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CHAPTER 1
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He had a zit. A huge one, right where it’d be the first thing she saw, so he hung back, casting furtive glances at her from across the room. 

Her friends’ laughter erupted, overwhelming the other noises of the restaurant, and he exhaled and pushed up from the table. No point in torturing himself. She had one, two, three ... He counted the boys all leaning toward her. Six guys to choose from.

“Why pick me?” he mumbled beneath his breath. Hands shoved in his pockets, he exited into the twilight, and a gust of wind slapped him in the face. Even the sky wanted him to know how hopeless his life was. Rain drops spattered his cheeks and moistened his hair.

“Hey, Josh.”

A female voice turned him sideways. Mia Girard.

“Mia. You’re stuck in this mess, too?”

“Worse, I have a flat,” she said. “I was hoping to catch a ride. If I can get home, my dad can come get my car tomorrow.”

“I’ll be glad to take you.” 

Not like he had anything better to do except sit around and mentally impale himself.

“You sure?” she asked.

With a bob of his head, he waved her after him, and they dashed across the rain-slick lot. 

Inside the car, she wiped her hands on her jeans and ran her fingers through her hair. “Did you see that stupidity inside?”

He stuck the key in the ignition and turned.

“Piper Quinn and her horde. She’s so stuck up. I’m glad to see you weren’t sitting over there drooling.”

Grateful for the darkness now hiding his cheeks, Josh twisted his face left. 

Mia ran in a different social click from Piper. Where her friends were in the band or college-prep study groups, Piper’s were cheerleaders and social club members. He was beneath both on the scale of things. He was the boy who could swing the bat, but not always hit the ball. Average. Mediocre. Unexceptional. The boy with bad hair and a zit. 

The windshield wipers made a regular click-squeak across windshield, moving water from left to right. Slowing for the turn into Mia’s neighborhood, Josh tapped his brakes and spun the wheel.

“Third house?” he asked.

“Fourth,” she said. “I can’t believe you remember where I live.”

“One of my few talents, a good memory. Then again, sometimes it’s a curse.”

Pulling into the driveway, he shifted into park, but left the engine running.

She paused before opening the door. “You want to come in? I think Mom has chocolate cake.”

“Only if I’m not in the way.”

She made a face. “Please ... you’re not in the way. Now, my little brother, that’s another matter entirely.”

With a short laugh, he shut off the car and dashed with her through the rain to the steps. He tossed his head, slinging water in every direction.

Palms outward in front of her face, Mia ducked. 

“Sorry.” He reached out and swiped a drop from her chin. “Guess we look like a couple of rats.”

“It’s okay. We can’t all be perfect. It’s best to leave that to Piper.”

Piper. Josh tried not to frown. Friday night and he was dateless. Well, at least he didn’t have to go home early and admit defeat. He could say he’d spent his night with a girl, even if she wasn’t his first choice.

But he probably wasn’t hers, either.
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“Wipe your feet on the mat or my mom will have a fit,” Mia said, glancing over her shoulder. 

Joshua Dixon was attractive enough. Square-shouldered with shaggy brown hair that somehow always needed a trim and a perpetual day’s growth of hair on his face, he either didn’t shave or did randomly, giving him a disheveled look. 

“This way.” Jerking her chin to the right, Mia led him through the formal front room and into the kitchen. She patted the counter. “Take a seat.”

Removing two plates from the cabinet, she fished the cake from the fridge, then opened a drawer and pulled out two forks and a knife.

“Big or little?” she asked.

“I’m a guy. What do you think?”

She smiled. Josh was also down-to-earth, and she liked that. He never tried to make himself more important or make people feel less than him. 

Like Piper. She was no idiot. Piper was cute ... blonde, curvy, and always slightly underdressed. Plus, like he’d just said, he was a guy, and very few guys that knew Piper didn’t stare at her long and hard.

She, on the other hand, was lucky to get the attention of any guys all. If she did, once they found out she was smart and/or unwilling to go all the way, they generally turned their backs. A guy with self-control was rare nowadays.

Laying a thick slab of cake on a plate, she slid it to him across the counter alongside a fork, and he plunged in.

“This is really good,” he said moments later.

Settling on a stool at his side, she took a bite of her own piece. “Yes, it is. Mom’s a great cook.”

“Yes, I am.” 

Mia spun around. 

“I didn’t hear you come in,” her mom continued. She circled the counter, recapping the cake and returning it to the refrigerator. “Good to see you, Joshua.”

“You remember me?”

Her mom tilted her head and smiled. “Of course, though it’s been ... what? Two years?”

“Movie night,” he said.

“That’s right. I’d forgotten.”

“Josh doesn’t forget anything,” Mia added.

He grinned and polished off his piece. “That was great, Mrs. Girard.”

“Happy to share.” Claiming his plate, she set it in the sink, running water over it. “So what brings you by tonight?”

“I have a flat,” Mia supplied. “Josh gave me a ride, which reminds me ... Dad’s gonna need to drive over there tomorrow.”

Her mother exhaled, puffing her bangs upward. “He’s in his study. I’ll let you break that to him.”

Mia shoved the last bite of cake in her mouth and grabbed hold of Josh’s arm. “Come with me and soften the blow,” she said.

He stumbled after her, his footsteps loud on the wood floor, and halted behind her in the hallway. 

Mia knocked twice. “Daddy? It’s me and a friend.”

“Come in.”

She glanced back at Josh before opening the door. 

Her dad’s study was a lesson in manliness. Wooden trim, wooden shelves, rich leather, and the smell of furniture polish dominated the room. All it really needed was a testosterone spritzer and some chest hair.

“Who’s this?” her dad asked with a smile.

Josh extended his hand. “Joshua Dixon.”

“What brings you to our illustrious abode tonight?” her father asked. “Except for my beautiful daughter, that is.” Clasping Josh’s hand, he shook it vigorously.

Joshua never missed a beat. “She is that, sir,” he added, “and I am here because of her ...”

Mia stepped in front of him. “My tire’s flat, and Josh gave me a ride. You remember, I have no spare.”

Running one hand over the back of his head, her dad sighed. “Been meaning to do something about that.” He raised his gaze to Josh again. “Thanks for helping her out.”

“No problem,” Josh replied.

“Say, maybe you can do me a favor as well,” her father continued, his gray-eyed gaze on Joshua’s face. “My daughter needs an escort.”

“Daddy ...” Mia protested. Why was he bringing that up? She would have worked something out ... in her own timing. 

Her father smiled at her. 

“An escort to what?” Joshua asked.

Her father reclined in his seat until the back was almost horizontal with the floor. “Annual summer music benefit. I’ve been elected chairperson, and she needs a date.”

“I was going to find a date. You didn’t give me enough time,” Mia scolded. “Besides, Josh probably doesn’t ...”

“Sure, I’ll go.”

She halted mid-sentence. “You ... you will?”

“See there? It’s all settled,” her father said, giving him no room to respond.

But Josh shouldn’t feel obligated just because her dad couldn’t keep his trap shut. She needed to talk to him in private.

Mia turned aside. “Think we’ll go to my room for a bit.” Curling her fingers around Josh’s arm, she spun him one hundred and eighty degrees and shoved him out of the room. 

Inside her bedroom, she shut the door. He perched himself on the end of the bed.

“Look ... you don’t have to take me to the benefit. That’s my dad being ... I don’t know ... annoying?”

“Seemed nice to me,” Josh said. “He doesn’t want you to go alone.”

She threw one hand to her hip. “Honestly, what’s wrong with being single?”

“You’re cynical.”

“Maybe I am,” she said. “But we’re only seventeen. Why do we have to be serious about anyone? Besides, all those boys are trying to do is look down Piper’s shirt.”

His eyebrow arched, and she flapped one hand at him. 

“Well, that are!” she said. “I don’t need to see some guy’s washboard abs to get myself through the day.”

“So if I took my shirt off you’re not going to look?”

She hushed. “A-are you ... going to do that?”

He crooked a smile. “If you ask.”

“If I ... wait ... you’re kidding.”

He laughed, and snickering, dashed the back of his hand beneath his eyes. “You should have seen yourself. All this feminist talk and one mention of that and ... poof ... she’s reduced to babbling.”

“I was not babbling.”

“‘A-are you g-going to d-do that?’” He imitated her, throwing his voice into a falsetto.
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