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      1997, Redemption Beach High School

      I’m walking along the cement breezeway between classes, examining the scuff marks on my ancient black Converse and listening to my friend Asher as he rattles on.

      “The thing about my parents, is that they have a lot of money, but they’re so stingy!” Asher says. “They wouldn’t even let me go on that debate trip, because they said it wasn’t a good use of money.”

      He rolls his eyes. I just nod. I’ve heard this story before, but I don’t feel the need to stop him or tell him that. Besides, we’re only a few minutes away from Ms. Harper’s math class

      Asher’s always complaining about his parents, which makes sense, I guess. I mean, it’s kind of hard to hear, since my parents ditched me and my two little brothers ages ago. Now we live with my Grandma Jane. She’s nice and she means well, but she’s also really old.

      Three years ago, I attempted to have my first sleep over at Asher’s place. Asher and I were only eleven, practically babies.

      Asher’s parents took one look at me and decided that I’m a bad influence. No amount of arguing or pleading on Asher’s part would change their minds. They canceled the sleep over, and try to discourage us from hanging out anytime they can.

      It’s hard not to hate them for that.

      I glance at Asher. With his ironed blue dress shirt and carefully pressed Chinos, he’s pretty much the opposite of me. I’m wearing baggy jeans and a holey Nirvana t-shirt.

      We are different in looks too, Asher with his blond hair smoothed back, me with my dark hair spiked up. I’ve always looked like a rebel, Asher has always looked like a choir boy.

      That’s how we became friends, actually. Asher was the new kid in school, and he was a prime target for the playground bullies. I looked dark and edgy. That was enough for most of the kids at school. They didn’t want to mess with me.

      I stepped in and kept him from getting his head dunked in the toilet. We’ve been friends ever since.

      Asher elbows me in the side. “Don’t you think?”

      “Err… yeah. Totally,” I say, even though I have no idea what he was talking about. I zoned out there, hard.

      “I’m telling you, Zoe Waters got totally stacked over the summer break,” Asher says.

      I roll my eyes. The only thing Zoe Waters has done is to start wearing a bra. Other than that, she’s as flat-chested as the rest of our ninth grade class. Believe me, I’ve looked.

      We come up to the next building, the clear glass door only partially offsetting the fact that the ugly brown brick building practically eats all the sunlight. I swing the door open, holding it for Asher. Asher walks through, stopping just inside the door.

      “Oof,” I say, running into him. “Watch it, dude.”

      But Asher just gestures down the long hall, lined on both sides with lockers and classroom doors. At the other end Mr. Smith and Mrs. Song, the principal and school counselor, are walking straight toward us.

      I glance around, wondering who is in trouble. I get nervous, even though I don’t think there’s anything I’ve done recently enough to worry.

      “Hey, we better get going,” I whisper to Asher. “Come on. Ms. Harper will count us as absent, for sure.”

      We start down the hall, but Mr. Smith spots us. An thin older man in black slacks and a pink and grey striped shirt, he looks at me with an intense expression. Ms. Song is a tiny, pretty blonde. She clasps her hands as we grow closer.

      That can’t be a good sign.

      I glance at Asher, and see the same look on his face as is on my own. He’s trying to figure out which one of us is in trouble with the principal.

      “Mr. Hart?” Ms. Song says, her voice squeaky and chipmunk-like. “Could you come with me? I want to talk to you.”

      My stomach sinks. What did I do wrong this time? I wrack my brain, but come up empty.

      Asher looks at me, conflicted. He’s probably mentally wiping his brow, because it could’ve been either one of us that was in trouble.

      “I should go to class, I guess,” Asher says.

      “Yeah. I’ll catch up.” I shift my back pack on my shoulder as Asher darts to the side of Mr. Smith and Ms. Song.

      “Let’s go,” Ms. Song says. I think I hear a note of sadness in her voice, but I’m not sure. “Come to my office, please.”

      She turns and leads the way, her heels clicking on the tiled floor with each step. I am trying to think what this could be about. I’ve been hauled into the principal’s office plenty of times, but never Ms. Song’s office.

      When we reach her office, not much bigger than a closet, she directs me to sit down in one of the orange bucket seats in front of her desk.

      Mr. Smith closes the door behind us, then actually pats me on the shoulder, which makes me jump. I look up at him, startled.

      “We have some hard news, son,” he says, looking woeful. “Your grandmother has passed on. She’s no longer with us.”

      My jaw drops open. I feel… odd. Mostly I’m thinking, of all the things that he could’ve said, I was just not expecting that.

      “You mean… she’s dead?” I manage.

      Mr. Smith shoots Ms. Song a look, then nods to me. “I’m afraid so, yes. One of your neighbors found her. It looks like a heart attack.”

      I slouch a little. “What… what does that mean for us? Me and my little brothers, I mean. Why… I mean… where will I go after school?”

      My voice cracks on the last word. All I can imagine is that I’m going to walk in the door of Grandma Jane’s house, and she won’t be there.

      Fuck.

      “Well, we’ve contacted the department of children and family services,” Ms. Song says, coming over to put her hand on my shoulder.

      “What? Why?” I ask, dazed.

      “They will find a good place for you to stay tonight. And then they’ll help you figure out what the next step will be,” Mr. Smith says.

      I look at him, my eyes starting to fill. “Are they the foster care people?”

      I know all about foster care. Back when my mom abandoned us, until my grandma turned up, the three of us were in foster care for a few weeks. All of us were in different homes.

      “Yes, exactly,” Mr. Smith says.

      “I’m not going with them,” I utter, growing angry. My tears spill over, slowly leaking down my face. “They won’t even put me and my brothers together.”

      “We should just see what they say,” Ms. Song cuts in. “They know best, I’m sure.”

      I can imagine my brothers now. I can see Forest being told about Grandma Jane, Gunnar being told that we’re going to different foster care homes.

      Gunnar is so young, he won’t even remember me and Forest after a few months.

      I clench my fists, standing up so abruptly that my chair tips over.

      “Oh, Jameson—” Ms. Song says.

      “Hold on there, son.” Mr. Smith grabs me by the arm. “You’re going to have to wait here for a while. The people from DFACS should be here soon.”

      Tears are streaming down my face now, snot is oozing from my nose. “No, you don’t understand! I can’t go into foster care! I need my brothers to stay with me!”

      “Son—”

      “Fuck you! Don’t call me that!” I scream. But despite his age, Mr. Smith is still stronger than me. He manages to wrap his arms around me, pulling me deeper into the office.

      “It’s okay,” he says.

      “No it’s not! You just told me my fucking grandma is dead!”

      I’m hysterical, clawing at him, grabbing fistfuls of his pink and grey shirt, but he doesn’t let go. Instead, he just tells me it’s okay, over and over again.

      But I know that it’s not.

      It’s not okay.

      My grandma is dead. My little brothers probably don’t even know yet, but her death marks a turning point in our lives. I know that DFACS will probably try to force me and my brothers into separate foster homes.

      Already, I’m scrambling to figure out the details of running away, to make it on my own. Not just me, but my two little brothers, too. Life has taken enough from us, I’ll be damned if I let anyone split us up.

      So no, nothing is okay. And I don’t know if it ever will be again.
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      One Year Ago — Asher’s Engagement Party

      “And that’s why I make a toast, here at the engagement party. To the happy couple!” Gunnar yells to the assembled crowd standing at the bar. I stand with my arm around my fiancée Jenna, smiling. My expression isn’t fake, but it is strained. It’s always a little weird to be the one toasted. “May you two live a long and happy life.”

      Everyone says “hear, hear!” or “cheers!” and lifts their glasses. I raise my glass of champagne, making eye contact with Jameson, who is skulking over in the corner. He looks tall and brooding in his dark jeans and leather jacket, which is kind of his thing.

      Cece, Jameson’s grungy surfer flavor of the week, downs her whole glass of champagne in one swallow. I personally can’t stand the bottle blonde, do-I-have-to-wear-shoes-here thing, but to each his own I guess.

      He inclines his head towards me, then takes a sip. Jameson has been a serious prick about my engagement to Jenna, so the fact that he was even invited here tonight is a gift from me to him.

      I sip my champagne, turning away from him. It made me uneasy to have these feelings about Jameson, who has been my best friend since we were kids.

      “Honey,” Jenna says, handing me her champagne glass. She picks a little invisible speck of lint off of my white button down, smiling. “Could you get me another glass?”

      “Sure. I could use something stronger, anyway.”

      “Just be sure not to get drunk.” She straightens her black mini dress and flips her blonde hair. “I wouldn’t want people to get the wrong impression of you.”

      “Heaven forbid,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “I’m serious! There are a lot of people here tonight, not just your grubby friends.”

      I’m mildly offended, but glancing over at Jameson and his girlfriend, I can’t really say anything. They are making out now, Cece fisting his leather jacket and pulling him down to her level. Soon enough, they’ll disappear from the party for a while, probably to fuck in a closet somewhere.

      I glance at Jenna, who has turned away. I’m almost jealous of Jameson in that regard. Jenna is an ice princess on her best day. But she also happens to be from a family that is wealthier than my family, and my family has money.

      The fact that I bagged Jenna, and did it without their help, probably eats my mother and father up at night. That alone is worth ten Ceces, in my opinion.

      I turn and head for the bar. The bartender goes to get my drinks, and I’m impressed by how efficiently he moves. Of course he does, I think. Jameson picked this place. Other than surfing, bartending is the only passion Jameson probably has.

      Well, that and grimy former strippers.

      Still, as I look around at the liquor bottles lined up so neatly, at the bartenders doing their job very diligently, I find myself jealous. If I knew anything about liquor, I would set up a bar in a heartbeat.

      I even have a trust fund, set up by my grandparents. I’ve never touched it, afraid to spend even a cent of that money.

      I sigh, looking to my right. My little sister Emma is sitting on a barstool at the end of the bar, staring off into space. I look in the general direction that she’s staring, but I just see Jameson and Cece making out.

      My eyes linger on Jameson, and I remember my moment of longing. I have a lightbulb moment, of sorts. A fission of energy passes through me, setting my mind on fire.

      I could have a bar like this one. Hell, with Jameson’s knowledge and my business prowess, I feel like we could really make something great.

      I hesitate, because Jameson has really been a pain in the ass lately about Jenna. He’s been grouchy and downright antagonistic about her, which has led to icy silences and pouting from her side.

      But the idea of running a bar with Jameson is so great; him carefully crafting the perfect old fashioned, me handling the day to day worries and the money.

      The idea is too appealing to pass up. At the very least, I have to tell him about it.

      I move swiftly, my mind made up. I get waylaid by a couple of Jenna’s friends before I can talk to him, of course. But I track him down eventually, before he can make his exit with Cece.

      “Hey. You got a minute?” I say.

      He swirls the whiskey in his glass and looks at me with amusement. “This whole party is for you. Of course I have a minute.”

      “You wanna go outside?” I ask.

      Jameson nods and tells Cece he’ll be back. I lead the way to the door, pushing it open. I step out of the air conditioning, trading it for the early evening sea breeze. We’re only a few blocks away from the ocean right now, if the tang of salt in the air didn’t give it away.

      I lean up against the rough wood wall of the bar, and Jameson does the same. We both look out at the street while I gather my thoughts.

      To my surprise, Jameson speaks first.

      “Is this about Jenna?” he asks.

      I look at him. He isn’t showing any emotion, but he must be all wound up inside if he thinks I called him out here for a showdown.

      “No.” I make my word quick and vehement, so he knows I’m serious. “I mean, lay off Jenna. But no, this is something different.”

      His brow knits together as he tries to suss out what I mean. He doesn’t say anything though, so I continue.

      “I think we should start a bar.”

      His expression of puzzlement is priceless. “You… what?”

      “A bar. You set the menu, I handle the money. We both have a say in the atmosphere. Hell, I think your brothers can help run it.”

      “What are you fucking talking about?” He turns to me, leaning on the wall.

      “I just had this moment, this sort of inspired moment. I was sipping a drink inside, and I thought… we can do this better. I thought, ‘Jameson and I could really crush it if we had a bar’.”

      Jameson looks at me like I might have a head injury.

      “You are saying… you were standing at the bar, having what I suppose was a less than stellar drink… and it made you think that we should run our own place??” He looks totally thrown.

      “Yeah, man. I have the money. You have the skills…”

      He rubs a hand over his face. “I’m at the first job that I’ve worked for more than a year.”

      “You’ve been there for like four years.”

      “Yeah, and I only remember two of them. The first two were consumed by whiskey and cocaine. Even now, I still can’t stop wanting to fuck every hot chick that walks in the door.”

      I grin. “Yeah, yeah. Convince me that you’re not the perfect guy to open a restaurant with. And what about Cece?”

      He frowns. “What about her?”

      “I thought she was… nice. And that you guys had a connection, or whatever.” My lack of sincerity shows, and he rolls his eyes.

      “What about you?” Jameson asks. “You’ve never made anything more complex than a rum and coke. You’ve never been in the service industry. You’ve never managed anyone…”

      “That’s not true!” I chip in. “What about—”

      “If you bring up the summer before eighth grade right now, I swear I’m leaving,” he threatens. He knows me too well.

      “Just think about what our bar would be like,” I say, switching topics. “We’d find a place on the beach. You could serve shit in fancy glasses, which you’re always going on about—”

      “Not everything needs to be served in a tumbler,” he mutters.

      “You could put on good music, turn down the lights, and schmooze your way into the heart of any girl there with just one line.” I wiggle my brows for comedic effect. “All you’d have to say is that you’re the owner.”

      That appears to give him pause. He rubs the back of his neck, but continues frowning. I’m used to that expression, though.

      “I don’t know,” he finally says. “It seems like a really bad idea.”

      “But…?”

      “That’s it.”

      “You know, I’m going to roll with it. I think you’re more intrigued than you let on.”

      He just squints at me silently. I reach out and clap him on the shoulder.

      “You just wait,” I promise. “It’s going to be great.”

      Jameson just shakes his head. “Can I buy you a drink, at least?”

      “That you can, man. That you can.”

      Turning my back on the sultry evening, I head inside.
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      Four Months Ago — CURE Bar

      “Hey Emma, what do you think?” Jameson asks, scratching his stubbled cheek.

      The wall behind the bar is lit up by glowing neon string lights, and it showcases the hundred or so brands of liquor that Jameson insisted on. He stands back, admiring his handiwork. I think that it’s absolutely amazing, but then again I think that almost everything Jameson touches is amazing.

      “Uhhh, it looks great,” I say from my seat at the bar. I’m taking up all the space by spreading out my law school books, but I’m not studying law. Instead, I’m studying Jameson. “Maybe you should add another bottle over there on the right?”

      I point to a spot. He looks at where I’m pointing, nodding slowly. “Good eye. It looks totally bare in that spot.”

      He grabs another bottle, reaching up to put it in the bare spot. I bite my lip. Jameson looks ridiculously good right now, just in dark jeans that hug his ass just so, a black NIN t-shirt, and blood red Chucks.

      “It looks good,” I say, my cheeks turning red even as I say it. By it, I mean every inch of him… and by good, I mean appetizing, enticing, and tempting to the extreme.

      I sigh. Forest comes out of the back room, looking suave as ever in a green sweater and jeans. His dark hair and beard look pretty alluring; if I wasn’t already so infatuated with Jameson I would probably have a thing for Forest.

      He pulls his fiancée Addison along by the wrist. She doesn’t say anything, just looks good in her pristine white dress, her hair artfullypinned up.

      “Hey guys,” Forest says.

      “Finish checking out the liquor cave that I built upstairs?” Jameson asks Forest.

      “Yeah. It’s kind of trippy to see several thousand dollars of booze in one location. But it looks like everything is ready for the opening tomorrow.”

      “Right on. What time will you be here tomorrow?”

      Forest glances at Addison. “What time do you think we’ll be done with brunch with your parents? Around four? ”

      She inclines her head ever so slightly, which I guess means that she approves. I wonder what her deal is. It’s not exactly an ice vibe I get from her, like I feel with Asher’s fiancee Jenna. I just don’t get anything from Addison.

      It’s very weird.

      I turn my head as Gunnar bursts in the front door, three pretty blondes dressed to the nines in tow. For his part, Gunnar looks like he just left a dance club, because of the way he’s dressed in a black checked dress shirt that’s partially unbuttoned and a pair of black jeans.

      He’s obviously just said something funny, because they are all laughing.

      “Ladies, just sit over there if you will,” he says, pointing to one of the booths. He winks at them. “I just need to be here for a minute, and then we can go back to my place.”

      My eyebrows rise, but the girls just titter. Gunnar turns his attention to me, walking toward the bar. “Emma. Looking good, as usual.”

      I squirm a little under his gaze. Gunnar is a complete tool, but damn if he’s not good looking enough to pull it off.

      “Uh, thanks,” I manage.

      “Hey,” Jameson says, scowling. “You know the rules. No hitting on Emma. Same rules for everybody.”

      I turn bright red and wish I could sink down into my seat. Asher has been announcing the same rule ever since I was old enough to put on a training bra. It’s super humiliating.

      “I was just commenting,” Gunnar says with a shrug. He notices Forest and Addison. “What’s up?”

      Forest crosses his arms. “We were supposed to meet here over an hour ago. Asher already came and left.”

      Gunnar rolls his eyes. “I’m here. I didn’t realize you would make it into a big deal.”

      “It is a big deal,” Jameson jumps in and corrects him. “How are we supposed to have fucking employees show up on time if we just show up whenever we feel like it?”

      “Mea culpa,” Gunnar says, but he doesn’t really look very sorry. “What am I supposed to be doing here, anyway?”

      Jameson’s jaw clenches. Forest steps in for him. “Can you just go upstairs and check on everything? Make sure that all the rum and tequila and mezcal and pisco you asked for is in stock.”

      “Aye aye,” Gunnar says. He disappears into the back room.

      “Every time he starts telling me how I’m too uptight, I’m this close to punching him in the fucking face,” Jameson declares, turning back to the bar.

      The front door opens again, and a gorgeous young Asian woman with long hair and porcelain skin sticks her head in. When she sees Forest and Jameson, she brightens and enters. I look longingly at her short denim shorts and her oversized blue tank top.

      If my parents saw me out and about in an outfit like that, they’d flip. Hell, I think that Asher would even frog march me back home to change if he saw me wearing that… and he’s supposed to be the young, cool rebel of our uptight family.

      “Hi,” she says, waving a sheaf of papers. To my surprise, she has a posh British accent. “I just brought the rest of my documents. I hope I’m not interrupting anything?”

      I look at Forest, whose mouth has sort of fallen open. He is blatantly checking this woman out, rather than rushing to take the papers from her. Addison just looks on; whatever she feels is certainly not showing on the outside.

      “Maia, hey,” Jameson calls, making his way out from behind the bar. “I’ll take whatever you’ve got.”

      Maia hands him the papers, smiling at me. She extends her hand to me. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Maia Yu. I’ll be waiting tables here.”

      I take her hand. “Emma Alderisi. I don’t work here, I just hang out.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you. And I don’t believe we’ve met?” she says, turning to Addison.

      “Addison Raven,” she replies, crossing her arms. “I’m marrying Forest.”

      Maia looks to Forest, who has closed his mouth but continues to look at her with something akin to awe.

      Jameson clears his throat. “Forest was just leaving. Isn’t that right?”

      Forest’s dirty look at Jameson is unmistakable. “Yeah. I’ll see you guys later.”

      He leads his pretty wife-to-be out of the bar. Maia turns and glances at the blonde girls sitting in one of the booths, absorbed in their phones.

      “Are you still hiring?” Maia asks, puzzled. I snicker.

      “Jesus, no,” Jameson says. “They are waiting on my other brother…”

      “What’s that now?” Gunnar says, popping out of the back room. He takes one look at Maia and turns up his charm to a ten. “Hey. We haven’t met. I’m Gunnar.”

      “Maia.” She shakes his hand. He holds onto it for a second too long, but she is too classy to act like it bothered her. She tosses her hair, unruffled. “If that’s it, I’ll go. You need us back here tomorrow at three, right?”

      “Yes,” Jameson and Gunnar say at once. Jameson shoots Gunnar a dirty look. Gunnar grins back, unabashed.

      “See you tomorrow,” Jameson says.

      “We should go too, girls,” Gunnar says, walking over to them. “Maia, we are all just going to my place for a drink…”

      “Leave her alone, Gunnar,” Jameson growls. “Maia, see you later.”

      “Later.” Maia wiggles her fingers and leaves. Gunnar starts after her, although I doubt that he knows exactly what he’s going to do when he catches up to her.

      “Gunnar,” Jameson says threateningly. Gunnar slows, then looks at the three blondes, his shoulders slumping a little.

      “Let’s go,” he says, waiting for the three girls to get up and make their way to the door. He looks back. “Bye, Emma.”

      I wave, my cheeks going pink. Gunnar is definitely not my type, but he is ridiculously handsome. Not to mention a terrible flirt.

      Jameson puts the paperwork on the bar, then returns to looking at the back wall. “You know what this needs?”

      I cock my head. “No, what?”

      “Some flowers,” he says, squinting up at the top shelf. “Like some of the dried flowers that the interior decorator brought, in empty liquor bottles.”

      He goes into the back room, reappearing with a couple of stacked cardboard boxes. He comes over to the bar. “Do you mind?”

      I pick up my law textbooks that I have scattered all around, shoving them to one side. “Nah. I’m not really even working anyway.”

      Jameson chuckles as he opens one of the boxes. The first box contains empty liquor bottles, the labels on some of them so old that they’re starting to peel off. The second box is filled with dried flowers, mostly lavender and baby’s breath.

      “Ooooh, these look great,” I say as he starts to lay set them out on the counter. “Can I help?”

      “Sure. Thanks.” He says it kind of gruffly, but it still makes me blush.

      I pick up a few of both kinds of flower, sticking them into the neck of the first bottle. I glance at him. “Like this?”

      He looks thoughtful, and grabs a little more baby’s breath. “Maybe just a few more…”

      He leans over, reaching across me to put them in the bottle. He’s suddenly really close, close enough that I can smell the scent of soap and leather on him. Goosebumps suddenly break out all over my arms, even though he’s not touching me.

      I notice a couple of black lines peeking out of the neck of his shirt, leading down to… something. I didn’t know that Jameson had tattoos, but of course it makes sense. It fits right in with his brooding bad boy persona, if you ask me.

      Plus

      “Does this look good?” he asks, arranging the stems.

      “What?” I ask vacantly. It takes some effort to rip my eyes from his muscular body. “Oh, uh. Yeah, totally.”

      He shoots me a look, but doesn’t say anything. “If you want to do a few bottles, I’ll put them up over on the back wall.”

      I bite my lip, nodding. I start to arrange another bunch, reaching for an empty bottle. He grabs the one he finished and starts trying it out different places among the full liquor bottles on the wall.

      “This is really a smart idea,” I say to him.

      “It’s funny to hear you say that, being that you’re in law school,” he says.

      I frown, pausing. “That doesn’t mean that you can’t have a stroke of genius.”

      Jameson glances back at me for a second, shaking his head a little.

      “Are you serious? I definitely dumped a girl last week because she told me that I’m not very bright.” He frowns with concentration, replacing one of the bottles on the lower left. “What do you think about that? Maybe we could do six or seven bottles like that?”

      “Wait, what? A girl told you you’re not very bright?” I ask, shocked.

      “Yeah. I mean… I told her that I dropped out of my first year of high school to take care of Forest and Gunnar, and she goes, ‘That makes sense. It’s okay, I’m not dating you for your brain’.”

      My jaw drops. “That’s not fair!”

      He turns and looks at me. “It’s nothing to get upset over.”

      “It is! She sounds like a bitch.” I put on an exaggerated pout.

      His eyes crinkle with humor. “You’re cute when you’re all worked up.”

      I turn beet red for about the thousandth time today. “I’m just stating facts,” I mumble, embarrassed. Luckily, the moment passes, and I go back to arranging flowers in their makeshift vases.

      Jameson puts a couple more bottles up, then pauses, stroking his stubbled chin. “I don’t think I can reach any higher. How do you feel about climbing up to stand on the shelf here?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Ummm…”

      He pats the back shelf. “I mean, I’d help you get up and down. I promise not to look up your dress or anything.”

      I imagine the kind of help he means, which would probably involve a lot of close contact. I push up out of my seat.

      “Sure.”

      “Alright, come here,” he instructs, looking at the wall. “I’ll boost you up.”

      I do as he says, taking his hands. I feel weird, doing a physical activity in my tiny pale green sundress. I blush again. The feel of his hands on my body is absolutely sinful, though there’s nothing sinful about what we’re doing.

      Jameson’s so much warmer than I am, just by nature. I take a deep breath, inhaling his clean scent. He grabs me by the waist, pushing me up, until I can stand on the shelf.

      At some point in the transaction, he pushes my actual ass up with one big hand. I can’t help the nervous laughter that escapes me.

      “Are you steady?” he asks.

      “I think so—” I say. Then I squeak as I fall backwards.

      Shit shit shit shit— I definitely expect to hit the ground, hard.

      But then I land in Jameson’s arms, as perfectly as I could’ve dreamed. Our faces are so close just then, his eyes on my face. All I can think of is that I am surely going to drown in his dark gaze.

      His eyes dip down to my mouth. I swear, the whole world around us slows. I lick my bottom lip, suddenly more certain than anything that he’s about to kiss me.

      Yes. It’s happening. My eyelids start to flutter closed, in preparation.

      “Whoa!” Asher’s voice throws me for a loop. I open my eyes to see him coming in through the front door. Jameson hastily puts me down, moving to step away from me. “What’s going on?”

      “I fell!” I blurt out, not wanting Jameson to get in trouble with Asher. “I was trying to reach something. Jameson just caught me, is all.”

      “Relax,” Asher says, coming up behind the bar. “Jameson knows the rule. Don’t you, Jay?”

      Jameson is slightly red-faced. “Yep. Emma is off limits.”

      I grimace at his words. Yeah, yeah, they’ve been saying the exact same thing ever since I turned thirteen.

      “That’s right,” Asher says, clapping him on the back.

      Jameson looks so guilty, I almost feel bad for him. That is, until he speaks.

      “I would never do that to you,” he says to Asher. Then he looks me right in the eye. “Never.”

      My cheeks start to burn, and I clench my jaw. “I’m not a little girl, Asher. I can make decisions for myself.”

      Asher and J both look at me. Asher snorts. “Not with my friends, you can’t. Isn’t that right, J?”

      There’s a few seconds of silence. I look at J, at the conflicted expression on his face. I begin to feel a tiny flicker of hope. Is he about to stand up for me?

      God, is he about to tell Asher that he has feelings for me? My heart skips a beat.

      But of course, he doesn’t. He probably doesn’t even feel anything for me, because his next words cut pretty deeply.

      “Your friends are off limits for a reason,” J says to Asher, casting his glance downward. “Besides, I wouldn’t ever do anything with Emma. She’s so… young.”

      Oh, no he didn’t. J definitely just spoke to Asher about me, like I’m not here. I grind my teeth.

      “I’m right here!” I say angrily, waving my hand. “I don’t like being talked about like I’m not in the room.”

      J just continues to look away, like I have never existed. I could smack him, I’m so mad.

      Asher looks at me with an impatient expression. “You’re here and you’re snippy. Hooray for us.”

      “Fuck you,” I say through gritted teeth. I’m humiliated right now, and it is definitely their fault. “Both of you can go to hell.”

      “Emma—” Asher says, rolling his eyes.

      That’s it. Asher’s eye roll is the nail in the coffin for me. I hate both of them right now.

      “I’m going to go home. At least Evie appreciates me as a roommate… and as an adult,” I hiss. I stomp around the bar, feeling like they made me act childishly. I jam my textbooks into my satchel, fuming.

      I’m angry at Asher, yes. He needs to let me grow up.

      But more than that, I’m angry at J. I feel like he just looked me in the eye and said those things to be hurtful. That makes him an asshole, no matter how you slice it.

      “Emma, don’t be like that,” Jameson says as I shoulder my bag. I shoot him a glare.

      “Piss off,” I say, storming off toward the door.

      I leave them there behind the bar, shaking their heads. Pushing open the door, I step out into the bright afternoon light. I’m furious at both of them, shaking a little.

      Asher can go put all that stuff about me being his baby sister where the sun don’t shine. And Jameson?

      Jameson seems so manly and grown, except where Asher is concerned. He needs to grow up, and grow a pair. No matter how attractive Jameson may be, I don’t have time for anybody that doesn’t want me.

      I just have to keep reminding myself of that… forever.

      Grimacing, I start to walk home.
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