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      A rebound isn’t supposed to last. Though, sometimes, fate has other ideas in this opposites attract, friends with benefits romance.

      It wasn’t supposed to happen this way.

      I started planning my future at the age of six. I knew the college I wanted, the career I needed, and the boy I would marry.

      Only he wasn’t supposed to break up with me in such a spectacular fashion. Now, I’m tossing my planner and breaking my rules.

      First up: Pacey Ziglar.

      I want one night of fun. One night to toss out all inhibitions with the sexy Brit across the hall. Too bad I fell for my rebound along the way.

      I never meant to say yes.

      I know exactly what Mackenzie Thomas wants when she asks me out on a date. She won’t be my first no-strings-attached relationship, and if things work out the way we both want, she won’t be my last.

      Yet the more I get to know her, the more I want her. But she’s not looking for me to be her forever.

      And when my family secrets threaten our future, I’m afraid forever might end far too soon.
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        Mackenzie

      

      

      

      The start of a new adventure should be filled with anticipation, excitement, unease, and gut-churning tension. Perhaps not all of those emotions rolled into one, but that’s how it felt at that moment with everything swirling around me, trying to dig in. I took a deep breath and looked at the two-story brownstone the girls and I were going to rent for the year. We had already signed our names to the lease and were about to move our belongings in to try and make the place our own.

      I still couldn’t quite believe this was happening.

      “Why do you look like you’re going to vomit?” Nessa asked as she stood by me. 

      I sighed. “Oh, no reason.”

      “You shouldn’t be worried,” the other girl said with a sly smile. “We don’t bite. At least, I don’t think we do. Maybe Natalie does.”

      “Why am I the biter of the group?” Natalie asked, chuckling. “If anybody, it’s you.”

      “She has you there,” Elise added, her eyes dancing with laughter. I looked at the three girls I would be living with for the foreseeable future and smiled. They had lived together for the past couple of years in another home they knew they could never go back to, thanks to circumstances that had broken all of us in different ways. Together, they had connections, memories, and so much hope and love. I was the outsider, but I was going to make this work. I had a plan, a to-do list, and the ability to place checkmarks on that plan. I could make things work.

      “Seriously, though, why do you look so nervous?” Nessa asked, the humor in her voice gone, now replaced by worry.

      I smiled, hoping it reached my eyes. “This is my first time living with you guys. I hope you don’t mind my eccentric ways.”

      Elise met my gaze. I saw the sadness there, but I ignored it. Because I had to. I was the replacement. There had been another girl, another roommate, a friend we loved. But Corinne wasn’t here anymore, and that was the reason the ladies couldn’t go back to their old home. The reason we were all moving to another house together rather than me merely moving into their already well-maintained place.

      “As long as you don’t leave wet towels on the floor, I’m sure we can make do,” Natalie said.

      I shuddered. “Why on earth would you ever think I would leave a wet towel on the floor?”

      Natalie grinned. “I know, even saying that made me cringe.”

      “As it should,” I replied. “If anything, my chore wheel will probably annoy you. I’m not going to be the one leaving messes behind.” Elise and Nessa met each other’s gazes before they broke out into laughter.

      I blushed, ducking my head against the cool wind that came from the lovely January breeze in Denver, Colorado.

      “What?” I asked, worried I’d crossed a line.

      “Oh, it’s just I owe Elise ten bucks,” Nessa said, grinning.

      I flushed, and it wasn’t only from the cold. “I’m sorry?”

      Elise pushed at Nessa’s shoulder. “I thought you would bring up the chore wheel before we even walked in the door. She assumed you’d wait until after we’d unpacked.”

      I felt the blush creep up my neck. “I’m sorry, I had one with my other roommates. Is that not what you guys do? Oh, crap. We don’t have to do anything like that here. You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

      Natalie squeezed my hand, and I smiled at the other woman. I had met the girls through Natalie. We had been study partners for her class, and I had easily fit in with the crew. Now, I felt like I was off-kilter because I wasn’t just the friend who came over but one who would be living with them. Without Corinne.

      “No, we like chore wheels,” Elise said. Then she shuddered. “Okay, not really like, but we use them. That way, we can get things done. We all like a clean house. You’re going to fit in just fine, Mackenzie. Stop worrying.”

      “You clearly don’t know me that well if you’re telling me I shouldn’t worry. It’s sort of my thing.”

      They laughed and then clasped hands, Nessa reaching out to grip one of mine, Natalie the other.

      I felt something spark within me, a connection forming that I hadn’t expected. Or rather, I hadn’t wanted to expect.

      I liked these women. They were my friends. I could do this. I just needed to find my place within their system. There were places and boxes for everybody. Rules and connections and paths. I did my best when I knew the equation and the answer and everything that came with it. I just needed to find where I belonged.

      “Are we just going to stand out here all day and look at the place? Or are you actually going to walk in?”

      I winced and looked behind me at the four guys who stood by the moving truck and their vehicles, their arms folded across their chests.

      “Hello, boys,” I said, and they all smiled. I swore my knees went weak, even though I told myself I didn’t want a guy—ever again. Not after the last one. But I couldn’t help it. The boys from the house on college row were handsome, swoon-worthy, and easily made your knees go weak every time you looked at them. All four of them staring at you with a smile on their faces? It was no wonder my heart raced.

      There used to be five of them. But unlike what’d happened with the girls, the split hadn’t been tragic. Maybe a little for me at first, but it wasn’t a tragedy. It was a farce.

      But I wasn’t going to think about Sanders. He wasn’t living with the guys anymore, which meant I wouldn’t let him have real estate in my mind or my heart, either.

      He’d occupied enough of it since we were infants. I wouldn’t let him be there now.

      Dillon, Elise’s boyfriend, cleared his throat as he walked forward. “The cold front’s coming in. That means we’re probably going to get snow or ice soon. Let’s get you guys at least unpacked and into the house where it’s warm. The place does have heat, right?” 

      He looked at the home dubiously, and I sighed. “Of course,” I said. “Do you think we’d find a place that doesn’t have heat? The four of us? We’re smarter than that.”

      “But you had to find a place at the last minute,” Pacey said, and I ignored him. I had to do that often. He was my friend, but sometimes that British accent did things to me that I’d rather not think about. I’d always been drawn to him as a friend, even when I was with Sanders. Now, it felt as if things were weird. They were all a little strained with me. What were you supposed to do around the girl who had only become your friend because she was dating a former roommate? Their roommate wasn’t there anymore, but I was still around.

      What was I supposed to do?

      What were they supposed to do?

      Elise clapped her hands, bringing me out of my thoughts. “Come on, let’s get the boxes inside.”

      “I suppose we’ll need to be the ones to move the furniture?” Tanner asked from the side, his voice low. He never did anything quickly, never shouted—except for that one time. I had never seen him move as fast as he had when he punched Sanders and then kept beating him. Sanders had fought back, and both of them had ended up with bloody lips and bruised eyes, but Tanner hadn’t said a thing to me afterward. He’d barely even looked at me since I’d walked in on Sanders getting a blowjob from a girl I didn’t even know.

      I pushed those thoughts from my mind and closed my eyes, counting to ten. I needed to focus on the now, on the future. I had a future planned. That was me. What I was known for. This semester would be amazing. I had classes that mattered and a program I would begin over the summer that I needed to plan for and make sure my grades were ready for. I had a path. I just needed to focus on that and not on my personal life.

      Except for the fact that I kind of missed the whole relationship and sex thing. I wasn’t going to think about that, though. Because I didn’t need it. Not everybody needed an emotional connection or even a physical one. They lived their lives perfectly without any of that. I could be one of those people.

      At least, I hoped.

      “Okay, let’s get this done,” Dillon said, and then he whistled through his fingers.

      “Did you just whistle?” Nessa asked, and Dillon shrugged, blushing.

      “He’s like that. Positively annoying,” Pacey said and grinned down at Nessa.

      Miles, the final roommate, simply shrugged. “Well, it got our attention, didn’t it?”

      “We should get going. I have a list.” I pulled out my tablet and clipboard. “And I have assignments if you’ll let me.”

      “You have a list? Shocking,” Pacey said as he came over to me. 

      I raised a brow. “Are you making fun of me?”

      “I would never make fun of you, darling.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I feel like that’s a lie.”

      “Perhaps. But I’m not making fun of you right now. How’s that? Now, for real, give us our assignments before I freeze my bollocks off.”

      I snorted and then did my best not to think about Pacey like that. Sometimes, I couldn’t help it, though. He was all blond and blue-eyed…and British. It was a little too much with the alliteration of sexiness. I did my best not to think about guys at all like that anymore. It’d only been five weeks since I walked in on Sanders and that girl. And I had been with Sanders since the cradle, as we all joked. In reality, we had been in middle school when we started dating, and we hadn’t dated anyone else since. At least, that’s what I had thought. As it turned out, Sanders had figured that blowjobs and whatever the hell else he was doing didn’t count as cheating. He was wrong, and so, here I was, alone and on a new path. But that was fine. I would find what worked for me even if I wanted to throw up in the end.

      I pushed those thoughts away and looked down at my notes. “I do have assignments.”

      “We’re here,” Tanner said. “And I’m about to freeze my balls off, not my bollocks.”

      “Whatever words you boys think you need to use, that’s what we’re going to freeze off.” Pacey waved him off.

      I shook my head, ignoring the two of them as they continued talking about balls. Guys. I gave out everyone’s assignments. They nodded, and we got busy. It was heavy work, strenuous, and soon, no one was freezing anymore. We were all sweaty and trying to ignore the chill.

      By the time we got the furniture in and set up, I was glad that I had ordered in lunch. We had Chinese food delivered for everybody and dove in while still unpacking some boxes. We wouldn’t get to everything tonight, and I didn’t expect the guys to help us with that, but they were great at reaching things that we couldn’t.

      They moved in couches, beds, and all the other random, assorted furniture we had gathered over time. Most of it was Natalie’s. Her family had furnished the house they’d lived in prior, and they had most everything they needed, though Natalie didn’t like to talk about it. Considering I enjoyed sitting on the couch instead of on the living room floor, I didn’t mind. The set was comfortable, made well, and I had a feeling far more expensive than anything I could afford.

      “Okay, lunch is over. Let’s get back to it,” Miles announced and blushed as we all stared at him.

      “Look at you, taking the reins,” Pacey said, and the other guy flipped him off. 

      “I can take the reins just fine, Pacey. I just tend to be quieter than the rest of you.”

      “I don’t know, Miles, if you’re going to be taking control like this, I should be on my knees or something,” Tanner said, and I groaned as the girls threw some throw pillows at them. 

      I looked over at Pacey, who sat next to me on the couch, and shook my head. “How many sex jokes do you think we go through a day?” I asked.

      Pacey raised a brow. “Probably far more than you even realize. But we’re guys. It’s what we do.”

      “You say that as if girls don’t make as many sex jokes as you do.”

      “Oh, really? You should tell me then. I’ll let you know if they’re dirty or not.”

      My stomach tightened. “Are you flirting with me, Pacey?”

      “Maybe. It is the way of my namesake, after all.”

      I frowned. “Who were you named after?”

      “The dreamboat from Dawson’s Creek, of course,” he drawled.

      “Wait. But you’re British. I didn’t know it was a huge thing over there.” Not that I knew anything about what was popular in the UK in the late nineties and early two-thousands.

      “My mother was an American teenager during the heyday of Dawson and Pacey.”

      “Oh, wow. I didn’t realize the show was that old.”

      “Please never mention that to my mother. She will hurt me for telling you the story.”

      I laughed. “Deal.”

      We got to work again fairly quickly, cleaning up our mess and continuing to put things on walls as we unpacked. While I had it in my mind that we would get a lot done today, I hadn’t honestly expected the guys to stay for as long as they did. I was grateful, yet I wasn’t sure how we would be able to repay them.

      I ended up in the office area, a small nook with a bay window and four small desks that we could make into a study library, and found myself alone with Pacey.

      “You need to stop looking like that.”

      I frowned, taking in my jeans with holes and the bright red leggings peeking through. It was cold, but I still wanted to be somewhat fashionable. I had on a cream-colored sweater that had seen better days, but it was perfect for moving day and was off-the-shoulder and layered with a long-sleeved shirt and two tank tops underneath. The house had decent heating and quality insulation, but I was still cold, even with all the moving around. Hence, the layering. I had piled my dark hair on the top of my head and long since sweated off any concealer and powder I’d had on earlier.

      “How do you think I’m looking?” I asked, a little weary.

      Pacey cursed under his breath, that accent of his doing things to me I’d rather not think about. I didn’t want a guy, at least that’s what I kept telling myself. But there was just something about Pacey. Probably because he was safe. He didn’t want a long relationship, and he was straightforward about it with everybody he was with. He also wasn’t sure if he would stay in the States after he graduated, and there was no way people wanted to do that whole long-distance thing. He would be great for someone who desired something short-term. And I wasn’t sure I wanted anything when and if I found myself ready to date again. But he was safe to pretend with, smile with, and think about. Especially that accent. But nothing else.

      Pacey Ziglar wasn’t safe in the slightest when it came to most other things.

      “I was saying that you have a look on your face. I didn’t mean what you’re dressed in. You look lovely.”

      I raised a brow and looked at his sculpted Henley and jeans that didn’t have a speck of dirt on them, even though we had been unpacking all day. “You say that, and yet I feel judged.”

      “I could go down on bended knee in awe about your gorgeousness, your beauty, and your aura of peace, but I’m afraid you wouldn’t believe me.”

      “Because I wouldn’t. But what were you talking about just then? What look?”

      “The one on your face. The one that says you’re going to need to think about how to repay us other than with Chinese food that we all split, in case you forgot.”

      “You did what?”

      “Dillon made sure we all split the bill.”

      “I should’ve known I needed to take care of that ahead of time. Natalie and I had a plan.”

      “And while that was wonderful, the guys and I ate twice as much as any of you. Though I am glad that you all decided to eat rather than move food around on your plates and pretend.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We needed the calories. I’m not going to eat a salad or air and pretend that I’m perfectly fine not eating. But I’m going off the subject here. You guys shouldn’t have paid for that. The girls and I wanted to pay. That way, it was sort of a thank you. Just not the complete payment because you guys have done so much work. Way beyond the scope of even my plans.”

      Pacey gave me a pointed look and glanced at the planner in my hand. “How much of this was in your plans?”

      “I may have color-coded some things, but I assumed you guys would be home by now. Seriously, though, thank you. I don’t know how we’re going to repay you.” Pacey lifted a brow, and I blushed. “Not that. Well, maybe Elise. So, Dillon will get paid. But, sadly, I don’t think the rest of you guys will.”

      Pacey threw back his head and laughed, and I ignored the way his throat worked, how his blond hair moved away from his face as he smiled.

      There was just something about Pacey, and he annoyed me. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself. After all, I was the girl on the rebound—or whatever other titles I wanted to give it. I didn’t think I was over Sanders, although I might be. I wasn’t sure. And I wasn’t going to think about it, so there was no way I would let myself fall for the drama and beauty that was Pacey. I knew he believed in forevers because he’d talked about it with Dillon and Elise. But he wouldn’t be my forever.

      “So, Mackenzie. What else is in your planner?” he whispered, his voice low. We were alone on this side of the house, the others all in the bedrooms or the living room area. Tanner was in the kitchen, organizing it for us, and I let him. Mostly because Natalie and I would reorganize it if we needed to. But Tanner seemed to know what he was doing, and I had to give him credit for that.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You keep looking at me. I want to know why.”

      “No reason,” I said, lifting my chin even though I knew my cheeks were red.

      “Mackenzie, you can talk to me. We’re mates. Aren’t we?”

      I swallowed hard. “I don’t know,” I said honestly, and his eyes widened in surprise. “I’m sorry. But I knew you guys through Sanders. I mean, I met Natalie in school, but I honestly don’t know if we would’ve become as close if Elise hadn’t been dating Dillon. And it all just melded together. And now that I’m not with Sanders anymore, it’s just weird.”

      “It would’ve been weird if you had taken his room—though it’s still empty if this doesn’t work out.” He winked, and I rolled my eyes. 

      “I’m not moving in with a bunch of boys.”

      “Your loss,” he drawled, leaning against the doorway. He looked over his shoulder, then moved into the room, closing the door behind him. My eyebrows winged up.

      “What was that for?”

      “So we can have some privacy—not for what you’re thinking,” he amended. “Talk to me, Mackenzie. What’s wrong?”

      I shrugged and looked down at the boxes around me. “There’s just a lot to do. This year, I have to prep for my internship and the program for my thesis. It’s the last semester of our junior year. Things ramp up.”

      “You’re right, they do. But you weren’t thinking about any of that just now.”

      “What am I supposed to think? I had my entire life planned out in front of me, Pacey. You all made fun of me enough for it that you know that. And now, all of that’s been thrown out the window because Sanders wanted a blowjob from another girl just to see how it felt. He needed to take notes and describe it to himself so he could compare it to us.”

      My blood boiled, and Pacey just shook his head and took a step forward. He was in my space then, and I swallowed hard. He tucked a stray strand of hair behind my ear and leaned down, resting his forehead on mine. I froze, wondering what the hell he was doing. We were not this close. I didn’t even think Pacey liked me all that much. I was usually the loud, annoying one who made lists. And now, here he was, touching me.

      And I had no idea what the hell he was doing.

      “Mackenzie, breathe.”

      “It’s tough to do when you’re touching me. Mostly because I’m not a huge fan of people touching me. And you’re really close.” I said the words quickly, and he let out a rough chuckle before stepping back, leaving the scent of sandalwood and something that was all Pacey behind.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Sanders, or Paul like I like to call him in my head now because that is his name and he doesn’t get to have the suave nickname⁠—”

      “He always hated that name as a kid.”

      “Well, now he doesn’t get to have a nice name. One he likes. I’ll call him Paul. Just for you. And for me, because he annoyed me.”

      “Thank you?” I asked, and Pacey’s lips twitched.

      “You’re welcome.” He paused. “Talk to me, Mackenzie. What else is on your mind?”

      I looked at him and thought... Why not? Why couldn’t I just tell him what was on my mind, blurt it out, get embarrassed, and never see him again? After all, I wouldn’t be hanging out with the guys as much anymore. Or ever. While their house was larger, a lot nicer, and Elise would likely go over there, I could stay here. Right?

      “I have a lot of things in my plan for the year. And part of that was to have sex—at least when I was with Sanders. Because I like sex. I like relationships. And now, I don’t know what not having that means for my future. But I know that to get through my checklist of who I need to be, I need a rebound. I have to get out there and somehow find that next step so people can stop thinking about Sanders when they look at me and give me those pitying looks. Even with classes and school and moving into a new home with roommates who don’t really know me. I need to find a rebound. So, Pacey, what do you think? Do you think you can find one for me?”

      I knew the sarcasm dripping from my tone at that point was ridiculous, but he had asked. And my plan was even more ridiculous-sounding when said out loud.

      Pacey just blinked, raised a brow, and smiled. “Well, Mackenzie, I thought you’d never ask.”

      “What the hell do you mean by that?” I asked, a little afraid I knew precisely what he was thinking.

      “You’re looking for a rebound? Well, darling, you’re looking right at him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Pacey

      

      

      As soon as the words left my lips, some part of me knew they were a mistake. Only when it came to Mackenzie Thomas, I couldn’t regret the offer. The look on her face etched itself into my mind. She hadn’t said no, hadn’t blinked or walked away. She hadn’t screamed or slapped me or called me vicious names. Instead, she had squinted at me, confusion written on her face even as I knew an idea sparked behind those wide and expressive hazel eyes. But before she could say anything, before I could even explain why I had offered myself up as her next bedroom rebound or any other word she preferred to use for the occasion, the door opened behind me. The moment shared between us was broken. 

      At least in that instance.

      Miles came in, a brow raised, and simply shook his head before bringing another box into the fray. Others joined, and we went through the business of helping the girls unpack. I stayed for another hour, though Mackenzie hadn’t been alone with me. I would’ve thought it odd, but she was rarely alone with me. After all, she had been my roommate’s girlfriend, the one we had all assumed he would marry someday. And yet, that hadn’t happened. Paul Sanders had decided to ruin it all by having sex with another girl. Oh, you could call a blowjob by any number of other names, but having someone’s mouth around your dick while your girlfriend was downstairs cleaning up your party mess? I called that sex. Cheating.

      Anything that could break someone’s heart like that was beyond a simple shaking of hands. It was sharing bodily fluids in ways I did not want to imagine. But sadly, I knew what Paul’s dick looked like now because he hadn’t bothered to finish tucking himself back into his boxers when Tanner and I walked in behind Mackenzie, trying to help—or at least attempting to see what we could do. Sanders had blustered, and Tanner had taken care of him. On the other hand, I had pushed the man from my mind the moment I saw him cheating.

      If I had known what had been going on behind his closed door, I wouldn’t have let Mackenzie walk in there. Some people might think I was the spider on the web, making sure that everybody adhered to my wishes, but that was far from the case. I never wanted Mackenzie to be hurt. And if I’d had any inkling that Sanders had gone beyond mere flirting with other women, I would have told her. At first, I had thought Sanders was acting like a jerk, puffing himself up because he was the big man on campus. I hadn’t known it had gone beyond a casual smile or a joke shared between friends. If I had, I would have done something about it. Not for Sanders, but for Mackenzie. Because she was a good person and didn’t deserve what the wanker had done to her.

      I hadn’t seen it and had been too late. But I had been the one to tell her to keep her chin up and pretend that it didn’t hurt.

      Only I knew it had to hurt. Things that twisted you up deep inside always did. And Mackenzie seemed the sort to need things in perfect little piles or little boxes that sat on shelves, waiting to be unpacked for the next instance. And her entire shelf had tumbled from the wall.

      Would I be her rebound? I didn’t know. Did she even want one? I honestly didn’t think so. But I would throw myself on the proverbial sword to make a girl I respected smile.

      Maybe that was callous of me, at least in some people’s eyes, but I didn’t care. Mackenzie needed someone to talk to, that much was clear, and I wouldn’t mind lending an ear. At least until she found the new track she needed to be on. Then, she would walk away, and I would find my next chance to live life. As I had learned early on, life wasn’t worth living if you didn’t take those chances. Or maybe, life was simply far too short—or any other metaphor about life and living you could think of.

      I knew I would see Mackenzie soon, and I wouldn’t let her forget the question she had asked and the offer I had made, if only to see her cheeks blush.

      “Pacey, are you not paying attention?” my mother inquired. I blinked, pulling myself back into the moment. 

      “I’m sorry, I was lost in thought.”

      “Clearly. School, I hope?” Mum asked.

      I nodded, lying. “Pretty much. The semester’s about to begin, so I don’t have studies on my mind per se, but classes nonetheless.”

      “You sure do like adding extra words when you don’t need them,” my mother said, rolling her eyes. 

      I smiled, knowing it was a joke between us. I liked to sound my most pompous in front of my dad, mostly because he was far more snobbish than I could ever be. My parents had met when they were far too young, and my mother had gotten pregnant with dear old me. I hadn’t had any say in the matter, of course, but I had ended up being born outside of London, where we had lived for most of my life. My parents had moved me across the pond ten years ago to finish university in America—where my mother was from—and I hadn’t really understood it at the time. I still didn’t, but we were closer to her family, and I didn’t mind having a connection to both sides of my world. I just didn’t know where I would go after school. Would I go back to the UK, where my father’s family was? Where my parents still spent half their time? Or would I stay here near my mother’s family, finding my place in a country where my accent wasn’t too familiar, and people thought I was interesting? I tended to blend in back in my home country, at least that’s what I told myself. My mother said that could never happen, but that was mothers for you. They always thought the best of their children.

      Honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to go back to my first home where the walls still spoke, and everything seemed so dreary. Not because of the weather or the people, but from the memories that never seemed to fade away.

      Wow. I was far too melancholic for my own good today.

      “I don’t understand why we’re here. You can never get a decent cuppa in Denver,” my father grumbled, looking down at his teacup. His lips twitched in a smile as he said it, the refrain familiar.

      I had added a splash of milk to mine, just to see what my father would do. I liked tea any way I could get it, but if anybody touched my cup and put it near a microwave, I would never forgive them. There were electric tea kettles for a reason. If you couldn’t use a teapot on a stove, find a tea kettle.

      That was one thing I never understood about Americans.

      “Anyway, darling,” my mother said, smiling. She had kept her American accent, and since she was in Colorado, she always said that she had no accent as that was the epitome of being a Coloradan. I hadn’t understood until I moved here and spoke to the locals. But every once in a while, she added a bit of a twist at the end of her vowels and consonants and sounded more like my father’s sister, with a touch of an accent. I loved her so freaking much. I just wished that I got to see her more often.

      “Your mother and I asked you to dinner while we were in town to talk to you.” I looked at my dad and then at my mom, frowning. We usually went out to tea when they were in town since they spent most of their time at the London house these days, but something about my dad’s tone worried me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Your father and I…” my mother began and then cleared her throat.

      She gave my father a pointed look, and he sighed.

      “Your mother and I have decided to get a divorce. We feel it’s the best thing for both of us, and we wanted to let you know in person rather than have you hear about it from someone else.”

      I blinked and looked between them, confused. “What?”

      “No need to raise your voice, son,” my father said before he lowered his. “We probably should’ve done this at home, but we always go out to tea when we’re in town, and we didn’t want you to worry.”

      I looked between them and swallowed hard before looking down at my teacup. My chest constricted, and I tried to keep up. My parents seemed the epitome of happiness. They were the reason I knew that marriage could work, even though most of my friends had parents who were divorced. It didn’t make any sense. “You’re saying this, just like that? After how many years of marriage? You’re just ending it?”

      “Your father and I had twenty years,” Mum said. “It’s time for us to move on in our journeys.” There was something she wasn’t saying. I saw it in her eyes, but she didn’t want me to make a scene. God forbid we made a fucking scene. My parents were getting a divorce. It wasn’t like I even lived with them. I had my own life, a home. But what the hell?

      “I didn’t even know you guys were fighting.”

      My mother smiled softly, but it still didn’t reach her eyes. What had I missed? After all these years, what wasn’t I seeing?

      My father let out a breath. “There are some things you don’t let your children see, Pacey.”

      “We want you to know that we love you. We always have, and we always will. No matter what happens between your father and me, you will always be our number one priority. You may be an adult, but you are still our son.” She looked over at my dad. “Right, Edward?”

      “Yes, Penelope. Pacey is our number one. And whatever you decide, Pacey—at least for yourself in the future—know we’ll both be with you. We just won’t be together.”

      They kept talking, and I blinked, wondering how the hell this had happened. They had been through so much. They had been young when they got married and had dealt with clashing cultures and families that hadn’t understood their love. They had weathered my countless hospitalizations—and still did, for that matter. Yet they had stayed together. They had only grown stronger. What the hell had I missed when I moved out?

      But I knew this wasn’t the time or place to question it further. Instead, my father raised his fingers in a slight gesture, and the waiter came with our check. It didn’t matter that we were at one of the most coveted and elite places for afternoon tea in Denver. I just wanted to scream and try to figure this out. But I wasn’t going to get that. Because I wasn’t allowed to question. That wasn’t what sons did. They listened to their parents and they nodded. They did as they were told. They did not scream or fight or wonder why the hell their parents were getting a divorce after so many years. Why the hell hadn’t I known anything?

      “I can see that you’re confused, and we’ll talk about it soon. But right now, we must go. I know you have school starting tomorrow morning. We don’t want to keep you.”

      “Mum,” I whispered.

      “Another time, Pacey.” My mother squeezed my hand, and then we got up from the table and walked towards the front of the building where the valet was.

      “I’m headed to my hotel,” my father said, and I blinked.

      “You’re not staying with Aunt Tracy?” I asked.

      My mother blushed. “I am, Pacey. Your father will be staying at a hotel. But we’re here for you. I promise.” She kissed my cheek and then walked away, my father nodding after he squeezed my shoulder. They left me alone, standing there wondering how on earth this had happened. And what was I supposed to do about it?

      I drove home, rubbing my temple as I did. I could feel a migraine coming on, but I hoped it was only a stress headache. I needed to drink more water, and since I was usually on a schedule when it came to hydrating, I was annoyed with myself for not doing better. I was just a little off. Had been since losing Corinne. I winced as I turned off the highway near the campus. I didn’t want to think about her. She had been a nice girl and was taken from us much too soon. How could a brain aneurysm steal a girl so full of life? And so quickly? We hadn’t even had a proper chance to say goodbye. She was suddenly gone, leaving us all wondering what the hell had happened.

      Stress usually exacerbated my condition, even though I did my best to stay on top of everyday routines. Only I hadn’t been lately, and that was on me. I would have to focus on what I could change. And that was to work on my studies, drink water as I should, and pretend like I didn’t have a care in the world. Because that was what I was known for, being laid-back. And that’s what I would keep doing.

      Even if it potentially killed me.

      I winced at that thought and pulled into the garage behind the home where I lived with three of my friends. At one point, there had been a fifth, but Sanders was no more. And though he would still roam the campus halls and lurk around unsuspecting girls, I didn’t have to have him in my house anymore, at least.

      After Tanner had beaten him in that fight, Sanders had told everybody that he didn’t want to be in the same room with a bruiser and then left. We all knew it was because Sanders wanted nothing to do with us anymore once we took Mackenzie’s side. We wanted nothing to do with him, either. Dillon, Tanner, Miles, and I weren’t sorry he was gone. Our landlord and benefactor had been nice about not increasing our rent after Sanders left, and maybe one day, we would add another roommate. But for now, the current dynamic worked. Sanders had always been slightly different from the other guys anyway, probably because the kid always seemed to land on his feet no matter where he went or what happened. He was currently living with his brother, and his parents were working on getting him a flat.

      I didn’t care what he did. I didn’t put much thought into what most kids did, as long as they didn’t do it near me.

      I walked into the house, grabbed my water from the fridge, and headed to my room. Dillon and Elise were in the living room, talking about their course load for the next day. I figured they’d go up to Dillon’s room later and enjoy their evening. I could hear Miles behind his door, talking on the phone to someone. Probably his parents, wondering exactly what he had done for the day and if he’d eaten his vegetables.

      I didn’t see Tanner anywhere, but he could be brooding in a corner for all I knew. My friends might joke that I saw all and knew all. I just happened to be more observant than most. At least, I liked to think so.

      I closed the door behind me, popped an ibuprofen, and lay down on my bed after I took a big gulp of water.

      My head hurt, but that would go away soon. At least, I hoped. My heart, though? I didn’t know what to do with that.

      My parents had loved each other. They were the epitome of what I thought romance should be. They were together through the good times, the hard times, and the unbearable times.

      And now, all of a sudden, they weren’t together anymore.

      My father might be a little stuck-up and overbearing at times, but he also smiled and laughed and taught me to play chess with a grin on his face and his heart on his sleeve.

      And yet, my parents didn’t love each other anymore. What the hell was I supposed to do with that?

      Falling out of love unexpectedly seemed to be a recent occurrence, which reminded me of Mackenzie. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and looked down at the screen. I settled onto my pillows a bit so I was sitting up, took another sip of my water, and figured I might as well keep stirring the pot. Mackenzie needed a friend, and I had a feeling that while her new roommates might be trying to make sure she was part of their crew, she still felt off. Distant. I couldn’t blame her for that. It was an odd situation—Corinne being gone, and Mackenzie moving in. It might be a new house for them all, but there were distinct layers there that I wasn’t sure everybody realized they had waded into.

      Mackenzie needed a friend. And hell, maybe I did, too.

      Me: Did you think about my offer?

      I grinned, imagining her scowling at her phone as she looked down at it. Either that or she’d toss it against the wall and pretend I hadn’t texted at all.

      Mackenzie: Not at all. I have some things to worry about. Like meetings with my advisor and school. And all the syllabuses or syllabi that I have to read.

      I grinned. 

      Me: I think you’re lying.

      Mackenzie: I think you are too cocky for your own good.

      I laughed. 

      Me: Maybe. I can’t help it. It’s just me.

      I tried not to think about the fact that she had used the word cock in a sentence. I did my best to ignore it. I wasn’t flirting with her to flirt with her. I was trying to make her smile. I couldn’t want her that way. I didn’t do serious, and Mackenzie was all about the serious. I only wanted to make her smile. Because I knew that she missed that.

      Mackenzie: You’re incorrigible then. And no, I haven’t thought about your offer.

      Me: And that’s another lie.

      She was silent for so long I was afraid she really had thrown her phone.

      Mackenzie: Fine, it was a lie. Why would you say something like that? Why would you offer?

      Me: Because, my darling Mackenzie, a rebound doesn’t need to be defined by what society says it is. It can be whatever you need it to be.

      Mackenzie: I don’t understand you.

      Me: Nobody ever does. Go on a date with me, Mackenzie. Show the world that you bounced back, are happy, and are ready to worry about your journey and not what they think.

      Mackenzie: So, you’re saying you want to be my rebound for other people?

      Me: No, I want to be your rebound because I don’t want you to worry about other people.

      Mackenzie: I don’t understand you, Pacey.

      I smiled, knowing she was repeating herself.

      Me: You don’t need to. Just think about it.

      Mackenzie: I have class tomorrow. So do you. And you know damn well I’ll be thinking about it.

      I smiled and drank more of my water.

      Me: Good, my plan is complete. Sleep well, Mackenzie. And think and dream about me.

      Mackenzie: Not even in the slightest, Pace.

      I smiled at the nickname.

      Me: But I’ve planted the seed in your head. You won’t be able to resist me.

      Mackenzie: You annoy me. I’ll see you in class. I hate you.

      Me: You don’t. That’s why you’re thinking about me. Your favorite rebound.

      I set down the phone, knowing she wouldn’t text again. I would see her in class tomorrow, and then I’d determine what to do. Because I knew that even through her scowl, a smile would appear.

      And maybe, just maybe, the semester wouldn’t be so terrible, after all.
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