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		Chapter One


The tape screeched when I pulled it over the top of another box. I was down to the last one; all I had left to pack were the contents of my dresser, but that was going to have to wait. Outside, I heard my best friend, Griffin, pull into the driveway. Before he shut off the ignition, he revved the throttle of his Triumph a few times for my sister’s sake. Jennifer hated his noisy motorcycle.
         

Griffin’s effort to piss Jennifer off made me smile. I stood up and walked to the door. Heading downstairs, I slammed the bedroom door a little too hard and the glass figurine cabinet at the end of the hall shook. I froze and watched as an angel statuette teetered back and forth on its pedestal. Shit. Please, don’t break.
         

“Jillian? What are you doing?” Jennifer yelled from the kitchen. “You better not break anything!”

As soon as the angel righted itself, I sighed in relief. But a small part of me wished it had broken. It would have felt good to break something that was special to her. Lord knew she’d done her best to break me. I shook off that depressing thought and raced down the steps to see Griffin.

When I opened the front door, he was walking up the sidewalk with two little boys attached to each of his legs: my twin nephews and Griffin’s preschool fan club presidents, Michael and Mitchell.

Every time I saw Griffin interact with the boys, I couldn’t help but smile. The boys adored him.

I watched as they continued their slow migration to the porch. Michael and Mitchell’s messy, white-blond curls bounced wildly with each step, as did Griffin’s coal black waves, falling across his forehead. He stood in stark contrast to the little boys dangling at his feet. Their tiny bodies seemed to shrink next to Griffin’s six-foot-four muscled frame.

“I see that your adoring fans have found you.” I laughed, watching Griffin walk like a giant, stomping as hard as he could, the twins giggling hysterically and hanging on for dear life.

“Hey, Jillibean, you lose your helpers?” he asked, unfazed by the ambush.

“Yeah, right,” I said, walking out front to join him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and squeezed. I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with the familiar scents of leather and wind. A combination that would always be uniquely him. “I’m so glad you’re here,” I sighed, relaxing into his embrace. I felt safe, like nothing could hurt me when I was in his arms.
         

Griffin’s arms circled my waist. “That bad, huh?”

I slackened my grip and stepped back, giving him and the squirming boys at his feet more room. “My sister’s been especially vile today.”

“When isn’t she?” Griffin replied.

“Giddy up, Giff-in,” Mitchell wailed, bouncing up and down.

“You about ready?” Griffin asked me, trying to remain upright while the boys pulled and tugged his legs in opposite directions.

“Not really. I’ve got one more box to pack and a bunch to load into my car. They’re up in my room.”

“Hear that, boys? Aunt Jillian needs help loading her boxes. Are you men ready to help?” he asked.

“Yeah!” they shouted in unison.

“Hang on tight!” Griffin yelled and started running the rest of the way up the sidewalk and onto the porch. “All right guys, this is where the ride ends. Time to get to work.” Griffin shook Michael off of his left leg before he started shaking Mitchell off of his right. The boys rolled around on the porch and Griffin playfully stepped on their bellies with his ginormous boots. The boys were laughing so hard I wouldn’t have been surprised to see their faces turning blue from oxygen deprivation.

Following them to the porch, I shook my head and smiled. Griffin held his hand out and I laced my fingers through his, thankful he was here.

“I’ll get the trailer hitched up to your car and the stuff you have ready, I’ll put in the backseat. You finish up that last box; we’ve got a long trip ahead of us.” Griffin leaned in close and whispered the last part in my ear. “Plus, it’ll be nice to say ‘adios’ to the Queen Bitch,” he said, referring to my sister.

“Sounds like a plan.” I winked. “Come on boys,” I held the door open and waved them inside. “If you’re outside without a grown-up, your mom will kill me.” They both shot up from the porch and ran inside.

“Giff-in,” Michael said, coming to a stop in the doorway. “Can we still help?”

Griffin tousled his hair. “You bet, little man. Let’s go find those boxes.” Griffin winked back at me and the three of them ran up the stairs.

I trailed behind the boys, knowing that I couldn’t put off packing that “last box” any longer. When I got to my room, Griffin held a box in his hands, but it was low enough so that the boys thought they were helping to bear some of its weight. “Hey, slacker,” I said to Griffin, bumping his shoulder with my fist. “You letting a couple of three-year-olds show you up?”

“These are not normal three-year-olds,” Griffin said in a deep commercial-announcer voice. “These boys are the Amazing Barrett Brothers, able to lift boxes equal to their own body weight with the help of the Amazing Griffin.”

I rolled my eyes at his ridiculousness, and smiled. “You better watch it there, ‘Amazing Griffin’, or I’ll have to butter the doorway to get your ego to fit through.”

Still speaking in a cheesy commercial voice, Griffin continued, “As swift as lightning, we will transport this box to the vehicle waiting downstairs. Do not fear, kind lady, the Amazing Barrett Brothers and the Amazing Griffin are here to help.”

“Oh, Lord. I’m in trouble,” I mumbled. And as swift as lightning (but really not), Griffin shuffled the boys out of the room and down the stairs.

I grabbed my last empty box and walked across the room to my dresser. I pulled open a drawer and removed a folded stack of yoga pants, tees, and dozens of clothing projects I’d made over the years. Shuffling on my knees from one drawer to the next, I emptied each of them until I came to the drawer I’d been dreading. The one on the top right-hand side.

The contents of this drawer had remained buried in darkness for almost five years. I was scared to open it, to shed light on the objects that reminded me of my past. I stared at the unassuming rectangular compartment, knowing what I had to do. I said a silent prayer for courage and pulled open the drawer.

Inside, the 5x7 picture frame still lay upside down on top of several other snapshots. I reached for the stack. The second my fingers touched the dusty frame I winced, as if expecting it to burst into flames and reduce me to a heap of ashes. Biting my lip, I grabbed the frame and forced myself to look.

There we were. Mom, Dad, and a miniature version of me. Tears burned my eyes. My lungs clenched in my chest and I forced myself to breathe as I threw the frame into the box with my yoga pants. I pulled out the rest of the photos and tossed them in before they had a chance to stab me through the heart as well.

Downstairs, I could hear the boys coming back inside and then footsteps on the stairs. Quickly, I folded the flaps of the box and pulled the packing tape off the dresser. With another screech, I sealed away all the bad memories of my childhood.

“Well, my help dumped me,” Griffin said, coming back into my room alone. “Apparently, I’m not as cool as a toy car.”

Before he could see my tears, I wiped my wet eyes with the back of my hand, sniffled, and plastered on a brave smile, then turned around. “There. Done,” I proclaimed, standing up and kicking the box over to where the others sat.

“You okay?” Griffin asked, knowing me all too well.

“Yeah.” I dusted my hands off on my jeans shorts. “Let’s get this show on the road.” I bent down to pick up a box, standing back up with a huge smile on my face. “I’m ready to get to college.”

*  *  *


Griffin took the last box from my hand and shoved it into the backseat of my car. “I’ll get my bike on the trailer, and then we’ll be ready to hit the road.” He wiped his upper arm across his sweaty forehead.

I looked into his dark eyes and smiled. “Thanks,” I sighed.

“For what?” With a toss of his head, he pushed a few errant curls out of his eyes.

“For putting up with me.” He could have easily gotten a plane ticket home, but he knew how much I hated airplanes. The thought of him getting on a plane made me physically ill.

He swung his arm around my neck, squeezing me with his strong arm. “Put up with you? I’d like to see you try and get rid of me.”

With my head trapped in his viselike grip and my face pressed to his chest, I couldn’t escape his intoxicating scent. Even though it was too hot for his beloved leather riding jacket, the faint smell still clung to him. That, coupled with the heady musk clinging to his sweat-dampened t-shirt, made my head swim with thoughts that were well beyond the realm of friendship.

I needed to refocus my thoughts, and I couldn’t do that pressed up against him. I shivered and pulled away. Taking a step back, I cleared my throat. “I’m going to tell Jennifer we’re leaving.” I thumbed toward the house.

He scrutinized my face for a minute, then smirked. “Enjoy that. You’ve earned it.”

I turned on my heel and let out a deep breath, trying desperately to rein in my inappropriate fantasies.

Months ago, our easygoing friendship had morphed into an awkward dance of fleeting glances, lingering touches, and an unspeakable amount of tension. I thought he’d felt it, too. The night of my high school graduation party, I went out on a limb and kissed him. When our lips met, every nerve ending in my body fired at once. Embers of lust burned deep inside me. I’d never felt anything like that before. The thought of being intimate with someone made me want to run to the nearest convent. But not with Griffin. When our bodies connected, I felt whole and alive in a way I’d never felt before.

Then he’d done what I’d least expected…he’d pushed me away. I’d searched his face for an explanation. He, more than anyone, knew what it had taken for me to put myself out there, and he’d pushed me away. Touting some bullshit about our timing being all wrong, that a long distance relationship wouldn’t work, he insisted that I was nothing more than his friend. His rejection hurt worse than any of the cuts I’d inflicted upon myself in past years. But, he was my best friend; I needed him far too much to have our relationship end badly and lose him forever. Regardless of his excuses, in retrospect, I was glad I wouldn’t fall victim to his usual love-’em-and-leave-’em pattern. Griffin was never with one girl for more than a couple of months; then he was on to the next. That would have killed me. So I picked up what was left of my pride, buried my feelings, and vowed not to blur the lines of our friendship again.

Climbing the steps to the porch, I looked back at him before going into the house. Griffin had gone to work wheeling his bike onto the trailer. His biceps strained beneath the plain white tee he wore. I bit my bottom lip and cursed. “Damn it, Jillian. Stop torturing yourself.” Groaning, I reached for the doorknob.

“Hey, Jennifer, we’re leaving,” I said, grabbing my car keys from the island in the middle of the kitchen. She sat at the kitchen table poring over cookbooks that helped her sneak vegetables into the twins’ meals. Poor boys, they didn’t stand a chance. Jennifer fought dirty…she always had.

“It’s about time.” She turned the page of her cookbook, not even bothering to lift her eyes from the page.

“What? No good-bye? This is it, the day you’ve been waiting for since I moved in. I thought you’d be at the door cheering.”

Usually I was more reserved with my comments, but today I felt brave. Maybe moving to Rhode Island and going to design school gave me the extra backbone I’d lacked for the last twelve years. Or maybe it was just the fact that I didn’t have to face her any longer. By the look on Jennifer’s face, my mouthy comments surprised her as well. She stood up from the table, tucked a piece of her shoulder-length blond hair behind her ear, and took a small step in my direction. Her mannerisms and the way she carried herself sparked a memory of my mother. As Jennifer got older, that happened more often, and a pang of sadness clenched my heart. Where I’d gotten Dad’s lighter hair and pale complexion, Jennifer had Mom’s coloring: dark blond hair, olive skin. But neither of us had got Mom’s gorgeous blue eyes. The twins ended up with those.

Beyond the couple of features Jennifer shared with Mom, though, their similarities ended. When mom smiled, it was kind and inviting. Jennifer never smiled. She was rigid, harsh, and distant. Nothing like mom

Jennifer curled her spray-tanned arms around my back. I braced for the impact. Jennifer wasn’t affectionate, especially with me, so I knew something hurtful was in store. I held perfectly still as she drew me close to her chest. The sweet, fruity scent of sweet pea blossoms—Jennifer’s favorite perfume—invaded my senses. For such a light, cheery fragrance, it always managed to weigh heavy, giving me a headache.

Jennifer pressed her lips to my ear and whispered, “Such a shame Mom and Dad aren’t here to see you off. I’m sure they would have told you good-bye.” She slid her hands to my shoulders and placed a small kiss on my cheek.
         

And there it was. The dagger through my heart. Mom and Dad. She knew they were my kryptonite. For the second time in less than an hour, I felt acidic drops of guilt leaking from my heart and circulating through my body. But what burned more than the guilt was the fact that she was right. It was a shame they weren’t here. And I had no one to blame but myself.
         

I held my breath while my eyes welled up with tears. Not today, Jillian. You will not cry. I refused to give her the satisfaction. I stood up taller, giving myself a good two inches on her, and swallowed the lump forming in my throat. She was not going to ruin this day. The day I’d worked so hard to achieve.
         

“Ready to go?” Griffin said, coming around the corner. “The boys are waiting by the door to say good-bye.”

Jennifer stepped away from me and gave Griffin a disgusted once-over. “And yet another reason why I’m glad Jillian decided to go away to school,” she said. “At least I get a respite from the white trash walking through my front door.” Piercing me with an icy stare, she continued, “With the endless parade of women he flaunts in front of you, the tattoos, the music,” she scowled, “I’ve never understood the hold he has on you, Jillian.” She stifled a laugh. “Pathetic, if you ask me.”

Griffin took a step in her direction. “Excuse me?” he growled, his expression darkening. I knew he wouldn’t hurt her, but he was damn good at intimidating her. He wasn’t the little boy who lived next door anymore. He’d grown up. With his deep voice and considerable size, he towered over her, the muscles in his arms flexing.

She shuffled backward. “Just go.” With a dismissive flick of her wrist, she sat back down at the table.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought, all bark and no bite.” Griffin pulled on my arm. “Come on, Bean. You don’t have to put up with her shit anymore.”

I glanced back at Jennifer; she’d already gone back to her broccoli-laced brownie recipe. Griffin was right; I wouldn’t have to put up with her shit while I was away. But he was wrong about her bite. When he wasn’t around to back her down, she relished the chance to sink her teeth into me. It hurt like hell when she latched on and wouldn’t let go.

We walked down the hallway. Michael and Mitchell were waiting by the door. “I need big hugs, boys,” I said, bending down and opening my arms wide. “This hug has to last me until December, so make it a good one.” Both of them stepped into my embrace and I held onto them tightly. “You two be good for your mommy and daddy,” I said.

“We will,” they replied.

I let go and they smiled. “I love you both.”

“Love you, Aunt Jillian,” they said.

“Now, go find your mom. She’s in the kitchen.” Knowing the boys’ penchant for sneaking out of the house, I wanted to be sure their mother had them corralled before Griffin and I left.

I stood back up and looked into Griffin’s dark eyes. “I’m ready.” I tossed him the keys.

“I’m the chauffeur, huh?” Griffin smirked, pulling his eyebrow up. He opened the door for me and I stepped out onto the porch.

“You get the first nine hours; I’ll take the back side.” This time he gave me a full smile. What would I do without him? On the porch, I froze. It finally hit me. What would I do without him? Sure, I wanted out of Jennifer’s house, but at what expense? Couldn’t I just go to the junior college like Griff and get my own apartment? Why had I made the decision to go to school eleven hundred miles away? How could I leave him—my best friend?
         

The lump in my throat had come back but I forced the words out anyway. “Griff…” I sounded like a damn croaking frog.

Griffin wrapped his arms around me. “Yeah?”

“Why am I doing this?”

“What do you mean? This is all you’ve talked about since you got the scholarship.”

“I know.” I sniffled. “But, I don’t know if I can do this. We’ll be so far apart.”

“Uh-uh. Stop that right now. I am not about to let you throw away the opportunity of a lifetime just because we won’t see each other as often. You’re too talented for Glen Carbon, Illinois and you know it. Now go, get your ass in the car.” With his hand, he popped me on the backside, just to get his point across.

I jumped, not expecting his hand on my ass. My heart skipped and my cheeks flushed. “Hey!” I swatted his hand away.

“Get in the car, Jillian.”

Damn, I already miss him.
         


	

    
	
		Chapter Two


Jillian. Jillian, wake up.”
         

Griffin shook my shoulder while I blinked away a dream. “I’m sorry,” I replied groggily. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep on you. What time is it?”

“It’s just after eleven.”

I pulled my legs from the dashboard and sat up, my back popping and snapping in protest. “Ugh, I hope there’s a good yoga class on campus.” I stretched my back and legs the best I could and took in my surroundings. “Where are we?” Griffin pulled off the turnpike and headed into the business district of some small town.

“We’re in Pennsylvania. Do you want to keep driving or call it a night?”

“Shit, I’m sorry. I should have taken over the wheel a hundred miles ago.”

“It’s all right. You looked too peaceful to wake up.”

“I’m such a slacker.” Yawning, I rubbed my eyes, hoping to lubricate my dried-out contacts. “I don’t think I can make it any farther tonight. Let’s get a room.”

“That’s what I hoped you’d say. My ass hurts and I really need to piss.”

Griffin found a cheap hotel right off the turnpike. At the check-in desk, Griffin showed his ID and paid for the room.

As soon as the desk attendant handed over our key cards, Griffin picked up his duffle bag and slung my backpack over his shoulder. We headed down the dimly lit corridor toward our room and a small chuckle escaped from my lips.

“What’s so funny?” Griffin asked.

“The wallpaper. It’s the same stuff Jennifer has on the walls in the guest room…my room.”

“Leave it to Jennifer to troll cheap hotels for interior design inspiration,” Griffin replied with a smirk.

We turned down another hallway and were immediately assaulted by the overpowering scent of chlorine. “I wonder if this hotel has a pool?” I inquired sarcastically.

Griffin shook his head and smiled. “You’re such a smart-ass.”

“I know. I learned from the best.”

“Damn straight.”

Griffin stopped in front of our door and slid the key card into the lock. The little red light flashed each time he pushed the card into the door. “Did I ever tell you how much I hate these things?” he said, turning around.

“Scoot over, let me try.” I checked him with my hip and he playfully stumbled to the side. I shook my head and snatched the card from his hand. These kinds of locks required a certain rhythm—in, out…green light…and we were in. I turned to him and stuck my tongue out. “It’s okay. You can’t help it.” I patted his shoulder. “It’s not your fault you lack rhythm.”

An indignant smile spread across his face. “Yep. Definitely a smart-ass.” He nudged me aside with his shoulder and stepped into the room.

I followed and flipped on the light. There was one queen-sized bed in the center of the room and a large plasma screen TV sitting on the dresser. Griffin tossed the bags on the bed and headed straight for the bathroom. I flopped down next to our bags and contemplated never moving from that spot. It baffled my mind: I had done nothing but sit on my ass for almost ten hours, minus the occasional bathroom breaks and food stops, and yet I was completely exhausted. I heard Griffin turn on the shower. I closed my eyes and waited for my turn.

My body relaxed into the fluffy down comforter and my mind drifted to the dream Griffin had awakened me from. My mom’s sweet voice still echoed through my head. She and my dad had been gone almost twelve years. Years of therapy had gotten me to the point where I could think about them and not cry…or run a blade across my skin. But no amount of therapy would ever diminish the guilt I harbored for them not coming home. It was my fault; I knew it and so did Jennifer.

A few minutes later the shower shut off. Griffin stepped out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. His wet, coal-black hair stuck to his face and neck as he padded over to the bed where his duffle bag lay. Oh, sweet Jesus. The temperature of the room spiked and my pulse raced. Why did he have this effect on me? He’s just your friend, Jillian. Get it together. But as I watched him cross the room, his olive, tattooed skin still damp and glistening, that was no easy feat.
         

I licked my lips, my mouth suddenly dry. With his body on full display, I couldn’t keep my eyes from roaming even if I’d wanted to. I didn’t know where to look first; every part of him demanded attention. His broad shoulders… his sculpted arms…the hard plains of his chest…and his chiseled abs, that gave way to the beautiful v-shaped outline right where the towel hugged his waist. My eyes lingered at his waist. Curses…that wretched towel. Every part of him was perfect.
         

Avoiding my gaze, he rummaged through his bag, ignoring me completely.

I had to pull myself together. Yes, he was gorgeous, but he was also MY BEST FRIEND. He’d made it quite clear that was all he wanted. Besides, if I put myself out there again, not only would I feel the sting of rejection bone-deep, I’d risk losing him altogether. I needed him in my life way too much. I refused to jeopardize our lifelong friendship because I couldn’t keep my hormones in check. I needed to lighten up the awkward tension in the room.

“Whoa, where did those come from?” I pointed to his arms, much more defined than they had been a few months ago. I’m sure his new workout regime had something to do with the fact that his garage band, Mine Shaft, had recently moved out of the garage and onto the frat circuit.

“What?” he answered, still avoiding my eyes.

By the deepening blush of his cheeks, I could tell I’d embarrassed him. “You’re looking good, Daniels. Real hottie material now.”

“Shut up,” he said, rolling his eyes.

“I’m serious, Griff. Your tat looks amazing now that your arms are bigger.”

“Enough, Jillian. I don’t want to talk about my arms. The shower’s all yours.” He thwacked me with the shirt he held in his hands. “Move over.” I slid off the bed, giving him more room. Plopping down in the space I’d just vacated, he reached in his bag and pulled out a pair of boxers.

“Touchy, touchy. Remind me not to give you any more compliments.” I stood up and leaned over him, grabbing my backpack off the bed. That’s when I noticed the ink on his back. “You didn’t tell me you got a new one,” I said, trying to get a better look at the beautiful griffin spread across his back. “Turn around. I want to see it.” My fingers traced over the muscular curves of his back, following the lines of the wings that spanned from one shoulder blade to the other. “Griff, this is amazing. When did you get it?”

“Um, it was finished up about a month ago.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” I swung my backpack at him. He threw his hands up, prepared for more attacks.

“Sorry, the band’s been busy.”

“Well, you certainly look the part now: Mr. Hardcore Rocker all tatted up and sexy.” I added a little hip-shimmy for effect.

“I do have an image to uphold.” He grinned and pulled the t-shirt over his head, hiding the griffin underneath.

I nodded in agreement and slung my backpack over my shoulder. “I’ll be out in a bit.”

The shower was a godsend. The heavy ache that my earlier dream had glued to my heart lost some of its stickiness and circled the drain with the orange hair chalk I rinsed from my hair.

Toweling off, I slipped on my comfy flannel pajama bottoms and an old tie-dyed t-shirt I’d made in high school. I brushed the tangles from my hair and pulled it back into a ponytail before I went to lie down.

Griffin was already in bed, his breathing deep and even. Quietly, I tiptoed from the bathroom. I set my bag down and pulled an extra blanket from the bed and grabbed a pillow. The chair in the corner looked comfortable enough for me to curl up in for a few hours. “What are you doing?” Griffin asked.

“Uh…getting ready for bed?”

“Get over here.” He sighed and patted the bed.

“Griff, I don’t feel right about this. What about Erin?”

The last thing I wanted to do was get him in trouble with Erin. Even though they hadn’t been together for more than a month, I didn’t want to ruin anything. From the few times I’d met her, she seemed like a nice girl.

“Jillibean, I’m tired and I want to go to sleep. Erin’s fine. Now, get over here, I’m not letting you sleep in a fucking chair.”

I tossed the blanket and pillow back onto the bed and climbed in beside him. “You’re already in trouble, aren’t you?” I asked, burrowing under the blankets.

“Nothing I can’t handle.” He turned and faced the other wall, pulling the blankets up to his chin. “Good night, Bean.”

“Goodnight.”

Staring into the dark, I remembered the sleepovers Griffin and I had as children. We’d stay up all night watching movies and eating junk food until one of us felt like we would puke. But the second puberty knocked on the door, my grandparents had put the kibosh on our late night visits. Still, we saw each other every day—living next door to each other helped out a lot. Since I’d moved in with my grandparents at the age of six, Griffin had always been by my side—my protector, my cohort, and my best friend.

I snuggled into the covers, my back pressed to his. Heat pooled beneath the blanket we shared. I wondered if he felt it too…probably not. Sharing a bed with him now was very different than when we were children. We weren’t kids anymore and my body reacted to him in a very different way.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, an attempt to slow my racing heart. Burying my want, I let myself be content with feeling safe with him beside me. My eyelids drooped and I fell into a dreamless sleep.


	

    
	
		Chapter Three


My eyelids fluttered open when I heard a key sliding in and out of the lock, followed by a few choice words. Sleepily I walked over to the door and peered through the peephole. Griffin cursed on the other side.
         

“Fucking piece of…”

“Shit?” I said, opening the door with a smirk.

“Yes,” he nodded in agreement. He smiled, chucked the key card across the room, and handed me a Starbucks coffee cup.

“You’re up early,” I said, pulling the stopper from the lid and sipping my skinny soy mocha. He walked past me into the room, pressing his lips to the side of his lidless coffee cup. “Why don’t you ever get a lid on your coffee?” I asked.

“I like the smell as much as the taste.” He winked and took another sip.

“You’re so weird.” Before I curled up into the small chair beside the desk I peeked into his cup and wrinkled my nose. “Black coffee? You should be a little more adventurous.”

“I’ll save the adventure for my love life.”

“Ew.” I rolled my eyes, shooing away adventurous images of him and his newest girlfriend. “But since you brought it up, have you heard from Erin?” They hadn’t been dating long. I bet this trip hadn’t gone over well…not that she had anything to worry about.

“Yeah, she called before you got up. I didn’t want to wake you, so I took a walk down the street while I talked to her. And as luck would have it, I ran into these two beauties.” He pointed to our coffees and smiled.

“So, how is Miss Erin?” I asked, curling into the small chair beside the desk.

“Eh, good, I guess.” He shrugged.

“You guess? That doesn’t sound good.”

“I don’t know. Things are just so damn awkward with her right now.”

I chewed on the end of the stopper from my cup. “You’re doing it again.” I pulled the stopper from my mouth and pointed it at him.

“What?” he asked, staring at me with his dark eyes.

“You’re looking for some reason to break up with her.”

“I am not.”

“Whatever you say. But when you talk about her, you sound more like the Grim Reaper than Cupid.” My heart still clenched at the thought of him with someone else. What did they offer him that I couldn’t? But, putting my jealousy aside, I wanted him to be happy. “Give her a chance,” I encouraged.

“Yeah. We’ll see,” he said with a noncommittal shrug. “You ready?” he asked, draining the last of his coffee. His convenient change of topic wasn’t lost on me, but I didn’t press for more information; he’d talk when he was ready.

“As I’ll ever be,” I grumbled, unfolding myself from the chair. Setting my coffee cup on the table, I raised my arms above my head and stretched. “I guess I should get changed, huh?” I dropped my arms, smacking them against my legs like they were made of lead.

Griffin took a quick sip of coffee and cocked his head, swallowing. “Hmm, I don’t know?” He tilted his head the other direction and pointed at me. “I like those shorts,” he said with a wink.

I glanced down at my comfy sheep-adorned sleep shorts…my very short sleep shorts. Why did he have to say stuff like that? I knew it was nothing more than him messing with me—friendly, playful banter—but shit, my heart had to go and morph it into something more. Damn him. And damn my traitorous, fluttering heart. I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t make fun of the sheep.”
         

He took another gulp of coffee and held up his hands. “Hey, you asked. Just offering some sound fashion advice. You wear sheep well, Jillibean.”

“Mm-hm. And you said I was the smart-ass.” I shook my head and padded across the room, kneeling beside my bag. Rooting around, I pulled out a pair of denim shorts and a tank top. “I’ll be right back.” I turned and made my way to the bathroom, trying to keep my heart in check. Friend, Jillian. He’s just a friend.
         

*  *  *


“Remind me again why you chose to go to school in Rhode Island?” Griffin asked wearily. Eight hours trapped in the car had taken its toll on the both of us.

“Because it’s where budding fashionistas, like myself, must learn the trade,” I replied with affected enthusiasm. At this point in the journey, I too had begun to wonder why I’d decided to leave southern Illinois and go to school 1,100 miles away. But then images of planes crashing into New York City buildings popped into my head and I remembered why FIT hadn’t even been an option.

“Gotcha.” Griffin tried to stretch out his long legs and failed miserably. My little Honda Civic didn’t provide very much leg room for a person who stood six foot four.

“Thanks for coming with me.”

“Jillibean, I wouldn’t trade this for anything. Plus, you won’t be back for a while, so I have to get all the time with you that I can.”

“I’m going to miss you.”

The corners of his mouth pulled down. “I already miss you.” His voice was somber…why? He’d been my biggest supporter when I’d made the decision to go away to school. I figured he’d be glad to get rid of me, so he could focus his time on Erin and the band. Melancholy Griffin wasn’t what I expected.

By the time we got into town, the sun hung low on the western horizon. I pulled into the student union parking lot so I could check in and get my dorm key. Griffin and I unfolded ourselves from the car and stretched. Before we walked up the steps to the union, Griffin gave his bike a once over. Since I planned on keeping my car at school, Griffin needed a means of transportation back to Illinois; hauling his bike had been the easiest and cheapest solution we had come up with.

“So, how does it feel? You made it. You’re officially a design student,” he said, opening the door to the Resident Life Office.

“A dream come true.” I stood, looking around, taking it all in.

As a little girl, I’d always dreamed of going to design school. At the ripe old age of five, I realized I wanted to design my own clothes. I remembered my mom taking Jennifer and me to church on Sundays. I had sat on the floor of the church and used the pew as a desk. By the end of the service I had usually sketched twenty or thirty different designs. Mom had saved most of my drawings, but when my parents died and Jennifer and I were forced to move in with Grandma and Grandpa, I wasn’t allowed to bring them. My grandparents didn’t have much space and they only allowed us the barest essentials. My earliest creations most likely ended up as compost in the local landfill.

Now, thirteen years later, despite all the heartache and pain of my childhood, I was standing in the Resident Life Office of a prestigious Rhode Island design school, that much closer to realizing my dreams.

The RLO was a flurry of activity. With the onslaught of new arrivals, it was a good thing office hours had been extended. Looking up at Griffin, I sighed. “I’m going to get in line. It might be a while.”

“No problem. I’m going to find something to eat. You want anything?” Griffin asked.

I shook my head. I was too excited and nervous to eat.

After thirty minutes of paperwork, I had my dorm access card and my room key, and Griffin had a full stomach and adequate time to smooth things out with Erin.

“Things okay with Erin?” I asked. As we walked to the car, I stowed my paperwork and dorm key, while I dug my car keys out from the bottom of my purse.

“She’s all right. Thinks it’s a little weird that I came with you, but that’s okay.” He shrugged.

Shit. I had gotten him in trouble. It felt like a brick had dropped into my stomach. I didn’t want to screw things up for him. I looked up from my purse. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to come.”
         

Griffin halted his footsteps and put his hand on my shoulder, making sure I stopped, too. With the hand on my shoulder, he turned me to face him. “Jillibean, when haven’t I been through a life-changing event with you? Did you honestly think that I wouldn’t be here for this?”

I shook my head. Tears stung my eyes. He pulled on my shoulders, drawing me into his strong embrace. It took all of my strength not to cry. I refused to spend our last six days together in tears.

“Don’t worry about Erin. She’s fine.”

“I just don’t want to be the one to screw things up between you two.”

He pulled away enough to see my face. “You aren’t. Okay?”

I nodded.

He smiled. “Let’s go see how big your new closet…um, place is.”

“Very funny.”

“I thought so,” he said, shrugging.

My car crested a hill and Victor Hall, my dorm, came into view. Victor stood like a proud sentry on the north end of campus. The rear parking lot was deserted. Most freshmen would be arriving within the next few days, but classes didn’t actually start until September 11th (just my luck). The second I’d found out that residence halls opened on August 30th, I was ready to pack up my shit and skip town faster than a toddler hopped up on energy drinks.

*  *  *


The low-flying airplane roaring overhead startled me from a nightmare. The walls rumbled and my breathing hitched; I could feel my heart pounding in my ears. Griffin lay beside me, still fast asleep. The green, digital readout on my alarm clock said it was September 6th, 8:30 a.m. Griffin was leaving today.

I knew he needed to get back home. With the fall semester starting at the State University, Mine Shaft was booking shows at frat parties every weekend. Griffin couldn’t afford to be gone, and I didn’t think his bandmates appreciated his absence any more than Erin did. He’d gotten a bazillion text messages from them while we’d been out last night. Selfishly, though, I talked him into staying at least until today, the day my roommate was moving in. I didn’t want to spend even one night alone.

I slipped out of bed quietly, careful not to wake Griffin. My head hurt, but for the most part, I wasn’t in bad shape considering how much I had drank last night. Griffin and I had decided to celebrate his last night in Providence by putting our fake IDs to good use. I popped four ibuprofens and my antidepressant, grabbed the things I needed for a shower, and closed the door behind me.

*  *  *


When I returned to my room, Griffin was packing his duffle bag. “I’ve been dreading this part since we left Illinois last Friday,” I said, tossing my toiletries and wet towel into the closet.

“Me too.” He pulled me to his side and hugged me tightly. He ran his fingers over the wet strands of my hair before he let go. “I am going to miss you so damn much,” he said.

This time I didn’t hold back the tears.

“Come on, Jillibean. This is too fucking hard when you’re sad. We’ll talk every day. Especially this coming week.”

“Promise?” I choked.

“Have I ever deserted you on that day?”

“No.”

Griffin and I walked down to the parking lot. “I miss you already,” I whispered. Tears slid down my cheeks. I threw my arms around him.

He smiled and kissed my forehead. “I miss you too.” Letting go, he stepped closer to his bike, straddled it, and ripped the engine.

He stretched his hand to me. “We’ll get through this together.”

“Promise?”

“Forever.”

I stepped closer and hugged him again. With my face pressed to the crook of his neck, I asked, “Where’s your helmet?”

“You know I don’t like those things,” he replied.

I shoved away from him. “Damn it, Griffin. You better start wearing a goddamn helmet.”

“I’ll buy one just for you when I get home.” He pinched my chin between his forefinger and thumb, giving me his most innocent smile.

I batted his hand away and glared at him. “Damn right you will,” I said.

“I gotta go, Jillibean. I’ll check in all day. Keep your phone close.”

Tears streaked down my face. “Okay.”

“Have fun this year. You’re going to rock those design classes.” He hugged me one last time before he gunned the throttle and pulled away. “Bye, Jillibean!” he yelled over his shoulder.

“Get a helmet, Griffin!” I yelled back as he disappeared around the corner. Why did it feel like my heart had just been ripped from my chest?


	

    
	
		Chapter Four


September 11th. My first day of classes. Of all days, why did this one have to be the first?
         

I walked through the quad on my way back to Victor Hall and saw the flag at half-mast. I couldn’t escape this day…ever.

My phone chimed with an incoming text message from Griffin.

I’m with you, Bean, he wrote.
         

Promise?
         

Forever. I’ll call you later.
         

After reading his text, I felt slightly better. I typed my response and hit send. Certain to be the highlight of my day.
         

I unlocked the door to my room, dropped my backpack by the closet, and did my best impersonation of an extra on The Walking Dead, shambling over to my bed. Not five minutes later, my roommate, Sarah Theissen, came bursting through the door.
         

“Oh, hey,” she said, caught off guard. “Sorry, I didn’t know you were back.”

“It’s okay.” I didn’t make any effort to remove my head from the pillow.

Sarah shut the door, flung her bag onto her bed, and started rummaging through her closet. While swiping hangers from one side to the other, she asked, “Are you okay?”

“Fan-fucking-tastic.”

That got her attention. Her aggressive clothes-mining expedition ceased. She turned around and stared at me.

“Uh…okay? That didn’t sound encouraging. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I sat up, trying to hide the sadness weighing on my heart. “I’m sorry. Just a rough day.” If I pretended everything was fine, maybe she wouldn’t push for more of an explanation.

During our correspondence over the summer, I’d only briefly mentioned that my parents were no longer living. I never gave her any details, so I couldn’t blame her for not knowing how difficult today was. I wished Griffin were here. He knew.

Sarah grabbed a pencil off her dresser. Twisting her black and blonde ombre hair into a bun, she shoved the pencil into the knot at the back of her head. “Okay then. I have the perfect cure for a shitty day. The Phi Psis are having a party tonight and we’re going.”

“On a Wednesday?” I asked.

“Yeah, a welcome back party.”

“Uh…I don’t think so. I’m not really in the mood for a party.”

“Nonsense. A party is exactly what you need. My boyfriend is meeting us there. Who knows, maybe you’ll find a hottie for yourself.”

I rolled my eyes. “Uh…no,” I protested. The last thing I wanted was to be fixed up. There was only one man who appealed to me, and he wasn’t interested, so I was destined to be single forever.

She cocked her head and frowned. “Jillian, all you’ve done is mope since I got here last Friday. When we talked this summer, you couldn’t wait to get here and live it up. What’s wrong? What happened to that girl?”

That girl had had to start college on September 11th.

“Fine. I’ll go.” If only to stop her from asking more questions I didn’t feel like answering.

“Awesome. I’ll text Brandon.” Sarah went to her bed and started rummaging through her purse. Pulling her phone free, she tapped out a quick text.

“Okay, my fashion-forward friend, we need to get ready.” She patted the mattress and stood up, holding her hands out to me. Walking toward my bed, she grabbed my hands and pulled me off the bed. “That’s my girl. Help me find something to wear?” She smiled sweetly. She was a pretty cool roommate. I counted myself lucky; I could have ended up with way worse.

An hour later, Sarah was rocking a black mini-dress. I’d ruched the bodice on the side that didn’t have a sleeve. The simple alteration helped accentuate her tiny waist. The dress’s snug fit and short length also made Sarah’s tanned, flawless legs look stunning. With her long hair loosely curled, the black color at the crown of her head faded to a pale yellow, very striking against her dark ensemble. Standing next to her, I felt short and severely underdressed in a simple royal blue tie-back halter and black skinny jeans. Oh well, I wasn’t really in the mood to party anyway. If nothing else, at least the bright blue streaks of chalk I’d put in my hair made me look like a rock goddess.

Sarah dug her candy red stilettos from the closet, slipped them on, and admired my handiwork in the full-length mirror attached to our door. “Jillian, you are brilliant.”

“Whatever. All I did was add a few stiches on the side with a needle and thread, not too difficult.”

“Come here.” Sarah waved me over to her side of the room. “We need a picture before we leave.” Sarah was a photography student. She’d been snapping pictures since she’d gotten here last Friday night. It seemed that she saw the world through a constant viewfinder.

Once Sarah was satisfied with the shots she’d gotten, we grabbed our purses and left the room with discarded piles of clothes and shoes to clean up later.

*  *  *


The Phi Kappa Psi house didn’t disappoint. The booze flowed freely and music pounded at ear-splitting decibels. In actuality, it was the perfect way to forget today’s date.

“Sarah!” a voice called over the noise.

Sarah and I turned around, looking for the person who’d shouted her name. Seeing him in the distance, Sarah waved her hands above her head and yelled back, “Brandon, over here!”

Brandon pushed his way through the crowd toward us. Coming up beside Sarah, he bent down and kissed her. “Hey, babe. How long have you been here?”

“Maybe five minutes? Right, Jillian?” She looked at me and smiled.

“It hasn’t been much longer than that,” I agreed.

Extending his hand toward me in a friendly gesture, I placed mine in his and gave it a firm shake. “So, you’re the roommate Sarah’s been talking about all summer?”

“That would be me. I’m Jillian, nice to meet you,” I replied.

“You’re the fashion designer?” he asked.

“Yep. What’s your major?”

“Architectural Engineering,” he said, putting his arm around Sarah’s waist. He smiled broadly and pushed his thick-framed glasses up on his nose.

“Wow.” I looked at Sarah and smiled. Not only was Brandon gorgeous, with his pale blue eyes and neatly trimmed hair, he was smart, too.
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