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Chapter One







What the fuck is Jack doing walking over to me? If he’s looking for a seat, they’re scattered all over the dungeon inspired study lounge, even empty ones next to his friends, but he walks to my table. Oh, fuck! Why is my pulse jumping out my neck?

“Is this seat taken?” Warmth pours from his honey-brown eyes and classic movie star smile.

I look deep into my textbook, a desperate ploy to obscure my burning cheeks.

“No,” Aub jumps in to answer for me while tucking her straight, black hair behind a heavily pierced ear. 

Aubrey’s been my best friend since we met in middle school, but if she’s going to egg Jack on, I might have to beat her ass.

We’ve always considered Jack a side crush since he wasn’t our style of guy, and we didn’t know him except by reputation and having a few classes with him over the years, but that didn’t stop us from making up little fantasies of him every once in a while.

He’s always been one of the heartthrobs of our class, and I’ll begrudgingly admit, easily so. After being held back in second grade when his mother died, he epitomized the idea of never letting a good tragedy go to waste. According to legend, Jack kicked his life into high gear after her death. Bulking up when puberty hit till his body looked like a six-foot-five tank, he became a national wrestling champion our sophomore year in high school. He’s likely to go All-American here in our freshman year of college.

Like Aub and I, he took college courses his junior and senior years of high school. I question why he chose Mercyhurst out of all the other schools I’m sure he was offered wrestling scholarships to. Aub and I accepted since it’s our school of choice with its wonderful forensics program. The fact it’s in our hometown doesn’t hurt, either. 

If Jack’s brains and body aren’t enough to wet a girl’s panties, he has money from somewhere that isn’t his parents, and a lot of it, or so the stories go. The only evidence of the money, besides some of his closer friends saying it exists, are his clothes. He always wears tailored suits. Today it’s grey slacks and waistcoat over a light purple shirt. 

Oh, God, he has the sleeves rolled up! Both Aub and I agree that he is his absolute hottest when his sleeves are rolled up to show off his rock-hard forearms. Oh! He even has tattoos, now. 

His dark brown hair is cut like a 1920’s mobster with the sides cut so short it fades into shaved halfway down, while the top is slicked back. He rocked a mohawk our senior year, and the year before that his hair hung all the way down to his mid back. I didn’t think he could look any sexier but each year I’ve been proven wrong.

“Happy birthday,” he says as he leans back in his chair.

Fuck, I mentally growl. Why the fuck is he talking to me? When I glance up, his smile hasn’t changed but his eyes expect a response, threatening to stay locked onto me till he gets one.

“Uh, thanks.” I force a smile. Nineteen is a filler year. I figured no one would give a shit. I guess not. “It’s not a big deal.”

He laughs, a deep and rich sound that vibrates through the wood table and up my arms. “Of course, it is. Birthdays are always a big deal. It’s your day. The day all your family and friends get to appreciate you, even if you don’t want them to,” he adds with a bright smile.

As nice a smile as it is, it makes me boil inside. Jack is used to getting what he wants with that smile, and chipper attitudes are not my cup of tea. Good looks can only get you so far in my book, but gleeful smiles and happy-go-lucky well wishes are where I draw the line. 

“Yeah, well, whatever.” I go back to my book, scooting my chair forward as if that’ll lock me into reading.

“I got you something,” he says.

Like a fish with a lure in my mouth, my head shoots back up to regard him. His hulking shoulders lean forward, and his smile makes me hot again, but rather than boil I feel as though I might melt. A sigh escapes me. Damn it. Why do I like that cocky smile? I would smack it off the face of my ex-boyfriend. Why does it make me want to pinch his cheeks?

Completely shocked that he would have even thought about my birthday, let alone get me a gift, I can’t help myself. “You got something for me?”

After a moment of hesitation, he grimaces. “Unfortunately, no, but you were suddenly very into having a birthday there for a second.”

I scoff. “Jerk.” While I appreciate his little logic trap, I don’t enjoy being the one to fall for it.

Aub’s blue eyes catch on fire. “That’s a real dick move, you know?”

“It was.” He holds his hands up as if being caught. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you. I’ll bring something for you on Wednesday.”

A gift from Jack? How many times have I imagined him giving me my heart’s desire with all his mystery money? Luckily, my mother taught me the value of my heart, and no amount of money can buy me. “Don’t.” 

“Y-yeah,” Aub agrees, though I can hear the confusion in her voice. It’s nice to have a friend back you up even when they probably disagree. “Too late, jerk.”

“It is too late,” Jack says, as if they’re both in perfect agreement. “I’ve already thought of a great gift. Consider it wrapped.”

I eye him sharply. He doesn’t flinch like my previous boyfriends would, but I don’t let that take the heat from my voice. “Then unwrap it and take it back.”

“Only you can unwrap your birthday present.” He folds his arms as he sits back in his chair, an overly smug grin stretching his clean-shaven face.

Don’t engage. I’ve seen him work over others in the past. He’s the kind of guy who always has a response. Best thing is to back away and let him stew in silence. If he even can.

“You heard her!”

No, Aub! Back off, now!

“She doesn’t want your stupid gift.” She raises her book to cover her face and mouths, ‘right?’

“I wouldn’t want a stupid gift, either.” Once again, he acts like he’s agreeing with her. “But this one is actually very thoughtful.”

I scowl at him. “How could it be thoughtful if you came up with it, in like two seconds?” Shit! Fucking idiot! Why did I do that?

“Well, maybe I’ve thought of it before, Abby.”

I pick up my book to block my face. If my cheeks aren’t as red as a stop light, then my whole face is! Jack is cute, but this is ridiculous! I never let guys get to me like this. What the fuck is going on? I question as two separate heats war inside me. The scintillating heat begs to let Jack do whatever he wishes with me, while the scalding heat demands control. Is this some special gift Jack has? Some magic power to get under a girl’s skin? I’ve never let a guy frustrate me this much. If anything, I’m the one used to teasing and taunting. Kevin, Otter, Cid, Raul, I’ve had every rocker, skater, and brooding boy in our class eating out of my hands at one point or another. Sure, they’re not built like Jack, no one is. Am I just a horny girl for muscles? The question pushes the boiling heat over the top, and I relax in hatred.

My relaxation seems to transfer over to Aub as her cold eyes hold Jack. “Only her friends call her Abby.”

“This is our fifth year as classmates, and she always corrects the new teachers into calling her Abby. But you’re right,” he concedes. 

I know better though. Jack Billard doesn’t concede. 

“Maybe I should start at square one and work my way up. Miss. Abigale Bethany Charleston.”

My heart skips when he says my full name, forcing me to tumble from the safety of my hot fury. Why did he have to say each name like he enjoyed it? And how the hell does he even know my full name? Shit! How could I forget? He was a teacher’s assistant for English last year.

“May I call you Abby? Or should I stick with Miss. Charleston?” 

“Call me whatever you want.” I shrug, still pretending that I’m reading my textbook. I’m not going to play his games. He twists every girl he talks to around his little finger. Despite a growing desperation to be wrapped around him in any way possible, I’m not going to let him do it to me.

“Abigale, then,” he says with the weight of finality, as though his choice has somehow sealed my fate.

Aub’s brow rises with suspicion. “Why not just call her Abby? That’s what you said the first time.”

Aub! I’m begging you, stop!

“I thought that’s what she wanted. Turns out, she wants me to call her whatever I wish. I happen to think her name is very pretty. I like the way it feels on my tongue.”

What in the actual fuck? This is not the same fucking person from high school. Why is he saying all this? I shift in my seat and realize I’m slick between my thighs. No! Don’t fucking turn on me now, fucking traitor! Hate him! Hate him!

“Hey, Jack,” Colin Peterson calls from across the room. 

Some other girl shushes him.

Colin and Jack exchange head nods and then Jack stands. I don’t want him to go, but I also don’t know if I can handle him staying. 

“See you two later.” He pushes in his chair and leaves.

I can’t help watching his large, muscled back walk off. Oh, those pants make his ass look so good!

“What the fuck just happened?” Aub asks.

“I don’t know! I didn’t ask him to sit with us,” I whisper.

“You think it was a joke? Like his friends dared him or something?”

Oh my god! What if that’s it? What if it’s all a joke? Jack is known for keeping a straight face when he’s joking.

I place my book down and feign reading as I let my hand casually cover my face from Jack’s direction. “Why would you think that?” I ask, wanting her to say all the terrible shit I’m thinking.

“I don’t know.” She follows my lead and pretends to read. “But he scratched his neck just before Colin called for him. Maybe that was like a signal.”

“Are you serious?” The heat boils inside me once again and I embrace it like a cherished friend. 

Would he really do that? He always seems like such a nice guy. A bit of a smart ass, but he’s not ever overly mean. Well, except when wrestling. He’s apparently very mean in wrestling but that’s just a testosterone competition. He’s always been nice to girls. A real turn of the century gentleman. Just another one of the things every girl gushes over him for.

“I don’t know, Aub. Maybe he was having fun, but I don’t think he was doing it as a joke.” At least I hope not. If it turns out to be a prank, I’ll cave his balls in.

We decide to get some work done, looking over the music selection Mrs. Cenna handed out in orchestra. As we talk about which pieces are going to be easy and which will prove challenging, I look over to Jack a couple of times. He’s chatting with his friends, all of them whispering and snickering.

When our next class is about to start, Jack holds the door for everyone leaving after him. This is nothing new, he always did it in high school, and college is apparently no different.

“Bye, Abigale,” he says as I pass.

“Fuck off, loser,” Aub shoots back with a smile.

“Bye, Aubrey.” He grins.




Chapter Two







“It’s not us he was interested in. It was you,” Aub whispers with a sly smile as we sit in Physics. “He wants those juicy ta-tas.”

“Shut it!” I snap. I hate when she calls them ta-tas, and part of me hates them as well. So many guys come up drooling on themselves looking at my boobs rather than my face. The fact I wear corsets desn’t really help either, but fuck those idiots for all I care, corsets feel better than bras, they just pump up the girls more than I care for. “There’s plenty of women for him to go for with just as big of tits.”

Aub scoffs. “If you say so, Madam F-cup. Besides, maybe he’s already run through them all.”

“No way. He’s a good little Christian body. I mean boy!”

Aubrey roars a laugh at my slip up. 

Ms. Lekser directs a sharp eye on the both of us, quickly shutting Aubrey up. The woman is as hippy as Woodstock, but the knives that shoot from her eyes remind us she doesn’t take kindly to being interrupted. We had her while we took a few college courses our senior year of high school and she reminds me of Dr. Jekyll, Mr. Hyde. The woman keeps an eye on us rest of class, keeping us from our conjecture on what Jack’s deal is.

“Christian body!” Aub laughs as we leave class, finally able to rub my Freudian slip in my face. “That’s so perfect, I love it.”

“Shut up. You know I didn’t mean that!”

“Seriously though, he and Vanessa were dating most of senior year then stopped out of nowhere in April. Makes you wonder why he lost interest all of a sudden.”

“So? That doesn’t mean they had sex and he dumped her.” Then again, Les is my ex because of sex, or lack there-of.

“But it doesn’t not mean that,” Aub suggests. “Oh shit.”

I follow her shocked gaze. Jack stands at the door to Romanticism, greeting people as they enter.

Jack tested out of English as a freshman in high school and has taken college courses since then. There’s no way we’re in the same class.

“Hey there. Good to see you two again.” A big, eager smile paints his face.

Is he puffing out his chest? It’s hard to tell, given it’s so overly large to begin with. He’s like a brick wall with a fashion sense. 

“Hi.” I don’t smile or scowl. Simply an automated response.

“Sup, bro!” Eric Fecklin says as he walks up, holding his hand out.

A wrestler back in high school that most certainly hadn’t been offered all the scholarships Jack would have been. Even though he graduated three years ago, he gives Jack their old team’s four clap greeting. Each low-five increases in volume, the last seemingly exceeding the legal limit for decibels in a single location.

I roll my eyes. “Men.” Fuck! Why did I open my damn mouth?

“Hear that?” Jack asks. “First time a woman called you a man, Eric. You should be proud.”

Eric gives Jack a light punch to the shoulder and laughs. He turns his attention toward me, his shit-brown eyes sparkling with overconfidence. “How about it, little lady? You want to give me a shot at them titties?”

“Watch it, Eric,” Jack warns, his face as hard as his words. “That’s way over the line.”

“You wouldn’t know what to do with a woman if she gave you fucking instructions,” I snap. “And I can take care of myself, thanks,” I add, scowling at Jack.

The class laughs at Eric’s rejection, but Jack just holds his hands up and shrugs.

I sit down at the double desk Aub picked out for us. She raises an eyebrow as one side of her lips pulls up.

“What?” 

“Jack Billard wants to bone you.” She falls into a sing-song voice halfway through.

“Stop, you’re being gross!” I whisper.

Jack comes into the class, followed by Mr. Faulst. They walk over to the teacher’s desk where Mr. Faulst hands Jack a folder and he walks to the podium.

Oh, fuck! He’s a fucking teacher’s assistant? How the fuck is that possible? He’s a goddamn freshman. Or freshman-esk. He might be like Aub and I where we’re sophomores by credit count even though it’s our first full semester at the college.

Jack calls out names and looks around the room. “Abigale, I know you’re here. Oh, and happy birthday,” the bastard adds with a smile that reminds me of my four-year-old cousin whenever he does something sneaky.

The whole class turns to me and starts wishing me a happy birthday. 

While I seethe at Jack, I’m actually fine with the attention till Eric starts to sing Happy Birthday and everyone joins in. 

He stands up and claps the tempo like a brain-damaged seal with a shit-eaters grin slapped across his face. He’s getting me back good for what I’d said a few minutes ago. 

I turn my death glare back to Jack but he’s not even looking at me. He’s talking with Mr. Faulst, pointing to something on the teacher’s computer screen.

When the singing ends, I begrudgingly thank everyone.

“Very nice of you, Eric.” Jack’s focuses on the computer for another moment before returning his attention to the class. “A little over the top for my taste but that was very nice. Kevin Danielson? There you are.” He keeps prattling off names as if he hasn’t just helped embarrass me on my first day in college. 

I’m gonna kick his balls into his throat!

“Aubrey Silt, we all know you’re here.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Aubrey shouts.

“Language,” Mr. Faulst lazily admonishes.

“That is exactly what I mean,” Jack says with another winner’s smile. “Your charm is impossible to miss. Sharmella Smith. Hey, good to see you.”

“What a dick!” Aub whispers.

The rest of the period goes the way I expected it, mind numbingly boring. As we leave, Jack holds the door again. I walk past him, expecting some kind of smartass comment, but he doesn’t say anything. Once Aub and I walk in step down the hall, I peek back over my shoulder to find him staring right at us.

He’s not going to act weird all year, is he? There’s no way he can keep this up. 

Psychology is just a syllabus overview like the other classes, so my mind only lingers on Jack, but when class comes to a close, this strange, horrid day turns into an all-out nightmare. First, only a couple people wish me a happy birthday, nothing I can’t handle, but then the hallways to Forensics becomes a gauntlet.

“Happy birthday, Abby,” Amber Litch says with a smile and a wave. Her flock of friends she’s had following her since junior high all echo her warm wishes.

“Hey, Abby, happy birthday,” some guy I don’t know says. He’s a baseball jock with a letterman’s jacket, but I’ve never seen him before in my fucking life.

I get the same from nearly a dozen others before we reach our class.

“You think Jack put them up to this?” Aub asks. 

“That’s it,” I nearly shout, causing a few heads to turn. I lower my voice as we enter Forensics. “This is all because of my birthday! He’s been playing with me the whole time. That insufferable ass!” I slam my books down on the nearest desk earning me more stares, but when they see me boiling over, they quickly turned their attention elsewhere.

The lab is set up with four stools to a desk, and as people come in, they stay clear of Aub and me. Mostly me.

The last girl to come into the class is Cinthia Zwit, our high school’s valedictorian, barely edging Aub and me out. Aub and I know her fairly well since she was with Aub in Mathletes and with me on the debate team. She wants a career in law enforcement like us, but given that she suffers from a bone disorder, forensics might be her only option. 

Quick to keep most people at arm’s length, she’s never told anyone exactly what she has. Kyphosis is certainly part of it given the exaggerated curve in her spine, but as her condition also leaves her walking with crutches and even sending her home on occasion, I suspect brittle bone disease is part of it. I feel a little bad for using her to test my diagnosis skills, but I can’t help myself. She also has a speech impediment, but it only shows up when she’s nervous, which in math or science classes is never.

“I guess I’m with you,” she grumbles as she sits next to me. “Don’t expect me to do everything.”

“I’m not here to have other people do my work,” I snap back. 

Maybe it was the competition for valedictorian, maybe it’s because I was chosen as captain of the debate team over her, whatever it is, we’ve never gotten along, and we likely never will. 

“Yeah, we earned our way in here, just like you,” Aub says with the same satisfied smile she had when she made captain of the Mathletes.

Cinthia scoffs. “Earned?” She jerks a fist next to her mouth as she pokes her cheek with her tongue to give the impression of giving head.

My jaw drops. “Excuse me? You did not—” 

In walks Bastard of the Year. 

“Fuck!” I hiss. There’s no fucking way! What the fuck is he doing in this class?

“You’ll have to take a seat in the back,” Ms. Meav says. “Three lovely young ladies. Don’t let yourself get carried away.”

“Hi, lovely young ladies.” Jack sits down across from me. “Thanks for saving me a seat, Cinthia.”

“An-Any-Anything for-for-for you, Ja-Jack.” Stars flash in Cinthia’s eyes as she gazes up at Jack.

“Cinthia helped me out a lot last year,” Jack says to the two of us. “I probably wouldn’t have done well enough to make Forensics this year if it wasn’t for her.”

“Oh, you-you-you’re too modest. You-you-you’re really smart.”

“A little too smart.” I give him my best stare down. Still, I take that complement seriously. 

Cinthia isn’t known for calling anyone smart if she doesn’t believe it. Maybe she’d make an exception for the glowingly handsome Jack Billard, but I doubt that.

“I don’t think there is such a thing as too smart.” He smiles.

“It’s only a bad thing if the person thinks they’re being cute, but really, they aren’t.” I restrain myself from shouting at him. “They’re being an obnoxious jerk!”

His fierce, honey-brown eyes are too intense to keep staring at for long, like looking a wild animal near pouncing, and I pray that he caves first. When he nods and looks down for a moment, I let go of the breath I hadn’t realized I’ve been holding.

“That would be bad,” he agrees. “Look. I didn’t think Eric was going to start the class singing to you. I just wanted to wish you a happy birthday and get the class to do it, too. I thought it would make for a nice first day of college. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

He has the audacity to act like I’m talking about Eric? I stand on the footrest of my stool, lean across the table, and whisper as violently as I can get away with. “I’m talking about you! You had everyone wish me a happy birthday. Not just in Romanticism. Up and down the halls. In my Psychology class. Everyone just suddenly remembered my birthday.” I jab my finger at his face. “I know you put everyone up to this. People I didn’t even know. You’re an ass, Jack! You think you can just come talk to me for five seconds and I’m going to motorboat you.” I shake my dangling chest. “You’re just like every other guy, except you’re worse. You hold the doors, you go to church, you act like you’re a saint and then everyone in your shadow grovels at your feet. I see right through you!”

He stares at me for another minute as I slide back to my stool, only because Aub pulls me back by my studded belt. He keeps eye contact the whole time, and I realize he’d even held my eyes when I shook my breasts. Points for him on that, I guess, but nowhere near enough to make up for this other shit.

“I’m really sorry to hear that.” He pulls out his phone, taps in his code and flicks around for a moment. He has the new iPhone. Of course, he has enough money for one of those. He puts the phone on the table and slides it over to me. 

I barely manage to catch it, partially with my lap at that. Already pulled up on the screen is a text.

 Delphi Kingston: Hey Tigers! We took over West Point, let’s take over Mercyhurst! We just had our first birthday!! If you see Abby Charleston (the smart, sexy goth girl), make sure to wish her a happy birthday! But no singing, we already hit her with a song. 

There are several smiley faces after the message and a shit load of replies.

“I had a feeling you didn’t want any more attention after the birthday song, given how pissed you looked. But Delphi sent that out. I have the same message forwarded about four more times.” He holds out his hand for his phone and adds, “I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I swear.”

I slide the phone back, but it goes way off track and over the edge. Thankfully, he manages to catch it by standing and reaching with his long arm.

“Sorry,” I mumble. 

“You don’t need to be sorry, Abigale.” He puts his phone back in his waistcoat pocket before sitting.

“How much money do you have to not even bat an eye at an iPhone falling off the table?” Aub asks. 

I wonder the same thing.

“I have three—”

“What?” Aub nearly shouts. “You have three, freaking iPhones?”

“Three more,” Jack corrects with a grin. “You didn’t let me finish.”

“Give me one.” Aub scoffs. “I still have this shitter Nokia.”

“Nokias can fall off a cliff and still work. If I cough on my phone, I’ll break it.” Jack chuckles. He folds his arms over his chest and jerks suddenly. “Oh. I think I just heard the screen crack.”

All three of us girls laugh, but I’m quick to stop. I’m still mad at him for some reason. It’s not his fault that people wished me a happy birthday. It’s not some grand conspiracy to make fun of me or to toy with the goth girls. Just good-natured people trying to brighten my day, and here I am thinking I’m about to rip the next person’s head off. So, what am I mad at him for? Because he started all this happy birthday mess? Because he’s giving me so much attention? Why does this burning feeling of unrest linger in my chest?

The rest of the class goes by semi-quickly. It’s just an introduction and syllabus read. Nothing else. When we leave, Jack holds the door for everyone like he always does. “See you tomorrow, Abigale,” he says as I walk by, that confident smile back on. 

I want to squeeze it off his perfect little face! Damn boys! Why do they have so much power when they really want it?




Chapter Three







When Aubrey and I get back to my house, my sisters are in the living room. My older sister, Deanna, can pass as my twin, but she recently shaved one side of her head and cut the rest to her shoulders. She also added two more bottom lip piercings which made me consider adding to the one I have in the center. Other than those, we have all the same piercings: four in each ear, one nose, two on the left brow, and one in our belly buttons. Black eyeliner and darker eyeshadows make our green eyes pop, and our lips have only ever seen either black, white, or red lipstick. No lip gloss in this family. 

Our little sister, Zest, looks like a clone of Deanna and me from ten years ago. Her long black hair hangs in the same loose curls we all received from our mother, but her face is clear of the warpaint Deanna and I wear.

“Sup, bitches,” Deanna calls. She stands in the door frame leading to the kitchen, watching some cartoon that Zest has on.

Zest jumps up and down on the couch. “Sup—”

“Don’t say it,” Deanna snaps. “You must be this tall to cuss.” She holds a hand up to her head, smiling at Zest’s pout. Her emerald eyes return to Aub and me. “So, how was your first day?”

“It was kinda nice, and kinda screwed.” I want to say, “absolutely fucked,” but Zest’s within earshot, so I hold back.

Deanna sighs. “Yep. Pretty standard.” 

I’m about to let it slide when Aub says, “Not even close to standard.”

“Oh?” Deanna walks across the room to join us in the foyer. With one last look over her shoulder at Zest, she turns to us with a greedy smile. “Do tell. What did the day hold for you little doves?”

“Jack Billard.” Aub shoots me a wicked smile over her shoulder.

“The wrestler?” Deanna grimaces. Her face scrunches for a moment and then shrugs. “I figured he would have gone on to wrestle somewhere.”

“That’s what I thought, but there he was in the study lounge.” Aub proceeds to recount the whole day to Deanna, class by class.

About halfway through, Deanna wants to see what Jack looks like now. She’d only seen him his sophomore year in high school. They move the conversation to Deanna’s room, but I stay downstairs and make a late lunch for Zest and myself. I’m cutting the peanut butter and jelly sandwich in half when a scream and thump of feet running through the upstairs hall causes me to jump from my skin. Knowing my sister as well as I do, I fly to Zest and cover her ears just in time.

“Are you fucking serious?” Deanna shouts from the balcony looking over the foyer.

“Are you serious? Zest can hear, you know? We’re in the kitchen if you want to have a normal conversation.”

Feet thump again. “Hell no, I’m gonna get off on this guy’s pics.” Deanna laughs from the top of the kitchen stairs.

“I’m sure Curtis would love to hear that,” I shout back.

“He’d understand.”

Zest raises a brow and scrunches her face. “What does she mean, ‘get off’ to his pics?”

“Don’t ask me.” I shake my head and start packing all the ingredients away when a thought dawns on me. “Don’t ask Mom, either. Just don’t ask anyone.”

A few minutes later, they come down the kitchen stairs. Deanna jerks her thumb to the narrow staircase. “Okay, Zest. You’re not tall enough for this conversation. Take your sandwich upstairs.”

Zest takes her plate and the bag of chips.

“I said your sandwich, not the bag of chips.”

Zest turns around with a devious smile. “I guess I’ll just ask Mom what you meant by getting off to a guy’s pictures.”

Traitorous little bitch.

“Okay, okay. Take the damn chips. Maybe ask Mom what an extortionist is.” Once Zest is up the steps and her door closes, Deanna graces us with a playful smile. “So, what do you think he’s going to bring you tomorrow? I’d be happy with one of those iPhones, but I’d take a pack of condoms, too.”

“Ew,” I groan.

“What if it’s a pair of panties?” Aub asks as she sits at the table and takes the other half of my sandwich.

A thick, sickly slime runs down my spine picturing that. “That might be even worse. If a guy I barely knows bought me underwear, I’d vomit.”

“If that guy got me underwear, I’d get changed right then and there.” Deanna laughs.

“That’s because you’re a degenerate.” I frown.

“Okay, okay. Enough, teasing.” Aub looks back and forth between Deanna and me. “What do you think he’s really up to? No jokes. No sidesteps. I want to hear real answers.”

Deanna’s gaze falls on me. “You haven’t done anything with him in the past, right? Like, nothing. No playful rubbing, no batting of eyelashes? Absolutely nothing, right?”

“Yeah. We’ve never said more than ten words to each other. I’ve never even been partnered with him for class assignments.”

“It’s your body,” Deanna says plainly with a frown. When I glare at her, she shrugs. “What? Are your prude sensibilities shocked? Don’t make me laugh.” She slides her hands down her curves. “All guys want from women are hips and tits, and we Augustia women have those in spades.”

Invoking Mom’s last name makes her point. Mom is just as shapely as the two of us. She claims good genetics, proper diet, and exercise which is why she forced all her daughters into after school athletics. While Deanna had kept in shape playing soccer, I’d used track and field, but we both ended our not-so-stellar athletic careers in our junior years when we just couldn’t keep up with the girls who didn’t have to carry nearly as much chest. My last day of pole vaulting ended without a single clear as my chest hit the bar every time. I’d never cried from shame till that day, and I don’t plan on doing so ever again.

“Guys will do anything for it,” Deanna continues. “They’ll suffer for it, and trust me, bitches, make them suffer for it. They don’t deserve us.” She tilts her nose into the air and adds with a haughty tone, “‘We are goddesses among men and they should worship us.’” 

Her impression of Mom makes me laugh but it doesn’t make sense for Jack. “But there are others. He could have any one of them. Why me?”

“Why not you?” Deanna asks. “How many women look like you? Like Mom says, ‘The girls attract all the boys.’”

He’s not like that. What do you even know about him? the nasty side of my mind whispers. You don’t know him at all. “No, no. Wait. He’s dated girls with smaller chests.”

“All the more reason.” Deanna shrugs. “He’s upgrading, figuring out that he like them big. Maybe he’s got a thing for the dark girls.”

What? There’s no way. “Who says he’s into goths?” The walls creep in and soon I’m stuck behind the counter, pressed between Jack’s interest and Jack’s scheme. It was just a joke. He’s not interested and he’s not scheming. There’s nothing to any of this! “He doesn’t hang out with us! He’s never even looked at me.”

“He’s never looked at you?” Deanna’s face morphs with a heavy dose of skepticism. “Are you sure about that? Maybe he’s just never talked to you. Maybe he was too nervous before, and now that he’s hot shit, he has enough confidence to approach you.”

“Eh. Even I have a hard time believing that.” Aub finally comes to my rescue. “Jack was crazy popular our senior year. He definitely doesn’t have any nerves when it comes to girls.”

“Sorry B-cup,” Deanna says, pouting her bottom lip. “This is a problem only us Fs have to deal with.”

Aub clutches her breasts in offended shock. “I’ll have you know I’m starting to fill out C’s now, thank you very much. And I’ve had a lot of guys say they had to work up the courage to talk to me.”

“That’s because you’re pretty, hun, and you have a stellar ass. But for every guy you have come up to you, there’s ten more who can’t get it together, and those numbers double with every cup size. You’ve had, what? Four boyfriends? While Abby here had one? Barely,” she adds with a scoff. “Men are always scared of what they want. They need a woman to give them courage. When they’re young, it’s their mothers that give it to them. But what teenage boy is really asking his mommy for help with girls? All these guys are just lost little puppies, not sure what to do.”

“No.” I shake my head. “It’s not about my chest. I shook them at him, and his eyes never left mine. And he looked really concerned when I was berating him for making my day hell. Almost like he was hurt that I was accusing him.”

Deanna gives a dismissive wave. “That’s just the frail male ego. Men can’t take being called out.”

“But he wasn’t being called out. It wasn’t his fault. He looked like…I don’t know. Remember when Dad forgot Mom’s birthday when we were Zest’s age?”

“Mom was apocalyptically pissed.” Deanna laughs.

“But Dad felt like shit.” I remind her. “He was so sad for having messed up. That’s kinda what Jack looked like. Like he really felt bad that I was upset.”

Deanna’s brow raises and she looks away for a moment. “You sure you haven’t done anything to him? Even accidentally? Maybe brushed up against him at a gym assembly or something?”

“No. At least I don’t think so.”

“Definitely not,” Aub says. “I for sure would have remembered that. I would have made a whole day of teasing you out of it.”

As Aubrey laughs, Deanna eyes me with suspicion. Just as I’m about to call her out on it, she shrugs. “Well, maybe he’s just a little bitch and got worried he ruined his shot. I don’t know. I still say he just wants a taste, but you know what Mom says, ‘Don’t let them taste if you aren’t willing to dish it out.’”

I mouth the words along with her as I’ve heard them so many times since hitting puberty and Mom gave me The Talk. I’m not about to let Jack any closer till I figure out what game he’s playing. Mom also says, ‘There’s no man in the world a real woman can’t burn.’ If Jack really is toying with me, I sure as fuck won’t let him get away without a few scorch marks to remember me by.




Chapter Four







After all of Tuesday wondering what the fuck is going on with Jack, Wednesday starts with Orchestra, nice and calm, but when Aub and I come into the study lounge, we find a large box on our table with a ribbon and bow tied to the lid. A small card dangles from a string. 

To: Abigale. From: Jack. Happy Birthday, Abigale. I’m sorry I didn’t have it yesterday.

“Holy shit! It’s huge,” Aub whispers. “I bet you he doesn’t even get me a card for my birthday.”

My heart races as I lift the top. Inside, several tubes of acrylic paint and a number of brushes lay on a glass pallet that protects a canvas on the bottom. I give him points for not buying the ridiculously priced brands, but these are still expensive. The whole box probably costs somewhere in the mark of five hundred. Is this fucker trying to buy me? I place the lid back on and turn to his friends’ desk, but he’s not there.

“Colin,” I call. 

Colin’s long blond hair swirls around his head as he turns to me.

“Where is he?” I ask.

“Who?” He leans back in his chair with a smug grin on his face. 

“Jack! Where is he?” I ask again, not letting an ounce of the fire in my chest go to waste.

His eyes shoot wide and he catches himself before he falls backward. “I-I don’t know. The fucking gym where he always is? He probably hit the showers or something. I don’t know. I swear,” he adds when my stare shifts to a scowl.

“He definitely didn’t ‘hit the showers.’ How else did he get the present here?” Aub asks in a whisper.

Aub and I get out our Physics books and work on our homework for next Friday. We want to get ahead in our schoolwork since we’ll eventually get behind if we don’t start early. Not because we’re bad at math, but we intend to have fun during college. That’s going to cost us a lot of nights where we should be studying. 

About halfway through the hour, Jack comes in, speaking with the wrestling coach for a moment before walking over to us. Today is light grey again but no waistcoat, just a light blue shirt that has the sleeves rolled up along with a fucking bowtie and suspenders.

Before he sits down, I push the box of paint supplies over to his side of the table. “It’s too expensive.”

“It’s the thought that counts.” He sits and pushes the box back over to me. 

“I don’t want it.” I try to push it back, but his sturdy arm holds it in place. 

“Well, I can’t use it. I don’t know how to paint. Might as well give it to someone who knows what they’re doing with it.”

I use both arms against his one but get nowhere. He’s not even fucking struggling! “Well, it’s really easy to learn. You can start with your fingers!” I push as hard as I can, but my chair slides back instead. “Damn it.” I huff.

“If she doesn’t want it, she doesn’t want it,” Aub says in my defense.

“That’s true.” Jack shrugs his bulky shoulders, but still doesn’t let go of the box. “Does she actually not want it? I mean, I was told these are quite nice and that any painter would love to have them.”

“Who told you that?” Aub’s sapphire eyes narrow on Jack.

“My sister. She dabbles. I showed her some of your work, so she knew what kind of supplies you’d like.”

I stop pushing as questions spiral in my mind. “My work? What do you mean?”

“You were part of last year’s art show. I still have pictures from the event.”

Damn it. I remember him being there now, and how I’d grown irritated at how he took people’s attention from the art with his all-too-pleasant conversation.

“I thought photos are school property.” A satisfying gotcha smile slides across Aub’s lips. “What are you still doing with them?”

“Yeah! Why do you have pictures of my art sitting at home?”

“Admiring your skill.” His smile morphs into a sly grin. “Photos taken with school equipment are property of the school. All of my photos were taken with my camera. That’s the medium I dabble in. The photos that ended up in the school yearbook were donated.” He sits back. “So, technically, I own them.”

I take my chance and shove the box across the table at him.

It hits him in his abs that are wider than most guys’ chests. The vertical lines of his suspenders emphasize his width. He frowns at the box. “I guess she really doesn’t want them. Well, maybe next time.” He mumbles something as he pushes the box to the side and reaches down to grab his backpack.

“Don’t leave that here.” I nod at the box.

“I’m not going anywhere.” His eyes pop up as the zip of his backpack steals my breath. 

“You— You’re not going to go sit with your friends?” Fear slides through my veins like ice water but I can’t tell if I’m more scared of the idea of him staying or leaving.

“Nah.” He pulls out his math book along with a notepad and pencil. “I won’t get anything done if I’m over there. I don’t even know why they come down here.”

I look over to Aub with wide eyes, asking what we should do, but she just shrugs.

I glare back at Jack. “Okay. Just don’t distract us from our work.”

“No, problem.” He pulls out his phone and plugs in headphones.

For a moment, I wonder what he’s listening to, but I shake the thought. The rest of the hour goes by quick. I glance over at him a few times to find him working, sometimes massaging his temples. Math isn’t his strong suit, apparently.

When ten rolls around, I make sure Aubrey and I are out the door before he has a chance to hold it open for us. I hope to avoid him as much as possible, but I have two actual classes with him, and he’s going to be one of my lab partners for the rest of the semester!

After our hour reprieve, he holds the door for Romanticism. “Hello.”

Aub and I walk to our desk to find his present sitting there again. I put my bag on my chair and walk back to him, fury in my veins and I hope my eyes as well.

“Hey, Abby,” Eric says as he strolls into the class. When I look at him, he jumps to the side. “Shit! Never mind.”

Good.

“Jack!” I snap as I reach him. “I told you I didn’t want your gift.”

“Right, but you said it was because it was too expensive. I took out all the paints, so now it’s much less expensive.”

“That’s—” I grit my teeth and squeeze my eyes for a moment as one of my eyelids twitch. How can he be so infuriating? “The brushes are what cost the most! It doesn’t even—”

“I can switch the brushes for the paints if that would make you happy. That’s really all I’m going for here. You’re real cute when you’re mad and all, but you have an incredibly beautiful smile that I’m hoping to see.”

Holy shit! He said I have a beautiful smile! He really said that. Oh, fuck, I’m standing here like a fucking idiot! I turn around and walk as calmly as I can back to my desk, even though all the heat I was going to use to sear Jack’s backside turns inward to melt me like a candle under a blowtorch.

“What just happened?” Aub asks as I sit. “You look like he just grabbed you or something.”

Worse. “He said I have a beautiful smile.”

Aub pulls out her textbook and then mine when I don’t follow her lead. “Hold this, dummy!” 

She shoves the book in my hands, but pages don’t register on my fingertips.

“Well? Open it.” 

“No.” As if my mother’s hands grip my shoulders and straighten my spine, I grab the heat in my heart and turn it back out toward the world. “Fuck him. I won’t let him see me hiding.”

“Everyone’s here,” Jack says as the teacher tries handing him the attendance folder.

“Fine.” Mr. Faulst sighs. “Open your books to chapter two. Chapter one is a waste of time. We’re going to be talking about hyperbole, you all know what that is by now. Read the chapter and then write me a page long poem or short story with at least five uses of hyperbole. Easy stuff. Just warming your lazy summer brains up.”

I start to write a poem about killing a guy but then scrap that. I end up writing about an old man who dies alone in his home with no wife and no children, that is deeply hated by everyone in his life. Hopefully, Jack will be the one to grade it.

I don’t look at the man on our way out. I leave his present on my desk. If he wants it, he can pick it up, or else the next person to sit there can have it. I think I’m done with it till we get to Forensics. He sits there, casually talking with Cinthia, acting as if he has nothing to do with the present in front of my chair.

“I thought I was clear.” I slide the box over to him.

He nods with a pleasant smile I want to smack off his face. “You were. It was too much with the brushes. So, I took those out and put the paint back in. It’s perfect now.”

“They’ll be perfect back on the shelf from where you got them!”

“Why don’t you wan-want them?” Cinthia asks. “I thought you loved to paint.”

Cinthia also presented at the art show last year. She programmed a robot arm to paint and her, or its, art was at the show. We talked about different paints and how I enjoy the process to relax. Something I desperately need now.

“It’s not about whether or not I like to paint, or that he got really nice supplies, or that I’d really like to have all of it.”

Jack perks up at my slipped confession. “You—”

“It’s inappropriate.” I harden my jaw along with my resolve to stop those honey-brown eyes from melting my heart.

His thick eyebrows rise. “I see.” He takes the box and moves it out of the way.

Finally!

“I hope you know, that was not my intention. But I can see your point. Maybe next time,” he adds under his breath.

“Last time you said that, the box was on my desk in our next class.” I scowl. “I had better not see that waiting in the fucking study lounge.”

“Next time as in your next birthday.” Jack chuckles.

“There won’t be a next time.”

“You’re right.” He nods his head in solemn agreement. “Of course.”

Something tells me he isn’t being serious, but I leave it alone. I take my victory and sit down across from him.

“If she doesn’t want them, could I-I-I have th-them? My robot uses the same supplies she does. Just less black.” 

She gives me a deadpan stare alongside her jab, but I don’t care. I have my victory.

“I’ve actually already decided what I’m going to do with them,” he says with a cheery tone. 

Aub frowns with skepticism. “What’s that?”

“Well…” He looks over his shoulder and leans into the table. When all three of us lean in with him, he whispers, “…It’s a secret.”

We all groan and sit back in our chairs, disgusted with ourselves for falling for it. 

What a dick! 

“You’re a complete ass.” Aub giggles.

“If I co—cou—could lift my crutch, I-I-I’d hit you in the h-head.” Cinthia says with her deadpan stare, but there’s a slight curve to her lips that wants to smile.

“You need a lobotomy.” I pull out my textbook so I won’t start laughing.

The rest of class goes on the same way, with Jack willingly playing the fool to make us laugh, but he’s surprisingly smart when it comes to lab work, knowing which chemicals to grab and the right measurements without even looking at the assignment sheet twice. When we leave class, he holds the door for everyone like he always does. He gets asked a few times about the present in his hands, but he dodges the questions with jokes. 
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