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The art of conversation lies in listening.
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ONE


CAT


THE MANIFESTATION CHAMBER


“DO you have to breathe so loud?”


Sometimes, when I get into ridiculous movie-worthy moments, usually at the hands of my best friends and college roommates, I have to close my eyes, take a deep breath, and think WWTSD?


What would Taylor Swift do?


Most answers are something witty and adorable, but that’s just not me. I can’t write a record-breaking song about my experience and have reporters ask me a million questions about my love life. I can’t re-record my albums because I don’t have any albums that someone would have stolen in the first place.


Instead, I have to come to terms with my very horrible reality of being stuck inside of a closet with a six-foot-something football player with deep brown eyes and brown hair who is actively invading my personal space.


Okay. I see how it looks like my problems aren’t a big deal, but if you had gone through half the shit I have in the last week, you’d think this was rock bottom.


I’ve spent the whole day feeling sick to my stomach over a grade I’m going to get in the morning, curled up in my bedroom with my emotional support blanket, and trying to convince myself that I did well in my last assignment. That was before two of my best friends dragged it off me, exposing me to the cold harsh truths of reality, shoved a mini dress in my face, and told me to ‘Look alive.’


I sigh, pulling the blindfold from around my neck, twisting the silk in my hands like some sort of coping mechanism. The smooth texture between my palms is the only thing encouraging me to take deep breaths.


Thursday night parties the day before morning classes should be illegal. But I’ve started to get used to the college lifestyle, and participating is way better than avoiding it.


It’s my second year out of four at Drayton Hills, a prestigious college in Eastern Colorado, and I have yet to be a part of the stupid college ritual that happens at every one of Jason Bassey’s parties.


Until tonight.


“Do you have to be so close to me?” I groan, pushing at his chest since he apparently didn’t hear my polite question as to why he was breathing so hard.


The small shove does nothing for the proximity between us and it only makes me stumble backwards. He clasps his hand around my elbow, a knowing look on his face as he steadies me. I need a brighter light in here.


Or a fan.


Or both.


It’s getting stuffy and all I can smell is the rich, deep, woody scent of his cologne.


“There isn’t much space in here, Catherine, in case you haven’t noticed,” he bites out.


I’d take him seriously if he wasn’t trying to hide his grin like a goof. He’s always had this unique ability to make everything that comes out of his mouth either sound sarcastic, or just straight up ridiculous.


“We wouldn't be here if it wasn’t for you,” I say, jabbing a finger into his chest. He catches my finger, his warm hand clasping around mine before dropping it to the space between us. I stare up at him, narrowing my eyes as he continues smiling down at me as if this is the best thing to ever happen to him.


I’m not exactly short by any means. I’m five-six, which I think is a pretty normal height for a nineteen-year-old.


Connor Bailey is just fucking huge.


A chuckle escapes him, the sound deep and throaty as he slightly tilts his head back before pinning me with those doe eyes that usually have girls dropping their panties for him. “Oh, don't act like it was all me. Jason’s not an idiot. You’ve been giving me the ‘fuck me’ eyes all…night…long.”


He stretches out the last few words, proving to me once again that he is still the annoyingly gorgeous idiot he always is. I scoff, rolling my eyes. “No, I haven’t.”


“Yes, you have.”


“No, I haven’t,” I say again. He tilts his head to the side, flashing me an innocent look. “And you would know that if you–”


“Oh, Connor,” he moans. Innocent my ass. “Give it to me! Just like that! Yeah, baby!”


Despite the music coming from the multiple speakers around the basement of Jason’s house, Connor knows exactly how to project his voice as he continues to moan loudly, telling everyone on the other side of the door just how good he is at fucking me, how his dick is filling me so good that I won’t be able to walk in the morning.


Everyone on the other side of the door is laughing, turning the music down to listen in on whatever is happening.


I pin my arms across my chest as he continues thrusting his hips into the door, pretending he’s giving it to me really good, his hands cupped around his mouth as he continues groaning.


“You do know that they can’t see you, right?” I ask, my tone bored.


He just laughs and continues putting on an Oscar-worthy performance. He stops for a split second, turning to me, that signature Bailey grin hanging on his mouth, that stupid dimple on his left cheek.


I cock my head to the side. “Are you done?”


“Not quite yet. I was just getting to the good stuff,” he says.


“There’s more?” I gasp, sarcastically. His eyes light up as he leans against the closed door of the closet. “Here I was, thinking that saying you have a golden dick was the cherry on top. But if you knew me at all, you’d know I’d never say anything like that.”


“Trust me, Cat. Forming words would be the last thing you could do if I had my way with you,” he whispers.


The air between us fizzles, the shots I had before leaving my dorm churning in my stomach with the leftover pizza I ate.


Connor is not an intimidating person.


Not to me anyway. But when he leans down, his breath hot on my face, those whiskey eyes staring directly into mine, you could say he’s a little intimidating.


He’s toying with me, obviously. But with the heat, the words coming out of his mouth and his proximity, my body doesn’t know that, and everything—and I mean, everything—starts to ache accordingly.


Think with your brain, not your tits.


Think with your brain, not your tits.


“Are you done?” I ask again, needing to get this situation under control. My voice is breathy and strangled, and I hate how easily he’s managing to unravel me. Connor finally takes a step back, allowing me to breathe, but all I can smell is him.


All I can feel is him.


Jason Bassey’s parties are famous for two things. One, somebody usually ends up pregnant by the end of the night, and two, his magical Manifestation Chamber. It’s as ridiculous as it sounds. There’s an empty utility closet at the end of the hall of Jasons’ parent’s house, where he notoriously throws parties every week for the students at Drayton.


Trust me when I say that this closet is not special. It’s barely two feet wide, but when you’re stuck in here between a six-foot-three football player and some shelves, I might as well be trying to fit through the small doors at Brandy Melville.


Jason’s Manifestation Chamber was originally a fragment of his own imagination, and nobody believed him for a while. He has the strongest intuition in the entire school. According to his friends, he’s also had a perfect gaydar since he was in middle school, so everyone started to believe him when he said he knew that two people would fall in love by the end of the semester, or by the end of the school year.


He gets two of his minions to blindfold said participants and shove them into his chamber. You’d think he’d try to decorate it with dream catchers, incense, maybe some crystals, but it’s just as sterile as the cafeteria floors on a Friday night.


The crazy thing is, it has worked.


Every. Single. Time.


The couples that come out of here are usually rocky for the first few weeks, but then they bounce back and most of them are still thriving to this day. My best friend, Nora, believes it’s some sort of voodoo shit that Jason is pulling, but I can’t see what reasons he would have to do that, or if that is even possible.


I always thought it was interesting how he had such an eye for those things, how he managed to see two people who were destined to find each other and put them in the right place at the right time. It’s beyond me how he manages to do it, but it’s an art I appreciate, no matter how cynical I am about love.


Now, stuck in here with Connor Bailey, I can dub it as completely insane because there is no way in this universe that I could ever fall for him. The only energy between Connor and me is a purely platonic, sickly-sweet annoyance.


I might have had a tiny crush on him growing up, but that was years ago, and the crush never came back. Since then, he has constantly been testing that friend boundary, making me want to shove the word friend right up his–


“Oh, come on, don’t act like you haven’t been dreaming about this since we were kids,” he drawls, glancing down at me again.


“By this, do you mean being stuck in a closet with you while you pretend that we’re having sex?” I ask and he nods, clarifying his stupidity. “That sounds so wrong, for so many reasons.”


“Okay, then,” he drawls out, looking around the tiny room and then back to me. “What else are we supposed to do? They clearly put us in here for a reason.”


“It’s a stupid party ritual that doesn’t mean anything. We were both at the party for different reasons and ended up here. It was a pure coincidence,” I retort. His eyes narrow, the usual brightness in them dimming as he pins me with a defiant stare, the heat between our bodies crackling like cinder rocks.


His lips curl up into a mischievous smile, the slight glint in his eyes lighting an uncomfortable fire in my lower stomach. He leans down, tugging a curl that has fallen in front of my face, trying his hardest to get under my skin.


I inhale sharply.


“Are you telling me you don’t believe in fate, Catherine Fables?”


“I stopped believing in fate a long time ago,” I mutter. I stopped believing in anything remotely romantic five years ago to be exact. Still, it was just over a year ago that I ended a relationship with my high-school sweetheart, realizing I was better off emotionally on my own. I was an awful girlfriend and Evan didn’t deserve that. Everyone said that three months after the breakup is when things get better, and they were right. I’m still in my healing era and I’m loving it. “Besides, it’s not fate if someone clearly had a hand in it.”


“You sure know a lot for someone who doesn’t believe in it,” he teases.


“And you sure know how to make very believable moans,” I concede. His face turns puzzled, his cheeks turning the cutest shade of pink. “Unless, that’s what you think pleasuring a woman sounds like. Then I apologize to you and whatever poor soul you’ve dated.”


“I—That’s not—Obviously, I was—” His hands are flailing as he takes a deep breath, desperately trying to regain control of the conversation. This is the Connor I’m used to interacting with. The one who never knows the right thing to say and is always trying to keep his friends out of trouble.


“Exactly,” I say, cutting off his rambling. I turn back to the locked door, hearing the faint whispers coming from the other side. “Can you just do something to get us out of here?”


“What do you think all the moaning was for?” I pin him with a look. The look. “Okay, fine. What do you suggest?”


“I don’t know,” I groan. He shreds whatever distance was between us as he steps closer to me, causing my back to slam against the door. I peer up at him, his chest invading my face as he takes in a few deep breaths. My voice sounds unsure as I say, “If something doesn’t happen, they’re going to forget about us and then we’ll be stuck in here. It only locks from the outside.”


“Are you claustrophobic, Catherine?” His voice feels like lava, running through every vessel in my body, right to where it should not be pulsing. For him of all people.


“No,” I breathe. His eyes squint as if he’s trying to figure me out and his hand drops onto the door above me, caging me into the already tight space. His head drops to the side of my face where my heart beats rapidly. I somehow muster up the strength to add, “I just don’t want to be stuck here with you.”


“Why? Scared you’ll give in?”


“Give in to what?”


The door flies open, and I almost fall right on my ass. The sudden change in temperature knocks the wind out of me, but Connor’s reaches out, slipping his hand around my waist as he hoists me back up.


I fall into his chest, my hands pressing onto his broad shoulders as he holds me close to him for a second before I take a step back. Still, he does nothing to put any space between us and instead leans down, pushing my hair over my shoulder as if it’s a completely normal and casual thing to do.


“Careful, sweetheart, if you trip over yourself again, I’d think you're trying to do it just for me to catch you,” he murmurs, his mouth hot against my neck. He pulls away from me, shoving his hands into his pockets as he nods at me and whoever is behind me. “Have a good night, ladies.”


And then he’s gone.


“Have a good night,” I mutter angrily, smoothing out my dress as I turn around to face a wide-eyed and slightly flushed Elle. Out of the three of us, Eleanor handles her drinks the worst. I bet she’s only had two drinks and she’s already swaying slightly as her face glows. “Thanks for saving me.”


She beams, hooking her arm into mine as we walk up the stairs of the basement, instantly greeted by sweaty bodies and loud music. “Seemed like you needed saving. Jason was having too much fun with it, but when the moaning stopped, something didn’t feel right.”


You could say that again.


Connor makes me feel uneasy, like he’s able to look right through me. We’ve known each other our whole lives since he’s Nora’s twin, but since we started high school, I’ve tried my best to keep my distance, knowing what boys his age are like. But this campus is only so big, and I have to see him more often than I’d like.


“Do you wanna go stand by the pool? I need some fresh air,” I say to her, looking down at her as she snuggles her face into my arm, her brown curly hair tickling my arms.


“Maybe we should just go home,” Elle says through a yawn. “Nor’s going to another with the rest of the theatre class and I’m beat already. I need a warm bath and to watch New Girl episodes until my eyes can’t stay open anymore.”


I laugh at her very accurate reading of what we both need. Elle likes to party the least. She loves a good night in as much as Nora and I do. But I’ve grown up with attending fancy events with my dad as the mayor, so I’m used to staying out longer than necessary.


After today’s closet fiasco, and the fear of tomorrow being the worst day of my life, I’m ready to distract myself and pretend it doesn’t exist until the morning.


“That sounds perfect to me, Elle-Belle.” She looks up at me, her nose scrunching at the nickname as we grab our jackets from the other closet.


Once we’ve shrugged on our coats, ready to step into the early September breeze, the chill I can feel run down my spine isn’t from the slightly cold air. It’s the same sort of chill I got when Connor’s breath was on my neck, when his hand slid around my waist as if it belonged there.


He’s not even here and I can still feel him everywhere.









TWO


CONNOR


FOOTBALL BUTT


“SOUNDED like you had a good time last night, Bailey.”


I turn to my teammate, roommate, and best friend as he grins at me, his face a red, sweaty mess. Nothing new coming from him.


If he means what happened last night at the party that was followed by a long cold shower and hours contemplating my existence while I watched TV… Yeah, I guess I had a good time.


“Yeah, I heard what was going on in that closet,” Sam chimes in, wiping the sweat from his forehead as he slows down our jog to a brisk walk as we trek down from our hike around Estes Park—one of our many morning rituals.


We get up at the literal ass-crack of dawn most mornings to train in the gym, or go for a run, or a hike. Regardless of what happened the night before, hungover or not, we always get up to get a workout in.


I’m never hungover because I don’t drink during the season —a choice Coach Mackenzie encouraged, but most of the boys don’t follow. Including Wes and Sam as they huff, dragging their lazy asses behind me while I power on in front of them.


“And Catherine Fables?” Sam says, not sure if the breathiness in his voice is because he doesn’t work out as much as he should, or if it’s because he’s talking about the most stunning woman I have ever laid my eyes on. I’m assuming the latter. I lose my breath just by thinking about her. “She’s fucking gorgeous,” he adds, finally catching up, walking beside me.


Of course, I know that. I’m not an idiot.


What I don’t get is how Jason managed to pull that together. His stupid Manifestation Chamber has been something people look forward to at every one of his parties. I’ve never been one of those people. Usually, some girl would try to hook up with me, I’d say no, and I’d spend time with my friends. That closet is the last thing on my mind when I’m at his parties, but I knew that it was about time I’d get thrown in there. I just didn’t think it would be with her.


The memories of last night burn through my vision, causing me to stop in my tracks. Just thinking about her makes my stomach do a weird flip thing. I’ve spent years trying my best to stay out of her way, knowing that if I was ever that close to her, I wasn’t sure what I would do.


I had her right where I wanted, those big brown eyes staring up at me, her smartass comments that she reserves just for me, the way she felt beneath my hand when I stopped her from falling… And I still didn’t make a move. I pretend to be confident and a flirt, but when it comes down to it, I’ll back out unless I’m certain they feel the exact same way. The same way I’d never lead a girl on if I wasn’t feeling it.


I shake my head at the thoughts of her and when I look down, Wes is in a squatting position, grunting and groaning like he’s been doing it for hours.


“What are you doing?” I ask, frustrated. He looks up at me, shaking his head as he stands before slowly sinking back down.


“While you were too in your head, stopping in the middle of our walk, I have to maintain my football butt somehow. Sam has one. You would too if you could quit daydreaming about her for like two minutes,” Wes explains between pants. Somebody needs to tell him that having a good ass does not improve his performance because it’s not going to be me. I’ve tried talking some sense into this idiot five times.


Five.


Fucking.


Times.


“I’m not daydreaming about her. I was–”


“Could’ve done a better job at those moans if you wanted it to be believable. I mean, I’m no expert, but I was disappointed in you, Connie,” Wes says, cutting me off as he continues squatting. I squint at him, the harsh brightness from the golden sunrise obstructing my view.


“That’s exactly what she said to me,” I mutter.


“She’s smart too,” Sam adds, grinning like a loon. He’s got one of those perfect, olive-skinned baby faces that make girls at Drayton Hills absolutely crazy. I don’t get the allure. Especially because every word that comes out of his mouth is stupider than the last and he’s deathly afraid of relationships. He nudges Wes with his foot, and he falls over, laughing before standing back up. “What do you say, Connie Boy? If you two don’t fall in love by the end of the year, can I shoot my shot?”


I bark out a disbelieving laugh. “We are not going to fall in love.”


“So, I can shoot my shot…?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“Because she’s—” I sigh. Really? What reason do I have to defend it? Cat can date who she wants. I don't care. I shouldn’t care. Still, I hear myself say, “She’s unavailable.”


“Oh, because she’s only available for you, right?” Wes says, bumping his shoulder into mine. I grumble in response, tearing open a breakfast bar from my pocket. “I get it,” he says easily, trying to sound serious, but it’s rare anything remotely serious exits this guy’s mouth. “You spend ten minutes in a closet together and now you’re exclusive. Girls love it when a guy’s clingy.”


“We’re not– She’s not–” How did I manage to get myself in this situation again? The teasing had stopped for a few months and of course we ended up at the same party last night, making my fantasies press replay in my mind all over again. “Just drop it, okay?”


“Okay, Dad,” Wes mumbles.


As one of the only responsible people on the football team, I’ve happily acquired the role of the “Dad”. I’m not usually such a grump. I love to hang out and do any stupid ritual that the boys come up with for a fun night, but I also know where to draw the line.


I didn’t expect that title to be extended to my dorm life back on campus too. I share one of the best dorms in Drayton, right next to the football field and the training facilities.


It’s a perfect walking distance to where I need to be as well as to the classes I’m taking in Modern Lit. Our building's vending machine is stocked at the end of the hall, the cafeteria is a five-minute walk away, and I get the best view of the pitch from my window. I keep most of the guys out of trouble, being the designated driver, but sometimes they get themselves into shit even I can't help them with.


I’ve known Wes my whole life. His family has lived across the street from my parent’s house before my sister and I were born. While Nora and I were born in October, Wes was born the next summer and we spent every summer after that growing up together running under sprinklers, walking back from school with our hands and faces sticky, and spent nights in the treehouse that our dads built. He’s a pain in my ass, but he’s also my best friend and the best lineman for the Drayton Titans.


Archer Elliot, our other roommate, is a lot more bearable. Slightly terrifying, but bearable. I didn’t know about Archer’s existence until the day we moved in. He’s completely covered in tattoos and he’s huge. Since he moved in, he’s been quiet and slightly distant. I can’t complain. He cleans up after himself and he never brings girls over, unlike Wes. If we ever need anything, he’s there, but he keeps mostly to himself.


Which is why it’s pretty easy to ignore him as I work my way around the kitchen. He’s sitting on the couch in the small lounging area reading a newspaper. I don’t know any other college student that spends their Friday mornings reading a newspaper, but Archer is proof they exist.


The kitchen in our dorm, if you can even call it that, is tiny. It barely holds the basic appliances in addition to the sandwich maker that my parents got me for Christmas, and a blender. The noise usually disrupts everybody in our hall and ends with me sending an email to our dorm adviser. The main thing is, it’s able to handle my often-chaotic baking.


Wes emerges from the bathroom after our run, a towel wrapped around his waist, still humming along to some theatre soundtrack. I pull the cookies out of the oven, resting them on top of the stove.


I frown as I look at the burnt mess I made. At least the smoke alarm hasn’t gone off yet. Little progress is still progress, I remind myself, pulling off my red mittens and throwing them next to the cooling rack. My sister got them for me as a gift for winning last year's football season and they always come in handy. They’ve got little white hearts on them and when she threw them at me she said, “If you can’t bake, you can at least look cute doing it.”


“Jesus, fuck. What is that smell?” Wes asks, scrunching his nose up.


“Connor is cooking,” Archer says, his voice low and gruff from the couch.


“That explains it,” Wes says, nodding.


“Connor is right here, you imbeciles,” I say.


“Connor is also referring to himself in the third person,” Archer grumbles.


“And I’m baking, not cooking. There’s a difference,” I say, ignoring him.


“Right, one of them you’re actually slightly better at than the other…” He peers over at the tray of cookies. “Not by much.”


I have no clue how I’ve managed to mess these up so badly. I needed something to bring with me to my parents’ house for dinner later and I was sure I could pull them off.


I scrape one off the tray, throwing a chunk into my mouth. It takes like charcoal, but I smile through it, holding the tray out to Wes as he studies them suspiciously. I can’t show him any weakness. I might not be the best baker, but if this were a competition, I’d definitely win a participation award.


I’ve always loved making things from scratch, just to see what I could come up with. It started with mud pies in the backyard of my parent’s house, to a lemon cake I tried to make for Mother’s Day. Both were as terrible as the other, but it’s the thought that counts.


“I mean, what are they supposed to be?” he asks, his voice full of child-like wonder as he prods at one. You’d expect it to be gooey, that the cookie would almost fold in on itself, but it doesn’t move. I pick up a piece and shove it into his mouth as he stumbles a little, gripping onto his towel.


I swallow the edible death eventually as Wes grimaces around a mouthful. “Just eat it, you idiot.”


“I could,” he muffles, “weally youse some miwlk wif phat.”


His chest is heaving as if chewing it is a workout. I can’t help but smile as I move into the fridge to pull out a carton of milk and pick up a glass from the cabinet. I turn back around, milk in hand as Wes flashes a mischievous grin at me.


He retrieves the cup happily, pulling it to his lips as I watch him. “Good?” I ask. The slight tremor in his body isn’t a good sign.


“The best,” he says, sighing as he sets down the now-empty glass.


“He spat it out when you turned around,” Archer murmurs. I watch the betrayal flash across Wes’ face and it’s the same expression I have on mine. My best friend of almost twenty years…


“I swear to God, Archer, you want to be a Moody Margaret all day until I do one thing, and then you snake me out,” Wes says, turning to him, one hand tightened around his towel, the other in the air, his mom’s German mannerisms shining through as he waves his hand at him.


“Maybe try being less obvious about it next time,” Archer suggests, still not looking up from his newspaper.


“There’s not going to be a next time,” I say, peeling the more agreeable cookies off the tray and into a Tupperware container lined with kitchen roll. My mom will eat them regardless and I’m sure I could convince my dad too. “Because I’m not going to offer any of my goods to either of you ever again. You don’t deserve them.”


Archer scoffs. “Fine by me. I like my bowels exactly how they are.”


“Since we’re being honest,” Wes starts with a shrug. I give him a look, knowing something stupid is about to come out of his mouth but he carries on anyway. “That apple pie you made me for my birthday wasn’t the best thing I ever had. When I went home, even Jarvis didn’t want a bite of it. And that cat eats anything.”


I shut the lid of the Tupperware box hard, throwing it into a plastic bag. “Do you ever know when to shut up, Wesley?”


“That is not my government name and you know it!” he whines, looking just as childish as he sounds.


He pouts, throwing his arms up as he storms in the other direction. Neither of us realize that was the arm holding up his towel until it drops to the floor, flashing us his football butt.









THREE


CAT


“THESE ARE TEARS OF RELIEF! I PROMISE.”


I USED to think there was nothing worse than a hangover.


But there is.


It’s that feeling you get where you’re not actually hungover because you haven’t drank much, but still, your head is throbbing, your back is aching, your stomach feels like it’s been squeezed out by a giant, and the makeup you forgot to wash off last night does not look cute. Some people can pull off the raccoon look, but black mascara against my dark skin is not as flattering as some would hope.


After spending the entire night staring at my ceiling fan spin rapidly, secretly wishing it would just fall right on me, I rolled out of bed and told myself it was fine. That I was fine. I used to think I was an optimist, but maybe I’m just delusional.


I never usually stress over grades.


Okay, so maybe one time I threw up before my third-grade spelling bee when it wasn’t worth anything, but that’s totally unrelated.


My friends say that I’m a perfectionist, and that I care too much about the little things that won’t matter in the long run, but I’ve always been that person. Because someone has to worry about the little things, right? And that someone just happens to be me.


Naturally, everyone in this dorm is a worrier. Growing up with Elle and Nora has shown me just how much we overanalyze situations and see the worst possible outcome before settling on something rational. Usually, Elle is the most chill of the two of us and leaves most things up to the universe.


I physically can’t do that.


I worry about the stupid things that could go wrong like an elevator breaking down or an attack happening in my apartment. Or grades—even though I know I studied my ass off for my last assignment on genetic mutation.


Nora Bailey, my best friend, theatre major, and my literal lifeline is also a worrier, but she’s much more chaotic. Nora is a natural-born leader and a phenomenal actress, singer, and dancer. She’s always been a good performer and sometimes takes method acting to the next level.


When we were kids, she once convinced a mean girl in our class that she was Miley Cyrus over the phone offering her backstage access to her tour date in Colorado. The mean girl fell for it, but when she hadn’t heard back from ‘Miley’ in weeks, she was heartbroken.


Nora put on the best performance when we went back to school, acting as if she didn’t crush that little girl's dreams. I thought it was hilarious after the way she treated the three of us at school. Elle, however, a true Cancer through and through, couldn’t take it and started crying when the mean girl started crying in class. After that, Nora promised never to use her magic of acting for harm again.


Still, even after being accepted into the best performing arts course in the state, she’s pacing in the kitchen, script in hand, a highlighter in her mouth as she recites lines back to herself.


The small kitchen and living room areas are a mess. Throw blankets cover the floor and the couch, perfectly set up from our reading session before we went to the party last night. The sink and counters are clean, apart from the bowls of ice cream. I pull out a water bottle from the fridge, shoving a pill into my mouth to get rid of the nausea and the headache that is festering.


“What did you get up to last night?” she asks, her voice oddly chipper. Well, Nora is always chipper, but considering last night's fiasco, I assumed she’d be more concerned than she is.


“You seriously didn’t hear?”


“Hear what?” she asks, still pacing. “Wes made me stand by the pool for an hour while I watched him try to do backflips into the water. I had my phone ready to call 911 the whole time. So, I was pretty busy.”


Wes Mackenzie is like the childhood friend you get forced to play with before you realize you’re stuck with him forever. Ever since we were kids, he’s been attached to Nora’s hip like an emotional support puppy. I can't for the life of me figure out how they’re still best friends when all they do is argue and annoy each other. Nora being a theatre major and him being a football player makes no sense to me, but it works for them.


They’re always caught in ridiculous situations. He once got himself stuck in a washing machine for a video. Nora once asked him for help while Elle and I were busy to help pin up a costume and he accidentally stitched her in.


Regardless of any foolishness they get up to, they’re always laughing by the end of it. At least they have fun together because the second her boyfriend Ryan turns up, he’s frowning and constantly telling Nora to quit being friends with him.


I don’t think Wes and Nora could ever stop being friends. The world would have to split in two, forcing them on two different planets for them to stop being the crazy, chaotic ball of sunshine that they are together.


“Right. Well, guess who got shoved into the Manifestation Chamber,” I mutter, adding the much-needed fake excitement to my voice.


“Oh my god! You know what that means right?”


I knew that the second the words left my mouth that Nora would be all over it. If I thought Elle and I liked romance, Nora was a walking Taylor Swift song. She’s been obsessed with love since she knew what it meant, which is why she is always starring in productions where she plays a beautiful heroine who has the male leads at her feet.


“Yeah, but it was with, uh, Connor,” I say, ripping the Band-Aid right off.


I drunkenly admitted to her once a few years ago that I used to have a crush on her brother when we were kids, but she never brought it up again. What she doesn’t know is that I’ve been caught by Elle checking him out a few (at least five) times at his football games.


He’s as good-looking as he is stupid. I’ve been trying my best to stay away from him and go to less games in the football season because I know for a fact if I saw him in his uniform, his helmet in hand, I would lose all composure and fold like a lawn chair. Keeping my distance as worked so far.


“Connor as in Connor Bailey?” she gawks, saying her twin brother's name as if it physically repulses her.


“Unless we know someone else called Connor,” I say.


She comes to a halt, dropping her hand with her script in defeat. She looks at me for a second, holding my stare, those bright chocolate eyes staring into mine. For a second, I think she’s getting ready to launch the highlighter at me, but instead, she lets out a soft, “Ew.”


“I know! I mean, obviously nothing happened. He was just being annoying about the whole thing,” I say, my shoulders relaxing.


“Yeah, he was moaning through the door so people would think you were sucking him off,” Elle says nonchalantly.


I don’t know when she suddenly woke up, but she walks into the living room, her gym bag slung over her shoulder, looking as refreshed and put-together as ever with her curly hair tied into a ballet bun on top of her head. Nora’s face turns pale at Elle’s comment.


“But that is not what happened. At all,” I reassure Nora as she eyes me suspiciously. “I swear.”


“Okay…” she says slowly, packing away her script into the tote bag on the couch. “Because if you were doing anything remotely gross in that closet, I’d have to redact myself from both of your lives. You’d get all touchy-feely and that would be uncomfortable for all of us.” She shivers at the thought, shaking her head. I stand, stunned into silence as she takes a deep breath. “Anyway,” she says, her tone suddenly bright as she hitches her bag higher up on her shoulder. “I’ve got to go to rehearsals. Good luck with your grade, Cat. I'm sure you did great.”


There’s something truly unique about how a Bailey exits a conversation.


[image: ]



The trudge to class is as grueling as ever. Part of me doesn’t even want to go in there, sitting next to my insanely intelligent classmates who fly through these assignments with ease, while I on the other hand am constantly in fear of not living up to my potential.


The thing about journalism is that when you have a story to tell, you have to tell it in a certain way for people to truly understand and feel connected with your story while trying to be funny and also sounding like your most authentic self.


I’ve battled with this for years and I’m still trying to find what writing style fits me best. My writing style is something unique to me and I always get that pang in my chest, a voice in my head telling me that I’m not good enough when my teachers mark me down for my style of writing.


My dad enrolled me into Drayton the second the applications opened. It’s where he and my mom met, and it got them both to where they wanted to be.


My mom was a romantic, a hopeless one. And my dad would do anything for her. He did everything to get her to notice him as she actively avoided him and pretended he didn’t exist. Until one day, she couldn’t ignore her feelings for him anymore, no matter how hard she tried, and she gave in.


They spent their days at the library, picking out books for each other and were doing ‘buddy reads’ before it was even a thing. From the stories I’ve been told by my grandma JoJo, they were inseparable and just being in their presence was what made everyone around them feel young.


When they graduated—my dad with a degree in literature and politics, and my mom in literature and journalism—they both worked hard to get a stable career before they ever thought about having kids. They managed to balance their love, career, and a child together, and I was able to grow up knowing I was a product of their love. As much as the fairy tales intrigued me, I wanted to know the deeper things. About my mom, especially.


Since she passed away five years ago, my dad has found it hard to talk about her. Being born to immigrant parents from Jamaica, I wanted to know every single thing about my mom’s childhood.


When my dad told me stories about her, he never mentioned what she was like before they fell in love, or what she was like as a child or a teenager. He had always told me that she never wanted to talk about it and that never made sense to me.


My mom was a storyteller, the best one I knew. So why wouldn’t she want to talk about her past? With my grandma’s health deteriorating and my grandad passing before I was born, it feels like I’ve got nothing left of her. It feels like before she met my dad, before she fell in love, she didn’t exist. It’s not that her story hasn’t been completed, it feels like it never really started.


“Are you nervous?” I turn around to the soft voice that belongs to my favorite friend in class, George, as he pulls me out of my daydream. I sigh when he looks at me with complete sympathy, his green eyes softening as he takes me in. “You’ve got nothing to worry about, Cat. I read your final piece. It was perfect.”


“Thank you and I know I shouldn’t worry, but…” I try to think of an excuse, but I come up empty. There’s nothing major riding on the back of this assignment. I just like knowing where I stand in class. I like knowing that I’ll get a consistent grade. But when I submit a piece on something I had to do a ton of research for with very little prior knowledge, I question my work more than I need to.


“We both worked hard on our articles. We’ll be fine,” George says, patting me on the shoulder as he nudges open the door to the classroom.


Drayton is what most people call the Hogwarts of Colorado. The deep stone walls are nothing short of beautiful and they make studying in the Grand Library feel like a fever dream. But the only problem is the heating facilities are pretty shitty. Which is probably why I feel a sharp breeze when I open the door to the classroom, hoping that that’s all it is. Just the wind, and not a premonition.


Here goes nothing.


I blink at the paper in front of me again. I can’t tell how long it’s been. Maybe five minutes? Or maybe even an hour. All I know is that my face is covered in tears as I reread the comments and feedback in front of me.


I passed. I didn’t get the best mark in the class like I had hoped, but I got something even better.


Professor Rotford never leaves kind comments on reports. Ever. She only gives constructive feedback. She even told us on our first day of classes that we should not expect a pat on the back for writing a sub-par essay and that tears are not allowed in her classroom. I was tough enough to take her criticism and I’ve been using it to improve my writing and it has finally paid off.


This is a lot better than your last, but not as good as one of your firsts. Your voice is coming along very well, Catherine. You should be grateful.


– A. Rotford.


I mean, she could have said ‘proud’ instead of ‘grateful,’ but a win is a win, right?


I wipe my face with the sleeve of my sweater, knowing my makeup and my face in general is ruined. George elbows me, snickering a little as the rest of the class talk amongst themselves about their reports. I know he’s telling me to stop crying, but I can’t help it.


“Catherine.” Professor Rotford’s voice booms across the classroom. I snap my head up, my glassy eyes meeting her steel blue ones. “Do you need a second?”


“Oh, these are tears of relief! I promise,” I say through a sniffle, my voice betraying my words.


She sighs, looking back down at her desk as she murmurs, “The door is open.”









FOUR


CONNOR


“IS SHE FUCKING CRYING?”


TRYING to find my sister is probably the hardest thing to do at the end of the week.


It shouldn’t be this hard. All of her classes are usually in the same few buildings, but for some reason, she is never where she says she’ll be. We used to share our location with each other, but after I thought she was home alone when I went to her dorm, she was having sex with her boyfriend. So we had to rule that one out. Now, as it’s getting closer to the time we have to meet our parents for dinner, Wes and I are on the hunt for her.


“Are you still not going to apologize to me, Connie boy?” Wes asks.


“You know what, I was considering it until you just called me Connie boy,” I say to him, rolling my eyes. He’s expecting me to apologize because I called him an oaf for wanting to stay inside all day and do nothing instead of helping me find Nora.


“Okay. You’re right. It was a low blow. I totally understand. But I still deserve an apology.”


“You were the one who flashed me and Archer. I think I deserved an apology,” I say with a shudder. I’ve seen Wes’s ass too many times for it to be a coincidence. That boy just does not like clothes at all.


“Don’t act like you didn’t enjoy it, Connie boy,” he says, laughing as he wags his eyebrows at me. And for that, I hit him in the back of the head and he stumbles forward a little. I smirk to myself as he rubs his head. “It just slipped out of me. You’ve got to admit it has a nice ring to it, though.”


“No, it doesn’t have a nice ring to it, asshole,” I retort through gritted teeth as we walk through the Dover building where all of the humanities classes are held. It’s cold as fuck here and I’m only in jeans and a green Drayton T-shirt.


“You’ve got to stop thinking about my ass, Bailey. I’ve told you time and time again that nothing is going to happen between us,” Wes says sweetly as if he’s talking to a child. The soft sound of sniffles distracts me for a second before I shake my head, probably having heard something wrong. Wes continues talking, as always. “I mean, I was considering it that one time, but since then I’ve learned that—”


I hear another sniff. “Stop talking,” I say to him out of the corner of my mouth. There are a lot of turns in this corridor and it’s hard to figure out where the noise is coming from.


“Is this the part in the movie where the guy tells someone to shut up and he kisses them instead? If it is, I’d like to kindly decline.”


“Oh my god. Can you shut up for two seconds, you oaf?” I groan, pushing him with my shoulder as I try to walk closer to the sound.


“Hey, you know how sensitive I am to that word right now,” he mumbles. Sometimes I feel like shoving my head in a bathtub full of water and then I think I probably shouldn’t. But the urge gets stronger the more I speak with this guy.


We both come to a stop when we walk around the corner, the light brown stone walls caging us in the small corridor, and I see her.


It’s hard to miss Catherine Fables. Especially when she’s all I see sometimes. I immediately see her against the wall, her fingers flying over her phone as she wipes her face with the sleeve of her sweater.


Wes tries to walk, but I stop him, holding my arm out. “Is she fucking crying?” he asks, his voice quiet. Oh, so now he wants to be quiet, great.


“It’s hard to tell,” I say, trying to keep my voice as low as possible. “Lemme go and talk to her. Stay here.”


“Whatever you say, boss,” Wes grumbles.


I smooth my sweaty palms over my jeans as I walk towards her. She’s clearly going through something, so I don’t know why I’m the one feeling nervous. She looks up at me when I reach her.


“Hey, are you… Are you okay?” I ask, shoving my hands in my pockets. She blinks up at me, her face shining with tears, those beautiful eyes staring right into mine. She runs her hands down her skirt quickly.


“I’m fine,” she says, smiling, wafting her hand in the air.


“Are you, or are you just doing that girl thing where they say they’re fine but they’re really not fine?” I ask, tilting my head to the side. She laughs a little.


“No, I’m actually fine. I got my grade for my last assignment. I’m just being emotional about it,” she says, giving me a noncommittal shrug as half an answer. When I don’t say anything, still staring at her trying to gauge her reaction, she says, “I was freaking out about it, but I did really well. So, I’m happy.”


“That’s really good, Cat. You should be proud,” I say, playfully nudging her shoulder. Her whole face lights up, her nose scrunching in the most adorable way.


“Thank you. Rotford said I should be grateful, not proud. Whatever that means,” she mumbles. She drops her gaze to the ground, and it takes all that I am not to lift her chin to get her to look at me and speak to me. “Anyway. I’m going to get a celebratory packet of chips from the vending machine. Do you want one?”


I gasp, holding my hand to my chest. “Are you suggesting that you’re going to get me a bag of chips out of the kindness of your heart?”


“You know what? Forget it. I was just trying to be nice since you were nice to me, but it seems like you prefer—”


I cut her off with a laugh. “It’s okay. I’ve got to find Nor anyway. Do you know where she is?”


“If she’s not in the theatre room, maybe check the studio,” Cat says. “She said she had rehearsals this morning, but you never know with her.”
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As I expected, Nora wasn’t in either of those places.


Instead, I spotted her in an empty classroom on the other side of campus in the arts building making out with her boyfriend. Ryan Valla is a nice guy. He always has been and he’s perfect for Nora. They’re both theatre majors and some of the duets they’ve done have actually brought me to tears. Their chemistry on and off stage is palpable, but having to witness my twin sister make out with him off stage is where I draw the line.


“That guy is such a prick,” Wes grumbles. I look down at him as he watches through the window in the door to the classroom, grimacing.


“He’s okay and you know he is. Cut it out,” I say, pushing him out of the way.


“Fine? That guy looks like a Ken doll with a stupid British accent,” he says, squaring his eyes at him. I chuckle, knowing that the British part is right. He spent two summers in London and acts like he was born and raised there.


“Sounds like you’re jealous, dude.”


“I’m not jealous,” he growls. “I just don’t see how he can satisfy her. Especially if they’re sleeping together. Nora is—”


“Okay, okay. Your work here is done. I’ve found her so you can leave now,” I say, shaking my head at whatever thoughts this guy has about my sister.


He pins his arms against his chest, leaning against the door. “You can’t tell me what to do.”


“Fine. Do you want me to tell Archer?” I watch as his face grows pale. We’ve seen Archer angry once and it was enough to scare the living daylight out of him. And, honestly, me too.


I finally push open the door and Wes falls backwards right onto his ass. I laugh as I step over him, watching my sister scramble apart from her boyfriend. His hand was getting way too far up her skirt for my liking and in a goddamn classroom for God’s sake. I don’t know when she started to become the reckless one out of the two of us, but it’s not a good look.


She grabs her bag from the table, her brown hair bobbing on her shoulders, as she pushes her eager boyfriend to the side. “What the hell are you doing?” she asks, smoothing out her skirt as she walks towards me. She looks down at Wes who is still on the floor. “Wesley.”


“Nora,” he says, grinning.


She steps over him, shaking her head. I flash Ryan a look over her shoulder and pull my sister out of the room. “I told you to meet me an hour ago. We’re going to be late.”
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When Nora and I moved out for college, we made an agreement with our parents that we’d come home at least once every two weeks to visit them. We’ve always had a strong relationship, seeing we’re the only kids and we don’t have much extended family apart from the Mackenzie’s who have felt like an extension to our family for years.


My parents were only eighteen when they had Nora and me, and it always felt like they were the ‘cool’ aunt and uncle all my friends talk about having. It's always been us in this small little bubble in a huge house in Fort Collins.


High school me would definitely deny it, but I’m one hundred percent sure that I’m a mama's boy. I’ve gotten used to it now, knowing that I’m always going to need my mom in my corner, but as a kid, I would do anything to deny it.


My mom was the one who dropped me off on my first day of middle school and the same person who picked me up early after I freaked out during the icebreakers.


My mom was the one who took me out for ice cream after winning my first football game even when my dad tried to keep me on a diet.


My mom was the one who let me and Nora into her bed after she miscarried and made my dad sleep on the floor of the bedroom. Even though we fully didn’t understand the significance of what happened, she let us be there for her and joked around with my dad when he made breakfast for us the morning after.


Our family has never been perfect, and it never will be. But that’s what I like about coming home. I like coming home to the faint smell of pumpkin and spices no matter what time of year it is. I like coming home to the maroon comforter that lays on the back of the couch and never seems to move. I like coming home into my parents’ arms as they run down the driveway when Nora and I jump out of my truck.


My dad gets to Nora first, trapping her in a hug as if they haven’t seen each other for years. It’s been two weeks, but to my parents it’s been a lifetime. My mom almost trips over the overgrown grass as she runs towards me, her white summer dress and red apron flowing in the wind as she reaches me.


I used to think mom was a princess because of the movies we used to watch. “I’m not a princess, sweetie. I’m just your mom,” she told me once after I went through a phase of calling her Princess Emma for a week straight. “You’re the best mom-princess ever,” I told her.


“Oh, honey,” she says, pulling out of the hug she immediately trapped me in. I smile at her, her bright green eyes squinting at me in the sun. I reach into the car quickly, returning with the cookies I made. “And a Connor Bailey special? How did I get so lucky?”


“You’ll be lucky if you don’t die,” Nora shouts, walking up the path back into the house, chasing after my dad and probably pestering him with questions about New York. Dad goes there a lot for business and it’s her dream to go one day. My dad has been planning a big trip for her twenty-first birthday, but she doesn’t know it yet. I do not want to be in the same room as her when she finds out.


My mom wraps her arm around my shoulder, her blonde hair tickling me. “How are you, my sunshine?”


“I’m good. Just a little tired,” I say, swaying with her as we walk into the house. When she shuts the door, she studies me curiously, her arms now pinned across her chest. “What?”


“You went out last night, didn’t you?”


“Yes?”


“But you didn’t drink?” she asks, continuing her walk into the kitchen. I follow behind her, not sure what she’s getting at. I don’t say anything, and she takes my silence for an answer. “Connor.”


“Mom, you know I don’t drink during the season,” I say, sighing, taking a seat at the island.


“I know, I know. I just feel like you need to loosen up a little, you know?”


“I can have fun without drinking.”


She sighs wistfully, looking out the window into the bright backyard and then back to me. “I just don’t want you to miss out on things, that’s all. You know I just want you to have fun. And part of that is because your dad and I had to grow up quickly to be good parents to you two gremlins. I don’t want you to feel like you need to be one hundred percent responsible all the time, Connie.”


I’m not an uptight person. It’s never really been my style. Or, well, I thought it wasn’t. That was until I started college; I realized parties and fraternities weren’t just for movies and they were actually very real. Then I realized I didn’t want any part of it.


Moving out and into a space where everybody wants to be out all the time and drinking was the main priority was daunting. So I stayed away from it. I know people on my team can manage football and a social life easily, but for me, eliminating the social aspect that leads to drama and things that I can’t risk being a part of has improved my performance and I want it to stay that way.


“I’m fine, Mom. You don’t have to worry about me. Trust me, I’m getting the full college experience,” I say as convincingly as I can. She nibbles on her bottom lip before her shoulders sag, signifying defeat. She presses a kiss to my forehead before walking past me and out of the kitchen.


I don’t get another second to breathe before Nora walks in, her hair somehow a mess from the car to the house as she inspects the box of cookies on the counter. Mom took a bite of one already and seemed to enjoy them. Well, she didn’t spit them out, but she also didn’t compliment them either.


“What are these supposed to be?” Nora asks, shaking the box of steel cookies.


“Cookies, obviously. Do you want one?”


Her face scrunches up. “Your baking looks like death inside a Tupperware container.”


“Mom ate one.”


Nora laughs. “That’s because she doesn’t want to hurt your feelings,” she says sweetly, giving me that older sister—by eleven minutes—glare. “Watch,” she says, moving towards the white kitchen wall that connects with the living room. “Dad, do you want a cookie?”


“Ooh, yes,” my dad replies, his voice filled with excitement. I give Nora a sarcastic smile.


“Connor made them,” she shouts back, a smug smile on her face.


“You know what? On second thought, I’m good,” my dad replies and my heart sinks. Am I really that bad at baking? “I don’t want to fill up too much before dinner.”


My sister holds her chin high, doing her famous exit which she’s practiced over a million times growing up.


I look back down at my apparently undesirable cookies and shove one into my mouth. They can’t be that bad.


They somehow taste even worse than they did this morning. Still, I force myself to eat it because nobody else will.


I love coming home to my perfectly imperfect family.









FIVE


CAT


FREE-FALLING AND FOOTBALLERS


AFTER MY MINI-MELTDOWN when I found out my grade, I felt on top of the world the whole weekend. I treated myself to a day full of reality TV and a huge pizza to share with the girls, followed by a morning sitting in the corner of my favorite cafe with a hardback classic book in my hands.


For once I don’t want that feeling to go away. I don’t want to constantly think about what's next coming next. I just want to take every new assignment with more passion than the last and soak up that feeling of accomplishment when I get my grades back.


Elle and Nora both work part-time at the bookstore a few blocks away from campus. It’s a dainty indie store packed into an alley full of vintage shops. Some people know it as a hidden gem, but since we started coming here years ago, it’s been our favorite space and now both of them have jobs there, it’s even better.


BoBo’s only has three aisles and multiple comfortable chairs in various places of the room. Its entire vibe is Autumn and dark earth tones. No matter what time of year it is, it just feels like a warm, safe hug and a cup of a pumpkin-flavored drink.


I slip through the wooden door, instantly soothed by the warmth and the smell of books. I run my hand over the box of one-dollar books by the door, loving the fact that most of these have been donated.


I’m not exactly sure what I came here for, but I needed something to do before class and luckily Elle is on the morning shift since she has no classes until the late afternoon. She left before I woke up, and in comparison to Nora’s chaos, she’s a lot calmer.


My eyes meet hers over the counter and my face immediately breaks into a smile. Elle is one of those people who know what’s wrong without you having to say something. She’s also one of those people who would never make a scene in a restaurant, but has this quiet, harsh authority to her tone that can make any server quake in their boots.


“You’re in a good mood,” Elle points out, leaning on the counter in her green shirt with a tiny BoBo’s logo on the pocket. “Still on an academic high?”


“Always,” I say, scanning the bookmarks on display.


She laughs a little. “You’re one of the weirdest people I know. I’m convinced you get hot and bothered over grades and books more than you do over men.”


“Why bother with porn when books exist?” I say, shrugging. I was exposed to ‘smutty’ books and Wattpad way too young. It’s not my fault I’m wired this way. “Nothing gets me going more than ink on paper.”


“You and me both,” she mumbles, shaking her head. “What are you looking for? Some new Emily Henry copies came in yesterday.”


My heart expands at the name of my favorite author. Reading Emily Henry with the girls is probably what solidified our bond in our first year of college. Not to be dramatic, but Beach Read changed our lives.


We’ve always been huge book lovers and when we picked up her book for the first time and haven’t been the same since. She conveys words, thoughts, feelings, and emotions in a way that is so incredibly true to the soul and the mind that you can’t help but get transfixed within her writing.


We have a dedicated section just for her books on our bookshelf and whenever we go book shopping, we immediately draw out her books, leaving notes slipped inside the pages so readers know exactly what they’re getting into.


“I’d love another copy, but I don’t think my book-buying ban would like that,” I sigh, hitching my tote further up my shoulder. I’ve got to draw the line for my obsession somewhere.


“I respect that,” she says solemnly as if this is a meeting of Book Buyers Anonymous. “I’ve got to start putting books out, so I’ll see you later?”


“I’ll see you,” I reply, still feeling the warmth and satisfaction of a good day ahead right down to my fingertips.


[image: ]



If you have ever wondered how many times a person could fall asleep in Annie Rotford’s class without her knowing, the answer is zero. Yet, George manages to get a few seconds in before she slams a book closed and pushes something over on purpose. She’s never openly discussed the common pattern of people falling asleep in her class, but it’s obvious that her voice puts people to sleep.


“George,” I whisper, nudging him with my shoulder. His head lolls forward before his eyes shoot open, his blonde hair falling in his face. “You need to stay awake. What the hell have you been doing?”


It’s not unusual for him to fall asleep in class. Holding his head up has become my part-time job and I don’t mind it, but he’s been extra tired today. He wipes the drool from the corner of his mouth. I would find it gross if he didn’t have the looks and the attitude of a golden retriever.


“Jacks was watching some videos the other day,” he mumbles out of the side of his mouth, pretending to take notes even though I know what he’s writing doesn’t make any sense. “And he wanted to try something new. So, he bought this toy from—”


I hold up my hand. “Forget I asked,” I say, shivering. “You and Jacks are cute, but you’re also a little sickening. It should be illegal for two people to love each other that much.”


His cheeks flush. “I know, sometimes I think—”


“Are you and George finished talking, Catherine, or am I boring you?” Rotford’s voice brings us both back to the conversation as the rest of the class snickers.
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