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        For the people who make me feel invincible.
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        This is a trigger warning. It is NOT about sexual assault. If you are not triggered by things other than that, turn the page without reading to avoid spoilers.

      

      

      

      Book 1, We Thought We Were Invincible includes a shooting at a school activity. You do not see the shooter and it is not a graphic representation.

      There are also small instances of physical abuse by a parent against his eighteen year old son.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            We Thought We Were Invincible

          

          Invincible (Book 1)

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        The waves rose up

        To shake our solid ground,

        Our peace torn away.

        What was once still

        Raged like an angry storm,

        Destroying, drowning,

        Dragging our refuge

        To the depths.

        Then all was calm once again,

        And we knew

        We never were invincible
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      The waves rolled toward the shore in perfect formation. Days like this didn't happen much on Florida's Gulf coast; when the surf was perfect, making every board-toting salt water junkie forget for a few hours they didn't live in California or some other surf destination.

      I was born into a life of tide reports and surf watches. Mom was a self-proclaimed hippie who always said they'd have to pry her board out of her cold, stiff fingers when she was old and dead.

      Well, she didn't get the old part right, but we buried her with her board six years ago.

      Eyes stinging from saltwater, I lifted my chin and pushed my board away from my chest as it sliced through another wave. The water crashed over me. I drew a long breath when I surfaced and scooped my hands through the water. Almost there, I told my burning arms. Just keep pushing.

      This here was what I was used to, what I savored. It reminded me where I was meant to be. The ocean called me with its silence; its understanding. All my secrets, my feelings, were buried here. I carried them along to watch them sink into the depths.

      Once the beach was far enough behind me, I sat up, legs dangling on either side of the board. The water lashed against my thighs as I scanned the oncoming waves. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth, and my legs kicked the board around. I flattened myself against it and paddled. The only thing on my mind was conquering that roller.

      My hands flew through the water until they pushed up. I tucked my legs under me and planted my feet on the board, feeling at home as I leaned in to turn.

      I focused my eyes on the beach and knew it would come too soon. Adrenaline buzzed through my veins as the water sprayed up around me.

      I didn't see it coming, or I should say I didn't see him coming. Some jerk dropped into my wave, catching me off guard. Flinging my arms out to regain my balance, I leaned right when I should have leaned left, and my board flew out from under me.

      The board leash tugged at my ankle as I crashed into the wave. It flipped me over, throwing me about. I kicked my legs as hard as I could to be free of the sucking, pulling force. My head broke the surface, and the wave tried to drag me back under as I gasped for air.

      My board, still attached to its leash, tumbled nearby. I lunged for it and pulled myself up, opting to let the wave push me the rest of the way in. I was done.

      Being knocked about was nothing new, but this time it wasn't my fault. Anger built from the pit of my stomach that was now full of saltwater. I coughed much of it out, and my throat felt raw. A pounding headache made it hard to see anything but red.

      The wave broke, dissolving into a line of foam rolling toward the shore. It pushed me forward until I could stand. I tore the Velcro on my leash and heaved my board up under my arm as my feet crashed through the water. I reached the small beach and threw it onto the sand before marching over to the boy who was running out of the water.

      He stopped when he saw me.

      “Jamie Daniels, you idiot!” I shoved him backwards. “That was my wave.”

      He shrugged, a smirk appearing on his tanned face. “Hello to you too, California.”

      “The name is Callie, numb nuts.”

      “Numb nuts, huh?” He laughed.

      “Yeah, as in your nuts will be numb when they connect with my knee.”

      I raised my leg to kick, but he caught it, sending me off balance. He let go as I fell to the sand.

      “Looks like someone can't seem to stay on her feet today.” He nudged me with his foot.

      I stood up and huffed out a breath. “I wasn't expecting anyone else to be out here this early.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “You know you shouldn't surf alone.”

      “Yeah, because you have so many buddies with you.” I gestured to the nearly empty beach around us. "Besides, I'm not alone.”

      His face fell, but he tried to hide it. “Ah, yes. Where is my brother?”

      “He ran to the car. It's a good thing he didn't see you try to kill me.”

      “What would you say if I told you I was too lost in my own thoughts to notice you out there?”

      “Two things. First, that you're full of crap. Second that I don't believe you actually have a thought in your head.”

      “Why aren't we friends?” he asked, grinning.

      “Because I hate you.”

      “Are you two fighting again?” Jayden came up behind me and draped a lazy arm over my shoulders.

      “He's just being his usual douche-like self.” I turned away from Jamie to look at his brother. “I should go. I promised Kat I'd be at the diner for the Saturday morning rush.”

      “Waves are dying out here, anyway,” Jamie said. “Some of your aunt's waffles sound good right about now.”

      “Ugh, that was not an invitation for you to come.”

      I led Jayden across the beach. We climbed over the rocks that sat between the sand and the gravelly parking lot, stopping when we reached my pickup truck. It'd seen better days - peeling red paint made that obvious - but we were old friends.

      Jay threw my board in the back as I stripped off my rash guard. He didn't surf, but he loved the beach so he was usually up for hanging.

      I grabbed my clothes from the front seat and pulled on a black t-shirt and knee length jean shorts over my bathing suit. Brushing my hands through my sopping light brown locks, I twisted them into a single braid that hung over my shoulder before hoisting myself into the truck beside Jay.

      He leaned in to brush his lips over mine and frowned. “Our last beach day of the summer.”

      “I wish you didn't have to leave,” I whispered. “This summer has been so much fun.”

      He leaned back and stared at me, his lips curving up. “Anyone ever tell you your eyes look golden when the sun hits them?”

      “If you don't want to talk about leaving…”

      “You're beautiful.” He reached out and ran a hand over the top of my head. “I love how the sun lightens the top of your head. That's how I know the surf has been good. Your hair changes color.”

      “Jay.” I pushed his hand away, coughing uncomfortably. “You remember the deal.”

      “I do.” He nodded and looked out the window as I started the truck and pulled out of the parking lot. “Okay then, how about this? I'm only going to be a few hours away, and I'm sure I'll come home from school for visits and stuff. If both of us are single, let's go out when I'm here.”

      I glanced sideways and smiled. “It's a date.” I didn't say that it would only be a matter of if he was single because I doubted I'd be anything else.

      I didn't like people. My Aunt Kat laughed about it as if it was some big joke. She was socially adept in a way I could never hope to be. Even my twin brother Colby, in his quiet way, had mad skills in the area.

      I was different. I preferred my solitude to anything else. That was why I loved the ocean. It gave me strength, peace.

      Then there was Jay. He'd been such a huge part of my life. So had Jamie, whether or not I liked it. We'd all been friends since before I could remember.

      Unlike Jamie, Jay had always been there for me. He was about to start college, and when school ended for the summer, we'd tested our friendship on a new level before he left. It was nice… but I didn't feel the things I think I was supposed to feel. I loved the guy, just not in that way.

      I parked in front of the diner that was already half-full with hungry tourists. Checking the clock on my phone, I realized I was over an hour late.

      Jay followed me in and sat at the counter as Kat stood in front of me, hands on hips.

      “You and Allison.” She shook her head, unable to hide a grin.

      Allison was my mother and the namesake of Ally's diner. Kat liked to tell me I reminded her of Mom, her sister.

      “I hope the surf was good at least.” She tossed me an apron, which I caught mid-air.

      “It was.”

      “Table five needs their order taken.” And just like that, my tardiness was forgotten.

      Kat was good like that. Colby and I were twelve when mom died. Our dad was never in the picture, and Kat was the only family we had. She was a twenty-eight-year-old travel photographer who lost her older sister. Her response? She quit her adventurous job and moved to the small town of Gulf City, Florida to take care of two heartbroken and lonely kids and one failing diner.

      I took care of table five and started running food out from the kitchen. Anna, the head cook, cranked out orders.

      “Duck,” Colby called.

      I obeyed, and he sidestepped me, swinging a bucket of dirty dishes over my head to get to the dishwasher.

      Leaning on the counter next to my brother, I noticed the bags under his eyes and the tired tilt of his shoulders.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked.

      “A couple hours. Kat needed help opening since someone ran out super early.”

      “Sorry, I know it was my shift, but-”

      “The waves,” he finished for me. “Yada yada yada. I know. You've been my sister for seventeen years, and Jamie has been my best friend for almost as long. I know you guys have that obsession.”

      “Oh, come on, we rarely get to surf, especially in the summer.”

      “It's always too flat,” he cut me off again. “I know that too.”

      “Callie,” Kat called. “Colby.”

      “Coming,” we said in unison.

      He rolled his lean shoulders and straightened his glasses as he walked off, looking every bit as confident as he was. At school that confidence paid off. He was quiet, but strong; well liked, popular even, without trying too hard. The perfect combination.

      He was so very different from me. Our brown hair and dark eyes might give us away as twins, but he was calm and I could be volatile; a fact everyone knew.

      I followed him to where our aunt was ringing bills into the register. He took over for her as she stepped back into the kitchen, and I grabbed the warm plates from the pass-through, setting them in front of Jay and Jamie, who now sat beside him.

      “You guys going to the beach party tonight?” Jamie asked.

      “The end of summer thing? I don't know.”

      “It'll be fun.” Jay sent me a charming-do-it-for-me smile. “One last hurrah before I leave tomorrow.”

      I laughed, knowing full well I had no other choice. “Fine. Let the debauchery begin.”

      Jamie clapped his hands together in excitement as I heard my aunt calling me again.

      “Duty calls.” Wiping my hands on my apron, I got back to work.
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      Kids trying to hold on to the last remnants of summer with both hands packed the beach. I slipped off my sandals and picked them up with one hand while I held the other out to Jay. I didn't want to be there, but I wanted to be with him. My best friend.

      He smiled at me, the full pearly white kind of smile, and pulled me to him.

      “Hi,” he whispered.

      “Hi yourself.”

      “Let's have fun tonight, okay?”

      He knew what I'd been thinking. This was not my scene.

      “Stop reading my mind.” I pushed him back, and he laughed, wrapping an arm around my waist.

      “You forget, I know you better than anyone.”

      “Yeah, don't think I could forget that if I tried.”

      We walked down the beach toward a fledgling bonfire that was sputtering and trying to pick up steam. Three boys stood around it, arms crossed as they tried to look like they knew what they were doing.

      “Think they need help?” My brother walked up beside us.

      “Nah,” Jay and I said at the same time.

      “You two just want to watch them screw it up.”

      “That's preposterous,” Jay used his best British accent, raising one finger in the air toward my brother.

      Colby swatted it away, shaking his head as I laughed.

      “Well, I want a fire.” Colby walked away, calling back over his shoulder. “Besides, I'm not an ass.”

      When he was out of earshot, Jay held up his hand, pretending it was a microphone. “Well, let's ask his sister about the truthfulness of that last statement.” He angled it toward me.

      “Well, Jeeves, I think I'd have to say someone's pants are on fire.”

      “You heard it here first, folks. The pants - the pants are on fire.”

      We were both holding our stomachs laughing.

      “Jeeves, huh?” he asked.

      “It was the British accent.”

      “Ah, you do get me, California girl.”

      I flinched away from him.

      “Sorry.” He bumped his shoulder into mine.

      “It's fine.”

      My mom named me California because that was the dream. She'd always wanted to live there, surfing every day. It was a dream left unfulfilled. When she got pregnant, she had to be more realistic, moving home to where her ailing father lived. I was eight the first time I asked her about my name. At first, I thought I represented something she had to give up.

      I reached up, touching my cheek as if I could still feel her hand there as she told me I didn't represent a failed dream, only a new one.

      Colby was busy putting more driftwood onto the fire as we chose a place to sit. We all had plenty of experience with beach fires. Colby, Jamie, Jay, and I used to have them all the time. We stopped last summer when we were caught enjoying one without a permit. Our fires were some of the only times we all hung out over the last few years.

      Leaning forward, I dug my hands into the warm sand, feeling it shift back into place with every movement, each grain knowing where it belonged.

      The golden sun hung just where the water met the horizon, casting colors across the darkening space.

      “Want something to drink?” Jay asked.

      “Sure.”

      He got up to leave just as Colby walked toward me with Morgan Cook by his side. I had nothing against Morgan, but I didn't particularly like her either. She was one of those girls that everything seemed to come too easy for. Everyone wanted to be her friend. She was gorgeous with her cute blond bob and athletic build. No one could match her on the soccer field. Her dad was a bigwig doctor at the hospital in town, yet missed none of her games, sitting there with his perfect wife.

      Was it wrong to be jealous? Was I a horrible person to wish she was a bitch? But no, she was so darn nice that I felt guilty for even disliking her a little.

      “Callie,” Colby called. “Is this great, or what?” He gestured back to the fire that was now building.

      “You did great, oh genius one.” I bent at the waist to give him a bow.

      “You're just green that you don't get to be the hero of the final party before prison is back in session.”

      “Yeah, if by green you mean ready to puke.” I mimed vomit coming out of my mouth, and Colby swatted me on the side of the head.

      After socking him in the stomach, I looked up to find Morgan grinning at us.

      “Oh, go on.” She held her hands in front of her chest. “This'll be the most entertainment I get tonight.”

      Colby straightened up at that, probably realizing fighting with his sister in front of one of the most popular girls in school wasn't the best of ideas.

      “I can think of better entertainment.” He grinned.

      “Ew, gross,” I yelled. “Now I really will puke. Dude, if that was flirting, you're in serious trouble.”

      They exchanged a look, one I'd seen before.

      “Wait.” I grabbed my brother's arm. “Did you start dating Morgan Cook and not tell me?”

      He dragged me out of ear shot of her. “What's the big deal?”

      “Um, how about she's out of your league?”

      “Gee, thanks.”

      “You know what I mean. Different circles and all that.”

      “In case you haven't noticed, California, me and you don't exactly have the same friends. Basically, I have them and you don't.”

      “Shove off.” I stormed by him and walked right by Morgan without so much as a nod.

      When Jay found me again, I was sitting by myself. Handing me a red cup filled with God knows what, he sat down and pulled me close. I leaned into him, knowing that once he left, my brother would be right. I'd be alone.
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      An hour passed, and then another. I'd never been one for drinking, preferring control over letting go, but that night I didn't care. I wanted to feel the freedom I always felt when I was out on the water. The willingness to bare my soul out amongst the waves. But you can't hold on to something like that. You can't call it up at will.

      Out on the waves, it's a different world with different rules. Those rules didn't apply to solid ground.

      My head buzzed, creating fog where there once was clarity. Jay and I walked down to a more secluded part of the beach, away from the noise of my classmates. Classmates I barely knew because I didn't let them know me.

      I sat in Jay's lap facing him as he kissed my neck, rubbing his hands up and down my back. I placed my hands on each side of his face and tilted it up so I could kiss him long and hard. His lips were warm, a familiar comfort and needed distraction from life. He was leaving early tomorrow morning, and I couldn't get that goodbye out of my head. I couldn't say it, so I pressed harder against him.

      Jay was the only boy I'd ever kissed. The first time was a month after my mom died. He did it to get my mind off her, saying he was being a friend. He'd used that tactic ever since. Whenever I'd be upset, he shocked me out of it with his lips. They were sneak attacks, and they always worked. Then this summer, they ceased being surprises and became normal.

      Now I had to try harder to clear my mind. He held me to him until I leaned back and gripped the edge of my shirt, pulling it over my head in one swift motion.

      “Callie,” he whispered.

      “Don't say it.” I threw my shirt to the sand and leaned in to kiss him again, cutting off further protest. His hands gripped my waist, but when I reached up to unclasp my bra, he took my hands in his, breaking his lips away from mine.

      “Stop, Callie.”

      At those two words, I scrambled off his lap and lunged for my shirt, desperate to cover up my humiliation.

      “I don't know what your problem is.” I climbed to my feet, wanting to run away.

      “My problem,” he huffed as he stood up. “Is that my best friend is drunk, and I will not take advantage of her.”

      “I'm not drunk.”

      “Fine, but you aren't sober either.”

      “Do you not want me?” I hated the pathetic sound of my voice as the doubt crept in. My whole life, I told myself I didn't have many friends because I didn't want to, but in the back of my mind lived the thread of self-pity.

      “Oh Gosh.” He scratched the back of his head, his black hair blending in to the night surrounding us. “I've wanted you as long as I can remember. But, Cal, I'm not going to be your escape. You love me, right?”

      “Of course.”

      He put a hand on each of my shoulders to look me in the eye. “But you aren't in love with me.”

      My shoulders dropped.

      “I don't think I love you that way either,” he continued.

      “I think you should go.” My fuzzy thoughts turned to anger. I knew it wasn't right, but I couldn't help myself.

      “You're probably right. I have to leave early.” He took my hand, and I let him lead me back to the party without another word.

      I couldn't stand the thought of a long, drawn out goodbye in Jay's car as he dropped me off, so I told him to leave without me.

      He hesitated.

      “My brother can drive me home.”

      Another long moment passed, and he leaned in for one final kiss. “You're my best friend,” he whispered. “Don't forget that.”

      I forced a smile to my lips and nodded toward the parking lot as I watched him walk away. Turning toward the crowd, I forced my way through. Jamie sat playing his guitar for a crowd of people, his surprisingly sweet voice drifting through the air.

      Shaking my head at the girls trying to lean in closer to him, I tried to clear it of this crippling self-pity that was working its way into my psyche. I'd have given anything to be on my board.

      I was standing on the water's edge, staring into the black foaming waves when Morgan walked up beside me.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      I looked sideways, trying to gage the sincerity of her question. I couldn't tell what she wanted. Maybe it was the three drinks I'd had, or that my best and only true friend just left, but I was tired of shunning everyone. Tired of my suspicion and disdain. I was tired of being alone.

      “No,” I admitted, looking out at the sea once again. “I'm not okay.”

      She tucked her hair behind her ears and nodded.

      I walked forward, wanting one thing. The beach sloped into the water until it dropped off. I knew exactly where that point was, and I dove in without a second thought. The water encased me, molding to me to let me pass through, suspended, weightless. My jeans worked to drag me down so my hands unbuckled them and slid the stiff fabric down my legs, knowing my underwear wasn't any more revealing than my bathing suit.

      When I came up for air, I noticed a group of people milling at the edge of the water, looking for me.

      “Callie!” Morgan's voice rose above the rest.

      I continued to float, giving my legs a slight kick to push me toward the beach. The waves tonight were small rollers that pushed me up as they churned. My hair floated out behind me, surrounding my head.

      The noise grew louder as I moved closer to the shore.

      “Come on, Callie,” Morgan said as soon as she spotted me. “You shouldn't swim at night.”

      I didn't answer, but guilt seeped in. I didn't want to worry her. She didn't know there was less out here to hurt me than there was in there.

      The warm water washed away the last bits of haze, and I was more clear headed than I'd been all night. I stood up, forgetting I'd removed my jeans.

      There were snickers coming from a few boys nearby as I waded in, making me feel a self-consciousness that hadn't been there only moments before. My legs stopped moving, refusing to come in any closer. I tugged on the edges of my shirt, trying to pull it down as much as I could. The laughter grew louder.

      “Shut up.” I heard Morgan snap. They didn't listen.

      “Hey,” a boy said, walking up next to her. Tony Andrews. “You're looking good tonight, Callie.”

      When I didn't respond, he took it as a cue to keep going.

      “If you want to hang out with me, I promise you won't need pants.” His friends laughed nearby. “Come on.” He stepped forward and grabbed my arm, pulling me out of the water.

      A shiver ran up my spine as a breeze lifted the hair on my arms. It snapped me out of my embarrassment, and I tried to twist my arm out of his grasp. When that didn't work, I kneed him in the leg and he let go.

      “What the hell,” he yelled, his words slurred. His friends had backed away, offering no help.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Morgan run off. So much for being friends.

      “Leave me the hell alone,” I snarled.

      “Cat's got bite.” Tony laughed.

      “Come any closer and I'll show you how hard I can bite, and not the way I know you're thinking.”

      Tony Andrews had always been a jerk, but now he was a drunk jerk.

      He reached out and tried to grab me again, but I spun out of his reach.

      “Hey douchebag,” someone said behind Tony.

      He turned into Jamie's fist.
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      “Jamie!” Morgan Cook came running up to where I'd been sitting with a few girls from school, playing my guitar. “Do you know where Colby is?” She glanced behind her nervously and that was when I heard it.

      “Callie,” Tony Andrews' unmistakable douche-like voice cut through the music. My eyes met Morgan's pleading gaze, and my fingers stopped their strumming.

      I brushed Amelia off, who'd had her hand on my shoulder, and her chest pressed against my arm. A moment ago, it had made my night, but now I shoved my guitar at her and jumped to my feet. Before I knew what I was doing, I'd stormed across the beach, my fist connecting to Tony's face with a loud crunch. He hadn't seen me coming. I ducked a return punch and then tackled him to the ground. I wasn't nearly as wasted as Tony and had the upper hand, but he still got a few good hits in. People came running from the bonfire to see what was happening, but all I could hear was the anger rushing in my ears. I wanted to kill the dude for touching Cal, or trying to. My mind briefly registered Callie pulling on her sand covered jeans and backing away.

      Others moved in to break up the fight, but I was on a roll, not stopping until my buddy Eric pulled me away.

      “What's your damage, Daniels?” Tony snapped, wiping blood from his split lip.

      I stepped close, looking him in the eye. Despite the size he had on me, I refused to be intimidated.

      “Leave Callie the hell alone.”

      Backing away, I looked around. Callie was gone.

      “She went that way,” Morgan told me, her mouth hanging open in the same shock the rest of our classmates were showing.

      I took off the way Morgan had pointed.

      “Ass,” Tony said to my back. I let him get away with it because Callie was more important. The noise from the crowd disappeared amidst the crashing of the waves, and I knew why she'd come this far. Callie would never admit it, but the two of us understood each other. We always had. We may not exactly be friends, but that was by no choice of mine.

      I found her sitting in the sand with her knees pulled up to her chest. Her small body trembled as she reached into her pocket and pulled out her sopping phone.

      “For Christ's sake.” She threw her phone in the sand.

      I watched her as she sniffed and buried her face in her arms. What was it about that girl that had me punching people and leaving girls like Amelia behind? I'd felt that way for years, not like she'd notice.

      She froze as if sensing me.

      “What do you want?” She lifted her head to look at me.

      “That's not a thank you.” Why did I always say things like that around her?

      She let out a grunt. I chuckled, trying to hide my nervousness as I sat beside her.

      “To tell you the truth,” I started, turning serious. “I was worried about you.”

      “Since when do you care?”

      Okay, maybe I deserved that.

      I didn't answer her question, but only because I knew she'd laugh in my face if I said it out loud. I knew what she thought of me. She never tried to hide it. Her bluntness was one of the things I'd always liked about her.

      “Senior year starts on Monday,” I said instead.

      “Really? I couldn’t have guessed.”

      I grinned in the dark. “Can we call a truce?”

      “Why?” Skepticism clouded her voice.

      “Well, I did just beat up the prized football team's tight end for you.”

      That finally got her to laugh. “I meant why do you want a truce?”

      “I've always wanted us to be friends. You're the one who hates me.” The truth of my words stung as I spoke them, but I hid it with a smirk.

      “I'm not going to stop fighting you.”

      “Good.” I laughed, glad she was considering it. “We couldn't have that.”

      Her laugh was interrupted by uncontrollable shivering.

      “I'm such an idiot.”

      “No argument here.” Her teeth chattered.

      “You're freezing.” I pulled my shirt over my head.

      “What're you doing?” She shrank away.

      “Getting you out of your wet shirt at least.” Holding my dry one out to her, “Take this.”

      She was so cold she didn't argue or even wait for me to turn away before stripping off her sopping shirt. Her skin shone in the dark, and I had to bury my hands in the sand to keep from reaching out to touch her. Having mercy on me, she threw my shirt on over her head. Gosh, she looked good in that shirt.

      Callie wasn't the usual kind of girl I'd dated and there'd been a lot of them. I wasn't what you'd call the relationship type. But there'd always been something about this girl that kept me around. It helped that her brother was my best friend, and I spent more time at their house than my own.

      I watched her, my eyes latching onto hers.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “It's just a shirt.”

      “No, I mean for earlier.”

      My lips turned up. Maybe Callie and I could be friends after all. “Just make me a promise.”

      “What?”

      “Let's make this year epic.”

      “Okay.” She drew out the word.

      “I mean it. This time next summer, we'll all be going our separate ways. I don't want to leave with any regrets. We can be great this year.”

      I leaned forward, excitement spilling forth. Callie stared out across the water for a long moment before nodding and turning back. Something unspoken swirled in her eyes, and I knew she needed this just as much as I did. And she knew I was right. We were young. We were free. We could do anything.

      This was the feeling we both needed. What we'd only found one place. And now it was here, brought by the most unlikely of people.

      She pursed her lips, still meeting my eyes and then finally grinned. “Epic, huh?”
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      “Callie, wake up,” Aunt Kat called for the third time. “We're going to be late.”

      I rolled over with a groan and pressed my face into my pillow.

      “I'm not kidding, kid!”

      When she used “Kid” I knew she must be really annoyed. Most of the time she indulged my perpetual lateness, anything that reminded her of her sister, but I also had a tendency to push her over the edge.

      At the sound of my door opening, I rolled back over and sat up rubbing my eyes. “You don't look like Kat.”

      “Whew, that's a relief.” The bed bounced as Colby threw his weight onto it.

      “How are you so awake when you got home later than me last night?” I asked, yawning.

      “It's my superpower.” He looked around my messy room, clothes strewn about, and raised an eyebrow. “I thought you cleaned this yesterday.”

      “I did.”

      “Okaaay. Why did Jamie drive you home last night? He missed the last half of the party. Frankly, I'm surprised you guys got along long enough to sit in the same car.”

      I grabbed my pillow from behind me and whacked him with it. “We aren't that bad.”

      “Yes.” He took the pillow from me. “You are.”

      It was obvious Morgan hadn't told Colby what happened, and I didn't feel the need to mention it. I don't know why she kept it to herself, but I was grateful. Colby didn't need to get into a fight on the first day of senior year. Not like he was usually a fighter, but he was protective of me whether or not he always showed it.

      “Jamie was just being nice,” I finally said.

      “That doesn't sound like him at all.” His voice was skeptical, but he let it go. “Anyway, Kat will have a coronary if you make us late for church again.”

      I sighed. “Fine.” Throwing my legs over the side of the bed, I looked at him. “See? Getting up. I can be ready in twenty. Tell Kat you succeeded in your mission.”

      He nodded, a small triumphant smile curving his lips. As he left, his words from the night before came back to me. I knew we wouldn't talk about the fight. That wasn't our style. Fake it 'til you make it and all that. Whenever we argued, we'd act like it hadn't happened, both of us hoping the other would forget our harsh words. We never did.

      Colby and I were too different to be what we needed each other to be. We were inseparable as kids and then the unthinkable happened. Everything was ripped away until all we had was each other, only we didn't really have each other anymore. Even once Kat took us in, we were both desperately lonely. The difference was, he snapped out of it much sooner than me. That loneliness still lingered in the back of my mind, creating a wall between my brother and me.

      I took a super quick shower before drying off and throwing on a pair of khaki shorts and silk shirt. Tying my wet hair into a messy bun, I looked in the mirror at my puffy eyes, dabbing the tiniest bit of foundation on under then. Some quick eyeliner and I was as ready as I'd ever be.

      I slipped my flip flops on, knowing full well how some of the women in the church would view them. If it was up to them, we'd all be wearing hideous floral dresses with heels that were too difficult to walk in. No thank you. This was as dressed up as I got.

      Kat and Colby were waiting by the front door when I came out of my room, and we rushed out to the car. We lived in an old prefab house in Gulf City's south side. Three bedrooms with a small kitchen and living space. It wasn't anything special, but it was all we'd ever known. When mom died, Kat didn't have the heart to sell it, and she took care of it as much as she could, but she was one person. The yellow exterior paint was peeling, in desperate need of a new coat. A crack ran the length of the driveway. Florida wasn’t kind to houses. Between the storms and the heat, they took a beating.

      It took us ten minutes to get to the church in Kat's old Chevy Tahoe.

      Gulf City Presbyterian was at the center of town. It wasn't the only church in the area, but it was the biggest. Stained glass windows adorned the front of the brick structure, giving it an air of opulence. Perfectly manicured lawn surrounded white pillars along the walkway from the parking lot to the front door.

      “See,” I said. “We aren't late. People are still arriving.”

      Neither Colby nor Kat responded as the large glass doors were held open for us. The greeter extended bulletins toward us, and we thanked him.

      “Colby.” Morgan walked up to us. Well, walking was probably the wrong word. It was like she bounced everywhere she went.

      “Hi Morgan,” Kat said affectionately.

      “Wait, how do you know Morgan?” I asked. “Was I the only one who didn't know about this?” I waggled my finger between my brother and the girl who was now holding onto his arm.

      “You've been kind of wrapped up in your own stuff this summer, Cal.” Colby didn’t meet my eyes.

      Was he right? I tried to think back on this summer, remembering only that I surfed when the waves came in and was with Jay the rest of the time.

      I didn't have time to think on it more because Colby led us to a pew right behind Jamie and his parents. I slid in next to Kat, working hard not to notice the boy who was trying to get my attention in front of me.

      “Earth to Callie,” Jamie whispered, earning a glare from his father.

      “What?”

      “Don't tell me you're reneging on our deal.”

      I looked up and saw him staring at me like he actually cared if I backed out. Could we really be friends? If I declined to go on his quest for greatness, he'd have others lining up to take him up on it.

      “I don't know what's in it for you,” I admitted. “Did Jay put you up to this? Ask you to look out for me or something?”

      His expression turned confused and hurt.

      “James Candice Daniels,” his father said. “If you don't turn around right now and shut your mouth…” He let the threat hang there and much to my surprise, Jamie did as he said, slumping in his seat.

      The service started, and it was just like any other service on any other Sunday. Reverend Jones was a good speaker, but it never felt like he was speaking to me, like I could relate.

      I zoned out and instead thought of Jamie. He'd seemed hurt when I questioned his motives, yet he had to see why I would. I've known him my whole life. We were even friends once. As we grew older, he stayed close to Colby and Jay stayed close to me. It'd been like that for years, and I'd assumed that was how it'd stay. Usually, the two of us bickered like siblings.

      If I thought hard about it, I didn't actually hate him, and the more I thought about it, I didn't know why I thought I did. Maybe being friends with him would mean this year didn't have to be as bad as I thought.

      We filed out of the church an hour later. Colby watched as Jamie followed me.

      For the first time, I got a look at the other side of his face and gasped. He had a nasty bruise that ran along his cheekbone.

      “Jamie, oh my gosh.” I reached out and touched it. He winced, but didn't push me away. “I'm so sorry.”

      “Tony had it coming.” He shrugged.

      “I guess it's not the first fight you've been in.”

      He was a known hot head. On the soccer field, in the school halls, at the beach. Pretty much anywhere he went, there was a chance he'd throw a punch.

      “No.” He chuckled. “It's not. Look, I know it's weird, me saying I want to hang out with you, but we used to be friends.”

      “That was a long time ago.”

      “Do you remember two years ago, when Alex Terrel stopped bullying you?”

      “Yeah, I always assumed Colby talked to him.”

      “Terrel was not about to listen to reason,” he scoffed. “More like he had words with my fists.”

      When I was silent, he continued.

      “Or last year when I went out with Kendra Lane? You were so mad at me.”

      “Because she was never anything but a bitch to me. She snapped the fin on my favorite board.”

      “Then she suddenly stopped,” he said.

      “That's why you agreed to go on a date.” I started to catch on.

      “See, I've always been your friend. And yes, Jay may have asked me to keep an eye on you, but I would have done it, anyway.”

      “Jamie Daniels, you aren't nearly as much of a jerk as everyone says you are.”

      “Just don't tell anyone. Have I convinced you yet? For some reason, I think we'd have fun. Plus, with Jay gone again you've got to be desperate for friends.”

      “Gee, you really know how to sweet talk a girl,” I deadpanned.

      “I'm not trying to sweet talk you.” He laughed. “If I was, you'd know.”

      I shoved him as we kept walking, not answering. Instead, I smirked. “So, your middle name is Candice, huh?”

      “Not a word,” he growled

      “How did I not know about this?”

      “It's not exactly something I share. It's a family name.”

      “Can I call you Candy?”

      “I'm trusting you with my life here,” he pleaded.

      When I stayed silent, torturing him, he grabbed my arm and spun me to look at him. “Not. A. Word.”

      “Whatever you say, Candy.”
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      Monday came way too early. The last first day of school. Unless I go to college that is. Ugh, college. I didn't even want to think about it. Colby knew exactly where he wanted to go and already had a scholarship offer to play soccer. Me, I had no clue what my future held, but I wasn't sure it was more classrooms and lectures.

      I stood at the front counter in the diner making coffee as Kat was back in the kitchen with the morning cook, preparing the first orders.

      “Hey, sweetheart.”

      I whipped around, expecting to scowl at whoever it was that called me sweetheart, only to find Seth Franklin sitting at the counter. He always used that nickname for me, and I let him get away with it because he was just a sweet old man.

      “Morning Seth.” I poured him a cup of coffee and slid it across the counter. “What can I get you?”

      “Shouldn't you be at school, young lady?”

      “Free first period all year. I'll be leaving soon.”

      “Oh good. An education is important, you know.”

      “Thanks for the tip, Seth.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, here I am going on about things you already know. Listen, my grandson is a senior, like you this year. Think you could keep an eye on him?”

      “Sure thing. What's his name?”

      “Matthew.”

      I nodded, knowing exactly who the kid was. Everyone did. If Morgan Cook represented one end of the popularity spectrum, Matthew was the other end.

      Seth put in his order, and I laid it on the pass-through window before balling up my apron and tossing it under the counter.

      “Bye, Kat.”

      “See you after school.” She looked up pointedly. “Try to be nice to people today.”

      I shook my head, grabbed my backpack, and headed out the door. Was I really that bad? It really sucked when you saw what your family thought of you. Colby didn't like to be around me, or at least didn't try, and Kat thought I was pathetic. Just wonderful.

      My truck sputtered to life, and I drove the two miles from the diner to school. The halls were empty save for the other seniors lucky enough to have a free first period. Finding my locker, I tried my new combination.

      “Crap,” I grumbled when it failed to open on the third try.

      “Need help?” A tentative voice asked beside me.

      Morgan stood there with her perfect makeup and even better outfit. A pair of cuffed jean shorts hugged her hips below a baby doll t-shirt that never would have looked that good on me.

      I stepped out of the way, and she got my locker open on the first try. Was there anything she didn't do well?

      “It's finicky,” she said, trying to make me feel less like an idiot.

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      Grabbing the books for my first two classes, I shut it, the sound echoing down the hall.

      “What do you have first?” Morgan asked. I didn't know why she suddenly insisted on talking to me after years of silence, but had a sneaking suspicion Colby was behind it.

      “Creative writing,” I answered just as awkwardly.

      “Me too!” This seemed to make her less nervous. “We can totally walk together.”

      “Uh, sure.” Kat's voice suddenly popped into my head telling me to be nice. One of her favorite things to say over the years had been to try harder. Well Kat, here you go.

      The bell rang, releasing hordes of students into the hall. The surrounding noise lessened the need for me and Morgan to talk on our way to class.

      “Here it is.” Morgan led me inside. I found a seat near the back, and she took the one beside me. Did she know these would probably remain our seats all semester?

      A few of her friends walked in, and I was sure she would move, but she just waved to them as they sat near us.

      “Can you say sexy?” Morgan whispered, leaning toward me and nodding toward the man who'd just walked in.

      “Is he Mr. Chase?” someone else said.

      He was young, the youngest teacher I'd ever had. Tall, wide shoulders, styled black hair, and the beginnings of a beard, he was also the hottest teacher I'd ever had. Scratch that - the only hot teacher.

      “Hello,” he said, a thick British accent clear. “I'm Mr. Chase.”

      “Oh my gosh,” Morgan gasped.

      I silently agreed.

      “I am your creative writing teacher,” he continued, doing his best to make eye contact with each person in the small class. “This is my first year at Gulf City High. Before this, I was teaching at a school in Tampa. A little about me, hmmm…” He tapped his long fingers against his chin. “I don't know if you can hear my accent. It's barely there anymore.” Pausing for laughter, he wasn't disappointed. “But I'm from just outside of London. I lived there until I was seventeen. Then I moved to Florida with my mum and went to Uni in Tampa.”

      A girl in the front raised her hand.

      “Yes?”

      “And how old are you now?” She giggled.

      Indulging her, he answered. “Thirty-one. Now,” he continued. “This year we will work on your writing, but it will be fun. Writing should always be fun, or else what's the point of doing it?”

      The class was overwhelmingly female, and he had our rapt attention as he went over the syllabus.

      When class ended, a few girls stayed back, including Morgan, and I used that as my cover to slide out without having to talk to anyone.

      There was no way Calc would be as interesting. I kept my head down as I walked through the crowded hall. If I didn't make eye contact, I wouldn't have to interact.

      It turned out, someone had other ideas. I felt a hand wrap around my upper arm. Remembering Saturday night, my fight instinct kicked in, and I spun around before being pushed into an unused classroom.

      The door shut behind me.

      “What the hell, Jamie?” I yelled, shoving him into the wall as I felt the usual anger he evoked rising.

      “Chill, will you?”

      “Only when you leave me alone.”

      “Here we go again.” He threw his arms up in the air.

      “Look, I didn't mean that how it sounded. I'm just not used to you actually talking to me at school.”

      “It was you who didn't talk to me.” He pointed at me to emphasize his point.

      “That's ridiculous.”

      “You're ridiculous,” he countered.

      “Your mom's ridiculous.”

      A laugh burst out of him. “Did you just 'your momma' me?”

      I smirked. “Ended the argument, didn't it?”

      “I thought you liked arguing with me?”

      “You just make it so easy.” I laughed.

      “Well, do you want to know why I'm making you late to class?” he asked.

      I looked at the clock on the wall and turned toward the door. “Crap. I have to get to Calc.”

      “No, you have to get to the beach.”

      That stopped me. I turned back around and looked up at him. “Why?”

      “There's a storm coming.” He grinned.
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      I wasn't lying exactly. We were expected to be getting a storm next week, but it wouldn't be kicking up the waves quite yet. I was banking on the fact that Callie had been too distracted by the start of school to check herself.

      Skipping the first day of school was probably stupid, but it was senior year and the beach was calling. Plus, I'd been dying to hang out with Cal since the beach party on Saturday. I still had no illusions that she thought of me as someone worthy of her time, someone as good as my brother, Jay, the future lawyer who had everything together. No, I was the screw up of the family and everyone saw that, eventually.

      We stopped to grab my board at my place before driving to Callie's house. I stepped into the bathroom and pulled on my trunks, not bothering with a rash guard this time of year. Plus, I didn't even know if we'd be surfing.

      Callie met me at the front door, board shorts and rash guard in place. Her hair was pulled up in a high ponytail.

      We grabbed her board from the garage, strapped it to the roof, and got in the car.

      Callie fidgeted next to me as the beach came into view.

      “I promised Kat this year would be different,” she mumbled, picking at the hem of her top.

      The year before Callie had gotten in a lot of trouble for skipping school. That was no secret. I'd been around for many of her fights with Kat about it.

      Hitting my palm against the steering wheel, I said “Cal. I should have thought about that.”

      “When the waves come to town, you don't miss their visit.”

      She was right. Good swells were rare this time of year. And it was even more scarce to have two in one week. After Saturday, I was expecting it to be awhile before I would be riding on top of the water again, and I never thought it'd be with Callie McCoy.

      This time of year was notoriously flat, but a storm could change that in a heartbeat. I'd used that to get her here. Please let there be something surfable.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      “Let's just get wet.” She pulled her board out and walked by me, swinging it so I had to jump out of the way to keep from being hit.

      “I could make so many jokes right now, but I won't.” I chuckled.

      “Good, because I'd kill you.”

      “Oh California, sweetheart, you'd try.”

      This time she actually did hit me with her board, stepping up onto the rocks. When she caught sight of the water, she froze.

      “Jamie, where did you hear about the waves?”

      “I just saw a storm was coming and…” I stopped as I saw what she saw.

      It was flat.

      “Nice going, Candy.” The nickname stung as she dropped her board in the sand and stormed down to the water's edge.

      “Look,” I said, walking up behind her. “I'm sorry.”

      “Kat is so going to kill me.” She sat down in the shallow water. In the distance, we could see the sandbar, but no waves broke on it.

      I sat next to her, pushing my hair out of my eyes.

      “Have I told you I hate you today?” she said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “What?”

      “You've never told me why you hate me. I've never been able to figure it out.”

      “The list is too long.”

      “Well, we're already out of school. I have nowhere to be.” I sat still, waiting.

      “First, you're an idiot. You've always been an idiot.”

      “Dumber than a box of bricks, got it.” I nodded for her to keep going.

      “You take nothing seriously. You have this perfect life, and you don't even get it. You're great at soccer without even trying. Everyone loves you. Both your parents are around. And all you do is try to screw it up.”

      I didn't respond to that. She didn't know how untrue those words were. We'd known each other most of our lives, and I suddenly realized she didn't really know me at all.

      “And you call me California.”

      “That's your name,” I said quietly.

      “I tell you to stop, yet you never do. Don't you think there's a reason I don't want you calling me that? You don't listen. You don't really know anything about me.”

      “Yet you're making all these judgments.” I couldn’t keep the anger from my voice. “And you definitely don't know a thing about me.” I got to my feet, brushing off my butt, and walked back toward my car. I couldn't stand to be there one second longer. “One day, Callie,” I called back. “You're going to realize that the reason you don't like anyone has nothing to do with them and everything to do with you. Get in the car. I'm taking you home.”
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      “Callie McCoy,” Kat said as soon as I stepped through the door. She stood with hands on hips and feet planted in the kitchen.

      My feet dragged as I made my way toward her, knowing what was coming.

      “Your first day.” She shook her head, but her eyes never left my face. “I thought this year would be different.”

      “It is.” I slid into a chair at the table.

      “Then why is the school calling me at noon, saying you've missed all your morning classes?”

      “I went to my first class.” At the look on her face, I changed tactics. “Why are you even home?”

      “Because I'm not the only person who works at the diner.”

      “Coulda fooled me. You're always there.”

      “I don't need a commentary on my life, thank you. This is about you and the fact that this year is important.”

      I stood, not wanting to hear more of the same. “I get it. College. Life. Success.”

      She didn't say another word as I walked out. I didn't plan on the whole college thing, but she didn't need to know that yet. How was I going to ever tell her? My grades would probably get me into some podunk school, without all the scholarships my brother would get, but it just wasn't for me. I didn't know what I wanted to do come graduation, but I knew it wasn't that.

      Colby wanted to be a doctor. I just wanted to be happy, if I could figure out how to do that. Kat got a degree in photography and tasted success as a travel photographer before being saddled with us. Mom was different though. She was like me, and I think she was happy.

      I still saw her wide smile through the eyes of a twelve-year-old. Even then, when she was sick, it was there. And being young, I always took it at face value. If you smiled, you were happy. Now I wonder what existed behind it.

      I went into my bedroom and changed out of my surf attire before sitting on my bed and reaching underneath it for the box I always kept there. Lifting off the lid, I pulled out the photos within. My most valuable possessions.

      The first one I saw was my mom with a toddler on each knee. Her eyes shone as she looked at us.

      Flipping through, I found my favorite. She was standing with her arm around a much younger Kat with the beach as a backdrop. A surfboard lay behind them and perfect waves rolled in the distance. They both squinted into the sun with matching pearly white smiles.

      A soft tap on the door snapped me back to reality. Wiping my eyes, I told Kat to come in.

      She pushed open the door and smiled when she took in the pictures surrounding me. Taking care not to sit on any, she lowered herself to the bed beside me.

      “That's my favorite.” She gestured to the picture still in my hands.

      “Mine too,” I admitted, giving her a weak smile.

      “I must have been only like fifteen there.”

      “That'd make mom twenty-five.”

      “She was crazy, your mom.” Kat laughed. “The waves that day were huge, but she wasn't one to back down. And, you know what, she surfed them well. Whenever anyone told her she couldn't do something, she'd do it just to prove them wrong. You remind me so much of her.”

      “Yeah?”

      “It isn't all good.” Kat grew serious. “You couldn't tell her to do anything she didn't want to do. Sometimes I thought she tried to get in trouble.”

      “Like having us.”

      Kat was quiet for a long moment. “No. Your father was not in the picture, but she never once thought that what he gave her wasn't good. You and your brother were the best part of her life.”

      I leaned back into my pillows to hide my face as tears welled in my eyes.

      “I just worry about you, kid. I see you closing yourself off to people, and that was not who your mother was. At the same time, I wish you'd take things seriously.”

      I protested, and she put her hand up to stop me.

      “Things other than surfing,” she clarified.

      The bed shifted as she stood. “You and Colby were the best things that ever happened to your mother, and you were also the best things that happened to me.”

      I wiped my eyes, watching her as she left my room.

      Spending the rest of the day in my room, I watched videos on my computer. Around five, the front door slammed and voices drifted past my room.

      “You missed school,” Colby was saying. “Is it any wonder coach made you run extra laps?”

      “It's just not fair. I'm the best forward we have,” Jamie groused.

      “Excuse me? Cocky much?”

      “My point is that coach shouldn't be running me ragged if he expects me to play well in our first game tomorrow.”

      Just what I needed. I sighed, banging my head against the door frame.

      “Cal,” Colby called.

      “I'm right here.” I stepped into view, avoiding Jamie's eyes. That wasn't a problem because he was doing the same.

      “Kat called and said she'd be at the diner 'til late, but she doesn't need us tonight.”

      “Fine.” I turned to walk back into my room.

      “You hungry?” he asked. “We're ordering a pizza.”

      “Sure.” I turned to face him again. “Hawaiian?”

      He scrunched up his face. “If by that you mean sausage and pepper, then yes.”

      “Okay. Let me know when it's here.”

      Forty-five minutes later I was sitting at the kitchen table across from Jamie, with Colby on my left and the pizza in front of me. I kept my mouth full so I wouldn't have to talk, but Jamie did enough of that for all of us.

      “I can't believe you're going out with Amelia,” Colby said.

      Jamie feigned nonchalance. “It's been a while since Jess.”

      Jess was the girl he'd dated over the summer.

      “I wouldn't call two weeks exactly long,” I snapped. Where did that come from?

      “Oh, she speaks.” Colby cupped his hands around his mouth, ignorant of the daggers Jamie and I were shooting at each other. “I was wondering where my sister went.”

      “Two weeks is long enough when you have a chance with a girl like Amelia.” Jamie shrugged. “Anyway, enough about her. How is my dear brother doing without the love of his life by his side at college?”

      I clenched my fist on the table. “We're not… ugh… you know what? It doesn't matter. I do not need to explain myself or my friendship with Jay to the likes of you.”

      I pushed my chair back and shot to my feet before storming away and slamming my door. Jamie's chuckling permeated the thin walls.

      “I've gotta take a leak.” I heard him tell my brother.

      I paced the length of my room, clenching and unclenching my fists. Before I realized it had opened, my bedroom door shut, and I spun around to find myself face to face with the infuriating blond soccer phenom himself.

      “What do you think you're doing?” I asked as the breath left my lungs, and he stepped closer.

      He took me by the shoulders and pressed me up against the wall. His head dipped, and he was kissing me before I could even think. I didn't respond. Instead, I pushed at his chest, and he released me.

      “What?” I breathed.

      “It's just that you're hot when you're angry.” He grinned.

      The heat rose in my face. “You can't just go kissing people.”

      “Why not?” He shrugged, laughing as I moved out of the way to let him walk out the door.

      As I watched him go, I realized that he really thought he could do whatever he wanted. I ran a finger across my still tingling lips, knowing full well it had meant nothing. It was an impulse. I should have been angry, but all I could think was that I wanted to do it again. That thought turned into guilt when I looked at my ringing phone to see Jay's name lighting up the screen.

      Throwing my phone as if it'd burned me, I sank onto my bed, unable to do much else.
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      The taste of Callie's lips still lingered on mine as I punched out a response to Amelia's millionth text of the day. Okay, I was exaggerating, but the girl was already getting on my nerves, and we hadn't even gone out yet. I ran into her after soccer practice. It was only hours after seeing Callie, and my anger hadn't abated. I needed something to distract me from the girl I'd wanted for so long. The girl that I couldn't have for many reasons. Both our brothers being some of them.

      “Dude, we need to talk,” Colby had said as soon as I got to practice.

      “What's up?” I bent down, pretending to tie my shoe. Something in his tone told me I wouldn't like what he was about to say.

      “Did you skip with Callie this morning?”

      I straightened up, but still didn't look him in the eye. “Yeah.”

      He let out an exasperated sigh. “Man, I know you've had this weird obsession with protecting her over the years, but she doesn't need any of your head games.”

      “I don't play games.” He leveled me with a stare, and I finally met his eyes, releasing a long breath. “Fine. Jamie. Bad.”

      “She's my sister, ya know?” he went on.

      “We're friends,” I stated. “Sort of. That's it.” Then I said the one thing that killed me to admit. “Plus, you think my brother would ever forgive me if I went there?”

      Coach interrupted us then and set us on a grueling practice. By the time Amelia found me, I was sitting on the bench with a towel thrown over my head. Colby went ahead to the locker room, leaving us alone.

      Exhaustion. Anger. Whatever else I was feeling. It all led to me asking her to dinner. She graced me with a wide smile and hadn't stopped texting me since.

      Date set, I threw my phone on my bedside table and laid down.

      Why the hell had I kissed Callie?

      I didn't even like her in that moment, but something drew me to her. That mouth. So sweet. It wasn't the first time my lips acted independently of my mind. In fact, that was how I usually operated. But not with her. Not with my best friend's sister, the girl my brother loved. He'd never told me he loved her, but the way they were together was obvious.

      Groaning, I closed my eyes, trying to forget my impulsiveness.

      Before I could fall asleep, my bedroom door crashed open, and my father's imposing figure filled the space.

      “Dad.” I sighed, sitting up to face him.

      “I got a call from the school today,” his voice boomed. “Skipping on your first day. I shouldn't have been surprised. When will you stop being such a disappointment, James?”

      “I guess when you stop expecting things from me.” I clicked on the light beside my bed, his face coming into view.

      “Impertinence,” he growled, lunging for the bed.

      I didn't fight it. That'd only make it worse. It was one of the more important lessons I'd learned as a kid. The other was that my face was safe and covering it only exposed my ribs.

      Dad grabbed my arm with his vice-like grip. I didn't make a sound, and the pain radiated out from where his fingers dug into my skin. His fist collided with the right side of my chest. When he released me, I realized I was lucky that was all I'd gotten. He never did damage that could be noticed. A smart one - my dad.

      “Shape up, Son.” He loomed over me for a moment longer before turning and leaving with as much power as he'd come.

      “Don't call me son,” I murmured when his back was out of sight.

      Routine took over from there. I got up, wincing as a bruise formed where I'd been hit. Shutting the door, I went to my desk and pulled out a few aspirins. In the bathroom, I popped them in my mouth and cupped my hands under the water, slurping it the best I could.

      Lifting my arm, I touched the new bruise while examining it in the mirror.

      “Ass,” I muttered to myself, shutting off the light and crawling back into bed. I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow.
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