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To the one who hurts in ways others can only assume to understand, your worth is not measured in your mistakes, your love is not useless, and your life has more value than you know.




[image: title]





Chapter 1



Davis


“I don’t have much time, Baby Franco, so let’s hear it.”


My lips pinch at the nickname, something he’s called me since I was twelve, the blatant reminder that I, above all freaking else, am the baby of my family—his chosen family, that is until he washed his hands of us, unlike the faded nightclub stamp smeared along his knuckles.


It’s whatever. He showed, didn’t he ?


Sure, he threw himself in the chair across from me, without so much as a one-armed hug, and buried his face in his phone before bothering to look at me, but again, he is here, which is more than I can say for the last several years.


Who’s counting, right ?


It went from seeing him every single day—as one does when their bedroom is directly across from your own—to every other, to once a month, then twice a year, and as of yesterday, he broke an entirely new record for us. It’s been almost three years to the day since the two of us have been in the same place, at the same time, and even then, it was for no more than a wave through a dusty Mazda window, which, considering his apartment is less than a ten-minute drive from my own, is telling.


And, apparently, it’s not long enough for him if the annoyed sigh pushing past his cherry-ChapStick-covered lips clues me into anything. I’ll wait him out, though, because I need his undivided attention in order to ask what I brought him here to ask, so I sit back, waiting for the moody man to look up.


Several more moments, a couple seat shifts, and a flash of a frown later, he finally does. Dark, hazel eyes rimmed in gold meet mine and the hint of irritation rising in my throat simmers.


My gaze softens, a small smile pulling at my lips at the direct sight of my brother’s best friend.


Best friend turned foster brother turned ex best friend, that is.


As if his thoughts mirror mine, as if I’m nothing but a reminder of the friendship he lost, Crew winces, flicking his attention away.


“When was the last time you woke up this early ?” I tease, glancing at his disheveled hair and last night’s hoodie.


A ghost of a grin tugs at the corner of his mouth, but he doesn’t quite let it loose. “Been a while.” A single beat passes, a second sigh leaving him as he leans forward, arms crossed flat on the tabletop.


Crew’s eyes skim over my upper half in a long, slow pursuit, and with each passing second, the deeper the creases along his forehead become. “Your hair’s different.”


“Oh.” Subconsciously, I reach up, running my fingers through the soft caramel-colored strands. “Yeah, I thought it would be fun to go a little darker.”


“And shorter.”


I nod, squashing my hands between my thighs to keep from touching it again. I had forgotten what I’d changed about myself since the last time he saw me. Chopping my long dirty-blonde hair and going brunette had been a random, rash decision, but I love it. It’s short, hanging just above my collarbone, sleek and spunky. My hair never held curls anyway, so now it’s ten times easier to jump up and head out the door, not like I ever spent too much time trying to do much more than that, but still. My life had become a monotonous merry-go-round—a boring circle I wanted out of—with new hair, I at least saw something new in the mirror each day.


I also stopped wearing—


“And no more contacts ?” It’s as if he reads my mind.


An anxious laugh escapes, and I uncross one leg, recrossing them the opposite way beneath the café table.


“My dad has to take me off his insurance when he retires this summer, so I finally gave in and had laser eye surgery.”


“You’re afraid of needles. And doctors.”


My mouth opens and closes, his sharp memory a surprise, and I give a small shrug.


“It was … embarrassingly terrifying but needle-free, and I can’t really afford to pay out of pocket right now, so it was kind of the only option.”


And I was suitably sedated, plus or minus a Xanax or two.


His brows pull in close, and he gives a slow nod.


For a moment, he simply stares, seemingly lost in thought, but his grumpy little glare comes back, and he looks at his phone again.


If there’s one thing about Crew Taylor that drives me mad, it’s his ability to live in the in-between, where you show no sign of being happy or glad, mad or sad, serious or playful.


You name it, and his signals are crossed. He can go from calm, cool, and collected to ripping a dude out of a chair with no warning and serving up a fresh fistful. You never know how he feels until the moment he’s ready for you to.


He and my brother were opposite in that way.


Memphis wore his emotions proudly. If he was upset, he wanted you to know. Happy, he was eager to share why. On more than one occasion, I witnessed him walk up to a total stranger and ask if they were okay, simply offering them someone to talk with. He would say he felt they needed it, and so there he was, an ear for anyone who needed one. Of course, it worked both ways.


The source of Memphis’s anger was made unmistakably clear, but it was Crew who would step in when that happened. It was part of the reason he and Crew fit so well as friends : what one lacked, the other made up for in spades.


Not to say they weren’t similar ; they were. Their likes and dislikes were matched, be it games or food, clothes or hairstyles. Both were silly and shameless, outspoken, and athletic, so much so, they’d bet on who could get a random girl’s number at the fairs or school football games.


Baseball was their game of choice, so they ate up all the attention they could snag under the Friday night lights.


There was so much bait tossed their way ; it’s a shock they didn’t puke.


Pretty sure I gagged a time or two.


But there was always a different kind of shadow that hovered over Crew, and sometimes, he couldn’t quite step out from under it.


“I don’t have a lot of time,” Crew complains with a quick flick of his gaze.


“You don’t have work until seven.”


His head snaps upright as my lips smack closed, my eyes bulging, but only for a second.


I’m about to apologize when his familiar chuckle warms the air, and this time, while it only holds for a split second, his grin slips free, the small scar along his chin becoming more defined, revealing a new one just left of the other.


Yeah, he’s textbook “take me to bed,” as the headline would read if you opened a book cataloging men and the thoughts they induce on sight.


He’d be the first photo featured.


His skin is forever tan, body trim yet toned, though looking at him in his hoodie, his shoulders seem to span wider than before. His dark-brown hair is still short on the sides, a pile of lazy waves on top.


Just how I like it.


Crew leans back, crossing his arms. “Been checking up on me, huh ?”


“I’d say old habits die hard, but I’m not old, and I don’t see this one dying.”


His eyes hold mine. “Tell me why you asked me to come here, Sweets.”


Sweets.


Man, I haven’t heard that one in a long time. Little does he know not much has changed. I still have a solid stash of snacks—all of the sugary nature—in my bag as we speak. That’s what he called me before, “Baby Franco,” and after, on the rarest occasions, of course. Like when he was drunk and goofy.


Like when he—


The lift of his dark brow snaps me out of my thoughts, and I remember why I called him here.


Not that I forgot. I obsessed over it. Stressed over it.


Ate three pounds of chocolate and got sick over it …


Each time I tried to talk myself out of calling him, it worked. I mean, it had been a long time since we talked.


So, I texted him instead.


“Right, so …” I sit up in my chair, folding my hands and laying them on the table, holding his eyes with mine. I square my shoulders, give a curt nod, and grin.


“I want you to take my virginity.”





Chapter 2



Davis


Okay, so I anticipated some shock, a chuckle or two, and definitely expected to see the look-away grin thing he does—where he really wants to smile at what I say but doesn’t want me to know he’s smiling.


What I did not expect was his face to remain so incredibly blank. Like, blank blank.


I’m talking if a wax figure of Crew Taylor existed, I’d swear someone froze time, kidnapped the real Crew, and placed the art version of him in front of me. He’s that still. That freaking stuck.


“So …” I drag out when I take several sips of hot tea and wax Crew doesn’t so much as lower those long lashes. “I wrote out the pros and cons, and when that started to go in an entirely different direction—don’t ask—I decided …” I dig into my book bag, pulling out the clear protective-sleeve-covered paper inside it.


“You wrote an essay.” He speaks so monotone I have to wonder if he meant to say those words in his head, but then, with measured movements, his fingertips come down on the table, slowly pressing, stretching, and gliding along the painted iron. “You wrote an essay ?”


I nod.


“About why you and me should have sex ?”


“Yes,” I say instantly, but then shake my head. “I mean no.”


He frowns. “Yes or no ?”


“Yes and no.” I sit forward, set the plastic slip down, and tap it with my pointer finger. “It’s a persuasive essay detailing all the reasons why you should have sex with me.” I sit back, folding my hands in my lap.


It’s simple, really brief, precise, and only took me a few days.


We won’t talk about the many months of planning and pep talks leading to this moment.


Crew’s gaze sharpens. “You do realize it takes two people to have sex, right ?”


“Right, but—”


“No buts.” He leans forward, his eyes locked on mine. “Sex is not one sided.”


“Will you stop saying sex over and over again ?”


His eyes widen as his head tugs back. “You want to have sex, but you can’t handle hearing the word ?”


“I can handle it fine. It’s science. I am great at science.” Did he forget who he’s talking to ? “But the girl to your left looks over every time you say it.”


“Fuck me.” He runs his large hands down his face, and his attention falls back on me, with a heavy, set glare. “Sex,” he says even louder than before. “Should not be looked at as science, just like it’s not one person fucking the other. It’s about both people. Who they are, how they know each other, what both want, like, and how they like it.”


“Well …” My face flames and I know my skin is wildly flushed. His eyes dart to my cheekbones, inadvertently confirming what I did not need confirmed. “I know you ; you know how we know each other, and the rest you can fill me in on. It’s not rocket science. There is a proper practice for everything, and I’m more than sure if sex were an exam, you’d ace it. You could probably lead a lecture on it.”


“Stop,” he snaps.


I scowl. “Stop what ?”


“Doing that.”


“Doing what ?”


His jaw clenches, and when this happens, nothing good can come of it.


Like that one time we went to Six Flags and the probability of getting a sunburn was literally not even a question and so me and Drew, Crew’s superhot, younger than him, but older than me, brother took turns putting it on each other. Crew, being prone to punching, gave his brother a fat lip while mine ripped his wristband off. Poor guy had to go get back in line, and by the time he made it inside again, we were long gone.


Okay, that was mild. He and Drew boxed all the time, but still ! Lock-jawed Crew means he’s annoyed, and when he’s annoyed, you can only sit back and wait for whatever happens next.


Typically, it’s a slightly stressful shit show.


Suddenly, he jerks to his feet, tucking his phone back in his pocket. “I don’t know why I’m listening to this shit. Go to class, Baby Franco.” He shoves the paper back at me. “And get rid of this fucking thing.”


“You didn’t even read it.”


An incredulous laugh leaves him, and he tosses cash on the table, even though he didn’t order a dang thing. “I don’t need to read it.”


He starts leaving, so I quickly snatch up my bag, the paper he left behind, and follow him.


“So, you agree, then ?” I ask once we’re outside the little patio area.


“What, no !” He jerks to a stop, spinning to face me. “I do not agree. You shouldn’t agree, either. You’re not doing this.”


“I am twenty-one and a virgin. That is like … that’s like graduating high school having never kissed anyone before.”


He blinks, crossing his arms over his chest.


Tucking the extremely convincing, if I do say so myself, essay under my arm, I reach into my bag once more. “I hoped I was wrong, but I pretty much knew I wasn’t.”


Crew lifts a dark brow, so I lift one right back.


I tear out the second clear sleeve with another paper. “Which is why I also wrote this.”


“Davis—”


“You know when I would sneak into your room at night to play Clue, and you would swear I always found a way to cheat, so I would win ?”


His eyes narrow, and my grin grows.


“I never cheated. I simply outsmarted you, but this, it kind of feels like cheating, because I know it ensures I win.”


His brows are nearly touching now. “You are out of your mind if you think I will have anything to do with this.” He creeps closer. “And you’re downright dumb if you think I’ll allow anyone else to either.”


“You’ve always claimed I was kind of crazy.” Shoving the paper in his chest, I shrug, and then I head to class, knowing at some point, Crew will call.


Until then, I’ll keep getting waxed.


I’m nothing if not prepared.





Chapter 3



Davis


Stubborn, I swear. It’s not like I asked him to give me a baby.


Ohh, that’s a perfect idea for my “unmarried at thirty-five” backup plan !


Wait, focus. One use of his anatomy at a time, and time is precious, something Crew apparently doesn’t seem to grasp.


It’s been nine days since I asked him to help me with my little problem. By the third, when I hadn’t heard a word, I half expected an angry voice mail from my dad, but nooo. Mister Cool Cat Crew didn’t even bother to snitch me out. He used to tell on me to Memphis all the time and then Memphis would play dad, even though we had a perfectly strict one of those already. It was annoying.


It’s funny how the things that drive you batty about a person are the things you miss most.


Day five made everything clear. He was pretending I didn’t ask him to give me the D.


But I did. And he knows I did.


So, by the sixth day, I decided to remind him by sending him a cherry emoji, following it up with the explosion one, and a pair of begging hands.


He did respond, but only with a single, four-letter word I hate, being it’s been his go-to when it comes to me since forever.


Ugh !


So yeah, it’s the ninth day, and I’m pissed, so I pull up the message thread, glaring at the word “stop,” and I swear it grows big and bold and mocking.


And blurry, but that could be the half bottle of grocery store wine I’ve consumed.


Wedging the bottle between my legs, I jolt when the chill meets my thighs, and text the maddening man again.


Me : In case you have forgotten, I always sucked at the silent game my mom tried to trick us into playing on road trips.


Me : I don’t like silence.


Me : It makes me want to scream.


Me : So maybe I’ll keep being annoying and texting one line at a time.


Me : Over and over until you respond.


Me : It could work.


I go to text another random spew of nonsense, but before I can, those three little dots appear in the thread, and I grin. A grin that falls flat five seconds later.


Crew : I’m at work. Stop.


There’s that word again !


Me : Say you agree.


Five minutes go by, and I groan, take a swig from the bottle, and send another message.


Me : Don’t make me beg. I am not above begging. I will literally get on my knees, Crew.


Crew : Swear to god, girl. Quit, or I’ll call your dad.


My mouth gapes. See ! “Ass !”


Me : Okay, sure. Tell him his sweet, perfectly virginal daughter is asking his second son to deflower her in exchange for a 1939 Chevy half ton !


Annoyed, I hop off the edge of the bed and begin pacing the room. What if he is calling my dad ? At this very moment ?


Oh my god, what if Crew does tell him I offered him what was supposed to be my brother’s prized possession in exchange for something so … trivial. I mean, I know virginity is important to a lot of people. Some want to wait until they’re married, and that’s fantastic. Commendable, really. Yay them.


I, however, am not one of those people. I’m only a virgin because the opportunity to rid myself of the title has never been naked before me or I probably would have grabbed hold—hopefully requiring both hands—but again, I’ve yet to get the chance.


It’s probably because I like to stay busy. Always. I work and go to school and guys are … difficult. To be fair, most of the men I talk to are hungover customers, looking for the perfect meal to settle their queasy stomachs. That or their polar opposite and instead of liquor, they get book drunk, thinking they’re smarter than me, and speak as if they’re fresh off page five of Communication Essentials for Dummies.


To be fair : they’re also not Crew.


I squeal when my phone rings, peeking at the screen out of the corner of one eye. The utter relief that washes over me when it’s not my dad’s smiling face greeting me, but the sneaky side profile shot I took and programmed for Crew is embarrassing.


Maybe it’s the alcohol, but I end up staring at the screen rather than answering, and then it stops. Seconds later, his text comes through, and I growl.


This man is impossible, but liquor can help with that.


Picking up the pink-colored wine, I take another swig.






Crew


I swear to fucking God, if I wasn’t working, I’d need a damn drink, times ten. Had I lacked self-control, I’d have busted out a bottle the morning she begged me to meet her, saying the last fucking thing I’d ever expected to leave those lips.


It’s like she’s gone mad.


For real mad.


I don’t even know why I’m entertaining this conversation. Should turn my fucking phone off already.


Should but don’t.


Instead of calling me back, she sends another message.


Davis : You should really say yes. You won’t like the alternative.


What the hell is she talking about ?


Glaring at my screen, I pretend I didn’t already give her the only possible fucking answer.


Me : What happens if I say no ?


Davis : Are you saying no ?


Me : Sweets.


Davis : Salts.


A scoffed laugh escapes me, and I kick off the wall, glancing toward the end of the alleyway when drunken laughter reaches me.


I sigh when my phone vibrates in my hand.


Davis : If you won’t take my virginity, I’ll find someone else who will.


“What the fuck ?” Frustration heats my chest, my fingers flying over the keys.


Me : You can’t go shopping for dick in a bookstore.


Davis : No … but you can in a bar.


“Oh, hell no.” I whip around, heading for the sidewalk instead of turning to the back exit I came out of. My phone is at my ear in seconds, but all I get is her voice mail.


“Hi, you reached Davis, I’m either in class or effectively ignoring your call.”


“Swear to you, Baby Franco, you do something dumb, I’ll—” I cut myself off, hanging up with a huff.


I was going to say whoop that ass, but considering what she’s asking, she’d probably assume that meant I was agreeing to her “offer,” as she called it.


An offer.


“Relieve her of her virginal status” as she so callously put it in the damn contract she typed up, “in exchange” for her brother’s rebuilt 1939, dusty-red Chevy half ton. The one we spent two summers fixing up alongside his father and grandfather before he passed. The one Memphis spent a year saving for the final part to get it on the road, but never had the chance to get it installed.


Mad. She’s gone fucking mad.


Memphis isn’t around anymore to give me a hand in what we liked to call “don’t be dumb, Davis,” not that I’d hit him up if he were, and I’d never call her pops, even though I threatened to. He doesn’t need the stress and spilling something like this to him might send the old man into a heart attack. He went through enough with his son to have to worry his daughter has lost her damn mind, and only weeks before her college graduation.


It’s not like I’d want help with this anyway. No way I’d listen to what someone else thought was right, wrong, or too much. She’s too fucking much, and I didn’t go through all the shit I did, stay away all this fucking time, to allow her to pull this.


There’s no fucking way.


You’d have to quit ignoring her to stop her.


Grinding my teeth, I curve around the small line outside the bar, patting the bouncer on the shoulder as I walk by. “Last name Franco doesn’t pass the door.”


“You got it, boss.”


Shoving my way through the entrance, I slip behind the bar.


Drew nods his chin from the other side, but I shake my head and get back to picking up my employees’ slack.


She might have hinted at knowing where I work when I did my best to keep it from her, but Matt won’t let her past the door. No way she’ll Uber her ass all the way down here, and she’s too chicken to go out alone, so that scratches the bars by campus.


Her little plot twist will have to wait another night.


Minute by minute, the place grows fuller, and before I know it, I’m drowning in orders, passing out free shots just to get the area clear for all the others waiting to get up here to order.


One minute I’m pouring vodka on the rocks, and the next, I look up, locking onto a pair of eyes that shine like malt whiskey.


Davis smiles wide, pushing a twenty-dollar bill across the wooden bar top. “Drink please, something extra sweet.”


Fuck.





Chapter 4



Davis


Rag in one hand, liquor bottle in the other, Crew stands perfectly still, his eyes icy sharp and pinned on me.


This look used to scare me. It’s dark, dangerous, and daring you to make a move while promising no matter what you choose, it’s the wrong one.


When angry Crew comes out to play, everyone loses.


I learned that in junior high when I snuck two bottles of Corona from the ice chest I was tasked to clean out after a trip. Jimmy Hanson, a kid from down the street, came over, and we rode to the park, hid behind the bathrooms to “indulge” in a flavor I could only describe as warm piss. Not that we had a chance to stomach more than what was held in the neck. Crew found us too fast, and all hell broke loose.


Jimmy’s nose didn’t fare too well.


And then Jimmy’s older brother Johnny came to the house ready for a fight.


His nose didn’t look so hot in the end either, and my bike tires were right there with him.


That was the first time my mom grounded Crew. Discipline was new to him, being his parents didn’t parent at all, but my hot, older neighbor crush turned foster brother took it in stride. Mostly.


He did sneak out the window once, but only so he could chaperone my eighth-grade dance alongside Memphis. Pretty sure my dad was in on that one, though.


Why else would the alarms on the windowsills mysteriously be off that night ?


The second time he was grounded was when he boxed the kid across the street’s older brother for fun … and a crisp hundred-dollar bill. He used his winnings to pay for his baseball uniform before my dad had a chance to cover the fees for him. Pretty sure my dad only pretended to ground him that time.


Crew never did well with handouts, always working to earn his keep and fighting for that sense of independence.


Sometimes literally.


Maybe if I weren’t slightly intoxicated—heavy on the slightly—I’d still fear the wrath of Crew Taylor, but for some reason, I find the sharp angles of his forever-frustrated facial expressions quite entertaining.


He’s pissed, but I warned him good and well.


If you really think about it, it’s his fault I’m here.


It’s not until a girl with dark hair stretches her arm across his chest to try and reach whatever it is he’s blocked that he shows any sign of life.


Familiar with his surroundings, he lowers the bottle back into its place without so much as a glance, drapes the cloth over his shoulder, and leans forward on his forearm, bringing us eye level.


He pushes my twenty back toward me. “Go home. Now.”


I tap my lip as if contemplating his command, but I don’t get a chance to say a word.


“Davis.” He says my name like a warning. A hot, growly one. “Go. I will call you tomorrow.”


“Why ? So you can deny me in the daylight ?” I grab hold of the chair beside me, attempting to hoist myself into it, without looking away as he had with the bottle, but I slip a little, forcing me to focus on the task at hand. Giggling at myself, I hoist my body up and turn to him once more.


He stares, shock drawing a line between his brows. “Are you drunk ?”


“This is a bar, is it not ?”


“You just walked in.”


“Maybe I drank earlier. Maybe I didn’t.”


“You’re going home.” He yanks the rag off his shoulder and tosses it to the counter.


“I just got here !”


“I don’t give a shit.” Crew begins curving around the edge we’re near, so he can get to the same side I’m on, but even as he passes person after person, he keeps his eyes connected to mine with each and every step.


He’s almost to me now, his lips pressed in a firm, angry line.


“Well, fuck me ! Is that my future wife ? !”


Crew stops midstep, and my attention snaps toward the voice, to the blur of bronzed skin flying around the opposite side of where I am.


“Drew !” My smile is wide. “You’re here, and you’re … wow.” My gaze falls to his strong neck, up and over his strong shoulders, all to drag back down to the deep cuts visible through his army-green shirt. Damn.


“You’re like … wow, wow.”


Hands lock into the armrest of my barstool right then, and my shoulders are nudged a hair. My neck stretches to glance behind me, finding Crew pressed at my back. He’s so close I have to lean forward an inch to see his face. The way he stares down his nose like a disappointed father has me ready to roll my eyes, but my knee is nudged, so I turn back to his brother.


“My god, Drew. What did you do in Yosemite, wrestle bears and eat them for dinner ?”


Drew’s smirk is playfully insufferable as he leans down, wrapping his arms around me until I’m lifted off the seat. “You look good too, wifey.” He kisses my cheek.


“Back behind the bar,” Crew barks, his palms coming down on my shoulders, pressing my ass back into the black leather.


Drew’s dimples grow more defined, and he lifts his hands. “Don’t shoot. I was only hugging the girl.” He looks to me quickly. “I’ll find you later and fill you in on them bears, huh ?” he teases, tossing me a wink as he gets back to work.


I sigh, watching him go.


The genes in that family, I swear.


Swift and sudden, my chair is spun, causing my hands to shoot out and latch on to the faux leather for dear life.


Crew is there, bending to my level, his musky, minty man smell all up in my soused senses.


He glares, and it’s as glorious as ever.


“If I didn’t fire someone yesterday and have another person call out tonight, we would be out the door already,” he promises. “If I don’t start pouring drinks, this place is gonna get crazy. If it gets crazy, I’ll have to whoop some ass. If I have to whoop ass, yours will be one of them. Got me ?” My chest flushes, and he continues, “Sit. Do not move. And wait.”


Ugh !


I’m about to argue, but then a pretty pink drink is lifted over my shoulder, a large candy straw with an umbrella sticking out of it.


Crew groans, and I spin so I’m facing the bar again, smiling at Drew as he passes it to me.


“Extra sweet, just for you.”


“Why, thank you, kind sir.” I accept, and off he goes, but not before flipping his gaze to the brute at my back.


Pulling the sweet straw between my lips, I flick my eyes to Crew.


Jaw clenched, he gets back to work, his eyes bouncing my way every few minutes, but as soon as my drink is long gone, the sour candy nothing but remnants along my lips, I forget to pay attention to whether or not he is and hit the dance floor.


I can’t say for sure when I went from slithering snake to super sloth, but it definitely happened. My body is heavy, my feet unsteady, and as I turn, I’m ten seconds from taking a tumble, but a steady hand comes to my rescue.


My eyes manage to meet the man’s in front of me, and two-point-five seconds later, the security the blond beast’s stature provided—who saved me from face-planting—is long gone. The next thing I know, I’m transported back to summer camp before eighth grade, when I busted my head and Crew thought I was dying. He swept me up in his arms and carried me all the way to the office. Except there are no big, bright butterflies in mismatched frames on these walls, instead messy files and notepads lie randomly on a rickety, chipped bookcase.


Crew tosses me on a tiny cot in the corner and points his long, strong finger my way.


“We’re twenty fucking minutes from closing.” He speaks through gritted teeth. “Think you can keep your ass where it is until then ?”


Sure, he phrased it as a question, but it was so not a question, and he’s already on his way out the door when he says it. I manage to give a half nod before he slams it with his exit.


With an exasperated huff and blurry vision, I push to my feet.


And then I snoop around what must be his office.






Crew


The crowd doesn’t linger too long after last call, leaving no more than a handful of stragglers to arrange rides for, but in a frustrating twist of events, I’m standing here wishing there were a dozen. Two fucking dozen. Anything to keep me from having to go back into that office and lift a limp Davis into my arms so I can get her into the bed she belongs in … which is no-fucking-body’s but her own.


A fact she doesn’t seem to understand.


Four days. I glared at her little “offer,” printed on baby-blue paper, I might fucking add, for four days before I finally read it over, only to find the sneaky little thing had a copy of the essay I shoved back at her hidden behind it. Read them both, put them back, and did it again the next day.


And again the day after that.


Each time was worse, bringing with it guilt I can’t place.


One of the many fucking problems I’m having is knowing Davis Franco is no liar. She’s not conniving or manipulative, both rare, desirable qualities. Both annoying as fuck in this specific circumstance, as it means she’s not only certain I’m the man to do what she wants done, but dead serious. She knows what she’s asking for, and she’s ready to do what needs to be done to make it happen.


As if giving her body away isn’t worth more than a hunk of fucking metal, sentimental value or not. A perfectly pristine, limited-edition hunk of metal, yeah, but that changes nothing. Her body’s worth more and she should know this.


Her mama would lose her shit if she knew what her baby girl was up to.


I’m about to lose mine, almost did tonight.


The bloodstain on my shoulder from a certain blond bitch who dared to touch her did nothing to ease my irritation.


She’s lucky I didn’t—


“Are you restocking those bottles or testing their durability ?”


My head whips left, and I glare at Paula, the only server I can depend on.


“Spoiler alert ? They’re not shatterproof. Clay has the scars to prove it.” She chuckles as if her busting a bottle over her boyfriend’s head ain’t no thing. “Not much to do in here. I’m on for another hour, and Drew’s getting the last of the drunkies into their Ubers as we speak.” She jerks her head toward the back. “Go, take the girl home, but hurry back, so you can tell me who she is.”


When my frown deepens, she laughs louder, tossing the used rags in a basket and carrying them around the corner.


Sighing, I set the crate of liquor on the countertop and head for my office, shocked as shit when Davis isn’t out cold but leaning against the desk chair, staring at the bookcase against the back wall.


She turns when the door creaks behind me, stumbling over her own feet, but I dart forward, catching her upper arm before she can trip.


Bloodshot and half-closed copper eyes meet mine. Davis giggles, smashing her lips to one side as she stares up at me.


“Crew Taylor,” she whispers. “Who knew you could be so …”


“So what ?” I prompt, moving my hands to her hips, steadying her.


“So … unorganized.”


I scoff, shuffling back a few inches to put some space between us.


Davis waves a drunken hand at the files she’s stacked two times too high on the small wooden desk.


“I found coupons”—she points to the garbage can—“that expired in January. It’s May.”


“Surprised your vision’s clear enough to read the dates.”


She grins wider. “That makes two of us.”


I’m tempted to smile at the brat. “Time to go home, Baby Franco.”


“K, but fair warning, if I try to move, I might fall. Or puke. I had seventy-seven percent of a bottle of wine to the dome, and I left nothing from the drink Drew gave me. I even licked the rim.”


“Seventy-seven percent, huh ?” I pull the string on the light a couple times to turn the fan on.


“Possibly seventy-nine.”


“Sounds about right.” I guide her through the door, and sure enough, she trips over nothing, causing her to laugh and fall against the wall.


Her head rolls along the wood until her gaze finds mine and she lifts her arms like a child. “Commander Crew to the rescue ?”


Shaking my head, I bend, cradling her in my arms, instantly regretting it when the silky pads of her fingertips come up, tapping along the skin just above my collar.


“How come you don’t want to help me ?” she begins to slur.


“Your choice of words on this subject is bullshit.”


Davis’s head snaps up, and she tries to glare, but since she’s so trashed, she only manages to look cross-eyed at me. “Oh, come on. Like people haven’t offered you less, and you haven’t accepted with ease. At least you get something out of this.”


“Stop,” I snap, cutting off her bullshit as I round the corner, taking the four short steps down to the main floor with quicker movements than I should with her in my arms.


Accept with ease, she said.


Yeah, fucking right.


“Come on, Crew,” she whines, undeterred. “You don’t even have to like it.”


For fuck’s sake.


“Just slide in and—” She cuts herself off, a loud, popping sound pushing past her lips.


I jerk to a stop, glaring down at her, but she tugs herself up, looking up and over my shoulder when my brother’s loud-ass laughter fills the space.


“Hey, Drew.” She smiles.


“Hey, gorgeous,” he teases, his eyes sliding to mine in question.


“Go away.”


“No, wait !” Davis wiggles, but I don’t let her go, so she tips her head all the way back, looking at him upside down while I keep moving for the door. “What do you think, Drew ? Shouldn’t he help me if he’s capable of helping ?”


“I say give the girl whatever it is she’s asking for.” He chuckles, and I’m about to slap him upside his head.


He has no idea what she’s asking for.


“Aw,” she practically fucking coos. “See, you’re the sweet one. That’s why I used to pretend you were my boyfriend.”


She did what ?


Davis jolts then. “Oh my god ! You could totally—”


“Okay.” I shift, tossing her over my shoulder, and get the hell out.


Enough of that shit.


Is she about to throw her crazy my brother’s way ? My brother, who would probably jump straight to it, taking what she claims she’s ready to give as if he was worthy of it.


He’s not.


I’m sure as fuck not.


Why’s she doing this ?


“Swear to God, if I could whoop your ass, girl,” I mumble as I buckle her into my front seat.


“Hmm ?” she hums, attempting to get her lids to open.


“Nothing. Go to sleep.” I slam the door, taking a few deep breaths before climbing in on the driver’s side.


If I didn’t help her dad move her into her apartment three summers ago, I’d have no idea where I was going. I haven’t been back inside since that day, the bullshit her brother dragged me into forcing my fucking hand in ways she couldn’t imagine, but I remember well which one it is.


Might have passed by a couple times on my way wherever.


She doesn’t stir once on the drive, so I figure she’s sleeping, but as I turn off the engine at the curb of her place, she sits up, smearing black shit all over her face as she rubs at her sleepy eyes. I help her to the door, trying to keep quiet once inside so we don’t wake her roommate if she’s home.


“Same room ?”


Davis nods. “Wait, wait.”


I freeze.


“The wine bottle, it’s on the counter. Throw it away in the dumpster outside ? It can’t be in the house.”


My lips form a tight line, and I can almost hear her unspoken thought … just in case. But I nod and she closes her eyes.


“Thanks.”


She’s feeling like shit now. Her brows are caved, and she groans as I lower her to the bed. She manages to get her shoes kicked off and her blanket pulled over her on her own, even if she is lying on top of the other half of it.


In the kitchen, I search for a water bottle, but she has none, so I fill a cup from the sink and take it to her.


She’s already breathing softly, but I bend down, giving her a little shake and her lids peel open. She smiles at the cup and pushes onto her elbow.


“Such a do-gooder,” she slurs, taking a small drink before lying back down and closing her eyes again. “But won’t do me gooder than someone else will.”


I can’t stop the small chuckle that escapes, and her lips twitch.


Davis sighs, my name leaving her lips in a soft, longing whisper.


Moving her hair from her face, I push out a deep breath, slowly rising to my feet.


The girl has no idea how far I’ve gone to protect her.


From the world and from me.


“Missed you too, Sweets,” I murmur.


And then I get the fuck out of there.





Chapter 5



Davis


My alarm went off at eight this morning, but after several uses of the beloved snooze button, it was nearly nine by the time I whined my way into the shower. Of course, the extra bit of craptastic sleep left me with a whole three minutes to get ready and rush out the door.


The diner is kitty-corner to my apartment complex, so I jaywalk my way to work most days, unless I have to haul ass from school and don’t have time to drop my car off first. Thankfully, all that is almost over.


The end of May is in sight.


Lucky for me, my manager gets one look, takes pity on my poor, hungover soul, and tells me to go home. I’ve never been much for arguing, so I oblige, doing the math in my head on how much I’ll need to save of last shift’s tips to cover the loss today.


Car after car zooms past, but before I can dredge up the strength to dash across the road, I decide home will have to wait. So I start toward one of my favorite places on earth.


7-Eleven.


Normally, I get a medium Slurpee, but today, I break out the big guns, going for the thirty-two-ounce full of every single flavor outside of piña colada, and snag the biggest-framed glasses I could find.


Right as I drop onto my preferred grassy patch at the park by my complex, my phone rings, Crew’s side snapshot lighting up the screen.


I really need to update that photo.


Accepting his call, I quickly swap it to FaceTime.


Several seconds of silence pass and I assume he isn’t interested in a visual conversation. Then the screen is filled with him. The man is still in bed, face half covered with a blue blanket, left arm draped above his head.


Tired hazel eyes blink, quickly narrowing. “Up and out already ?”


“It’s practically noon.”


“It’s not even ten.”


“I said practically.”


He licks his lips, eyeing me. “I thought for sure you were still drooling all over your pillow.”


My mouth gapes. “I do not drool.”


“We shared a tent for years, kid. You drool.”


“Whatever, old man.”


His grin is a gorgeous mix of entertained and exhausted, unfortunately, as quickly as it comes, he cuts it, and he turns away from the screen. “Where are you ?” he asks without looking back.


Straw between my teeth, I press a few buttons on my phone, and his gaze returns with a slight squint.


“It’s ridiculous you can send someone your exact location like that.”


“My dad thinks it’s the best invention since Pop-Tarts.”


“He still obsessed with those things ?”


“Oh yeah. He calls me every time he comes across a new wacky kind. He found root beer flavored ones once.”


“That sounds like shit.”


I grin. “Knew you’d say that.”


Crew stares a moment before slowly pushing into a sitting position.


My attention is instantly drawn to the bronzy bare skin of his solid and powerful chest, which is now impressively decorated with several shades of black ink. “Um, excuse me, did you have a secret relationship with Kat Von D you’re not allowed to talk about, that why you’ve been MIA nearly the entire time I’ve lived here ?”


His eyes fly up, narrowing, but then quick enough, he realizes what I’m referring to, and suddenly, I’m staring at a black screen. “Don’t move.”


He hangs up.


Being I had zero plans to move until my temples stopped pounding, I play golden retriever and obey his command.






Crew


I spot her instantly. She’s lying flat on the grass, a giant pair of bright-yellow shades covering half her face. If it weren’t for the protective hold she has on the massive Slurpee, I’d swear she was out.


Completely fucking oblivious, as usual.


I take the last three steps toward her, pausing with my shoes a foot from her head.


“I could murder you right now and you’d have never seen me coming.”


Her eyes open behind the cheaply tinted glasses.


“What are you doing ?”


“Waiting for my headache to morph into a sugar rush, so I can move without feeling like Travis Barker is giving me a personal show from inside my brain.”


I lift a brow. “That bad ?”


“The baddest. I’m talking Memphis the morning after Sarah Hall broke up with him, senior year, and you snuck from my dad’s liquor cabinet to help.”


Her eyes fall the moment she says it, and a long breath pushes past my lips.


I’m not the one who stole that bottle, but there’s no reason to tell her so, not that it matters anymore.


A moment later, she pats the slightly overgrown grass, so I drop beside her.


“If I get bit by a gang of red ants—”


“I’ll rub you down with ointment like I did last time,” she interrupts, the smile on her lips heard, but I glance over to catch it anyway.


That was a long time ago. She was maybe twelve, and Memphis was too grossed out by the welts that spread along my legs and torso to touch them, but Davis wasn’t, so she dropped to her knees as fast as I could get the ointment out of my bag. I remember how much her little hands shook that day. She was trying to be quick to soothe the sting, but it was more than that. She was terrified of the allergic reaction, kept asking if I could breathe and made me recap the entire morning to keep me talking. Her mom had introduced her to an old movie called My Girl that week, so Sweets was feelin’ extra uneasy.


But we’re not kids anymore, so if she dropped to her knees and started rubbing her hands all over me while looking up with sweet, scared eyes like that day …


Nope.


Does she really think I would fuck her for the fuck of it ?


There’s no fucking way.


She’s lying straight, her head pointed at the cloudy sky, eyes closed, so I stare at her a moment. At the soft curve of her cheeks, a little narrower and more defined than before, and long, dark lashes that seem to have gotten longer, brushing against them.


No fucking way.


“I can feel you thinking. Watching me.” Her voice is soft, almost sad, and she takes a deep breath. “Just say it, Crew. It’s okay.”


Drawing one leg up, I stare at the slight shake of the tree’s limbs around us. “What is it you think I’m here to say ?”


“That you can’t or won’t make me a woman,” she teases herself, but an annoyed huff follows. “You don’t have to bring morals and values into this, you know ? It can be simple.”


“As simple as a business deal, right ?”


She peeks at me from the corner of her glasses, and I pull her “offer” out of my pocket, holding it out between us. She nibbles at her lip.


“This is kind of fucked up.” I nod toward the folded paper. “You’re trying to back me into a corner.”


“I know,” she admits in a whisper. “But I only raised Thor’s hammer after you gave me the here goes delusional Davis look.”


“You had it ready, Davis. An essay and this. Why ?”


“Because I know you,” she mutters. “And I knew you’d need something worth your while to … touch me.”


Damn. That’s—


Damn close to what I expected you to say.


Clearing my throat, I push to my feet and shove the paper toward her, but she scrambles to hers just as fast, cradling her head in her hand with a wince.


“Crew, wait. I didn’t mean, I don’t know what I meant.”


“Yeah, you do, Baby Franco.” Pulling the little orange and white packet from my pocket, I pass it to her. “Take these. They’ll help with the hangover. You’ll be good before lunch.”


I walk off, but Davis darts forward, jumping in front of me.


“I’m sorry.” She pushes the glasses up on her head, her features pinched with panic. “Crew, I’m sorry, okay ?”


Holding in my sigh, I look into her bloodshot eyes.


Still can’t stand the thought of me being mad at you, Sweets ?


Reaching out, I push her hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear, and her frown deepens.


“If you think you’re worthless than or equal to a fucking car, then your virginity is the least of your problems.”


“You have no idea.” Her response is quick, quiet, and possibly unintentional.


Unexpected from my end, and for whatever reason, the irritation whirling in my gut twists.


“You’d really sell Memph’s truck if I don’t do this ? Your grandpa left it for him.”


Guilt washes over her, and she tries to lower her head, but I don’t allow it, holding her still with my knuckle under her chin. “You’re not supposed to ask me that.”


“Come on, Baby Franco, tell me.”


With a sad smile, she shakes her head. “It’s not his anymore, Crew.”


“Keep going.”


The sorrow in her smile fades, her lips quirking a bit higher at my ability to read her. She gives me a long look, quietly admitting, “If anyone should have it, it’s you. You know that. You put in more work on that truck than anyone.”


My chest inflates with a full breath, and I drop my hand, glancing to the side. “This isn’t like when you asked me to kiss you when we came back home that summer. You understand that, right ?”


“Well …”


My head snaps up at her sugary, coaxing tone, and I frown at her gleeful expression.


“Davis.”


She’s grinning now and draws her shoulders up to her ears in a long, slow-released shrug. “I mean, it kind of is.”


I jerk back. “No, it’s not.”


“Come on, Crew. I had two whole friends, and both had boyfriends going into my senior year, and I was too chicken to talk to their boyfriends’ friends because I knew a kiss would follow at some point and I hadn’t kissed anyone yet. Not that you agreed when I asked anyway.”


“This is completely fucking different.”


“It’s basically the exact same thing.”


“Girl, I swear, you’re making me wanna—”


She’s laughing now, and for whatever reason, I cut myself off with a low huffed chuckle. It quickly becomes a sigh, and hers follows.


She’s always been one to light the fire, just to see what happens. Especially with me.


Almost as if she does it on purpose.


Brat probably does.


My phone goes off with an incoming text, so I look at the screen.


Paula : SOS. Breaker blew again.


Me : Fuck. What’s that the third time this month now ?


Paula : Fourth, and Jose didn’t show again, so I can’t get into the basement.


Fucking great.


Me : On my way.


“I have to go,” I tell her, shoving my phone back in my pocket.


Giant yellow glasses greet me when I look up again, and Davis nods, having expected as much.


“Look.”


Look what ? I have no fucking clue what I want to say to her right now.


She’s nutty is one thought, but I’ve known that for years. It’s part of her charm. It’s also not worth mentioning. Davis is fully aware her little mind works in wild ways that others don’t.


“Go, Crew.” She attempts a smile, but it’s tight.


I go, ignoring how each step takes a whole lot of fucking effort.


It’s hours later when I’m back lying in bed, staring at the cracks in the corner of my ceiling, when my phone beeps with a notification. Drew is live on Instagram.


Baited by curiosity, I click the link and watch him bullshit with the few dozen people who hopped on, but then he shifts in his seat, tilting his phone to his right.


Davis sits beside him with a smile, and I fly into a sitting position.


“What the fuck ?”


At his instruction, she waves at the screen, and in the beat of a second, her cheeks grow a familiar shade of red. In an attempt to cover the blush, she lifts what looks to be a Shirley Temple in cheers and draws it to her glossy lips. Drew does the same, and I recognize the space around them.


The glasses they’re using.


The seats they’re sitting on.


They’re in the fucking bar.


Instantly, her words from last night come barreling back.


That’s why I used to pretend you were my boyfriend … you could totally help …


My fingers tighten around the phone, and I force my feet still.


Drew props his phone on something as he scoots closer to Davis and challenges her to a game of thumb war.


Her slender shoulders straighten, and she smiles, offering him her hand.


The bastard presses his lips to her knuckles, and my eyes fly to hers, waiting for her reaction.


She gives none, not even her famous shy, subconscious look down.


They play their little game, laughing and starting over an annoying number of times, tempting me to disconnect. I don’t and finally her hand is free of his.


Drew focuses on the viewers then and begins answering questions people ask while Davis drags her finger through the condensation building along her glass.


My brother’s talking, but I’m not listening. I’m watching her. The way she moves, laughs, speaks.


The way she’s watching him, curious and slightly amused.


I shrink the live feed, so I can still watch while texting her.


Me : Did you mean what you said last night ?


She pulls her phone from her little purse, a small smile crossing her lips as her fingers fly across the screen.


Davis : You know me. I need specifics.


Of course you do, Sweets.


Me : You said if I won’t take your virginity, you’ll find someone else who will.


Me : You mean that ?


I look at her face, to the bitten-back smirk threatening to cross it.


Oh, you think this is funny, do you ?


Davis lifts her chin a bit, and I know before it comes through the answer is yes.


Davis : Yes, but I want it to be you.


“Fuck.” My eyes clench closed, a harsh breath pushing past my nostrils.


Didn’t expect the second half of that.


Fuck, fuck.


In the next instant, my phone is ringing, and it’s her name flashing across the screen. My attention flies to the live video feed, and I frown when it’s only Drew in view.


I don’t answer but pull my shoes on and grab my keys. Sending her one more message on my way out the door, I turn off my phone, leaving her to decipher its meaning.


Me : I’m coming over.





Chapter 6



Davis


I’ve been pacing my kitchen for ten minutes now.


Crew said he was coming over, so I yanked Drew out of the bar and had him drive me home since he insisted on picking me up, but I walked in fifteen minutes ago, and still no sign of Crew.


He should be here by now.


His apartment isn’t that far from mine, so if he left right when he said he would, then he should have knocked no less than—


I jump as my doorbell sings to me ; it doesn’t even get to the final note before I’m yanking the door from its frame.


Crew stands there, dominating the small space so much more than I remember. I swear he’s even taller than he was last time he stood on my front porch.


Twenty-five looks good on him.


So did the other twenty-four.


“Um … hi.” I swallow.


Crew raises a brow. “Is your doorbell the theme song to Victorious ?”


“My dad still thinks I’m twelve … so.”


He nods, a frown falling over his face, but he makes no move to enter my apartment, so I grip him by the hem of his shirt, pull him inside, and lock the door behind us.


Three or four steadying breaths later, I turn to find him watching me, clear intent calling on the darker shades of his eyes.


Several beats of silence pass and then he blinks.


“Ready ?” Crew peels his jacket off, and honestly, he should charge for that.


It’s quite intoxicating, as is the way he runs a hand through his unruly hair. The way he shifts. Breathes.


Exists.


Wait. Did he say …


“Ready ?” I ask.


Crew doesn’t respond. He stares.


One at a time, he yanks his shoes off his feet, dropping them to the linoleum with a thud. “Should I take you on the couch, or is your roommate home ?”


“Oh.” My muscles freeze, but my core, it heats. Boils. “Um.”


Crew undoes his belt, his eyes sharp and steady, determined. He tears the thick piece of leather from its loops and sets it on the kitchen table with a loud cling, cling, clack.


My core clenches, a tickle zipping up my spine.


“Are you going to use that ?” I wonder.


Long, strong fingers clamp around my wrist and my eyes fly to the contact, to the space between our bodies. To where my hand decided to reach for the opening of his jeans without permission.


His fingers flex against me and my gaze snaps to his.


Crew scowls and gives a subconscious shake of his head, and then those hazel eyes widen with surprise.


“Holy shit,” he mumbles, but I’m pretty sure he’s speaking to himself.


The realization on his face activates my own, and for once, I’m the one to frown first.


“You have no intention of dicking me down tonight.”


Crew flies back, putting no less than ten feet between us, and when he faces me again, a furious fire stares back. “No. I don’t.”


“You were testing me.”


“Not testing.”


“Assessing. Studying. Hypothesizing. Call it as you please. You wanted to see if I’d go through with this.”


He runs his tongue along his lower lip, eyes narrowing. “Didn’t think you had it in you.”


“Did you miss the part where I basically begged you to let me pimp you out to myself ?”


The vein in his neck pulses, and he shakes his head. “It’s not going to happen, Baby Franco.”


“Why not ? It’s a fantastic deal ! You get a truck, something you can keep for a lifetime in exchange for five minutes of your time.”


He scoffs. “Five minutes is pathetic.”


“Good to know. I’ll make sure to mention that to whoever signs on the dotted line.”


“Swear to God, girl.”


“There’s a church around the corner for that.” I blindly reach for the handle behind me, tugging the door open.


He widens his stance, his jaw flexing. “If I didn’t call you tonight, would you have begged Drew to fuck you ?”


“How did you know I was with Drew ?”


“Answer the question, Davis.”


“You’re being annoying,” I tell him, but when he doesn’t so much as blink, I answer his stupid question. “I had no plans to screw your brother tonight, no, but I hear it happens naturally sometimes.”


Crew shakes his head, his big-ass arms crossing over his broad-ass chest. “Why not let that happen ?”


My head tugs back. “You want me to ask Drew to take my virginity ?”


“Fuck no.”


“Then what are you saying ?”


He growls, pushing closer until he’s directly before me. “I’m saying why not wait for it to happen naturally. Why not wait until you find someone you actually want, who wants you back, and let it happen like that ?”


Okay, ouch.


My chest pinkens, and I look down, but he hates when I do that, so before his knuckles can lift my chin, I reach out and catch his fingers in mine, holding them between us.


“I get it,” I whisper, slowly looking up into his dark, scornful eyes. “Honest, I do, but I don’t want that. That’s just a whole new level of anxiety for me.”


“What do you mean ?” he wonders, the muscles in his palm relaxing.


“If I answer that, it will be a whole new level of embarrassing for me.”


Crew’s still for a moment, and then the corner of his lips quirk up a bit.


“Oh, this must be good, Baby Franco.” His words are forced, as is the half grin, both completely for my benefit, but that’s the beauty of it. Of him. “’Cause you didn’t so much as blush when you told me to slide inside you and ‘pop’ your—”


“Oh god !” I cut him off, my hand releasing his and joining the other to shield my face. “I totally said that. Sound effects and all.”


His body jostles as if to laugh, but no sound escapes.


Stretching my fingers apart, I peek at him through the small gap. His amusement hasn’t fully faded, so I allow my arms to fall.


“Are you hungry ?” I blurt out instead. “I have frozen pizzas ?”


He looks away, and I’m sure he’s about to leave, but then he looks back, something I can’t quite reach hidden in his eyes. “What kind ?”


My smile spreads, and I skip to the freezer.


This is good.


A start.


Now to find a way to get him to deflower me …






Crew


“Are all those pizzas in there yours ?” I joke, finishing off my water. “Your mom would have a fit if she knew you were eating frozen shit every day.”


Davis leans forward, snagging a pineapple off the lone piece left and tossing it in her mouth. “I do pizza and movie night with my friend Jess next door at least once a week, but I bailed last time when I woke up with a jackhammer attached to my temples.”


“That’s what you get for letting Drew serve you after seventy-seven percent of a wine bottle.”


“Yeah.” She grins to herself. “That didn’t go well with the froufrou vodka drink he gave me. It was delicious, but my body was really pissed at what I did to it.”


“About that body of yours and what you want me to do to it.” I shift, facing her fully from the opposite side of the couch. “Why are you so serious about us fucking ?”


She knocks back what’s left in her orange soda can as if she’s shotgunning a beer and looks to me. “Is it necessary to discuss this in dirty terms ?”


“Is it necessary to fuck under dirty terms ?”


“Oh my god.”


“Yeah, women say that when it’s good.”


“Okay !” She throws her hands up, adjusting as I had, so she’s facing me. “I get it. Got it. You want me to get to the point, blah blah blah. On it.”


Davis takes a long breath, and finally, her almond-shaped eyes meet mine.


“What if I find someone, fall into this epic love, like The Notebook kind of shit, and everything is perfect and then we have sex and he hates it ? Or what if I hate it ?” She scoots forward. “Holy crap, what if it’s catastrophically awful and—”


My laughter is unexpected and has her mouth closing, a small smile pulling at her lips.


“Okay, rare, epic love aside.” She folds her hands in her lap, her shoulders falling. “Is it really that horrible of an idea ?”


An instant sourness coats my throat, but before I can say anything, she rushes to continue.


“Okay sure.” She tips her head back and forth. “One day, you’ll look my future husband in the eye and think, ‘I fucked your wife,’ because that is just so you, but who cares ? I’ll be thinking the same thing every time you introduce a new girlfriend.”


“Oh, so you get a husband, and I don’t get a wife ?”


“Oh please, Casanova.” She draws her feet up onto the cushion, laying her chin on her knees. “You’d have to allow yourself to love someone to have a wife, and before you say you do love someone, my family doesn’t count.”


She’s not being mean ; in fact, the entire conversation is slightly playful, even though I’m damn sure she’s serious. She’s an oddball like that, but still. That last part stings.


Truth always does, even if it’s only the half of it.


She and I stare at one another a moment, and then I move to the edge of the cushion, leaning forward with my elbows on my thighs. “I get what you’re saying, and I know you well enough to know nothing I say will convince you not one of those things will happen, so I won’t bother.”


Her eyes narrow spiritedly as we both knew this was my way of saying exactly that.


“What if …” Fuck me, I should shut up now. “What if I say yes”—her eyes light up, but I lift my hands, halting whatever it is she planned to follow with and finish—“but instead, I help you find someone else.”


I brace for her horror. For her shouts of refusal.


But Davis fucking Franco does neither of those things.


She squeals, loudly, and then she jumps up on her feet, staring down at me with a giant, full fucking smile on her puffy, full fucking lips. “Are you serious ?”


I frown, and the nod I give is forced when it should come easy.


“So you’ll be my wingman ?” she asks.


I bite back a grimace. It’s on the tip of my tongue to say no, but is that not what I offered ? To “assist” her in finding a man worth her time.


Worth a spot in her memory.


Worth being inside her ?


A cough fights its way free, but I swallow it down.


You can control this shit, my man.


It’s with that thought in mind, I nod. “Yeah. Like a wingman.”


She claps her hands, lowering herself onto the coffee table in front of me.


Right in front of me.


I’m talking knee to fucking knee, face to face.


“Okay, what exactly do we do ?” Her brown eyes sparkle, her teeth sinking into the corner of her bottom lip.


I’m tempted to free it.


“What do you mean ?”


“I mean, are you going to give me tasks or a list or homework or something and grade me on it ? What’s the grading scale ? Are we talking a letter grade or a percentage or what should I work toward ? And what do you think is a good baseline to start, like how do I know if I’m getting better or ready or whatever ? Oh, and do you think you should show me some moves before I play jelly on toast and spread—”


“Whoa, back up.” I gape at her, at the wild excitement buzzing across every inch of her satiny skin. “What the hell are you talking about ?”


“The lessons.”


“What lessons ?”


“You said you’d help me, remember ?” Her eyes widen as if her shitty explanation should make perfect sense.


It doesn’t.


“It was less than sixty seconds ago, so yeah, I remember.”


“Then you should be following.” She pauses, cocking her head with a single, swift blink. “If I’m going to go get a guy to have sex with me, I need to know how to first get a guy. I’m pretty sure that’s simply stated.”


“No, it’s not. Not at all.”


“Well, now you know.”


Leaning even closer, I bring us eye level, and her knees knock mine in a stubborn attempt at dominance I’ll never give her.


“Are you really sitting here acting like you don’t know what to do to get a man’s attention ?”


“Did you somehow miss the entire reason I wrote a two-thousand-word, double-spaced essay trying to convince you to have sex with me ?” Her features pull, her tone a mix of sass and frustration. “If I knew how to rope a guy in on my own, I wouldn’t be standing here pathetically happy to have a less than eager man help me convince another man to have sex with me.”


“You have to fuck them right back, you know ?” I spat.


“You know what I mean, Crew Taylor.” She glares, crossing her arms over her chest in a pout.


My eyes follow the movement, and I frown at the swell of her breasts, at the soft sweep of skin that curves down, disappearing beneath the yellow tank top she’s wearing.


“This is a bad idea.” I push to stand, slipping past her.


Moments after I’m on my feet, she leaps up, jumping over the back of the couch to block my path.


“Davis. Move.”


“You cannot back out now. I need your help.”


“Bring your next date home and it’s a done deal. Problem fucking solved.” I press my lips together firmly. She’s driving me fucking mad.


“Yeah, sure, I’ll just take out my little black book and magically find someone to take me out to fuck.”


“It’s called Tinder, sweetheart. You’ll bleed in a click of a fucking button.”


“Ew.”


“That’s what you want, is it not ? To be fucked for fun ?”


“And potentially be on the next episode of Body Cam ? No, thank you.”


My jaw clenches, and I want to fucking scream at her, but I hold back, and she shakes her head.


“Crew,” she breaks off. “I’ve never dated before.”


“Bullshit,” I snap, stepping into her. “You’ve always been up front. Don’t start lying to me now.”


“I’m not lying to you,” she snaps right back. “When I say never, I literally mean never. As in not once. I’m as clueless as a church-born nun.”


“I don’t believe that.” My eyes flick to her lips, to her sleek, slender neck with a candy necklace tightly wound around it, the ice cream pendant I gave her for her birthday years ago hanging beneath it, to the inviting indent of her creamy collarbone, and the arc of her soft, silky breasts. My eyes settle on the deep dip of her waist. “Not for a fucking second.”


“It’s the truth.” Her hands find her hips and she straightens. “I’ve gone to the movies and dinner and other places with friends or in groups over the years, where I maybe gave my attention to one person for the night, but that’s it. I’ve never gone out with someone, one on one, with the potential of naughtiness following. I might as well be wearing a chastity belt ’cause I’m beginning to believe every guy sees one when he looks at me anyway.”


“Not a chance.”


“Then what makes me so undickable ?”


“Stop,” I rush, dragging my hands over my face. “I need a fucking drink for this shit.”


“Okay, you’re obviously getting stressed out, so let’s take a breath and regroup, start simple. With the basics.”


Almost afraid to ask, I turn to look at her. “Basics ?”


“Yes.” She steps backward, holds her hands out and does a slow spin. “Okay, go.”


I blink. “What ?”


“You know, tell me what you see. It’s always best to start with the root of the problem. If we do that, we should be able to break it down in a way that makes sense, analyze all components, and put it back together more effectively. So, look at me, and tell me what’s wrong with what you see.”


“You’re not some class project, Davis.” My voice is rough. Hard.


She says it so matter of fact, so emotionless, I want to grip her and shake her. Yell at her.


Davis flicks her eyes to the ceiling. “Oh my god, come on.” She laughs. “It’s called problem-solving. You agreed to help solve my problem.”


“No, I agreed to find someone who will.”


“It’s the same thing, Crew ! Same outcome. I got you, you get guy, I do guy, and right after the big fat equal sign of the equation, in gorgeously golden ink, it’ll read ‘hymenless.’”


“Fucking Christ.” I drop my head back, a low growl working its way up my throat.


She’s fucking with me. Has to be.


“Let’s not play games, okay ?” she suggests. “It gets us nowhere to tiptoe around. It’s not like you’re being mean by answering. I’m literally asking you a direct question. That’s it. Promise, I can handle it.”


Angry, I turn my body so it’s facing hers again, crowding her in. Her hands fall to her sides with my approach, her neck cracking up to keep our gazes connected.


“First of all, there’s nothing wrong with you. Second, I don’t know a single man, pun in-fucking-tended, who wouldn’t fuck you if given what I guarantee is the pleasure of doing so, so do not stand here and pretend if you wanted to have sex right now, you couldn’t walk into any damn bar in this town, leave with a man in mere minutes, and wake up without what you’re trying so hard to be rid of.”


Not that I’ll let you.


With that, I jerk away, taking two steps at a time until my hand’s wrapped around the doorknob, but right as I yank it open, she shouts at my back.


“I’m afraid !”


I tell myself to keep moving, to slam the fucking door and get the hell out because the shit she’s saying, what she’s said, it’s too much. Instead, I look back at her.


“There, I said it. I’m scared, okay ?” Her shoulders slump with defeat, and she glances off. “Crew, I’ve … never done anything with a man. Or a woman, for that matter, but seriously I …” Hesitantly and clearly embarrassed, she finally meets my gaze.


“I have kissed two people in my life and we both know who one of them was. I’ve never touched a man, never seen below the trunks of one, other than in a movie or two, so, yeah.” She nods, her arms crossing as her cheeks grow bright red. “Maybe it would be as simple as throwing myself at a stranger at a bar, but I’m afraid. I don’t want to be, and I don’t know why, but I am.”


Davis begins pacing the short space between the couch and kitchen table, and all I can do is stare. From the jerky steps she takes to the way she chews her nails. She’s a ball of anxiousness.


“It’s annoying and I don’t get it.” She shakes her head, working through things out loud. “Nothing’s ever happened to me before, and I don’t know anyone who’s been assaulted or anything like that so it’s not that. I’m on birth control for girly reasons, so it’s not fear of pregnancy.” She pauses. “Maybe it’s because all I ever did was focus on school. Guys’ll get you grounded, grades’ll get you to graduation,” she mimics her dad’s voice as best as possible, rushing into her next words without a break. “Maybe I didn’t put myself out there enough to allow myself to get comfortable with a man’s attention. I mean, I did spend all of high school following you and Memphis around, and you guys were too psycho to let me out of your sights,


so I stood no chance then.” She stops suddenly, leaning her back against the wall.


A long, dramatic sigh escapes her, and she gives a feeble shrug.


There’s so much I could say right now, but my lips remain sealed.


“You have always been confident, Crew, charismatic and mysterious almost. Effortlessly attractive and an expert flirt.” She shakes her head. “I’m not. There isn’t an intriguing or interesting thing about me. I’ve had study groups and class projects with assigned partners dozens of times, more than half of those being male partners, and never once did any of them ever try to so much as cop a feel or steal a kiss. Not once did any of them ever ask me out for lunch after or anywhere at any time, if it wasn’t directly related to getting our work done. I just need your help to …” She pauses, swallowing, and when she speaks again, it’s a low, broken whisper, “God, I don’t even know what I need help with because I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”
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