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      For Mark

      The Farmer

      The Coon Hunter

      Number Three

      

      Thanks for being the one who stayed on at the farm and took over all the chores and looked after Mom and Dad through their final years. I hope your overly loyal sense of responsibility didn’t ever keep you from being who you wanted to be. And don’t worry: I’m still trying to come up with a story for that coon hunting romance you want me to write!

      

      This one’s for you and Nancy and all your As: son (Andrew), daughter-in-law (Alysha), and grandkids (Andi, Atticus, and Baby A Number 3).

      

      Love you, Linda Kay (Number 8, The Baby)

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The only cure for grief is to grieve.

        —Mark Grollman
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          FOSTER

        

      

    

    
      March 2014

      “So how have your meetings been going?” Mom asked as she reversed our family car down the driveway.

      I gave a distracted, “Fine,” from the passenger seat before I twisted around to check on my siblings in the back.

      One of Breydan’s chubby bare feet greeted me immediately as it kicked above her backward-facing carrier. Next to her, four-year-old Reed sat in the middle on his booster as he lifted himself higher to look out the front window, and I could hear Amy directly behind me, humming the birthday tune under her breath.

      All were present and accounted for.

      Exhaling in relief, I turned to face forward again just as Mom reached the street and geared the car into drive.

      “Well, you haven’t had an episode since you started attending them,” she said. “Do you think the group’s been helping?”

      With a shrug, I mumbled, “I guess.”

      I prayed she would buy that answer, anyway, because no way did I want her to know I’d merely learned how to hold everything in until I was locked alone somewhere where no one could see me flip out.

      It was important to her that I stop having panic attacks, and I wasn’t about to let her down. I had to be perfect and do everything right. We weren’t losing anyone else because of me. Not ever again.

      “You’ve talked about that day, then?” she pressed as she stopped at a light. I shuddered with dread, and cold sweat trailed down my back. “You’ve opened up⁠—”

      “Mama?” Amy’s voice broke in. “How long is Foster gonna be gone in his meetin’ today?”

      She was impatient for me to get through today’s session. Mom had promised her we’d eat lunch at Dairy Queen as soon as I was done.

      “Sweetie, I’m talking to Foster right now, but his meeting will only take ninety minutes. That’s an hour and a half. We can wait an hour and a half, no problem. Besides, it’d be too early for lunch right now, anyway.”

      “Snack, snack,” Breydan babbled, hearing the mention of food.

      “But what’re we going to do for a whole hour and a half?” Amy whined.

      “I thought we’d go to the park,” Mom answered as she reached behind her seat. “Doesn’t that sound fun?”

      Still driving with her other hand, she pulled up an oversized bag and tugged a plastic container full of cereal from it. Then, handing it into the back, she said, “Reed, sweetie, can you give Breydan some of these? One at a time, and yes, you can have a few too. Just… Don’t eat all of them yourself.”

      “Which park?” Amy demanded. “The one with the big slide?”

      “That one’s too far away, hon. We’re just going to go to the one right around the corner from⁠—”

      Reed pulled the lid off the cereal container with enough gusto to send Cheerios flying everywhere.

      “Sakes alive,” Mom cried while Amy screamed at Reed for getting cereal in her hair, and a panicked Breydan started calling, “Snack, snack,” even louder as if she sensed she wasn’t going to get anything to eat.

      Reed’s bottom lip quivered before he burst into tears, wailing, “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Foster, could you…?” Mom begged with helpless desperation.

      “Got it,” I assured as I clicked off my seat belt and crawled halfway into the back to snag the cereal container from Reed’s hand. I fed two Cheerios to Breydan, which seemed to pacify her for the time being, and I quickly picked pieces from Amy’s hair before feeding them to Reed, who thought this was hilarious.

      After giving Amy a fresh handful of cereal from the container so she could eat too, I fed Breydan two more pieces and shimmied my way back into the front passenger seat with the cereal in my possession.

      “Thank you,” Mom breathed in relief as I tossed piece after piece into the backseat for my three little siblings to catch and eat. “I should’ve just given the container to you in the first place.”

      “Tee,” Breydan chirped cheerfully from her seat as we stopped at a stop sign. “Tee.” I glanced back to see her finger pointing out the window of the car. “Fo-Fo, wook. A tee!”

      Fo-Fo was what she called me, so I said, “Yeah, I see the tree. It’s big, isn’t it?”

      “Big,” she agreed solemnly.

      “Why does Foster go to meetings, anyway?” Amy wanted to know. “Why not anyone else?”

      My stomach burned in humiliation because I was the only one who had to attend a grief group. I was the only one of us who was still messed up. But Breydan hadn’t been born yet when it had happened, Reed had only been two—too young to remember Hayes or the accident—and Amy never really understood where one of her brothers had gone. She’d gotten over his sudden absence with surprising ease.

      As I waited for Mom to answer, wondering what embarrassing thing she was about to reveal about me, Reed announced, “I wanna go to a meeting too. With Foster.”

      “You can’t, sweetie,” Mom said. “You’d be too young for his group.”

      And besides, he wasn’t grieving.

      “But I wanna go.”

      “So do I,” Amy spoke up. “Why is he the only one who gets to go?”

      Gets to? Was she serious? I’d gladly let her go in my place. Anytime.

      “Snack!” Breydan commanded.

      As I fed everyone in the backseat another round of cereal, Mom pressed a palm to her brow, and then she avoided answering my younger siblings by turning up the radio and having Reed and Amy sing along to Katie Perry’s “Roar” with her.

      Thankfully, that kept them occupied until she pulled to the curb in front of the center.

      Knowing she couldn’t leave the others and walk in with me, I waved goodbye while I opened my door. But as soon as I began to slide out, Mom called, “Foster, wait.”

      I paused in confusion as she climbed from the driver’s seat to hurry around and meet me on the curb.

      My heart started to pound with worry, thinking she might walk me to the front door after all, leaving the other three behind—where they could escape and get run over by a car or start choking on cereal with no one around to give them the Heimlich maneuver. Panic spread under my skin like a rash.

      But instead of trying to escort me anywhere, Mom merely hugged me. “Try to have fun, at least,” she encouraged before kissing my hair. “You said you liked the other boys in your group, right?”

      When I nodded, she smiled in relief. “Well, maybe you could make friends with one or two of them.”

      I swallowed down a wince because we weren’t that kind of group. Yeah, the others seemed cool and all, but the only thing we had in common was our complete reluctance to be stuck in a meeting together for ninety minutes every week.

      “You never answered whether you’ve talked about that day with them yet.”

      Shame burst through me, heating my cheeks, and I had to bow my head in contrition because I couldn’t lie to my mother, even though telling her the truth seemed even worse.

      But honesty got the best of me, and I gruffly admitted, “Not yet.”

      “Oh, Foster.” She sounded disappointed as she swept a hand over my hair. “You’ve been going for a month now. Why haven’t you talked about it, sweetie?”

      I lifted one shoulder, not sure how to explain how paralyzing and awful it would be for me to actually speak words detailing that day.

      When I glanced up, I said, “No one else talks about their trauma.”

      But Mom didn’t care about the others the way she cared about me, and I could see the worry and distress in her eyes, making my guilt skyrocket.

      I hated to worry her. I hated to disappoint her. The last time I’d demanded any kind of special treatment from her, I’d lost a brother. I never wanted her to have to go out of her way for me ever again.

      So when she murmured, “At least try it, won’t you?” I bobbed my head, determined to be a good, obedient son. To do everything right and make her proud.

      She smiled in relief and added, “You never know. Maybe if you tell your story, it’ll prompt the other boys to open up as well. You could help everyone by going first.”

      “Maybe,” I said, not believing that at all but wanting to make her happy.

      From the car, Amy started to knock on the window, trying to get our attention. I could hear Breydan’s crying through the glass.

      With a tired sigh, Mom brushed her hand over my hair yet again and said, “You better go. I love you.”

      “Love you too,” I said and hurried off so she could return to the others. At the door, I glanced back, but she’d already pulled away from the curb and was halfway down the street.

      With a heavy breath, I entered the building, my gut tightening as cool, indoor air swept over me.

      At the reception counter, I showed the woman the badge I had hanging from a lanyard around my neck, and she consulted her computer, murmuring, “Group seven…group seven…aha. Here you are. You’re in the blue room again today. Do you remember which one that is, hon?”

      I nodded, “Yes, ma’am. I remember.”

      “Go on back, then.”

      When she waved me on, I clomped across the big, open lobby toward a hallway on the right. After our first meeting in the enormous atrium located in the heart of the center, every group had broken off to meet in smaller classrooms each week.

      As soon as I reached the blue room, which was decorated like a big aquarium, I opened the door, and a familiar voice called, “Hey, Foster. Think fast.”

      A football came lobbing my way, so I reached up and snatched it from the air without thought.

      “Ooh, nice catch,” Matt, our group’s guidance counselor, praised. “You have the makings to be an awesome receiver, my man. I can feel it. Here. Toss it back.”

      I knew exactly why he’d brought the ball today. He’d made us go around the circle last week to name things we liked doing because absolutely no one was ready to talk about the real reason we were here. And I had admitted that I enjoyed tossing a football around with my dad.

      Matt was trying hard to connect with us, which only made me feel that much worse about not sharing anything I knew I should. I didn’t like disappointing him either.

      I whizzed the ball back as I entered the room, and Matt leaped to the side to catch it, only to suck in a surprised breath and shake out his hand as if I’d burned his palm with my throw. “Wow. Okay, maybe quarterback is your calling.”

      “I want to try,” Keene spoke up, lifting his hands for a turn at the football.

      Matt shrugged. “Alright.” He pitched the ball in an easy underhanded toss toward the only other member of my group who had arrived before me.

      So the three of us flung the ball around as others—Damien, Thane, Parker, and then Alec—slowly trickled in and joined the fun that somehow morphed into a game of hot potato.

      When Hudson arrived last, Matt regained possession of the football and propped it against his hip, saying, “Looks like everyone’s here. We can get started now.”

      Which meant it was time to talk about miserable, serious stuff.

      To my left, the youngest two—Keene and Alec—grumbled over the end of the game, and Matt lifted his eyebrows in surprise.

      “What? Y’all want to keep tossing the ball around?”

      Well, duh. Anything was better than sharing our feelings.

      Keene and Alec cheered, and Matt nodded to himself as if he’d come up with a brilliant idea. “Okay. Alright. Let’s make it part of the share circle, shall we? Whoever I toss the ball to… You tell me what kind of day you’re having.”

      On my right side, Hudson snickered and leaned my way, whispering, “How did I know that was going to happen?”

      Across the room, Matt tossed the football to Parker.

      At twelve years old, Parker was technically the oldest member of our group, but he hadn’t said a single word since joining, which was why he always came with his best friend, Thane, who was a year older than him and did all his talking for him.

      Arms folded over his chest, Parker dodged his face to the side and let the ball sail past his shoulder. Then he narrowed his eyes at Matt, letting him know today was not going to be the day he decided to speak either.

      “I got it,” Thane told us good-naturedly before he jogged over to fetch the ball that had bounced against the back wall.

      As Thane picked up the ball and juggled it between his hands, he returned to the circle, announcing, “Parker’s doing good today. My mom made us his favorite egg muffin sandwiches for breakfast, and then he beat me at a game of basketball in my backyard.”

      “Awesome.” Matt nodded in approval. “Do you like basketball?” he asked Parker directly.

      “It’s more my thing,” Thane spoke up. “But he’s way better at it than me.”

      “It always seems to go that way, doesn’t it?” Matt said with a sigh. “We’re never as good as we want to be at the things we love most. I wanted to be a guitarist in a band. I even took lessons, yet I still can’t play a song to save my life.” Motioning toward the ball, he told Thane, “Why don’t you pick who goes next?”

      “Sure.” Thane glanced around the room, and we all shrank a step back.

      Since Damien was standing next to him, Thane tossed the football his way.

      Damien was the second quietest one in the group. He only talked whenever it was absolutely necessary.

      Fumbling when he caught the ball, Damien pulled it to his chest as if clinging to a teddy bear. And there, he gulped miserably.

      “How’re you doing today, Damien, my man?” Matt asked, trying to sound encouraging.

      Damien bobbed his head once, then mumbled, “I’m fine.”

      “Well… Fine’s better than lousy,” Matt allowed before splaying out his hand in welcome. “Pick who’s next.”

      Damien glanced around, looking panicked, and everyone else appeared to be as unwilling to receive the ball as I felt. But my mother’s words waffled through me.

      Maybe if you tell your story, it’ll prompt the other boys to open up as well. You could help everyone by going first.

      Mom wanted me to talk; Damien looked as if he was a split second away from crying; the others didn’t want anything to do with the football now that it wasn’t a game; Matt merely wanted us to participate; and I wanted the misery to stop.

      My heartbeat was pounding through my ears, and talking was the last thing I thought I could handle, but I was determined to make everyone happy by ending their suffering. So, biting the bullet, I lifted trembling hands to silently ask for the ball next.

      Damien’s eyes flared with relief, and he tossed the doom my way.

      I caught it, and my throat went immediately dry.

      “Yes! Football Foster,” Matt cheered, delighted that I’d volunteered for a turn. “My boy! How’re you doing today?”

      Everything inside me wanted to say that I was fine, just like Damien had. But the hope and worry in my mom’s eyes as she stroked a hand over my hair was stuck solidly in my head. I couldn’t let her down. So I blurted the truth as fast as I could to get it out there and over with.

      “I—I’m nervous,” I admitted. “Like really, really worried b-because it’s my sister’s birthday today. She’s turning six. We’re supposed to go eat lunch at Dairy Queen after this. That’s her favorite place ever. She wants one of those ice cream cakes, and she’s super excited. But I just—I can’t stop worrying.”

      There. I’d said it. I’d said what had been bothering me since the moment I’d woken this morning with Amy jumping on my bed to announce that it was her big day.

      My head felt a little light and woozy from actually announcing it aloud. But strangely, some pressure seemed to be released from my chest.

      Exhaling heavily, I glanced around the circle, only to find everyone blinking at me as if I’d just spoken a foreign language.

      Even Matt tipped his head in confusion as if trying to figure me out.

      “What’re you worried about?” he asked softly, and a heavy load of dread dropped straight into the pit of my abdomen because—crap—none of them knew.

      And they didn’t know because I’d never told them.

      But the very idea of telling them now made me feel sick to my stomach. I’d already revealed so much by letting them know how I really felt. Wasn’t that progress enough?

      Everyone was still watching me, though, and I couldn’t let them down. Everything relied on me opening up and telling my story. I just had to do it already.

      “I…” My voice went hoarse, so I paused to wet my mouth and clear my throat. “I’m worried be-because my brother—my brother, Hayes—he died on my birthday. Birthdays mean death.”

      “Oh shit,” Hudson whispered sympathetically beside me. He nudged a fist into my arm to comfort me, and when I glanced at him, that was all the boost I needed.

      I turned back to Matt, my dry eyes burning and my heart racing. “It was my ninth birthday, and the only thing I wanted to do that day was go to the beach and swim and build the biggest freaking sandcastle fort ever.”

      “Yeah…” Keene bobbed his head in approval over my birthday wishes.

      I winced at him and swallowed, then returned my attention to Matt. “Mom didn’t want to go. Even though it was a Saturday, my dad was working, and she was five months pregnant with my sister, Breydan, with four kids on top of that to keep track of.”

      “That would be hard,” Matt admitted quietly with an understanding nod.

      His sympathy for my mom only made my throat burn, however.

      I hadn’t had any mercy on her. I’d just wanted to go to the beach.

      Why hadn’t I cared about what she’d needed?

      Wiping the wetness on my palms onto my jeans, I heard my voice wobble as I added, “I—I kept pestering her and pestering her until she finally gave in, and we all loaded into the car.”

      My breathing started to accelerate as I remembered everything as clearly as if it’d been yesterday, even though twenty months had passed since that day.

      “The weather was perfect. The water felt great, and my castle fort was looking epic. But then my little sister had to go to the bathroom, and Mom had to take my two-year-old brother, Reed, with them. She asked me to keep an eye on Hayes. But he wanted to go with her, and I wanted to work on my fort, not take care of him.” I hugged myself, feeling an episode coming on. To fight it off, I rocked back and forth and ground my teeth, but my breathing picked up speed, anyway. “Why didn’t I just help her and say I would watch him? Why didn’t I do what she asked?”

      On my left, Parker clutched his chest and turned toward Thane, seeking solace. As Thane wrapped a supportive arm around his shoulders, Alec clapped his hands over his ears, having trouble dealing with my story. Keene and Damien looked scared to death, cowering backward more and more with each sentence. And Hudson blew out a breath, shaking his head at me as if to say, Damn, man.

      Turning back to Matt, I admitted, “If I-I-I’d just watched him like she’d wanted, she wouldn’t have had to keep track of three kids at once, and Hayes wouldn’t have gone out into the water by himself without her noticing before it was too late. He—he’d be a-alive today if I’d just—if I’d just⁠—”

      “Stop,” Keene finally begged, holding up both hands to block me. “Oh my God, please stop.”

      I shut up abruptly, more than happy to stop, and when I glanced around me, everyone looked more traumatized than when they’d come into the room.

      Speaking up hadn’t helped anything. It had only made things worse.

      I’d messed up again.

      Why did I just keep messing everything up?

      “I—I’m sorry,” I choked out, breathing uncontrollably now. “I’m sorry.” My vision was completely screwed, and the panic attack was fully upon me, bombarding me with a vengeance.

      When black dots blinded me, I sank to my knees, trying to ground myself, but the dizziness swept in.

      “I’m sorry.” I clutched my head and tried to catch a decent breath, but none came. I was suffocating…

      Dying.

      Just like Hayes.

      Was this how it had felt for him to drown?

      “Don’t just stand there; do something!” I heard Thane shout before two hands gripped my shoulders, and he murmured to me, “Just breathe, man. Breathe. Nice and slow. In…out…” Then, he hollered, “Matt!”

      “I—I’ll go get help. A nurse,” Matt announced before the door slammed, leaving me alone with my fellow grief group members.

      “Well, that motherfucker is completely worthless,” Hudson said dryly.

      In front of me, Thane asked me to look up into his eyes. When I could manage that much at least, he nodded and smiled encouragingly. “Good. Good job. You’re doing great.” Then he waved a hand around him. “Come on, guys. Gather close. Let him know he’s not alone. It’s okay. We’re here with you. We got you, Foster.”

      And just like that, Alec appeared at one side to silently take my hand while Damien took the other.

      Behind me, Keene gripped my shoulders and massaged them, even as he said, “How is this going to keep him from dying?”

      “He’s not dying,” Thane said as Parker appeared over one of his shoulders and Hudson the other. “He’s just having a panic attack. All he has to do is calm down, and he’ll be okay again.”

      “I—I’m sorry,” I managed to gasp, humiliated to the core. This had to be the absolute most embarrassing moment of my life. “I—I can’t seem to stop them,” I tried to explain, hoping they didn’t think I was too much of a freak to be around now. “They just—they come out of nowhere at the worst times ever. And they’re why my parents forced me to come here. I’m the only one in my family who’s still messed up.”

      “You’re not messed up,” Thane assured. “You’re grieving. Like Matt said, it’s a process.”

      I swear, Thane had to be the only person who actually listened to the crap Matt spewed.

      Shaking my head, I refused to accept his words. “Why am I the only one having panic attacks, though?”

      I should be doing better. It was worrying my parents, and they already had enough to worry about. I wanted to stop being such a big, damn problem.

      “Everyone grieves in different ways,” Thane told me. “And this must be your way.”

      “Well, I don’t like this way,” I admitted adamantly. “I want a different way. How do I make them stop?”

      “Just… Turn your mind to something else,” Hudson suggested.

      I scowled at him, irritated by how easy he made it sound. “How?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged cluelessly. “I like to jack off to distract myself when my thoughts start to get too sad.”

      “Jack…off?” Keene repeated with a furrowed brow. “What’s that?”

      “Oh my God,” Thane groaned before pointing at Hudson and sternly commanding, “Don’t you dare tell him!”

      But Alec waved Thane quiet as he insisted, “No. Tell us.”

      Behind Thane, Parker slapped a hand to his forehead as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing, which meant he knew what jack off meant too.

      I started to feel stupid for not knowing what they were talking about until Damien quietly mumbled, “I—I don’t know what it means either.”

      Well, thank goodness. Damien was, like, five months older than me, and if he didn’t know, then I didn’t feel so dumb for not knowing either.

      So I rushed to say, “Neither do I.”

      The three oldest boys glanced at each other until Thane huffed out a sound of defeat and waved his hand. “Oh, whatever,” he muttered.

      “So it’s like this…” Hudson said, immediately whirling back to the four of us who were eagerly awaiting an answer. “Make sure you’re somewhere private so no one catches you, behind a locked door and all that. Then, grab your schlong.”

      “Do what?” Keene demanded, his eyes wide with shock.

      “Grab your pecker,” Hudson reiterated and then mimicked grabbing himself. “And you tug on that shit, back and forth, until it starts getting all hard and long.”

      I frowned in confusion as he pretended to fist his penis repeatedly. “And you keep pumping and pumping until…”

      “Until when?” Alec whispered, looking dazed.

      Hudson smiled with knowing relish as he stopped demonstrating the act. “Trust me; you’ll know when to stop. The grand finale’s the best part.”

      Keene, Alec, Damien, and I glanced at each other in confusion, while Parker looked as if he was going to start laughing—something I’d definitely never seen him do—and Thane kept shaking his head as if he couldn’t believe he’d just allowed this to happen.

      “We are so going to hell for this,” he chanted to himself. “We just taught two nine-year-olds, a ten-year-old, and an eleven-year-old how to masturbate. Oh Lord, forgive me.”

      Ignoring him, we turned back to Hudson. “What’s the grand finale?” Keene begged.

      But Hudson never got to answer. Matt came flying back into the room with a nurse on his heels.

      When he found the seven of us clustered together and gossiping, he pulled up short and blinked at me in confusion.

      “Oh! Well, he seems to be fine now,” he announced, as if he’d always had control of the situation.

      Remembering that I had been in the midst of an epic breakdown, I patted my chest in surprise to check for myself that I was fine, and I was startled to realize that my breathing had returned to normal and everything felt perfectly okay.

      My grief group had talked me through the storm.

      “Yeah, sorry about that,” I told the adults as my gaze strayed gratefully to the six boys who’d just saved me in a way I’d never been saved before. “But I’m better now. I’m lots better, actually.”
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      After carefully dusting my cheeks with blush, I tipped my face back and forth, studying all the angles as I checked my reflection in the mirror. Finally satisfied that my makeup looked even, I tossed down my powder brush and opened the drawer where I kept my lipstick.

      Names like Bombshell, Venus, Baby Doll, First Class, Miss America, and Trophy Wife gleamed up at me from the ends of their tubes.

      Running my fingertips over them, I sighed with indecision.

      “Kinsey?” I called. “What color of lipstick should I go for?”

      “What?”

      I rolled my eyes and lifted my voice. “What color of lipstick should I wear tonight?”

      “Something bright,” she decided. “Bright red is for making a bold statement. You’re passionate and sensual and don’t mind being admired.”

      “Uh.” I cringed, not feeling very passionate or bold or sensual at all. That sounded like her, actually.

      “Next?” I asked, wondering what color best displayed nervous, terrified, and ready to hide under a rock.

      “Alright. Wine, then. Wine’s the color of seduction.”

      “Oh God,” I groaned, hating the idea of having to be seductive even more. “What else you got?”

      “Lord above, Raina,” she shouted. “Just pick a damn color. The party’s already started.”

      I whimpered and returned my reflection to the mirror. I had to wear the absolute most perfect color. “Kinsey,” I whined, needing some big sisterly guidance, especially since she was the one who’d talked me into doing this in the first place.

      “Fine!” I heard her yell. “Stay away from mauve. Mauve’s too patient and organized, which you are not.”

      I made a face and then had to nod in reluctant agreement as I glanced around my bathroom, which looked as if a department store had exploded in it.

      “Baby pink’s too cutesy,” Kinsey went on. “The last thing you want to look like tonight is adorable. Subtle red’s too quiet and modest. Black’s too dark. Taupe’s too boring. Peach is too goody two-shoes.”

      “Goody two-shoes?” But peach was one of my favorite lipsticks to wear. “What’s so goody two-shoes about peach?”

      “Really?” Kinsey scoffed. “It’ll make you look all kind and generous, like you care about family and friends.”

      I blinked, wondering why that was a bad thing.

      Until Kinsey answered, “You want to attract the guy, not his mother, right?”

      Ah. I guess she had a point.

      “So you need to display either fun or excitement, sex or intrigue,” she instructed. “Ooh, what about hot pink? That’s the color of adventure.”

      I made a face. Adventure was her thing, too. She was the lively, wild sister who knew how to party. I was the sweet, chatty, adorable one who made old people and small children laugh. I knew nothing about attracting the opposite sex. Which meant I should just listen to Kinsey and take her first piece of advice.

      Except when I picked up the tube of lipstick labeled Miss America, which I’d never once worn in my life, I swallowed thickly before shoving it right back down into its slot. And then I plucked up Peach Kiss, which I’d nearly used up already.

      I just needed something familiar and soothing right now, since my stomach was already tangled into a million knots.

      “I can’t believe you talked me into this,” I called through my apartment to…wherever she was hanging out. It sounded as if she was outside actually, maybe chilling on my mini balcony. “What if he’s not even there?”

      Leaning toward the mirror, I held my mouth just so as I applied the peach.

      “You said these were his best friends, right? Where else would he be?”

      Capping the tube, I rubbed my lips together and squinted at the finished product, searching for imperfections. “Well, there’s also a huge rager taking place on the opposite side of town where most of the football players will probably be.” When I found a tiny hiccup, I narrowed my eyes and corrected it as best I could with my finger.

      “Then we’ll go there. Damn,” Kinsey groaned. “We have all night. We’ll find him somewhere.”

      Pulling away from the mirror, I decided to stop before I made things worse, and I poofed my hair that Kinsey had styled for me half an hour earlier.

      Nodding because this was as good as I’d ever looked, I dropped my attention to the countertop and scanned through the bottles before spotting Sol de Janeiro, Number 62.

      Snatching it, I started to spritz myself down as I left the bathroom and wandered toward the terrace exit.

      A light breeze drifted inside from the open door, bringing an earthy, skunk-like odor with it.

      “What! You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I groaned when I stepped into the doorway and saw her. “No. Don’t smoke that shit in my apartment. Kinsey…”

      “But I’m outside,” she insisted and innocently lifted her hands to clear herself of all culpability, which only put the smoking stub she had tucked between two fingers on display.

      “And get down!” I cried, when she wobbled perilously on the brick railing of the balcony where she was perched with her back to the wall and knees bent toward her chest…while doing drugs. “Do you have a damn death wish?”

      As I hurried forward, she laughed. “No, Pookie. I have a fucking life wish. I want to live every day to the fullest. Don’t you? Why don’t you join me up here?”

      When I grabbed her arm and tugged, trying to yank her down, she tried to pull me up onto the ledge with her instead.

      “Kinsey,” I cried. “Stop. This is dangerous. Get down.”

      “And living’s not truly living until you experience a little danger,” she countered cheerfully. “Now come up.”

      I arched my brows severely and propped my hands on my hips. “Get. Down,” I repeated, no longer playing.

      With a groan, she rolled her eyes. “Oh, alright. Alright. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.” Then she cracked a grin and winked. “Or that guy tonight will have too much trouble taking them off you.”

      “And put that thing out,” I instructed. “Before the neighbors call the cops on me.”

      “Pfft,” was Kinsey’s reply, even as she dutifully tossed the joint down and crushed it under the heel of her chunky platforms. “You mean the neighbor who gave it to me in the first place?”

      “Seriously?” I gasped as I led her off the balcony and into my bedroom, shutting the door behind me. “Which neighbor? Bienvenido or Linden?”

      Kinsey merely blinked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “I have no idea,” she admitted. “But he was kind of hot.”

      I sighed. “Could be either of them. Here.” I sprayed her down with some of my Number 62 to mask the scent of other things. “Hold still.”

      She lifted her nose to take a whiff. “Ooh. That smells good.”

      “I know. Now, stop trying to take it out of my hand; I’m not done yet.”

      “I want to see what it’s called.” This time she purposely batted at my hands just to mess with me, so I spritzed her right in the face.

      “Oh—oh! That is so nasty,” she screeched before gagging and wiping the flavor off her tongue with her hand. “You got me right in the mouth, bitch.”

      “I told you to stop.” Laughing, I sprayed her on the arm.

      “Cut it out, Pookie.” With her own laugh, she bumped into me purposefully. “You’re going to use up all your perfume.”

      She made a valid point.

      But as I tossed it onto the bed, I cringed. “Ugh, please don’t call me that here. In Westport, I’m just Raina.”

      “Because it’s so much more sophisticated,” she mocked, lifting her nose as if I were all hoity-toity now that I didn’t want to go by the nickname she and the captain had called me since I was in diapers.

      “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes and spread my arms wide. “So? Fit check.”

      “Yes, queen,” Kinsey praised, nodding her head in appreciation as she scanned my outfit before she twirled her finger, prompting me to spin in a circle, which I did. “You look good enough to hook yourself the star quarterback of the football team, that’s how you look.” Then she leaned in closer and added, “I knew you were gonna choose the peach, though.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Unconcerned, I searched my bed for my phone. “I’m boring and predictable, yada, yada. I’m going to call for a rideshare now.”

      “Yay!” She clapped excitedly. “So we’re really doing this? You’re not chickening out?”

      “We are doing this,” I confirmed, finding my phone.

      After logging into my app, I started to search for the closest, most affordable car.

      “In that case, I’m pouring us a drink for the road. I want you pleasantly loose by the time we get there.”

      I nodded. “That actually sounds like a good idea. Thank you.” Because at the moment, I was anything but loose.

      Kinsey had been in town for three days now, visiting me at college, and it had taken her that long to talk me into attending this party.

      My friend, Oaklynn, had invited us on Tuesday—the very morning after our football team had won the national championships for the second year in a row. Her boyfriend was best friends with Foster Union, the team’s quarterback, and they wanted to throw him a big celebration party this weekend before spring classes started back next week.

      But I hadn’t planned on going. Oaklynn knew I was a bit obsessed with anything to do with Foster, so she’d tried to get him to meet me, only to report back that he was resisting the idea, claiming that setups and blind dates were not his thing. So if I went now, I’d look all lame and needy, chasing after a guy who was clearly not interested.

      Except Kinsey hadn’t stopped bugging me about the bash until I’d finally thrown up my hands and cried, “Fine. We’ll go.”

      “Right on!” she’d cheered. “And if for some reason your boy asks, we’re there to see your girl friends, not some loser football player who has no idea how desperately he needs to meet the most perfect girl ever.”

      “He’s not a loser,” I’d defended, scowling over the insult, although, in all honesty, he could be. I’d never actually met him. I’d only seen him from afar: out on the field, or across the quad on campus, sometimes on television, being interviewed, and a lot on social media because I basically cyber stalked him.

      But as far as I knew, the guy could be a total dick.

      I didn’t think that was the case, though. Oaklynn called him a sweetheart, and I’d heard rumors that he was super nice. Plus, his smile was just too engaging and genuine looking. Then there were all the things he volunteered to do, like visit grief centers, join toy drives, and help impoverished children. He just had to be a good guy.

      Meeting him in person would be an absolute dream come true.

      “Well, fine, then,” Kinsey had told me. “Our perfect fair hero is going to take one look at you from across the room and fall madly in love. The end.”

      I’d winced. “Or he’ll see you standing next to me and immediately pursue you, is more like it,” I’d grumbled.

      Because that’s how it usually worked. My sister simply exuded sex. It was something in the way she moved and tilted her face and smiled that flirty, wicked grin of hers. She was always the life of the party. I loved her for it; it made me proud to be her little sister. But yeah… Foster was going to notice her way before he realized I even existed.

      “No way,” she’d promised. “Because we’re going to spend all of Saturday afternoon jazzing you up, and I’m just going to throw on the first wrinkled, gross thing I pull out of my luggage.”

      Except the first wrinkled, gross thing she’d pulled from her luggage was ten times skimpier and more seductive than the notched-neck beach romper I had with a full black tank for the top and black, pink, and cream striped shorts for the bottom, tied off with a matching belt.

      I shook my head sadly at her jean skirt, platforms, and cleavage-exposing blouse as she pranced back into my room with two shot glasses.

      “Bottoms up,” she sang, handing me one as I finished our order for a ride. “This shit is a hundred proof, so we shouldn’t need many.”

      “Fireball?” I asked when I took a glass from her and smelled cinnamon.

      Kinsey shook her head. “Hot Damn!” she answered as she clinked her tiny glass against mine and tossed back the whole thing.

      I shook my head at her vigor then tried to mimic the move by gulping my liqueur as well, only for fire to burn the insides of my esophagus.

      “Holy shit,” I wheezed before coughing and waving a hand in front of my watering eyes. “Whew. Well, I’m definitely going to have nice cinnamon breath for the rest of my life.”

      “Hell, yeah,” Kinsey cheered as she poured us more.

      “Oh! Are you sure we should—” As the dark liquid sloshed its way into my shot glass, I shrugged. “Okay, sure. Let’s take another.” Wasn’t like we were driving.

      We’d each finished off four by the time our ride arrived, and a warm glow was radiating through my belly.

      “I think—I think maybe I’m a little too loose,” I heard myself slur, while Kinsey had to hold onto my arm to help me down the steps to the first floor.

      “Damn, girl.” She shook her head in disappointment as she tightened her grip to keep me steady when I tripped…for the third time. “You are such a lightweight. What the hell have you been doing down here in college town all this time?”

      “Studying,” I mumbled, frowning at a step when it blurred into two more.

      “Pfft. You obviously need to learn how to party more.”

      “I go to plenty of parties,” I argued, shoving my hair out of my face as we finally reached the ground level. “Maybe not as many as you would, but I’m also making better grades than you would too. I think I’m doing jus’ fine.”

      “Mm-hmm.” Kinsey didn’t sound convinced. “And when was the last time you had sex?”

      Completely flabbergasted by such a question, I shook my head. “I don’t know. Why does that matter?”

      “Because it matters,” she assured as she opened the back door of the Prius waiting for us at the curb. “I bet you haven’t had sex since Matty Rowland in the twelfth grade.”

      My face went hot with embarrassment as I slid into the seat and the driver glanced back with curiously lifted eyebrows.

      “Hey, y’all,” they greeted with a big smile. “Looks like you two are headed for a fun night out.”

      “Oh, it better be,” Kinsey answered as she shut us in and began to buckle up. “Since my sister here hasn’t gotten laid in almost two years.”

      “Kinsey,” I hissed in reprimand as our driver belly laughed and pulled away from the curb. Then, from between gritted teeth, I added, “I didn’t say it’d been two years.”

      “Well?” She lifted her eyebrows. “Has it?”

      After a quick tally in my head, I winced. Because ye-ouch, it’d actually been slightly over two years since Matty had dumped me.

      Not about to admit that to Kinsey—or our driver—I countered, “You know what? Excuse me for not appreciating casual, recreational sex as much as you do. I’m sorry, but I just need to be in a happy, committed relationship before⁠—”

      “Oh, snooze,” Kinsey cut in as she tipped her head back on the seat and closed her eyes, pretending to snore.

      “Wow. Mature,” I muttered dryly.

      Lifting her head, she told me, “I mean, how do you even know you’re not a recreational sex kind of girl if you never try it?”

      “There can be a certain thrill to banging the occasional rando,” the driver agreed with a nod. “Then again, I’ve been married for two years now and must attest that sex with feeling behind it is the absolute best.”

      “Ha!” I crowed in Kinsey’s face. “Hear that? My way’s better.”

      She only rolled her eyes. “Says one person.”

      “Ah, but have you tried doing it with someone you actually, truly care about?” I countered cattily, throwing her own words back in her face. “Hmm?”

      “Bleh.” She shivered as if disgusted. “Even the mere idea gives me the creeps. Seriously. Having the same hands on me, day after day after day, just sounds…suffocating.”

      I blinked at her, confused. “How are we even sisters? Because that sounds safe and familiar and beautiful to me.”

      She pressed her hands together. “This is why I say you need to get out there and live a little more, Ray.”

      I merely shrugged. “So I like romance and happily ever afters. I can’t help it.”

      With a sigh, she finally gave up and tipped her head over to rest it against mine. “I guess that’s what makes you you, and I love you exactly as you are, so…whatever. I’ll allow it.”

      “Aww.” I snuggled closer, gripping her hand as I answered, “Thank you. I love you exactly the way you are too.”

      “Which means,” she carried on, not listening to me. “We’re going to have to snag this Foster Union guy that you’ve been pining after since you came to Westport, like, tonight because I am bound and determined to get my baby sister laid by morning.”

      “Ooh! Foster Union?” the driver said with interest. “Mmm, honey, that boy is one fine piece of ass. I’d hold off on sex to wait for the likes of him, too.”

      “Thank you,” I said, splaying out my hand gratefully.

      The driver shook their head in delight. “Did you see the clip of him on the news giving that boy CPR last month?”

      “Oh my goodness, yes,” I gushed, always excited to encounter another Foster fan to rave with. “He is, like, a real-deal hero, is he not?”

      “You said it. I could just gobble that boy up whole.”

      “Right?” I agreed.

      The driver pulled up to the curb and then turned back to take me in from head to toe as if to determine whether I was good enough to rate time with Foster. Then they nodded in approval. “Bang him one time for me, honey. And good luck.”

      “Oh geesh,” Kinsey muttered, rolling her eyes as she opened the door and climbed out.

      But I smiled and promised, “I’ll see what I can do. Thank you.”

      As my sister dragged me out into the cool darkness, I waved into the back seat. “Have a good night.”

      “You too. Bye, sweetie.”

      Kinsey shut the door, and the driver took off.

      Shaking her head, she said, “You make friends with just everyone, don’t you?”

      “What? They were super nice.”

      She only sighed and hooked her arm through mine. “Come on. Let’s get you laid.”
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      As Kinsey and I started down the walkway to the front door of a split-level that screamed suburban, middle-class family home, Kinsey pulled us up short and cocked a suspicious glance my way.

      “Are you sure this is the right place? Five people attending college live here?”

      “Yep,” I answered perkily. “And four of them are part of the seven.”

      Ironing down her skirt that had ridden up in the back, my sister squinted inquisitively. “Okay, remind me who the seven are again.”

      “They’re just…seven friends, I guess,” I tried to explain, only to shrug. “They’re Foster’s closest friends. And he makes it pretty obvious they’re his core group, which is probably what gives them their notoriety. But all of them are, like, completely gorgeous.” Even though their faces always blurred into the background whenever Foster was around—I probably couldn’t actually describe a single one of his friends’ looks. “So it’s impossible not to notice them when they’re hanging out together.”

      Kinsey pointed toward the front door. “And four of them live here?”

      I laughed. “Yes. Oaklynn calls it Archer House. Now, come on.” Hooking my arm through hers, I dragged her forward. “I’ve been here once before with Jaylani. That’s Oaklynn’s bestie that you met at lunch on Tuesday. Remember her?”

      “The lesbian?”

      “Right. Anyway, none of the guys were home when I visited, but you’ll see as soon as we’re inside that it’s definitely a bachelor pad.”

      “But you said Foster doesn’t live here, didn’t you?”

      “Exactly. Just four of his best friends do.”

      At the door, I could hear muted music seeping out to greet us, so I bypassed knocking and just reached for the handle.

      From there, we entered what looked to be Bachelor Central. In a room lit with nothing but black lights, a huge television took up one entire wall and two leather couches faced it in a V-shape, while the walls were covered in sports and movie posters. One poster featured Foster in his jersey and helmet, holding a football and rearing back his arm as if preparing to throw it.

      Easily a dozen people were already crowded into the room, separated into three or four different groups, some of them sitting on the couches talking while the rest were standing in clusters.

      “Raina!” I heard my name called in excitement before Oaklynn peeled away from one herd and hurried over with her arms spread wide in excitement. “You made it. Welcome.”

      “Hey, hey,” I greeted, hugging her back. “Looks like you’re having a good turnout.”

      “Yeah. And there’s more in the kitchen and garage, too, where I’ve heard a heated beer pong match is taking place.”

      “Sweet.”

      “And Kinsey,” Oaklynn greeted, hugging her next in warm welcome since the two of them had bonded big time when they’d met on Tuesday. “I’m so glad you could make it, too. When do you have to go back to Galveston?”

      “Sunday,” Kinsey answered as she glanced around the room as soon as the hug was over. “I gotta work on Monday. So where’s this Foster Union guy that Raina can’t stop raving about?”

      “Oh my God, Kins!” I gritted out from between clenched teeth, sending her a murderous glare when a handful of people in the room glanced over directly at me.

      But my totally uninhibited sister only shrugged. “What?”

      Oaklynn laughed. “He’s not actually here yet, sorry.” With a roll of her eyes, she explained, “Someone on the football team was throwing a big party tonight, too, and they insisted he go there, but he swore he was going to land here before the night was over.” Glancing at Kinsey, she explained, “He’s in high demand since everyone seems to be celebrating the team’s big win.”

      Kinsey smiled at her vaguely only to roll her eyes the moment someone hollered for Oaklynn, and she turned away to see what they needed.

      “Well, you called that,” my sister grumbled as she pulled her phone from her purse. “He’s not even here.” Glancing up, she asked, “Where’s this other party happening? I’ll get us another ride.”

      “What? No!” I pulled her arm down when she started to tap on the screen. “I want to stay here. I actually know people here.” Spotting a girl from my Exploration of Education class, I smiled and waved at her. Then I hissed at Kinsey from the side of my mouth, “We are not leaving.”

      No way could I insult Oaklynn like that. Besides, Foster’s true friends were here. He’d make it here eventually.

      “Ugh. Okay, fine,” she grumbled, slumping her shoulders. “But there better be some free alcohol in this place because you and I haven’t had nearly enough to drink yet.”

      Groaning in mortification, I pressed a hand to my forehead because Oaklynn had just returned to us and heard Kinsey’s complaint.

      But she didn’t seem to mind. Chuckling good-naturedly, she pointed. “Oh, we definitely have a full bar going. Head on through there to find the kitchen. We have a variety to choose from. And if you want a super awesome mixed drink, just see Hudson. He’s the one with crutches and a leg cast, playing bartender.”

      “Sweet. Thank you.” Kinsey grabbed my arm and dragged me off.

      I waved apologetically at Oaklynn as we left her behind, but she only flashed her deep dimples at me, seemingly charmed by my obnoxious sister.

      “Hudson’s the one our driver was talking about, I think,” I turned back to whisper to my sister. “The one that Foster gave CPR and probably saved from dying after he was hit by a car.”

      “Damn.” Kinsey whistled and shook her head. “Your boy’s just starting to sound like a mythical legend now. No way is one guy that amazing.” Leaning close, she snickered. “I bet he’s a perverted freak who’s secretly a serial killer or something.”

      I rolled my eyes. “He is not.”

      “Well, then he’s got to be a conceited asshole who thinks his shit don’t stink. Because I’m sorry, but ain’t no one’s that perfect. And—holy mother of God!” Shaking my arm as soon as we entered the kitchen, she pulled me to a stop beside her and gaped openly across the room. “I know who I’m going home with tonight.”

      Hoping Foster hadn’t shown up after all and she was staking her claim, I swallowed thickly before following her gaze and glancing across the room past half a dozen more people to spot the two guys she’d locked onto. They were leaning against the kitchen counters, deep in conversation with each other.

      “Which one?” I asked.

      “Either. Both,” she answered immediately. “Preferably both.”

      I laughed. “Well, sorry to burst your bubble, sweets, but the bulky, muscled one is Oaklynn’s boyfriend, Damien.”

      “Damn,” Kinsey hissed in disappointment.

      “And the one on crutches must be Hudson,” I added. “Oaklynn mentions him quite a bit, and I’m pretty sure he has a girlfriend as well.”

      Kinsey turned to send me a severe glance. “But you’re not positive?”

      Before I could answer, some chick went streaking up to Hudson and tried to reach between him and Damien to nick a drink from the counter behind them. But Hudson shifted to block her.

      “Hey, hey. You gotta pay the price of admission for one of my special brews.”

      Setting her hands on her hips, the woman huffed. “Oh, come on. I’m up next to play the winner of this game. You’re going to make me lose my chance to kick either Keene or Alec’s ass.”

      Hudson pouted for a second. “But I was just trying to get a kiss.”

      “Oh.” Softening, the girl swept in and wrapped both arms around his neck. “In that case…” She kissed him long and thoroughly, and he gripped her ass to pull her close, only to groan in denial when she pulled away again.

      Lashes flickering open, Hudson gifted her with a soft smile. “Alright, you can have two drinks.”

      His girl laughed in delight and drifted the backs of her fingers over his face before filching two cups and then turning to hurry off.

      “Love you,” he called after her. “And good luck. Kick ass.”

      “Don’t need it, but thanks. Love you back.” Lifting one of her drinks to wave in farewell, she disappeared through a side door that must lead into the garage, where half the room roared in applause and the other booed, telling us a round of beer pong had obviously just ended.

      Leaning toward Kinsey, I whispered, “Like I said, I think he has a girlfriend.”

      “What the hell?” She lifted her hands in defeat. “Are there no single guys left in this town or what?”

      As she spoke, the door that Hudson’s girlfriend had disappeared through opened again, and a complete hottie who looked vaguely familiar entered the house.

      His gaze raked over the room as he started to pass through it, only for him to do a double take when he spotted us.

      “Well, hey there,” he greeted, changing course so he could approach. “I cannot believe this; the two prettiest girls just arrived, and I don’t know either of your names. Now if that’s not a crying shame, I don’t know what is.”

      While I refrained from rolling my eyes, Kinsey laughed and drew closer to him, finding a kindred spirit.

      “Kinsey,” she said, holding out her hand in a way that somehow said she was open for sex. I had no clue how she did it, either. She just held out her damn hand, and even I could tell that she was really saying, yes, I will do anything you want.

      It was like freaking magic, I swear.

      “And this is my sister, Raina.”

      “Sisters?” Eyebrows perking up with interest, the guy glanced between me and Kinsey with a wolfish grin. “I accept.”

      I cringed, but Kinsey threw her head back and laughed. Then, setting a hand against his chest, she murmured, “Sorry, partner. But Ray-Ray here would never go for a threesome.”

      Glancing at me, the guy merely shrugged. “That’s okay. One at a time’s fine with me, too.”

      I snorted, impressed by his flamboyance and yet totally not interested, while Kinsey laughed again and nearly started to just hang from his arm. “Oh, I like you.”

      Appreciating her attention, he turned toward her fully and grinned back. “You better. ’Cause anyone who don’t like Keene Dugger just ain’t worth a grain of sand.”

      “Oh, you’re Keene!” I blurted in surprise, realizing I probably should’ve deduced that already from the way Oaklynn had described him as a total hound dog.

      He glanced over with one lifted eyebrow. “Yes, ma’am. The one and only. Am I legendary enough that you’ve heard of me?”

      I shrugged, suddenly feeling weird for just blurting out his name. “Only from what Oaklynn says,” I admitted lamely.

      “Ah, you’re friends with Vargas,” he realized with a nod, studying me a moment longer before snapping his fingers. “Oh, right! Raina. You’re the chick she keeps harassing Union to meet.”

      “Oh my God,” I groaned in horror. “She harasses him? Like, truly, honestly annoys him?”

      He snorted out a laugh. “He’s started to avoid her because of it.”

      “No…” I whimpered, only to whirl toward Kinsey and reach for her arm. “We need to go. We need to go right now.”

      “Whoa, whoa!” Keene lifted his hands, pausing us there. “What’s the hurry? He ain’t even here. Besides, there are other fish in the sea. Like me.” Pointing at himself with both thumbs, he announced, “Now, I’m a sure thing, baby. You can harass me for attention all you like.”

      “Exactly!” Kinsey cheered, gripping his arm as she turned to me. “This is the type of guy I was talking about. You need to stop daydreaming about pretty quarterbacks and happily ever afters, and just find a freaky one-night stand like this cutie. I bet he knows how to give a girl a damn fine orgasm.”

      “True story,” Keene agreed, nodding at me before he looked at Kinsey. “I give the best orgasms.”

      “The best, huh?” Kinsey lifted an eyebrow as if to disagree. “Now, I think I would have to be the judge of that.”

      “Hey.” Spreading his arms in invitation, he answered, “If you want to judge my performance, I’m completely down. Hell, I’m down right now, darlin’.”

      “Oh, you are so on,” Kinsey murmured, her eyes sparkling with glee. “You got somewhere nearby to give me your…demonstration?”

      Vibrating with exuberance, Keene nodded and reached for her elbow. “Yes, ma’am, I do. As a matter of fact, I got somewhere in this very house.”

      She smiled and nodded in approval. “Well, then lead the way, handsome.”

      “Don’t go far,” he told me with a wink before he promptly hurried my sister from the kitchen. “We’ll be right back.”

      “Of course you will,” I grumbled dryly.

      Kinsey glanced at me and stuck out her tongue in excitement. “And that’s how it’s done,” she said before abandoning me completely.

      I huffed out a depleted sigh because there went my wingwoman. I should’ve known she’d find someone to hook up with, like, immediately.

      Typical Kinsey.

      Biting my lip, I glanced around to find some alcohol. I’d lost my buzz and was no longer drunk enough to face this night on my own. Especially if Foster did happen to show up.

      I couldn’t believe I’d turned into the girl he was adamantly hoping to avoid. Damn that Oaklynn. I appreciated her efforts to toss me a good word, but I think she’d gone overboard.

      There was no way he’d ever want anything to do with me now.

      Accidentally making eye contact with Damien across the room, I waved, hoping he recognized me as one of his girlfriend’s friends. She’d only introduced us once, but maybe⁠—

      And yes, thankfully he bobbed his head in acknowledgment. Next to him, the one on crutches glanced over as well.

      “They deserted you, huh?” Hudson asked, referring to Kinsey and Keene, who he must’ve seen me with seconds before.

      Shoulders slumping, I nodded. “It seems so.”

      Lifting one of his special mixed drinks from the counter, he held it out in my direction. “Come on over,” he invited. “We’ll keep you company until they get back.”

      I started their way, even as I suspiciously asked, “What’s in it?”

      “Oh, this is pure heaven in a cup, darlin’.” He smiled wide. “That’s what my girl claims, anyway.”

      Knowing that Oaklynn liked this guy, that he was one of Foster’s closest friends, and that his own girlfriend appreciated his bartending enough to take two cups, I decided to trust his mixing capabilities and took the drink. “Thank you.”

      After a single sip, I was sold.

      “Oh—Oh my God.” I took another gulp, pointing at it as I did. “This is really good.”

      He chuckled in appreciation, murmuring, “Hell, yes it is.”

      “This is Oaklynn’s friend, Raina, by the way,” Damien finally said, introducing me to Hudson.

      With a tip of his head, Hudson swiveled my way, resituating his crutches and leg cast as he went. “Pleasure. I’m Hudson.” But as soon as he was facing me and had his backside resting against the counters, he snapped his fingers. “Oh, hey. Raina. Yes. You’re the one Oaklynn keeps trying to set Foster up with, right?”

      “Oh Lord. Guilty,” I admitted, shrinking down with a cringe. “I heard she’s really harassing him about it, too.” Immediately spinning toward Damien, I begged, “You can get her to stop, though, right?”

      He snickered and shook his head. “I don’t stop her from shit. I just sit back and enjoy the view.”

      Ugh. He was one of those boyfriends. The kind who pampered and adored and spoiled his girl like crazy, never telling her no and always doing his damndest to get her whatever she wanted. God. Now I was even more jealous of Oaklynn than I’d already been. The lucky bitch.

      “Aw, let Oaklynn have her fun,” Hudson suggested with a dismissive wave of his hand. “She’ll wear Fos down in no time. Besides, I say he needs something just like you in his life.”

      I paused momentarily because I liked the last part of his message—it was a total honor to hear that someone like Foster might need little ol’ me. But the first part made me cringe because wearing a guy down definitely could not be the ideal way to attract him.

      “Right,” I said slowly, “because having him resent me is exactly how I want to start our acquaintance. That sounds super fun.”

      I took another drink to console myself while the guys laughed at my joke.

      “I see your point,” Hudson admitted with a nod as he scratched his chin. “We’re just going to have to rig this so it looks as if you two met organically, then. Like tonight…” Straightening, he glanced around the kitchen. “Where is the asshole of honor, anyway?”

      “He’s still at Witt’s party,” Oaklynn grumbled as she joined us, immediately going to Damien and tucking herself under his arm. “It’s starting to piss me off, too. We threw this in honor of him. He should be here.”

      “Want me to call him?” Damien offered, dipping his face to run his nose through her hair, even as he pulled his phone from his pocket.

      She patted his chest gratefully, but said, “No. He said he’d come, so he’ll come.”

      “Here,” Hudson told her, lifting another cup of Heaven from the counter in offering. “Let’s drink while we wait.”

      “Good idea.” Oaklynn took the cup and began to guzzle. Halfway through, her eyebrows shot up and she met my gaze.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” I said.

      “Mmm.” She finally paused to wipe her mouth and send Hudson a dismayed glance. “Holy shit, Ivey. I thought you were only a master at cooking.”

      He sniffed in insult. “Darlin’, I’m the master of all.”

      Oaklynn laughed. Then, she and I drank together and threw ourselves into a conversation about the upcoming semester that would be starting in just four days.

      Hudson’s girlfriend, Faith, showed up not long after that, bummed because someone named Alec had beaten her at beer pong.

      Oaklynn introduced us, and when I learned where Faith worked as a waitress, I had to rave about the food.

      “Oh my God, the onion petals at Calamity’s are to die for.”

      “Girl, you ain’t capping,” Faith agreed with a lift of her eyebrows. “Their free leftovers are the main reason I still work there.”

      I laughed as Jaylani and her girlfriend, Scarlett, wandered up to get some alcohol. And from there, the five of us gossiped together until I drank enough of Hudson’s mix that I was really feeling it—in my head and my bladder.

      “Bathroom?” I asked, turning toward who I thought was Oaklynn but ended up being Faith.

      “That way,” she answered, pointing. “Out the kitchen, up the steps, and first door on the right.”

      “Right,” I repeated, pointing. “Thank you.”

      “Sure thing.” When I took my first step and wobbled, however, she caught my arm. “You need some help?”

      “Nope,” I waved my hand, determined to walk by myself. “All good. I got this.”

      “Okay. But holler if you need anything.”

      “Thanks.” I sent her a thumbs-up, and somehow I wound my way out of the kitchen.
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      It was by pure miracle that I was able to find the restroom. And an even bigger one when I completed my task without any assistance.

      I washed my hands, swaying the whole time, and then pulled the door open, ready to return for another drink.

      But as I stumbled into the hall, a black streak of fur caught my attention when it darted from one of the darkened, back rooms and across the hall to another.

      “Ooh!” I cried in delight. “A cat.”

      I tried to enter the other darkened room, only to bump into someone who was exiting it.

      “Shit, sorry,” I gushed, grabbing onto a male chest.

      “It’s all good, darlin’,” a nice, masculine voice answered as he took my arm to help steady me. “You okay, there?”

      “Yeah. No.” I frowned at my own answer and shook my head before lifting my gaze to blink at the hottie before me. I’d kind of been hoping he might be Foster. But he wasn’t. “I think I had too much to drink,” I admitted.

      “I think you might be right,” he agreed, beginning to look amused.

      I flushed because, wow, he was pretty. “Sorry that I tried to invade your room,” I told him, waving my hand madly, only to reach up and catch it with my other hand, which seemed far more sober than the first. “I thought I saw a cat run in here, and I just wanted to see it.”

      “Ah. That was probably Salem. She gets skittish when too many people are around, but no, I don’t live here. I was just borrowing the restroom.”

      “Oh.” I smiled at him, tipping my head as I did, which only made me dizzy, so I started to topple off to the side.

      “Whoa,” he cautioned, reaching out to grip my arm. “Steady there.”

      “Sorry,” I slurred again, straightening so I could restore my equilibrium.

      He huffed out an entertained sound before saying, “Please tell me you’re not here alone.”

      “I am not,” I reported with a nod. “I’m here with...” Crap, I suddenly couldn’t remember her name. Of course, I probably couldn’t remember my own name at the moment, so I settled for finishing with, “My sister, but…” Furrowing my brow, I glanced around for Kinsey, only to sigh and sadly admit, “I think she’s still off having sex with some flirty, one-night stand right now. The lucky shit.”

      He laughed, finding this more amusing than I did.

      But it really wasn’t funny to me at all. So I sent him a stern look. “That brat said she was going to dress down tonight so I could be the better-looking one. But her dressing down is still, like, light years above my dressing up.” I lifted and lowered both my hands to demonstrate the comparison. “And what do you know? The very moment we walked in the damn door together, some horny asshole swarmed right in and started hitting on her. Now, they’re both MIA, and I’m just stuck here, waiting for her to finish getting laid, like the ugly little sister I apparently am.”

      “Ugly?” He sniffed out a sound of disagreement and shook his head as he skimmed his gaze over me. “Sorry to disappoint, darlin’, but you are nowhere near ugly.”

      I brightened in pleasure. “You think so? Oh, bless you.” Grasping his forearm, I shifted closer. “What about my lipstick, though? Does it look too much like a goody two-shoes color to you? Or could I actually attract some guy with this mouth?”

      His gaze dropped to my mouth, and he slipped his bottom lip between his teeth before answering, “I wouldn’t have any trouble kissing it.”

      “Really? Thank you.” Sighing in pleasure, I patted his arm gratefully, only to notice a fresh and wicked-looking scar on his forearm. “Oh my goodness. What happened?”

      He glanced down and back up again. “I got stabbed.”

      “Stabbed!?”

      He shrugged. “Sliced. Whatever. This fucking asshole was possessed by a ghost and went after me with a knife.”

      I laughed. “You’re so funny.”

      An eyebrow lifted in amusement before he claimed, “That’s what everyone says.”

      I nodded, glad that I’d pegged him right. “Do they?”

      He shook his head. “Not a single person ever, no.”

      With another laugh, I decided, “You’re definitely funny.” I liked this guy. “I’m Raina,” I told him, lifting my hand to shake.

      The offer seemed to charm him, but he took my hand politely and shook with me. “Parker.”

      “Do you know Oaklynn?” I asked. “She lives here with, like, four other guys. She invited me tonight.”

      With an incline of the head, he answered, “I do know Oaklynn. Are you close friends with her?”

      I shrugged. “We hang out every so often. She’s fun, but I probably know her bestie, Jaylani, better.”

      “Hmm.” He nodded, glancing around my face. “You didn’t seem very happy about the idea of your sister finding someone to hook up with while you didn’t. Was that the goal when you showed up tonight?”

      I frowned in confusion, not understanding the question, until⁠—

      “Oh! You’re asking if I came here looking to get laid.”

      He tipped his head and tightened his mouth as if trying to fight a smile before he admitted, “Something like that.”

      “Well.” I thought about my answer for a moment before shrugging. “I guess I’m not completely opposed to the idea. But it’d have to be with the right guy. You know?”

      “Of course.” He nodded, digesting that information before wondering, “And just what would this right guy look like to you?”

      He was angling for me to describe someone like him, I could tell, and a flush worked over me, flattered that I rated high enough on this hottie’s scale to win a notch on his bedpost.

      For half a second, I contemplated it. I considered giving up my dream of meeting the great and amazing Foster Union and just letting this hunk sweep me off my feet into what would probably be a single whirlwind night where I’d never see or hear from him again and thus regret it for the rest of my natural life.

      Shoulders slumping—because I was way too much of a dreamy romantic to be satisfied with a brief hookup—I ended up blurting, “He looks exactly like Foster Union.”

      Parker pulled back in surprise, clearly not expecting that answer. “Union?” he squawked in disgust before hissing, “Ah, fuck. You’re a football groupie.”

      Gasping in outrage, mostly because he made it sound really awful, I immediately retorted, “I am not! I barely even know anything about football.”

      “They never do,” he told me dryly, only to snort degradingly and give a disappointed shake of his head. “You just want to be fucked by someone famous.”

      My mouth dropped open, unable to believe what I was hearing. But…but… How could he be so crude and vile to me? And here, I’d thought he was nice.

      “I most certainly do not!” I cried.

      “Look, I’m sorry to burst your bubble, honey,” he told me without an ounce of sympathy. “But Foster doesn’t go for groupies.”

      “Then, thank God I’m not one,” I spat back.

      Except Parker wasn’t listening. “Frankly, they scare the shit out of him,” he continued. “So you might as well just settle for someone who’d give you a night you’d never forget instead.”

      “You mean, someone like you?” I asked dryly.

      He lifted his hands, affirming it. “Hey, if the shoe fits. You can pretend I’m a famous sports boy if it’ll make you feel better.”

      “Bro.” I shook my head with a cringe. “Even I’m not drunk enough to sleep with you after you just totally insulted me like that.”

      He straightened in surprise. “I didn’t insult you.”

      “You called me a groupie,” I reminded him.

      His eyebrows lifted. “And that’s an insult?”

      “The way you said it, it was. And besides, I do not sleep with guys just because I think they’re famous. Because I’m not a freaking groupie.”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, Parker merely smirked. “Is that so? Have you ever even met Foster?”

      I scowled. “Well…no.”

      He scoffed. “Then, what the fuck fascinates you so much about him?”

      The question caused me to sigh in dreamy delight. “His smile,” I answered immediately. “He’s just always smiling, you know. And he looks so happy while he does it, as if he really enjoys life and knows how to appreciate it to the fullest. I want to be around someone who’s always that happy.”

      “Trust me, he’s not always that happy.”

      But I ignored Parker and kept talking. “And I heard that he still lives at home with his parents because he has so many younger siblings; he wants to help take care of his family. Isn’t that just the sweetest?”

      “The sweetest ever,” Parker agreed, completely unimpressed.

      “I mean, you can tell from that alone that he’s just a genuinely good guy. Plus, he works as a humble pizza delivery person, showing he’s a hard worker and not only seeking fame. Then, there’s his dedication to football, which proves he can stick with something and be committed. And oh my gosh…” I clutched my chest. “I heard he lost a brother when he was little. Doesn’t that just break your heart and make you want to give him a big hug?”

      Parker lifted an eyebrow as he listened to me. Then he hissed out a disappointed sigh and shook his head. “Fuck. You’re that friend of Oaklynn’s she’s been trying to set him up with for weeks now, aren’t you?”

      I winced, really starting to hate that description. “Maybe.”

      With a groan he rolled his eyes, muttering to himself, “Of course you are.”

      Leaning toward him, I whispered, “Do you want to know a secret?”

      “Always,” he answered, looking intrigued as his gaze lowered to my chest.

      “I accidentally memorized his birthday.” When he merely lifted his eyes in question, I threw up my hands in defeat. “I know. I’m awful. But I just happened to see everyone wishing him a happy birthday on June 7th, and now the date is stuck in my head. It won’t freaking go away.”

      “You mean, the second?” Parker corrected.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “His birthday’s June 2nd, not the seventh.”

      I nodded. “That’s what I said.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You said the seventh.”

      “Well, I meant the second,” I exploded. “And how do you know his freaking birthday, anyway? Are you some kind of…?” Realizing exactly who he must be, I swallowed and sent him a small cringe. “Ah, crap. You’re one of the seven, aren’t you?”

      Parker looked a little smug as he lifted an eyebrow. “Heard of us, have you?”

      “Oh my God,” I groaned, setting both hands over my eyes in misery. “Yes. I’m actually the one who explained to Oaklynn who y’all were after she first started renting a room from Damien.”

      “Is that so?” Tipping his head, he seemed infinitely curious as he asked, “And what exactly did you say we were?”

      “Well, the hottest guys to ever walk campus, of course.”

      He chuckled. “Not wrong,” he answered with a shrug. “But not exactly right, either. I bet you don’t know where we all met, do you?”

      My eyebrows lifted in interest. “Ooh, no, I don’t. Where did you meet?”

      “Step inside this bedroom here with me for a few minutes,” he whispered, taking my hand and trying to tug me coaxingly through the doorway. “And I just might tell you.”

      With a frown, I pulled my hand right back out of his. “I’m not sleeping with you just to get more information about Foster. He’d definitely never have anything to do with me then. You should just tell me, anyway.”

      “Well, aren’t you a spunky one?” Parker lifted his brows as if impressed. “And you just passed my test. Huh. I think I like you, Red.”

      “Red? Is my hair looking red tonight?” I grabbed a piece of it and squinted at the strands. “It’s actually auburn, but usually it looks all dull and brown, and you can barely spot the red at all.”

      “He’ll like it,” Parker murmured thoughtfully, almost as if talking to himself.

      I tipped my head, not understanding. “Huh?”

      Parker met my eyes. “Did you know red was your boy’s favorite color?”

      Oh. He was talking about Foster. Straightening in interest because I always loved learning new Foster facts, I said, “No. Is it really?”

      “Yep.” Pulling a phone from his pocket, he ignored me for a moment before he pressed the device to his ear as if he’d just called someone. “How would you like me to do you a solid, Red?” he asked before returning his attention to the phone. “Yo, man. Where the fuck are you?”

      I watched, wondering what in the world was happening as he waited a beat and then pulled his face into a grimace. “Why the hell are you there? You’re supposed to be here.”

      Barely able to hear someone talking on the other end of the line, I squinted and leaned close as Parker listened to his caller’s response and then nodded. A second later, his attention shifted to me.

      “In that case, drop me a pin. I’m going to send a present your way.” He laughed. “No. It’s not a bottle of whiskey.” Skimming his gaze down my body, he said, “You’re gonna like this so much more, bro. Trust me.”

      I looked down at myself and then up at him with a suspicious narrowing of my eyes.

      “Alright, man,” he was saying. “Take care.”

      “Did you…?” I pointed. “Was that just…?”

      “You didn’t drive here tonight, did you?” Parker asked, still tapping buttons on the screen of his phone.

      “No. Why?”

      “Good. ’Cause you’re way too plastered to get behind a wheel right now.” Tucking his phone away, he lifted his brows at me. “So I just called you a ride.”

      I shook my head, growing more confused by the second. “What?”

      He heaved out an impatient breath. “You came here tonight hoping to run into Union, right?”

      I winced, hating how transparent I was. “Kind of.”

      “Right.” Parker nodded. “So I found him for you. And now… I have a car showing up in about two minutes to take you to him. You’re welcome.”

      “But.” I shook my head. “Why in the world would you do that for me?” The gesture was too nice. This guy was confusing me. He could go from nice to rude and back again in three seconds flat. It made my head hurt.

      He shrugged. “To be honest, I wasn’t really doing it for you.” Taking me in once again from head to toe, he nodded to himself. “I just think you’re exactly what he needs.”

      I swallowed, thunderstruck by that notion. “Really?”

      When he nodded, I felt my face flame with pleasure. But Parker only snapped his fingers. “So chop-chop, Cinderella. Your pumpkin will be here soon.”

      “Oh! But—” I shook my head. “My sister. I can’t just abandon her. She’s only in town for a few days, visiting me.”

      “Ah, Jesus,” he groaned in irritation. “Fine.” Yanking his phone from his pocket again, he muttered, “I’ll call Keene and hurry his ass up.”

      My mouth opened as he began to dial again. When he pressed the phone back to his ear, I pointed. “But—how did you know she was with Keene? I don’t remember saying his name.”

      He sliced a severe glance my way. “The horny asshole description gave it away. Yo,” he answered. “You about done yet? Your chick’s sister needs her back now. Yeah. Yes. No. What? Dude. Just send her back out to the front door. God, it’s not that difficult.” He hung up with a roll of his eyes. When he found me gaping at him with my mouth fallen open, he said, “What?”

      “I…” I shook my head. “I can’t believe you just did that. I mean, what if they were, like—you know—in the middle of stuff?”

      One of his eyebrows arched. “Trust me, darlin’, he wouldn’t have answered if they were still in the middle of stuff.” Then he hitched his head toward the stairs. “Come on. I’ll walk you out to where your sister will meet you in a minute.”

      In a daze, I followed him down the steps and through the front room. But instead of letting him leave me alone on the porch, I threw my arms around his waist and gave him a big, grateful hug.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much. I’ll name our firstborn after you, I swear.”

      “Yeah, well…” He lifted his arms and refrained from hugging me back as he grumpily answered, “You better.”

      I grinned up at him as he pulled away, scowling. “We will. And now, I’ll stop groping you and let you escape back inside. Thanks again.”

      He sniffed out an amused sound. “Take care, kid,” he told me as he stepped back into the house and shut the door.

      Once alone, I inhaled a big lungful of the refreshing outdoor air and glanced around me, wondering if I was really, actually going to meet Foster tonight or not. It seemed too good to be true.
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