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      Syn

      
        
        Taron Vaughn. He’s a guy from my past that I never thought I’d see again. Star quarterback. King of the game. A cocky jerk that, at one point in my life, took up available space in my heart until a kiss destroyed us.

      

      

      

      Taron now plays ball at my college and is after more than a championship win. He wants to punish me for that kiss, demand I serve up my pride, my body, and my absolute loyalty on a silver platter. Sorry, champ, but I didn’t spend years drama-proofing my life for you to come barging in and dismantling it piece by piece.

      

      Taron

      
        
        One chance, one listen, one wish. What Syn Winters promised me. I got none of those things. Instead, she ripped my heart out of my chest and then disappeared. Ghosted. She should know better than to ghost a hot-tempered bastard like me. I’m here to collect what is mine, and after I punish Syn for her sins against me, I’ll walk away with my heart whole again. Except nothing with Syn is ever easy or what it seems.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The music is not in the notes, but in the silence between.”

        ~Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
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          SYN

        

      

    

    
      It’s hotter than what I’m used to in June. Sweat beads along my upper lip. My bangs stick to my skin. I fan my face, thankful for wide-brim straw hats, bikinis, and flip-flops. It’s what I’ve been living in for the past week.

      “Doing okay, kiddo?” I tip up my hat and glance down at the little boy next to me. We’re standing in line for my little brother’s newest favorite ice-cold treat, Hawaiian shaved ice.

      “Hot.”

      “I know, sweetie.” I remove my sunglasses. His cheeks are flushed. “Why don’t you wait on that bench?” I point to the spot in the shade beneath an awning.

      “Remember, blueberry.”

      “Are you sure? Your mouth and tongue will turn blue.”

      Walking backward with his hands shoved in the pockets of his khaki shorts, he sticks out his tongue. Smurf blue, leftover from yesterday. Awesome. I laugh. He smiles.

      I love that kid.

      The line moves, and soon, I’m next. The lady behind the counter, her eyes light up. “The usual?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She rings up my order, and I hand her cash, my attention sliding to Gunner. He sits on the bench with his hands clasped in his lap and his legs hanging off the edge. He swings them, looking cute and carefree as can be.

      The lady looks where I’m looking. “He’s a good kid. How old is he?”

      “Five. He starts kindergarten in the fall.” She hands me my change, and I drop them in my bag.

      “Where are you two from?”

      “He lives with his dad in San Diego. I live in Washington State.”

      She starts the ice machine, and Gunner hops off the bench and runs over, the sweltering heat forgotten in his enthusiasm. He loves watching her shape the ice and then pour the flavoring, the color bleeding into the ice until there’s nothing left of the white. I pick him up by the waist and prop him on the counter.

      This boy is excited for that first bite. Sweet. Cold. Cooling. Hopefully, he will take it easy. Brain freezes are not fun. The first time he had one, Gunner’s face reminded me of my friend Gwen’s bitter beer face.

      After the lady is done pouring the flavoring, she sticks a spoon in the ice and hands Gunner his treat. He runs back to the bench. Picking up on the vibe that she has more to say, I hang around but keep the conversation short. More customers show up, a man and a woman, from their shadows. He’s tall with wide shoulders. She’s slender and her hair is in a topknot.

      “What part of Washington are you from? My daughter is looking at a college in Dumas.”

      “That must be Dumas University. It’s the only college in Dumas. Where I go. I’m in my last year.”

      “What a small world! Do you like it?”

      “I do.”

      “How’s the weather?”

      “Cooler.”

      “She likes cooler. It’s too hot here for her.”

      Here is Bayside, an island off the coast of Southern California. This “family trip” was my father’s idea. I normally don’t go along with Beau’s ideas, but he wanted to help me celebrate my monumental twenty-first birthday in style. The main reason I agreed was to spend more time with my little brother. Gunner is the best thing to come out of our attempts to become a family since I found out that Beau was my biological father four years ago.

      “So, you recommend?”

      “Highly.” In the corner of my eye, a glob of blue ice slides down Gunner’s chin. I grab a napkin. “It was nice meeting you. I should go. His dad is waiting for us.”

      “Will you be back tomorrow? My daughter would love to hear more.”

      I smile apologetically. “Today’s our last. I hope your daughter looks into DU more. Thanks again.”

      I move out of the line and make my way to Gunner. His attention drops to the napkin in my hand. Understanding his dad well for a five-year-old, Gunner hops off the bench and tips up his face. I dab at the blue flavoring.

      “Clean. Dad will be happy.” I plant a kiss on Gunner’s forehead. His tongue and lips can be stained blue, but not his face. Beau Huntington adores his only son’s face and would rather perfection remain flawless. His words.

      “Syn?”

      “Yes, kiddo?” I mirror his whisper.

      “That guy’s giving you a mean look.”

      They’re looking at you. They’re staring. Why do they stare? Why do they look? That’s what Gunner said when we made the dumb mistake of going past the shaved ice shack and into town. Face piercings and sleeve tattoos shouldn’t be an issue with as progressive as the world has become and the progress women have made about their bodies.

      I was wrong. The people here are conservative, stuffy, and snobby. They peered down their noses at me and gave me a wide berth; they looked at Gunner with wonder and me with disdain as though I was a troublemaker undeserving of my baby brother’s angelic face.

      We didn’t return to town after that.

      I straighten and look where Gunner is looking. It’s the couple who were behind me in line. She’s beautiful, a slim, tall redhead who looks great in a strapless blue-and-yellow dress. Put that dress on me, and I would be mistaken for a teenage boy, with my straight-as-a-board body, nonexistent breasts, and short hair.

      My attention swings to the guy next to her. His eyes lock with mine, and I suck in a quiet breath, never imagining that in a million years, I would run into my ex-boyfriend in front of a frigging shaved ice shack.

      Taron Vaughn. His eyes are so dark it’s like staring at the starless night sky. Hair the shade of my favorite hour—midnight. I haven’t seen him in four years, and he’s taller and more muscular. From how he fills out his simple white T-shirt and jeans, he's more man than boy.

      His gaze bores into mine. Unspoken questions hang between us as this palpable crackling of electricity, like lightning in a heat storm. Gunner slides his hand in mine. The woman with Taron sets her hand on his arm.

      He and I continue to look at one another. We’re adversaries wondering what the hell is wrong with the universe that it put us here. Wrong place, wrong time. Or is it the right place, the wrong time? One thing I’m certain of, this is not the time or the place for catching up.

      Without a word to him, I hurry Gunner out of there. From the looks of it, Taron has moved on with his life, and . . . I glance down at the boy staring up at me with questions on his cute-as-a-pie face; I’ve moved on, too.

      Then why is my heart breaking all over again like it did when I kissed a boy who wasn’t Taron?
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      Two months later...

      The bass is thumping. The drinks are flowing. The girls are decked out in short shorts and skimpy tops. They come up to us guys with flirty smiles, not being shy with their caresses or the way they lean their luscious bodies against ours, making sure to rub their tits on us as they do so.

      These girls are forward, and I’m expecting nothing less. Girls cruise these jock-filled parties for one reason—the chance to sink their nails into their next meal ticket. The guys come for something other than free booze. They’re here for easy game.

      It’s an overgeneralization I’m not proud of, but from experience, it’s what I see happening time and time again. I scan the crowded house, and when I see one of my roommates, I raise my red Solo cup. I am grateful he and Jordan are throwing me a welcome party before school starts in a week.

      Andy acknowledges me with a nod. Hooking my thumb on the pocket of my jeans, I take in more of the partygoers, not seeing who I transferred from Stanford to Dumas University for. Five-foot-five, white-blonde hair, slate gray-blue eyes, inked, pierced.

      Seeing Syn again after years of nothing from her and with that kid, my hate for her grew to an unbearable level even as my curiosity shot through the roof. Since she left me standing in the hallway of our old high school, in shock at seeing her swapping spit with a dude on the baseball team, I have wanted a piece of her.

      Most of all, there are secrets of hers to unearth.

      Where did she move to? Why did she ghost me? Why the fuck did she cheat on me with that douchebag, Grady? Was I not good enough? How could she get pregnant with Grady’s kid?

      Syn’s mom showed up at our house, claiming Syn got knocked up. Could we do her a solid and help Syn financially?

      What the fuck? That’s what I said. Mom gave me a disapproving look at the f-bomb. Dad got all paranoid, reminding me to glove up every time. The tips of my ears heated having that discussion in front of my mom. And after they dropped that proverbial bomb? I went looking for Syn, and guess what the fuck? She disappeared.

      The house she lived in with her mom? Empty. How does shit like that go down with the snap of a finger? Who scrams that fast? People with secrets. A few weeks later, Mom showed me Syn’s mother’s obituary.

      Deep in my anger, I run into a wall. Beer sloshes out of my cup and spills onto the wall, except it’s not a wall.

      The guy is my height, six feet two inches. With blue eyes blazing, he looks down at the stain on his crisp white shirt. I zone in on his sleeve tattoo, which is a mess of colors and black ink. What sticks out is the tattoo of a snake wrapped around the body and wings of a large butterfly, the wings blood red and royal blue.

      Why the hell does he have the same tattoo as Syn? I open my mouth. A hand clamps on my shoulder and squeezes. A warning.

      “Midnight, hey, man, great seeing you,” Andy addresses the human wall.

      The guy grunts. Glares. I ball my hand. Andy shoves his shoulder into mine. I get the hint and move my ass out of the dickwad’s line of sight. There will be plenty of chances to smash his face to the back of his skull.

      “Remember how I said there are guys who own this town, and then there are guys who run Dumas?” Andy says out the side of his mouth. “Midnight Sterling is someone you need to respect and steer clear of. He owns and runs this town. Same with his cousin, Dare.”

      I glance over my shoulder. The coeds vie for this Midnight guy’s attention. He ignores them. What gives, and what is Syn to him with their matching tattoos? I get my answers.

      “Steer clear of their girls, too. I grew up with Dare and Midnight, and those Sterling dudes are possessive as fuck when it comes to their women. Midnight burned down a house because he thought the guy living in it was poaching on his girl.”

      “What are their names in case I run into them on campus?”

      “We guys like to call them Night and Day. Night is Riley Lee. Long black hair. Light-brown eyes. Things go missing when she’s around, so be careful around that one. Day is Syn Winters. Pale. White-blonde hair. Where she is, Dare isn’t far behind.”

      “Does this Dare dude look like his cousin?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Has Syn been with him long?”

      “Since freshman year. Dare doesn’t go to DU. Neither does Midnight. Midnight followed his girl here from Cambridge. Dare got bored in Cambridge and settled in Dumas with Midnight.”

      “What’s with the snake and butterfly tat?”

      “Marked. Claimed. All four have the same ink.”

      “What does it mean?”

      “Stay the fuck away. The girls try to come between Midnight and Riley, between Syn and Dare, but so far, not much success. Us guys? No way will we risk life and limb for tail that belongs to the rulers of Dumas.”

      “They hold that much influence?”

      “Yeah, man, so keep it in your pants and don’t fuck with their crew. Got it?”

      I nod. Mentally, I’m shaking my head.

      Syn owes me answers, and I will get them even if I have to go through her guys.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          SYN

        

      

    

    
      Three things make me happiest in the morning.

      One is cruising the aisles of my favorite used bookstore in search of my next book boyfriend. Two is a cup of coffee, a caramel latte topped with whipped cream and drizzled with caramel sauce. And three is getting said latte made by one of my BFFs. I can also count on Riley to get the day off to an interesting start.

      “Hey, Syn, can you do something for me? I'll understand if it’s too weird or out of your comfort zone. Just know I won’t be so generous with the caramel sauce if you refuse me.”

      “Wow, extortion using my weakness. Not cool.” I set the book I’m buying on the counter, expecting to see a smile on Riley’s face, but she’s dead serious.

      “Ask away, but if this has anything to do with jocks, porn, or you’re throwing down a dare for me to eat something exotic like cow tongue, I am out.”

      “None of that. Okay, stand on the tips of your toes, bend your head over the counter, and show me your roots.”

      I roll my eyes, but I do as Riley asks. Small fingers part my hair and rub along my scalp.

      “Holy shit, Syn, you do have naturally white-blonde hair. Damn it, now I’m stuck pulling weeds from Gwen’s flowerpots.”

      “You made a bet with Gwen Bliss?” I straighten. “Two of her four brothers are serving time for murder.”

      “What’s that mean exactly?”

      Her amber eyes flash with annoyance, drawing my attention to how dark her hair is. What is darker than black? What is lighter than white? I tuck strands of my hair behind my ears.

      Our friends, Gwen, Arie, and Ever, have lovingly nicknamed us Yin and Yang, though Arie Kim’s hair is as dark as Riley Lee’s.

      “What if our friendship with her goes south, and she sends her brothers after us?”

      Why am I concerned? The guy I hang out with might have committed a horrible crime, though he can’t remember that godawful night.

      “Are you thinking it will?”

      “No,” I concede. “We made a pact freshman year. We ride together, we die together.”

      Riley smiles. “That’s the dumbest line, but it sounds so cool when the dirty trio says it.”

      The “dirty trio” would be Xander Brody, Zeke Harrington, and Galley Rutherford, three of the hottest rugby players.

      “Isn’t that the truth?”

      “Any who,”—Riley hands me my latte— “Their troubles have nothing to do with my bet with her. I made it to see who spends more time with you. Obviously, Gwen does.”

      I would tell Riley she’s welcome to hang out with me more, but I understand why she doesn’t. It has to do with a guy she has a history with, dating back to when they were teenagers.

      Where my friend Dare is, who spends most of his time with me, his cousin, Midnight, is guaranteed to be close by.

      Riley rings up my purchase. “Her brothers are the scum of the earth, but Gwen has a heart of gold.”

      She does. Gwen keeps my cupboard well-stocked with her family’s yummy lavender tea and doesn’t ask for a dime, though I’ve offered to pay her good money I don’t have much of. Instead, we came to a compromise. Tea in exchange for piano lessons. Someday, the lessons will come in handy for my sweet friend.

      Riley hands me the romance paperback that has seen good reading days. The pages are generously earmarked, and there are coffee stains on the pages when I flip through them. God, I hope those are coffee stains. I stick the book inside my backpack.

      “Forget what I said. And don’t you dare tell her I questioned you speaking with her. She’s my friend, too, and I don’t want to hurt her feelings.”

      Gwen, like Riley, is sensitive when talking about her family. We have this in common.

      “You have to admit gray eyes and white hair isn’t a common mix.”

      I lean into the counter and bat my mascara-laden eyelashes. “Look close enough, and you’ll see they’re bluish-gray.”

      Riley narrows her eyes. “Are you coming on to me, Syn? You know I like dick, right?”

      “Yeah, Midnight’s.” I give her a sly grin.

      She makes a rude noise under her breath.

      “Fess up. You have a thing for His Royal Hotness.”

      Midnight is a year older. Riley won’t go into the details of life growing up in the town of Cambridge with Midnight other than he failed his senior year of high school on purpose so that he could graduate with Riley. If that’s not true love or a bad case of obsession, I don’t know what is.

      That juicy tidbit had me all sorts of curious, but I kept my mouth shut. The topic of Midnight is sensitive, and I understand the need to avoid sensitive topics such as our hearts and the guys who have broken them. Or bring up guys who have the status and the money to ruin our lives.

      Midnight is that kind of guy. He and his family are beyond rich and are also one of the original founding families of Dumas.

      Who names their kid Midnight? Or Dare? The Sterlings do.

      But who am I to judge? My mother named me Syn, which is pronounced like the word sin but with a “y.”

      “He’s not royalty,” Riley grumbles.

      “His Highness of Dumas. Prince Midnight Sterling. And next in line to the throne is his hot-as-sin cousin, Prince Dare Sterling.” I step back from the counter and roll my arm, giving Riley a huge grin.

      She shakes her head and smiles back.

      “Syn, I love you.”

      “And here you thought you like dick.”

      “I do. Just not Midnight’s.”

      The girl is in denial.

      “Can I ask you another question before you head to class?”

      “Sure.” It’s the first day of school.

      “Did it hurt when you got your piercings? What’s it like kissing a guy when you have a lip ring? Do guys like it?”

      “Heck yeah, it did. Better than without one. Never bothered asking. That’s three questions.”

      “Syn.”

      “Are you thinking of getting one?” I run the tip of my tongue over the seafoam green ring hugging the middle of my bottom lip.

      “I am. Why did you do it? Did you get them done at the same time? I mean, when we met freshman year, you had all your piercings.”

      Dainty silver nose ring. Right brow piercing, the two balls a metallic deep purple, my favorite color.

      “Freedom. Rebellion. I got the piercings at separate times. Lip first, then my nose and brow.”

      “Bottom to top.”

      “Yep.” I hand her a five-dollar bill for the book and my latte.

      Riley doesn’t take my money. She grasps my hand and skims her fingertips over my rings. “And these? Do they mean something?”

      “Why would you think that?” I slip my hand out of hers and set the bill on the counter.

      “If the piercings do, then the rings do too.”

      “One listen. One chance. One wish.”

      There’s no harm in telling her. The rings began as a way of defusing a certain someone’s temper.

      “If I give someone all three rings at once, that person can ask for anything, and I won’t refuse.”

      “Have you ever done that?”

      “Yes,” I admit.

      “Who?”

      “I’m not telling, Riley.”

      “When?”

      “When I was seventeen, okay?” She can be so persistent.

      The door behind me opens, and the bell above it rings. I look over my shoulder. The only other customer in Lee’s Used Bookstore has left the building. One of these days, Riley will have to admit defeat and close her absentee mom’s shop. Or change up the dying business to stay open.

      Ringing. Bell. I peek at the clock on the wall. Ten minutes to nine. Crap.

      “I have to go, Riley.”

      I’m at the door when the pleading in Riley’s voice stops me.

      “Syn, are you still doing that favor for me tonight? I understand if you say no. I know how you feel about jocks.”

      I’m not a fan, and there will be a lot of them at Galley’s welcome-to-the-college-grind party. I shake my head. Galley and his themed party. I can imagine what will happen after the alcohol flows and the clothes come off. Galley “filthy-mouthed” Rutherford doesn’t just throw the wildest parties. He’s also hot, filthy rich, and has the sex drive of a rabbit in heat, minus the incest.

      “Of course, I’m good for the favor,” I tell her.

      She sighs, and it’s deep. “Someday, you’ll get tired of helping me out. Or you’ll tell me to stop.”

      “It’s not happening. If I did, you’d go into funk, and I would have to encourage you to pick up the habit again. To avoid that, I’ll continue doing you a solid.”

      Doing you a solid? I’ve been hanging around Dare for too long.

      Riley smiles big, showing dimples I know Midnight obsesses over. “Thanks, Syn. What will you do if you get caught?”

      “I’ll say I’m returning Riot’s jersey. That he gave it to me on loan.”

      Riot O’Sullivan. Six-foot one. Lean, athletic build. Pitch-black hair. Intense green eyes. Washboard abs he likes to show off to anyone who wants to admire them, which is ninety-nine percent of the female student body.

      Riley’s brows pinch together. “Riot doesn’t live there. Only Zeke and Xander live with Galley.”

      “Crap, I forgot you burglarized the wrong house.” Curious, I ask, “What point were you trying to make this time?”

      “That Riot has leftover feelings for Arie. I went through his closet to find a memento. Instead⁠—”

      “You realized too late you were at the wrong house but had to take something anyway.”

      She hangs her head. “Caught.”

      She won’t talk about how she got this compulsion for thievery other than it’s something left over from her past.

      “Whose jersey am I returning?”

      “Zeke’s. Are you sure, Syn? If you have second thoughts, I’m more than capable of doing it myself.”

      “And have you miss out on your shift at Shades? Uh-uh. I’ve got this, okay? I always have your back.”

      It’s about more than Riley missing work and making a decent wage. Every time Riley steals, she’s remorseful. She's more remorseful when she returns the items and will mope for days.

      A moping Riley is not fun to be around. Riley moping gets Midnight grouchy, and a grouchy Midnight is not great to work for. This snowball effect is the reason I returned the items for her. It’s less drama for all involved.

      I hurry to class, waving to Riley as I bump the door open with my hip. Riley and Dare would make a great couple if she weren’t hung up on Midnight. Being hung up on a guy is the story of my life, too.

      Not being able to address those feelings head-on? It’s another thing I have in common with Riley.
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      My breaths come out in spurts. A sheen of sweat coats my forehead. I yank open the door and hurry inside the lecture hall.

      Every seat is taken except for one. Just my luck, the seat epitomizes the word middle. Middle of the room. Middle row. Situated smack dab in the middle of two hulking jocks. They wear their football jerseys.

      I make my way down the middle aisle and stop in front of the row of seats. For an elective, this class is full. Holding my backpack to my chest, I sidestep to the empty seat.

      This is why I dislike showing up to class late but chatting it up with my friend was worth it.

      “Excuse me. Pardon me.”

      I keep my voice low, but my words rise above the professor’s lecture. She gives me the stink-eye, and I have to hand it to her. She doesn’t miss a beat in her lecture about the mating habits of beetles.

      If it were me up there, I wouldn’t be able to keep a straight face. I signed up for an elective class, “The Reproductive Health of Living Creatures.”

      As I scoot my way over, my face heats, knowing the students behind me have a view of my butt and sweat-dampened sweatshirt. Beads of sweat roll down my neck and back. I up my pace.

      It’s difficult to do when I’m avoiding the other students’ feet while clutching my backpack with one hand and holding the coffee cup with the other.

      Not to mention, I have this urge to swipe at the pieces of hair falling over my eye. I’m also discreetly sniffing myself, having forgotten to put on deodorant. When I woke up this morning, I was optimistic I would find a great used romance book and I would not be making a sweat-inducing mad dash to my first class.

      Wishful thinking.

      Almost there.

      I pass one of the football players and am near the seat when he sticks out his foot and trips me. I recognize him instantly by the color of his hair. Bleach blond and the spiky tips dyed black. Has no one informed Terrance Hardin that he resembles a beached killer whale? They haven’t because Terrance is a jock, and jocks are gods around here.

      Everything happens in slow motion. Falling sideways, I twist my body. I’m not sure why. My butt is facing the empty seat. All I had to do was fall into it.

      Instead, I do this twisting motion. It unseats the cup from my grip. The cup goes flying and hits the guy sitting on the other side of the empty seat. The lid comes off. Coffee splatters the front of his football jersey. I want to cover my eyes, but the sharp glint in his challenges me to acknowledge his presence in Dumas.

      Could my last year of college get off to a worse start? And why did I run off my mouth to the shaved ice lady that I attend DU? Oh, it’s because I didn’t think the universe was out to get me, putting my ex in earshot of my conversation.

      Damn him for transferring to DU and upending my life, starting with having the same elective.

      “I’m sorry.” I drop my backpack on the floor and sit. I yank off my sweatshirt and dab his jersey.

      He edges away from me. “I’ve got this. Thanks.”

      He’s casual, almost apologetic when I’m the one who spilled coffee on a symbol of his status at DU. His demeanor toward me is confusing. With how I left him four years ago, shocked, hurt, and pissed, I’m expecting Taron to be terse.

      Giving me a slow perusal, from my skin-tight blue jeans to my royal-blue tank top, Taron rises from his seat, grabs his backpack and the coffee cup, and walks out of the classroom.

      The girl next to him follows him out. I slouch in my seat and cross my arms, refusing to fan my face from his intense checking out of my body. Or shield my face from the other students’ stares.

      Since arriving at DU, I’ve done my best to construct a drama-free, predictable, and structured life. Overplanning and avoiding drama are my ways of dealing with my mom’s end-of-life surprises. In a nutshell, our life, my life, was built on lies. Then she died, and I was left with more questions than answers. Her leaving me permanently also left me feeling hurt and angry and without closure.

      That must be what Taron felt when I left Mossy Rock without an explanation. But he can’t be in Dumas strictly for me.
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          TARON

        

      

    

    
      “Taron, Taron, wait up.”

      I toss Syn’s coffee in the trash and face the girl who started latching on to me the moment I asked if I could rest my arm on the armrest between us. I’m a big guy and take up a lot of space. Any arm room and leg room are prime real estate.

      “What can I do you for?” I yank the coffee-stained jersey off and stuff it in my backpack. Straightening, I find her staring at my chest.

      She licks her lips. “Um, are you going to Galley Rutherford’s party tonight?”

      “Yeah, my roommates and I will be there.”

      “That’s great. Hopefully, we can find somewhere quiet to get to know one another.”

      Getting to know her beyond the party and class isn’t in the books, but I don’t tell her that.

      “That’s a plan. Cool. See you . . .” I wait for her to give me her name again. She doesn’t disappoint.

      “Lily.”

      “See you tonight, Lily.”

      She smiles big and hurries back inside the classroom. I hitch my backpack higher on my shoulder and jog over to my pickup truck. The girls ogle my torso. I smile but don’t do much else, like stopping for their number or an invite to their place for a quickie. I’m not here for them.

      One girl has never left my mind, and damn it, Syn is looking mighty fine. Badass, too, with her piercings. I also dig her short haircut. It’s what my mom would lovingly call a pixie cut.

      Her changed appearance is different from the wholesome, shy girl who stomped on my heart before leaving town without a word. Syn leaving me in pieces changed me for the worse.

      Dad’s been harping on me to clean up my act. I will when he’s good for his word. And Mom? She looks at me with sad eyes after hearing of my latest fuck-up. She doesn’t understand why I get into fights on and off the field. Or why I can’t commit for shit to a girl.

      If I did, I would have to give up a girl’s secret as well as my dad’s, and their secrets are not mine to tell.

      At my truck, I hit the unlock button on my key fob, open the door, and toss my backpack on the seat before climbing inside.

      On the drive to the house for a replacement shirt, I mull over what happened in class. I expected to run into Syn on campus sooner rather than later, but I never thought we would have a class together or that our first contact since Bayside would be her spilling coffee on me.

      Had the stain come from a different coed, I would have trashed the jersey, but from Syn? The jersey will have a dedicated spot on the wall across from my bed.

      It’ll be the first and last thing I see every morning and night, a harsh reminder of why I gave up everything in the name of closure.
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          SYN

        

      

    

    
      After I’m done with my classes for the day, I rush to the school library, ready to start my shift.

      “Wait, what do you mean my position was given to someone else? Is that possible? How come I’m hearing of this now? Why didn’t you get ahold of me sooner? I can’t believe I’ll be working with the football team.”

      I slump in the seat across from my boss.

      “Syn, it’s not the end of the world.”

      Easy for her to say. She’s not the one who will be in proximity to her ex. “Grr.”

      “Syn?”

      I blow out a breath. “I don’t understand. Am I being punked? Or did you get me into a secret audition for an episode of The Twilight Zone?”

      I tip forward, and resting my elbows on her desk, I prop my chin on the heels of my palms and implore her with my eyes to explain how I’m in this mess. I get decent grades, am an exemplary employee, and I’m not a habitual partier. God, I’m boring.

      Cindy doesn’t lose her poker face.

      “Syn, I’m sorry, dear. Please make your way to the team’s practice.”

      “Where would that be?”

      “Um, the stadium.”

      “Where is that? I’ve never set foot in the place.”

      “Never?” Her poker face slips, and her expression can only be described as aghast.

      I rest against my chair, stretch out my short legs, and with my hands clasped over my chest, I mutter, “I hate football.”

      “Oh, dear, I am so sorry to hear that.”

      You would think with all the “oh, dears,” Cindy is older. She’s not. She’s a divorcee in her early thirties. No children. One pet, a corgi. I corgi-sit when Cindy spends the weekends with her grandmother in Alexandria, a city two hours from Dumas.

      “What will you do with Primrose”—Primie is what I call her— “if I have to travel with the team?”

      That’s my guess, and it’s giving me hives. They erupt on my neck, chest, and arms. I rummage in my backpack for the bottle of antihistamines. Finding it, I pop a pill in my mouth and follow it with a big swallow of water from the water bottle I keep in the side pocket.

      “Syn, are you okay?”

      I nod.

      “Is the anxiety coming back?”

      I scratch the welts and shake my head. The medication will take effect in thirty minutes, so I slow my breathing in the meantime.

      Cindy leans forward in her chair. “Syn?”

      “Why the change?” I straighten in my seat. “I’ve mentally psyched myself for working at the library since last semester ended.” I jut out my jaw. Cindy doesn’t buy my pity party.

      “Syn, you’re a strong person and have come a long way since freshman year. Chin up, girly. Now, head on over to practice. It starts in thirty minutes.”

      She brings out the campus map and shows me where we’re at and where I need to be. I push back my chair, rise, and grab my backpack off the floor.

      “When will I see Primie next?”

      She looks at my backpack with her brows furrowed. “Did you lose your laptop? Has something happened to your cell phone?”

      I pat my backpack. “Both are good. I’m checking to make sure we’re still on. This change is a”—I wear down my bottom lip—“is disruptive.”

      “Of course, I’m not changing my mind. You might not be working for me, but we’ll still be friends.”

      I sigh in relief. First, the coffee incident. Then Taron was nice to me. Now, this football gig.

      “How will football work with our arrangement?”

      Cindy’s face softens. “Syn, the team doesn’t play every weekend, and every game won’t be away games. Why don’t you look at your calendar and text me if you’re open for lunch tomorrow?”

      She rises from her chair, walks around her desk, and fussing over her perfect topknot, says in a chipper voice, “It’s your last year of college. Live it up!”

      Uh-uh. Not going there. The last time I lived it up, my carelessness took something precious from me. My pregnancy and miscarriage when I was seventeen is something I’ve never told anyone, including Dare, and he’s my best friend. Dare wasn’t around back then. No one was.

      Cindy guides me out of her office. My replacement rushes inside and avoids looking me in the eye. I’ve seen her around campus. Petit. Thin. Blonde. Nice. A people pleaser. I start walking away as soon as the door closes behind them but stop the moment I hear the word secret. I step back and press against the wall.

      My stomach knots. I shouldn’t be eavesdropping. Nothing good comes from sticking my nose in other people’s business, but my position, with its cushy schedule, was given away at the last minute to Natalie. How come?

      “Thank you for agreeing to the switch.”

      “I’m here for you, Natalie. We all are. If you change your mind⁠—”

      “I won’t.”

      “Dear, what happened to you is serious.”

      “How can I press charges when I’m not sure who he was?”

      Natalie starts crying. Oh, God, she can’t mean . . . I shove my fist against my mouth.

      “You can go to the authorities with what you do remember.”

      “Tall with dark hair describes a lot of guys on the team.”

      “Was there anything that stuck out?”

      I hold my breath, afraid I’ll miss Natalie’s answer if I breathe too loudly. My heartbeat pounding in my ears is loud enough.

      “Snake and butterfly tattoo along his ribs.”

      He has a snake and butterfly tattoo along his ribs. Thank goodness the tattoo isn’t on some other place, like a guy’s arm. Dare and Midnight would never harm a girl, though Dare might have hurt Gwen two years ago.

      “The head coach can have the players undress.”

      “No, please don’t. Word will spread around campus; he’ll hear of it and know I spoke with someone. It’s my last year. I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Natalie—”

      “Please. I just want to forget and move on.”

      Natalie has my position because a guy hurt her, and she doesn’t know who he is. I have to find out who this dirtbag is. He needs to answer for what he did.

      Formulating a plan in my head, I push off the wall and hurry down the steps and across the first floor of the library until I’m outside.

      The fresh air calms my nerves. Soon, my mind wanders to my well-planned life.

      With my position with the football team, I’ll have to rearrange my schedule on my calendar. There are spots for my school schedule, my few hours working at Shades, my now non-existent schedule working at the library, corgi-sitting Primie, and hanging out with Dare and my friends. Intentionally left out are guys and dating.

      The vibrator was invented for a reason. All the “O’s” and none of the complications of adding a guy to the mix of Dare and me. Another bonus? Physical release without emotional emptiness.

      I don’t handle casual hookups well. It’s the reason they are few and far between. I’m not wired like my mom or Beau. I need more. More is Dare and without the sex.
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