made me smile for real—although it was so small you’d probably need a microscope to see it. I waved back, keeping my eyes on her until the car was too far away for me to make her out in the crowd.
 
The second she disappeared, my stomach turned inside out. Ryan watched me out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t say anything as he headed out of the city. The silence was suffocating. The longer we drove without talking, the more rigid my body became. I didn’t want to hear him say the words, but I also couldn’t stand the silence.
 
“Say something,” I finally blurted out.
 
Ryan jumped and squeezed the steering wheel tighter as he merged onto the interstate. His eyes darted toward me then back to the road, and I held my breath while I waited for him to crush me into a million pieces.
 
“Are you okay?” he finally said.
 
I turned my entire body toward his. I wasn’t, not if he was talking about my emotional state. But I had a feeling this had more to do with the physical part of the previous night, and when it came to that, I was more than okay. “Yes.”
 
He nodded, but he still looked uncertain. “You’re not . . . sore?” He cringed a little and his eyes darted my way.
 
My face grew warm and I shifted in my seat, but I shook my head. “Not much.”
 
Ryan gave me a tentative smile. “Good.”
 
I settled back, but I wasn’t under any kind of delusion he was finished. No way was I getting off that easy.
 
Ryan sighed and his hands tensed on the steering wheel. “Annie . . .”
 
Just that one word did me in. My insides twisted so tight, I couldn’t breathe and my hands wrapped around the seat belt, clenching it so hard it dug into my palms. I hated it when he called me Annie. It sounded like a dirty word coming out of his mouth.
 
“Just say it.”
 
Ryan sighed. “Last night was—”
 
“Amazing,” I said, cutting him off. It was how I felt and I needed to get it out before he soiled the memory by throwing around words like wrong and mistake. To me it would never be anything but perfect, and there wasn’t a single second of it I regretted.
 
He nodded slowly, but kept his eyes on the road. His Adam’s apple bobbed a few times and he clenched his jaw, and when he finally relaxed it enough to talk he said, “It was amazing.”
 
I exhaled, and in that one breath my body managed to relax. Maybe, just maybe this wasn’t going to end the way I’d expected.
 
“But it never should have happened.”
 
His words sliced through me like a samurai sword, cutting me in two. The car blurred and I leaned my head against the window, tilting it forward just enough that my hair spilled over my shoulders, shielding my face.
 
“Chris . . .” His breath caught in his throat. “He’d never forgive me.”
 
He paused and glanced my way, but I didn’t move or talk or probably even breathe. It was like I was frozen in time, trapped in that moment when he cut me with his words. When he admitted I was something he regretted.
 
I didn’t want him to regret me.
 
When I didn’t respond, he sighed. “I’m sorry. I should have been stronger. More responsible. I shouldn’t have taken that from you, it wasn’t right.”
 
“I wanted you to,” I whispered. My throat was raw, like I’d swallowed fire, and my voice came out gravelly. I swallowed before saying, “I don’t regret it.”
 
Ryan’s jaw tightened. “I was wrong.”
 
My hands squeezed the seat belt tighter and I closed my eyes as if that could somehow block out his words. I had the sudden urge to stick my fingers in my ears and scream like a child, but I couldn’t move enough to untangle my hands.
 
“I’m so sorry,” he whispered.
 
I nodded, but I had no idea if he saw it. The air in the car grew thick and stale, like it was full of poison. That’s how it felt when I breathed, anyway, as if I were sucking in noxious gases and my lungs were slowly shutting down.
 
We rode the rest of the way in silence. Ryan drove with his hands firmly placed at ten and two. I leaned my head against the window. My hands started to throb from the lack of circulation, but I couldn’t seem to get my body to cooperate.
 
I couldn’t relax until the airport came into view. My fingers unraveled and the seat belt slid back into place. My hands were numb. I slowly flexed my fingers to get the blood flowing again.
 
I didn’t talk until Ryan got in the lane that led to the parking garage. “No. Drop me off in front.”
 
“I can help you in.”
 
I shook my head and turned back to the window, so he wouldn’t see the tears shimmering in my eyes. “Don’t you get it? I don’t want you to.”
 
He didn’t answer, but he pulled into the right lane. “Which airline?”
 
“Delta,” I whispered.
 
He nodded and I grabbed my purse off the floor while he pulled to a stop in front of the Delta sign. He’d barely put the car in park when I shoved the door open and hopped out.
 
If I could have run away, I would have. But there was no way to escape without my suitcase. I clenched my purse while Ryan unloaded my luggage, and when he wheeled it my way, my entire body jerked with the desire to flee.
 
Ryan planted my suitcase in front of me, but he didn’t let go. “I’m sorry.”
 
I couldn’t look at him. I focused on my nails, digging at them like they were filled with dirt. “I know.”
 
“Will you look at me?”
 
He sounded like he was in pain, but no matter how much it hurt to hear that tremor in his voice, I couldn’t make myself look up.
 
I pried my suitcase out of his hand and backed away. “I have a flight to catch.”
 
He didn’t answer and I didn’t look at him before I turned away. I hurried through the glass door and into the airport. By the time I looked over my shoulder, he was gone.
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When the plane landed in Sacramento, I was both glad and terrified. Flying out of South Carolina had seemed like the best thing in the world, but now that I was facing my father, I wished I’d gone somewhere else. Anywhere else.
 
My legs were heavy when I made my way through the terminal, and my body was stiff from sleeping on a crowded plane all night. But worse than that was the condition of my heart. It was barely beating, and with each pump it seemed to crack a little more. I had no doubt that by the end of the day it would be in pieces.
 
Adam stood at the bottom of the escalator when I made my way down. He gave me his typical cheesy grin and held up a piece of paper with my name on it—in true Adam style. My damaged heart jumped a little when I saw him. I’d missed my brother so much.
 
His sandy hair was cut short—military style—and his brown eyes twinkled with mischief when I stepped off the escalator. He fought to keep his smile back, but Adam was a notoriously bad faker, so he did a horrible job of trying to look stern.
 
“What do we have here, young lady?” he said, flicking my nose the second I was close enough.
 
I swatted his hand away. Even though it hurt, I smiled. “Back off.”
 
He grinned and pulled me in for a hug. For the first time since leaving Ryan’s apartment, I felt like I wasn’t about to shatter into a million pieces. Adam was my best friend, and if there was anyone I could talk to about all this, it was him—the abridged version of the story at least.
 
“Dad’s going to freak out,” he said when he’d taken a step back.
 
His eyes moved over me, taking in all the changes. The lowlights, makeup and nose ring, the low-cut shirt and tight pants. He squirmed, but he didn’t lecture me or try to convince me to wash my face, so that was a good sign.
 
“You look good,” he said as we headed over to get the rest of my luggage. “You’re enjoying college, I guess?”
 
“Yeah. I’ve made some really good friends . . . tried new things.” I kept my eyes focused on the luggage moving down the conveyor belt. If anyone would be able see right through me it would be Adam. No one knew me like he did.
 
He narrowed his eyes and frowned. My shoulders tensed, but he didn’t ask. Thankfully.
 
“Austin and Aiden home?”
 
He nodded, then immediately shook his head. “They’re home.”
 
I couldn’t keep my eyes away from him. “And Dad?”
 
He pressed his lips together. “Working today. He starts vacation tomorrow.”
 
“So I can plan on him being around twenty-four/seven for my entire trip,” I mumbled, turning my eyes to the floor.
 
My eyes traced a crack that led across a speckled tile, almost cutting it in half. That was how I felt right then. There was the old me, the girl who always did what she was told, so my dad didn’t get hurt, and the new me. The me I’d discovered in college who had likes and dislikes, an opinion. Who was passionate and able to give herself to people. I didn’t want her to go away, but keeping her around wasn’t going to be easy.
 
“You going to talk to him, finally?” Adam asked.
 
I kept my eyes on that crack when I nodded.
 
“He’s not going to like all this.”
 
“Because I don’t look like one of the boys—”
 
“Because you look like Mom.”
 
My head snapped up and Adam’s brown eyes swept over me. He shook his head. “You look just like her, Annie. He’s going to be forced to deal with all the shit he’s been ignoring for the past eighteen years.”
 
I swallowed. Adam was right.
 
 

 
 
I changed into more sensible clothes before my dad got home from work: jeans that weren’t quite so tight and a Steelers t-shirt. I’d pulled my hair into a ponytail and after my shower I’d kept the makeup light—just a little lip gloss and mascara. There was nothing I could do about the jewelry in my nose and ears, and even though my heart pounded just thinking about the confrontation that was sure to come, I didn’t want to hide the person I’d become.
 
Aiden grinned at me from his bar stool where he sat drinking a beer while I cooked dinner. “I like it.”
 
Austin was less supportive. “It’s just going to cause problems.”
 
He frowned and shook his head at his twin, tossing a peanut at his head. It hit Aiden in the nose and bounced across the counter. They were identical—same white-blond hair and dark brown eyes—but Austin was the responsible one.
 
“Leave her alone,” Aiden said, hopping up and coming around the island. He kissed me on the temple when he walked by, tossing his bottle into the trash before going for another one.
 
Austin frowned. “Dad counts those.”
 
Aiden snorted and rolled his eyes. He dramatically popped the top off the bottle and raised his eyebrows while he took a long, slow drink. “Ahhh . . .” he said, smacking his lips at his brother.
 
Austin shook his head and turned away.
 
When we were alone, Aiden rested his hip against the counter next to me. I was busy dicing a tomato for the salad, and the way his eyes moved across my face made every hair on my head prickle.
 
“What?” I finally snapped after I’d come close to taking off the end of my thumb.
 
“Just looking you over,” he said, taking another drink. “I really do like it, you know, but Austin is right. It’s going to cause problems.”
 
My shoulders tensed and I silently wished Adam was there to back me up. But he’d made plans to meet up with friends. I suspected he was just out getting laid—they didn’t get much free time at the Academy and his girlfriend wasn’t allowed to visit.
 
“So I should just pretend to be someone else my whole life?” I snapped.
 
Aiden sighed and set his beer down. He put his hands on my shoulders and forced me to turn and face him. For once his expression was serious. “No, Annie, you shouldn’t. I’m glad you’re finally doing stuff. I honestly don’t know why you ever came back. I expected you to disappear . . . like Alex.”
 
My throat tightened. Aiden and I had never talked about this before. Adam had always been the one I’d gone to when I was frustrated and ready to explode. Aiden was the goofy one who told jokes to cheer me up.
 
“I can’t just walk away from him.”
 
Aiden put his arms around me and pulled me against his chest. He and Austin were six foot three, so I was able to tuck my head right under his chin. “Honestly, I think he’d rather you disappear than actually deal with all that shit from the past.”
 
I squeezed my eyes shut. Yeah, that sounded about right. I had no idea Aiden was so perceptive.
 
 

 
 
I was hiding in the kitchen when my dad got home. Aiden stopped him at the front door, telling him some ridiculous story about how he was positive he’d seen Ben Roethlisberger on campus that morning. My dad laughed and the sound made my heart pound. I held my breath and waited. Aiden must have had him cornered, because he didn’t come into the kitchen. Even though Dad asked where I was about ten times, my brother wouldn’t let up.
 
It gave me time to gather my courage, but my legs still shook when I walked out of the kitchen. “Hi, Daddy.”
 
His back was to me and his shoulders lifted at the sound of my voice. I held my breath when he spun around, waiting for him to take me in. He smiled and walked toward me, and for a few seconds he didn’t seem to register the changes. Then all at once the smile fell from his face and his feet stopped moving.
 
“Annie?” He shook his head and frowned. Every crease and line in his face deepened. His hairline seemed to have receded more over the last few months, and there was more gray at his temples than ever. He looked like he’d aged two years while I was gone. He took a step back, and the pained expression on his face reminded me of someone who had been shot.
 
“Daddy, I—”
 
He shook his head again. “What did you do to yourself?”
 
I sighed and twisted the end of my ponytail around my hand. He had the remarkable ability to make me feel like I was ten years old again. “It’s not a big deal,” I said. “A little color in my hair and some makeup.” I purposely did not mention the piercings.
 
Aiden stepped forward and slapped our father on the back. “I think she looks good.”
 
He grinned at me and winked, and I gave him a shaky smile. Who knew my goofy brother would be such a good ally?
 
Austin came bounding down the stairs. He stumbled and practically tripped over his own two feet when he saw our dad standing there. He pressed his lips together, and the expression that came across his face was almost identical to our father’s.
 
No one moved for a full ten seconds, and I was pretty sure our dad was in shock. He just stared at me, blinking over and over again.
 
Out of nowhere Austin headed toward the kitchen. As he walked by, he slapped our dad on the back in almost the identical manner that Aiden had a few minutes earlier. “How was work?” Not pausing long enough for Dad to answer, Aiden said, “Dinner about done, Annie?”
 
 

 
 
Dad barely said a word during dinner, and he avoided looking at me. Whenever he did venture a look, he flinched like the action hurt. It probably did, especially if I looked as much like Mom as Adam said I did. There were no pictures around the house for me to compare myself to, though, so I’d just have to take my brother’s word for it until I could pull some out.
 
Aiden had spent the first part of the meal cracking jokes, but stopped when that didn’t seem to be helping. After that, Austin took up the conversation, asking me about Charleston and school—being careful to avoid anything that might indicate I actually enjoyed myself.
 
“You decide on a major?” he asked with a mouth full of mashed potatoes.
 
I swallowed and took a big gulp of water while I nodded. “Psychology or counseling, I think.”
 
That had always been my plan, but I’d never mentioned it to my brothers before. To be honest, no one had ever asked.
 
Austin frowned and glanced toward Dad, but of course he didn’t seem to register what was going on around him. He’d barely touched his food—not that I had either.
 
We went back to eating in silence after that. My stomach was so tight I was sure if I did manage to swallow a mouthful of food it would come right back up, so I resigned myself to pushing my food around on my plate instead.
 
The second dinner was over, my dad locked himself in his room. My brothers headed into the living room to watch TV and I got busy cleaning up. Some things never changed.
 
 

 
 
I was sitting on the floor in the middle of my bedroom, sorting through pictures of my mom, when Adam tapped on my door. It was already open an inch, and without waiting for my answer, he pushed it open the rest of the way.
 
When he leaned against the doorframe and grinned, I rolled my eyes. He had sex hair.
 
“I knew you were going to get laid.”
 
He chuckled and shoved himself off the wall before bounding over and plopping down at my side. “I have needs.”
 
I pressed my lips together and focused on the picture in my hands. “Don’t we all.”
 
Adam swore. “I don’t want to hear it, Annie.”
 
“Stop it, Adam,” I said, putting the picture down and turning to face him. “You’re my best friend and I need someone to talk to about all this stuff. I can’t tiptoe around things anymore, especially not with you.”
 
My brother rubbed the back of his neck and his eyes went down to the pile of pictures spread across the floor in front of me. “You’re my sister—”
 
“But I’m still a person, Adam, and sex is part of life.”
 
He nodded, but his mouth was pressed together in a scowl. “Okay, but keep in mind I don’t want to hear any details.”
 
I laughed and shook my head. Like I was going to tell anyone the details. “You don’t need to worry about that.”
 
For the next hour I told Adam all about Chris and Ryan, how close they had been as children and how I had met Chris first. When I started talking about how I felt around Ryan, Adam squirmed a little, but he listened attentively and didn’t interrupt. I kept out as much information as possible, but when I got to the part about my last night in Charleston, there wasn’t much I could do to shield him from the truth. Adam took it like a trooper while I glossed over the details.
 
“I’m sorry, Annie,” he said when I was done. “Sounds like you’ve been having a rough time.”
 
I shrugged and picked up another picture of my mom, so I could focus on something other than the way my heart splintered just thinking about Ryan. “It hasn’t been all laughs, but that’s what life is supposed to be like. Right?”
 
Adam took the picture out of my hand and studied it. It was of my mom and dad when they were first married. Alex was the only one born, and my mom couldn’t have been much older than I was. Three years at the most. Her golden hair was down around her shoulders in loose curls and she had Alex balanced on her hip. My dad stood next to them with his arm around her shoulders, and the expression on his face didn’t look a thing like him. He was smiling. An actual, real smile that made his eyes light up in a way I’d never even imagined possible.
 
“You look just like her,” Adam said.
 
The corners of my mouth turned up, but it felt more like crying than a smile. “Dad thinks so too.”
 
“So he didn’t take it well?”
 
I snorted. “He’s locked in his room. What does that tell you?”
 
“What else is new?”
 
Adam shrugged and tossed the picture on the floor before picking up another. Mom held him in one arm and me in the other. I was probably four months old, meaning he couldn’t have been more than eighteen months. His cheeks were still chubby and his sandy hair was lighter, closer to the golden halo on my head. The smile on my mom’s face made it seem like the future was limitless.
 
It was probably one of the last pictures taken of her.
 
Adam placed the picture gently on the floor, then leaned back on his elbows, staring at the ceiling. “So, what are you going to do about Ryan?”
 
I sighed and leaned back. “There’s nothing I can do. He’s not going to change his mind, Adam. What he went through with his mom—” I shook my head and let out a deep breath. “He’s too afraid of losing Chris. And I get it, I really do. I can’t imagine the kind of pain he’s been through.” My throat tightened and I squeezed my eyes shut. That wasn’t completely true. I’d grown up seeing that kind of pain every time I looked at my dad.
 
“You love him,” Adam said.
 
My eyes flew open and I sat up. Adam stared at the ceiling. I’d never thought of my brother as being the sensitive type, and hearing him say the very words I’d avoided even thinking was a huge shock.
 
“No,” I whispered.
 
Adam pressed his lips together and sat up. When his eyes met mine, he actually smiled. “Sure, whatever you say. But if my opinion counts for anything, I think you shouldn’t give up so easily. He obviously cares about you too.”
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I barely saw my dad the next few days. He came out to eat, occasionally joining my brothers in the living room to watch TV, but he did his best to avoid me. Whenever he found himself in my presence, he didn’t look at me. It was as if seeing me would make the whole thing real. The changes in my life, the fact that I was pulling away from him and making my own decisions. My mom’s death.
 
It wasn’t new behavior. My dad had gone through times like this over the years, especially around the anniversary of my mom’s death, but it hurt more this time because I knew it was my fault. As much as I wanted to live my own life for a change, I hated that I was hurting him like that.
 
On Christmas Eve, the twins headed off to their part-time jobs, and Adam and I were sitting in the kitchen drinking coffee when Dad came out of his room. I froze with the mug halfway to my mouth, and Adam almost choked on his frozen waffle.
 
Dad gave Adam a smile—a Dad smile, which was only half a smile by anyone else’s standards—and poured himself some coffee in one of the biggest mugs imaginable. “Thought we’d watch the Steelers game this afternoon. What d’you say?”
 
Adam nodded and Dad took a sip of his coffee, and I sat there squirming in my chair while I waited for my father to acknowledge my existence.
 
It never happened. He nodded and headed out of the kitchen, slapping my brother on the shoulder when he walked by, doing his best not to look in my direction.
 
My already fragile heart cracked a little more and my eyes filled with tears.
 
“He’ll come around,” Adam said, putting his hand on mine. “I’ll talk to him.”
 
I nodded because there was no way I’d be able to get a word out of my tight throat.
 
My dad and Adam spent the rest of the day on the couch while I prepared our usual Christmas Eve feast. Then the twins got home from work and the house shook with masculine energy, threatening to crush me.
 
My chest was tight and for the first time in my entire life I craved a feminine presence. There wasn’t anyone more feminine than Cami.
 
She picked up on the first ring, and the background noise left no doubt that she was in full Christmas mode. “Annie! I’m so glad you called. How’s California?”
 
I squeezed my eyes shut and leaned against the refrigerator. My heart was pounding and I knew I needed to say something. All I could focus on were the voices in the background. Which one was Ryan?
 
“Annie? Annie, are you there?”
 
I swallowed and nodded even though it was a pointless gesture—she couldn’t see it. “I’m here. It sounds like you’re having a party.”
 
Cami giggled. “It’s just a bunch of my parents’ friends. Ryan and I are the youngest people here.”
 
My heart constricted at the mention of his name, and for a few seconds I couldn’t catch my breath. Cami didn’t miss a beat, though. She started chattering about her plans for New Year’s and how she’d snuck a few glasses of champagne. All I could think about was Ryan. About his lips on mine and how my body shuddered around him. I couldn’t catch my breath, let alone talk, so when Cami started calling Ryan’s name, I didn’t have the voice to tell her to stop.
 
“Talk to Annie!” Cami said.
 
A male voice protested, then Cami’s muted voice said something I could barely make out. It sounded like she told him I sounded sad. Tears stung at the back of my closed eyes, and I bit down on my lower lip when it started to tremble.
 
Ryan’s voice was clear as day when he said, “She’s sad?”
 
I pressed my palm to my mouth to muffle the sobs. Then he was there on the other end of the line and I thought for sure my heart was going to stop beating.
 
“Buttercup? Are you okay?”
 
I couldn’t talk. I could barely get enough air in my lungs to breathe. My head shook on its own and I wiped the tears off my cheeks while my shoulders trembled.
 
“Buttercup?” Ryan’s voice quivered, like he was trying to hold in the panic. I knew I needed to answer him.
 
I sucked in a big gulp of air and forced my body to relax enough to say, “I’m here.”
 
“You don’t sound okay. What’s wrong?”
 
The background noise faded and I heard a door shut. I imagined him out on the back porch, looking out over the Ashley River. Something inside me jumped. Like there was actually a shred of hope still buried deep inside me, desperately fighting to get out.
 
“Things are just . . . hard.”
 
Ryan sighed. “With your dad?”
 
My shoulders shook harder and I felt like my body was going to collapse, fold in on itself, shrivel up and cease to exist. It was at that moment that it hit me—I’d marked number twenty off my list. My heart was broken. Shattered, obliterated, unfixable unless Ryan was at my side.
 
“I can’t—” I gasped and sucked in a mouthful of air. Why was I torturing myself? All I’d wanted was to talk to Cami. I didn’t want this. Talking to Ryan was indescribable torture.
 
My thumb swiped across the screen to end the call, then flicked the ringer off. I doubted Cami would even think about calling me back—she was probably too drunk—but I knew Ryan would. I didn’t know if I’d have the strength to ignore his calls.
 
When I walked through the living room, all four men looked up. Even my dad. I ignored their questioning looks and went outside, right into the blustery northern California night. The wind was bitterly cold, like the sharp tongue of an old maid who wanted to punish the world for her loneliness. It made me shiver, sending a tremor through my entire body.
 
My arms were crossed over my chest to block out the wind when my dad found me, and I turned when he walked out. He still wouldn’t look directly at me, and the expression on his face was so grim you’d think he was headed to a funeral.
 
“Annie,” he said, focusing on the house across the street.
 
I swallowed, but it didn’t help relieve the tightness in my throat or make it any easier to talk. “Daddy.”
 
He pressed his lips together and it reminded me so much of Alex. “I didn’t think you’d do this to me.”
 
I flinched, but of course he didn’t see it. “What have I done? I haven’t gotten into any trouble or gotten hurt. All I did was take some time for me. That’s something you’ve never let me have, Daddy. I’m nineteen years old. I deserve more than you’ve given me.”
 
He shook his head and narrowed his eyes like he was trying to look into the past. Maybe he was. Maybe he was trying to figure out where everything had gone wrong or what he possibly could have done to make it all turn out differently. It was pointless. He’d spent too much time focusing on the past as it was. He needed to focus on the present—the future.
 
I dropped my arms and took a step closer. “Look at me.”
 
He exhaled before sucking in another deep breath, then turned toward me. When his brown eyes landed on my face, the pain in them made me want to cry.
 
“This is who I am, Daddy. Me. Annie. I’m not Mom. What happened to her . . .” He flinched and took a step back, but I grabbed his arm before he could lock himself in his room again. “That isn’t going to happen to me. The way you sheltered me wasn’t fair. Not to me, not to the boys, and not to you. It wasn’t what she would have wanted. You’re living your life waiting for another catastrophe to happen instead of enjoying what you have left. Five kids that love you so much we were willing to let you have your way our whole childhoods. None of us rebelled. None of us screamed and told you we hated you. We did what you said and lived the way you wanted. Now I’m an adult, I can’t do it anymore. I need to live for me.”
 
His lower lip trembled. When his eyes filled with tears, a tremor shook my body. I squeezed his arm tighter because I was so afraid he was going to run away. I’d spent my whole life afraid to tell my dad how I really felt because there was so little of him left as it was, I didn’t want to lose any more. But I couldn’t go on living in the shadow of my mom. I doubted he would change, doubted he would really be able to deal with me living my own life, but I couldn’t go back to the way things were. Not after really experiencing life for the first time.
 
“This is Alex’s doing,” he finally said. “I knew you’d change when you went to see him. I knew he’d turn you against me.”
 
I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath before focusing on his face again. “Alex didn’t do this. I made these choices on my own. They were the first ones I ever got to make. I’ve made a few mistakes and been through some pain. I’ve learned lessons the hard way and shed a few tears. But I’m glad. Don’t you understand? All those things are part of having a life, and that’s all I ever really wanted. It’s what you should have wanted for me.”
 
My dad didn’t move. He didn’t pull his arm out of my grasp and he didn’t look away. It was like he was frozen, trying to decide what direction to take. Something sparked inside me, a little flame of hope that burned no matter how much I knew it was going to hurt when he snuffed it out.
 
When he exhaled, his entire body sagged, like he was a balloon and someone had let all the air leak out. His arm slipped from my grasp. He stumbled back a few steps until his hip rested against the railing.
 
“I can’t forget her,” he said. The words shook right along with his body. He lowered his head and my eyes filled with tears. He looked so lost. Like a little boy who had been separated from his parents in the middle of a carnival.
 
“Daddy,” I said, walking forward.
 
He didn’t stop me when I wrapped my arms around him, and he didn’t pull away. His body shuddered, and the sobs pierced my soul. There was a time when I would have given anything to keep this pain from him. But not anymore.
 
After a few minutes I pulled back and wiped the tears off my cheeks. “You need help, Daddy. Help I can’t give you. I love you and I promise I’ll never cut you out the way Alex has, but I can’t go on like this. Not anymore.”
 
I walked back into the house before he could say a word. It was then that I saw the voice mail from Ryan. My hands shook when I charged up the stairs to my bedroom. I locked the door behind me and sank to the floor, resting my back against the door while I pressed PLAY.
 
Ryan’s voice came across loud and clear, and it made everything in me scream in agony. “Buttercup . . . I’m so sorry. I didn’t want things to be like this, I swear. I wish I could go back and change what happened so you weren’t hurting, but there’s nothing I can do. I’m going to do my best to keep my distance when you get back. I don’t want to keep hurting you. I hope things with your dad aren’t too awful. Merry Christmas.”
 
The message cut out, but it was too late. His words had already done the damage. I was bleeding on the inside.
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When I got back to school, Ryan kept his promise. He lent his car to Cami so she could meet me at the airport, and spent the next week making excuses to his cousin about why he couldn’t meet us for lunch or go out to a bar on the weekend.
 
Cami took the opportunity to go a little crazy. She and Liam were on the outs—something she brushed aside whenever I asked her about it—and Ryan’s absence meant she could flirt with more guys and drink twice as much. Her dresses got shorter and the nights out got longer, and by the last weekend in January I was dragging from trailing around after her.
 
My heart just wasn’t in it. Not after the way I’d left things with my dad and not with the way Ryan was avoiding me. I went for a run every day, hoping to see him, but we never crossed paths. There was an emptiness inside me that ached, and I knew without a doubt Adam had been right. I was in love with Ryan.
 
I didn’t see Ryan again until February tenth.
 
From the moment I opened my eyes that morning I was tense. It was the one day of the year we’d come to dread in my family. The day my dad locked himself in his room, sometimes crying, sometimes drinking. Sometimes nothing. We never really knew how he’d react.
 
It was the first year I wasn’t home to witness his total shutdown. While I’d thought it would make the day easier, for some reason it didn’t. Not knowing what was happening had me anxious. I could barely hold a conversation and I didn’t hear a thing my professors said. Every text I got from my brothers told me Dad was hanging in there—this year he’d chosen to lock himself in the bedroom with his wedding album. It had been a few years since he’d pulled that one. But no matter how many texts the twins sent me, I just couldn’t calm down.
 
I made it through my morning classes, but by lunchtime I couldn’t sit still. My dad had texted me three times and the tone was frantic. He actually mentioned her by name—he never did that. There was something about this year that seemed worse than the last few, and the ball of guilt in my stomach told me it was my fault. My trip home had triggered something in him, and even though we’d spent Christmas with fake smiles plastered on our faces and New Year’s pretending I was okay sitting at home on the couch, I’d broken down some kind of wall in my dad he might not ever be able to rebuild. It terrified me, wondering what might come out.
 
Austin and Aiden were with him and they were good about sending me updates, but it didn’t help me feel any less panicked. There was only one thing that would help me relax when I was wound that tight.
 
Skipping my last class, I changed into my running clothes and took off toward the bay. The day was cold and the salty air stung my eyes, making the tip of my nose numb, but it gave me something to focus on. My head began to clear and the ball in my stomach didn’t feel quite as heavy, and after only two blocks most of the tension began to roll off my body. By the time I got to the Cooper River I was wishing I’d skipped my earlier classes too. The run was exactly what I needed.
 
I was panting when I reached the pineapple fountain. The cold air on my damp skin made me shiver, but I was sweating. It was the odd mixture of hot and cold that I loved after a winter run, and I wasn’t even the least bit ready to go back. So I spent a little time roaming the streets of downtown. There was something so relaxing about the city, the brick streets and cobblestone sidewalks, the historic homes that were perfectly preserved in their southern splendor. It was like going back in time.
 
I was in love with the city, and I knew that even if things with Ryan never worked themselves out, I wanted to stay. There’s no way I could go back to California, and we’d moved too much during my childhood to ever really think of one place as home. My only fond memories were of Charleston, and the last few months had only added to them. Even the broken heart that barely beat in my chest made the city shine brighter. Maybe things didn’t turn out exactly the way I’d hoped, but I did learn to really live and love in Charleston. I couldn’t turn my back on that, no matter how much it had ended up hurting me.
 
A little after four I headed back the way I’d come, taking my time. My sour mood had disappeared and some of the optimism I’d first felt when I came to Charleston was back. The future was bright, even if I couldn’t see it at that moment, and I was sure that all I needed was to weather the storm a little bit longer to make it where I wanted to go.
 
I just hoped the storm didn’t toss me around too much before I got there.
 
I was just passing the pineapple fountain when a familiar laugh made me freeze in my tracks and curse all my foolish optimism. No one else in the history of the world had a laugh like that. Masculine and carefree, yet slightly reserved, like he was afraid to share too much of himself.
 
I scanned the area until I spotted him. He was on a bench not too far from the fountain, smiling at the girl next to him. Jess had a Starbucks cup clutched in her hand and her cheeks were red from the cold. She looked breathtaking. No wonder he couldn’t take his eyes off her.
 
My body turned into a block of ice. I wanted to run before he saw me, but of course I couldn’t. Or maybe that’s just what I told myself. It’s possible I was slightly masochistic, because when his eyes met mine, I didn’t have a problem taking a step closer.
 
Ryan’s smile faded and Jess looked my way. She waved and my hand lifted on its own, returning the gesture. She said something to Ryan and he shook his head, and before I could get my body to cooperate, he was headed my way. Thankfully, Jess stayed on the bench.
 
Ryan stopped in front of me and ran his hand through his blond hair. He glanced back at Jess for a brief second before focusing all his attention on me. His gray eyes were so intense, it was like he had x-ray vision. I felt naked under his gaze.
 
“How are you, Annie?”
 
Annie. There it was again. Why did it feel like someone had punched me whenever he said my name?
 
I shook my head and my eyes filled with tears. “Don’t.”
 
He frowned even more. “Don’t what?”
 
I crossed my arms over my chest like that would protect me from his gaze. “I hate it when you call me Annie. It feels like we’re strangers.”
 
The corner of his mouth turned up and he reached out, taking a few strands of my hair between his fingers and flicking them aside. “You’ll always be my buttercup. You know that, right?”
 
My throat tightened even more, but I couldn’t look at him. Somehow those words made the pain more intense. Like it was confirmation we’d always be this thing that almost happened. It killed me just a little.
 
I bit my lip and looked past him to where Jess was sitting. She was looking at her phone, completely unconcerned that he was standing there talking to me. It didn’t matter to her because she was secure in their relationship. She knew I meant nothing to Ryan.
 
Why couldn’t I accept the same thing?
 
“I have to go,” I blurted out, taking a few steps back.
 
When I bumped into a person behind me, I couldn’t even focus enough to see who it was or if I’d knocked them down. I just turned and ran, like my life depended on it, like I was being chased by a pack of hungry dogs. All I could think about was getting away from Ryan.
 
My calves ached by the time I made it back to the dorm, and I was dripping in sweat. I threw the door open and dragged myself inside, and Cami froze in the middle of a primping session. She scrunched up her nose and the look on her face made me want to throw something—preferably at her.
 
I whipped off my sweaty shirt and tossed it on the floor while I headed to the bathroom, and before Cami could say anything, I had the door shut behind me. My legs trembled, but I knew it wasn’t from the run back because my hands were shaking too.
 
The bathroom felt like it was the size of a matchbox, and the thought of sitting in the room all night made me feel like I was drowning. My chest was tight and my lungs burned. I tried to ease the pain in my chest by pulling off my sports bra, but it didn’t seem to help.
 
I needed to get out.
 
 

 
 
Cami and I were at the bar by nine, and by ten the ache in my chest had been sufficiently dulled with alcohol. Cami was in good form. She’d found us a couple suitors within minutes and they were more than eager to provide us with drinks.
 
I did my best to keep up with her flirting, but I hadn’t heard from my brothers in a few hours and the silence was almost worse than the constant updates on my dad. Even with the room spinning, I couldn’t stop myself from checking my phone.
 
“You waiting for a call?” asked the guy—I couldn’t remember his name—who was supposed to be mine.
 
He grinned and his green eyes twinkled when he leaned closer. His dark hair was a little on the long side, but his smile was charming. Too bad there wasn’t a single thing about him I was actually attracted to. Not after seeing Ryan earlier.
 
But I could fake it.
 
I shoved my phone in my purse and plastered a smile on my face that felt so fake I was sure he’d see right through it, but his grin got bigger. Guess I was a better actor than I thought.
 
“Just family stuff.” I felt like I was yelling, but he barely reacted. It must not have been too loud.
 
He ran his fingers down my arm and I fought the urge to push his hand away. “Something you need help forgetting?”
 
I gulped down the rest of my drink and he smiled bigger. Cami and her friend were on the other side of him, and she threw her head back and laughed just as I set my glass down. The sound was fuzzy and loud at the same time, and when I shook my head, it felt like it was full of helium.
 
“I need to go to the bathroom,” I yelled over the noise.
 
His mouth turned down a little on one side and he nodded. I tried to catch Cami’s eye, but she was too busy chatting. It didn’t matter. I could make it to the bathroom by myself.
 
A crazy tropical shirt caught my eye as I pushed my way through the crowd, and it made me think of my first night out. Of the drunk guy who put his arm around me, and the way Ryan had come to my rescue.
 
My stomach lurched, but I managed to swallow back the nausea. A couple sips of water from the bathroom sink helped even more, and after a few minutes I felt confident I wasn’t going to throw up all the drinks what’s-his-name had bought me.
 
I did my best to clean up, wiping away the mascara smeared under my eyes and smoothing down my hair, but when I looked at my reflection, I still looked wild. The black dress washed me out and my eyes were so pale under the fluorescent lights, they almost looked yellow.
 
There was nothing I could do about that, though.
 
The first thing I saw when I stepped out of the bathroom was Cami and her guy, followed by the absence of mine. I spotted him on the other side of the bar, chatting with a redhead. He must have gotten tired of waiting—not that I cared.
 
I was heading back to Cami when I nearly bumped into Chris. Where the hell had he come from?
 
He frowned and his brown eyes swept over me while he took a swig from his beer. His expression was hard, and I could feel the pain radiating from him. I swayed a little. I expected him to turn away, but he caught my arm before I could fall.
 
“You okay, Annie?” I nodded and he frowned. “Where’s Cami?”
 
Liam popped up next to Chris just as I pointed to my roommate. Chris shook his head and Liam’s face got red and his jaw tight, like he was ready to run over there and beat the shit out of the guy Cami was with. He probably was. I didn’t have a clue what was going on between the two of them, but it was clear Liam liked her.
 
But he didn’t go after the guy and he didn’t make a scene. He headed to the opposite side of the bar and started chatting with a group of girls dressed like they were on their way to the Playboy mansion.
 
“You okay?” Chris asked again.
 
“Yeah,” I said, turning back to face him.
 
His expression was pained, like it hurt just to be near me. Maybe it did. That’s how I’d felt earlier when I talked to Ryan. Like I was going to break into pieces if I didn’t get away. For the first time, I ached for what Chris was going through. It made things that much worse because I was to blame.
 
“Chris, I—”
 
He took a step back and jerked like I’d slapped him, but I didn’t want him to go before I’d had a chance to tell him I was sorry. “Wait. Let me just get this out.”
 
He didn’t leave, but he wouldn’t look at me. He took another sip of his beer and nodded slowly.
 
“I’m sorry.” I took a deep breath. “This is all new to me and I didn’t know what I was doing. I was just out trying to have a good time and it never occurred to me that you might get hurt in the process. I liked you, but when it came down to it, that wasn’t enough.”
 
He slowly lifted his eyes to meet mine. “Because of this other guy?”
 
I swallowed and nodded. “Yeah. Doesn’t matter now. It didn’t work out. Not the way I’d hoped it would, anyway.”
 
Chris looked away. “Thanks for saying that, I guess.”
 
He walked away and by the time he joined Liam, he was smiling, but I knew him well enough to know it was fake. And I knew the feeling—I’d spent my whole life pretending the smile on my face was real.
 
When I got back to Cami, she was already planning her exit. It was nearing one a.m., but apparently she wasn’t ready to call it quits.
 
“Let’s go dancing,” she said, jumping up and throwing her arms around my waist.
 
She was either too drunk or too distracted to notice I wasn’t smiling, but I wasn’t about to ruin her night. The last thing I needed was a bunch of questions from her.
 
“I’m not feeling good,” I said. “I think I’m going to head home.”
 
Cami whined and hugged me closer. “No! You have to come. I can’t have fun without you.”
 
I wanted to remind her that she’d barely spoken to me since we’d set foot in the bar; instead I just unraveled myself from her arms and gave her a tight smile. “Not tonight, Cami. I need to get some rest.”
 
She frowned and glanced toward her friend—I had no clue what his name was—then back at me. “You going to be okay getting home?”
 
“I’ll catch a cab.”
 
She shrugged and hooked her arm through mine. “Okay! As long as you’re sure.”
 
“I am,” I said, extracting myself for a second time.
 
Cami’s friend grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the door. He didn’t look my way for a second. She gave me a little wave that reminded me of a three-year-old, then giggled and scurried out of the bar.
 
Sometimes I worried about that girl.
 
I checked my phone one more time before heading out. It had been a few hours since I’d heard from my brothers, and I wanted to make sure no one had sent me a text. There was nothing, which made me sigh with relief. No news was always good news, right?
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I was scanning the streets searching for a cab, when my phone rang. My eyes were still on the road as I yanked it out of my purse, and I barely glanced at the screen while I tried to wave down a passing cab. But my dad’s picture made everything freeze and I had to blink a few times to be sure I was seeing it right. It was after ten o’clock in California. My dad was not a night person. Why would he be calling me so late?
 
I slid a shaky finger across the screen and held the phone to my ear. “Daddy?”
 
“Annie—” The word was slurred, but there was something else in his voice that made my blood run cold. Something I’d never heard before. It ran deeper than desperation and pain, and it filled me with a fear so intense it took my breath away.
 
I stumbled back, bumping into a few people in the process. My back hit the cold brick and it sent goose bumps down my arms and legs, but I needed the support or I was sure I would fall on my ass.
 
“Daddy, are you okay?”
 
He didn’t say another word, but there was the sound of movement on the other end. As if he’d dropped the phone and was scrambling to pick it up. I held my breath while I waited for him to come back. After a few seconds, the call cut out.
 
My hands shook when I called him back, and my heart pounded so fast as the phone rang that I had to press my hand against my chest. It felt like my heart was trying to burst through my rib cage.
 
The phone rang again and again, and with each passing second the tension in me grew. I couldn’t hold still. My knees shook and I tapped my toe on the ground over and over again until I was sure my foot would be covered in blisters the next day. Why wasn’t he picking up?
 
It went to voice mail and I hung up, then called him again. He still didn’t answer.
 
Aiden. Austin. One of them had to be home.
 
I called Austin first because he was more likely to be sleeping in his own bed. The call went straight to voice mail and I had the urge to throw my phone into the street. But I kept my cool and called Aiden, only he didn’t answer either. Where were they? They knew what today was—why weren’t they there looking after him?
 
When I hung up, I stared at the phone for a full minute before I could move. I wanted to scream, to cry, to sprout wings and fly back to California. But I couldn’t do any of those things. I was stuck.
 
When I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the wall, the world around me spun. I’d had too much to drink and I couldn’t focus. There should be something I could do, but no matter how much I tried to get my brain to work, I couldn’t think of a single thing.
 
My body shook. I didn’t want to be alone.
 
I dialed Cami and waited for her to answer, knowing I was putting a damper on her good time. For what felt like the hundredth time that night the call went to voice mail. Didn’t anyone answer their phone anymore?
 
When I flipped through my contacts, the only name I could focus on was Ryan. Before I could talk myself out of it, I pressed SEND.
 
He picked up on the first ring and his voice was muffled, like he’d been sleeping. “Buttercup?”
 
“Ryan.” My voice shook as much as my legs. It felt like an earthquake had gone off in my body. I couldn’t stop trembling.
 
It took me a few seconds to pull myself together. By that time, Ryan was panicked. “Are you okay? What happened? Is it Cami?”
 
I shook my head and took a deep breath. “I need you to come get me.”
 
“Are you okay?”
 
I nodded again. Why did I keep nodding? He couldn’t see me. “I’m okay. It’s . . . it’s my dad. I’m so sorry to bug you, I just—”
 
“I’m on my way. Where are you?”
 
I shot off the address while people hurried by. Drunk and loud. Laughing. Happy. Or at least pretending to be. Ryan assured me he would be there to get me as soon as humanly possible, but every second was agony.
 
I paced while I waited for him to show. My legs wobbled so much, I was shocked they didn’t give out. I called my dad’s phone at least ten more times, and each one of my brothers just as many. No one answered, and no matter how many times the phone clicked over to voice mail, the terror inside me didn’t lessen when it happened.
 
Where were they?
 
I was shaking so much by the time Ryan pulled up next to me that I’d had to take my shoes off—those heels would never support my jittery legs.
 
He leaned across the passenger seat and shoved the door open. The second I climbed inside, the dam broke and I burst into tears.
 
“Annie . . .” Ryan’s voice was tortured.
 
I shook my head and wiped at the tears, but I couldn’t stop them from falling and I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs to talk. My body trembled, harder than ever before. It was like all the pain from the last nineteen years was forcing its way out. I’d been trying to hold it all in for so long, and I’d thought getting away would help. But not knowing what was going on at home only made things worse.
 
Ryan’s hand wrapped around mine and it was like a warm blanket on a cold day—comforting and familiar. The tremors wracking my body slowed and I was able to get a mouthful of air.
 
“I’ll b-be okay,” I managed to get out.
 
“Did something happen to your dad?”
 
I shook my head and took a deep breath. “I don’t know.” The words were still shaky, but they were a lot clearer than before. “He called me, but we got cut off. Now he won’t answer. Neither will my brothers.” I had to take a deep breath and squeeze my eyes shut before I could say the next words. “Today was the anniversary of my mom’s death.”
 
Ryan’s hand tightened around mine. His jaw was tight as he drove through the city, but he didn’t take me back to the dorm. Just like after the Christmas party, he drove to his apartment. I had no idea what it all meant, but I didn’t care. I just wanted to be with him, even if it was only for the night.
 
He kept his arm around me when he led me across the street, but neither one of us said a word. My heart pounded and I was terrified that if I spoke, he’d change his mind again. I couldn’t go through any more disappointment.
 
When we got up to his apartment, he led me to the couch, pulling me down on his lap and cradling me like I was a small child. That’s how I felt. Tiny and vulnerable, ready to break. I didn’t know what was going on with my dad or where my brothers were, and all the hurt and family secrets were pressing down on me so hard, I felt like I was two feet tall. I needed to get it all out. To talk about it for the first time in my life.
 
“My mom’s name was Annabel,” I whispered, tucking my head into the crevice of his shoulder. “I was named after her.”
 
He rubbed my back, tracing circles along my spine, and my lip quivered. “She’d wanted me for so long, and after four boys I was finally there. Everything should have been perfect, but when I was only five months old, she went out one night to make a run to the store. My dad wasn’t feeling well and we were out of milk or diapers or something that couldn’t wait. She never came home.”
 
Ryan tensed and his hand stopped moving. “Did they find out what happened to her?”
 
I nodded and squeezed my eyes shut. “My dad panicked when she didn’t come home and called the police. They found her car in the parking lot at the grocery store, but it wasn’t until the next day that they found her body. Twenty miles away, tossed in a ditch. She was naked.”
 
My throat tightened and I felt like the life was being choked out of me. Ryan returned to rubbing circles on my back, waiting patiently for me to pull myself together. It didn’t happen for a while. The tension in my body was so intense, it had to feel like he had a statue sitting on his lap. My toes were curled and my hands were clenched into fists, but the longer Ryan rubbed my back, the more I was able to relax. When I managed to open my hand and flex my fingers, I was able to breathe a little more easily.
 
That’s when Ryan said, “Your dad was never the same after that.”
 
I shook my head, which was still tucked against his neck. “No. He’s been depressed my whole life, but worse than that is the fear. Everything scares him. We rarely left the house when we were kids. I remember him shutting all the blinds in the summer, locking all the doors so we couldn’t go out. We didn’t play with other kids in the neighborhood or go to sleepovers.
 
“Life got easier for my brothers when they got older. They were big enough to take care of themselves. But not me. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere or do anything without my dad or brothers.”
 
“He was afraid of losing you too,” Ryan said.
 
I nodded and opened my eyes, pulling back so I could look up at him. “It wasn’t just that, though. He did everything he could to make me into one of the guys. I look so much like my mom, and he didn’t want the memories.”
 
Ryan’s gray eyes held mine and he swept my hair off my forehead. His finger trailed down the side of my face to my chin and over to my lips. I inhaled sharply when he traced the bottom one, and a shiver ran down my spine.
 
“Ryan,” I whispered.
 
He nodded. “I know.”
 
Then his mouth covered mine, and I gripped his face in my hands, so afraid he’d try to pull away. The kiss was intense, so much more desperate than ever before. He parted my mouth with his tongue, and when it dipped inside, a surge of desire shot through me. It was like a bolt of lightning.
 
“Ryan,” I said again.
 
He groaned and lifted me up, moving me so I was straddling him. The heat between us was powerful, and his hardness pressed against me when I lowered myself onto his lap. I rocked against it, gasping when a tremor shook my body.
 
He pulled my zipper down and jerked my dress over my head, and the second it was on the floor, his mouth attacked mine again. Then his lips moved down my neck and over my chest. I fumbled with the clasp on my bra. My hands shook, so it took a few tries to get it off. When I finally managed to get it undone, Ryan wrenched it from my body like it was a nuisance, then closed his mouth over my nipple.
 
I gasped, rocking against him as his tongue teased my body. My hands were tangled in his hair and my head was thrown back, and all I could think about was having him inside me. “Don’t leave me again.”
 
He pulled back and his hands cupped my face. When my eyes met his, my insides melted like butter. “Never. I’ve tried to stay away from you but I can’t. I love you, and no matter what it takes, I’m going to figure out a way to make this work.”
 
My bottom lip trembled. “I love you. Oh God, I love you so much.”
 
He pulled me against him, climbing to his feet in the process. My legs were wrapped around his waist and my mouth attacked his as he carried me back to his bed. When he laid me down, we couldn’t get our clothes off fast enough. I yanked his shirt over his head while he undid his pants, and our underwear came next. The second we were naked he was reaching into the nightstand, and the very sound of him ripping the foil packet open made me tremble.
 
His eyes held mine while he slid the condom on. I squirmed in anticipation. He leaned over me, kissing my calf and the inside of my knee. Then moved up to my inner thigh. The throbbing between my legs was intense, and when his tongue brushed against me, my eyes rolled back in my head. I tangled my fingers in his hair while he teased my body, my back arching off the bed as the heat between my legs built. I couldn’t catch my breath, couldn’t speak. His tongue moved faster, then he slipped a finger inside me. Within seconds I was falling over the edge, gasping while I gripped the sheets and my body convulsed in the most amazing way imaginable.
 
Before I’d even had a chance to come down, his mouth was on mine and he slid inside me. My already sensitive body shuddered around him. He kissed me while he moved. Faster and faster, not taking his time like he had before. I gasped and dug my nails into his back as the ecstasy built, and in no time at all I came again.
 
Within a few minutes, Ryan shuddered above me with his face buried in my golden hair. The moment was magical, like our future together had finally started. I never wanted to forget it.
 
He rolled over and pulled me with him, laying my head on his chest. When he kissed the top of my head, tears came to my eyes.
 
“I love you,” he whispered.
 
My throat tightened when I propped myself up on my elbows and looked into his eyes. “I love you.”
 
 

 
 
I jerked awake and it only took two seconds to remember where I was. My eyes landed on Ryan, sleeping on the other side of the bed, and I couldn’t stop the smile spreading across my face.
 
All the anxiety and tension of the night before was gone, and all I could focus on was him and how utterly beautiful he was. His chest rose and fell and his eyelids fluttered like he was dreaming. I knew I should let him sleep, but I couldn’t resist touching him. My hand moved down his cheek and over his chest, and the temptation was too strong to stop. I had to bite back a smile when my hand moved under the sheet.
 
Ryan shifted when I wrapped my hand around him, and within seconds he was hard. It was a few moments before he opened his eyes, and when they met mine, he smiled.
 
“I could get used to this.” He shifted positions, leaning back against the pillow and moving the sheet aside to give me easier access. He squirmed under my inexperienced hand.
 
Only a few minutes later a door slammed in the other room. I froze and looked toward the door, but Ryan wrapped his hand around mine and urged me to keep moving.
 
“It’s just Liam,” he said.
 
I laughed and crawled up the bed, brushing my lips against his. “It seems like you’re having all the fun.”
 
His tongue dipped into my mouth and his hands grabbed my hips. He pulled me up until I was straddling him. I moaned when his hardness brushed against me and tried to lower myself onto him, but he wouldn’t let me.
 
“Condom,” he said, pulling back.
 
I sighed and rolled onto my back while he reached for the nightstand. He came back with a huge smile on his face and a condom in his hand. His lips found mine and our tongues tangled together while he fumbled with the condom, ripping the packet just as the bedroom door flew open.
 
“Ryan, Annie never came—” Cami’s mouth fell open and she froze in the doorway, looking back and forth between Ryan and me.
 
My stomach dropped and the temperature shot up a hundred degrees. I fumbled for the sheet, but I couldn’t reach it and I couldn’t take my eyes off Cami’s stunned face.
 
“Shit,” Ryan muttered, yanking the sheet up. “What are you doing? Don’t you knock? Shut the door!”
 
Cami didn’t move. Ryan kept yelling at her to leave while I stayed frozen in place. My heart pounded in my ears. Cami’s eyes were as big as golf balls and her face was pale, which was saying a lot because she was always tan. She looked at Ryan as if he were a stranger, and when she stared me her eyes were like ice.
 
Within seconds Liam came running to see what was going on. I pulled the sheet up to my chin while I silently prayed the bed would turn into a monster and devour me whole. Unfortunately, God wasn’t done torturing me just yet. Less than a minute after Liam stumbled to the door, Chris popped up behind Cami.
 
His eyes got huge and his face turned red. He looked back and forth between Ryan and me about ten times. Ryan swore and moved like he was going to get up, but he must have thought better of it because he pulled the sheet tighter around his naked body and stayed where he was.
 
Chris turned away without saying a word and the bathroom door slammed. A stream of cursing filled the apartment. My insides convulsed and I was sure I was going to be sick.
 
Cami spun on her heel and stomped away.
 
Liam just shrugged and swiped his hand through his hair. “Sorry, mate. Guess everybody’s a bit shocked.” He grinned and looked over his shoulder toward Cami before pulling the door shut, leaving us alone.
 
I was afraid to look at Ryan. My heart pounded and my eyes stung, and the panic building inside me was like a volcano ready to burst. Ryan turned toward me, but I kept my eyes focused on the closed door because I couldn’t face him.
 
“Buttercup, look at me.” I shook my head, but he cupped my chin in his hand and forced me to look at him. “I’m not going to leave you. I was serious when I said I love you.” He kissed the tip of my nose and smiled, and even though it was sad, it helped soothe away some of the worry. “We can make this work. All we have to do is wait out the storm and things will be okay. Cami will get over it and Chris will forgive me.”
 
“What about Jess?”
 
Ryan’s mouth tightened and he shook his head. “That’s nothing.”
 
“But you’re dating her.”
 
He exhaled and brushed a few strands of sweaty hair off his forehead. “Not really. We were, but after what happened between you and me at Christmas, I felt guilty stringing her along. I told her all about it and she was fine. She didn’t want to get serious, and she likes you. She was your biggest cheerleader, really.”
 
“Really?”
 
“She told me to suck it up and stop being a baby. That if I liked you, I needed to go for it.” He flashed me a lopsided smile.
 
I needed to send her a thank-you note.
 
I exhaled and rolled toward him, draping my arm across his chest and burying my face. When he wrapped his arms around me, it felt like coming home.
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When I finally got out of bed I had two messages from my brothers. The first was from last night—an apology for not answering the phone and a promise to call me in the morning. The second one had come from Austin only an hour earlier, asking me to call him.
 
After all the drama of the morning, I had managed to push the worries about my dad aside. But the second I heard the messages it was right back at the surface, bubbling over like a geyser, burning me with its intensity.
 
“Everything okay?” Ryan asked from the kitchen.
 
I sat at the bar in one of his t-shirts with a steaming cup of coffee in front of me. He and Liam were busy cooking breakfast. Chris and Cami had already left.
 
“I need to find out what’s going on with my dad,” I said.
 
Ryan turned away from the frying bacon and came over to stand in front of me. He laid his hand on top of mine. “It’s going to be okay.”
 
I nodded and my hands shook when I put the phone to my ear. “I hope so,” I said when it started ringing.
 
Aiden answered on the second ring. I hopped off the barstool and headed to the balcony. “What’s going on with Dad, Aiden?”
 
“Morning to you too,” he said.
 
If I’d been in California, I would’ve punched my brother in the stomach. “Aiden.”
 
He sighed. “It got bad, Annie.”
 
I pulled the glass door shut behind me when I stepped outside. The second it was shut, I closed my eyes and leaned against it while I waited for my brother to tell me exactly what bad meant.
 
“He tried again. He got hold of some pills, but Austin called an ambulance and they rushed him to the hospital in time. They had to admit him.”
 
I barely reacted to the news—it wasn’t the first time and it probably wouldn’t be the last. “How long?”
 
“He agreed to get help this time, Annie.”
 
My eyes opened and I stood up straight. There was no way I’d heard him right. “Help?”
 
“He’s going to retire and move out to Atlanta, so he can be closer to Alex. He promised to go to counseling and talk about it.” Aiden took a deep breath and I held mine while I waited, because what he was about to say felt important. “He said her name, Annie.”
 
I exhaled and shook my head. I didn’t remember a single time my dad had ever said her name out loud. “So he’s really going to do it?”
 
“I think so, but only time will tell.”
 
I was crying when I went back in, and Ryan was immediately at my side. Even though I was pretty sure he thought the worst, I couldn’t calm down enough to tell him these were tears of relief. After a lifetime of burying himself in the past, my dad was finally ready to move forward. It was nineteen years too late, but the old saying was true. It was better late than never.
 
Ryan and I spent the rest of the day in the apartment, blocking out the world. I was terrified to face Cami, and even though we didn’t talk about it, I was pretty sure Ryan felt the same way about Chris. Liam told us we were dolts and to suck it up. At least someone didn’t seem to think our relationship was a big deal.
 
On Sunday afternoon Ryan dropped me off at the dorm. I knew I couldn’t hide anymore, but the thought of facing Cami made me want to hurl.
 
Cami stood in front of the mirror when I walked in. She barely paused in the middle of applying her lipstick. “I was wondering when you would come crawling back.”
 
I shut the door behind me and sank into the desk chair, picking at my nails while I waited for her to yell or tell me I’d betrayed her. But she just kept doing what she was doing, applying her makeup like she was on her way to the Academy Awards.
 
“Are you mad?” I asked after several minutes of silence.
 
Cami pressed her lips together and her eyes met mine in the mirror. “I was at first.”
 
I swallowed. “And now?”
 
“I’m shocked, and a little confused.” She turned to face me and crossed her arms over chest. “How long has this been going on?”
 
I shrugged and went back to picking at my nails. “It hasn’t, not really. We’ve liked each other for a while, but the whole thing with Chris made it complicated.”
 
She snorted and I looked up when she walked toward me. “I’m sure. Chris is a baby and Ryan is a wimp when it comes to him.”
 
She sat down in the chair across from me and narrowed her eyes, studying me closely. “Before Christmas, when there was blood in Ryan’s bed?”
 
I nodded and she rolled her eyes. “I didn’t have a clue, but looking back I should have. You were acting so weird. I just thought you were embarrassed.”
 
I sat up and crossed my arms over my chest while she studied me. She wouldn’t say a word and she wouldn’t stop looking at me. It made my heart pound faster. “What?”
 
“You love him.”
 
My shoulders relaxed and I nodded. “I tried not to, I really did. I didn’t want to hurt Chris and I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about Ryan and me, but when it came down to it, I couldn’t think about anyone else.”
 
Cami sighed and tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Well, I approve. I wish you’d just come out and told me from the beginning, but it’s not a big deal.”
 
My arms fell to my sides and I sat up straighter. “It’s not?”
 
Cami shrugged and jumped up. “Nope.” She gave her reflection one quick look before turning toward the door. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m meeting Liam for coffee.”
 
“Liam?”
 
“He called me about you and Ryan, then begged me to meet him. I decided to do him a favor.”
 
My head was still spinning from the dramatic turn of events when Cami bounded out the door.
 
 

 
 
Ryan’s hand moved up and down my arm while I drummed my fingers on the desk, staring at the list Cami and I had made that first day of school. There were two items not crossed out: number sixteen and number eighteen.
 
“I never got a guy’s number,” I said.
 
Ryan kissed my shoulder and I decided I didn’t care. So what if I didn’t actually cross off every item on the list before I turned twenty? Wasn’t Ryan worth it?
 
“You got my number the first week of school,” he said, turning me to face him.
 
I smiled and my heart jumped when his mouth devoured mine, like it was something he needed to survive.
 
“Good point,” I said when he kissed his way down my neck.
 
“You really want to go to a bar and let some drunk guy buy you drinks just so you can get a few numbers? Wouldn’t you rather stay here with me? See where this takes us?”
 
His hand snaked up the back of my shirt to my bra strap. Within seconds it was undone and his hand cupped my breast while his tongue traced its way down my throat.
 
“This is better,” I said, closing my eyes.
 
“What else is on your list?” he asked.
 
“Ummm . . . number eighteen.”
 
He chuckled against my neck and goose bumps broke out across my skin. “What is number eighteen?”
 
Oh yeah, he’d never actually seen the list. “Ummm . . .” I blinked a few times when his hand moved between my legs, stroking me through the thin fabric of my yoga pants. “I can’t think.”
 
“I should stop?”
 
I swallowed and spread my legs, giving him easier access. “Tattoo,” I gasped. “Get a tattoo.”
 
“We can take care of that,” Ryan said.
 
I nodded, but before I could say anything his mouth covered mine and all coherent thought melted away. At that moment I would have done anything Ryan wanted and been happy about it.
 
 

 
 
I held Ryan’s hand, and every inch of my body was covered in sweat. I shook and gripped him tighter, biting down on my lip to keep from crying out.
 
“You can scream if you want to,” Ryan said.
 
His face was right up against mine and his breath tickled my ear. I dug my nails into his skin and shook my head. There was no way I was going to lose control like that.
 
“Almost done,” the tattoo artist said, sweeping the needle across my skin.
 
The buzzing irritated me almost as much as the pain, and I had to grip my free hand into a tight fist to keep from batting him away. Why had I agreed to do this? There was no way in hell this burning pain was worth it.
 
“Hang on, Buttercup.”
 
Only a few minutes later the tattoo artist made one final line on my skin, then swiped the cloth under my collar bone before stepping back.
 
By that point my jaw ached from gritting my teeth and my cheeks were stained with tears. They’d told me getting a tattoo below my collarbone would hurt, but I thought I could handle it. I’m tough. I’ve been through emotional hell.
 
I’ve learned that emotional pain and physical pain are not the same.
 
“How does it look?” I asked Ryan. My eyes were still shut and I was almost afraid to look. With the way it hurt, I was certain rivers of blood would be flowing from the words.
 
Ryan kissed my nose and leaned closer to my ear. “Sexy as hell.”
 
I slowly opened my eyes and stood up, turning to face the mirror. Ryan stood next to me with a huge smile on his face, and when I saw the words tattooed on my body, I smiled too. The script was smooth and elegant, and the words swooped below my right collarbone like two rows of gentle waves rolling out to sea: 
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“It’s perfect,” I said, returning Ryan’s smile.
 
Ryan put his arm around me and kissed my temple. When I leaned my head against him, it felt like the calm after the storm.
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College is supposed to be fun . . . 
Go to parties 
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On the surface Cami is your average, wild teenager out to have a 
good time, but inside she’s struggling. Almost a year ago her best 
friend was in a car accident, an accident Cami feels responsible for. 
Since then, she’s made it her personal mission to experience 
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never have fun again.
 
 

 
Then she meets Liam, her cousin’s sexy roommate. Hooking up 
with a hot British dude seems like the perfect way to start off the 
school year, but the more time she spends with him, the more she 
finds herself actually liking the guy. Which totally screws up her 
plans to live life with no regrets . . .
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