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“CAN YOU BELIEVE IT, Gracie? No more college. It seems unreal.” My best friend, Emma, chimes in from beside me. Lowering the remainder of my bags into the trunk of my small white Prius, I turn to face her.

She beams at me through her large, black sunglasses as her long, light brown hair blows in the breeze. Emma has been my best friend for as long as I can remember. We were inseparable as kids and even attended the same college. So it only makes sense that as we embark out into the world of life after college, that we do it together.

“I'm gonna miss it here,” I admit, closing the trunk of the car. Miami University isn't only the place where I have spent the last four years of my life, but it’s also a place that holds so much of my father inside the walls. Leaving all of it behind is bittersweet. 

The professors, the handful of friends that I have made along the way, but I think I will miss feeling the closeness to my father more than anything. I can still see his face, his wide smile and big brown eyes. Not a day goes by where I don't miss him incredibly. It's so unfair that he was taken away from me at such a young age. Some people never get to know what it's like to have such a warm, amazing man as a father. It's just a shame I got such a limited amount of time with mine. The day he died was the worst day of my life or at least it was until...

I shake my head, trying to rid my mind of the thoughts of Kyle. Now is not the time to go back to that place. No. Things are different now. I’m leaving for New York in a little over a week and that is where my focus needs to be.

“Of course you're going to miss it, Gracie. We all are,” Emma says, smiling when she catches sight of Carver making his way down the steps of our co-ed dorm. 

“What are we missing?” he asks, stopping in front of us, a crooked grin across his handsome face. “You're only going to be gone a week, Em. No need to cry about how much you're going to miss having me around. I'm sure you will find a way to get through it.” He leans against the passenger door of my car, crossing his arms in front of his broad chest.

I can't help but take a moment to stare at the attractive, goofy man standing in front of me. Carver won my heart on the first day of our Poetry class together. It was the first semester of my freshman year and making friends was at the bottom of my priority list. But even I was not immune to his boyish good looks and witty charm. 

We bonded over our love of literature, and of course, Carver's ridiculous attempts to woo me. After that, he became one of my best friends. Sharing the same co-ed dorm as me and Emma, we all became a package deal. The three amigos.

“Don't be an ass, Carv. I’m talking about Oxford,” Emma answers with a small frown. “I never thought I would become so attached to Ohio of all places, but I did and now... Well now, I’m just sad to say goodbye.” She sighs, turning to face the dorm that holds so many of our college memories inside the walls. 

“Not me. Hell, I for one cannot wait to get the hell out of this place.” Carver lets out a light laugh.

“Well, it's different. You grew up here. Of course you can't wait to escape.” Emma rolls her eyes. Carver immediately starts mimicking her. It's one of his favorite things to do and it drives Emma nuts, and no doubt that's why he continues to do it. Emma is a spitfire and getting her riled up is quite entertaining. Even I can admit that.

“So one week with the fam, huh?” Carver pins his brown eyes on me and cocks his head to the side. “I'm not gonna get a phone call in a week saying you've changed your mind, am I?” 

I can't help my knee jerk reaction to smack him across the chest.

“Please. One week with my family and I’ll be more than ready for New York.” I lean against my car next to him. He peers at me through a strand of his dark blonde hair that he keeps short on the sides and a little longer on the top. Not too long, but just long enough that a few sexy pieces fall right across his forehead. 

“That's my girl.” He elbows me lightly. “Well I guess this is goodbye, ladies. My flight leaves in two hours and we all know how long it takes to get through airport security. You have everything you need?” he asks, pushing himself away from the car to look at me.

“Yep, we’re all set,” I reassure him, turning my attention to Emma. Her dark eyes are glistening over as she once again looks back at the dorms.

“I just... I still can't believe it's over. College is over. And now here we are, getting ready to start our lives in New York City of all places. It's a little scary when you think about it.” 

“Hey.” I step up next to her to nudge her shoulder. “You are going to do great things, Emma Davenport. Just you wait. New York Theater will not know what hit them.”

“Damn right they won't.” She laughs, straightening her shoulders. Even though she is only a little over five feet tall, she carries herself like she's larger than life. That is one thing I have always loved and envied about my best friend. Her confidence is something I wish I had even a fraction of. 

“And she's back,” Carver jokes, pulling Emma into a hug. “I'm gonna miss you, Em,” he says, planting a kiss to the top of her head. 

Carver stands at least a foot over Emma and with his broad frame wrapped around her very petite one, she all but disappears in his arms.

“You too, Carv. Do us a favor and don't get into too much trouble before we get there.” She pulls back to give him one of her striking smiles. Emma really is a gorgeous girl, but she is also super talented.

She spent the duration of our time at college perfecting her skills by majoring in Performing Arts. Her dream is to be on Broadway someday and I have no doubt that she will make it. She’s amazing on stage and her voice; well let's just say she has no problem giving anyone listening to her goosebumps.

I went a little more practical with a degree in English. I have always wanted to be a writer, and since I can do that from just about anywhere, it made sense for me to join Emma in the Big Apple. Besides, she has been attached to my hip for so long, I’m really not sure that either of us could make it without the other.

“Me, trouble?” Carver chuckles. “Nah. Mike's picking me up at the airport and I plan to spend a few days getting our stuff settled before my first day of work.”

“Thank you again for doing this. I hate that you get stuck with the whole moving part.” I mean it, but at the same time I can't help but be a little relieved that I get to bypass most of it. The majority of our stuff is already there as Carver's uncle drove out last week to pick up everything we didn't absolutely have to have for the following two weeks. 

Carver and his uncle, Mike, are the only reason that me and Emma can even afford to go to New York in the first place. His uncle owns his own PR business and Carver will be working for him in a pretty important role. His uncle also owns our apartment building and is letting us live there for next to nothing. I haven't seen it yet, but from the pictures Carver showed me, it's a pretty nice place and not a bad neighborhood either, considering it's located in the heart of the city. The only thing I know for sure is that there are three bedrooms. No way was I going to share a room with anyone after four years of living with people. I need my own space and luckily, I am going to have it.

At first I rejected the offer. I didn't like the thought of having to depend on my friend's family to make my way. But at the end of the day I caved, more for Emma than anything. I know how badly she wants this and I would never forgive myself for standing in the way of her dreams. Besides, it was either live with Carver or stay with my brother, Alec, and that I knew wouldn't work. With how overprotective he is, I wouldn't be allowed to leave without him as my personal chauffeur. 

“It's what friends do.” Carver shrugs before pulling me into his chest and wrapping his arms around me. “Have fun this week, Gracie. You deserve it. I’ll have everything ready when you arrive next week.”

“Thanks, Carv.” I speak into his chest as I squeeze him tightly. “Love you.” 

“Love you too.” He releases me just as his cab pulls up to the curb. “You girls be good. And for the love of god, Em, try not to miss me too much.” He flashes her another wicked grin before climbing into the back of his cab. He gives us a wave as the cab pulls out into the street. I watch the car until it disappears around the corner before turning my attention back to Emma.

“Well, you ready?” I ask, making my way around to the driver’s side of my car. She looks back over the campus one last time and nods, climbing into the passenger seat.

We settle into our normal routine as we make our way to Toledo. Emma sits in the passenger seat singing along to every song that comes on the radio while I laugh lightly next to her. Got to love her and her theatrics. Even in the car, she's flailing her arms around and singing into a water bottle like it's a microphone. I guess performing is hardwired into certain people. It doesn't matter what we are doing, Emma always finds a way to incorporate her love for the arts wherever we go.

Emma has accompanied me on this trip every year since we were thirteen. The lake house on Marblehead has been in my dad's family for years, and we have spent the first week of every summer there for as long as I can remember. 

The week together was never the same after my dad died when I was twelve. Knowing that he grew up there, or at least spent a great deal of his childhood there, was just as much of a curse as it was a comfort. But my mom swore to keep the tradition alive, and even though me and my two brothers are now grown and out on our own, she still insists that we make time to spend that week together every year. Most people probably think it’s weird that we lived in Colorado but chose to vacation in Ohio, but given it’s where my dad is from, it always made sense to me. It was a way for him to stay connected to where he came from and for us to stay connected to him after he was gone.

As anxious as I am to get to New York, I can't deny that I need this time with my family. I need a week to recover from finals, graduation, and my impending adulthood. No one can distract me quite like my brothers and only now am I realizing just how much I miss them.

Pressing my foot down on the gas pedal, the car accelerates a little faster. Emma notices, turning to me with a grin. “Getting anxious?” she asks with a knowing smile.

“Just ready to get there and have a week of doing nothing.” I sigh, switching lanes on the freeway. 

“You won't hear me complain. One week of staring at Alec and Ian in nothing but board shorts. Oh yeah, a girl could get used to that.” She giggles when my hand swings out to smack her arm.

“Gross, Em. Those are my brothers you're talking about.” I stick my tongue out in a fake gag. “That's just nasty.”

“Sorry girl, they may be your brothers but there is nothing gross about either of them.” She winks and then slides her sunglasses back in place before breaking into another song, officially ending the conversation.

——
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PULLING UP TO THE TWO story lake house is like returning home from a long vacation. While it feels like I have been gone forever, this place still feels like home. Everything looks exactly as it did this time last year. My mom hired contractors to do some remodeling a couple of years ago and while the house is much nicer now, the foundation of the home still holds true to its original form.

The outside is gray with white shutters and trim. A stone walkway leads from the back of the house that faces the road to the front which faces Lake Erie. I exit the car and stretch my body, staring out over the peaceful water. 

The house sits on a small patch of land peppered with shade trees and flowers. It really is one of the most peaceful places in the world. A concrete stairway leads from the back deck of the house down to our private dock where Rob's new white speedboat is sitting proudly in the water. Mom said he had it delivered here last week and is dying to try it out.

“Em, get up!” I shout through my open door, watching my best friend stir in her seat before finally peeling her eyes open.

“We're here already?” she mumbles, slowly lifting herself out of the passenger seat.

“Easy for you to say. You slept nearly the entire drive,” I say, making my way around the back of the car to retrieve our bags. 

“Yeah, sorry about that.” She smiles sweetly and takes her duffle bag out of my hand, slinging it over her shoulder before grabbing her suitcase.

“I think we beat everyone here. I thought for sure Mom and Rob would be here by now,” I say, punching the garage code into the keypad. The door springs to life and Emma follows me inside.

I drop my bags on the kitchen floor before grabbing a quick drink of water. The interior of the home is bright and airy. Every detail of the house is done in cream, white, and tan, all the way down to the furniture. 

“God I love this place,” Emma chimes from her spot in front of the large bay window that looks out over the lake. 

“Yeah, me too,” I agree, retrieving my bag from the floor before making my way through the open floorplan to join Emma in the living room. “Come on, we better claim our room or we're gonna end up sleeping in the same bed all week.” I bump my shoulder against hers.

“It's not like we haven't slept in the same bed numerous times before,” she needlessly points out, following me up the staircase that leads to the second floor.

“Yeah, I know. I think my legs are permanently bruised from all your kicking,” I tease. Sleeping in the same bed as Emma is like trying to sleep in the middle of an earthquake. Not only does she kick the crap out of me and usually ends up pushing me out of bed, but she also talks in her sleep, which is quite entertaining, but difficult to sleep through. At least in separate beds I have a small chance of getting a little rest.

I follow the hallway that leads to the far right side of the second floor before pushing my way through the last door at the end. This room has the best view of any of the bedrooms with a wall of windows that look out over the water. 

It’s decorated in pale blue and yellow and really pops against the light filtering in through the windows. Unlike the downstairs, which is all hardwood floors, this room has beige carpet and very little in the way of décor; two double beds, each with their own nightstand and a long, oak dresser along the left hand wall. Add in a large portrait of a sailboat on the back wall and that's about all there is. 

I toss my bag on the bed closest to the windows and flop down. Emma claims the other bed on the far left wall and immediately begins stripping out of her tank and yoga pants.

“Em, what the hell are you doing?” I ask on a laugh as she struggles to get her pants off without losing her balance. 

“Changing, duh!” she exclaims, pulling open her suitcase and dumping the contents on top of her bed. She rummages through the pile of clothes before pulling out a little black bathing suit. She sets it aside and then pulls out another bikini, this one fire engine red. “Here.” She tosses it over her shoulder at me.

I eye the scrap of material and then immediately toss it back to her. “I'm not wearing that!” I shake my head, laughing when she throws it back at me again.

“Oh don't be like that. We both know that you have yet to go bathing suit shopping and I want to lay out. So put the damn suit on and stop your bitching.” She cocks her head to the side, both hands firmly planted on her hips, silently daring me to challenge her.

“I'm almost positive that this will cover about half of one butt cheek,” I whine, holding up the thin material. “Even if it weren't a size too small, I still wouldn't wear something this... Well, this slutty,” I say apologetically.

“It's a bathing suit, Gracie. Relax. And it's not too small. Last time I checked, we're the same size, so stop making excuses and come on.” 

“Fine...” I sigh, knowing she has a point. Besides, it's just Emma and my family. It's not like it really matters if I lay out in a barely there bikini, right? I have no one to impress. Even still, I have never been one for flaunting my body. Not that I'm uncomfortable with my size six figure, because I'm not. It's just not my style. 

Emma, on the other hand, loves the attention and re-emerges from the closet two minutes later walking across the room like she's on a cat walk. 

“Seriously, Em! You realize my brothers will be here, right?” 

“Isn't that the point?” she purrs, pulling on a sheer black wrap before grabbing her sunglasses from the bed. “Well, come on.” She taps her foot impatiently.

I grumble, peeling myself off the bed before making my way inside the small walk in closet to change. Thankfully, there is a full body mirror and I’m able to make sure that I am completely covered in all the important areas. 

Emma's right—of course—and the bathing suit fits perfectly. I sometimes forget we wear the same size because I am so much curvier than her. I feel like a cow when I stand next to her. She's lean and toned while I am, well nothing but boobs and hips. I used to say that the only reason I didn't topple over in a certain direction is because my ass and boobs evened out each side. While some girls think curves are what's hot, I disagree greatly. Maybe because I have always viewed myself as too curvy. 

I can't deny the red color of the bathing suit really does look good against my pale skin. Deciding it makes me feel a little less naked, I leave my long, wavy, dark hair down. At least it provides me with somewhat of a shield. Reluctantly, I exit the closet and do my best to cover my body.

Emma whistles from the doorway, pulling her sunglasses down to rest on the bridge of her nose. “Holy shit, Gracie. You look hot!” she exclaims, a wide smile across her face.

“I feel ridiculous,” I whine, searching for something to wear over the bathing suit. Again, I'm not ashamed of my body but I hate walking around in next to nothing. While Emma may be completely comfortable doing just that, I’m the more conservative of the two of us. 

“Here.” She steps up next to me, a white bathing suit cover in her hands. “I’m nothing if not prepared.” She winks, giving me a knowing smile. I take the wrap from her and pull it over my head. It's a halter style dress cover, cutting off just past my mid-thigh. I smile at her graciously and then grab my sunglasses before following her back down the stairs.

Emma, with tanning lotion and beach towels in hand, leads the way onto the back stone patio. The area is a large oval, decorated with a six person table with a large blue umbrella and chairs. A propane grill and a picnic table are set up on the far left side. I love sitting out here at night after everyone has gone to bed. It's so peaceful and I love looking out over the dark water.

“Where are you going?” I ask Emma as she starts heading down the concrete stairs to the dock below. 

“There's too much shade up here.” She gestures to the trees that shade a good portion of the grassy area. “Let's go down to the dock.”

Deciding there's no point in arguing, I simply nod and follow her down the stairs. She lays out the beach towels side by side and takes her spot on one, stretching out onto her stomach. I mirror her actions and do my best to relax. 

The sun feels amazing on my back and I close my eyes, loving the sound of the water lapping just below us. I don't know how long we lay there like that. Neither one of us speaks and I know that Emma is enjoying the peace just as much as I am.

Unfortunately, it's short-lived as our silence is interrupted by the sound of car doors closing and a man's laughter. I know it's Ian without a second thought. His contagious laugh echoes through the air and I open my eyes to find Emma staring at me, a mischievous grin plastered across her face.

“Let the fun begin!” she sings, pushing herself to her feet before taking off in a full sprint toward the house. 

While I’m excited to see my brothers, I don't share Emma's enthusiasm. Instead of joining her, I lay my head back down on the towel and decide to enjoy my last few moments of peace while I can, knowing full well that I will get very little of it from this moment on. Besides my late night escapes, the house will be buzzing and I’m in no rush to partake in the family bonding.

Truth is, as much as I love Emma and my family, I would much rather be alone. It's the only time that I don't have to pretend that everything is okay. I don't have to pretend that Kyle never existed or that my life is perfect. It's during my time alone that I can let myself feel the pain and the loss that plagues me every second of every day. 

I have not been the same since that day five years ago. The day that I try so hard to push out of my mind. The day I try to forget. The day that haunts me everywhere I go, no matter how much I pretend that it doesn't. 

“Grace Ellen Morgan. Get your ass up here!” Ian's playful voice cuts through my silence. I peek my head up to see him standing at the top of the stairs, tapping his foot. Even from here I can see the wide grin across his face. I wave him off and lay my head back down. He can wait a few more moments.

“You just gonna hide out here all day, baby girl?” Alec's smooth voice fills my ears moments later, startling me. I shoot my head up and pin my eyes on my oldest brother. He smiles at me lovingly and takes a couple more steps down the dock until he’s standing feet from where I am laying.

“If it means avoiding Ian's taunting for a few minutes longer, then yes,” I say, smiling up at him. He nods, knowing full well what I mean and closes the distance between us. He sits down next to me, his long legs stretched out in front of him.

I pull my sunglasses down onto the bridge of my nose and peer up at my brother. While Ian made it out to my graduation with mom, I have not seen Alec in almost a year. It’s good to see time has not changed him.  Rumpled brown hair that hangs across his forehead, his large, toned frame dressed in tan cargo shorts and a white t-shirt. He crosses his muscled arms in front of his broad chest and meets my gaze.

“How are you, Grace?” he asks. “I mean, really,” he adds, knowing full well that I will tell him everything is wonderful no matter what is going on with my life. Even with that knowledge, he still pushes for the truth. Unlike Ian, Alec has always had a way of reading me.

Ian is my cute, playful, snowboard loving, free spirited, artist of a brother. Alec is the more serious one. While I like to think that I know him well, like me, I know that he never truly lets people in. But he is my protector. The one who stepped into my father's shoes even though he was already away at college when Dad passed. Being ten years older than me, he has always been very protective of me and that fact increased one hundred fold when he became the eldest man in the family.

“I'm good,” I answer, sighing audibly as I rest my chin on my hand. “How's New York?” I ask. While the main reason I’m moving there is for Emma, it doesn't hurt that my oldest brother also resides there and will give me some sense of home in the craziness that is New York. “How's the business?” I tack on, referring to the software development company that he started a few years back with his college roommate. While he doesn't brag, I know how proud he is of their success, having created various apps for smart phones and other devices.

“It's good,” he says, being completely modest by how well he has done for himself. Not that I know what kind of money a business like that brings in, but from the way mom describes his downtown penthouse, I would say he makes more than he would ever need. “Sorry I couldn't make it out to see you graduate. Hell, I barely got away to come here for the week.” He shrugs. “We both know Mom would have killed me if I missed.” I can only nod my head in agreement, knowing full well that my mother would have been heartbroken had he not been able to make the trip. None of us has missed a year yet.

“No worries. It wasn't that big of a deal. Besides, my part lasted a whopping thirty seconds. The rest of the time you would have had to sit there and listen to them call out hundreds of names, and I can only imagine how dreadfully boring that would have been for you.”

“It would have been worth it, baby girl. You're a college graduate now. That's something to be very proud of.” He smiles at me.

I shrug. “Yeah, I guess. I'm just glad it's over. It was a great experience and all, but I’m ready to start living my life. College was just a necessary step. I need publishing houses to take me seriously and having an English major is the first step in achieving that.”

“Hey, Alec,” a man's voice I don't recognize interrupts us. I twist my head to the side and instantly my mouth falls open. 

Holy hell. 

Zayne Evans. My brother’s college roommate and best friend has always been a looker, but I certainly was not prepared to lay my eyes upon the Godlike creature that is now hovering just feet from where my inappropriately covered body is laying. 

“Your mom and Rob are here,” he says casually, his eyes finding mine for a fraction of a second before turning back to Alec.

“Thanks, man,” Alec says, pushing himself to his feet. “Come on, baby girl.” He leans down, holding his hands out to me. I push up on my knees, doing my best to make sure all areas are covered before taking his hands and letting him help me to my feet.

I turn, feeling ridiculously awkward and self-conscious, to face Zayne. The moment my eyes find him again, I have to physically force my knees not to shake. I haven't seen him since he came home for Thanksgiving with Alec my senior year of high school. And let’s just say, at that time I wasn’t in the frame of mind to notice how attractive he was, or really care for that matter. 

He's tall, at least six feet or so. His shoulders are broad and his tight fitted gray t-shirt clings to every perfectly defined muscle across his chest and stomach. When my eyes finally make it back to his face, I falter.

Lord, this man is beyond gorgeous. How do I not remember him being so beautiful? Piercing blue eyes with lashes so thick that the deep shade is only that much more intense. His dark hair is short and messy and has what Emma would call 'the just fucked look'. And there’s a light dusting of facial hair covering his chiseled jaw. 

I take a shaky inhale and try to gather my bearings.

“Zayne, right?” The question sounds stupid but considering it's been five years, it doesn't seem completely off the wall.

“Good to see you again, Grace.” He nods, his smooth voice causing my skin to prickle. He doesn’t give me more than two seconds of his attention before he’s talking to Alec again. “I'll see you up there,” he says, quickly turning and making his way back up the steps, two at a time. I can't help but watch him. The way his back flexes with each step, his massive calf muscles clenching with the movement.

“Why is Zayne here?” I turn to Alec, hoping my voice doesn't sound too strange.

“We’re in the middle of a huge deal with a major seller over this smart phone app Zayne and I have been working on. Like I said, I barely made it here. Lucky for me, Zayne agreed to tag along so we could work out some of the details before we are set to sell the rights next week,” he says, leaning down to retrieve my bathing suit cover. He hands it to me and I quickly slip it over my head before following him up the stairs.

“Alec Morgan. Get over here and give your mother a hug,” my mom demands with a huge grin on her face the moment we reach where they are all gathered on the back patio. Her eyes find me next and she smiles again, but I don't get the warm embrace that Alec does. Then again, my mom just saw me less than a week ago and hasn't seen Alec in months.

I’m the spitting image of my mother. All except for the blonde hair, which she keeps in a shoulder length bob. While Ian took after mom in that department, me and Alec have our father’s thick, brown hair. 

Alec wraps her in a quick hug before releasing her, turning to shake Rob's hand.

Rob is a short, stocky guy. He keeps his brown hair in a buzz cut and always dresses in khakis and a polo. While I wouldn't classify him as attractive, he's not ugly. I guess I’m just programmed to think that any man that is not my father is not good enough for my mom. They made the perfect couple. Both strikingly beautiful and more importantly, completely in love. But since that love was ripped away, I can't help but feel anything but grateful to Rob. Mom met him about five years after Dad had passed. They started out as friends and then eventually started dating. They eloped two years ago and I have to admit, I have not seen my mom this happy since my dad was alive.

“Hey, Grace.” Rob tilts his head in my direction. I return his greeting and then wrap my mom in a quick hug before scanning the area for Emma. “She ran to the market with Ian,” Rob says, seeming to know exactly who I’m looking for.

Fantastic,” I mutter. 

While Emma and Ian are both very fun, flirty people, the last thing I want is for Em to hook up with him or Alec. She never sticks to the same man for long and I would hate for something, like her hurting one of my brothers or vice versa, to come between our friendship. Besides, she's been part of my life for so long they are practically like her brothers, and it would be just plain wrong for her to cross that line.

“I'm gonna go change. Do you need any help with dinner?” I ask my mom, noticing several ears of corn laying across the picnic table. 

“No, no. Rob and I will take care of dinner.” She shoos me away. I smile, knowing full well that she could use my help but doesn't really want it. It's no secret that I’m a disaster in the kitchen. 

I throw my towel on the back of one of the chairs before heading inside. I peer around the large open floorplan before my eyes find their way to the second floor landing that oversees the first floor. 

Completely alone.

I let out a loud sigh and proceed to climb the stairs to the second story. I turn and head toward my bedroom but stop abruptly when the door next to my room opens and Zayne steps out, nearly walking right into me.

“Oh, sorry,” I stutter out. 

It feels like the air pings around us, a static pull that has my body reacting in a way that it most certainly should not.

Zayne's eyes meet mine for only a fraction of a second before he breaks contact and steps around me. 

“No problem,” he murmurs, walking down the stairs without a backward glance. I stand there for a moment, watching him walk the length of the first floor. 

He barely even looked at me. 

I can't help but feel a little offended.

I shake my head, knowing full well that a man like Zayne Evans would not give me the time of day. And since when do I care about a man giving me anything? I have had zero interest in relationships since Kyle and now I'm practically drooling over my brother's best friend. What the hell is wrong with me?

I mentally slap myself across the face before making my way into my bedroom to change. 

I’m a twenty-two year old woman. It’s perfectly normal to find a man sexually attractive, no matter how out of the ordinary it is for me. But what is really throwing me for a loop is that since the moment I looked at him on the dock, all I can think about is having him take me into an empty room somewhere and do unspeakable things to me. 
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Chapter Two
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THE FIRST COUPLE OF days go by without a hitch. While I still have not recovered from my first encounter with the impossibly sexy Zayne Evans, it's been somewhat easier by his constant absence. He and Alec have spent a good portion of their time locked away in the first floor study, leaving me plenty of time to distract myself with other things. Other than coming out to eat, I have not seen or spoken to him.

I didn't realize how much that would bother me. For some unknown reason, I want him around. For the first time in years, I feel like a normal twenty-two year old, pining after my older brother’s best friend like a love sick school girl. How cliché. It does make me feel better to know that I am not the only one affected by the man.

Emma spent the entire first day after meeting him talking about how sexy he is and all the things she would like to do to him. While it was entertaining to hear her go on and on, I couldn't help but feel a little jealous. At least Em could have a shot with him if she wanted. Lord knows he hasn't looked my way in the last two days.

In fact, during mealtimes, when he actually makes an appearance, he manages to talk to everyone but me. I try not to be offended. I am, after all, his best friend’s much younger sister. But that still doesn't dull the sting over his obvious avoidance of me. Hell, he hasn't spoken one word to me since that first afternoon.

Deciding not to dwell on it, I agree to go out on Rob's boat with Ian and Emma. I love being out on the water, and the more distance I put between myself and the sex god sleeping in the room next to mine, the better. 

After changing into Emma's red bikini, since I still have not made it into town to purchase my own, I throw on a pair of black knit shorts and a white tank and tie my hair in a messy ponytail before heading out to the dock. Emma and Ian are already on board. Ian hands me a beer out of the cooler the moment I step on the boat.

I smile as I take it from him, thinking way too hard about drinking it before allowing myself a taste. While it's bitter and extremely cold, it feels amazing on my throat and I take another long gulp before sitting on one of the long benches at the rear of the boat. 

I stretch my legs out along the bench and make myself comfortable. Emma curls up next to me and Ian takes a seat behind the steering wheel. While the boat isn't huge, it's big enough for about ten people, so seeing how there is only three of us, we have plenty of wiggle room.

The boat is very standard. A small chair and steering wheel for the captain sits in the middle. The back is made up of three long benches, one on each side and then one along the back. The front of the boat is long and sleek, and while no one can sit there while the boat is in motion, it will make for a perfect lay out spot when we decide to stop and swim later.

“Room for two more?” I hear Alec call over the roar of the engine just before Ian puts the boat into gear.

I peer up over my sunglasses and have a mini heart attack at the sight of Alec climbing on the boat, Zayne following behind him. His eyes find mine and I immediately turn away from him. Two can play this game.

“Holy hell. You mean you're actually going to stop working for a few hours?” Ian laughs out bitterly.

“Shut up, Ian.” Alec shoves his shoulder. “Besides, we finished early and you know how much I love the water.” He takes a seat on the bench across from me. Zayne walks over to the back bench and flops down, but I do my best to keep my eyes on the water.

“You okay there, baby girl?” Alec asks, pulling my attention to him. 

No, I'm obsessed with your ridiculously hot friend over there and it pisses me off that he won't even barely look at me. Instead, I only nod.

He smiles fondly at me and then slips his sunglasses into place before spreading his arms out to rest across the side of the boat. I look over at Emma who is undressing Alec with her eyes and give her a swift nudge with my foot.

She looks at me innocently and I can't help but laugh at her. She's so ridiculous. I shake my head at her, indicating there is no chance in hell that she is going to try anything with Alec. She pouts out her bottom lip but then flicks her eyes back to Alec before running her tongue along her lower lip. The action causes me to burst into laughter.

Ian and Alec pay no attention to my outburst but I can feel Zayne's eyes on me. Even though I refuse to look in his direction, I know he's watching me. I feel his eyes burning holes through my flesh. Deciding to play it cool, I slip my sunglasses back into place and look back out at the water.

We drive in silence for a few minutes before Ian finally kills the engine and turns his attention to Emma. “Alright Em, you're up first.” He grabs the rope and inner-tube from under our bench.

She smiles wickedly at him before hopping to her feet. “Hell yeah!” she exclaims, quickly discarding her sundress, leaving her standing in her skimpy black bikini. I can't help but glance at Zayne to see if he's looking at her but to my relief, he seems completely unphased by the gorgeous, half-naked girl in front of him.

Ian helps Em into her life vest before tossing the inner-tube and connected rope into the water. “Up you go.” Ian hoists Emma up over his shoulder and walks her to the edge of the boat.

“Ian, don't you dare...” she starts, but her protests are drowned out when Ian effortlessly tosses her over the side of the boat and into the water. She resurfaces seconds later laughing and sputtering.

“You asshat!” she yells through her laughter.

“Stop your bitching and get your ass on the tube.” Ian points to the floating object.

Once Emma is settled on the inner-tube, Ian starts the boat and slowly accelerates the speed. I turn to face the back, watching Emma bounce on the waves. I chance a quick peek in Zayne's direction and our eyes lock for a fraction of a second before he looks away, but that doesn't stop the butterflies from erupting in the pit of my stomach. What the hell is wrong with me? 

I turn my attention back to Emma.

“Faster!” she screams but her words are barely audible over the roar of the engine.

“She said faster,” I tell Ian, knowing he can't hear her.

“Damn, I love that girl,” he says playfully before increasing the boat’s speed once more. Emma gets brave and decides to put her hands up like she's riding a roller coaster at the same time that Ian goes in for a sharp turn. The inner-tube flips without warning and Emma disappears into the water.

“Ian, stop the boat!” I yell, realizing that no one else has noticed that we are now pulling an empty inner-tube behind us. Ian turns around and sees that he's lost his passenger. He lets out a full belly laugh when his eyes land on Emma floating several feet behind the boat, her arms waving in the air.

He turns the boat back around smoothly and pulls a few feet away from where Emma is floating. “Ian, you ass! You did that on purpose.” She tries to act mad but she can't fight the smile that is lighting up her entire face.

“Shit, I wish I had.” He reaches over the side of the boat to pull her in. She looks even more beautiful with the sun hitting her wet body just right. Damn it. Why does she have to be so perfect? I feel like the ugly duckling right now. I sigh and toss her a towel so she can cover up her body before Zayne has a chance to catch how beautiful she is.

I’m surprised, however, that when I look in his direction again, he's looking at me and not Emma. My cheeks flush with embarrassment, but I’m not really sure why I’m embarrassed. Over my thoughts maybe? I try to shake the feeling away and turn my attention to Alec who seems to be rather enjoying watching Emma towel dry her half naked body.

I get the feeling that Alec definitely sees how beautiful she is and watching him watch her is more than a little uncomfortable. I turn my attention to the cooler to get another drink but just as I am about to grab my third beer, my body is hoisted into the air without warning. 

“What the hell? Ian, put me down.” I struggle against his strong arms, trying to wiggle free from his grasp. 

“Oh no you don't, Gracie. It's your turn.” He smiles at me widely. 

“Ian, please don't.” I don't try to disguise the panic in my voice. While I’m fine swimming, I don't like anything that involves falling into water. I wrap my arms around Ian's neck and hold on with a vice grip, my fear trembling through me.

He manages to peel my arms away and before I can react, he tosses me over the side of the boat. That's when I see him. Kyle. He's flying through the air next to me. I try to reach out for him, but there's nothing there but air. I hit the water in a matter of seconds and having not put a life vest on, I kick my feet fiercely trying to reach the surface. 

I finally find air, sputtering and coughing and then I hear Alec's voice. He's in the water next to me. His hands are firmly on my shoulders. “Gracie, are you okay?” he asks when my eyes finally meet his.

“I'm fine. It just scared me for a second,” I say, forcing a laugh. 

“Come on, let's get you back on board.” He swims to the edge of the boat before he grabs me around the waist and hoists me up. Warm hands grip under my arms, lifting me the remainder of the way. I know without looking that it's Zayne. The heat now running through my body is like an inferno and I can feel the burn all the way to my toes.

“I've got you,” he says, wrapping a towel around me. His fingers lightly graze the bare skin of my shoulder, sending a chill through my entire body, but he doesn't let on like he notices.

He guides me back onto the bench, releasing his hold on me to help Alec back into the boat. I want to protest the loss of his touch, but instead, I rest on the bench and take some deep breaths, trying to slow my heartrate.

“Ian, you asshole!” Alec turns on Ian the moment he steps foot onto the boat. “What the hell were you thinking?” Everyone on the boat with the exception of Zayne seems to know exactly why he's mad, but I try not to let it show that any of it is bothering me.

“I... I didn't think... Gracie, I'm...” Ian starts but I wave my hand through the air cutting him off.

“Don't be ridiculous. I'm fine. Now can someone please give me another beer?” I wipe my face on my towel. Ian grins at me and then shoots Alec a 'fuck you' look before grabbing me a beer from the cooler and tossing it to me. 

Alec still looks pissed when he reclaims his seat, and once again I can feel Zayne's eyes on me but I don't meet his gaze. I'm proud of myself for holding it together. I have to be strong. I can't let my triggers control me. I’m fine. Everything is fine. But when I finally meet Zayne's stare, I can't help but get the feeling that he can see right through my act. 

Truth is, I'm not okay and what's worse? 

He knows.

——
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“YOU READY?” KYLE SMILES excitedly next to me. I look down over the cliff and my stomach twists into a nervous knot. 

“I don't think I can do it.” I shake my head, taking a few steps backward.

“It's okay, Gracie. I won't let anything happen to you.” His sweet voice fills my ears, calming me. Only it's not enough to change my mind.

“I know but I just... I can't. It's okay. You go without me.” I give him an encouraging smile.

“Oh no you don't.” He smiles at me wickedly before hoisting me into his arms. I try to protest, but my words get lost in the wind as he takes off running and launches us off the side of the cliff. My stomach instantly hits my throat and I struggle to scream, but I can't find my voice. All the air is pushed from my lungs as my body free falls down the hundred foot drop.

At some point, Kyle loses his grip on me and I hit the water hard. My ears pop under the pressure of the force and I kick myself upward at a frantic pace. I need air. God, I can't breathe.

Finally I feel the weight lift, gasping as I reach the surface. I turn around, trying to locate Kyle but I don't see him anywhere. Seconds bleed into minutes. Fear and panic grip through me as I frantically search the surface of the water. 

Where is he?

I can hear screaming. Someone is screaming. It's so loud that it hurts my ears and I cringe through the piercing noise. Then I realize that I am the one screaming.

“Grace. Gracie, wake up!” Emma's voice breaks through my panic. “Gracie, you're having a nightmare. Wake up!” I feel my body shake and instantly my eyes shoot open. I fly into a sitting position, knocking Emma off balance and causing her to fall back onto my bed. 

She pushes herself back up and takes both of my hands in hers. “Gracie, look at me,” she pleads.

I finally find her eyes as my mind begins to process that I’m here, that I’m safe. Everything is okay. Only it's not. Nothing has been okay since that day. I take deep breaths, trying to calm my rapid breathing.

“I'm fine,” I manage to croak out, my voice full of sleep. “Just a bad dream.” 

Only I'm not sure who I'm trying to convince. Yes, it was only a nightmare but the fact still remains that my dream stems from reality.

I haven't had a nightmare in years. Once I left for college, they became more infrequent until eventually they stopped all together. I can only assume that my dream was a product of the incident on the boat the previous day.

As much as I fight against the onset of emotions that one innocent incident caused, I can't help but feel like it brought a lot of unwanted memories to the surface along with it. Memories that I don't want to relive, that I can't relive.

“Do you need anything?” Emma asks, hovering over me. I shake my head and sink back down into the mattress. Seeming satisfied that I'm okay, Emma nods and crawls back into her own bed.

After a few minutes, I can hear her mumbling, the sure tell sign that she is fast asleep. I snuggle into my covers and try to find sleep again, but I can't shut my mind off. I can't shake the grief or the pain that is stirring so deeply inside of me it feels like it might take me under at any moment. 

——
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I WAKE THE NEXT MORNING feeling groggy and not at all rested. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. Having tossed and turned the remainder of the night, I did not find sleep again until the early hours of the morning and as such, I got a total of about three hours.

Emma is rummaging through her clothes trying to find something to wear when she notices that I'm awake. “Good morning!” she sings happily.

“Morning,” I croak out weakly, my throat feeling dry. “What are you doing?” I question as she slips on a pair of jean shorts and flip flops to match her pale pink tank top. 

“I'm running into town with Alec to pick up a few things from the grocery store for your mom,” she says brightly, avoiding my gaze.

“Emma.” The word comes out as a warning and it doesn't take a genius to figure out what I’m saying with that one word.

“Oh don't Emma me, Grace. We're just running into town. It's not a big deal.” She waves her hand through the air. She clearly underestimates how well I know her and the fact that she is in full makeup does not go unnoticed.

“I just don't want you doing something you’ll regret. Ian is one thing but Alec... Well, Alec is something else entirely. You know how he is with women,” I point out, knowing full well that she knows that Alec is a bit of a player. Hell, even that's an understatement.

“I'm a big girl, Gracie. I can take care of myself,” she says before making her way toward the door. “We won't be too long.” She waves as she exits the room.

Having no real plans for the day, I take a quick shower and dress comfortably in black yoga pants and a red tank top before throwing my hair in a loose ponytail and applying a light layer of mascara and some clear lip gloss. I take one last look in the mirror, not missing the dark circles that line my green eyes. 

Before exiting my room, I take a deep breath then make my way downstairs to grab some breakfast. My steps falter when I spot Zayne sitting at the kitchen table. He's dressed casually in black board shorts and a black t-shirt. The look only makes him that much sexier and I have to mentally force myself not to stare.

“Good morning,” I say lightly, making my way to the refrigerator to grab a yogurt and a bottle of water.

“Morning.” He nods, finishing off his coffee. He stands and makes his way into the kitchen to rinse out his cup as I take a seat at the table. “See you later,” he calls over his shoulder as he quickly exits the room without a backward glance. I sit there for a moment and look at the door he just left through. 

What the hell is with that man? Am I so repulsive to him that he can't even share a table with me? I try not to let it hurt my feelings, but the truth is, it does. How can he be so immune to the electricity that flows between us when I feel it so strongly? I'm surprised he's even here, having expected him to join Alec and Emma in town. 

“Good morning, sweetheart.” My mom's voice breaks through my thoughts. I peer up to see her smiling widely at me from the end of the table. She's still dressed in her pajamas and her blonde bob is an unruly mess of waves.

“Morning, Mom. Did you sleep well?” I ask as a pathetic attempt to make small talk.

“I did,” she replies, making her way into the kitchen to make a cup of coffee. “Rob was hoping to do a bonfire tonight down by the dock.” She turns to face me.

“That sounds great, Mom,” I say with a smile that I wish were genuine. “I'm gonna go for a walk, but I will be back in a couple of hours. Do you want to come with me?” I ask even though I really hope she doesn’t take me up on the offer. Right now I kind of just want to be alone.

“No, honey, I'm good. Me and Rob are gonna take the boat out for a little while.” She kisses my forehead before walking out onto the patio with her cup of coffee in hand.

After slipping on my sneakers, I exit through the back of the house, which is kind of like the front since it's the side facing the road. Turning left, I make my way to the end of the street where a large patch of woods spans for a couple of miles before meeting the lake again.

I wander the trails aimlessly, having no real point or purpose to my walk. When I finally reach the water, I stop, shocked to find Zayne sitting in the clearing where the lake meets the trees. He clearly heard me approaching before I realized he was there and has quickly pushed himself into a standing position.

“Hey,” I say casually when he turns to face me. His blue eyes seem darker than usual and I can tell that I interrupted a private moment. “Sorry. I didn't know you were here.” I immediately start to make excuses which in turn makes me feel even stupider.

“No worries. I was just leaving.” He shrugs, quickly stepping past me.

“You really don't like me very much, do you?” 

He immediately stops at the edge of the trees, turning back to face me. “I don't know if I would say that. Is there a reason you care if I like you or not?” He raises an eyebrow in question and for some reason the expression pisses me off.

“Not one bit, actually. Just curious,” I bite back, a little harsher than I meant to but feeling proud of myself all the same. I turn back around and face the water before saying, “I just wasn't sure if I did something to piss you off.”

He lets out a light chuckle and appears at my side. I jump a little, startled by his sudden appearance. I had expected him to continue walking away.

“What makes you think you pissed me off?” he asks, humor lacing his voice. Again, for whatever reason, the action pokes at my temper.

“Hmm, let's see. You won't look at me, you don't speak to me, and you conveniently disappear every time I walk into a room. Sounds to me like you've got a problem with me. I'm just not sure why,” I say, defensiveness evident in my tone.

He grabs my arm and spins me to face him. The sudden movement catches me off guard and I stumble, trying to find my footing. Once I do, I glare at him, ready to let him have it, but upon registering how close his face is to mine, I suddenly can't form words.

“Did you ever think maybe I like you too much? Maybe I’m avoiding you because I can't want you the way that I do?” His words seep with seduction and my body damn near collapses right on the spot.

“I.... I.... Wait, what?” I manage to stumble out, not trying to hide my confusion. My god this man makes no sense. Wants me? He doesn't even know me.

Then I realize what he’s doing... He’s fucking with me.

“Bullshit,” I retort, calling his bluff. 

He lets out a rough laugh and then closes the gap between us even further, leaning down until our lips are mere inches apart. His scent invades my nostrils and I’m silently willing him to close the remainder of the distance between us and kiss me.

“Don't tempt me, Grace. I'm fairly certain if you knew the things I wanted to do to you that you would run screaming in the opposite direction.” I feel his breath on my lips as he speaks and my heart kicks into overdrive. Millions of butterflies erupt in my stomach and I’m finding it difficult to keep my breathing steady. 

“Try me.” My words come out breathy and suddenly everything feels too hot.

His eyes turn serious. 

“No.” The one word sends my heart crashing to my feet. 

He steps away and all I want to do is reach out and pull him back. Feeling him so close to me, feeling his breath on my face, his scent invading my nostrils, it did something to me that I can't explain. Something that I know I shouldn't want to feel but that I do all the same.

He gives me a humorless smile and then shakes his head before turning to leave. 

“Are you kidding me?” The words are off my tongue before I can take them back. He spins back around just as I continue, “I don't know who you think you're dealing with, but I am not a child and I certainly am not some skank that you can play games with. So you know what, just keep ignoring me, Zayne. I think I like you better when you don't talk.” I spin back around to face the water and while my hands are trembling, I can't hide the smile that stretches across my face. I know nothing about him, but if I had to guess, I would say he is every bit the player that Alec is. Possibly even worse. 

I listen to his footsteps grow lighter in the distance until eventually they disappear altogether. I hate him for making me weak, for making me want something I shouldn't want. But most importantly, I hate him for saying he wants me, when that obviously isn’t the case. Truth be told, I don't think he has a single interest in me. I think he was just fucking with me because he likes my reaction to him. Well, no more. If he's going to treat me like I’m the bane of his existence then the least I can do is return the favor.

——
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WHEN I FINALLY RETURN to the house, Zayne is nowhere to be found. Neither is anyone else for that matter. Figuring they all must have gone out on the boat with Mom and Rob, I decide to try to get a little sleep.

After an hour of tossing and turning, I give up on my much needed nap. Feeling restless, I wander through the house, reminiscing on all the memories that being here brings to the surface. Me and my brothers as kids. My mom and dad, how happy they always were. I can still hear my dad's deep, baritone voice ringing through the room. The way he would say my name. The way he would always yell at Ian for taunting me or playing jokes on me. 

As I enter the first floor study, I catch sight of my dad's guitar propped up on a stand in the far corner of the room. I immediately walk over and retrieve it, running my fingers along the worn wood. Plopping down on the brown leather sofa that sits along the right hand wall, I prop the guitar in my lap and strum a couple of chords. 

My dad kept this guitar here for when we visited. He bought it second hand at a little shop in town. He didn't like to travel with his Martin guitar, as it was custom and rather expensive. He was always afraid something would happen to it. I guess that's why I couldn't bear to take it to college with me and as such, have not played in quite some time.

I remember how he would bring this one down to the fire with us at night and we would sit around and listen to him play and sing. He was such a talented man and the memories flooding through me brings my welling tears to the surface. I fight them back and try to remember everything he taught me. 

I run my fingers across the strings, tuning a couple before repeating the process. I first showed interest in the guitar when I was only six or seven. I was horrible at it but my dad showed absolute patience with me. He took the time to teach me how to play properly and while I still hadn't completely mastered it when he died, I continued to play. Eventually, I was even good enough to read music and write some of my own material.

Slowly I strum again, finding the intro to the first song I’d learned to convert from piano to guitar. “Colorblind” by The Counting Crows. I softly hum out the melody as I feel out the chords. 

I'm rusty but it comes back to me pretty quickly and before long, I’m playing smoothly and singing. The words flow through me and like with most other songs that I've learned to play, I connect to the meaning behind it. My voice wavers a little with the emotion running through me but I push through it, loving the release that it gives me. I strum the final chords to the song, then lay my hand across the now still strings. It feels so good to play again but there are a lot of memories that come along with it. Playing my dad's Martin was what helped me through his death. I felt like a part of him lived through me whenever I would lock myself in my room and play for hours on end. And then after Kyle, well let's just say music is a very large reason why I’m still here. For a year after he died, I was nothing more than a zombie. I would go through the motions of my everyday life but inside I felt hollow. Eventually, I tried to end the pain myself, at one point going as far as taking an entire bottle of painkillers my mom had been prescribed for her chronic headaches. 

She’d found me in time and after three days of mandatory psychiatric evaluation, I was released to my mother’s care. She kept me on a tight leash after that and had me in and out of different therapists’ offices for over a year until I finally got so sick of going, I convinced my mom I didn't need therapy anymore. Once she agreed, I quickly learned to put on a brave face. To the world, I was no longer the heartbroken girl barely hanging on. No, to them I was the same girl I was before the accident. Only I wasn't. That Grace died the same day Kyle did.

Pretending became part of my armor. My way of keeping people at arm’s length. Even Emma, who has been my best friend since second grade, accepted my newfound happiness without batting an eye. I think everyone wanted me to be better so badly that when I said I was, they embraced it rather than questioned it. 

No one talks about what happened anymore. Sometimes I have to look at pictures of Kyle just to confirm that he actually was real and not some figment of my imagination. My life went on normally after that and only Alec has ever questioned whether or not I was truly okay. While he would never say it, I think part of him senses the pain that I keep burrowed right below the surface. I think a part of him is waiting for me to break.

“I didn't know you played.” Zayne's deep voice cuts into my thoughts and I jump slightly, catching sight of him leaning against the doorway of the study. Embarrassment seeps through me. For whatever reason, I’m completely mortified that he was standing there listening. I try to brush the feeling away and play it cool.

“I didn't know anyone was here,” I say casually, standing and returning my dad's guitar to its stand. 

“Alec and Emma aren’t back yet. Ian's with your mom.” He says on a shrug. “You have an incredible voice. Where did you learn to play?”

“My dad.” I turn to face him. My breath hitches at the intensity of his stare but in true Grace fashion, I don't let him see it.

“I'm sorry, I didn't mean to interrupt.”

“You didn't. I’m finished now anyway,” I say, not looking at him as I try to squeeze past him in the doorway.

He reaches out and grabs my forearm before I can make a full escape. The contact sends a shiver through my entire body. 

“Grace.” His voice is soft.

“Don't,” I say, meeting his eyes. 

“I just want to say I'm sorry. You know, for earlier. That was a real dick move and I shouldn't have said those things to you.” 

So did he not mean it then? 

Was he really just screwing with me? 

The thought hurts a hell of a lot more than it should, considering I already knew this to be the case. 

I pull my arm from his grip and continue out of the room without responding. Honestly, I'm not really sure what to say. He follows me into the kitchen and waits until I have a bottle of water in my hand before he continues.

“Look, you're my best friend's little sister. The last thing I want is some kind of bad blood between us. We got off on the wrong foot and for that I'm sorry. Can we start over?” He leans against the island, his blue eyes locked on mine.

“I don't think there's a point, is there? You said it yourself, I'm your best friend's little sister. That doesn't mean we have to be friends. But if you're that worried about it, no hard feelings.” I shrug, swiftly turning and walking away.

My hands are shaking by the time I reach my bedroom. While I didn't mean a single word that I said to him, I need him to believe that I did. I can pretend that he doesn't bother me. I can pretend like he doesn't even exist. Pretending, after all, is my specialty. 
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