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I ring the doorbell and shift my weight from foot to foot, my duffel bag strap digging into my shoulder. Come on, come on.

"Open up. I know you're home," I mutter. Fuck, it's early, but this is my ticket out of this nowhere town, California or bust.

The door swings open, and there he is: Nolan, my brother Jeff's best friend, looking like he just rolled out of bed and into a bad mood. Uh-oh, maybe this was a dumb idea.

"Paula?" He blinks and rubs his eyes. "What the hell are you doing here? It's 5 a.m."

My mouth goes dry at the sight of his bare chest and low-slung sweatpants. I've seen him a million times over the years—at backyard barbecues, holiday dinners, or just hanging around with Jeff—but never like this, shirtless and barely awake. He’s ten years older than me, and I've always thought he was hot, with yummy broad shoulders and brooding eyes, but seeing him half-naked in his doorway sends a shock of heat through me.

"I'm coming with you to California," I announce before I can chicken out, hoisting my duffel bag like it's proof.

He stares at me like I've grown a second head. "Nope. No way."

"Yes way." I square my shoulders, trying to look more like a taller, confident version of myself and less like an inexperienced woman who's never been farther than the county line. "I'm moving out, starting fresh, and you're my ride."

"Does Jeff know about this? Did you tell your parents?" His voice is suspicious, and he leans against the doorframe, unwittingly giving me an even better view of his body. I've had a crush on him ever since the summer after high school when I suddenly started noticing guys, but I was just Jeff's annoying little sister then. Now two years later, at twenty, I'm hoping he sees me differently.

I bite my lip. "Not exactly, but they’ll get over it." Or rather, I hope they will.

Nolan runs a hand through his messy dark hair, sighing with a long, weary sound that I've heard countless times at family gatherings whenever Jeff would drag him into some new scheme. "Look, Paula... it's a long drive, and I'm not running a shuttle service. I want peace and quiet. That means no chatter and no bullshit."

"I can be quiet!" I nod, maybe a little too eagerly. "Super quiet, like a mouse! A silent, non-annoying mouse."

His expression is sharp even through the sleep haze, and I can practically see the gears turning in his head as he weighs the hassle of saying no versus dealing with me for three days. I've always loved his hazel eyes—the way they change color depending on what he's wearing, the times they get a far-off look when he's thinking about something. How they crinkle at the corners when he actually smiles, which isn't often.

Finally, he grunts. "Okay, but one peep, one complaint, one fucking off-key singalong, and I'm dumping you at the next bus station. Understood?"

I grin. "Understood! You won't regret this, I swear."

He just shakes his head and turns away, leaving the door open. "Come on. I’m outta here in thirty, and if you're not buckled in when I start the engine, I'm leaving without you."

I scramble inside, my duffel banging against my legs as I take in the house that's cleaner than I expected. Nolan lives down the street from my parents, and his house has the same layout as theirs, but where Mom and Dad's place is filled with pastel throw pillows and framed photos, his living room is all dark leather. It has the unmistakable tone of a guy who lives alone and likes his house clean.

Nolan disappears down a hallway, probably to get dressed, while I stand awkwardly in the living room, suddenly hyper-aware of everything–my heartbeat, the way my palms are sweating, the flutter in my stomach when I think about being trapped in a car with him for days.

It's still just Nolan, the guy who I've known for years, but seeing him half-naked... ugh, my body's reacting in ways it definitely shouldn't, especially not to my brother's best friend. This is bad. Or maybe... good?
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