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My eyes closed, and I let out a ragged breath. I could pick him out of a crowded mall during the holidays by the familiar cologne mixed with his unique scent alone. It wafted ahead of him now and set every inch of me on fire.

“Would you like to dance?” The memory of his husky, deep voice paired with Old Spice had led to more than one sleepless night over the past year.

I gazed up slowly, opening my eyes, and trying to force my face into a neutral, friendly expression. Didn’t want the whole place thinking I was a giddy schoolgirl with a crush on teacher — even if it was closer to the truth than I’d like to admit. The late afternoon sun streamed in from the three glass walls surrounding us and highlighted the muscles straining against his fitted black tux and neon pink vest paired to maximize “wedding picture perfection,” as it caressed every familiar inch of him. I thought about pinching myself. Stolen glances and whispers were one thing. Him leading me out on the dance floor to the sound of Brad Paisley’s “We Danced,” was a whole ’nother level. Get it together, Shelby.

“Uh, huh.” My voice squeaked out a reply. Oh, yeah, real good.

His half-cocked grin made me a little light-headed, and it took me a second to remember there were other people in the room—the consequence of his gaze on me. Things got real dangerous real quick.

I took my time standing so the wispy material of my gossip-worthy, figure-hugging bridesmaid dress didn’t catch on anything and knock me off my matching pink four-inch heels. All I needed was to fall and draw attention to myself. Surely, everyone else could feel the heat radiating off us. I glanced around. It didn’t look like anyone else was paying us any mind. Pure paranoia on my part, then. 

We looked like we were going to prom or something. God. Prom. Ezra. Oh, yeah, that guy. That boyfriend who took me to prom like a month ago. Sweet, nerdy, wiry Ezra, who will probably never fill out a tux the way Graham filled out this one. I bit my lip. Dang it. Sweet Ezra was made for thinking, not doing. Graham still had the body of the teenage farm boy he’d been not long ago. Though he probably spent more time in the gym now than in the fields.

Graham took my hand and led me to the dance floor in the corner, set up against the only solid wall. Ezra isn’t here. And he’s never looked at me with such fire in his eyes. I glanced around again. Someone would notice, right? Heat crept across my cheeks and other hidden places at the expression on Graham’s face. But it was gone quick before anyone else could notice.

My body burned, ached, where Graham touched it, and I forgot how to breathe for a minute. Familiar faces across the small gathering hall smiled at us. How were they all smiling? People were witnessing this and couldn’t feel it? Was I crazy? Maybe this was just another hormone-filled dream. Maybe I should try to pinch myself.

During one of my sweeps around the dance floor, I saw my Momma sneak out the back with the out-of-town guest she’d met at the start of the reception. Well, not pure fantasy then. I sighed. No one noticed her, either. Despite feeling exposed, no one paid us any attention. He held me so close. No “room for Jesus” like they taught us, on the rare occasions they talked about dancing - usually they discouraged it. Maybe it was silly of me to think anyone was paying us any special attention, but my cheeks flamed. The closeness brought flashes of the last time we’d been this close, and just how perfectly Graham and I fit together.  

Graham pushed a lock of hair behind my ear, slowly, and I leaned my face into his hand for a second. He pulled his hand away like my face had burned him, and I stood straight, shaking my head a little to clear it. I flashed him a full grin, confident, for once, I looked nice. My hair was curled, and my makeup was perfect, all thanks to the bride. It was really nice to show him I could look pretty for once since he normally saw me in jeans and a well-worn T-shirt. Not that it kept him from looking like he was undressing me with his eyes when he was sure no one was paying attention. 

“So, where’s your pretty wife tonight?” Polite Southern manners meant I should ask. Nothing said either of us had to like it. I’d loved her so much until last summer when I switched to loving him more. Now, the thought and sight of her nauseated me. 

“She’s working. Her father’s getting too far along and can’t spare her often.” His head turned, eyes scanning the room. Maybe I’d spooked him with the reference to her. Maybe I’d been wrong, and he was just dancing with me for something to do. This was all just in my head. But as he looked back at me, his eyes shone, and his hand slid down to the small of my back. A good bit lower than his married hand should be on a back that didn’t belong to his wife. His eyes met mine, and the world slipped away again. He pressed his hand deeper into my back, his fingers digging into me just a touch.

I ached in response. I bit the inside of my cheek to ground myself, to keep myself focused. A trick I overheard my Momma telling one of her boyfriends once. If she’d known, she’d probably have a sick sense of pride. I tried to remember the current conversation. His wife, right? Keep it together, Shelb. Her dad’s sick with something. I brought my eyes back up to ask, and Graham was staring at my chest. 

Everything went white hot for a moment. I had to be imagining this. The neckline was just barely appropriate for a Christian wedding, and Graham wasn’t some high school pervert. He was a mature, older man. If anything, I was the one having perverted thoughts. He reached toward my chest, and I held my breath. My heart did its best impression of a marching band when the team scored a touchdown as he pulled a stray piece of confetti off my left shoulder.  

“Oh.” I gasped, releasing my breath. “What do they do again?”

He cocked an eyebrow and gave me a sideways grin. Probably amused by my clear panic attack. We had to keep talking about something safe to keep us focused. Like his wife. Though I was sure it was just me. Just my obsessive imagination. A one-time thing for him. He probably didn’t even remember it. His hand had just slipped down my back earlier, and he was used to dancing with his wife, so he hadn’t noticed.

“They own a little bed-and-breakfast right outside of town. All the guests for the wedding are staying there.” He scanned the room once again, gave a brief nod, and leaned a hair closer to speak right in my ear. “You’re looking mighty fine tonight.”

“You look pretty good yourself,” I whispered my answer, biting my bottom lip. It was Graham’s turn to blush, and it only made him more handsome as his cheeks matched the ginger flecks in his dark strawberry-blonde hair.

At the end of the song, we stood still for a bit, and I figured he was going to dance with someone else. So, I reached up to embrace him. His eyes widened for a brief second, then softened. In our church, a hug was like a handshake. It’d almost be weirder if we didn’t hug.

Most of our church people were good enough that they’d almost need to catch us in a compromising position themselves to even suspect anything. But some of the more vicious gossipers would have me carrying his love child by tonight. The leaders of the local gossip mill at least tried to keep respectable families like the Holloways out of the phone tree until they had verified information. But hanging out with the likes of me, or worse, my Momma, was some pretty juicy stuff. They’d have a hard time resisting. His wife, missing from the event, would only add to the whispers.  

The heat creeping into my body as he pulled me tight into his muscular arms and whispered in my ear was a different sort of blush altogether.  

“You can’t have it.” As he finished speaking, he frowned, his eyes scrunched. The same expression I saw in the mirror after every time I saw him with his wife. I attempted a smile, squeezed his hand, and went to pull away. But he took me back in his arms as the familiar refrain of Lonestar’s “Amazed” filled the room.  

I tried to keep my voice steady. Blinking hard to keep my eyes dry. If I started crying, it’d be the last bit of proof the rumor mill needed. Whispers were already circulating about one of the youth leaders in town running around with a student, but there weren’t any names or specific churches yet. The consequences were enough to dry my eyes right up. I longed for him, but I wasn’t my Momma. I could be a good girl. I’d been a good girl. I wanted to be a good girl.

“What can’t I have?” I kept my voice a whisper. A shudder traveled down my body at his breath on my neck as his arms, firm around my waist, pulled me a little bit closer.

“The part of me you want.” He let me go as suddenly as he’d pulled me close. I caught a glimmer in his eye as he started toward the exit.

I scanned the room to see if anyone was paying me any attention before I followed him. The DJ had just announced the money dance, so most people were watching the bride and groom in the center of the dance floor as people started making their way to dance with one or the other. Now was as safe a time as any to follow him out. When I reached the door, I peeked out and saw Graham turning the corner to the alley behind the building.

“Hey.” 

He had one knee bent with his foot and back propped up against the only solid wall the building had, hiding us from everybody inside.

“Dammit, Shelby, dancing with you was hard enough, now. I can’t be alone with you, even with most of our church here to keep me from sinning.”

“What’d I do wrong?” My voice was a bit wobblier than I would have liked. What was I doing? Why had I followed him? I should have stayed inside, where it was safe, where no one could get any wrong ideas. I bit my bottom lip and scrunched my face to stop myself from crying. The unshed tears burned the back of my eyes as I turned away.

“You were born perfect.” He leaned over my shoulder, whispering into my ear. 

What a weird thing to say. He can’t believe it, right? Wyn was perfect. Ezra was pretty near perfect. 

His breath on my neck and bare shoulders kicked any more of those thoughts out of my head with a shudder. 

“Hush now. I’m nowhere near perfect, and nobody, not even you, thinks I am.” I turned, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath, inhaling his cologne, which shot lightning through my entire body.  

“How do you know what I think?” His eyes burned bright as he spoke. 

Dang it, Graham! One minute, telling me I can’t have him, then telling me the sweetest nonsense. For more than a year, every time he could, he’d told me things like this. Pure torture. Only a handful of times, but enough. Making me long for the next time he could touch me.

He ran his thumb under my left eye, brushing away the single tear I’d been unable to keep back. He leaned back against the wall. I leaned against the wall across the alley from him, as far away as possible in the small space.  

“I know you’re in love with me, darling. Every time I look into those eyes, I see it, and I have to resist you all over again.” 

Sexy, Irish-James Dean, all but telling me this is my fault. Of course. I was supposed to resist him. But how could I? 

“I’ll be out of your hair at school next week, and you won’t have to worry about me.” I choked the words out as the tears continued to burn the back of my eyes. I hoped the town gossips would think I was crying about the wedding. The bride had been my babysitter growing up, and she’d dated my brother—a few tears were more than in order. Of course, I’d committed the ultimate sin following Graham out here, so it’d be my fault if the rumors started.  

I stared at him for a couple of seconds, smiled, and figured I had to end this. I had to go back inside before anyone started talking. Before I really turned into my Momma. If he couldn’t protect himself, I had to do it for him. If I loved him as much as I thought I did, the only thing I could do was turn around and walk away.

“This isn’t hard because I’m afraid of hurting you.”  

I could barely hear him over the air conditioner, trying its best to cool a hundred souls suffering a Southern summer in the all-glass building some inexperienced Yankee must have designed.  

“Yeah?” My answer forced past the knot in my throat. His arms circled my waist, and I leaned into him as his lips brushed my ear. I knew I shouldn’t, but every nerve in my body lit up. I could not resist him.

“I’m afraid I won’t be able to when it’s time.” 

When was the time? Wasn’t now the time? Wasn’t it always the time?

I yipped as his lips grazed my ear and he pulled away, my body still hot where his had been, my ear tingling. My body was awake everywhere, making it hard for my mind to focus.

I turned to meet his smoky gray gaze. I needed him to kiss me more than I needed air. But I took some anyway. “I’ll miss you when I’m gone.”

“I know.” His eyes locked onto mine. For a minute, the air was thick. Then, he shook his head and shaped his mouth into a smile not quite reaching his eyes. “So, whatever happened to your boy? Ethan, Elliot?”  

My eyes shifted, searching my brain. “Ezra?” My skin could pick up every flap of a bug’s wing in a five-inch radius, but my brain was all fogged up. “Um, he couldn’t come tonight.”  

“Mm mm. So, what do you think about these kids getting married?”  

“Melanie and Jason? Whatcha talking about? They’re only like a day or two younger than you, right?”  

“Yeah, I guess.” His eyes went a little glassy.

We laughed uncomfortably for a couple of seconds, the air sizzling and sticky, and then he stepped closer, putting his hands on the wall on either side of my head. My breath caught, my mind cleared, and my heart beat near out of my chest as his lips inched dangerously close to mine.  
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Someone cleared their throat, and Graham closed his eyes briefly and grimaced before quickly pulling away. The familiar voice was like a bucket of cold water right over my head. 

“There ya are.” Cadence stood at the corner of the alley. Well, crap. My heart raced. I sure hoped she hadn’t overheard anything to get us in trouble. But then, seeing us like this wasn’t a whole heap better. 

“Graham.” Cady cut her eyes at him. 

Even directed at him, the look raised the hair on the back of my neck.

“Cadence.” Cady had broken up with his brother. Never could figure out why these two hated each other so much.

“Come on, Wyn’s been lookin’ for you.” Cady grabbed my hand and yanked me toward the door.  

“Yes ma’am, I’m a comin’.” I removed my hand from hers and rubbed my shoulder. “Don’t gotta rip my arm off.” Wyn knew Cady, and I didn’t get along, but the one thing we had in common was we’d do anything for her. She’d better be doing something real important to send Cady after me. 

“Fine.” Cady ran a smoothing hand down her white skirt and pushed her long black hair behind her ear. She’d always had shiny, perfect hair, which only existed in shampoo commercials and the lucky Native girls, I guess. We had a great-great MawMaw in common who had lived on the tribal lands a few hours north. The only thing I got was some high cheekbones. Cady would’ve fit right in with our relatives on the reservation.

She stopped abruptly, spinning around on her heels. I almost slammed right into her face. “You need to be careful with him.” Her face twisted in some weird way I couldn’t decipher. She almost looked like she was in pain. “He’s a real piece of work.” 

“What do you know about it? You broke up with Sammy, not Graham.”  

She rolled her eyes. Gosh, she got on my nerves. 

“Whatever. I don’t wantcha getting’ into trouble.” For just an instant, she frowned before flicking her shampoo hair over her shoulder. “You realize he’s married, right? And we all know you don’t care about cheating on little Ezra.”    

“Why thank you, Captain Obvious.” I bit my lip and fought the urge to gnaw on my fancy wedding manicure. “We’re not all as boy-crazy as you.” I balled my fists at my side and felt my cheeks and neck turn red. Take a deep breath, and calm down. She wasn’t talking about Graham. I’d kissed other boys in the past two years at parties. People had obviously told her.  

“Your trailer trashiness comes out when you’re angry, Shel.” She turned on her heel and stormed off. 

God, she was rude. What Wyn saw in her, I’d never know. But I’d definitely hit a nerve. The class picked her as the senior flirt in our yearbook, and it made her mad as a hornet. It’d been a toss-up between us. But the rumors about me were exaggerated. Perhaps her reputation wasn’t.

Back inside, the DJ had dimmed the lights, the desired romantic effect slightly ruined by the Southern August evening light streaming through the large windows. If they’d wanted darkness, they should have gotten married later than five o’clock. I scanned the room and found Wyn. Cady walked in and sat down next to our friend, tapping her fingers in an annoying rhythm as I slid down across from her and next to our friend.  

Pink and white gauzy material draped from the ceiling, covering just the top of the windows, and bouquets sat in vases up on the walls. Thirty round, ten-person tables covered in white tablecloths with neon pink flower centerpieces filled one side of the room. A couple of tables off to the side held food, dessert, pink punch, sweet tea, and a tall wedding cake with pink icing details. The music played upbeat popular country songs, and couples flooded the part of the room set up for dancing while a small group of younger singles either danced all together or stood to one side with drinks in hand.    

“So, which one were you out back with?” Wyn spared me a glance and then turned her eyes back to the party. 

“Whatever do you mean, Wynter dear?”    

She shot me the glare I knew her full name would elicit. “I saw you eyeballing the groomsmen during the weddin’, but I couldn’t figure out which one you were makin’ eyes at.”    

Wyn was eyeballing somebody on the dance floor herself, something fierce, which was news to me. She’d pined after Hugh Grant and Colin Firth during sleepovers at my house, but she’d never so much as hinted at a real-life crush. I tried to follow her gaze, but couldn’t figure out who she was staring at. My stomach tightened further. Why hadn’t she trusted me with her crush? We shared everything. Well, almost everything.

“Look.” Wyn tore her stare away from the dance floor. She put her hand on mine. “I’m your best frien’. I understand sometimes the whole monogamy thing is a foreign concept…”

“C’mon, now.” I narrowed my eyes.   

“— your Momma’s doing.”  

“Low blow.” She was not usually rude. What had her feathers so ruffled?    

“You know, I just tell you like it is. Are you trying to say your Momma hasn’t done a real number on you?”  

She usually told it a little nicer. “Fine. Now, whatcha trying to say?”  

“Like my Momma always says, ‘Love the sinner, not the sin.’ I’m not crazy about what you do, but I love you. You’re an amazin’ person and friend.”  

“Aww, well, so are you, Wyn.”  

“Until you decide whether Ezra is the one for you — and you know I’m solid Team Ezra — I will not be the one to tell him about your extracurricular activities. This definitely makes me a horrible person.”  

“No, you’re a great person.” Cady chimed in with her two cents. 

Wyn turned to look at Cady, blinking in apparent surprise. I guess she’d forgotten she was there.

“For once, Cady and I agree.” Probably my imagination, but I could’ve sworn my skin felt a little slimy. 

Wyn covered her face with her hands for a second, sighed, and came back up for air, facing me. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do with you two. Anyway, Shelby, I can’t help if you don’t tell me everythin’.”    

“Uh-huh, pretty sure you just want the details. Like he’d do anythin’.” I snorted. The vision of Ezra attempting to challenge the much larger Graham over me was hilarious. But I was certain neither would bother putting up a fight for me.    

“Graham.” Cady’s voice broke through my thoughts. She smirked as she revealed my “big secret.” She was going to be the death of me.  

“Pardon?” Wyn turned back to face Cady. 

“She was out there with Graham.” Cady continued, enjoying it way too much. “Looked like they were two seconds away from kissin’.”  

“Oh, um, well, okay.” Wyn examined her hands for a second, then resumed her laser-like focus on the dance floor. I stared at her, a little confused but unwilling to question her. She was the Cady expert, not me. Instead, after a moment, I continued trying to figure out the object of Wyn’s affection.  

“What?” Cady’s voice rose in pitch.

Wyn gestured for Cady to lower her voice. “Shh, now!”  

“She’s liked an unavailable guy before. If you recall correctly, Ezra was dating an adorable age-appropriate girl when our girl here set her sights on him.” 

“He’s not inappropriate, Cady!” I crossed my arms over my chest.    

At the same time, overlapping my statement, Wyn snapped her head toward Cady. “Pot meet kettle.”   

My mouth dropped open. I watched as they threw the conversation back and forth like a ping-pong game. Wyn did not talk like this to anyone, especially Cady. She must know something incredibly juicy, which had upset her pretty bad. I rubbed my hands together.

“Don’t y’all be ugly at these people’s weddin’, now. Don’t make me go find y’all’s Mommas.” An older lady at a nearby table reprimanded us.  

“Sorry, ma’am.” I waved at her. She looked me up and down, clicked her tongue, and shook her head.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Cady stammered, her voice quieter but her face red.  

“Oh, you know what it means.” Her hands lay politely in her lap, her voice steady.    

“I don’t have to take this verbal beating. And, Shelby, before you try convincing anyone else you did nothing with Graham, you might want to go fix your hair.” Cady stalked off straight for the food table, grabbing one of the fancy little bowls of gumbo and flower-shaped pieces of cornbread.  

I patted my hair down and shot her a grin. “Wyn, have I ever told you you’re as pretty as a peach when you’re mad, and you’re looking mighty peachy today.”    

Wyn’s brown hair was curled into ringlets, and a yellow dress livened her features. The natural flush from her fight with Cady only made her look prettier. “Stop it. You’re just trying to butter me up for information.”    

“No, you look real pretty. I’m surprised your parents let you leave the house today. A man might have inappropriate thoughts. But you’re not wrong; I do want to know what that was all about.” I gestured in the direction of Cady.  Wyn never made anybody mad, especially not people she cared about. 

“She kissed Graham.”    

The words punched me in the gut. 

“She did what now? When? Today? I don’t believe it. That slut!”  

“Hush, now, most of these people go to church with us. Though I do agree with the sentiment. Why would she cheat on Sammy with Graham?” Wyn glanced down for a brief second, but not before I saw her face turn redder.  

“Sammy?” My eyes raced back and forth, my chest heavy. What does Sammy… Oh. “She kissed him when she was dating Sammy? That’s why they broke up?” I reached across to pat her hand. “And, he’s who you like?” Whew, boy. This was a mess. Sammy Holloway was not at all right for her.  She nodded.    

“Why didn’t you tell me?” My stomach did a flip. I’d hope Wyn knows she can trust me. 

She shrugged her shoulders. 

“You shouldn’t be havin’ to try so hard to keep up with him out there. What kind of guy wears a pink suit and fire-engine red hair to a weddin’? Or at all.” We sat in silence watching Sammy and his twin, Luke, high-five and fist-bump their way through Toby Keith’s “How Do You Like Me Now.” A weird choice for a wedding, but, what do I know? I grinned. Their smiles and energy were contagious. Everyone around them joined in their fun. But Wyn wasn’t a Sammy kind of girl, and Sammy was the instigator there. “Are you sure about Sammy? You’re real smart, a brilliant singer, drop-dead gorgeous. You can do a heck of a lot better than him.”  

“What does that even mean? I can’t.”  

“Where’d my sassy, bossy best friend go? Suddenly, you’re shy and have no self-esteem. Can I go punch your Momma in the face now, please?” 

I stood, and she grabbed my wrist, shaking her head at me slightly.    

“You know better.”  

I sighed. “Yeah, yeah, I know.”  

“I can’t explain why I like the guy. He’s funny and excitin’ — he’s got a very quirky sort of charm. When he looks me in the eye, I feel like I’m the most important person in the world.” 

I rested my head on my hands and stared the twins down for a moment. “True. He is kinda hot, even after he ruined his hair. And he wasn’t voted class clown in the yearbook for nothing.”  

“Right.”  

“And, when the boy talks to you, you’re the center of the dang universe. But why Sammy? Luke’s much hotter.” And he’d been pining after Wyn for as long as I’d known him. I had thought there was plenty of time to send her in his direction since they were so perfect for each other. Maybe there was still a chance, but it wasn’t like you could pick who you loved.  

“They’re identical twins. One can’t be ‘hotter’ than the other.”  

“Umm, excuse me, Miss. Hotness is not only about what somebody looks like. You gotta factor in presence, personality, and a whole mess of other things. Luke’s got the whole man of mystery and few words thing goin’ for him. I don’t know why girls aren’t all over him. He’s got all the good things Sammy’s got, plus a few extra.” Except maybe the humor. I’d never heard him speak enough to know if he had a good sense of humor.

“Well, why don’t you date him then if he’s so great?”  

I raised my eyebrow at her. “Well, I’ve already got a boyfrien’. And I don’t reckon Luke’s interested in me.”  

“Why not?”

“I think he’s got his eyes set on somebody else. Besides, isn’t he stayin’ here with you in the fall?”  

“Yes, he is. Sammy’s off to the city with you. And he’s datin’ Lindz, so there’s no point, anyway.” She sighed heavily, leaning back in her chair, the weight of the world on her shoulders.

“Hmm. They won’t last. You, my dear, are dazzling. If you want Sammy, we’ll figure it out, though you’d be better off going after Luke. I’d date him if I were single.”    

“Yeah, sure, but is there anyone you wouldn’t date?” Wyn gave me a playful smirk.  

I put a hand on my heart, miming a pained expression. “Oh, who are you, and what have you done with my sweet friend? And, yes, Miss Smarty Pants, I wouldn’t date Sammy.”  

Wyn stuck her tongue out at me, and I stuck out mine as we collapsed into giggles on the table before being interrupted.
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Wyn shushed me with her finger to her lips and stared at something above my head. 

I shut up quick as I turned to find four identical green eyes and two almost matching grins staring down at us. In the short time we’d lost track of them, Graham’s twin brothers Sammy and Luke had wandered over to us. Wyn’s eyes were wide as she glanced between the twins, and I lost the fight with a last nervous laugh. Luke mirrored Wyn’s straight face, though his mouth curved just a little at the edges. Sammy’s thin, pale lips turned up in a bright smile. The twins had matching skinny noses, milky pale skin, and a whole mess of freckles covering their faces. And, since I’d never seen either of them, I figured the rest of their slim bodies were the same. But that’s where the similarities ended. Luke wore a dressy black button-up, his best jeans, and black lace-up dress boots. Sammy had somehow found a suit that looked like he’d exploded a bottle of pink stomach medicine all over himself. His accessories matched his fire engine red hair.

“What’s got y’all so tickled?” Sammy shook his head, flinging the hair out of his eyes. For school, it had always been black or dark red, just short enough to keep him out of trouble. He’d shown up to graduation, his head ablaze like a fire engine. And it didn’t look like he’d had a haircut since. Meanwhile, Luke’s auburn hair was short, sensible, and spiked up with some kind of gel or something.  

“Well, clearly, brother, they’re talkin’ ‘bout that suit you found on the Internet.” Luke chuckled, the twins’ nearly identical tenor a few octaves higher than their older brother’s deep, husky bass.  

“I was about to say the same thing.” I took a sip of my pink punch and almost choked. It was sweeter than my MawMaw’s tea, God rest her soul.  

Sammy and Wyn both frowned and blushed.  

“Hush your mouth, Shelby Marshall.” Wyn cut her eyes at me and kicked me under the table. “Did you gentlemen need something?”  

“We came to ask you two lovely ladies to dance.” Sammy grinned at her like a possum.  

“Don’t you have a girlfrien’?” I crossed my legs, guarding my shin with my shoe in case Wyn kicked me again.  

“Don’t you?” He cocked his eyebrow at me. 

“I’m fairly certain Ezra’s a boy.”  

Sammy hooted and shot me a half-smirk. “More’n likely. But I thought us Holloway boys got a special pass from ol’ Ezra…” He locked eyes with me, his gaze intense. “… after watchin’ you with our brother.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up, and goosebumps covered me. He didn’t know anything. He and Graham weren’t close. But with that smirk, it was like he’d read my thoughts or something. “Well, um, I guess. I mean, yes, of course, he trusts me …”   

“All right, then, so does Lindz. But, if you’re worried, how about you and me dance, and you can keep me in line?”  

Well, crap, this had been a great chance to nudge Sammy and Wyn together.  

“Sure, unless, of course, your brother was anglin’ to ask me.” I shot a hopeful smile at Luke.  

“Nah, if it’s all the same to you, I’d like to dance with the lovely Miss Wynter here.” Luke’s rural, Southern drawl was thicker than either of his brothers’, but it suited him just fine, what with his whole cowboy-farmer style—the only one of the Holloway brothers who embraced the farmer’s lifestyle.

“Well, aren’t you just precious?” I stood, whispering in his ear as I stepped past. “She prefers Wyn, though.”  

“Duly noted.” He tipped an imaginary hat at me. Wow! A little too much, Luke. But then, maybe some over-the-top nonsense would win him some points with Wyn, since it was Sammy’s whole thing.

“M’lady.” Sammy held out his hand and led me to the dance floor, which was about half full. Our church didn’t discourage dancing, but it wasn’t too happy about it either. Tim McGraw’s “It’s Your Love” filled the room. Luke and Wyn maintained a proper “room for Jesus” distance. Sammy yanked me tighter than Graham had. I gasped. He stared into my eyes with the same hair-raising intensity from earlier. Confused, I let him hold me close. He smelled kind of like Graham but with some type of flowery, but still manly, cologne. He slid his hand down my back, and I shuddered as it stopped in the curve a couple of inches above inappropriate. A pleasant, tingly sensation washed over my skin. What was this?

“Ya all right?” He raised his left eyebrow, and the same side of his mouth went with it. An odd but adorable expression I’d never seen before, so I couldn’t decipher it. I looked forward to getting to know his expressions better. What a random thought. 

“Um, uh-huh.” I went to step away a little, but his arm around my waist tightened and held me in place. Not rude, just firm. I didn’t want to make a scene, and he probably didn’t even realize what he was doing. Besides, it felt nice, and while we both had significant others, the risk of gossip was much lower than with Graham.  

“So, where’s your girlfrien’ tonight?” The déjà vu hit me hard, even if Sammy and Graham couldn’t be more different.  

“She had another one of her family gatherin’s. You know, they’re always doing somethin’. They’re real close.”  

“Isn’t everybody?” Especially in this town. Nobody could breathe without their MawMaw knowing except me. Nobody cared, or everybody did. Depending on the day. Glad I won’t be here tomorrow to see what kind of day today was. Though I knew Wyn would be sure to let me know.  

“I guess. My family isn’t like hers, though. Neither is yours.”  

“Well, sure. But nobody’s family is like mine.” I waved my hand.  

He winced. “Mm, yeah. Sorry.”  

“Hmph, for what? Statin’ the obvious? Isn’t your fault.” Hard for people with normal, happy families to wrap their minds around mine. Or to remember it might be awkward to talk about it. Ryder trying his best to figure out how to cook us supper. Both of us figuring out how to help each other do homework, helping with the subjects we were better at. Taking turns reading library books and falling asleep cuddled up in my bed, until Momma came barreling in the door “quietly” giggling and shushing whoever she’d brought home that night. 

I turned my face back to Sammy. Be here. Not there. No use wallowing.

We’d danced in silence for a minute, but it wasn’t awkward, and all of a sudden, he spun me. It sure was convenient he was holding me so tight, because this move almost knocked me over in the ridiculous heels Melanie had made us wear. At least it was a slow song. Otherwise, I’d have broken my neck.  

“Hey, now, why do you figure we’ve never been close?” 

Seemed like we were pretty darn close right now. But I knew that wasn’t what he meant. “You gettin’ all nostalgic on me, end of school and all?” I wrinkled my eyebrows and frowned before glancing to check on Wyn, who flashed Luke all of her teeth before laughing at something he said.  

“Sure, why not?” His voice went up at the end like he was asking. “Just humor me.”  

“We ran in different circles. You always had a girlfrien’.” And Cady would have killed me if I talked to you. 

“So? I can still have frien’s.”  

“Girls did not want to give their boyfriends a chance to find out if I’d earned my reputation or not. Every girl you ever dated — especially Cady, my best frenemy — told me to stay the heck away from you.”  

“Oh yeah?” He quirked the side of his mouth.  

“Do you see me smilin’?”  

“Yes.”  

I furrowed my brow. Huh, I did seem to have a grin. “Well, I’m not jokin’. If they didn’t say it out loud, they cut their eyes at me plenty good enough. Besides, I don’t remember you tryin’ to be my frien’. Most boys only wanted one thin’ from me, anyway.” 

Our eyes met, and I issued my own challenge this time.  

“And I guess that was out of the question.” He held my gaze for a few seconds, and then Luke’s laugh drew his attention.  

What? We’d known each other for years now, and he’d said maybe two words to me. He’d had like five girlfriends, and I’d only dated Ezra. He’d had plenty of time to tell me he liked me. No. Sammy Holloway did not have a crush on me. Of course, just like every other boy in school, it didn’t mean he didn’t entertain fantasies fueled by rumors. I sighed. But no, even dating Cady, I’d thought better of him. He came from a pretty religious family. I whispered, “Sammy, are you drunk or somethin’?”  

“What?” His eyes met mine again, his eyebrows drawn together, and his mouth twisted into a slight frown at the edges, flapping one of his hands. “Of course not. Just one of those weird, sappy moments, I guess. Look at those two.” He pointed at Luke and Wyn.  

“He likes her a lot, huh?” My heart warmed seeing them getting along so well. She needed sweet, simple Luke, not Sammy. So much better for everyone.

“Oh, yeah.” He whistled under his breath.  

“Sometimes it’s obvious to everybody else.”  

Sammy let out a bark of laughter and locked eyes with me. “You sure could say that again.”  

We danced for a moment, listening to the surrounding celebration. My body let me know about every place where his lean, firm frame was touching me, but it didn’t make me uncomfortable. Before he’d embraced me, I never would have expected muscles. He always went for the artsy and brainy stuff at school. Painting the sets for the drama club and trying out for Quiz Bowl.   

“So, you headed to the city tomorrow?” His intense gaze again. What was up with him?

“Huh.” My pulse beat in my ears much quicker than the music. This was stupid. I needed to get myself together. Just a deflection from Graham or something, and besides, Wyn was into him.   

“Oh, uh, yeah, you?”  

“Yep. What dorm are you in?”  

“I’m stayin’ with my brother’s best friend, Julian. I’ve known him forever. He’s like a big brother.”  

He grinned. “Oh, yeah, yeah, he lived with y’all for a while.”  

I shook my head and stared at him for a minute. “You knew that?”  

“St. David is the size of a fishbowl. Everybody knows everythin’.” 

Sammy glanced at his brother and Wyn. 

It was as good a time as any to try. “Wyn’s fantastic.”  

“She sure is. I think she’ll make my brother real happy. She’s the only girl in the world to him. I thought they’d be engaged by now, but he’s slower’n molasses.”

Sighing and resting my head on my shoulder, I gave up. Wyn was going to be so disappointed. This would not happen. The one thing I knew about Sammy was that he would not hurt Luke. Graham, maybe. But Luke was off limits for both of them. I’d learned this during my secret chats with Graham.

The song ended, and Sammy gave a whole flourish of a bow. “Thanks for the dance, Miss Marshall.” His expression lit up his entire face. Wyn was right. The Holloway twins were a sweet, handsome pair, even if they couldn’t compare with their tall, broad-shouldered, charismatic older brother. He had ten years of manhood on them, though.  

“Well, thank you, too. I had a great time.” I bit my lip and meandered back to my seat.  

Sammy, who seemed more like Ezra’s brother than Graham’s, was much more my typical type. My feelings for Graham had always surprised me. That had to explain away any weird feelings during the dance. Besides, Sammy had a girlfriend; I had a boyfriend. And the Graham situation just muddied the waters. Not to mention Wyn. Even if Sammy would never hurt his brother, I couldn’t hurt Wyn, either.

Somehow, Luke talked Wyn into dancing to two more songs, leaving me alone with my confused thoughts about all three brothers. I wandered over to the food table and picked out some gumbo, cornbread, red beans and rice, and tea for Wyn and me, which took a couple of trips to get back to the table. One of the older ladies near the refreshment table, wearing a baby blue suit dress and a matching hat, shook her head at me.  

“It’s not all for me.” Gah! I knew I wasn’t a size zero, but it drove me crazy when people assumed I was eating too much. Or at all. I didn’t like people to consider me eating food at all if we could avoid it.

“Mmm-hmm.”  

Checking the room, I noticed Cady had settled in at another table with some other kids our age. She saw me glancing her way and glared at me. After a while, Wyn sat back down beside me.  

“Did ya have fun?” I pushed some of the food and drink in her direction.  

“Sure, Luke’s sweet.” She took a long sip of tea.  

“Sweet enough to make you forget about his brother?”  

She sighed, digging into the gumbo.  

“Wishful thinkin’ on my part.”  

“Speakin’ of brothers, tell me about Graham.” She gestured at me with her fancy silver plastic spoon.

“What do you mean?” Crap. The memory of an elephant on this one.  

“I didn’t want Cady to know she was right, but she was.” 

Wriggling in my seat, I tried to get comfortable. “No, of course…” 

She put up a hand to stop me. “Start at the beginnin’, which I know is a long time before today.”

Images of Graham and me, tangled together under the moonlight next to a gorgeous pond, flashed in my head. A group of kids just a little younger than us pushed past, almost knocking me into Wyn and back into the present. 

“Excuse us!” One sweet girl called back as the group headed out onto the dance floor.

“Well?” She took a sip of her drink, set it down, and crossed her arms. 

Not going to let up. I loved her so much, but sometimes, I needed her not to do this. I needed her to just let me keep these things to myself. Bottle them up and hide them away from the world. Maybe she could feel the toxic festering of the secret. I needed to tell her. I blinked at her a few times, sighed, and confessed. A little. A highly edited version. “It was at the ‘Purity Promise’ retreat in September, right before my birthday.”  

“I thought that was when things got weird.” She made a sideways wiggle with her hand. “You’ve been off since then.”

“I’ve been off for over a year, and you didn’t say anythin’?” Geez. So much for good friends. What if I’d been suicidal? But then she’d recognize those signs and say something.

“I expected you to tell me. You always tell me. And I didn’t want to press.” Her eyes darted around. “Some things aren’t for sharin’ until you’re ready.”

I sighed. I only knew some of her secrets because I’d happened upon them when we’d first met. Of course, she valued privacy.

“Did you think somethin’ bad happened?”

“Well, did it?” She stared at her hands like she feared my answer.

I lost my virginity to one of our married youth leaders at a retreat focused on waiting until you find your true love. I think he could be my true love. “No, of course not. It’s just. One night, I couldn’t sleep and went for a walk down by the pond…”

“Strictly against the rules.” Wyn interrupted. “Why didn’t you wake me or Cady up?”  

I shot her a look.

“Fine. I don’t like to be woken up, and I know Cady’s not an option.” Wyn twirled the end of her hair like she always did when nervous. Like she knew the outcome. Oh, Wyn. “I found Graham. He and Aubrey were havin’ problems like always.”  

“Tsk.” She rolled her eyes. On Wyn, it was adorable. Most of the time.

“Well, I told you we talked. But we also kissed.” I took a deep breath and stared at my hands in my lap. I hated lying to her, but giving her this half-truth was kindness to us both. She’d disown me. I glanced at her. No. She’d still love me. But I couldn’t tell her.  

“I always figured somethin’ more had happened.” She reached over to squeeze my hand, and I smiled at her.  

“We had only barely spoken since until today. I thought the whole situation embarrassed him.” Partygoers yelled on the dance floor, reminding me where we were. Too many ears for the full story, anyway. 

“But now you think somethin’ different?” Wyn narrowed her eyes. 

“Yeah, I think he’s interested, but he’s married.” 

“Well, you know he’s married.” 

I shot her a look. “I’m just glad I’m headed out of town for college tomorrow. Since that day we kissed, I’ve been all torn up about this. It hurts every time I see him with Aubrey.” I wiped the tears off my cheeks. 

“Well, heck, Shel, this is awful.” 

I gasped. “You don’t curse.” Or even anything like it.

“Everybody has secrets.” She grinned. “But, he’s, like, a proper grown-up, and one of our youth leaders at church. You’re not even seventeen until next month, since you skipped first grade or whatever.” 

“Yes, Wyn, I know how old I am? He probably assumes I’m the same age as you and Sammy, seeing as how I’m graduating with y’all.” Being ahead a year had its disadvantages. I wasn’t even sure Graham knew how young I was. But he had to know I was too young last summer. Though I could have been one of the older kids, seventeen early in the summer before senior year. It was certainly a gamble for him. 

“Gosh, I’m sure glad things didn’t go any further.”  

Resting my chin on my hand and my elbow on my crossed knee, I sighed as we all watched the bride and groom cut the cake. Melanie glowed, and I couldn’t imagine ever being so happy. At least not in front of everyone. I didn’t deserve to be either.

“Why isn’t Ezra enough? He loves you an awful lot, and it would sure save me a lot of trouble.” She was grinning. Oh, she’s got jokes now. Of course.   

“I do love him.” My chest tightened. The thought of losing him made me want to throw up. He and Wyn were the best things that had ever happened to me. Marrying him made sense. And the daydreams about it were nice enough until Graham snuck in, which was always these days.  

“Then how do we find ourselves in these situations?” She tossed her hands up and shook her head. “How many other boys have you kissed since you two started datin’?”  

Oh yeah. I guess Ezra and I’d had problems before Graham. Two or maybe three sloppy, drunken make-out sessions flashed through my head. I never drank on purpose. The image of Momma passed out on the living room floor kept me honest. But sometimes, people handed me drinks, and I thought I knew what was in them. Or someone spiked the drinks, and no one knew. “Not as many as people think, but more than I’d like to admit, too. But only kisses. Nothing else.”

“Why don’t you break up with him and rip the band-aid off?” Wyn stood, grabbed some tiny bubbles, and waved across the room. It was time to blow bubbles at the happy couple as they left. What a weird tradition. When I got married, I sure didn’t want people blowing bubbles or throwing things at me.   

“I can’t. I’d miss him too much.” Like every time I thought about leaving him, some invisible person stabbed me in the chest. Nope, couldn’t choose to leave him. It’s not like Graham and I were real, anyway. We couldn’t be.    

“I don’t get you. It would make life much easier for everyone.”  

“Well, not him.” Or me. How would I live with that pain all the time?   

She bit her lip and thought for a second. “Hmm, that’s debatable.”  

“I’m well aware I should figure out what I’m doin’. He deserves much better than me.” Even if he thinks the moon shines out of my hair.  

“Now, nobody said that. I’m just sayin’ you need to stop runnin’ around on the poor boy or break up with him.”

“You’re right. But if I’m good, you won’t have anythin’ to do.”  

She widened her eyes, shook her head once, and put one fingertip on the center of her chest. 

“Me? I’d survive.”  

“Oh, admit it, I’m your primary source of entertainment.” Smile. Be fun. It’s who you are. The pain will go away, and everything will be okay. Ezra doesn’t know anything. Wyn won’t say anything about Graham. And the world will just keep turning.  

Wyn laughed. “Oh, you make life more exciting. But there are also days I regret saying hello. I’m sure I sensed you were trouble.”  

Another stab. A joke, right? She doesn’t regret our friendship—deep breath. I try to make my laugh normal, but it feels unnatural and uncomfortable. “Ha. Ha. I see somebody put extra saucy in your cornflakes this morning.” Years of watching Momma pushing through everything meant I know how to be Shelby all the time. And Wyn, least of all, can handle me not being okay. I put my arm around Wyn’s shoulders and squeezed.  

“Yeah, yeah.”   

We pursed our lips to send our friends on their way. The party was over, and so, pretty much, was our summer. A new school year with new possibilities. A new town, a whole slew of new experiences. I couldn’t wait to see what was on the other side of tomorrow, even if my heart ached at being separated from the people I loved most.
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I yawned into my elbow. I’d arrived in plenty of time the night before to bring in everything, especially with Julian’s help. We’d gone our separate ways only a half hour later than I’d meant to, but I hadn’t drifted off to sleep until after my brother called - forgetting the time conversion from Afghanistan, as usual, - at around 3 a.m. So, this 8 a.m. class was brutal.

Amal, the boy to the right of me in my Comparative Religion, had just finished telling us how he’d moved here from Israel when he was ten and had lived in a different state pretty much every year until he was fifteen. I hadn’t caught why - if he’d told us. He was Jewish. I’d never met a Jewish person whom I knew of, so I was excited. We sure didn’t have a Jewish church in St. David.

He’d told us he wanted to be a business major and take over his family’s grocery store. He gestured at me. I smiled at him. He gestured again. Oh, it was my turn. I chewed my thumbnail—a tough act to follow.  

I glanced at the whiteboard where the professor had written “Name, Hometown, Major, and Religion,” as our “icebreaker” introduction questions.

“It’s your turn.” Amal’s whisper elicited a few giggles from students nearby.

I nodded. “Yeah, I know.” Hairs pricked on the back of my neck, and my cheeks flamed. Everyone in the room was watching me. My skin flamed red. “Hi.” My voice broke. Someone giggled. I cleared my throat and stared at my hands in front of me on my desk. “Hi. I’m Shelby Marshall. I’m from St. David, about two hours west.”

“Miraculously, I’ve heard of it.” An authoritative voice, not a bit Southern, interrupted me. Professor Carter leaned against his desk in the small classroom. He couldn’t be a day over twenty-five. Wyn would be so jealous. He looked like David Tennant and Tom Felton had defied science and had a baby together.  

“Yes, sir. Of course.” I scanned the smirks and a few puzzled faces around the room. “Most people haven’t.”  

“I’d imagine. Explains the accent, and the home-cooked manners.” I didn’t agree that I spoke with an accent, and I’d only said a handful of words. With his Nowhere, USA, accent, I didn’t figure him the expert on manners.

“Uh, yes, sir.” Every eye in the room burned into me.  

“Did you have a major or a religion for us, Shelby?”  

“Umm, yes, sir.”

“Umm, yes sir?” He waved his hand in a circle in my general direction.

Rude. Clearly, he wasn’t an expert on manners. “Well, I’m thinking English. I want to be an English teacher or a writer. And I grew up Protestant.”  

“A broad umbrella. Anything more specific?”

I took a breath. “Well, we went to the Baptist church when I was young. Then, when my daddy died, Momma was busy with other things. MawMaw took us to the Pentecostal church for a while. But then she died. When I was twelve, my brother figured I should get some Jesus and dragged me to the non-denominational church, which was just the Baptist church, but they stopped callin’ themselves Baptist. I couldn’t see any big change in the teachin’s, though.”

His dirty blond hair fell over one eye, hiding one of his thin, arched, dark eyebrows, and his mouth hung slack. “Uh, well, quite a journey. I enjoy when the small-town folks join us because they have straightforward religious views, but I guess you’re the exception.”  

He scanned the room; his eyes landed on the girl sitting next to me. She was the only one who hadn’t spoken yet. “What about you?”

“I’m Brianne, from Emison. I’m studying education. And my daddy’s a Baptist preacher.”

“Ahh, there’s my small-town girl.” Dr. Carter grinned and clapped his hands and rubbed them together, steepling his pointer fingers under his mouth. “Two of you in one class. I rarely get small-towners in these classes, so having two of you is a real treat. I’m glad you two joined us here, in the big city.” He accented the last phrase with a heavy, offensive, fake twang.

Brianne rolled her eyes. Biting back a giggle, I shot her a grin.  

Dr. Carter looked at the clock next to the door and sighed. “Alright, everyone, you’ve survived your first class - if we can call it that. At the very least, you’ve learned not everyone grew up in the same bubble you did. It’s a start. Don’t forget to check the online blackboard for your syllabus and your reading assignments. Discussion of the reading material is a major percentage of your grade.”

This comparative religion class only counted as an elective, and I’d gotten a less-than-warm welcome. But it was still the one I was most excited about so far. I stuffed my notebook into my gray messenger bag and headed out the door. As I decided which direction I was going, a pencil-thin girl wearing a blue jean skirt, jumper, a sleeveless black polo shirt, and plaid knee socks walked up to me.  

“Hi.” She stared at her massive black combat boots and fiddled with one of her brunette pigtails. 

“Oh, hi. Brianne, right?” Girls from even smaller towns weren’t the friends I wanted to make, but in this class, we might need to stick together. She glanced up, and her smile showed a solid line of metal braces along her top teeth, wrapped in a rainbow assortment of rubber bands. Thick black plastic frames sat on her nose. She was the spitting image of a nerdy child prodigy whose Momma had laid out her clothes before class this morning. 

But I couldn’t shake the feeling this was a fashion statement I didn’t understand. I pulled at the hem of my own old-school Tardis shirt and felt inadequate in my jeans, black low-top chucks, and messy bun.    

“I’m Shelby.” When I took her hand in mine, I thought it’d break. For the South, I was average size, but standing next to waif-ish thin sticks always made me self-conscious until I got to know them so well, I forgot, like with Wyn.  

“Yeah, Dr. Carter made you hard to forget. I’m glad you went first.”

I let out the pathetic laugh of the uncomfortable. “Right. Yeah. He’s a bit of somethin’ special, isn’t he?”

“Yeah. Lord knows what he’d have said about Emison if he hadn’t been speechless from your shockin’ tale.” Her hands and eyebrows went up together, her fingers waving in a gesture showing she was joking.

“I’d never noticed it was so shockin’.”  

“He’s clearly the king of his little castle and wasn’t prepared for how messy small towns can get. He has this perfect Americana little picture, and you’re just the first one to challenge it.”

I grinned. She was something special, too. I pointed toward the student center, and she nodded as we started walking in that direction. “So, Emison. I have family down there.”

“Yeah, it’s not far. Most of the St. David kids treat us the way Dr. Carter treated you. They treat us like we’re stupid, and they need to teach us the ways of the world.”

“Believe me, they don’t know enough to teach a rock.”

She barked out a laugh. “Well, it was ugly of him, either way.”

“Well, I don’t mind too much. I figure I need to be taught how the world works.”

“Ya think?”

“Yeah. It can’t be as simple as small-town livin’. Though it sure felt complicated enough.” Graham’s face, in a compromising position, popped into my head. 

“Everyone’s life is hard somehow. Dr. Carter just has young teacher complex, where he wants to be cool, but he also wants to be taken seriously…”

“Ha. He is young.” I interrupted. “Oh, sorry.”

She smiled. “Is he even old enough to teach?”

“I can think of a few things I wouldn’t mind him teachin’ me.” I winked at her.

“Stop it!” Her cheeks tinged pink. “He just picks on people to make himself feel better.” She pointed at my shirt. “Are you going to the old Doctor Who marathon thing this weekend?”

I’d gotten an email about it and an anime club. I’d avoided things I’d enjoyed in high school, but I could be a proud nerd now. Reinvent myself. “Umm, maybe.”

“A fellow Anglophile.”

I grinned. “Maybe I’ll see you there.”

“I never miss a chance to see Tom Baker.”

“I’m really excited to see the new series.” We’d arrived at the stairs of the student center, and she’d paused. “So, I’m headed to check out the coffee stand in the student center. You wanna come?”  

“I’d love to, but I gotta get to my education class. We had our first meetin’ on Wednesday.”

“I thought classes started today? Crap, did I miss a class?” I stopped walking, scrambling to dig my schedule out of my bag.

“Oh, no.” She waved both hands. “He got special permission to have an extra class with us to fit everything in on time. I don’t figure that one’ll be half as interesting as ours, but c’est la vie.” 

“My boyfrien’ is always saying that. It’s been real nice talking to you, Brianne. I’ll see you later.”  

“Count on it, small towner.” She winked, and we both cracked up as she headed off toward the education building.
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