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      When I mentioned the Virgin Mary was also the same moment I realized that my frustrating conversation with the British hottie behind the hotel counter had gone completely off the rails.

      The annoying clerk blinked at me slowly. His expression never altered from that supremely bored look he’d been giving me from the moment I’d first stumbled into the lobby, dripping wet from the rain. That was hours ago. Since then I’d been to eight other hotels and motels and every bed & breakfast in the area, and now I was back.

      And this guy was just as unhelpful now as he was the first time around.

      “Are you telling me you’re a virgin?” he asked.

      I could feel a blush explode across my face. “No, of course not,” I stammered, even though I knew very well that was exactly the reaction he was trying to get out of me, the jerk. Whatever happened to hospitality and good manners?

      Neither were to be found in Wildwood, New Jersey, apparently.

      I took a deep breath and tried again, clasping my hands neatly in front of me on the counter as though we were having a pleasant conversation and not the most irritating interaction of my life. “I said the Virgin Mary. As in, I’m stranded without a place to stay and—”

      “Are you pregnant?”

      I frowned at this guy with his bland expression that I just knew was hiding amusement at my expense. He’d been purposefully obtuse and ridiculously unhelpful ever since he’d first informed me that the Sunrise Inn didn’t have a room for me, even though I’d reserved one.

      “No, of course I’m not pregnant,” I said. “But—”

      “I know for a fact that we’re not in Bethlehem,” he said in that condescending accent of his. “So really, this isn’t at all like a biblical tale.” I couldn’t be certain but I thought I saw a flash of amusement in those dark brown eyes.

      I hated him, I decided. I didn’t hate many people but I hated this guy with a fiery passion because he was so clearly enjoying this. I was having the worst day of my life and this wannabe Sid Vicious was getting a kick out of it. What was he even doing here anyway? The Sunrise Inn was a nice hotel. A respectable hotel. It was the best in the area…I should know as I’d been the one to do the research on rates and availability in this beach town before proposing this place as our Senior Week destination to the rest of the committee.

      Out of all the available hotels, I’d chosen this one for me and my friends because it was the nicest. Why on earth had they hired a delinquent? With his wild black hair and the tattoos running up his arm and under the short sleeves of the white uniformed button down, he looked more like the lead singer of some punk band than the face of a five-star hotel.

      I was so frustrated I was ready to scream. Why had I even brought up the Virgin Mary in the first place? I didn’t know. It had been a stretch, to say the least, and a clear indicator of how insane this guy was making me. “I was just trying to say that I need help and—” I cut myself off with a wave of my arms that nearly sent the candy dish filled with peppermints flying. “You know what, never mind.” I leaned forward to better read his nametag. “Jax, is it?”

      He stared at me, unimpressed by my ingratiating tone.

      “Jax, what I’ve been trying to tell you is that there’s been a misunderstanding.”

      “I see.”

      “I know for a fact that I have a reservation,” I said, for quite possibly the tenth time.

      He consulted the computer screen. “Under the name Catherine Vaughn, yes?”

      “Yes.” I let out a loud exhale. We’d been over this so many times, I didn’t know why I bothered to try again.

      That’s not true, I did know. I was desperate, plain and simple. It was late, it was raining, and I was alone in a strange town. All my own fault, of course, but knowing that didn’t make it any better. If anything, it made everything way worse.

      This idiocy was all my fault. This is what I got for acting on impulse for once. If I’d stuck to the plan, none of this would be happening. I would be safe and warm under my down comforter at home.

      I should have just followed the plan. I always had a plan, and for this exact reason. I was supposed to drive down for Senior Week with my two best friends two days from now. But then I’d gotten impatient. I’d finished my final exams before them and as the organizer for the week, there were so many loose ends to finalize. Why not get a head start while my friends took their last exams?

      In a fit of crazy, I’d followed that thought all the way here. To my doom.

      I stared at the profile of the hotel concierge from hell and groaned softly.

      I was an idiot.

      He tapped a key on the keyboard, which I was fairly certain did nothing except keep the screen saver from popping up and ruining his ruse that he was actually trying to help me. “Yes,” he said slowly. “I see your name here.”

      I knew what was coming and it took everything in me not to scream when he turned to face me with that bored look and said, “For Wednesday.”

      Wednesday. Which was two days from now. Which was when we were originally supposed to arrive.

      “Yes, I know.” I took a deep breath and allowed myself a moment to marvel at the fact that I had not strangled him yet. “But what I’ve been trying to tell you is that I called earlier today and I spoke to someone—”

      “Any idea who?”

      I swallowed down an irritated curse. If I knew the helpful guy’s name I would have told him by now. But I’d called the hotel early this morning before I’d realized that my day would go straight to hell in a handbasket so it hadn’t occurred to me to take note of the guy’s name. “No,” I said simply. “I’m not sure who I spoke to. But he was very helpful—”

      “I’m sure he was,” my bored British guy said. He didn’t look much older than me, and certainly not old enough to be wearing that condescending, world-weary, jaded expression.

      “He assured me that I could extend our reservation to today,” I finished.

      He stared at me for a moment, those dark eyes making me squirm. “Yes, well. According to the computer, your reservation starts Wednesday.”

      He continued before I could scream. “And all of our rooms are booked for tonight.”

      Tears were starting to prick at the back of my eyes. It was the same response I’d gotten at every other hotel, bed & breakfast, and run-down motel in a twenty-mile radius.

      Even front desk clerks at the seediest of the seediest had given me an apologetic grimace as they’d broken the news that they had no rooms to spare. Every other hotel clerk in this godforsaken town had shown at least a modicum of pity, if not empathy for my plight.

      But this guy? The guy whose hotel I had a legitimate reservation for?

      Nothing. Nada. Not even an “I’m sorry for the misunderstanding.”

      But of course, that would mean acknowledging that there was a misunderstanding—which there was not. I made the call myself. I spoke to that helpful clerk personally.

      I had a freakin’ reservation. I wasn’t making it up.

      Frustration had me gripping the edge of the shoulder-height counter and swallowing down the tears that threatened to choke me. The first time I’d had this same conversation with my personal concierge from hell, I’d accepted my bad luck with a disappointed sigh and an “all right, thanks for checking” and had left to find an alternative solution.

      But now I was back and I was desperate.

      And this guy couldn’t care less.

      Still, I found myself trying anyway because…well, because apparently desperation made me a glutton for punishment. “But the nice man on the phone this morning said—”

      “You probably spoke to Bob,” he said suddenly.

      I blinked. This was new. He hadn’t mentioned Bob before. I gripped the edge of the counter tighter as a flicker of hope threatened to come to life. “Okay,” I said eagerly.

      “Bob quit at lunchtime,” he finished.

      Hope died hard and fast. “What?”

      Sid Vicious didn’t seem to notice that he’d crushed my soul. “Yeah, guess he’d had enough of the uppity snobs who were always coming in here making demands and causing a scene.”

      His gaze never wavered from mine and I just knew he was referring to me. I stiffened, my tears taking a hiatus as outrage shot through me like a knife. He thought I was an uppity snob? Why? Just because I had a reservation here and wanted what was rightfully mine?

      “Look,” I said, leaning over the counter as much as I could. Stupid high counters made for stupid tall people. “It’s not my fault Bob quit, okay? He promised me a room and—”

      “And we don’t have one available,” he finished in a flat tone. “I realize I look like a god, but I cannot, in fact, summon an available room into existence merely because you wish it.”

      I didn’t know which was more annoying, his cocky tone as he called himself a god—ugh, I hated this guy—or the fact that he was right.

      “As I suggested before,” he continued, in that same bored tone. “Perhaps you should try elsewhere.”

      I stared at him. Did he really think I’d be back here dealing with him if there were any available rooms in this town? “I did try elsewhere. No one has a room.”

      “Well, it is a holiday weekend,” he reminded me politely. Too politely. Man, I really hated him.

      “Yes,” I said through clenched teeth. “I know that.” Now. I knew that now. Somehow it had completely slipped my mind that this was the Monday of Memorial Day weekend until I’d arrived and this lovely gentleman had pointed it out.

      Multiple times.

      Defeat had me slumping over the desk. Or maybe that was exhaustion. It must have been past eleven and I’d been attempting to get a room for hours. I’d spent an entire evening wasting my time.

      Jax, a.k.a. the British punk automaton, was still staring at me, his expression utterly devoid of emotion. My guess was he was just waiting for me to start arguing again.

      But what was the point? He was right, no amount of talking was going make a room available and I couldn’t handle much more of Jax’s charming personality without bursting into tears. There was no way in hell I’d give him the satisfaction.

      So instead I walked back out the front door, ignoring his “have a great night,” which dripped with sarcasm.

      I held my head up high as I walked back out into the rain. I didn’t even try to pull up the hood of my windbreaker. What did it matter? I was already soaked anyways.

      As I headed to my car I told myself how fine I was.

      I was fine. I was totally fine.

      I was smart, resourceful, young, resilient. I could handle one night on my own. My car might be a tiny two-seater, but it would at least be cozy and warm as I stayed out of the rain. I could probably curl up and take a little nap.

      Once I got a little sleep I’d feel better. Once I was rested I’d head home and come back with Ashley and Beth on Wednesday. I’d forget this whole night ever happened in the first place.

      Yeah, this was helping. A good pep talk always did the trick. One thought cheered me above all others as I reached my car. I’d get Jax in trouble. I grinned down at my wet rat reflection in my car window as I thought about how I’d tell the manager just how obnoxious his nighttime front desk clerk had been.

      That’ll show him.

      I was almost in a good mood by the time I opened my car door. See? Nice and dry. Once I turned on the heat…

      I turned the key in the ignition and nothing happened. That’s when my newfound happiness evaporated like rain on a hot pavement.

      What the…?

      I tried it again. Nothing. Not even a half-hearted rev that said it was working on it.

      Nothing. Nada. The more I turned the key the more my desperation levels rose to panicky proportions. This could not be happening.

      But it was and I even had a sneaking suspicion why. Had I remembered to turn off my headlights or the internal lights that I’d turned on to search for my wallet before leaving the car in the parking lot and walking to the last handful of places on my list?

      Street parking had been a nightmare so I’d parked in this lot and opted to walk, hence my current wet-rat state. I remembered flipping on all the lights; I remembered keeping the headlights on to see my surroundings.

      But in my distress did I remember to turn anything off?

      The silent engine told me that no. I had not remembered.

      Stupid battery. Stupid lights.

      Stupid, stupid Catherine.

      My forehead bounced off the steering wheel when I face planted against it. This was it. Stick a fork in me because I was done. I gave up. The universe had clearly been trying to mess with me for weeks now…maybe even months.

      “Fine, I cave. You win.”

      I wasn’t even sure who I was talking to. And then I couldn’t even talk because I was crying. Sobbing. The frustration and disappointment of the past few hours mixed with the wretched last semester of high school and all combined I was a messy ball of self-pity.

      I normally had a strict policy of not wallowing. I didn’t believe in it. Self-pity wasn’t useful, it accomplished nothing.

      I didn’t cry when I didn’t get into Columbia, my first choice of schools. Instead I’d acknowledged my disappointment but then patted myself on the back for doing such a fine job of choosing backup options. Instead I would go to Fordham, another wonderful school in New York where I could pursue pre-law as planned.

      See? I handled that disappointment with maturity. I had the same sort of levelheadedness when my boyfriend of two years broke up with me right before prom.

      Was it difficult to accept that Ted didn’t actually love me anymore and that all of our plans of heading to New York together had been in vain? Yes. Of course. But I had graciously agreed that we ought to be friends.

      I mean, it was the most sensible way to handle the situation. I could have gone ranting and raving about how he’d sworn he loved me and how he was singlehandedly ruining what was supposed to be the happiest time of my life.

      But I didn’t.

      We even went to prom together, since we both needed dates and as student council president and lead on the dance committee I had been the main organizer. I wasn’t even all that disappointed when I didn’t win prom queen. Everyone agreed Ted and I would have won if we were still a couple, but what could you do? We were friends, and I accepted that.

      For the time being.

      I mean, I might not be a drama queen, and I never wallowed, but I wasn’t a quitter either. Ask any of the students who’d tried to compete against me for student council president. They would all tell you that Catherine Vaughn does not quit. She’ll fight till the end to get what she wants.

      And what I wanted was the perfect last hoorah for my friends. What I wanted was one freakin’ last-a-lifetime memory to not be ruined by circumstances out of my control. What I wanted was to arrange for the most perfect, and most romantic situations so Ted would remember how right we were for one another.

      What I wanted was to get my life back on track, and this week was how I planned to do that.

      Another sob racked my body as I finally gave in to the surge of emotions that I’d been pushing to the side ever since my last exam ended and with it the last of my distractions. It was a mix of panic and fear and anger and a million other toxic, useless emotions and for the first time in ages I gave into it.

      I guess my point was, I didn’t normally wallow, but at this particular moment, I couldn’t fight against my misery any longer, because this was it. This was my last chance to get Ted back before he went off to summer at his grandparents’ lake house in Michigan. This was the last time to have all my friends together in one place. This was my last chance to make the memories I’d always dreamed about.

      Who didn’t romanticize senior year, right? I’d been looking forward to it since I was a kid. Senior year was supposed to be the epitome of high school, the year when everything came together.

      Instead, it was all falling apart.

      Senior Week was my last chance to make the memories of a lifetime. It was my last chance to show Ted that he was going through some sort of pre-graduation crisis but that he was wrong. We hadn’t grown apart when I went to camp last summer and we wouldn’t grow apart in college.

      This week needed to be perfect. It had to be perfect. My friends deserved a magical memory, and Ted and I deserved this second chance. We’d both just gotten too caught up in our responsibilities senior year, and I’d admittedly grown a bit too intense with my plans for the future.

      But this week was about fun and sun, and yes—the perfect romantic moment.

      I wailed into the steering wheel as self-pity washed over me like a tidal wave. I’d come early just to ensure that everything went according to plan and yet again the universe was messing it all up.

      How was I supposed to plan the epic week of romance when I was cold and wet and homeless?

      I almost didn’t hear the knock on my car window through my sobs. I chalked it up to wind and rain, but then it sounded again. Louder and right next to my ear.

      My head shot up and for a minute I thought I was imagining things.

      But no. That frown was no mirage. Jax was standing beside my window scowling at me like I was some rodent he’d just found hanging around the breakfast buffet. He didn’t seem to notice the rain that turned his hair into a tousled, matted mess and made his white shirt partially see-through so I could follow the tattoos all the way up to his shoulder and across his chest.

      My gaze flew up to meet his through the window and I felt a rush of heat in my cheeks. Good Lord, I hope he hadn’t noticed me checking out his chest. Also…I swiped quickly at my eyes and my nose.

      Oh hell. I was a mess.

      “Are you going to open up or make me stand out here all night watching you cry?”

      I opened the door slightly since the power windows were dead just like everything else. “It’s unlocked.”

      He gave a short nod before walking around the front of the car toward the passenger’s side. He let himself in, along with a giant gust of rainy wind, before slamming the door shut behind him.

      We sat there staring at each other for what felt like an eternity.

      It was probably a few seconds.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked as I wiped at my face and sniffled back snot in a pathetic attempt to hide the fact that I was crying.

      He crossed his arms and shifted back as though making himself comfortable in my passenger seat. “I came out here to ask you the same thing.” He looked around my car like it might have the answers. “What are you still doing out here in the rain?”

      I sniffed. “My car is dead.”

      Oh crap. My voice broke at that last word and I heard him mutter a curse under his breath as I burst out in another hiccupy sob. I slapped a hand over my mouth to stifle it but the gesture was too little too late.

      “Don’t cry.” His voice was gruff and he was looking at me like I was a lunatic, but I thought I detected a note of pleading in that command. “Seriously,” he said, running a hand through his wet hair. “We’ll find you a place to stay until your car’s fixed. Just…don’t cry.”

      I sniffled again, making every effort to stop crying, but I had a bit of a problem. Once I started crying it was hard to stop, one of many reasons I made it a point not to start in the first place. “Where?” I said, gesturing vaguely toward the inn. “There’s no rooms available, and there are no rooms anywhere and—”

      “Bloody idiot,” Jax muttered.

      I gasped, a little too dramatically I’d be the first to admit. “Hey,” I said, jabbing a finger in his direction. “I am not an idiot. I called ahead, I made arrangements. Yes, perhaps I was a bit distracted when I left my lights on but—”

      “I wasn’t talking about you.” Jax had that bored look down pat but now there was a hint of amusement in his eyes that was undeniable.

      “Oh.”

      “I was talking about Bob.”

      Bob. I thought his name with a growl. He was up there on my hate list right alongside this arrogant, unhelpful jerk. “What about Bob?”

      “He was pissed at the managers over some scheduling stuff,” Jax said, looking straight ahead. “Plus he’d reached his breaking point with the annoying customers…”

      He looked over at me in case I hadn’t fully understood that I was one of the annoying customers in question.

      Got it, but thanks for clarifying.

      Jax shrugged. “He probably thought it would be funny to go out leaving the managers in a bind.”

      I stared at him for a minute. “You mean, you think this Bob guy did this to me on purpose?”

      He shrugged again. “Maybe.” He eyed me from head to toe, taking in the long, wet strands of blonde and my sundress that looked far less cute beneath the ugly, oversized Wildwood windbreaker I’d picked up at a corner store. After his perusal he gave a definitive nod. “Yeah, probably.”

      “But why?”

      Jax’s gaze met mine and I was struck by the clarity of his grey eyes. They were dark but bottomless. It was hard to read what was there but I was fairly sure he could see straight into my soul.

      I shivered.

      His eyes were further proof that this guy was the devil incarnate, just in case his actions hadn’t already proven it. But now I knew there was one person, at least, who I despised even more than this sarcastic freak in my passenger seat. “What did I ever do to Bob?” I asked. “I’ve never even met the guy, and I was super nice on the phone.”

      Jax hitched his brows ever so slightly, but it was enough to piss me off.

      I stabbed a finger in his direction as I narrowed my eyes. “Don’t you give me that look. I am charming, dang it. Everyone says so.”

      His nostrils flaring slightly was the only give away that he was amused by my anger. For some reason his lack of a response seemed to make my own responses that much more dramatic, like some part of me was trying to accommodate for his apathy or something.

      “I was nice to you!” It came out as a shout and even I could hear how ludicrous it sounded to be yelling about how nice I was. I took a deep breath and tried again. “I was perfectly nice to you—you were the one being unhelpful.”

      He didn’t respond. Ugh, I hated it when he stared at me like that. Like I was some exhibit at the zoo that he found equally disturbing and fascinating. He watched me like I used to watch the snakes in the terrarium.

      “And Bob,” I said his name with all the anger I felt. Freakin’ Bob. “I was so nice to Bob.”

      “I’m sure you were,” he said mildly. I couldn’t even tell if he was being sarcastic. If he was, it was too subtle.

      I was not in the mood for subtlety. “What do you mean by that?”

      He lifted one shoulder as if even committing to a shrug required too much energy for this disaffected hipster. “Just that being nice doesn’t automatically make it any easier to deal with you people.”

      I blinked a few times, all the self-pity I’d been wallowing in had well and truly been replaced by anger. “You people? What is that supposed to mean.”

      One side of his mouth turned up in a caustic smile. “It means Bob and I spent all last summer watching girls like you parade into town with their daddy’s credit card in hand.”

      I jerked back at the bitterness in his voice.

      “They strut their stuff around the pool and are nice to the staff,” he said.

      I opened my mouth to retort with something angry but an inexplicable urge to laugh just stopped me. “Did you just use air quotes?”

      He had and he knew it. As if the way he’d sneered “nice” hadn’t been enough, he’d used air quotes and somehow that struck me as hilariously lame coming from this too-cool-for-school punk guy.

      His gaze met mine and I swear he almost smiled. His lips twitched oddly and his nostrils flared once more. He was either trying not to laugh or sneeze, but my bet was on laugh.

      “Maybe I did,” he said. “But I think you get my drift.”

      I let out a long breath. I wanted to argue but I just didn’t have it in me. I’d seen the Sunshine Inn. Heck, I’d been the one to pick it out and convinced my parents that a suite at such a nice hotel would be the perfect graduation present.

      The place wasn’t cheap and I imagined the guests tended to be high-maintenance. I fell back against my seat with a sigh. “Yeah, fine, I get it.” I turned my head so I could face him again. “But that doesn’t mean he had any right to take it out on me.”

      Jax met my gaze evenly. “That’s why I called him an idiot.”

      My grudging murmur of acknowledgement lingered in the air between us. He was still staring at me, and I was doing the same to him. We were holding eye contact for so long that it went from normal to weird in a heartbeat. I turned to face forward and stare at the rain-splattered windshield.

      “So,” he said. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him gesture to my dead dashboard. “What’s your plan here? Do you want me to call for a tow truck?”

      “I can do it,” I said. “At least my phone still works.”

      Silence reigned again. I didn’t know how to politely ask him to leave my car when I still wasn’t sure what he was doing out here in the first place. I also didn’t know how to ask him what he was doing out here in the first place when he was being somewhat helpful.

      I mean, offering to call for a tow truck wasn’t exactly heroic, but it was a nice gesture. Then I thought it through and groaned.

      “What?”

      “I don’t have money for a tow truck.” I tilted my head back and looked at the ceiling. I would not cry again. I would not.

      Try telling that to the tears that went rogue and spilled down my cheeks.

      “I take it you don’t have daddy’s credit card?”

      I turned to glare at him but the effect was ruined by the tears. “No, Mr. Judgy, I don’t have my dad’s credit card.”

      His eyebrows twitched up at the nickname but he didn’t say anything.

      Between the sudden silence and the fact that my stupid tear ducts were out of control, I found myself babbling away. “My parents paid for the hotel suite for the week but that’s my big graduation gift. I couldn’t exactly ask for a credit card, too. They don’t have a lot to spare. The only money I have is my spending money for the week, which I took out of my savings and—” I cut myself of with an embarrassing hiccup.

      Jax cursed again. “Don’t cry. Seriously.”

      I swiped at the tears and focused on that funny note in his voice, subtle but there. “What, are you one of those guys who’s afraid of tears?” I’d been kidding but when I glanced over, he was watching me with such blatant horror, it made me laugh out loud. “Oh my God, you are.”

      “It’s just…” He gestured to my face like it was the grossest thing he’d ever seen. “It’s freaking me out.”

      “Yeah,” I said, giving a water laugh through my tears. “I can see that.”

      “We’ll fix this, okay?” he said. “We’ll figure it out.” The subtext was, just stop crying. For the love of God, stop crying.

      “Sorry,” I said, sniffling again. “It’s just been a bad day.” That made me laugh again—there was every chance I was becoming hysterical, what with the exhaustion and the tears and the accumulation of the past six months’ worth of crap. “It’s been a bad year.”

      He made a noise beside me. Little more than a huff of air but it was enough to make me turn and face him. Was that…was that a laugh?

      Sure enough, my very own punk-rock jerk had a very small smile on his lips as he watched me. “Yeah, I know the feeling.”

      I swallowed convulsively as our eyes met again and that smile—that teeny tiny twist of his lips—hit me straight in the solar plexus like a punch. He was objectively attractive. I mean, punk rockers weren’t typically my thing but no one in their right mind would say he wasn’t attractive.

      But with the hint of a smile softening his features, making his eyes lighten and giving him an air of approachability?

      Oh goodness gracious.

      The air in the car grew too thick to breathe and I licked my lips as I struggled for a normal inhale and exhale.

      Holy cow.

      Maybe that’s why this guy showed no emotions. Maybe every time he did, girls went and fell at his feet.

      Sure enough, the hint of a smile faded and he was back to being aloof and cold. “Don’t you have an emergency credit card or something?” He frowned at me like he was disappointed in me. “You should always have something in case of emergencies when you’re traveling.”

      “Thanks for the tip,” I said, my tone sullen and bordering on bratty. But seriously, talk about too little too late. That advice might have been helpful this morning, or really any other time than the present.

      He shifted to face me, his gaze roaming over me again but in an objective way like he was just now seeing me for the first time. “Don’t you have a boyfriend or some friends who could come get you?”

      I shook my head. “My friends are two hours away and I couldn’t ask them to drive here in the middle of the night and in the pouring rain.”

      After a pause, he asked, “And no boyfriend who can come to your rescue?”

      I sniffed as I tried to swallow down another wave of self-pity. “First of all, I don’t need a boyfriend to rescue me. I can rescue myself.”

      I’d tilted my chin up as I said it and I caught that telltale twitch of Jax’s lips that said I was entertaining to him.

      Oh joy.

      “And second, he broke up with me two months ago so even if I did want some knight in shining armor to rush to my aid—which I don’t—he would definitely not be on my call list.”

      I don’t know why I explained all this to this guy. Maybe because I was stranded. Oh crap. That thought brought with it the panicky sensation that I knew without a doubt would be followed closely with more tears.

      I widened my eyes further and focused on his eyes. I probably looked like a crazy person with the bug eyes and the intense stare but it was the only way to keep the tears at bay. Judging by his earlier response, he’d thank me for the effort.

      Think, I ordered my brain. Make a plan. That was what I did. I was a planner. A scheduler. A list maker. I could do this.

      I took a deep breath in and let it out slowly. I was not stranded. I had family and friends who knew where I was. I had a phone. One of them could come get me in the morning, if all else failed.

      I still recoiled at the idea. My best friends didn’t even know I was here—I’d figured I’d tell them after I’d gotten settled in and they couldn’t try to talk me out of it.

      To clarify, they were both on board with my plan to get Ted back, but these past few days they’d been acting weird about my game plan to win him back. They probably didn’t want to see me getting hurt again, which was sweet but unnecessary. And if I called my parents, they’d give me a lecture I so didn’t need about responsibility and traveling on my own and blah blah blah. There might even be a chance that they’d ban me from coming back for Senior Week if they decided to go full-on overprotective.

      I stared at the steering wheel and ordered the panic to subside so my brain could function properly. I didn’t have the money for a tow truck, but then again, I didn’t even need a tow truck. I knew what the problem was and I knew how to fix it. This was not the first time my old beater had gone dead on me, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      I just needed some jumper cables. That thought brought with it a certain amount of ease. I liked that plan better. I preferred to help myself than calling for assistance.

      When I turned to face Jax, I found him watching me warily, probably afraid that I was going to cry again.

      “Do you have jumper cables?” I asked suddenly.

      He shook his head. “No car, sorry.” After a minute, he added, “But a friend of mine has some. He can help you out in the morning.”

      I nodded. See? I had a plan. And Mr. Unhelpful here had actually proved useful for once. “Perfect,” I said, sounding far more upbeat than I actually felt. But I did feel better, and that I could work with. I had a plan. Which meant that everything else could be salvaged—Senior Week, Operation Win Back Ted…it was all happening.

      “You look psychotic,” my helpful new friend pointed out, his tone flat and not even remotely teasing.

      My eyes were still so wide they hurt so I blinked a few times and let go of my death grip on the steering wheel. “I don’t feel psychotic,” I informed him politely. “I feel like I have a plan.”

      I was looking at my hands on the wheel so I couldn’t tell for certain but I thought he sounded amused. “Oh yeah, and what’s that?”

      “First thing tomorrow I will get your friend’s jumper cables and get my car back on the road.”

      “And then?” he asked.

      “Then I’ll head back home and come back with my friends on Wednesday, as planned.”

      I frowned and apparently he caught it.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I gave a little shrug. “Nothing, just…” I let out a sigh. This guy would never understand. “The whole reason I came here early was so I could make sure everything was perfect.”

      “For what?”

      I turned to face him. “Senior Week. My whole senior class will be here and I’m the one in charge of organizing and…” I trailed off at the look of disgust on his face

      Sure enough, he didn’t get it.

      Something told me he’d outright laugh in my face if I continued and told him about my grand plan to stage the perfect moment for my ex and I to have our epic reunion kiss. He hardly seemed like a romantic, and I was officially over being the source of this guy’s amusement for the night.

      I dropped my head back against my car door with a sigh. “You know what, forget it. You clearly don’t care.”

      “About your Senior Week? No, you’re right, I don’t.” The way he stressed ‘Senior Week’ said it made it sound asinine and I turned to him with a glare.

      He ignored it, already turning to let himself out of my car.

      Good. Great. I dropped my head back against my seat again, hoping to miraculously get comfortable while sitting upright so maybe, just maybe, I could ignore the cold, damp clothes and the chill that was seeping into my bones long enough to doze for a bit.

      I heard the passenger car door slam shut but my eyes were closed. I ignored the chill that seemed to grow ten times more frigid at the lack of another human body in the car.

      I was alone. And I would be for hours.

      I shivered.

      Awesome.

      What was about to be a rapid descent into another bout of self-pity was cut short when my driver’s side door was jerked open, letting in a gust of frigid, rainy wind. “What the…” I sputtered, sitting up straight to see that Jax was holding my door open and glowering down at me like I’d just ruined his night.

      Maybe I had.

      “Come on,” he said, before turning and walking back toward the hotel.

      I scrambled out so quickly it made me annoyed with myself. What was I, a puppy? I just came running when this guy beckoned? “Where are we going?”

      He didn’t stop walking and I couldn’t entirely blame him. It was freakin’ cold and the rain felt like ice on my face.

      “You’re coming home with me,” he said as we reached the doors to the hotel and he held one open for me.

      I led the way in as I hunched in on myself with a shiver. Oh hell, my teeth were starting to chatter. “You live at the hotel?”

      I caught his smirk as he walked past me. “Not quite.”

      He walked over to the desk and tapped on the keyboard for a bit, grabbing a jacket that was apparently tucked under the counter somewhere. A jacket he’d apparently left behind in his haste to come out and check on me.

      Huh.

      I watched him from just inside the doorway, more confused than I’d ever been. I was starting to seriously think I was dreaming, because life had gone from weird to bizarre. I heard the clink of keys as he grabbed them and threw on his jacket, heading back toward me.

      “Okay, let’s go,” he said, his voice brisk as though I were some chore he had to take care of.

      I glanced at the empty desk as he held the door open for me once more—a bizarrely gentlemanly act performed by the most reluctant hero of all time. He followed my gaze. “My replacement will be here in a minute. She’s always late.”

      I nodded. Whatever. It wasn’t my job to worry about the fact that he was leaving this posh hotel unmanned at this time of night.

      Yet I still worried about it as I hurried after him.

      I don’t know what I’d been thinking but it didn’t occur to me just how risky this whole thing was until we left the parking lot of the Sunshine Inn and I found myself trailing a stranger through the dimly lit back streets of this unfamiliar beach town.

      Wariness had me lagging behind and at some point he seemed to notice that I wasn’t following closely on his heels. He turned to face me. “Is there a problem?”

      Uh, was he serious? I shuffled my feet, uncertain of what I wanted to do, but so freakin’ cold and so miserably tired I could barely stand up straight. “I, um…I’m not sure I should go off with some stranger.” As soon as I said the words, I realized that they may have sounded rude. Like I was accusing this guy of being a predator or something.

      But he just gave me that blank, serious look and I couldn’t tell if he was amused or annoyed, or maybe both. “Fair enough,” he said. Then he gestured back toward my car. “If you’d rather freeze your arse off, that’s up to you.”

      I glared at him, even though I knew none of this was his fault. Still, he didn’t have to be such a prick all the time. It would have been much easier to follow him to his warm home if I could convince myself that he was a friend, or even just a good guy.

      He let out an exasperated sigh as though I were some petulant child. But then he crossed the distance between us while reaching into his back pocket. “Here,” he said, handing over his wallet.

      “What’s this?” I rolled my eyes at my own stupid question. It was a wallet, obviously. The question was, why was he shoving the worn, black leather accessory into my hand?

      “I’m giving you all my money,” he said in a flat tone that made me want to laugh and punch him at the same time.

      He gestured toward it impatiently. “Take a picture of my ID, it has my address on it. Send it to your parents or your friends or whatever, if that makes you feel better. Everyone will know where you are and who I am in case I try to kidnap you or something.”

      I hoped he couldn’t see the blush that I was sure had spread into my cheeks. I felt like an idiot as I pulled out his ID and did as he said even though logically I knew I’d be even more of an idiot if I didn’t do it.

      A little voice of paranoia had me questioning myself even as I took that precaution, texting a picture to Ashley and Beth who were likely fast asleep. As he watched, I sent the picture and mentally reviewed my options.

      I could freeze in my car or I could head to a police station or something for the night or I could try to find a coffee shop that was open all night and try to stay awake until the rain ebbed or…

      “Are you coming?” Jax was already walking away from me even though I still had his wallet. I hurried after him to give it back and realized that I was far more comfortable with this guy, who I’d been bickering with off and on for the better part of the evening, than with any of those other options.

      Being with this guy who treated me like an irritating pest seemed like the best plan, given the unpleasant alternatives. I picked up my pace so I was walking beside him. “Wait, I didn’t grab my suitcase.”

      He didn’t slow his pace as he shoved his hands in his pockets and barreled ahead through the rain that was pelting us in the face. “We’re not turning back now, love. You can borrow something of mine.”

      I was full-blown shivering as the wind bit through the thin cotton of my dress and the rain spattered my legs and face. “At least you’re not wearing a sundress,” I muttered.

      I may have been imagining things but I’m pretty sure I heard him laugh under his breath. “We can all be thankful for that.”

      I felt a smile tugging at my lips despite my current misery. “Do you have any roommates?”

      “Just Bob,” he said.

      I stopped short. “Wait a second. Bob is your roommate? The Bob?”

      He kept walking and I was forced to hurry after him. When I reached his side again, he said, “You can let him have it over breakfast.” Then he added, “If I don’t kill him first.”

      Mmm, breakfast. God, I was starving. I hadn’t had dinner thanks to my quest to find a roof over my head.

      He seemed to be thinking the same thing. “You hungry?”

      “Starving,” I said. A couple seconds passed and I followed him around a corner, trying and failing to keep track of exactly where we were in relation to the hotel and my car. Whether it was my instincts talking or just the relief at knowing I was heading somewhere warm and dry, the paranoia had waned and I found myself oddly comfortable around this guy, who was currently the most familiar thing in this stupid town.
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