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          JUNE, TWO YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      "You're insane. It'll never work."

      "It has to, Lex." My best friend, Ava, set her beer down with a thunk on the table between our beach chairs. 

      "My mom would flip."

      Ava shrugged a slim shoulder. "Well that's just a bonus."

      Our tradition of lying out at night on the deck of her parents' pool and talking about anything and everything was alive and well. Looking out over the expanse of water, tinted electric blue by the liner and the lighting, was oddly soothing.

      "You think we can sell our own clothes and make money at it. We're nineteen."

      "Come on. With my designs and your brain? We can't fail."

      The prospect did seem more intriguing than the lifestyle promised by the investment banking internship pamphlets my mom kept sending me. 

      Though the two beers I'd downed might have made the idea of starting a fashion label extra rosy.

      The slamming of a car door cut the night. I jerked upright, glancing over the hedge that provided some privacy between the pool deck and the driveway beside the house.

      "You were lucky not to get arrested." Ava's father's voice thundered. Ava and I exchanged startled looks. While I didn't know the "what," I was pretty sure I knew the "who."

      Dylan Cameron, Ava's seventeen-year-old brother, marched ahead of his father up the back walkway toward the porch.

      There was a striking resemblance between them, though Dylan was taller. Sunglasses stuck out of the neck of his button-down though it was past midnight. His dark hair fell carelessly over his forehead, brows that were drawn together.

      With those looks, he could've been an actor in the latest network teen drama.

      "It's not what you think. You're taking it out of context." Dylan's low voice carried.

      "I get a call to come and pick you up from a party where there were drugs. What part of that is out of context?" 

      Dylan glanced back as he reached for the handle of the porch door. I cursed my delayed realization that we were visible over the tops of our lawn chairs as Dylan's gaze locked with mine. 

      Assessing eyes stared me down. 

      Shivers ran down my spine, completely unwarranted. I felt like I was the one who'd been caught.

      Which was crazy.

      I forced myself not to turn away, my breath sticking in my chest until Dylan's gaze finally released mine. 

      He turned the handle and stepped inside. The rest of their conversation was muffled as they closed the door.

      "Wow," I said, sinking into my chair. 

      "Dylan's been crazy lately. Did you hear that two cheerleaders got suspended for fighting over him in the hallway at school?" The pool filtration system hummed in the background as the lights cast an eerie glow over Ava's face. "Ms. Baron had to physically tear them apart."

      I pictured our poor former gym teacher trying desperately to extricate fists from hair.

      Though I'd never fought over a guy, I kind of got it. Dylan Cameron might've been two years behind us, but he had a reputation for igniting female imaginations and hormones. 

      The James Dean vibe had been working for over half a century for a reason.

      I took another sip of my beer. "Did we ever get into trouble like that in high school?"

      "Trouble? Yes. Trouble like that? No."

      "Here's to college, and being grown up." I raised my beer and clinked it against hers. "No more bad decisions or drama. It's all smooth sailing from here."
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          AUGUST, PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      "Happy birthday, Lex!"

      A few dozen faces greeted me as I descended the stairs. I smiled and tried to ignore the number of fire code violations we were probably committing by having this many people here.

      Our shared house near the state college campus in San Diego was small, but new. The hardwood, granite and stainless steel were perks. The fact that it didn't reek of pot had been the real deal-maker.

      As I glanced across the room I spotted the one thing guaranteed to ruin any birthday.

      Jake Marsden, laughing in the middle with a circle of guys and girls sprawled on my living room furniture.

      Every muscle in my body tightened. 

      It was nice to see familiar faces, but the dull ache in my chest reminded me many were mutual friends of Jake's and mine. I'd gotten Ava and our roommates in the breakup at the start of the summer. It wasn't clear where the others fell.

      It was the first I'd seen him in three months, and as much as I hated to admit it, Jake looked good. 

      His short, dirty-blond hair  was the topping on a hard body, earned from playing football at a school that worshipped sports and expected the world from its heroes.

      Jake was that "first crush" guy that makes your head spin and all the other girls send jealous looks because he smiled at you. He'd been the perfect boyfriend, right through junior year of college.

      Right up until he'd dumped me out of the blue.

      I could still remember Jake's voice down the line when I'd called to tell him about the summer advertising internship I'd won. That's great, babe. Listen ... you going to New York is a good thing. I've been thinking lately that we're going in different directions, you know?

      I didn't know. I couldn't have been more surprised if he'd declared that he was actually gay and had decided to run away to become a backup dancer for Lady Gaga.

      And here's the thing. Given this was my twenty-first birthday, an almost four-year relationship was a big deal. 

      Basically nineteen percent of my life had been spent holding hands, making out, and fused at various bodily junctures to Jake Marsden.

      I hadn't expected to get over him instantly, but watching him laugh now had my chest tightening. 

      I didn't want to be with him anymore, but I also didn't want him in my face. 

      Or in my house.

      I looked around for a distraction. My eyes landed on our kitchen table. Sitting in the center was a round purple cake made to look tufted with the help of fondant and pearls. 

      An impressive collection of mini-kegs, bottles, and cans surrounded the cake. A tiny, violet island adrift in a sea of impending bad decisions.

      I reached for the hard stuff. Alright, Captain Morgan. Permission to come aboard.

      "Lex! Oh my God I haven't seen you in forever! When'd you get back from New York?" My roommate Jen descended, folding me in her toned arms.

      "This afternoon. The party was a surprise." I made a mental note to kill Ava. "A nice one," I amended at her crestfallen face. 

      Then the blinding smile was back. "Good! Did I tell you I met Justin Timberlake running a half marathon this summer?" 

      I listened attentively to her story, reaching across the table to pour myself another few fingers.

      "That sound epic. I'm sure I would've stalked him too, though I'm pretty sure trying to slip your phone into his pocket so you can track him is illegal." I managed to extricate myself, making a beeline for the little-known bathroom under the basement stairs. 

      I wished I'd checked my appearance once more after putting on the short black skirt and strappy tank. Maybe done something to my red hair beyond leaving it down.

      Did I look birthday-girl-worthy? Probably not. But with ten minutes' notice, I didn't have much choice. I could smile, laugh, and show everyone I was doing just fine. With luck the crowd would die down early, maybe move to the bar down the street. I might even get a chance to work on my study schedule for the fall semester that started Monday.

      Winding my way through the crowd and rounding the corner, I collided with a tall form coming from the other direction. Big hands reached out to my shoulders to steady me as I stumbled backward.

      I had to tilt my chin up to meet a pair of startled brown eyes. Eyes I hadn't really seen in more than two years, since they had locked with mine across a dark patio.

      "Lex?" Dylan Cameron's gaze warmed slightly as recognition set in. 

      "I almost didn't recognize you." Two grades' difference, though only fourteen months in age, was an eternity in high school. He was taller. He'd filled out, too, his red polo displaying muscles I definitely hadn't noticed.

      "Yeah, I'm all grown up now," he drawled. "Just transferred here. One year on the East Coast was enough for me." Dylan grinned. "I start civil engineering here next week. I'm fulfilling the Cameron complement of gender stereotypes. Ava sews, I build."

      I had to tilt my head back for my eyes to connect with his. It gave me an excuse to really look at him. "Well, consider me dazzled by your scholastic aptitude."

      My comment elicited a slow grin designed to make teenage girls lose their undergarments. Why do good-looking people got all the assets?

      Dylan and his sister had both been effortlessly popular. But Dylan had fallen off the map.

      He would've looked right at home on any movie or TV set. Though he was too pretty to play the bad boy. His jaw was too perfect. Add the long dark lashes framing chocolate eyes, and the sculpted mouth...not going to happen. But he was too edgy to play the male lead, with the messy-on-purpose hair that looked like some co-ed had been running her fingers through it.

      "How was your summer?" Dylan asked, cutting off my musings. "Ava said you spent it in Miami."

      "New York. I was interning at a magazine."

      "Yeah, my geography was always shit. I was close though."

      "Very close." I nodded. "New York's the one with the park. And the statue." I did my best torch-hoisting impression. 

      Alcohol seemed to melt the filter that came between my thoughts and my words. Dylan's mouth twitched. "Alright, smart girl. Miami doesn't have parks or statues?"

      "Nothing near eight hundred and forty-three acres or three hundred and five feet tall." 

      "Noted." Dylan cocked his head, a full-fledged smile gracing his mouth. "You've been saving that one up, haven't you?"

      But I couldn't answer because that smile?

      Yeah, it did great things for him.

      "The internship sounds cool," he commented, pushing aside a chunk of dark hair that had fallen into his face.

      "The gig was great. I was one of the best interns ever to grace Manhattan publishing. After three months' practice, I could run a Starbucks order for a department of twenty from memory."

      "I don't believe you. They'd have to be idiots to have a girl like you running coffee all day. What else did you do?" His deep brown eyes bored into mine. He was one of those guys whose intensity made you feel like you were the center of their entire world. He could've been thinking "I know all your darkest secrets" or "I could go for some spaghetti" and I wouldn't have known the difference.

      He seemed genuinely interested, though I hadn't the slightest idea why. My grateful brain clicked out of party mode for the time being. "Actually, I got to assist on some major accounts and a campaign. It was way closer to real stuff than I thought I'd be doing."

      He scratched his head. "You and Ava are still planning on that clothing business thing, right? The connections must be pretty important."

      Not just a pretty face.

      The fact that he remembered at all was unexpected. That he was thinking about what my internship meant for us was something else...

      

      As if through some kind of sixth sense—the sense of doom, apparently—I looked to my left. Sure enough, Jake was heading our way.

      "Oh, fuck!"

      I like to save swearing for important occasions.

      Like running into asshole exes for the first time after they've broken up with you by phone.

      I looked around wildly to find a place to hide. But my bad luck in the Jake department held, and the next thing I knew he was right on top of us.

      Jake seemed to notice me only a few strides away. He came up short and looked from me to Dylan and back. I could tell from the tension in his annoyingly still-great body that he didn't know what kind of reception he was in for.

      "Hey, Lex," Jake said finally, his blue eyes on mine. Uncertainty in them, mixed with a hint of what I hoped was fear. "How was your summer?" 

      I flashed the biggest smile I could muster, going for full wattage but only partly succeeding. "After you dumped me? The best. New York was amazing. Do you know Ava's little brother, Dylan? He went to high school with us." 

      Familiarity dawned and Jake extended a hand, relieved for the excuse to look somewhere else. "Hey, man. You play soccer, right?"

      "Rugby." If he knew about our history he didn't let on. But something told me Dylan wasn't drawn in by Jake's easy charm.

      Dylan Cameron went up another two notches in my books.

      "Well I just wanted to say happy birthday, Lex," he offered before turning and walking off.

      "Let me guess ..." Dylan raised an eyebrow as we watched Jake's retreating back. "Leading in the polls for Asshole of the Year?"

      "Running uncontested, actually." My deadpan response elicited a surprised laugh from Dylan.

      The sound warmed my insides. Dylan's voice, like his appearance, was familiar and different at once. 

      "Well, you let me know if you want me to lay him out for you." Dylan slapped a fist against his other palm. 

      I wasn't used to having my virtue defended, particularly not by an unexpectedly tall, dark, and broody echo of someone from my past. There was something sweet about it.

      "Is this service part of the little brother lending library?" I teased. "I don't have my own, so I get to borrow Ava's when my reputation is in danger?"

      He looked like he wanted to say something else, but his attention was drawn away by movement behind me.

      "This is your house, right? I'm sensing a situation in need of some diplomacy."

      Turning to follow his gaze I saw Ava, a five-two pixie with dark hair and stormy eyes, shouting at a tall blond girl in a miniskirt. While I couldn't hear any substance over the loud music, this looked like it could get ugly fast.

      "Welcome to college. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go stop two girls from ripping each other's hair out."

      He rewarded me with a genuine smile that nearly knocked me off my feet. "Godspeed."

      Yeah, the guy had dimples too. Because who ever said life was fair?
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      Three trays of shooters had gone missing from the fridge. Accusations were made. Inquiries ensued.

      At one point I thought it would escalate to violence, but I settled the dispute by pointing out that the trays were being held hostage by a circle of Delta Phi’s playing truth or dare on our back deck.

      I returned them to the fridge.

      Less a finder’s fee.

      The party was in full swing. If the neighbors hadn’t been dancing on the dining room table, I would’ve expected them to call the police.

      I was ready to find something a little less exciting to occupy me. Pre-reading for my advanced econ course was sounding pretty good right now.

      I picked my way back through the crowd, heading to the stairs, but pulled up halfway there.

      The guy occupying one of our armchairs was familiar.

      Intimately so.

      Perched in Jake’s lap was a pretty blond girl trying to devour his head with her mouth.

      He didn’t seem to be objecting. In fact, his hand was on the back of her head, pulling her closer.

      My throat burned.

      This is not happening.

      Telling myself I shouldn’t care didn’t seem to make a difference.

      I stumbled toward the stairs and raced up them. Jerked the door of my room closed behind me and collapsed on my bed.

      Tears rose behind my eyes, but I refused to cry. I hadn’t cried since my dad left me and my mom more than ten years ago. I wasn’t about to start for some guy who’d cut and run months ago at the first sign of trouble.

      Jake wasn’t worth it.

      I didn’t want him back. But seeing him with someone else threw me.

      Probably because I had no plans to do the same. This summer Ava and I made a pact: no boyfriends senior year. Guys would interfere with our heads, hearts, and most importantly, our business.

      We’d worked too hard to put the pieces in place to lose it all now.

      Still, seeing Jake and the blond had sent my body into panic mode even as my head was telling me it would be OK. I tried to talk myself down.

      Deep breaths, Lex. In and out.

      A knock sounded at my door. It was followed by a deep voice, rough and tinged with concern.

      “Lex? It’s Dylan. Is everything OK?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” My voice almost matched my words.

      I’m not the kind of girl who needs, or likes, to be rescued. And as far as would-be saviors went, Dylan Cameron would not be my choice.

      I was about to ask him to leave when the door handle turned. His lean face appeared, silhouetted by the light in the hallway.

      Dylan stepped inside, pushing the door partly closed behind him. Only a couple inches of bright hallway shone into the semi-darkness of my room.

      He leaned his frame against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “I saw you take off up the stairs like something was on fire. What happened?”

      “Nothing. Really, Dylan, it’s fine.”

      He didn’t move, just waited me out. From ten feet away, those brown eyes probed mine as if Dylan was reading everything I was feeling but didn’t want to voice.

      Instead of asking him to leave, I found myself sighing.

      “It’s stupid,” I muttered. It was embarrassing being exposed this way in front of a near stranger. But he’d been kind enough to come up.

      Mustering all my energy, I sat up. Pulled my legs toward me and crossed them.

      Dylan took three slow strides toward my bed. “Can I …” He gestured to the bedspread.

      “Be my guest.”

      I didn’t know why he was here or why he cared.

      But he hadn’t dated me, dumped me, and made out with another girl at my birthday party. So that put him ahead of some guys.

      I felt the mattress sink as he lowered his weight.

      Dylan hunched toward me so his brown eyes were peering into mine. They were lighter than they’d looked downstairs—chocolate shot with caramel—and up close they seemed about a thousand miles deep.

      “I remember when Jenna Carlisle held her twelfth birthday party the same day as yours, even though her birthday wasn’t until the week after. Everyone knew she did it just to spite you. Half the class missed your party. It was a dick move, but you didn’t let anyone see that it bothered you.”

      How could he possibly remember that? I had nearly forgotten it, though it had made me feel like crap at the time. Now that he reminded me, I could recall Ava’s indignation. She’d later started a rumor that Jenna had paid people to go to her party. It had ended with Jenna in tears and half the seventh grade class demanding compensation the first week of school.

      “So what you’re saying is the world has been out to get me for nine years and I should be used to it by now?”

      “I’m saying that you don’t need to have it together all the time. No one expects you to be perfect.”

      Wow. He sounded way too smart for his age. And even if he was utterly wrong, his heart was in the right place.

      Dylan offered his arm, and I blinked.

      Whether it was the booze, the confrontation with Jake, or just the unfamiliar feeling of a kind person wanting to help, I leaned in. He wrapped his arm around me and I breathed in deeply against his chest.

      It should’ve been weird.

      It wasn’t.

      There was no tension in his body. As his calm seeped slowly into me I felt the knots in my stomach start to relax.

      It was nice just to be held. It had been a long time since I’d had that. Dylan’s shoulder was warm and he smelled like home. With my face pressed against his dark Henley he could’ve been any nice, normal guy.

      I could’ve stayed like that forever.

      Instead I forced myself to sit up.

      “Thanks, Dylan. For … you know.” And I meant it. “This crap with Jake, though, it won’t happen again. I’m swearing off guys.”

      “Switching to girls?” He arched a dark eyebrow.

      My faced scrunched. “I’m leaning toward celibacy. Girls are crazy too.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I know of a great convent if you’re in the market.”

      “Please. I would love to have one outfit to choose from in the morning. Eat porridge for breakfast. Live vicariously through other people’s drama.” I cocked my head. “Though I’m not sure I want to go to any convent you’re … familiar with.”

      It took him a minute to catch up. “What are you saying. You think I’m a player?”

      “I’m sure I’m not the only one.”

      “Seriously?” His eyes darkened, clouded. “You don’t even know me, Lex. Not really.”

      He was right. He’d been nice enough to come make sure I was OK, and here I was giving him shit.

      Still, I wasn’t a total pushover.

      “So that rumor about Principal Green suspending two cheerleaders for fighting over you in the hall in junior year wasn’t true?”

      I’d never paid attention to his social life since we moved in different circles.

      Except when the gossip made Ava’s radar and transcended two grades.

      “Not my fault.” Dylan’s gaze hardened. “You can’t hold me accountable for the actions of hormone-ridden teenage girls, especially ones I wasn’t even dating.

      “I don’t know how we ended up talking about me, anyway. I came up here to talk about you. But as long as we are, can you do me a favor and just forget everything you think you know about me for a second?”

      “I’ll try.” My voice sounded wary.

      “If it helps my image, my social calendar is remarkably empty at the moment,” he volunteered. “And with your ringing endorsement a second ago, is it any wonder? You know, ‘girls are crazy’ and all.”

      The tension that had arisen at the mention of high school rumors seemed to leave his body again.

      “Sure, but I bet you broke a lot of hearts back East when you came here. It’s funny, though, now that you mention it, I can’t remember you dating in high school. Did you never bring girls around?”

      By around I meant his house. I’d spent more time there than my own, so it felt natural calling it that.

      “You don’t remember because you and Ava were so much older and cooler. If it wasn’t about clothes, or football players, or celebrities it wasn’t on your radar. What if I told you I haven’t had time for girls?”

      I rolled my eyes, one immature habit I’d never been able to break, and shoved his shoulder. Or tried—my hands were barely able to move him an inch. “Yeah right. No time for girls? Even when they’re pulling each other’s hair out over you?”

      Dylan’s eyes fell to my floral bedspread, and he seemed to lose himself in thought again. But  they flicked back to mine and when he spoke again his voice was matter-of-fact. “Pretty much. I needed a full scholarship to make tuition. It wasn’t an option for Ava because of her grades and major. But Mom and Dad lost some of their savings, and they couldn’t afford to put us both through after Kate graduated from pharmacy school.

      “I logged about twenty hours a week in extra credit projects and tutoring senior year. Between that and rugby, which the guys begged me to stay on the team so they could have a run at state, I didn’t have time for dating that year. Or anything else, really.

      “I thought I might get a rugby scholarship but messed up my knee midway through the season. When I got an academic scholarship to Penn State, I jumped at it.”

      I was floored by his words. Everything had seemed to come easily to him. Though I hadn’t seen much of him the last few years, I’d always assumed it was because of partying and crazy stunts, not a roster of academic and service commitments.

      He misinterpreted my reaction.

      “Believe me, my parents were just as shocked as you are that I managed to score the free ride.” Dylan looked uncomfortable, like he was surprised he’d said what he had. “But don’t say anything to Ava, OK? She doesn’t know. I mean, she knows about the scholarship but not about the money thing.”

      I nodded, not understanding why he’d told me. Or why it was so important to keep it a secret.

      Dylan and I had grown up on the fringes of one another’s lives with only the odd intersection. I’d never figured there was much beyond the talk.

      Or maybe you never cared enough to look.

      He’d been a paradox. The bad boy with enough mass appeal to become popular despite his screw-you-all exterior.

      But I’d pegged him as being so focused on cars and girls he had no time for scholarships, like most guys his age.

      “So why did you come back?” I asked.

      “I always wanted to be here. But the scholarship and other things made Penn State look pretty good last year. I studied my ass off hoping to get a transfer closer to home. Guess I lucked out.”

      He let out a breath.

      “In any case, I’m glad to be back. And maybe if I’m lucky I can have a semi-normal college experience.”

      I tried to lighten the mood with a smile. “Well, Dylan, you got your wish. A good-looking kid like you will catch up on the, ah, extracurriculars in no time.”

      Somehow it didn’t have the desired effect, causing him to frown instead.

      “I’m not a kid, Lex. Don’t assume I haven’t been through just as much as you have.”

      Something in his steady gaze made me uncomfortable.

      He had changed a lot from the Dylan I’d known. Or more accurately, the Dylans I’d known.

      I remembered him through flashes, impressions over the years. The smart one who’d tried to convince his mom he couldn’t go to school the day he lost his first tooth because he clearly needed surgery to re-attach it. The timid one who’d been afraid of storms, willing to play Barbie with second-grade Ava and me just to have company when the thunder started. The serious one in junior high who’d peer at you thoughtfully from under dark hair and dark lashes when your paths crossed, like he could see inside your head.

      Then there was the one in high school—the athlete and the partier, beloved by guys and girls alike. Well, apparently not as much of the girls as everyone had assumed.

      I didn’t know which Dylan was sitting in front of me—one of those or another entirely.

      Chalk it up to yet another surprise. It was starting to feel like I could build a Jenga tower out of them. The guys I thought I could trust left me, and the ones I thought had perfect lives were holding them together with duct tape behind the scenes.

      Dylan’s voice brought me back.

      “Anyway, if you’re so much older and smarter,” he said, “what’d I miss while I was up to my ears in textbooks and jockstraps?”

      His sudden playfulness was unexpected. Despite his mood swings, I found myself enjoying his company.

      “You mean because you didn’t date?” He nodded. “Well, on the bright side you missed out firsthand on the whining, the catfights, and a hundred varieties of high maintenance that is teenage girls.”

      “I like your optimism. Although some of that definitely came through osmosis living with two older sisters. What about the downside?”

      I looked at him strangely. I would have normally flushed, but given my current state of mind and partial inebriation I was footloose and censor-free.

      “Well, the obvious one is sex.”

      Dylan quirked an eyebrow.

      “I mean, it kind of is something you need two people to do. Or, I guess, more than two is fine also.” The words spilled through my filterless brain and out my mouth.

      This moment brought to you by hard liquor.

      “Alexis Caine. Are you asking about my sex life? Like, for posterity?” Dylan looked amused as he turned to face me on the bed, legs crossed, his posture mirroring mine.

      Our knees were touching. I shouldn’t have noticed, but did. Could feel the warmth of his body on my bare legs through his jeans. I wasn’t sure how to respond.

      Especially when he laughed.

      The rich noise sounded real contrasted with the dull roar of conversation and music that wafted up the stairs.

      I had the random thought that I would do just about anything if he would keep laughing like that.

      “Well, since you seem to be prying all my secrets out of me, why stop now, right?” Dylan folded his arms across his chest as if steeling himself for my reaction. “I’m not a virgin. But it has been awhile. Junior year, Amy Street. We dated for two months, but she moved away with her family.”

      I failed miserably to hold in a snort of laughter. That was miles from what I’d been expecting.

      “Stop,” Dylan protested. “For the record, she didn’t move the day after we had sex.”

      “Mhmm. It would explain a lot, though, wouldn’t it?”

      Teasing him was the most fun I’d had all night. Probably longer than that.

      “It was a family decision.” His eyes implored me to understand. But he wasn’t taking himself too seriously, and the glint in his gaze suggested—what, that he was having fun?

      “A family decision to get her away from you and your badass moves?”

      “You’re an ego crusher, Lex.” He feigned hurt.

      “I’m sure you can take it.”

      “Uh-huh. Listen. Guys are more delicate than you think. But between you and me, because I never really had a girlfriend, I’m a little light on all the … sex-adjacent stuff.” He gestured dismissively with one hand. “All those early teen years of truth or dare, making out in the back of the car, groping on the couch?”

      I nodded like I knew what he was talking about. Though Jake and I’d done some of that, I wouldn’t have characterized it as a life phase.

      “Never happened to me.” Dylan put his hands on my knees and inclined his head toward me. His dark eyes were earnest and self-mocking. “I will deny it if this ever leaves the room, but my cumulative sexual experience totals about the length of an episode of Breaking Bad.”

      His admission shocked me. First, it was because I didn’t know how he’d managed to escape female attention for that long. Second, I had no idea why he was telling me this. I forced my mind back to the conversation at hand. Which, in retrospect, might not have been the best idea.

      “Before you start worrying about me dying alone, two girls have asked me out since I got here.” Apparently girls at our school were smarter than East Coast and high school girls. “So as of now I have two dates and zero moves. I’ve spent so much time with guys and books I hardly know what to do with girls. Who aren’t, you know, my friends or sisters.”

      “Or your sisters’ friends.” It seemed funny at the time.

      “Exactly.” Dylan ran a hand through his dark hair, shoved it out of his face. The dimple had returned, next to a self-deprecating smile.

      This was where things went hazy. All I knew was that it was a pretty messed up night. It pissed me off that guys like Jake would be making out with evil coeds at their ex-girlfriend’s party. It also pissed me off that guys like Dylan, who were basically decent, were left out in the proverbial cold. I needed to do some karmic realigning.

      And how exactly are you going to fix this? The teeny, tiny sane part of me asked from a faraway place.

      I shushed her.

      Me and the Cap made a good team.

      “I am a woman of science,” I began, “and as such, believe an objective test is in order.”

      Dylan raised his brows skeptically. He didn’t know where this was going.

      That made two of us.

      “In English, Yoda.”

      I ignored the age barb and instead squared my shoulders, my chin jutting out. “Kiss me.”

      What the hell?

      I was a girl who rolled my clothes for optimal packing and alphabetized my books. Asking for any kind of bodily contact with my best friend’s little brother, no matter what the circumstances, was completely off script.

      Dylan looked at me like I’d grown a second head.

      Which seemed like an overreaction. I was pretty sure I wasn’t that hideous.

      Unless maybe I’d gotten Jell-o shooters on my face—

      “Listen, Lex,” Dylan began as he started to rise from the bed, “I appreciate the effort to make up for my recently lackluster social life, but that’s a bad idea. For one, you’ve been drinking.”

      “And you haven’t?”

      “No.”

      My hands grabbed Dylan’s arms—whoa, muscles—before he could rise and pulled him back down. “I’m not drunk.”

      He shot me a skeptical look.

      “I’m not,” I insisted. “Try me.”

      “Twelve times eighteen.”

      “Two hundred and sixteen.” My response was a bit slow but it was correct.

      “The capital of South Africa.”

      “Pretoria.” Faster this time.

      “First Democratic president of the United States.” Dylan had leaned in and narrowed his eyes, sensing he had it in the bag.

      Dig deep.

      “Andrew Jackson.” I put my elbows on my knees and rested my chin on my fists. “Serving from 1829 from 1837.” I smiled sweetly. “Any more? I could do this all night.”

      Dylan looked at me with admiration and something I probably could’ve identified had I been completely sober.

      As he opened his mouth to no doubt cite one of a thousand possible reasons this shouldn’t happen, I pre-empted him, channeling my brief tenth grade stint on the debate team.

      “Dylan, listen. First, it’s one little kiss. We’re both grown-ups. No big deal. Second, there’s nothing here.” I gestured to the air between us. “We’re practically family, minus the ick factor. Given circumstances that were admittedly beyond your control you are in desperate need of an unbiased third-party opinion.”

      He opened his mouth to talk and I clapped my hand over it. His mouth was warm under my fingers, but I ignored the feeling.

      “Third, I have no stake in this, so can be completely honest. If you suck, I’ll tell you.”

      That sounded way less harsh in my head.

      I dropped my hand from his startled face. Dylan Cameron probably wasn’t used to being told to shut up.

      But I was getting impatient. Life had been playing roulette with my emotions all night, and I was sick of being on the receiving end of whatever was handed down to me. I wanted to decide something for a change.

      The exasperation lit a fire under me and I threw up my hands.

      “Oh come on, Cameron, it’s one stupid kiss. To cap off one stupid, heinous night. What are you so afraid of?”

      Not one of my finest debating moments. But something sparked and the caramel fired in the depths of his eyes.

      “One kiss?” he asked warily.

      I nodded.

      Dylan’s gaze scanned my face, though I hadn’t the first idea what he was looking for. “Fine.”

      I wanted to crow in victory.

      Because of the way we were sitting, our faces were only inches apart to begin with. Looking over the planes of his face, obscenely long eyelashes hooding chocolate eyes, his full lips parted, awareness suddenly ran through me. It felt like we’d gotten closer together though I was pretty sure neither of us had moved.

      Suddenly I was less sure of myself. The kiss had seemed harmless enough when I proposed it. Now, with Dylan looming larger than life in front of me with broad shoulders and tanned skin and unreadable eyes, things weren’t so black and white anymore.

      Dylan inclined his body toward me. He paused with his lips a couple of inches from mine.

      Through partly lowered lashes I could see the skepticism etched on his features.

      What the hell is he waiting for?

      Impatient to get it done—I needed to get studying if I was going to salvage anything of tonight—I closed the space between us.

      We were breathing the same air, a millimeter apart. He had no out. The smallest twitch would bring us into contact.

      Dylan smelled like mint and something headier. Based on the challenge in his eyes earlier, I was willing to bet he wouldn’t back out now.

      He didn’t.

      The light touch of his lips was fleeting. I’d intended only to assess, but my eyes fluttered closed. His mouth was just the right mix of hard and soft.

      The tingling surprised me, lasting for seconds after his lips left mine.

      Then faded into nothing at all.

      I felt exposed until Dylan’s mouth came back. This time it was firmer, lingering. His lips brushed.

      And they clung.

      My eyebrows rose as little sparks ignited in my brain, pinpricks rising along my arms. Warning bells went off somewhere in the recesses of my mind. Dylan’s mouth moved over mine, still slowly, but more purposeful by the second.

      The kiss was deceivingly casual, like Dylan himself—smooth on the surface with an edge just underneath. It struck me suddenly that he was right: I didn’t know him at all, and it might be dangerous to assume I did.

      His lips slanted over mine, coaxing, asking for things that couldn’t be put into words.

      Like he wanted my permission to explore, to savor.

      The crazy thing? I wanted to give it to him.

      I sucked in a breath, consciously willing my hands to stay at my sides.

      After a moment, or five, he pulled back.

      Well damn.

      I blinked, trying to focus on the denim of his jeans until my eyes uncrossed enough to meet his gaze. Our knees were still touching.

      Whoever had told him he didn’t have any moves was flat out wrong.

      I didn’t trust myself to look up quite yet, though I could feel his eyes on me.

      “Well.” Was that my voice? I cleared my throat. “That was—”

      My words were cut off as I felt fingertips on the back of my neck, searing my skin as he pulled my mouth back to his.

      That’s when Dylan Cameron kissed me.

      Really kissed me.

      The heat of his mouth crushing down on mine sent sparks of heat down my spine.

      Dylan’s thumb stroked the length of my jaw and when his tongue slipped out to part my lips I opened. Surprise and instinct.

      He tastes like sin. The thought drifted through my hazy brain.

      Dylan’s mouth on mine was raw. He moved with a conviction that did strange things to my brain and my body. He was unpracticed, but the way I reacted to him couldn’t have been more perfect if he’d kissed a thousand girls.

      His fingers were on the back of my neck, caressing and then tightening to pull me closer. It was like his mouth was trying to bypass my brain and speak directly to my body. Like it knew there was something between us and was asking, is this what you wanted?

      Until now I’d been on the receiving end but couldn’t be still anymore. His mouth had lit me on fire and my reaction was completely unpredictable.

      My hand reached up of its own accord, sliding up the muscles of his chest and around his neck. His hair was thick and silky in my fingers.

      I used the leverage to hold him to me harder as my mouth started moving under his.

      His teeth grazed my lower lip and a bolt of hot lust shot through me, twisting the need in my gut tighter.

      Someone groaned.

      It was the sexiest thing I’d ever heard.

      Dylan rose up onto his knees. Reached around my back to haul me closer.

      The strength that pulled me against him did not belong to a kid, and the move brought my body flush with his.

      His fingers fisted in my loose hair and he pulled down, forcing my mouth open under his. My blood thrummed in my veins and I could feel my heartbeat every second, everywhere.

      The heat in my stomach, and lower, was driving me crazy and I arched my body toward him. If this was a game I wasn’t sure if we were winning or losing anymore.

      My brain had left the equation long ago and the only thing I knew with certainty was that I needed to feel more of him against me.

      Harder.

      Closer.

      His chest pressed against my breasts, his hips fitted against mine, and …

      Oh, shit.

      This was spiraling out of control. I was practically climbing my best friend’s little brother, who happened to be in the process of turning me inside out with his mouth and hands.

      On my bed.

      Did I mention he was hard?

      My eyes opened a crack and it brought me back to reality.

      Not OK, I reminded myself.

      Summoning willpower I didn’t know I had, my hands pushed Dylan back.

      He let go of me instantly and I fell back on the bed.

      The first thing I noticed was our breathing, shallow and mismatched in contrast to the steady beat from downstairs.

      Next my vision refocused.

      When it did, I could see Dylan sitting on the side of the bed. He stared at the floor like he thought it might be the ceiling.

      Welcome to the club.

      My libido wanted to celebrate that I’d made a dent in Dylan Cameron’s too-cool-for-school exterior.

      Too bad doing it had almost killed me.

      Dylan’s composure came back before mine. “Well,” he asked in a coarse voice, turning to meet my gaze. “Scientific enough for you?”

      I cleared my throat. “That was …” Hot as hell? The dumbest thing I’ve done in recent memory? “You definitely have the right … foundations.”

      “Foundations?” His voice caught on the word and I couldn’t tell whether he was going to laugh or groan.

      Dylan’s eyes were still cloudy, but his voice had leveled.

      “Well, thanks for the advice. And the experiment.”

      He looked like he wanted to say more but got up. He paused at the doorway.

      “It was good catching up, Lex. Happy birthday.”

      I listened as his footsteps sounded on the stairs. The soft creak meaning more all of a sudden than any of the noises from the party.

      Hell.

      This was not how I’d intended to start the school year.
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      It was a brutal first week of classes. Apparently my senior year business profs took their job of preparing us for the “real world” very seriously. After multiple hours of law, finance, economics, and marketing, I was beat. The one upside was that my class schedule ran Monday to Thursday, giving me a three-day weekend to dig myself out.

      My book snapped shut faster than our financial econ professor could say “see you Monday.” Rising with thirty other students, I looped my book bag over my head.

      “This assignment’s going to take all weekend,” grumbled Jane beside me. Jane was possibly the only person more serious about school than I was. Her black hair and almond-shaped eyes came courtesy of her Asian mother and the faintest hint of freckles was from her Scottish father. Jane’s look was striking and exotic and Ava had been dying to get Jane in her clothes since I’d introduced them the year before.

      Jane and I were both business students. We’d established a solid bond over calculus and caffeine—both major themes of junior year.

      “Want to work on it at Bart’s?” she asked. I could feel a marathon session coming on. This course definitely had the heaviest workload of the four I was taking.

      “Deal. I could go for a sugar fix. I’m pretty sure the mental gymnastics Finske’s putting us through could burn off anything we want to eat.”

      We walked along one of the paved lanes that connected the campus buildings and bordered greenspaces on which students lounged. Our destination, Bart’s Café, was in the social sciences building on the other side of campus.

      Don’t ask me why the coffeehouse was called that. As far as I knew, there was no Bart involved in its management. Maybe at one point there had been. Maybe Bart had taken Dr. Finske’s Advanced Topics in Financial Economics course and thrown himself off the social sciences building.

      I waved at a few friends we saw on our way across campus. As usual, the first week of classes carried a certain energy. I chalked it up to excitement on the part of the freshmen, who were easily distinguished by their enthusiastic expressions, tendency to be clustered around campus maps and signposts, and the telltale college bookstore bags clutched in their hands.

      We pushed through the doors of the café to find it packed. Bart’s was a popular hangout for students of all vintages. It boasted schizophrenic décor that looked like the contents of a surf shop and a record store had been tossed in a giant box, shaken, and dumped out again. Case in point, the café’s crowning glory: a surfboard mounted behind the counter from which Gene Simmons’ countenance leered. But the real reasons for its loyal following were that it was open twenty-four hours and also served beer after noon.

      I placed our orders at the counter while Jane miraculously found a booth in the process of being vacated. This was an impressive feat, as Bart’s was especially popular with both the coffee and beer consuming patrons near the end of the week.

      “Did I tell you I’m taking my LSATs next month?” Jane swirled a spoon in her cappuccino after our drinks were delivered to our table. Jane was a serious brain. The Law School Admissions Test was just one more step on her path. I knew she’d blow it out of the sky.

      “That’s amazing. You’ll be a hot shot litigator in no time. Are you excited?”

      “I’m excited that my parents will be excited,” she hedged. Jane had a tight-knit family and big expectations to meet. I knew what that was like, but while Jane was following the path her parents set out, I was hell-bent on making success on my own terms. If things had worked out differently, maybe I’d be the one taking my LSATs instead. My mom would trade me in for Jane in a second.

      “But you’ve always wanted to be a lawyer, right? I mean, I haven’t heard you talk about anything else.”

      Jane thought for a minute before responding. “I think it’s partly because I’ve never had anything I wanted to do, unlike you. As long as we’ve been friends you’ve planned to start your own company. That’s so … daring.” I guess I hadn’t thought of it that way because it had been the goal for two years. Success seemed inevitable, even if I had to jump through a thousand hoops to get there.

      I could still remember the day in seventh grade that may have sealed my fate in fashion. It was two years after my dad left and Ava had come to school wearing the craziest skirt I’d ever seen. It was purple with green flowers sewn up the side. She’d cut up one of her mom’s tops to make it.

      As awkward as that first creative foray had been, it had made me smile for the first time in a long time, and had been the jumping off point for Ava’s more serious creative explorations. Ava had been bitten by the design bug, and because we were inseparable, I wanted to go there with her. And to get the business side done she needed me too.

      “Well,” I said cheerily, “maybe we’ll get sued and need your first-rate representation.”

      Jane’s face brightened. “You think so?”
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      An hour later Jane and I had made some impressive progress on our assignment. Take that, Finske. Jane packed up her books and some students noticed the activity, eyeing our booth like hyenas. I smiled sweetly and waved to let them know I wasn’t going anywhere. One of them gave me an unfriendly hand gesture. I shook my head, laughing, and went back to reading.

      One of the great things about having buckets of work was that it took your brain off of other things. Like parents. And exes. And friends’ brothers who showed up out of the blue and kissed you like they’d been waiting their whole lives to do it.

      After the other night I’d lain in bed for a while trying to sort out what had happened. In the end I chalked it up to the booze and feeling like crap about Jake. I hadn’t been with a guy all summer and had forgotten how seductive attention and a pair of strong arms could be. It was totally rational, and now that I’d fallen into the trap once, I could avoid it.

      If I was lucky I wouldn’t see Dylan again all semester. It was a big campus.

      As if conjured by my musings, Dylan Cameron pushed in the door with two girls and a guy.

      Perfect.

      They were laughing like old friends. But a guy like him would make friends quickly. No doubt he’d be every bit as popular on campus as he’d been in high school.

      I was absorbed in tort law a few minutes later when a figure stopped beside me. I looked up, ready to defend my spot if necessary. Dylan Cameron leaned over the table and extended a plate in my direction. “Banana bread for your thoughts?”

      He folded his tall body into the seat across from me without waiting for an answer. I wondered what’d happened to his friends but wasn’t ready to let on that I had noticed him come in.

      “So I know I’m new here, but I have to say, this Bart guy knows how to bake.” Dylan, oblivious to my thoughts, closed his eyes as he took an appreciative bite. Glancing around, I saw more than one pair of female eyes watching us—scratch that, watching him—with interest. It was clear that others would’ve been more than happy to share their booth with him. Alas, he’d chosen mine.

      Through all of this Dylan and his baked goods were on their own planet, completely oblivious to the attention.

      He did look pretty great. Today’s vibe was more prom king incumbent than rebel. He’d shaven, which added to the clean-cut look, and tucked Ray-Bans into the collar of his green polo. It made me think about the feel of his chest under my hands, his jaw under my mouth. Did that count as checking him out? I forced the thought away.

      Rolling my eyes, I leaned toward him. “Sorry to rain on your parade, but Bart isn’t a real person. He’s made up, probably to inspire the affection and consumer loyalty you just displayed.”

      Dylan sat back, looking like I’d just told him there was no Santa Claus or that I drowned puppies for fun. “Way to shatter a guy’s dreams.” Then he shrugged and went back to his snack. Which, I inferred, had never actually been destined for me. “I guess I’ll recover. As long as someone keeps making this stuff, I’ll call them anything they want.”

      I suddenly wondered why Dylan was here. He’d brought books but didn’t seem to be in a hurry to use them.

      The air between us felt heavy, though I wondered if I was the only one feeling it. “Dylan, about the other night. In my room.”

      He looked directly at me. His dark lashes softened the intensity of his probing gaze. “What about it?”

      “Can we just forget it?”

      Dylan paused, and I could practically see the wheels turning in his head. He took his time answering, even finished off the banana bread and slid the plate to the end of the table. “Forget what?” His face was unreadable.

      Was he going to make me spell it out? “Forget …” and then I caught on. Smooth Lex. “Oh. Well, thanks.” I paused. “Because I was upset and things were just weird and I feel like Ava doesn’t need to know about me groping her brother. Though in fairness you were also pretty central in the whole—”

      “What part of this is us forgetting about it?” Dylan frowned.

      “You’re right.”

      He made no motion to leave so I figured he wasn’t here to talk about the other night. Now that the moment was over and some of the awkwardness dispelled, maybe I could multitask. I popped open the lid of my MacBook computer, remembering a promise to Ava that I’d scope some web agencies to design us a site for our launch next year.

      “So … how’s the exciting world of undergrad engineering?” I asked him, glancing up as the machine booted.

      Dylan leaned forward in the booth and shrugged. He didn’t seem to share my penchant for multitasking. The pile of books he’d haphazardly deposited on the table between us remained untouched. “It’s pretty straightforward, like Penn. Math, science, rinse, repeat.”

      My eyes narrowed as I studied his expression. He looked normal, but there was a glint of something in his eyes that didn’t match his bored tone. Something clicked in my brain, and the corner of my mouth twitched in response. “You love it, don’t you?” I asked accusingly, even though I already knew.

      There were some people who just oozed brainiac. Dylan wasn’t like that. In fact his looks were so striking that his intelligence could easily go unnoticed.

      Dylan narrowed his eyes. “What if I do?”

      “You’re a nerd! I’m onto you, Cameron.” I couldn’t resist teasing him. It was kind of like poking a bear. I kept wanting to push him further, to see if I could make him react.

      “I confess to nothing of the sort. Besides, you already know enough of my secrets.” His eyes warmed and his careless words made me think of our conversation—and other things. I quickly steered us in another direction. Especially since I’d just effectively declared the kiss off limits.

      “How’s the living situation?” Ava had told me Dylan was in a six-man house just off campus. His roommates were sophomore and junior guys, most of whom played varsity sports. One of the guys, Rick, knew Dylan from rugby camp in years past.

      Dylan rolled easily with the change of topic. “You ever see that movie about fraternities?”

      “Which one?”

      He paused and thought for a moment. “Any of ’em.”

      “Yeah.” Ava and I had been forced to watch Van Wilder an embarrassing number of times during her older sister Kate’s Ryan Reynolds phase. Which quickly became my Ryan Reynolds phase. Apparently Ryan Reynolds was contagious.

      “It’s pretty much like that.”

      I pulled my best stumped face. “Does that mean booze, girls, homoerotic initiation rituals, or substandard levels of cleanliness?”

      “Pretty much all of the above. Minus the initiation part, since we’re not actually in a frat. But try telling some of the guys that.” His expression grew serious. “Speaking of guys, is that asshole giving you any more grief?” I wished he hadn’t brought up Jake. The last couple of days I’d enjoyed diversifying my list of problems, luxuriating in new concerns like the possibility of failing this semester.

      “A couple of texts, but nothing I can’t handle.” Jake had written to say he was glad to see me at the party, and that if I ever wanted to meet up I should let him know. I had no idea whether Jake wanted to get back together or just relieve his personal guilt by hearing me say I was OK. In any case, it was starting to feel like I’d moved on. For the first time I truly didn’t give a crap what he was doing and it was liberating.

      Dylan’s face darkened. “If he does, will you let me know?” He grabbed my phone from on top of my book bag, which was sitting on the table between us. He put his number in it before I could even protest. Then texted himself so he’d have mine.

      “You look like you’ve done that before,” I observed.

      “What, saved a damsel in distress or given a girl my number?”

      “The latter.”

      “Yeah, I think we’ve established I’m a big time player.” I couldn’t help laughing at his tone. “But seriously, I know people. This guy’s account can be hacked and his GPA halved in no time.” I raised an eyebrow. “Or, you know, I could just rearrange his face,” he said. The words were meant as a joke, but they drew my eyes to his hands, clasped loosely on the table.

      Nope. I’d already figured out thinking about Dylan Cameron’s body, any of it, for more than a couple of minutes would lead me down a very distracting path. I stood up and eased out of the booth.

      “What, you don’t think I can take him?” Dylan misinterpreted the reason for my departure. He slid his sunglasses on his face and adopted a steely expression. “I know kung fu.” His Matrix impression was passable at best, but what killed me was that he’d tried it.

      “Whatever you say, Keanu.” The nerdiness secretly delighted me, but he didn’t need to know that. In fact, I needed to get out of there. “All this talk of falling GPA’s is raising my blood pressure. One of us has a hot date with the library.” I swung my bag over my head. “And a word to the wise—you might want to check it out if you plan to keep your scholarship.” I started toward the door but turned to call over my shoulder. “Oh, and don’t blow all your money on carbs. At least not before midterms.”
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      “So spill. Who was that guy you were talking with at the party last weekend?” My roommate Emily, a political science major, was occupying the next lounger over from me on our giant back deck. Emily was what guys would call a ten. She was tall, slim, and knew how to show off her assets to their best advantage. Right now she was dressed for function over form in a blue bikini cut to minimize tan lines.

      I was studying. Ava was in a third chair on my other side. Jen was the only one in class Friday afternoon, which she hated. She loved to be outside, though she was more likely to be seen playing sports than tanning on the patio. It was hot and sunny and we were taking advantage before the weather started to cool off for fall.

      My brain pried itself out of finance and tried to catch up to the conversation. “Huh?”

      Ava was also focusing on her tan. Without the distraction of books, she’d evidently heard Emily the first time. “Ooooh, what guy?”

      Emily grinned mischievously. “Tall. Dark. Looks like he stepped out of a billboard just to rip your panties off with his teeth.” She did everything but lick her lips. “Is he taking business? I should transfer. Screw poli sci.”

      This wasn’t going to end well. “You mean Dylan?” I glanced over to Ava. This time, it took her a moment, but when she caught up she was on it like white on rice.

      “What? Dylan, my brother Dylan?” I nodded to confirm and Ava shook her head vehemently. “Hell, no, Em. Do not go there. He’s off limits.”

      Emily sighed. “Too bad. Why?”

      “For starters, off limits because he’s my brother and you’re my friend. It’s girl code.” She narrowed her eyes for emphasis. “But he’s also damaged goods, big time. Though there are enough freak shows that don’t care about his issues.”

      Emily didn’t seem intimidated by Ava’s deterrent tactics. “I’d be willing to get in line for a run at that. Dayum.” She stretched, and I wondered if she was still thinking about Dylan.

      “Let me put it this way.” Ava rolled over onto her stomach and adjusted her bathing suit. “When Dylan grew a foot and bulked up, it was like every girl in a thirty-mile radius got the memo overnight. Junior year was bad enough. He was popular, the center of attention. But then things went downhill.” She paused. “Since he got back from rehab, he’s been trying to fly under the radar.”

      My ears had clearly heard wrong. “What? Dylan was in rehab?” Ava nodded. I shook my head like I was still trying to clear it. “How did I not know this?”

      “Rehab is so LA,” Emily said dreamily. Apparently it was a turn-on for some girls.

      “Yeah, summer after senior year he was in a clinic. Mom and I knew, but somehow after a while it got leaked—I don’t know how—and the story got around. He doesn’t talk about it.”

      My shock must’ve been evident.

      Ava shot me an apologetic look. “Mom and Dad wanted to keep it under wraps. By the time it leaked, I figured you’d heard the rumors but didn’t want to pry,” Ava continued. “I was surprised he came last weekend actually. He doesn’t party much anymore, but I thought I should invite him since he just transferred in for sophomore year.”

      “Wait, your brother’s younger than us?” Emily sat up. “No way. He looks older.” She glanced to me for corroboration. I resisted the urge to comment. Not sure what I’d say besides, he kisses like he’s older, too. And even thinking it might start off another unproductive spiral in search of the appropriate amount of guilt one should have for participating in—fine, initiating—that particular situation.

      This was exactly why I’d asked Dylan to forget it. Though in retrospect it seemed like it’d be harder forgetting it myself than getting him to.

      Ava just shrugged. Clearly she was over talking about her brother. “I only saw him at the start and the end of the night. And he said he had good time.”

      “I’d show him a good time,” Emily voiced. Ava threw a pillow at her.
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      “How’re the sketches coming?” I was sitting at my desk the next day. Ava was drawing cross-legged on my bed. Sheets of paper, some covered with half-sketched images, were strewn around her.

      “Meh.” Ava wasn’t overly concerned about being helpful. The girl was not known for being focused, but the one thing she could get obsessive about was her designs. I loved that about her.

      She always claimed it was easier to draw in my room. And it was probably true. In fact, it was easier to do anything in my room, because you needed a bulldozer just to get from the door to the closet in hers. It perpetually looked like Project Runway had thrown up in it. I figured if I lifted one of the piles, Tim Gunn might leap out and start critiquing my wardrobe choices. But what the girl lacked in neatness and tactfulness, she made up for in loyalty and passion. Sometimes I wondered how we’d hit it off so well being almost complete opposites. Regardless, we’d been inseparable for as long as I could remember.

      “If we’re going to get startup capital in time to get Travesty off the ground next year,” I reminded her, “we need investors and seed money. And investors want to see ideas. And maybe, I don’t know, some clothes?”

      Travesty, the name of our label, had come from some choice words leveled by my mother after I’d told her about Ava’s and my plans. Her speech about lacking a professional career had made me see red. But we’d latched onto part of it as inspiration for our brand. It sounded cool and would drive my mom crazy. Two for two.

      I was teasing Ava but in truth I had started to worry a bit. We were planning to launch by next fall—at least, neither of us had made other plans. We needed to double-down if we were going to launch in the next year because there was a to-do list as long as my arm.

      Kirsten, my boss at the magazine this summer, had made us a once-in-a-lifetime offer: to meet with us and some of her industry friends over winter break to discuss Ava’s designs and our business plan for Travesty. When she’d offered it had felt like winning the lottery. But part of that offer meant seeing the goods, and I refused to let her down or let this opportunity pass us by. If I had to drag Ava to New York in a plane and force her to sketch the whole ride, including landing and takeoff, I would.

      Kirsten was ridiculously connected and incredibly driven. Basically I wanted to be her. Her department worked with established names like Marc Jacobs, Prada, and Alexander Wang. She had the power to open doors for us. Big ones. With unimaginable opportunities on the other side.

      “Chill, Lex. You’re killing my buzz with all your money details.” Ava looked up and narrowed her eyes, breaking me out of my spell.

      “Fine, but if we want any money to talk about, Kirsten needs to see the goods in two months.”

      “Alright, bossy pants. Anyone ever tell you you’d make a kickass dominatrix?”

      “Besides you? Nope.”

      She stood up and walked over to me, pencil in hand. Another pencil was holding her hair in a messy bun. A third was sticking out of her thin python-print belt. That was just Ava. The least organized person I knew. But somehow from the messiness could spring the most phenomenal ideas, shapes, and colors that were unexpected yet seemed obvious once you saw them. It was why she was so great at what she did.

      Ava pushed a sketch in front of me.

      “Oh my God … this is fantastic!” The shape of the dress was contemporary. It was sleeveless, fitted through the bodice and hit above the knee. The skirt flowed like water, just a hint of flounce. I wished it would lift off the page so I could wear it right now.

      That feeling was what we were banking on from our clients. That “have to have it” reaction.

      “I think I’m going to do it in mint for spring. What do you think?”

      “It’ll be perfect,” I said. She truly was talented. “You’ve come a long way since the Purple People Eater skirt.” She stuck her tongue out at me.

      If Ava could finish the designs in time and I could get the business plan together, it would be impossible for them to turn us down. Under the neuroticism I felt a hint of giddiness.

      My phone buzzed from somewhere to my left. I glanced around absently and picked it up off the desk.

      
        
        Hey smart girl…blew my last twenty on pastries, hook me up?

      

      

      The name that popped up next to the text said Bodyguard. Dylan must’ve keyed it in when he had added the number. Cute.

      
        
        If you’re looking for a loan shark, you’ve got the wrong number. Try the dorms

      

      

      
        
        Actually I was hoping to start with my scholarship. Go from there

      

      

      
        
        Scholarships and bursaries live in Lambton building. Second floor

      

      

      His reply was immediate.

      
        
        Thank you financial aid goddess

      

      

      Then:

      
        
        What are you doing right now?

      

      

      
        
        Supplier list for Travesty

      

      

      
        
        Taking over the world one miniskirt at a time?

      

      

      I could picture his face, deadpan.

      
        
        Something like that. We’re going to make billions

      

      

      
        
        Forget high-end. Sell scrunchies. I hear the 80s are making a comeback

      

      

      
        
        I’ll wait by the door with a bat in case they try

      

      

      “What?” Ava demanded as she heard me laugh. “That had better be one of your precious investors.” I’d been focused on my phone for a couple of minutes and glanced up at her voice.

      “Your brother just wanted to know where financial aid was.”

      “And he asked you?” She shrugged it off before I had to explain, already on to the next thing. “I still can’t believe he got a full scholarship.” Ava shook her head. She’d reverted to sketching on the bed. “Mom and Dad were so proud. And when he got the transfer back to California, they forgot he ever put a toe out of line.”

      Dylan’s comment about having to get a scholarship to afford tuition ran through my mind. If it was true, Ava was luckier than she knew. I suspected she was more worried her “favorite child” status was being challenged.

      “Maybe he’s changed,” I offered. “It happens.” Though I knew better than to make a big deal of her comments, it seemed wrong to let her disparage his efforts. Probably because I knew what it was like to work your ass off for something.

      “Maybe. But I’m not buying it. With Dylan there’s always an agenda.” Ava ripped another sheet off her pad and deposited it in the pile beside her. Started on a clean sheet.

      Though I didn’t have any real siblings, I understood the instinct to compete. My step-sister, Chelsea, was five years younger. Part of the reason I didn’t like going home was that it felt like a shrine to the younger, blonder, winninger me I could’ve been. I didn’t bother trying to compete with Chelsea. She’d already won. My mom blamed me for my dad leaving, and there was no way I’d ever climb out of that hole.

      “He thinks he knows what’s best—for himself and everyone else. And he’s used to getting what he wants. It always gets him into trouble.”

      I wanted to ask more but didn’t want to arouse suspicion. Instead I tried to ignore the cryptic comment.

      Judging by my phone, apparently right now what he wanted was my attention. It buzzed again on my desk, but after Ava’s remark, I switched off the ringer and turned it upside down. I was fine with Dylan getting what he wanted, so long as it didn’t interfere with my work.

      I pulled up a website on my MacBook that would help us identify possible manufacturers for Travesty who would take Ava’s designs and turn them into garments. “Let’s talk about suppliers,” I suggested.
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      The second week of school I dragged my butt downstairs at seven thirty on Monday only to walk into an ambush.

      Dylan Cameron, all six-one of him, complete with sleepy eyes and messy hair, was leaning against the railing at the foot of the stairs. The way his eyes connected with mine when I bounded down the stairs gave me the strangest feeling he’d been waiting for me.

      “Morning,” he intoned. It wasn’t fair for a girl to be accosted with that visual before she’d even woken up enough to brace herself.

      “Hi. Don’t you have a house? This one’s mine.” I blinked for a moment and glanced around. “Isn’t it?”

      It turned out he hadn’t been waiting for me. Ava wandered toward the front door from the kitchen, an apple in one hand. “Mom and Dad said Dylan and I could share a car this year.” Evidently whatever irritation she’d felt toward her brother was overridden by the convenience of having her own chauffeur.

      “Minor detail?” Dylan leaned toward me to whisper, close enough that I could smell him. “It’s my car.” The future billboard ads sprung to mind: Sin, by Dolce & Gabbana. The willpower I’d summoned was taking its sweet time to kick in.

      “Need a ride to school, Lex?” Ava offered, ignoring Dylan’s comment.

      I was about to say no, but Dylan nodded as if to say it was fine with him. I didn’t have a parking pass so would be taking the bus otherwise. Although I’d planned on grabbing a coffee downstairs, I was already dressed and somewhat put together.

      “Uh, sure. Give me two minutes.”

      It turned out that Dylan had agreed to drive Ava only on the days their schedules started at the same time, which were Monday and Thursday. Apparently this deal had been negotiated by Ava over the weekend when she found out their parents had chipped in to help with the work on Dylan’s restored Mustang.

      “Which means it’s practically their car,” she whispered to me the same way Dylan had a moment ago. “And since they didn’t buy me one, it makes perfect sense.”

      Regardless of whether the argument held water, I was happy to benefit from the situation.

      The car in question was a black vintage 1965 Mustang, which I only knew because I asked. For some reason it seemed to suit Dylan perfectly.

      Whether it fit me was another question—while the car was great to look at, it seemed built for two. Or maybe two people and two small dogs. It was worth the slightly hurried morning and knees squished to my chin to observe the fascinating dynamics of family relations. I had always enjoyed watching at the Cameron house back when we were young enough to all hang out together. Though Ava’s family had made me feel nothing but warm and welcome at dinners and weekends over the years, I couldn’t quite relate to the way they interacted—like they truly cared and wanted to be in one another’s company.

      Ava and Dylan bantered back and forth like most siblings close in age. Though there was sometimes a bit of an edge, underneath it they were still family. But it didn’t mean they ever agreed on anything. From the substantive to the trivial, they were always fighting.

      “Now we’re late,” Ava complained. “I don’t even have time to grab a coffee on campus before class. It’s going to screw up my whole day.” I was about to jump in since I was a contributing factor, but she didn’t seem interested in blaming me.

      Dylan groaned. “I am seriously underslept. I deserve your sympathy, not your wrath.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Ava demanded.

      “I think it means ‘get over it.’” I piped in from the back seat.

      Dylan nodded approvingly at my translation.

      Ava was quick to jump in. “Then maybe, brother dearest, you should start scheduling your late-night hookups on days you don’t drive me to school.”

      I didn’t bother to correct her assumption; it wasn’t my place. Somehow I knew Dylan hadn’t lied to me that first night, but it was entirely possible his … status had changed since the start of school. Girls like Emily were apparently lined up to help him out with just that.

      He turned to shoot a glare toward the passenger side of the car, then relented. “You’re only half wrong. Rick has brought a different girl home every night this week. At least, they sound like different girls. Most of them are loud, but they make different noises.” He shuddered. “I’m all for privacy, but last night I thought they’d bring the house down.”

      Apparently there was an endless parade of short skirts and dyed hair through the guys’ house, courtesy of their football-star roomie.

      “The thumping is bad enough. Then there are the other noises. Last night I thought I heard glass breaking, which freaked me out. But they kept going at it.”

      Huh. A nineteen-year-old guy complaining about too much sex. I wondered if I should take a picture. Instead I opted for a diplomatic response.

      “On the upside, if they do bring the house down I’m pretty sure your tenants’ insurance would cover it. Earthquake, right?” My gaze met Dylan’s in the rearview mirror. The corners of his eyes crinkled and I could sense the warmth even through the mirror.

      “I like the way you think.”

      He glanced down at the radio and switched it on, then resumed his focus on the road. We turned off the main drag and into the campus lot a few minutes later. It wasn’t until Dylan’s eyes reconnected with mine in the mirror that I realized I’d been watching him the whole time. “If the auditors ask, I’m pretty sure last night was a 3.0 on the Richter scale.”

      I cringed and Ava just laughed.
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      By the next week things were finally starting to settle into a rhythm. I was regaining my sense of control post-summer. Jake hadn’t texted lately and I figured he’d gotten the message that I had no interest in rekindling a friendship. Or anything else.

      My class schedule was perfectly organized. I built in about three hours of study time daily, and still managed to find time to work on the business plan most evenings and weekends. The odd day I even made it to the gym or to the beach with friends. My world was slowly starting to make sense again.

      Even Dylan was becoming part of the rhythm. He continued to make appearances in the mornings and I usually caught a ride at least once a week. I enjoyed his quiet company and was intrigued by the sense of humor that seemed to sneak out when no one was looking. To his credit he’d also held up his end of the bargain so far, ignoring what had happened between us at the party.

      The third week of September my mom called out of the blue. It was the first time we’d talked since school started. The message I’d left on their machine confirming my safe arrival from New York probably didn’t count.

      “We’ve bought a new house,” she said by way of introduction. “In Park Hill.”

      I hadn’t even known they were looking. The house I’d lived in throughout high school was Grant’s house. It was only the second home I’d ever had, the only one after Dad had left us.

      Mom was going on about the new place. “It has a hot tub, and a dance studio for Chelsea.”

      “Why are you moving?”

      “Since Grant made named partner we need more space.” Why, did the firm make partners keep their files in the garage? What Mom probably meant was that she deserved more space, and all the other partners had big houses.

      She added that they’d be moving in November and wanted me to come home and clean out my stuff. “We have storage at the new house. If you need to keep a few boxes they can go in the new garage.” Maybe behind all the files.

      Mom had met Grant through work when I was twelve. At least, that was when she had started bringing him around. They were both patent lawyers, but he had been further up the food chain. Apparently, given his latest accomplishment, he still was. Grant was well-known and respected in the legal community, and had just come off a divorce with his wife at the time. He and Mom had gotten married six months in, which felt like a whirlwind to me.

      If the relationship between me and my mom had been strained before Dad left, it was fractured after. They had fought for a year before he took off. Some of their arguments had been about me. The gist of it was that my dad never wanted kids, a revelation I’d struggled to process at age nine—especially as he’d always been kind and loving. I thought he was the best dad in the world. And that was why my mom blamed me for him leaving. Those years were the worst of my life.

      But somehow things changed with Grant and his daughter, Chelsea. Instead of being belittled I was mostly ignored. I had been the prototype daughter, a mistake acknowledged on holidays and when tuition was due. Chelsea was the refined model, to be indulged and celebrated.

      “Why don’t you come home this weekend and go through your room?” I knew better than to think it was a request. If I didn’t comply, my belongings would likely become the property of Goodwill by the next time I visited. While part of me wanted to protest that things were too busy, school was only going to get more demanding with midterms and assignments. So I agreed.

      It was clearly a sign from the universe when my car wouldn’t start Friday afternoon on my way to meet up with Jane for a study date. “Perfect.” I banged my hand against the dash.

      I got out of the car and walked back inside. The heels I’d slipped on for the day were not put on this earth for walking to the bus stop, so I swapped them out for ballet flats. Ava stuck her head out of her room when she heard me. “I thought you were going out.”

      “My car won’t start. Guess I’m not going home tomorrow either.”

      Ava looked sympathetic. “I think Dylan’s going home this weekend. You could hit him up for a ride?” The Camerons lived barely a mile from my mom. I used to walk it in high school.

      I fired off a quick text to Jane to tell her I needed to catch the bus and would be late for our study date and then closed the front door for the second time in as many minutes. My car was on the receiving end of a dark glare as I passed it and headed toward the bus stop.

      My thumb tapped open another conversation on my phone.

      
        
        Ava said you’re going home tomorrow

        Any chance I can hitch a ride?

      

      

      Dylan’s response came a minute later.

      
        
        Three empty seats

      

      

      At least something was going right today.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dylan picked me up Saturday afternoon in the Mustang. He eyed the large suitcase I had in tow as I walked toward the car.

      “Is this a one-way trip?”

      I told him about the move. “It’s mostly empty,” I explained, depositing it in the trunk. “I need to bring some things back to school with me. My mom wants me to divest them of my earthly belongings so they don’t clutter her new floorplan.” I said it with a smile, but it sounded a little bitter to my own ears.

      Dylan craned his neck to look behind my seat as he backed out of the driveway. “Sounds rough. Need help?”

      “No, but thanks. What are you doing at home this weekend? Homesick?” I asked as we pulled out onto the main street. It wasn’t busy today, thankfully.

      He looked over at me. “Dad’s doing some family financial planning. He wanted me to weigh in.”

      I immediately called to mind wills and things. But it wasn’t my business to push. As it happened, he volunteered in any case.

      “It’s about some investments he’s been thinking about.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, but aren’t you both engineers? Or one and a half engineers between the two of you, since you’re like a baby engineer?” I couldn’t resist teasing a little. “You know they have actual financial planners out there.”

      Dylan turned to me and narrowed his eyes. “Well, when we lose it all you can say ‘I told you so’ from your corner office.”

      “I don’t think fashion labels have corner offices. Especially not brand new ones.” Something else pinged in the back of my mind. “Isn’t your birthday around now?”

      He glanced over. “Good memory. Yeah. Three weeks, though I’m pleading out of the whole family party thing. Here’s hoping they don’t try and surprise me with something.”

      “Yeah. Because once you’re twenty, you have to watch your stress levels. You’re in prime heart attack territory.”

      We continued talking the whole ride home, and it struck me again how easy our conversation was. The half-hour drive passed in the blink of an eye, and he pulled up in front of Mom and Grant’s place in no time.

      “OK. I’ll pick you up tomorrow around noon?”

      “Great. Thanks again.” I waved to Dylan as he pulled away from the curb and turned to head up the walk.

      Grant’s place was a four-bedroom ranch-style house in a decent part of town. It was well-appointed and the neighborhood had manicured lawns and nice families. It had never felt like home. Still, there was a room with my name on it. At least for a little while longer.

      I didn’t bother trying the door. It was always locked, even if people were home. I pulled a key from my purse and turned it in the lock.

      Inside was familiar, but there were a few changes since I’d seen it nearly a year ago. It felt strange, like I was walking into someone else’s house.

      The colors were different. What had been muted neutrals in the living room and foyer were now grays and blacks punctuated with bits of color. Looked like Mom was reinventing herself again.

      Family pictures on the walls hadn’t changed much. I knew if I counted I’d be in maybe a quarter of them. I’d done it once when I was in high school—counted—just to prove a point. And the ones here were mostly ones I hated. One of my debate team in high school. One of finance club. A family shot with me, Mom, Chelsea, and Grant at my grandparents’ house in Chicago one year.

      Chelsea was in nearly all the photos. There was Chelsea’s first pageant at age five, Chelsea’s first pointe recital. More recently, Chelsea’s cover article in the dance magazine for winning a national youth award. I’d made my peace with it, more or less.

      Footsteps sounded from the galley kitchen past the dining room. A petite blond appeared, clad in a cotton summer dress. “Lex! I didn’t know you were coming home.” Chelsea rushed over to give me a hug. As much as her perfection rubbed me the wrong way, she was actually quite sweet. Somehow I couldn’t hate her.

      “Mom didn’t tell you?” She shook her head. Typical. “How’s school, Chels?”

      Her face scrunched. “Honestly? Too much math. It’s kind of shitty.”

      “Pageant queens don’t say shitty. Say … challenging. Or better yet, character-building.”

      “Haha. I’m sixteen. But you never visit, how would you know what I do or say anymore?” I felt a little guilty. Chelsea was a sweet kid and it wasn’t her fault she was perfect. Maybe I shouldn’t have left her to the wolves as much as I did.

      “Mom told me about the house. Asked me to come pack.”

      “It’s great, isn’t it? Did you see the pictures?” Chelsea was practically bouncing, which seemed to be her natural state of equilibrium despite the fact that she apparently used words like “shitty.” At least some things hadn’t changed.

      “There’s a finished garage we’re going to turn into a studio. Dad’s going to start work on it in a few weeks so it’ll be done by the time we move in. How amazing is that?”

      I’d forgotten how exhausting her enthusiasm was. Chelsea was like the energizer bunny. I wondered if the way Mom and Grant doted on her made her even more childlike.

      It was the first I’d thought much about it. Probably because with Dylan it seemed to be the opposite—he was old for his age.

      “They’re out furniture shopping today,” she added. “I think they’ll be back for dinner tonight.”

      “I’d better get packing, then.” With any luck I could avoid them for most of the time I was here. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m just going to the mall with girls from the squad. Allie’s picking me up in fifteen. Do you want me to stay and help you instead?” As sweet as her offer was, I was gunning for some alone time. Just me and my stuff.

      “No, it’s OK. Thanks, though,” I added.

      A wave of something washed over me when I opened the door to my room, suitcase trailing behind me. The furniture was pretty simple and included a twin bed, dresser, and mirror. I’d taken the rest with me to school.

      The last time I’d lived there was two years ago in the summer. Since then I’d been back only a handful of times for a weekend or on a holiday. Most of my mid-year breaks I stayed at the townhouse, with the odd few days at Ava’s thrown in.

      A few more pictures that hadn’t made the living room standards were here. Over my dresser was a collage that included one of me and Ava posing at a mock fashion show we’d put on ourselves at her house, using curtains folded and placed end-to-end as a runway. Another one of me at horse camp when I was eight. I was a terrible rider, which squashed Mom’s dreams that I might make it to the Olympics in dressage. Instead, Patches the pinto pony had just tolerated me—until one day he didn’t, sending both me and my mother’s dreams headfirst into the dirt.

      Interspersed with the old photos were professional images of New York clipped from magazines: Central Park, the skyline, the Brooklyn Bridge. Now I’d been there. Lived there.

      Mom had left a couple of brown boxes and garbage bags in the room for me. There were more of the latter than the former. Thanks, Mom.

      I decided to start with the closet, so I put on some tunes and got down to it.

      A couple of hours later I’d turned up some things I’d forgotten I had. There were two bags of clothes for Goodwill, a garbage bag full of old school notes for recycling, and half my suitcase was filled with other clothes and knickknacks.

      I reached up to the top shelf of my closet, thinking I’d gotten everything. My fingers grazed a box pressed to the back that I had to stretch to grasp.

      It turned out to be full of photos. These were older than either those in the living room or the ones pinned above my dresser. Me and Ava playing dress up—we must’ve been about six. Me and my grandparents when I was small. I didn’t remember my bucket hat and overalls. Finally, one of my dad.

      It burned the backs of my eyes to look at it. I’d forgotten these were even here.

      He was pushing me on a swing and I couldn’t have been more than four. I had that look on my face that only kids have, when everything in life is perfect and awe-inspiring. Before you realize your parents don’t have all the answers. That they make mistakes. That you were one of those mistakes.

      My phone buzzed me out of my daydream and glancing at the clock I realized I’d already been cleaning for hours.

      Liberated any family skeletons?

      
        
        Not so far. Lots of clothes though

      

      

      On impulse I took a snapshot of the pic of my dad and sent it to him.

      
        
        That’s your dad? You look happy. Both of you

      

      

      
        
        I think we were

      

      

      This was getting into serious territory for texting and suddenly I wasn’t sure why I’d even sent it. I didn’t talk about my dad with anyone, except for Ava on rare occasion.

      The door closed downstairs.

      
        
        Mom home, gtg

      

      

      I felt like a teenager again sneaking cell time when I wasn’t supposed to. I carefully set the photos back in the photo box and put it in my suitcase. Braced myself to face whatever was waiting for me downstairs.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Alexis, would you pass the salad?” Dinner was a typical affair in our house. Eaten at the family dining room table, prepared by my mom.

      It was civilized, if somewhat lacking in the warmth department. My mother was making polite conversation. Grant and Chelsea seemed more interested in my presence than she was.

      “How’s school this semester?” Grant asked. Grant was tall and serious looking, with graying hair and eyes that were kind but missed little. “You have a law class? If your mother or I can help, just let us know.”

      I started to thank him but my mom cut me off. “It’s an introductory class, Grant, not pre-law. I’m sure Alexis can fumble through on her own.” I gritted my teeth.

      “I’m sure we’ll just hire our own lawyer once Ava and I launch the business anyway.”

      “You know, Charles and Brenda’s daughter just graduated from business at Northwestern. Two years later, she’s next in line for National Director of Accounts at one of the big banks.” No matter how many times I said I was going into business with Ava it was as if she refused to recognize it. Mom was still trying to push me toward a more conventional career. One involving traditionally-cut suits and steady paychecks. She was probably regretting the day she’d enrolled me in the same kindergarten as my best friend.

      I quickly steered the topic of conversation to Chelsea’s cheerleading, and we managed to navigate dinner without any major incident. When it was finally over Grant suggested we take a drive down to the new house. “It’s OK,” I said quickly. “Chelsea showed me the pictures and it looks fantastic. I have a lot of packing still to do and my friend’s picking me up tomorrow morning.”

      After a mediocre sleep ridden with strange high-school-inspired dreams, I woke up ready to finish the last of my packing. I had to get out of this place before it drove me crazy. The old memories of the first year living here, when Mom was trying to figure out how to relate to me and I was figuring out my place in the new pecking order, were rushing back. The feelings of guilt at disappointing my mom, of abandonment after Dad took off, flooded my brain.

      I fired off a text to Dylan to see if he could pick me up sooner than we’d planned, then finished my sweep of the room. The final tally was three bags of garbage, three for Goodwill, and just one box to go to the new house. My suitcase to take back to school was full of clothes and the box of pictures.

      Relief washed over me when Dylan confirmed he could be there at ten thirty. I said a hurried goodbye to my mom and Grant. Chelsea wouldn’t let me leave without a hug.

      Dylan Cameron, clad in faded jeans and a plaid shirt, leaning up against the side of the Mustang in front of my house was the best sight I’d seen all weekend. I let out a giant breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. My preference would have been for some alone time, but Dylan’s company was the next best thing.

      “Lady ordered a jailbreak?”

      “My knight in shining armor,” I tried a joke instead. “This rescuing thing is becoming a habit.”

      “I’m hardly a hero, but glad I can help.” He took my suitcase from me and loaded it easily into the car. We slid into the front seat from opposite sides and he pulled away from the curb.

      “You’re weird,” he said after a moment, his eyes still on the road.

      I pulled my sunglasses down my nose and turned to look at him. “Thanks.”

      “No. I mean something’s off. You seem … weird. Is it just from being around your parents?” I didn’t bother correcting him. I used to, when people said “your parents” or “your family” instead of “your mom and stepdad.”

      I went with the shortest true answer. “Yup. What can I say. They bring out the best in me.” I didn’t like to talk about my family with anyone, even Ava. But for some reason it didn’t feel strange talking with him.

      Dylan glanced across at me. “You guys aren’t close.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year. I’m the daughter they were stuck with, not the one they wanted.”

      “That’s hard to believe. Have you ever talked about it? With your mom?”

      “About the fact that she finds me generally disappointing? Not so much.”

      I could hear the wheels turning in Dylan’s mind. He didn’t miss much either. “Is that why you spent so much time at our house?”

      “Well, that and your mom bought Cheetos.” I ran my finger absently along the edge of the window frame, where the faded leather interior met the glass.

      He wasn’t about to let it slide. “We can’t pick our families, Lex.” We sat in silence for a few moments. “Do you miss your dad?”

      I thought about it. “More than I’d like to. Less than I should.”

      He nodded as if it made perfect sense. “He left when you were young, right?”

      “Ten. But even before that he and my mom used to argue a lot—about money, about me. He’d been working for the city but lost his job. A month later he was gone.”

      “And you have no idea where he went?”

      “No. When I turned eighteen I thought about looking for him. I even saved up summer job money to hire a PI, but when I went to call the investigator, he asked what I’d do if we found him. Then I realized I didn’t actually want to see him. Is that crazy? To miss someone, but not want to see them?”

      Dylan thought for a moment. “Maybe.” My eyes returned to the window and I watched the passing houses. Something had been on my mind for a while and I figured now was as good a time as any to take a risk.

      “Dylan, can I ask you something?”

      He didn’t say anything but flicked his eyes over to me and back to the road. I took that as a yes and forged ahead.

      “Ava said you went to rehab. Is that true?” I was dying to know. Despite everything I’d known and heard about him, the Dylan Cameron I’d been getting to know the last few weeks contrasted sharply with the picture Ava had painted.

      He stiffened instantly but remained silent.

      “It’s none of my business. You can tell me where to go if you want.” I backpedaled in response to the sudden cold radiating off him in waves.

      Dylan finally spoke. “At the end of last summer the story got out. The rehab thing. People had one of two responses: Either it freaked them out and they distanced themselves from me, or it drew them to me.” His voice held a hint of distaste but not the judgment I might’ve expected.

      The traffic light in front of us turned red. Dylan paused for a moment before turning to look at me, really look at me. Those depthless eyes probed mine, but I felt like they were looking past me, into my soul. “Do you know that you’re the first person to ever ask if it was true?” In his gaze was gratitude, and something else. He was trying to figure me out, like solving a puzzle with his engineer’s brain. I felt a squeezing in my chest, either from his eyes or from compassion for this guy who seemed to have an uncanny ability to cut through my walls with his candor.

      His gaze flicked back to the road as the light turned green, and I realized I’d been holding my breath. I let the air out.

      “I wanted last year to be a fresh start,” he went on. “A place where no one knew me. Where I could be someone other than the druggie, or the prom king, or whatever other labels people slapped on me.”

      “I think a lot of us want that. A fresh start,” I said softly.

      Dylan hadn’t answered straight up about rehab, but it didn’t matter to me right now and I wasn’t going to press him. His words reassured me that whoever he’d been, he was trying to change now.

      “Yeah. I realized something though. Running away isn’t the way to change how people look at you. Or if it is, it’s a coward’s way out. That’s why I came home.”

      We drove in silence a while, but it was more comfortable even than the previous day. The conversation had brought us intimacy rather than awkwardness.

      Part of me still felt unsettled from being back where I’d spent my teenage years, but I was mellowing with every passing neighborhood. Maybe it was because we were getting further from home and closer to school. Or maybe it was just letting go, having Dylan sitting next to me, perfect as ever on the surface and turbulent as ever underneath. Despite the contrast, he seemed completely comfortable with himself and with me, at ease and unassuming.

      Finally he broke the silence. “So you know what they say about people who live in Park Hill?”

      “I have no idea.”

      Dylan shocked me by proceeding to try and entertain me with all manner of jokes, more off-color than not. Some were funny and some were just appalling. All of them made me laugh.

      Like flicking a light switch, he turned on the boyish charm I’d only seen glimpses of before. I could immediately see why he’d been so popular.

      I allowed myself a minute to look over at him. Dylan’s dark hair revealed chestnut highlights in the late morning sun and his grin seemed to get a little brighter whenever his eyes met mine. It occurred to me that we’d talked more in the last four weeks than we ever had. Out of nowhere I wondered whether we’d have been friends before if we’d met under different circumstances.

      But what surprised me most? In that moment, Dylan Cameron, former quiet kid turned most popular guy in school turned troubled teen turned who knew what, wanted nothing more than to cheer me up. And I wanted nothing more than to let him try.
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      Monday morning Dylan and Ava were waiting for me downstairs to give me a ride to school. “Want me to look at your car later?”

      I looked at him warily. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but have you done this before? Or is this just some macho guy thing?”

      Ava intervened. “Dylan’s actually pretty good with engines. He pretty much rebuilt the Mustang from the ground up, and he used to fix Ethan’s bike all the time.” Dylan looked slightly surprised she’d backed him up, but it seemed like they were on better terms lately. He turned to me expectantly and I nodded.

      “Great. Thanks.”

      Sure enough, Dylan knocked on the door at eight at night. Ava alerted me to his arrival by shouting up the stairs.

      “I’ll be right there!”

      I pulled on shoes and wrapped a soft sweater around me and went down. Dylan was taking up most of the doorway, and I almost stopped in my tracks at the sight of him.

      He was less Abercrombie than rebel today, in a threadbare black hoodie and dark jeans. The combination was striking. With the sun almost down and darkness creeping in, he looked like the kind of guy you wouldn’t want to run into in an alley at midnight. But his dark looks didn’t scare me. It would be better if they did.

      I grabbed my keys off the hook in the foyer and squeezed past where he was standing in the door frame.

      “You’re like a magic genie. Giving rides, fixing cars.”

      “Don’t get used to it. You’ll owe me big time for this.”

      “I thought we were friends!”

      “We are friends. But having been friends for all of four weeks, this goes beyond the call of duty.”

      “If you can get it running again, you can have anything you want.” I said it flippantly. He walked around to the front of the car where he’d left a toolbox.

      “Let me at it.”

      I popped the hood for him, tried starting it. Nothing.

      Dylan leaned over, bracing himself with one strong arm as he started fiddling under the hood. I stepped out of the car and closed the door. The stupid convertible had been a bad idea, me rebelling against my mom and Grant as much as buying something I wanted. Another reason not to go with impulse buys. It occurred to me out of nowhere that kissing Dylan that first night had been another stupid impulse.

      Thankfully it was fading from my memory the more time we spent together. I could enjoy almost an entire hour in his company without fixating on his hands, or mouth, or anything else. It was progress.

      I leaned against the side of the car while he worked. If he didn’t know what he was doing, he was a hell of an actor.

      Dylan’s face was a mask of concentration. His hair fell across his forehead, but for once he ignored it. His hands were strong and sure as they moved.

      “Are you just going to watch me?” His voice in the darkness surprised me. I could watch him all night but wasn’t about to say it.

      “Yup. Consider it my insurance.”

      I thought I saw a corner of his mouth quirk up, but it was hard to tell in the low lighting. “In that case, will you at least entertain me while I work?”

      “Maybe you should be entertaining me. This car fixing stuff isn’t my thing.” I smiled sweetly as he glanced in my direction.

      “What’d you have in mind?”

      I thought for a moment. Still not sure he was going to grant me an all-access pass, I figured I may as well start somewhere. I chose my words carefully.

      “You said at the party that I didn’t know you. If we’re going to be friends for more than four weeks, which I think I’d like, what else should I know? I mean, I know you’re smart enough to be here on scholarship and you made prom king despite … whatever it was that ultimately landed you in rehab.” I know you’re a pretty decent guy, and hot enough that you should have a warning label tattooed on your forehead.

      He let out a breath that might’ve been a laugh or a sigh. “I’m glad you think my academic and social status define me. You also know I can fix a car.” He stood up and scratched his neck, leaving a smudge of black across it.

      “Actually, I don’t. So far all you’ve done is move some things around, make assessing noises, and get dirt all over yourself.”

      He looked over, his eyes thoughtful, and gestured to me. “Oh yeah? Come here.” I moved over to join him at the front of the car and looked down into the engine. But instead of focusing under the hood, he turned and took a step toward me. In an instant, Dylan’s body was nearly pressed up against mine, dark fathomless eyes looking straight into my soul in that disconcerting way they did. My traitorous mind switched into hyperawareness, feeling the warmth of his body, his hard planes so close. Every inch of my skin was instantly and intimately aware of every inch of his. I wanted to sway toward him and bring us into contact. Instead I swallowed.

      To anyone who happened to be looking our way, which I prayed to God there wasn’t, it would’ve looked like we were in some kind of embrace. This was not helping my Dylan detox plan.

      Dylan slowly reached out to touch my face. Ran a thumb gently from near my ear, down my jaw to my chin. My eyes dropped to his lips and I shivered all the way to my toes. My mouth fell open, needing to tell him—what? To stop? To hurry the hell up and take me against the side of the car before my brain caught up with us?

      Then he flashed an uncharacteristically broad smile and my trance was broken.

      “There. Now we’re both dirty.” Huh? My brain finally clicked on again. Forcing my legs to move, I walked around to look in the driver’s side mirror. Saw a smudge of grease that ran the length of my face.

      Ass.

      I tried to rub it off on the back of my hand and only proceeded to make myself dirtier in the process. He was making fun of me. My own sexual frustration converted smoothly to anger at his antics. “Clearly you’re doing just fine yourself. I’m going inside. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Oh come on, Lex,” he implored. “It was a joke. Stay. I can’t help it, you’re just so teasable. Besides, I might do something stupid if left to my own devices.”

      I paused.

      “Sorry if that was against the rules. Remember the whole ‘start fresh’ thing? I’m still trying to figure out who I am. Cut me some slack.”

      I huffed out a breath and he continued. “We were having a conversation. In fact I think it’s your turn.”

      “What do you mean? You didn’t answer—”

      But he plowed on.

      “I know your dad left when you were young. I know you want to start a clothing line with my sister. I know you’re a pretty great kisser. What else should I know if we’re going to be friends?” He was so matter-of-fact I almost thought I’d misheard him. I flushed, but his eyes seemed focused on the car. If he’d turned them on me at that moment I probably would’ve gone an even darker shade of red. But the very fact that he’d snuck that in did something to soothe my hurt ego.

      “There’s not much to know about me. I’m an open book.”

      “Bullshit. You’ve got more layers than an onion.”

      I didn’t know whether to be pleased or irritated. “Oh yeah? Well you have more secrets than the FBI.”

      “Then I guess we’re even. That guy. Jake, right? Tell me about him.” Dylan smoothly switched topics.

      “There’s not much to tell. We started dating in high school.”

      “And he was dreamy?” He drawled the last word.

      “Yep. Jake was the golden boy. Most girls in high school are drawn to that.”

      “You don’t strike me as ‘most girls.’” He said it with imaginary air quotes around the final two words.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Just that you’d get bored with a guy like that. One who’s too straight-laced and predictable.” I’d never thought much about it before. Was there such a thing as too perfect?

      “I still couldn’t resist at seventeen.”

      Dylan grunted with effort as he unscrewed something under the hood. The sound made my body tighten. Down, girl.

      “And what about now?” he asked, his voice tight from the muscles working in his arms and chest.

      “What do you mean?”

      The bolt came free and he glanced toward me as he unscrewed it without looking. “What can’t you resist now?”

      “Caffeine.”

      “No. You know what I mean.” It felt like he was testing the friend boundaries again and I didn’t know why. Particularly after he’d been so careless about our proximity a few minutes before.

      “Alright. I guess I can’t resist guys who know who they are, and what they want. Most people don’t.” For some reason I rushed to add, “but like I said, I’m not dating.”

      He seemed to think about it for a minute but went back to work on the car. I took the opportunity to jump in.

      “My turn again. Why do you have such a bad reputation?”

      His voice sounded more guarded when he spoke again, but it might have just been muffled by the hood. “I don’t know.”

      “Really? I get that the rehab thing might have been …” I searched for an appropriate word. “… polarizing. But what about the rest? The partying, the girls. Why does everyone think you’re such a player when you’re not?”

      Dylan’s hand paused for a moment, but he didn’t look up. “People see what they want to see.”

      “Maybe for a while. But don’t people eventually see you as you are? People you’ve known for a long time? Friends?”

      “Sometimes. Not always.”

      “How can your friends think you’re partying, sleeping with everything in a skirt, and doing drugs when you’re not?”

      “It’s complicated. I never said I was a saint. Just that I didn’t do some of those things.”

      “Maybe it’s because you act the way people expect you to act.” I was being more ballsy than usual and didn’t know why.

      “Or maybe because they’re not real friends. They just want to be friends with the person they think you are.”

      “Is that why you wanted a clean slate? Not because of the whole rehab thing, or what people knew about you, but because you didn’t have any friends you actually cared about? Or who cared about you?”

      Finally he twisted something off, looked inside. “Can you get me a cloth or something?”

      I ran inside and brought back out a floral hand towel. He raised his eyebrows as I handed it to him. Our fingers touched, but I pretended not to notice. “I’m afraid we don’t do much auto repair in these here parts,” I added in my best southern belle accent. Taking the cloth, he scrubbed at the part he’d twisted off, replaced it in the engine.

      “Try it again.” I slipped behind the wheel and sure enough, it started. Dylan closed the hood with a thud.

      I raised my eyebrow.

      “Distributor cap,” he said, putting his tools back into the toolbox. He walked around to the trunk to drop them back in his car. “No big deal.”

      “Wait,” I called. “You didn’t answer my question.” The more I found out about him the more I realized I didn’t know. And the more I wanted to know. Guys were not supposed to be this mysterious at his age. I know Jake hadn’t been.

      Dylan was walking to the driver door when he shot me a half-smile. “I know. Rain check.” He closed the door after him and leaned his head out the window. “And Lex? You still owe me.”
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      That Wednesday Dylan picked me and Ava up to grab dinner after class with some of his roommates. Jane was going to meet us there. Mostly I was curious to see what sort of guys Dylan lived with.

      Kent and the infamous Rick were both juniors. Rick was a geography major, which apparently left him sufficient time to pursue his athletic and social interests, while Kent was in engineering like Dylan. Both Ava and I had heard far too many intimate details of Rick’s life to be interested in sharing so much as a straw with him, but Ava seemed to have a very different opinion of Kent.

      I couldn’t blame her. Kent was quintessential California. Blond hair and a rugged jaw topped off a surfer body. He looked like he lived on salt water and sunshine and was born to run beaches shirtless. Apparently he did all that and managed to keep up in engineering courses. At least enough so that he made passing grades, though from what Dylan had said Kent definitely wasn’t top of his class.

      Over burgers and fries Kent regaled us with stories of a surfing trip to Costa Rica he’d taken with his family the year before. Ava was practically drooling in his cola as he described their activities. I thought at one point she was going to ask him to strip and act it out.

      At Ava’s insistence, our “no dating until launch” policy didn’t extend to cover one-time, no-strings hookups. If her current actions were any indication, she was ready to fully exploit the fine print.

      “I’ve heard the girls there are hot. Are they hotter than American girls?” Ava’s eyes were big and her hand reached out to graze his arm. She was about as subtle as a flashing neon sign spelling out DO ME in lime green halogen.

      Kent, sitting across from me, seemed oblivious and was probably used to the attention. And, being hit on by Ava wasn’t a hardship. “Yeah, the girls in Costa Rica are pretty great, but compared to Cali girls?” He turned to look at me, flashed a toothpaste commercial smile. “It’s no contest.” Whoa, boy.

      It was flattering, but I tripped on the irony. Ava and I looked nothing like your typical beach babes. Her dark coloring and my red hair and gray eyes would get us kicked off a music video set faster than you could say “peroxide.” Still, Ava was all kinds of beautiful, and she clearly liked him. I was confident she’d have him wrapped around her finger by the time the bill arrived.

      Jane arrived late and squeezed in next to me, across from Rick. I shifted closer to Dylan to give her more room. My leg brushed his and I didn’t feel the urge to jump back. He didn’t seem to have noticed.

      Despite a few tense moments Monday by my car, I was getting better at relaxing around him. It was a good thing because I’d have to if we were going to be friends.

      Rick was trying to impress Jane with dismal results. He seemed to be running out of things to ask her after having established she wasn’t into football, rock concerts, or parties. Though he didn’t seem to be doing anything too outrageous, his reputation was enough to send my conservative friend into lockdown mode. After she shot me a couple of “help me!” looks, I headed to the restroom, nodding for her to come with me, so we had a reason to switch places when we got back to the table.

      By the time we returned the conversation had moved to partying. “So this girl Kelsey, ass like a stripper, and—”

      “Lex, I want to hear about New York.” Dylan cut Rick off in the midst of what would have been an embarrassing disclosure for Kelsey, whoever she was. His eyes were pleading with me to fix the cringe-inducing direction the conversation had taken.

      “Sadly, there were no strippers. But I did manage to find the one apartment in the city with affordable rent and a roommate who wasn’t a rat or an alcoholic.” I’d landed half an enormous-by-NYC-standards two bedroom sublet shared with a Ukrainian student whose parents had sent her to the U.S. to model. She’d paid for more than half the rent in exchange for me helping her write letters to prospective agents.

      Nadia was six feet tall, spoke about ten words of English, and called me Lexus. Her pronunciation of that particular word was good because she’d dated a guy who had driven one. By the time we parted ways at the end of August, we were decent friends. Mostly what endeared her to me was that I never had to worry about her eating my food from the fridge.

      Talk of NYC led into a conversation about our travel inspirations, gamely held up by the others. It was a bit of a shock. New York was mecca for me, and I hadn’t considered what I’d do after I made it there.

      Jane visited China every other year to see her mom’s family. The way she talked about the country emphasized that it really was the other side of the world.

      Dylan jumped in next. “I’ve always wanted to go to Africa. Engineering has these exchanges for undergrads. You can go to Tanzania and help with infrastructure projects, like building homes and schools.” He leaned forward in the booth. “It’s pretty unbelievable to think that you can actually change someone’s life with a few weeks and your hands.” It surprised me to see that talking about it totally lit him up. He shed the cool-Dylan skin and became a regular guy talking about something he loved.

      My stories about New York suddenly seemed dull by contrast. I’d never spent a lot of time thinking about what people in other parts of the world were facing. Realizing how much I didn’t know made me feel a bit guilty but mostly curious. My world, stretching from California to New York, had always seemed big enough, but hearing Jane and Dylan talk sparked something in me.

      When we’d nearly polished off our meals, Kent headed up to the till to use a credit card. Ava followed behind like she had him in a tractor beam.

      Rick had been in the bathroom for at least ten minutes, and I wondered if he’d picked up our waitress on the way back there. I didn’t want to know the details and was hoping he’d hitch his own ride home.

      “Thanks for dinner, guys,” Jane said. I stood up to let her out of the booth. “LSAT prep calls.”

      Just Dylan and I were left, sitting on the same side but with a nearly comfortable distance between us now that Jane was gone. He was polishing off his fries. I was craning my neck to watch the will-they-won’t-they show unfolding at the front of the diner. “I think Ava’s got her sights set on that one,” I whispered, though they probably couldn’t have heard us anyway.

      Dylan looked over for a moment, then leaned across me to grab one of my fries, having finished his own.

      “Who, Kent? She won’t have much luck.” Dylan looked at me thoughtfully as he chewed. “He’s into you. He saw you at the party last week. Hell, it’s probably why he tagged along tonight.”

      Surprise registered. “Because Kent and I have so much in common. We never even talked.” Because I spent most of the night with you.

      A wry smile surfaced. “You think attraction is based on having things in common?” Dylan shook his head once. “I thought I was supposed to be the naïve one.”

      “But come on,” I argued. “That’s like driving down the road to McDonald’s when you have an all you can eat buffet at home. You guys have stripper-types through your house every day. And if that wasn’t enough, there’s Ava, ready to—” Dylan winced and held up a hand.

      “Stop. First, that’s the worst metaphor I’ve ever heard. Second, that is my sister you’re talking about.”

      “Fine. But what I’m saying is she’s gorgeous. And charismatic. And obviously interested.” I glanced over to the counter. My words were punctuated by the sound of Ava laughing musically at whatever Kent had said. “What’s not to like?”

      Dylan selected another fry and held it up like he was inspecting it. The fry must’ve passed the test, as he bit into it and looked back to me, thoughtful. “What’s not to like about you? Sure, you have more sarcasm per square inch than any other mammal.” His eyes flicked over me just casually enough that I managed not to twitch. “But if a guy can survive that, the rest isn’t bad.”

      I threw a fry at him. My baser instincts. Dylan caught it, grinning.

      Though I’d gotten compliments from guys before, I was a bit uncomfortable with the idea of someone being into me based on looks alone. Kiss with Dylan aside, it wasn’t normal for me to have burn-you-both-up chemistry with another person.

      “You really think Kent’s interested in me?” The thought seemed ludicrous. I glanced back up toward the till. I noticed Dylan was eyeing me up.

      “What if he is?” He asked. “Won’t that put a kink in your whole no-guys policy?”

      “Meh,” I joked. “Zero plus or minus one … still pretty close to no guys. Statistically speaking.”

      He didn’t laugh, but he did check his watch.

      “I have to go.” He sounded a bit reluctant as he dropped some cash on the table. “Do you need a ride?” I did, but Dylan hadn’t said where he was going and I didn’t even know if I was on the way. I didn’t want to put him out as it felt like he’d been driving us around all week.

      “I can take them.” Kent and Ava had just returned from the till. She was still within easy reach of him, but he was looking at me.

      Dylan’s eyes flicked from me to Kent and back, processing. In the end he just shrugged. “Sure. Later.”

      Kent drove us home in his jeep. When I asked about Dylan’s hasty departure, he explained. “Dylan’s going out with Marcia Adams tonight. She’s a junior, cheerleading co-captain. Big fish for a soph. All the guys in the house want to … ah, date her,” he said, shifting uncomfortably when he realized he was talking to two females. He smiled apologetically.

      Dear God. It was like high school all over again. I wondered whether she was one of the girls Dylan had mentioned when we first ran into each other. Kent said he’d only seen her around the house once, that she was in her cheerleading uniform and that Rick knew her from football. Apparently Rick’s biggest complaint was that she hadn’t let him in her pants, though not for lack of trying.

      For some reason it surprised me that Dylan would be after the same girl all the other jock-types, including guys like Rick, were into. The more I spent time with him, the more it seemed was going on below the surface. While I hadn’t met Marcia, if she was friends with Rick I was willing to bet she had the intellectual range of a Chia Pet.

      I was still distracted by my musings when we pulled up in front of the house. Thanking Kent for the ride, I hopped out of the jeep first, leaving him and Ava to whatever they would or wouldn’t do.
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      “Lex. Do you have my laptop?” Ava’s strained voice came down the phone line Thursday afternoon. I finished class at four thirty and had just caught the bus home, opening the front door just as my cell rang.

      “Ah … no.” Some days I thought Ava would lose her head if it wasn’t attached. I set down my bag and closed the door behind me so I could focus on the conversation. “When did you have it last? What happened?”

      “Ugh. I don’t know, Lex. I had it yesterday. I’m at school now and think I remember bringing it this morning. What if it got stolen?” I could practically hear her chewing her lip over the phone. “Shit, shit, shit … And I need it tonight for class too.”

      “That’s awful. What can I do?”

      “Can I borrow yours?”

      “You know I’d do anything for you, A. But I need mine to prep a presentation for tomorrow. Maybe I can spare it for an hour though, or use one in the library …”

      “OK. I’m asking a few other people. Just texted Emily but haven’t heard anything.”

      Kicking off my shoes, I padded upstairs with the phone still to my ear. No Emily, but the door at the end of the hall was ajar. I stuck my head in.

      Jen was stretched out on her stomach on the floor with a book open in front of her. Scratch that. On closer inspection I realized she was holding herself up in a plank on her elbows and toes, hovering just a few inches off the carpet.

      “Hey, Jen, can Ava borrow your computer tonight? Hers went missing again.” Jen glanced toward the door, no strain evident from the core workout. The girl had abs of steel. I was totally envious but also nowhere near willing to put the work in.

      She rolled her eyes as if to say seriously? Then just as she opened her mouth Ava started talking in my ear.

      “Wait, Dylan just wrote back. He can lend me his but he’s in lab. Can you bring it by?” After four, parking was free on campus, and my car was now fixed.

      “Um—” I checked my watch “—sure. What time?”

      “You’re a lifesaver. As soon as you can.” She named the building and room and I clicked off.

      “You’re off the hook,” I said to Jen.

      “Thank goodness.” Her perky voice was relieved, though I could hear the strain at the edges. I wondered how long she’d been holding that for. “You know I love her, but if I lent that girl more than a pair of socks I’d probably regret it.”

      I pulled into campus ten minutes later and parked in the lot behind the building Ava had mentioned. It was a newer one, redone about five years ago, and housed most of the chemistry department.

      I hadn’t been in the building before, but the map inside the front door told me where to find lab 214. The stairs took me to the second floor and a long hall lined with photos of various classes. A glass display case at one end held more photos and trophies. It looked more like a prep school hall than a science building. We must have generous science alum.

      The door to room 214 was open and I peeked in. About twenty students were working in pairs at lab benches. It looked like they were titrating something. Most had gloves on but some were taking notes. I glanced around the room. I didn’t have to look far before my eyes stopped.

      Dylan was easily the tallest guy in the room. Wearing jeans and a polo under his lab apron, he’d obviously been dubbed the notetaker rather than the titrator as he wasn’t wearing gloves. He was perched on a stool with one foot resting on the rungs. He was focused on what was happening in a large beaker, tapping his pencil absently on the top of one knee. It was the same look of concentration he’d had when he was fixing my car. Like he was so absorbed nothing could have snapped him out of it.

      His lab partner, a short red-haired guy, noticed my stare. He looked up and gestured to Dylan, whose eyes immediately went to the door. My breath lodged in my throat for a second when he smiled my favorite smile—the genuine one. Then he motioned me over.

      “Lex, this is Gary,” he introduced me. Gary looked a bit star-struck, though it wasn’t clear why. My wavy hair was doing its usual thing down my back. I didn’t look like a total slob but was still casual in dark jeans, boots, a black T-shirt and the moto jacket I’d bought in New York. It was a bit tougher than my usual look, but what could I say, Dylan’s car-fixing getup had inspired me.

      “Is she your …” Gary turned to Dylan, eyes still a bit wide.

      “Yeah. Now if you could just move the hydrochloric acid, we’re going to go at it on the lab bench.” Dylan responded smoothly.

      I tried not to blush at the visual Dylan’s comment had inspired. Poor Gary. I hadn’t thought his eyes could get wider.

      “Lex is a friend.” Dylan rustled around in his book bag and produced a shiny MacBook Air. “I can’t believe I’m doing this,” he muttered, setting the power cord on top as he handed it to me with pleading eyes. “Tell her whatever she does, do not lose this one.”

      “I’ll do my best.” I smiled and turned to walk to the door. He moved to follow me out.

      I turned at the doorway to face him when something occurred to me. “When do you need it back? Tomorrow?”

      “Nah, she can have it until Monday. The guys and I are going to TJ for the weekend.”

      The smile evaporated off my face.

      “You’re going to Tijuana? With your roommates?” I chewed my lip and wondered how much I was overstepping. “Is that a good idea?”

      “Why not?” A cocky grin curved his lips. “Because you’ll miss me?”

      I didn’t return the smile. “No, Dylan. Because you wanted a fresh start here? Because you’re a scholarship student?” I glanced around before adding quietly, “Because at your last school everyone went postal because they heard you’d gone to rehab?”

      “I’m not going there to party, Lex.”

      “Really? You expect Tijuana to be character-building?”

      He lifted a shoulder, suddenly looking defensive.

      “Because I’m pretty sure Rick isn’t going to make piñatas.” My voice was sharp.

      “We’re just going to hang out. Unwind a little bit. Get off campus.” He held up his hands. “It’s no big deal.”

      The more I knew about him, the more important it had seemed that he was starting fresh. And booze, single-minded guys, and possibly drugs didn’t feel like a great way to reinforce that. I wondered whether part of me selfishly wanted to keep him away from the partying and everything that could go with it, but decided it was more about him than me.

      “You are just getting settled here, just making friends, and you seem happy to be letting go of some of your baggage.”

      “Lex, just … back off. You’re not my sister and you don’t need to tell me what to do.” His voice had an edge to it I didn’t understand.

      “No, I’m your friend and I care about you. I don’t want to see you do anything that might hurt you, or your reputation.” I was being more than a little unreasonable, but something felt wrong. I wasn’t sure why I had trouble letting it go.

      He stared at me for a moment before running a hand through his hair. “Just tell Ava I need it back Monday.” Dylan turned away from me.

      A couple of other students had glanced our direction. In my peripheral vision I could see Gary watching us as if we were a real life soap opera. If my face showed any of the frustration I was feeling, he wouldn’t have been disappointed.

      I gave into the very childish desire to test the toes of my boots, kicking the doorframe in frustration on the way out. It was partly for Gary, mostly for me.

      I dropped the notebook off to a sweating Ava. “Oh, thank God. You’re the best.”

      “It was all Dylan.” I didn’t bother passing along the comment not to break the computer, but did share the one about timing.

      “He’s going to Mexico for the weekend?” Ava rolled her eyes. “Typical. I keep waiting for this good-guy thing to crack. I love my brother, Lex, but last year was a fluke. He’ll be back into old habits in no time.”
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      The weekend was busy with schoolwork and Travesty stuff with Ava. Her computer thankfully materialized on Friday under a pile of clothes and notions in her room. She had the decency to look contrite when she found it.

      I didn’t think much about Dylan’s weekend in Mexico. I left the house before he came to drive Ava to school Monday because I wasn’t ready to be regaled with stories of partying. Or to have him avoid the subject and leave me guessing what he’d been doing for the last seventy-two hours.

      Dylan’s text came in the middle of law class.

      Need your help… It’s an emergency

      
        
        Get busted at the border?

      

      

      
        
        Very funny… can you just come over?

      

      

      
        
        Still in class

        What’s wrong?

      

      

      
        
        It can wait until tonight

      

      

      
        
        OK I’ll come by later

      

      

      He had piqued my curiosity. Despite the harsh words we’d exchanged the other day, I still wanted to see him.

      Classes ended at five that day, which gave me time for a quick treadmill run. It did feel good to move my butt after the long hours in class. At home, I showered and threw on some jeans and a black T-shirt. As a small concession, I blow dried my hair and put on some lip gloss. I looked less fashionista than Stanford grad, but no future investors or Fashion Television reporters would be trolling the streets tonight.

      I drove to Dylan’s and pulled up at the curb. The big house had a double-wide driveway in which Dylan’s and another car were parked.

      Knocking on the door didn’t yield anything, so I let myself in. Voices were coming from the kitchen at the back of the house.

      “Hey, Lex.” Kent and another guy I didn’t know, introduced as Brock, were seated at the table when I came in, and we talked for a few minutes. By Kent’s interest and the way Brock kept looking between us, I assumed nothing was going to happen with Kent and Ava. Too bad, because she’d spent the whole night after dinner talking about how she had always wanted to hook up with a surfer. She’d even dragged me shopping for rash guards. I didn’t bother reminding her that she’d quit swimming lessons in third grade because she didn’t like how the salt dried out her skin.

      I heard feet on the stairs, and Dylan appeared in the kitchen doorway a few moments later.

      “What’s the emergency?” I asked, pushing off the counter. “Come on, Dylan. You’re taking me away from the compelling world of incorporation law.” He grabbed my hand and proceeded to pull me upstairs without a word of explanation.

      “See you, Lex!” Kent called after me. I waved over my shoulder.

      Dylan dragged me into his room and closed the door. He stood there, watching me, as if unsure of where to start.

      I broke the ice. “How was TJ? Bring me anything?”

      “It was good. And no. I didn’t think you were a sombrero kind of girl.”

      I didn’t laugh.

      “Listen, I know you don’t like it. But I did want to say thank you. For … I don’t know. Caring enough that it bothered you.”

      And despite my intentions, the irritation started to fall away.

      “You’re welcome.”

      I hadn’t heard from him in four days, which wouldn’t have seemed like a lot only a few weeks ago but did now. Part of me wanted to ask for the details of his weekend, but I worried about what would happen if I heard something I didn’t like.

      “So what’s the big emergency?” I cleared a spot for myself on the bottom corner of his bed. Sat down and crossed my legs.

      He followed my lead, sitting opposite me. “I need to ask you something.”

      “Shoot.”

      “It’s a bit outside the scope of our friendship. But I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.” What did that even mean?

      “Dylan, there’s nothing you can ask me that would be weird.” Maybe I was being a bit cavalier, wanting to prove a point. To which of us, I wasn’t sure.

      “OK good.” His eyes relaxed but I could still see a muscle working in his jaw. “In that case, do you remember the conversation we had at your party?”

      My heart started beating a little faster. Traitor. “Vaguely. What part of it?”

      “Not the kiss,” he said, as if to reassure me our forgetting about it was still in place. “The sex part.” He looked at me as if waiting for a response.

      I arched an eyebrow. No, I totally forgot about that. “I guess?”

      He had some serious five o’clock shadow going on. It made him look older than usual. “So I went out with this girl last week. And we were … kissing.” His voice dropped on the last word.

      I ignored the little pang of something in my side. It was left over from running. Being out of shape did that to a person.

      “I’m pretty sure she was into it,” he went on. Did she have a vagina? Then probably. “And when things started to … go further, I stopped it.”

      An image of him with some girl appeared, unwanted, in my brain. I tried to focus on the humor of the situation instead of the visual of her tongue down his throat. It bothered me that I needed to, and that I couldn’t.

      “So let me get this straight. You went out with this girl. You like her. She likes you. Now you’re worried about sex?”

      “Not worried. I just…want it to be good, you know?”

      I was already regretting my earlier comment about being willing to talk about anything.

      Still, wasn’t this what I wanted? For him to be so unaffected by me? Yes. No.

      Dylan seemed to sense my hesitation. I hoped he was ignorant of the full-on tug-of-war taking place in my brain, the reason for it.

      He leaned back on arms corded with muscle, eyes on mine. Despite the casual posture, undercurrents of something I couldn’t decipher ran through his gaze. An intensity that felt out of place given our conversation about him and some faceless girl.

      I was having trouble keeping my eyes on his face and not on the muscles in his arms that held him up. Or the way his shirt stretched across his chest. Or—

      “Just tell me what I should do.” Dylan’s words hauled me back to reality. His voice was still low but steady. “Not the sex ed version, the …” he glanced down at the bedspread as he grasped for words “… editorialized version.” Those bottomless eyes pulled me in with a question, trapped me with something else. Something that burned darker.

      “You want me to tell you how to be awesome at sex?” I found my voice but the words came out slowly, like I was talking to a five year old.

      He nodded, eyes locked on mine. They held a question, and a challenge.

      “What makes it good? What do girls want?” Dylan continued, his engineer’s brain trying to analyze, while my brain was fast-tracking past logic and toward darker places.

      I shrugged but he refused to let me off the hook.

      “What would you want?”

      I swallowed.

      If I wasn’t willing to go there, admitted I couldn’t match Dylan’s supreme casualness, would he sense that I was hung up on him somehow?

      Was I hung up on him?

      I pushed the questions away. Tried to think of something breezy. Came up empty.

      “Can’t you just watch porn or something?”

      “No. It’s not the same.” His answer was immediate and dismissive.

      I glanced down, willing myself to respond. When I looked back up, his eyes were running over my face like he was looking for something.

      Just like that, the fight in me started to give. “Dylan, I can’t talk to you about this.” I pushed off the bed to stand.

      “Why? Because it’s hard to describe?” His mouth turned up at the corner in something not quite a smile. “You could just show me. I’m more of an experiential learner anyway.”

      Then the image of some girl and Dylan was long gone, obliterated by one of me and Dylan. What could have happened on my bed. On his. Against the car. They flashed across my brain with breathtaking intensity.

      This was more than I could take. I’d skipped out on my planned study session to respond to a supposed emergency only to find myself in this situation. I was feeling foolish all over again, right after convincing myself I had everything under control.

      The color of his eyes deepened. I couldn’t tell if it was self-mocking or something else. “What? Come on, Lex, you said it yourself. We’re friends. Nothing here.” Dylan mimicked my gesture from that first night, motioning to the air between us.

      His eyes were inscrutable for the longest moment. Then as if he’d changed his mind about something, he shrugged and collapsed back on the bed, folding his hands behind his head. He took up an inspection of the ceiling, brows furrowed like he was trying to figure out what to do next. For a long moment it was like I wasn’t even there.

      I needed that moment.

      Enough. This guy was scrambling my brain. There wasn’t anything going on between us and yet this was exactly what I’d set out to avoid this year. It ended now.

      “I’m sorry you’re having girl problems. But you’ll work them out. I have somewhere I need to be.”

      He opened his mouth to say something, stopped when I held up a hand. As I walked down the stairs and out to my car without a backward glance, I knew that whatever the hell had just happened, I needed less Dylan Cameron in my head.
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      Midterms were coming up in a couple of weeks, which meant I was pretty much on lockdown. I also had an excuse not to talk to Dylan for days.

      Not that I was avoiding him exactly. I just wasn’t sure what to do with him. We’d just gotten established as friends. But he wouldn’t stay in the damn friend box, which admittedly was more my fault than his. And he couldn’t be anything else, because of Ava’s and my pact—plus he was her brother, and she’d lose it if I even thought about going there.

      Still, our bizarre encounter the other night kept replaying in my mind.

      I managed to skirt Dylan when he stopped by Thursday morning to give Ava a ride to school. I had no desire to ride with them, so I feigned a need to log extra study hours at the library starting at seven most mornings and caught the first bus instead. He’d texted me a few times though.

      
        
        We missed you today. I know you’re too lazy to walk all the way to school

      

      

      It was true, I had to give him that. Then Monday …

      
        
        Did you fall into Ava’s closet? Is it like that Hoarders show?

      

      

      Then Thursday …

      
        
        Something wrong?

      

      

      No, I’m fine. No, I haven’t had three dreams in the last week about faceless guys who weren’t you but had suspiciously familiar dark hair and cut arms.

      I finally responded.

      
        
        Everything’s good…just been studying

        Catch up after midterms

      

      

      It was at least partly true. Avoiding Dylan had resulted in me getting in some serious time at the library. Jane and I spent half a day just quizzing each other on finance. But Finske aside, I had three other tests worth a good chunk of my collective marks happening in the next week. And I needed to do well, because I was counting on focusing more time on my business plan in November and wouldn’t be able to fix falling grades.

      So, most nights I went directly from class to the library to study alone or with classmates. Ava, who claimed to have two papers due though I’d yet to see her crack a book, had started complaining that I never came home anymore. I stood firm despite her insistence that we hadn’t had any girl time in weeks.

      Realizing she wouldn’t be able to bust me out, she instead smuggled contraband into my rented library study room one night.

      “How can you have no midterms?” I mumbled around my mouthful of pad thai. “Ohmygod. This is so good. You are the best friend ever.”

      “I know. And to answer your question, the fashion program doesn’t believe in traditional forms of evaluation,” she said airily. “I’m pretty sure Karl Lagerfeld never wasted his time on multiple choice.” I would normally make a dig at this, but I was so relieved to see her and peanut sauce, not necessarily in that order, that I let it slide.

      “I’ll have you know we don’t have multiple choice anymore. Now we have to write actual answers. Show our work and everything. We’re like grown-ups.”

      She laughed. I was hugely envious and confounded by the completely different system. I think I would flounder in fashion design; the ambiguity would do me in.

      “Don’t you get evaluated on anything?”

      “Of course. Not that it really matters what your grades are. It’s all about what people outside of school think of your clothes. Which is why this year, by invitation, ten fashion majors get to put three outfits each into the fall fashion show in November,” she said.

      The fall show was co-sponsored by the college but headlined by actual, working designers. It was part of a bigger fundraising initiative. Getting Travesty designs in front of the San Diego crowd could give us great feedback and profile.

      Ava looked suspiciously like she was trying to keep something to herself, which she could never do for long.

      “… and? You’re killing me here.”

      Ava wiggled her perfectly plucked eyebrows, her eyes dancing with excitement.

      “Aaaaaaand we’re in! Can you believe it?”

      “That’s amazing!” It was. I could feel my heart expand in my chest, both with pride for Ava’s achievement and excitement for what it might mean to us. “And the timing is perfect, because you can tweak them before we pitch to Kirsten’s friends over the break.” While everyone else was at home eating pie and unwrapping gifts, I’d have the best gift of all: the contacts and advice needed to launch our designs by that time next year.

      I was getting excited. Thinking about the meetings with Kirsten made me feel closer to our dream. The dream that made all the hours of library-bound solitude worthwhile. “Which reminds me. Kirsten’s assistant is going to send us some times we can meet her in December. We’ll have to book our flights soon!”

      “Shit! New Year’s in New York.” Ava squealed. “It’s going to be amazing!”

      Since finals ended the middle of December, I was also planning to squeeze in a week of work at the magazine before and after Christmas. In between I’d get a few days off sightseeing with Ava and my family.

      Ava and I had to make it work—and the fall fashion show was just one more step toward the ultimate goal. I let my studying slide by another hour so Ava and I could celebrate with Thai and make plans for all the amazing places we’d be jetting off to in a year, and the people who would be wearing our clothes.
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      Homecoming weekend was a big deal. At our school, it was less about the alum and more about an excuse for the students to party. And worship football. For me it was mostly about celebrating surviving the first two months of school with my grades and sanity intact.

      Homecoming was a special occasion for another reason: it marked my one and only appearance at the football stadium for the year. Even when I was dating Jake, I didn’t go to watch the games. Football was my least favorite sport. It never made sense to me why a bunch of guys would run around in tight shiny pants and hit each other. Ironic, I guess, that I ended up dating a first-string player for four years. It was a testament to my stubbornness that Jake had tried and failed for that entire period to get me hooked.

      The game was Saturday afternoon and the day was gorgeous and sunny. Ava, Emily, and I went over together and met Jen and her boyfriend there.

      I drove and took advantage of the free weekend parking, though we had to park a mile away from the stadium because of the crowds. We settled into our seats about thirty minutes before kickoff. Emily had scored us a great vantage point. Her brother was a linebacker and the team’s family got first dibs. In the past I’d gotten them from Jake. Not this year.

      We’d all dressed in school colors, green and white. Emily, Jen, and I were all wearing legit team clothes. My choice had been a girl-sized jersey and denim miniskirt. This was as preppy as it got for me. Ava, always needing to be different, had on her own emerald green tank made out of some lux fabric that you definitely could not get at the campus book store.

      Catching a glimpse of the players warming up, Emily leaned over to me. “Have you talked to Jake lately? I heard he sprained something last week in practice.”

      “No, I’ve barely talked to him. He texted me a bit when I got back to school, but that’s it.” I gave silent thanks at the guarantee he’d be sitting on the bench, feeling only a little guilty about it.

      Emily chewed her lip like she was debating how much to say. She might come off as flaky and boy crazy at first, but she was actually a do-gooder. Which sometimes meant we butted heads when she thought she knew what was better for me than I did. “Well, Chris said Jake’s been in pretty rough shape lately. Even before the injury. I wondered if that had something to do with you guys breaking up.”

      “It was his brilliant idea to call it quits in the first place.”

      “You don’t think you’d ever get back with him? You guys dated for a long time.” Emily had that righteous look on her face, but I didn’t feel like entertaining her matchmaking efforts today.

      “We wanted different things, Em. It wouldn’t have worked.”

      The band started playing and I used that as an excuse to look toward the playing area in front of us. For once Emily took the hint.

      But the more I thought about it, the more I realized it was true. Once I could look at Jake and our relationship with some distance and the halo started to fade, he was just another guy looking to keep his parents happy. And that didn’t fit with me. Not anymore.

      A few players were doing warmups, and the cheerleaders were stretching on the field. Well, most of them were. I caught a glimpse of green and white skirts in my peripheral vision two rows behind us. They weren’t warming up.

      Or if they were, it was for a different game. Both were in conversation with guys who were no doubt ecstatic to receive their attention.

      I’d been about to glance away when I saw a familiar face. Kent was one of the guys. When he caught my eye he smiled. The brunette who’d been touching his arm glanced over with a far less pleasant expression on her face. I sent a genuine smile at him and waggled my fingers at her, impervious to the daggers she shot back. Kent waved me over. I shook him off, having no desire to be scorched by his fan club up close, but he insisted.

      “I’m going to say hello, come with me? I may need backup.” Emily took one look at Kent and was quick to agree.

      Winding our way to the end of the row and up was easier because the seats weren’t full. With the precision of a homing missile I latched onto another face altogether. Dylan was standing two seats past Kent. I hadn’t noticed him before because he’d been partly obscured by a blond ponytailed head. A head that was now inches from his and tilted upward like she was hanging on his every word.

      The blond turned to say something to her friend, and Dylan’s eyes locked with mine. His face registered surprise. When the blond turned back to resume talking with him, put her hand possessively on his arm, his gaze dragged back to her.

      Emily followed my line of sight. “Oooh, is that Ava’s brother?” Her voice was quiet enough we wouldn’t be overheard. “Who’s he with? He did good.” Emily had no shame checking the girl out. “Score another win for peroxide and silicone.”

      “Yeah, the California economy would collapse without them,” I said under my breath.

      “Kent, do you know Emily?” In greeting, Kent offered a megawatt smile before proffering a flask from his pocket. I declined politely, but Emily was game enough to try it.

      “You were at Lex’s party, right?”

      “Yeah, I live with Lex and Ava.”

      Kent nodded. “This is Lana and this is Marcia.” He seemed obliged to complete the round of introductions. Turned out Lana was the brunette talking to him, Marcia the stacked blond drooling on Dylan’s shoes. So this was the girl for whom he’d tried to enlist my help.

      Both girls acknowledged me and Emily, but neither looked glad to see us. Maybe they were sizing us up as potential competition. Emily would definitely look intimidating.

      “She lives.” Dylan called to me. He had to raise his voice to be heard over the crowd though we were only steps apart. I had gotten used to seeing his eyes warm when they met mine, but today they were cool. “I figured the stacks had caved in on you. That’s what happens when you spend too much time in the library alone.”

      “Nope. I’m all good.” I turned back to Lana. “So what’s your major?”

      “I’m in sociology. Marcia’s in arts. How about you?” she asked.

      “Lex is in business,” Kent volunteered. “She’s our resident brainiac. In three years she’ll be a billionaire telling everyone how to dress.”

      I blushed. Everyone’s eyes shifted to me. Except Dylan’s. He shot a vaguely irritated look Kent’s way.

      “Hey, you girls missed Dylan’s birthday. It was a good night.” Kent went on, oblivious to the look.

      Shit. Now I really was a bad friend. I guess he hadn’t bothered to text me given I was barely responding to the other messages …

      “What are you guys doing after the game? We should get a drink later,” Emily suggested. She was the most social of the four of us, and wasn’t about to let cheerleaders get in the way of an excuse to party.

      Marcia’s face tightened into a decidedly fake, albeit blindingly perfect, smile. “Super. Lana, we should go.” She leveled seriously flirty eyes at Dylan. “Bye.” Marcia reached up behind his neck to pull his face down to hers. I quickly averted my eyes until I heard her voice again. “Call me later.”

      “Sure.”

      The two girls brushed past us, Lana more courteously than Marcia. If she’d been wearing heels instead of sneakers, I bet Marcia would’ve stabbed me with them as she passed.

      “We should probably go too,” I suggested.

      “You could stay. Sit here,” Kent protested.

      I smiled. “I’m pretty sure these seats are taken.”

      “Plus,” Emily piped in, grinning, “we have better seats. And Ava’ll shoot us if we defect.”

      Kent was sportsmanlike in defeat. “Fair enough. She looks pretty scrappy, I probably shouldn’t piss her off. It was good to see you.” Kent smiled. My eyes flicked from Dylan to Kent and back. Dylan was watching the field, strangely intent considering there was nothing happening yet.

      “You too. Bye, Kent.” I didn’t say anything to Dylan, who looked like he didn’t know we were still there—or didn’t care.

      “Bye, Dylan,” Emily called pointedly over her shoulder as we made our way back through the increasingly-full stands. “Nice to meet you.”

      I didn’t hear whether he responded or not.

      “What’s his deal?” Emily asked as we picked our way down the stands, just out of earshot.

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know, Em. He’s complicated.”

      She laughed. “Guys aren’t complicated.”

      “That one is.”

      We got back to our seats just in time. Even I had to admit the atmosphere was contagious. It didn’t hurt that by halftime it was clear the game was going to be a blowout—already 28–7 for the home team. The mostly hometown crowd was going crazy. My voice was hoarse from talking over the buzz and, yes, even a little cheering.

      It would be nearly impossible to get out, but I needed a drink before the second half. Not the kind that came in a flask, though there were plenty of those around. I managed to squeeze past tipsy students and alum and wind my way down from the stands without getting trampled. Fifteen minutes later I was making my way back toward our section of stands with a six-dollar Coke.

      A familiar voice drawled from behind me. “Alexis Caine. Do you even go here?” I should’ve known I wouldn’t get off the hook that easily.

      I turned and came face to face, or more like face to chest, with the youngest Cameron. Dylan looked slightly inebriated and very tall, given I was wearing flats.

      “That was a hell of a disappearing act you pulled.”

      “Yeah, well. You were right, the stacks caved in. It took them this long to dig me out.”

      He continued to stare me down, so I continued.

      “I’m sorry I missed your birthday. I was preoccupied but should’ve at least said something.”

      “Whatever you say.”

      “Alright, you made your point. I think. Can you quit it with whatever jackass guy thing you’re doing?”

      Dylan raised an eyebrow. “Jackass guy thing?” But he seemed to get it and relented, at least momentarily. “Big football groupie? I didn’t peg you as a sports fan.”

      “I’m not. You should take a picture.” I smiled. “But it helps that it’s a good day for the hometown crowd.”

      He looked like he was about to respond when someone jostled him from behind and he stepped forward. “What the—” If he fell I was pretty sure I’d be squished. Regaining his balance, he turned to find out who’d hit him. I didn’t know if Dylan was the fighting type, but I didn’t want to risk finding out. The Camerons would probably not be too impressed having to bail their drunk underage son out of jail for starting a brawl at homecoming.

      I grabbed his arm to distract him and pulled him back to face me. It took him a second to refocus, but when he did he smiled down at me. The genuine smile I hadn’t seen since showing up at his lab. I realized suddenly how much I’d missed that smile.

      Dylan’s dark eyes were solemn on mine but brighter than they’d been a moment ago.

      “Alexis.” He rolled my name over his tongue like he was testing it out.

      “Dylan.” I matched his tone expectantly, but he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to say anything. “Listen, do you need me to walk you back to your seat? You know they kick you out if you look too drunk.”

      His lips lifted into a lazy half-smile. “Are you here to rescue me this time? Be my knight in—” he glanced down at me and his brow furrowed as he took in the distinctly casual if girly getup “—whatever the hell that is?”

      “Apparently.”

      “Sweet. Carry me?” The visual was crazy, even before he lifted his arms like there was a chance in hell I was going to comply with the request.

      “Nice try. How are things going with Marcia?” I felt the dull pain just from asking, but it helped force my mind back to reality.

      He frowned. It was definitely not the response I’d expected from a guy who apparently had all the attention of one of the most desired women on campus. “Fine.”

      It wasn’t clear whether that meant “fine, we’re still figuring things out” or “fine, we have crazy hot sex every night and sometimes during the day”. I tried not to care.

      We started walking together toward the stands, flowing with the traffic. It seemed everyone was trying to get back to their spots, many precariously balancing food and drink. I stayed right beside him, afraid he might tip over if I left his side.

      “She hasn’t declared a major.” His tone would’ve been more fitting if he’d just said she had herpes. “She’s not very funny.”

      And that’s when I realized it: Drunk Dylan was pouty. It shouldn’t have been cute but damn if it wasn’t. I pushed the feeling aside.

      “I see. And this is a problem because … you were dating her for her superior intellect?” My words weren’t as light as I’d intended. “I thought it was about the sex. She might not pull up your GPA, but she seems harmless. So what’s wrong?”

      We were nearing the steps that would take us up to our seats. At the last moment Dylan hesitated, tugging on my hand and pulling me just off the main path where the crowd was thinner. I apologized to a man we’d cut off on his way to the steps. He started to shoot us a dirty look but relaxed when he heard my words. “Dylan, what the—”

      Dylan seemed completely oblivious to the people around us. He leaned back against the side of the stands, eyes alert and boring into me. He suddenly looked less drunk, more like normal Dylan. The wheels in his mind might be turning more slowly given whatever he’d consumed, but they were still turning. He rubbed a hand through his hair, which was already messy, and let out a sigh that was half groan, half laugh.

      His hand was still on mine and it was distracting. I thought he was going to say something, but nothing happened. This was going nowhere.

      I wondered vaguely whether he’d consumed enough alcohol to risk passing out on me. My sense was that he didn’t drink a lot, at least not anymore, and maybe he’d overdone it. “Dylan, we’re going to miss the second half.”

      Dylan trapped my fingers and tugged me closer toward him so I was standing with my feet between his. I tried resisting but he was easily twice as strong.

      If he hadn’t been leaning against the stands, our bodies would have been touching. We were definitely nearing the edge of my comfort zone.

      “Lex.” His voice sounded rough around the edges, like sandpaper, as if he was struggling with something. I waited for him to say more, but he took his time before going on.

      “I miss hanging out with you.”

      “I know. I miss hanging out with you too. But I told you, midterms …”

      “Stop. I don’t believe you.” His eyes probed mine. Unable to hold his gaze, I glanced down. Studied the toes of his brown boots peeking out from under his jeans on either side of my ballet flats. Coward.

      “You don’t believe I have midterms? Want me to show you the scars? Actually most of them are emotional, though I might suffer long-term effects from malnutrition. Living on ramen and Snickers bars isn’t healthy. I think I read that somewhere …” I was rambling.

      “No. You know what I mean. You could ace them in your sleep. That’s not why you haven’t been hanging out with me.” He said it almost accusingly but didn’t wait for a response to continue.

      “I like Marcia.”

      Huh? That was an abrupt change in subject. It was hard to keep up with him. “I’m glad, Dylan.” I had no clue where he was going with this and was ready to leave. Unfortunately, his thumbs had started rubbing patterns in my palms. He might not have even been aware of it. I was, and felt a shiver run up my bare arms despite the warm day.

      He shook his head as if trying to clear it. “No, I mean—I keep trying to like her. But it’s hard.”

      I’d never seen him all broody like this before. A muscle twitched in his jaw and my eyes fell to his mouth. I forced my gaze back to his eyes.

      I definitely wasn’t going to be sucked into the role of relationship counselor a second time. “It shouldn’t be that hard.”

      “Easy for you to say.” His eyes searched mine and suddenly I couldn’t look away. “It’s the weirdest thing. All the guys think she walks on fucking water.”

      “So …”

      “So she has this one unfixable flaw. I think it’s a deal-breaker.”

      “What’s that?” I was losing my patience again. “What’s wrong with her, Dylan. She’s a C student? She’s a Leo? She’s a vegetarian? No girl is perfect, believe me. Not even that one.”

      His eyes had widened a little as I vented, but he didn’t let go of my hands. I tugged them lightly, bent on insisting he let go, but instead he tightened his grip. “It’s none of that.” He shrugged a shoulder helplessly, eyes searching mine for what felt like minutes.

      “She’s not you, Lex.” His eyes ran over my face, searching like they had that night in his room. “She’ll never be you.”

      Dylan Cameron had just hit me with a two by four. At least, that’s what it felt like.

      A million responses flooded through me. Panic. Warning. Somewhere, a completely unwelcome sense of wanting.

      How was it even possible? I knew there had been something physical between us, but never suspected he’d been thinking this. For how long?

      Apparently he was waiting for me to say something in response. I rushed to do it before getting too caught up in the possibility that he actually wanted me, or the possibility that it mattered if he did.

      “Dylan, you’re confused. And drunk. And we’ve been hanging out a lot. It’s totally natural that …” I tried starting again. “The human brain works in mysterious ways. Especially yours.” All completely inadequate in the face of what he’d just said.

      “You’re stalling. What are you trying to say? You actually don’t believe there’s anything between us?” His thumb had moved to the inside of my wrist and it was doing crazy things to my insides. Did he feel my pulse jump? I hoped not.

      I willed my heart rate to behave itself as I tried again. “Dylan, we’ve known each other forever. You’re my best friend’s little brother.” He winced but I pressed on. “I’m two years older, and a single-minded OCD head case.”

      Dark eyes searched mine. He was starting to look far more lucid than he had a few moments ago. “You’re only fourteen months older. And you’re a sexy, brilliant OCD head case.”

      A startled laugh burst from my chest before I could rein it in. This direction was dangerous, fuel for the rogue thoughts that had been plaguing me these past two months since our kiss at the party. The ones I’d been stamping down, chalking up to withdrawal and misplaced gratitude for how good he’d been to me this fall.

      “We’re friends. And I don’t want to mess it up with … anything.” I squeezed his hands in what I hoped was an amicable gesture then released my grip, moving to step back.

      Instead of letting go, Dylan wove his fingers through mine in a hold that was suddenly more intimate. “Maybe we’re not supposed to be friends.”

      My breath caught in my throat. We watched each other for endless seconds. I could hear the band start playing in the background. They sounded a million miles away.

      Self-preservation kicked in, telling me to get gone yesterday.

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” It was the best thing for both of us.

      He looked like he was ready to argue, but I didn’t stick around to find out.

      I pulled my hands firmly from his and walked back to my seat. If he was lucid enough to throw my brain out of orbit, he could find his own way back.
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