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By the time Crystal Scott comes home for
spring break, Austin feels like it's been a dozen lifetimes since
he last saw his best friend in person, and even longer since he had
her all to himself.

Rationally, he knows this is a wild
exaggeration. It's only been a couple months since he visited her
on campus, and a couple months before that they got to spend time
together during the holidays. Yes, she's usually a package deal
with her girlfriend, but Austin likes Meg just fine. He's got no
reason to be so possessive of Crystal's time and attention.

Especially when both of those things are a
mixed blessing, now that he has something to hide.

Secrets or not, Austin is almost giddy with
how good it feels to simply have Crystal home. To goof
around at all their usual haunts, to stay up ungodly late streaming
movies they've been saving, to catch up just the two of them for a
while and imagine what it will be like when they're finally
attending the same college. The perpetual anxiety that lives at the
back of Austin's brain has made him wonder, more than once during
the endless span of his senior year of high school, if Crystal is
slipping away from him. What if they're both changing too much,
between her whole new life on campus and his guilty secrets? What
if he's losing his best friend?

Of course, there will be no what if
about it, if she ever finds out he's sleeping with her dad. Crystal
Scott is not the sort to tolerate dishonesty at the best of times.
Austin tries to imagine what she'll do if she learns the particular
secrets he's been keeping, and he can't even picture it.

Apocalyptic probably does not cover
her reaction, though.

Maybe it's this, more than anything, that
makes him paranoid about her slipping away. It's tough to stay on
an even keel, when he's carrying around a secret so explosive it
could topple Austin Bautista's entire life, starting with his most
important friendship.

"You okay?" Crystal asks, nudging him with
her elbow after rescuing him from a near collision with a noisy
cluster of middle school girls. The mall is disorientingly crowded
today, which isn't great considering Austin is even more distracted
than usual.

"Um," he answers, blinking at her and hoping
his ongoing guilt isn't written too clearly across his face.
Christ, he needs to stop thinking about Liam Scott around Crystal,
or he's going to implode from the stress. "Thanks for the
save."

"What's up with you this week?" Crystal has
tugged him out of the way of foot traffic, into a relatively quiet
corner near a set of wide winding stairs bedecked in gaudy string
lights. A massive bank of windows emanates cold from the
unseasonably chilly spring night outside, and though it's not that
late yet, the dark sky beyond the windows turns the glass into a
messy collage of reflections and movement.

It also reflects Austin and Crystal, up close
and clear enough that even his own eyes can recognize that he looks
downright evasive. Crystal is lovely as ever, her dark hair styled
in perfect curls, her outfit a blue dress with a long swooshy
skirt, and her round face scrunched up into an expression of
watchful worry.

"Stop looking at me like that," Austin
grouses, painfully aware that by contrast his own lanky frame and
skinny shoulders are painfully tense. He wore his most comfortable
jeans, yet he still feels ready to crawl out of his own skin, and
despite the effort he put into taming his unruly hair this morning,
it's right back to chaos after the knit cap he wore to keep his
ears warm outside.

"You're even more of a disaster than usual."
Crystal peers hard into his face. "Is everything okay?"

Austin gives a shrug and wills his heart to
stop racing. "You know me. I'm always freaking out about
something."

"Not like this." Crystal's eyes narrow. "You
still dithering over colleges? I thought you sent in your
confirmation and deposit last week."

"I did. And I'm not dithering." Austin lets
his eyes wander their surroundings, taking in the endless sea of
too many people and crowded store fronts. Maybe they should climb
the stairs and move a level up. Down here it's all clothing stores
and coffee kiosks, gift boutiques and game centers, jewelry stores
and gimmicky toy shops—and of course the endless foot traffic to go
with them. The floor above will be quieter, made up as it is
primarily of restaurants ranging from fancy-ish to outlandishly
expensive.

For now, he just stuffs his hands in his
pockets, and makes himself meet Crystal's searching gaze with what
he hopes is an innocent expression.

"Then what's wrong," she pushes
stubbornly. "Talk to me, asshole. Since when do you work
yourself up into this kind of mood and not come to me?"

It's on the tip of Austin's tongue to point
out that things are different now. Long distance, it's harder to
ask for help. When he can see his best friend's face, in
person, it's easier to tell the anxiety in his head to shut up,
and convince himself he's not being a nuisance or an imposition.
When they're living in the same city, he knows Crystal's schedule,
sees her everywhere, can come up with some pretext to hang out and
then confide in her whenever the moment feels right. It will always
be more difficult to pick up a phone and call.

But he would be lying more brazenly than ever
if he claimed this is why he hasn't confided in her. And while he
can't possibly give an honest answer to her question, he'll never
convincingly tell a lie that bold either.

"I don't know what's wrong," he finally says.
Still a lie, but an easier one. It's true often enough when he's
upset. Absent the occasional flash of startling insight, Austin's
always been the sort to get tangled up in his emotions. Sometimes
it takes weeks to decipher them. Which makes it that much more
striking, how sure he is of Liam and the complicated games they've
been playing.

The fact that he knows precisely what's
bothering him now—the fact that he can point to the strain of
secrecy and know this is exactly what's got him stumbling over
himself and twisting up into a ball of unease—is not information he
can afford to let Crystal see.

"Want to find somewhere quieter to talk about
it?" Crystal's gaze drifts toward the long sweeping line of the
balcony high above, the upper floor of the mall with its promise of
less crowded spaces. Her eyes catch and hold on something, and her
eyebrows fly up towards her hairline. "Oh, huh. How 'bout
that?"

OEBPS/cover.jpg
s -
Ad AT mstrong





