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About the Book


Jaden Sinclair knows he’ll never amount to anything . . . so why would he deserve a girl like Priscilla Mendoza?


Since last summer things have been screwed up between Jaden and Pris. He knows it’s his fault, but that doesn’t stop him from wanting to go a few rounds with her new boyfriend. He also knows he’s the loser his dad calls him, but it doesn’t stop him from wanting her.


After getting a huge bomb dropped on him, Jaden lashes out and lands himself in jail. Everything in his chaotic life is turned upside down and to make it worse, his mom kicks him out in order to side with his dad. Yeah, he’s totally a prize for a girl like Pris.


Sebastian, Aspen and Pris are all going places in their lives, and Jaden knows he can’t keep tagging along for the ride.


The group has one last chance for The Epic Adventure they’ve been looking for: a road trip to New York, where Jaden’s friends will be going to college. Unfortunately, the more time Jaden hangs around Pris, the harder it is to keep the carefully constructed walls between them so she doesn’t find out what a train wreck he really is.


When the trip ends, Jaden has to decide if he’s ready to say goodbye to his friends, and the girl he loves. He knows what he needs, but will he be man enough to go for it?
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Also, to the boys I was friends with in high school. You guys were crazy, wild, funny and got into trouble – but you were also loyal, protective and some of the best friends I’ve ever had. I thought about you often while writing Sebastian and Jaden’s stories.


And, lastly, to my husband. You were one of the boys I’m talking about above. How did we get so lucky?




HUGE thank you to my family for not ditching me when I’m deep in a story. My kids for understanding. My husband for listening to me talk about these characters often and for at least pretending to ‘get it’.


My mom who thinks I can do anything and actually makes me believe it.


My Trio of Awesomeness: Wendy Higgins, you are all heart, like me. I know I can always go to you with matters of the heart and you will understand. So awesome. Jolene Perry who gets just as excited about things as I do. When I need someone to take a ‘jump’ with me, it’s you. We might gripe at ourselves later for not thinking it through, but at least we did it together! And Kelley York who is my voice of reason. You are always logical and reel me in when I look at things with my heart that I should examine with my head instead. I could not write a book without you ladies. You’re the best critique partners a girl could ask for.


Also to Jessica Skondin, Steph Campbell, Jen and Kristy Zavorka for reading.


Last, but definitely not least, to Valerie, Andrea, Autumn and Amber. Thanks for everything. I feel so blessed to have met and made friends with you!



Chapter One


I stiffen. Heat rips through my body like someone injected it into my veins. It starts in my chest, cracking and crystalizing my insides as it spreads. There’s a part of me, the smart part, that knows I’m being an idiot. I’m freaking out when I don’t have a right to. But there’s the other part, the one that hides deep inside of me so I can pretend it doesn’t exist, that knows it should be me sitting with Priscilla right now. My hand in her hair. My lips on her neck. I should be stealing food off her lunch plate and saying something stupid because it’s so like us for her to be pissed at me.


I’ve been making her mad ever since that time in kindergarten when she yelled at me for Sebastian’s lame ass pulling Aspen’s ponytail. Aspen started chasing Bastian like she was supposed to, since he’s the one who did it, but Pris narrowed those dark eyes at me like it was my fault, before she charged.


I let her catch me.


I like it when she catches me.


But last summer, she stopped chasing. It sucks.


So does my internal monologue every time I see her. It’s really starting to piss me off. I’ve gone soft and I hate it, but I can’t seem to make myself do anything about it, either. Instead I grin, talk shit to Bastian, tease Aspen, and pretend it doesn’t tear me up every time I look at her. That I don’t know it’s my own damn fault, and that there’s nothing I can do to change it. It’s for the best.


In case you haven’t caught on, it’s been a long school year.


The Pris dating Craig thing is new, but it doesn’t feel like it.


I want my fist to meet his nose. Multiple times.


Aren’t I just peachy?


I’ve become a serious buzz kill. Priscilla, Sebastian, Aspen, and I have been tight forever. It’s always been the four of us, but last summer Sebastian fell for Aspen. It was only a matter of time anyway and it’s cool. I’m happy for them and all that, but it’s made stuff for Priscilla and me tough because I want to be with her, too. I want her way more than I should, but I also realize it’s a no go. She deserves way better. For her sake, I hate that it took her so long to realize it.


Someone slams into my back, making me stumble. I whip around and take a swing at Sebastian, which he dodges, bouncing on the balls of his feet to try and look like he’s some kind of heavyweight boxer.


“Don’t make me take you out, Doc,” I tease. The whole thing with him and Aspen started because Sebastian ran some stupid, anonymous business online where he called himself the Hook-up Doctor. Aspen contacted him to hook her up with this idiot who used to work at the pizza place with them, only he didn’t know it was her and she didn’t know it was him. He started to fall for her and everything was all set for a movie-ending happily ever after until he pulled a bonehead-Sebastian move.


It all worked out in the end because if he wasn’t so blind, he would have known they wanted each other probably since that day in kindergarten. Priscilla and I were his only failed hook-up.


I slam the door on those thoughts.


“Please, I could take you with my eyes closed—shit, ouch,” Sebastian limps after accidentally stepping on Aspen’s foot.


“Hello? You stepped on me. I should be the one saying ouch!” She pushes a strand of her light brown hair behind her ear. Sebastian buries his face in her neck the same way Craig just did with Pris. Aspen’s hand threads through his black hair.


“Sorry, baby,” Bastian leans forward. “Gimme a kiss. My lips have healing power.”


Aspen swoons and I almost vomit in my mouth. “Healing power? Did I mention I fell on my ass this morning? It hurts right here.” I turn and point to my left cheek. Sebastian tries to kick me, but I jerk out of his way, laughing.


“Ha, ha.” He smirks. He knows that was a good joke. He just doesn’t want to admit it.


“You’re just jealous I thought of it.”


We fall in line together as the three of us head toward Priscilla at our table. Pris sitting with her boyfriend at the table that’s belonged to the four of us since our freshman year.


Seriously, it’s like I can’t stop those little comments from body-slamming their way into my brain. This isn’t supposed to be the way it works. I’m not sure how it was supposed to work since I’ve always known I couldn’t go there. Not with her, even though she makes my pulse jack-hammer. But before, I could ignore it. After all the shit went down with Aspen and Sebastian last summer—after I found out she tried to find a way to make me see her in a different light—it makes things a whole hell of a lot harder to ignore.


I’ve always seen her. Always.


I’ve just been trying not to.


“What’s up?” I fall onto the bench across from them. I give her a little nod, but don’t pay attention to the douche. Really? Craig? He’s always been a clown. I don’t know what she sees in him.


After twisting the top off my Cherry Pepsi, I down a drink.


“Hey, Jay,” Pris replies, but gives her attention to Aspen. “Did you finish your math homework?”


“Pris, you realize we graduate in two weeks, right?” Sebastian cuts in. “I’m pretty sure there’s a coolness rule that says you’re not supposed to do homework anymore. It’s expected and shit.”


Aspen nudges him. “I did my homework.”


“Guess Jay and I are the only cool ones, then.”


We hit fists. “Not really a newsflash, B.” We both laugh while the girls roll their eyes like they always do. Craig’s on his phone playing whatever his game of the week is. He’s always on his phone when he’s around us. It might or might not be because Sebastian and I don’t really pay any attention to him. Probably not a very cool thing to do, but I seriously can’t stand to look at the guy and Bastian’s just tight like that. He’s my boy and it’s in our code to always have each other’s backs. I’m sure he’s cool to Craig when I’m not around, but just like I never would have been tight with Mattie, the guy Aspen got with for a little bit last year, Bastian wouldn’t hang me out to dry either.


Plus, I’m pretty sure Craig dislikes us as much as we dislike him.


Something catches my eye and l look over to see Craig pull out a pack of gum and push a piece of spearmint into his mouth.


“Want one, Priscilla?” He holds the pack out to her.


Hearing him call her Priscilla makes me want to go nuts.


Douche.


The way Sebastian smirks and turns his head to look at me, I realize I must have said that out loud. Oops. Not.


“Jaden!” Priscilla’s voice is tight. It’s different when she’s mad at me now. Before it was just us and it was never real anger and now it’s . . . hell, I don’t know. It’s just different.


She turns to Craig and takes the piece of gum he offered her. I can’t believe she actually puts it in her mouth, just to spite me.


Yep. That’s my clue to get out of here.


I push to my feet. “See ya after school, Bastian.” I turn to Craig. “Ever since she got sick off Peppermint Schnapps last year, Spearmint makes her feel like she’s going to puke.”


I shove my hands into my pockets. Without another word, I’m out.


“What was up at lunch today?” Sebastian asks as I lean the seat back in his SUV. After everything went down last summer, his mom made him keep the job at the pizza place. He’d been saving for a car, but a couple months ago his mom and her new husband Roger bought this for him. They want him to save his money for New York this summer. He’s going to school for music and the girls are going to NYU. For years we’ve planned for all of us to go out there after high school.


My gut clenches thinking about it, but I push it aside and focus on the fact that it’s cool Bastian gets to cart my ass around now instead of the other way around.


What did he ask me? Oh, yeah. Lunch. “Umm, I ate it? That’s typically what happens at lunch. In fact, I hear it’s the whole concept.” I smirk as I play with the ring in my bottom lip. I have one in my eyebrow too, a fact that my asshole of a . . . dad hates. I hate even using the name “Dad” for him because it’s not what he acts like.


It’s part of the reason I like the piercings.


“You know what I’m talking about, Captain Avoid-an-Answer. The whole calling Pris’s boyfriend a douche and then bailing.”


I look at him. “He is a douche.”


“He is, but you gotta pick the time and place to call him on it. All you’re doing is pissing off Pris.”


I want to bang my head into the glass. It shouldn’t be this way. Sebastian isn’t supposed to be the level-headed one who actually sounds like he knows what he’s talking about. But I know he’s right. It’s like I can’t stop myself though.


Why the hell did everything have to go down like it did last summer?


Bastian realizing he loved Aspen.


Finding out Priscilla wanted to try and hook-up with me.


And that it didn’t change a thing.


“I know.”


Sebastian takes a right, heading toward my driveway. “Dude . . . You like her. You won’t admit it, but I know you do. Seriously, why don’t you just—”


“Not going there.” I feel his eyes on me and it makes me feel like a pussy. “Sorry, not all of us want a ball and chain at eighteen. There are way too many girls out there to—”


“When’s the last time you hooked-up?”


“Huh?” His question surprises me. He’s not usually one to talk about hook-ups.


“You heard me, Goldilocks. When’s the last time you kissed a girl? Hooked-up at a party? Went out?”


I drop my head against the headrest and close my eyes. Damn him for falling in love with Aspen and suddenly wanting to talk about important stuff. The fact is, I’m not really feelin’ it anymore. I mean, it was cool when it was the two of us—when I didn’t know who it hurt, but it doesn’t feel the same anymore.


I’m not gonna lie; I did meet a girl at a party right after Priscilla got with Craig, but it didn’t feel like it used to. Ever since that party on her birthday last summer, nothing has felt the same. I pretend it does. Do a pretty good job of it, most of the time.


“Maybe I just don’t tell you about it since you’re all happily married and stuff.”


Sebastian laughs. “I’m being real, Jay. What’s up?”


Luckily we pull into my driveway right as he asks me that. “Nothing’s up. Maybe I’ll have to rectify my lack of hook-ups tonight.” I get out of the car, slamming the door behind me.


Each step I take toward my house makes my gut churn more. I hate this place and can’t wait to be out of here. Again, that makes me think of New York—how we’re supposed to take this huge road trip out there in a couple weeks. It used to be all we talked about, but I think everyone knows it’s going to be different now. I’ve always been a little more on the outside with my friends. I mean, not really, but Sebastian has this kickass mom. Aspen’s parents are a little nutty, but they’re cool. Priscilla’s parents aren’t around as much as the others, but they give her everything she wants. Stuff she probably doesn’t want, too.


Me? Let’s just say when the group went camping—it was always with Aspen’s parents. When we got something cool, it was because Priscilla’s parents got it for her. When we need a place to stay or even something as small as a cooked meal, we went to Sebastian’s mom.


My parents have never been in the equation.


Now Bastian and Aspen are together. Priscilla has the douche.


And then there’s me.


I push the front door open and close it quietly behind me. Mom’s in the kitchen washing dishes. I’m not sure where my dad is.


“Hi. How was your day?” she asks.


“All right.” I don’t bother telling her I’m going out tonight, because I know it doesn’t matter. I’m sure things are easier on her when I’m not around anyway.


“You left your clothes in the dryer this morning. Make sure you don’t forget them anymore, okay? Your dad had to take them out for you.”


Oh no. Wouldn’t want him to have to lift a finger when it comes to me. “I’m sure that was a real hardship for him. You know, moving clothes for his son, and all.”


“Jaden.” She doesn’t get a chance to finish speaking because the front door slams.


Great. He’s home. I hoped I wouldn’t have to see him today.


He struts over to her and grabs her by the hips. I think he steps hard on purpose, like it makes him sound strong or something.


“How’s my woman today?” he asks before kissing her.


“Wonderful. Did you have a good day at work?” She’s actually smiling at him.


He doesn’t spare me a glance as he talks to her. Doesn’t say excuse me as he pushes around me, his shoulder hitting mine.


On purpose.


And she doesn’t call him on it. Not that it would matter if she did. And not like I wouldn’t rather him pretend I’m not here anyway.


Neither of them notice or care as I walk out of the room.




Chapter Two


I stand in front of my mirror. It’s stupid but it still feels weird to see my hair light brown. I stopped bleaching it this year. Without thinking about it, I take out the ring in my eyebrow. I don’t know why I do it, but I put on the one Priscilla got me for my birthday last fall. It’s a silver bar with studs on each end. It’s nothing special, but it’s one I mentioned liking months before. She could have afforded to get me anything, but she got me a ten dollar stud that she remembered I liked because she knew it was me more than anything else.


Which shouldn’t be a big deal, but it is. I swear I’ve suddenly turned into a sentimental sap that I would have made fun of two years ago.


“Aww, aren’t you pretty wearing all that jewelry. Are you sure you don’t want to wear a dress, too?” Dad’s voice is low, steady.


My whole body stiffens as I try to ignore him.


“Too good to answer me like you’re too good to fold your own clothes?”


I can’t even say his voice is slurred because he’s been drinking or anything like that. The fact is, he just hates me. He always has. Too bad I don’t know why. “It’s really not that big a deal. It was an accident. It won’t happen again.”


He laughs. I look behind me to see his beefy arms crossed over his chest as he leans in my doorway. My fists tighten. What would it be like to punch him? To physically repay him for all the words he’s jammed into my skull for all these years?


“That’s right! You think you’re going to New York with your friends soon, right? How are you going to do that? Mooch off them? I know you don’t have any money and you sure as hell aren’t getting anymore of mine. Eighteen years is enough of that. Pretty soon they’ll get tired of picking up your slack, kid. It won’t take them long to realize what I’ve always known. You’re not worth it. You’re not worth anything.”


His words hit home everything I already know. They fill me up, echo in my head until I want nothing more than to break something. Anything. Everything. “They won’t have to pay my way. I can get a job, and for school they’re called scholarships. Maybe you’ve heard of them?” I never used to talk back to him. Never. Last year when things started to get worse though, I realized it didn’t matter. Nothing I did would change him. I would never be good enough regardless, so why take it silently?


“Watch your mouth, boy.”


This time, I ignore him. It makes him madder than when I talk back.


But the shitty part is, he’s right. I’m not going into this situation the same way my friends are. The beater died which means I don’t even have that one thing Bastian used to need. My parents didn’t put money away for me like Aspen and Sebastian’s. Mine don’t have more money than God like Priscilla’s and if they did, they wouldn’t share it with me. How long will the couple grand I saved last?


I fight to shake those thoughts from my head. It’s not like he’s telling me anything I haven’t known forever. Funny how you can fool yourself. I used to think everything would work out. We would all make the trip and things would change for me. I would be more than the Jaden I am now. The older I get, the more I know that’s not gonna happen. How long will it take me to get a job? The scholarships I applied for, I didn’t get. I’m not like the rest of them . . . I’m not even sure what I want to do yet.


He steps into the room. He’s never put his hands on me. Sometimes I think it would be easier to deal with than his words that still rot inside me long after physical wounds would heal.


“You think you have all the answers, don’t you, smartass? One of these days you’re going to wake up and realize you’re nothing. You think you’re a man, but real men don’t put holes in their faces and dress like bums. You’re nothing but the product of—”


“Mike. Do you want to come watch a movie with me? I made some popcorn for you,” Mom’s voice cuts him off. Not ‘don’t talk to my son that way.’ Not ‘get the fuck out of my house.’ It’s ‘I made you popcorn. Come hang out with me.’


I turn away from them. My nails bite into my hand because my fist is so tight. I can’t fucking wait to get out of here.


Once in a while our foursome becomes a threesome. We always used to go to parties together, but now Pris goes with Craig and I get stuck with the love doctor and Aspen. Totally not my idea of a good time. Especially when you can tell they’re trying to be extra friendly to me like they’re afraid I’m going to break down and cry.


And they wonder why I haven’t talked to them about what goes on in my life. Not that I don’t think they get it on some level, but I’m already sick of the poor-Jaden looks. Add to it that I’m pretty sure they both know the Pris thing makes me want to go all Incredible Hulk and tear stuff up, and yeah . . . so not doing the talking thing.


“I hear there’s going to be a ton of people here tonight,” Aspen says. “Should be a good time.”


“Definitely looking forward to having some fun and meeting a girl or two.”


I don’t need a light in the car to know she’s giving me a sad look. Whatever. For once I’m being totally honest. I’m done with the monk routine I’ve been playing the past few months. I’m done with it all. It hasn’t done me any good anyway. I turn my hat around backward. Girls are always talking about my eyes. Might as well show them off.


We get to the house about five minutes later. Sebastian does his park-a-block-away thing, because it’s always easier to bail that way if the cops break up the party, and we start for the house.


“Do you realize this is probably one of the last parties we’ll have here? We’re about to graduate. After that, we’re going to New York. We def need to go out with a bang.” Bastian nudges me.


“You’re such a douche,” I tease. He’s always been into everything being epic, huge. It’s gotten us into trouble more times than I can count and while I’m totally down with what he’s saying, I also have to give him crap about it too.


Well, I agree with the going-out-with-a-bang part. The New York gig I both dread and can’t wait for.


A slap-boxing match suddenly breaks out between us before Aspen jumps in the middle to make us stop. Sebastian pulls her to him and gives her a kiss, and I just stand there like the douche I just called him. This used to be where, instead of kissing, they’d get into a silly argument. And then Pris would start in on me. Now I’m sitting here like an idiot who is totally getting annoyed with his own thoughts. Why does everything always go back to her?


“You gonna let me in on that?” I pretend to try to pull Aspen away from him. “I’m a much better kisser than he is.”


She swats me. “And how do you know that, huh? Is there something I need to know about?”


“Sebastian couldn’t handle me.” I put her in a loose headlock and mess up her hair.


“Jaden!” She easily slips away from me. “You just messed up my hair!”


“That was the plan.” Both Sebastian and I start to laugh and then we’re heading for the house again.


“Pris just texted. She wants us to meet her by the back door for the PPP.” Aspen slips her phone into her pocket.


We started the pre-party plan a few years ago. We always had a plan for who would drive, what time to have meet-ups, etc. We may give each other crap a lot, but we always had each other’s backs. Even when she went to a party with Craig, we made sure to have the PPP. Only tonight . . . tonight, I don’t know why, but I can’t deal with it. Can’t deal with seeing her.


My dad’s words beat down on me, “you’re nothing . . .” If I’m not even good enough for that prick, there’s no way I’d ever been good enough for a girl like her. I’ve always known that, but somehow the words feel more real tonight.


“I’m cool. I’ll text you guys if I need you.” I start to walk away, but Sebastian grabs my arm.


“Umm . . . you’re screwing with our mojo here. We always do this.”


I shrug and pull my arm away. “We don’t really need to anymore. Aspen has you to take care of her and Pris has Craig. Bases covered.” I don’t look back to see his reaction.


Pushing through the door, I start to shoulder my way through the crowd. It’s packed. So crazy busy it’s hard to even walk through the place. Just what I needed. I head straight for the kitchen, find the keg and hand over my cup fee to the keg monitor. I give him enough for two cups, which he marks so everyone knows I purchased, fills them, and hands them over.


I drink both cups before getting two more. I’m good and buzzed not long after getting here. For a second I let myself wonder if they met up with Pris and got the PPP out of the way. No matter what I said, I definitely don’t want to leave her in the hands of Craig.


And, on that note, it’s time to move on. I’m heading toward the living room, where the music is playing. People are dancing on couches, tables, the floor. I stumble a little when someone runs into me. I turn to tell whoever it is to watch out, but big, green eyes look up at me and a pair of thin lips stretch into a smile.


Jackpot.


“How’d I get so lucky to have you run into me?” Yeah, I know. I’m laying it on thick and it’s actually ridiculous, but her smile grows wider.


“Hi.” Her cheeks turn a light shade of pink.


“I’m Jaden. What’s your name?”


“Samantha.”


“You here with anyone?”


“Just my friends.”


“Wanna dance?”


“Definitely.” She starts to lose some of her shyness when I pull her into my arms and start to dance with her. Is it a slow song? Nope, but what’s the point in dancing if you’re not close when you do it?


Samantha and I move together to the music. Her arms wrap around my neck and sit under the bill of my hat. Her waist is small, thin, and for a second Pris pops into my head. They’re so different, these two. She’s got that smooth, dark skin where this girl is lighter. She’s curvier. I remember her and Aspen arguing about it once. Pris was doing that girl thing of thinking she was fat.


I wanted to tell her, screw that. Curves are hot. But yeah . . . of course, I didn’t.


“Do you go to school here?” I ask Samantha against her ear. “I don’t remember seeing you.”


“No . . . I’m one town over.”


We keep dancing until the song ends and keep moving into the next one. Once it’s over, I reach for her hand and lead her to the quietest corner we can find. It feels wrong, but I’m trying to move on, so I lean forward, cupping her cheek with my hand. But then . . . she gives me that sweet smile. The one that says she’s looking for a boyfriend and I’m totally not looking for a girlfriend.
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