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For my Emma


This story is just for you.


You’re my sunshine.


And for all the stars who feel like they’ve stopped shining.


You’re the brightest star in my galaxy.









FOREWORD


‘But in a solitary life, there are rare moments when another soul dips near yours, as stars once a year brush the earth. Such a constellation was he to me.’


MADELINE MILLER, CIRCE
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PROLOGUE


NORA — SIX MONTHS AGO


“YOU’RE ADORABLE, BUT NO WAY.”


Those are not exactly the words you want to hear after kissing someone for the first time.


I press my fingers to my lips, keeping one hand curled in his hair.


“No way, what?” My words are a breathy whisper into the space between us.


The party is loud but not loud enough to hide the sound of his heavy breathing. Our heartbeats are like one, and our chests press flush against each other. His hand is still wrapped in my hair from that passionate kiss, and his other hand is around my waist. I can feel his hands all over my body, and I can’t get that feeling to stop—that confusing feeling of wanting but still needing to pull away.


“How do I say this?” he mutters, detangling his hand from my hair. He stares at his shoes before meeting my eyes. “Me and you, Nor? It’s not going to happen. I know I’ve joked around about it, but you and Ryan are–”


Does he really think I wanted to kiss him for real?


I lean away from him, but he keeps his hands around my waist, desperate to keep us close. “Oh my god, Wes. I don’t want to date you.”


“Y– You don’t?”


“No.”


His eyebrows furrow, his gray eyes squinting. He just stands and blinks at me. He usually has a lot of shit to say, but for once, he’s silent.


I sigh and pull myself out of his grip.


I need to get out of here and fast. It’s one thing being up at the asscrack of dawn to organize a birthday party for your boyfriend’s twentieth, but it’s another thing to witness him fucking some girl at said party. It’s a whole other thing to kiss your best friend to make him jealous, just for your now exboyfriend to not give a shit.


I can feel and hear Wes trailing behind me like a lost puppy. As we get to a stop in the crowd, the music blaring in my ears, his huge hand rests on my waist. Leaning into me, he whispers, “Then what was that about?”


“That was me trying to gain some sort of control in my life,” I groan. I turn to him, but what I’m saying clearly doesn’t register on his face. I roll my eyes, hating that I have to say these words aloud. “Ryan cheated on me. He’s been cheating on me, apparently.”


His hand on my waist stills like he’s lost consciousness for a second. I blink at him, willing him to say something. He just lets out an agitated breath as he maneuvers us nearer to the crowded kitchen. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry.” His voice is low and thick, heavy with a kind of seriousness I never would have expected from my best friend. “I’ve always hated him.”


“Yeah, I know,” I mutter.


My brother and all of my friends have never been fond of Ryan Valla. We’ve been dating since high school, and I was convinced that he was the man I would marry. Since he asked me out with a bouquet of flowers and a CD with all my favorite musical songs, I knew he was the one for me.


Correction: I thought he was the one for me.


We spent every minute of every day together during high school, and then we both got into the performing arts program at Drayton. We knew we were destined to be together. It felt like the world had done us a favor, pushing us closer together until I had pathetic dreams of us co-starring in a lead rom-com one day.


As much as he did things to annoy me – like chewing really loud or talking during a movie – I just thought it was what boys do. I’ve never had a boyfriend before him, and he made having one seem like the best thing in the world.


Until he didn’t.


“Wanna key his car?”


Wes is the kind of person to say the stupidest things in the most serious way. It usually takes me a whole minute of just staring at him to figure out if he’s joking or not. Most times, he’s not joking, and he really is just an insanely funny and stupid person.


“What?” I gawk, rubbing at my temples. I’ve had too much to drink, and I desperately want to go home to the comfort of my own bed. And maybe throw in some ice cream, too. Classic sad snack.


“It’s the puke-colored truck out front, isn’t it?” Wes asks, pulling out the keys to his car and swinging them around his finger. He’s so casual about it, I almost believe he’s being serious. The motion distracts me from his idiocy for a second before I shake my head, trying to regain control of the situation.


“Wes, we’re not going to key his car. Do you know how much trouble we’d get into?”


He shrugs, brushing past me. “Fine. Then I’ll do it.”


This time, I’m the one trailing behind him, trying to catch up with him before he does something stupid and gets us both arrested. The party has had a decent turnout – not that it’s to my benefit now, and I almost lose Wes in the crowd before he gets through the front door.


The chill hits me when I finally catch up with him. I pull his arm, urging him to turn around to me. “Wesley, I’m not letting you key his car. Do you want to get in trouble?”


He smirks. “I thought that was your middle name, not mine.” He leans down, his broad chest obstructing my view. “It was you who got caught having sex in the janitor's closet last month, wasn’t it? Or am I mistaken?”


My whole body tenses at the thought of the shit I used to get up to with Ryan. I was a complete fool for him. Anything he’d ask me to do, I’d do it. He’d tell me to jump, and I’d leap. Every time he’d apologize on his knees with his face between my legs, I’d forgive him. He made me feel wanted, and I was broken enough to settle for what he gave me.


I push at Wes’s chest, crossing my arms against my own as he looks down at me with challenge in his eyes. If this guy weren’t completely attached to my hip at all times, he would have gone off the rails by now.


I say his name like it’s a bad word, with pure and utter disbelief that this is the idiot I chose to be my best friend. “Wes.”


“Nora,” he purrs. I don’t give him the satisfaction of letting him think he won this fight, and I stand my ground. He groans, throwing his head back. “Fine. I’m not going to key it, but he will pay for what he did to you.”


I shake my head. “No. He’s not worth it.”


“Oh, now you realize that,” he mocks. I don’t even have the energy to glare at him. He shakes his head, swallowing as he shoves his keys into his pocket. “So, what are you going to do?”


“Go home, cry, and sleep,” I admit. There’s nothing more comforting than those three things right now. I don’t even want to face my roommates tonight. I just want to put on the saddest songs from the Les Mis soundtrack and forget tonight ever happened.


“Can I come?” he asks.


“So you can watch me cry? No thanks,” I say through a laugh. He blinks at me, his fists closing and opening at his sides like he’s debating what he should do or say. I’m not going to stand here and watch his internal overprotective-dude-man struggle.


Before I can say bye and finally get on my way, I turn back to the house to see Ryan running through the door, his shirt a mess, and his jeans unbuttoned. He couldn’t even have the decency to look like he hadn’t just had sex with someone who wasn’t his girlfriend.


“Wait! Nora, please listen to me,” he shouts. “I still–”


Fuck it.


I lean up on my tiptoes, curl my hand in Wes’s shirt, and press my mouth to my best friend’s lips for the second time tonight.









ONE


NORA


MICRO-PENIS


YOU’D THINK that six months after being broken up with would mean you’re feeling on top of the world, but it doesn’t. In fact, it feels like the exact opposite. Instead of sunshine and rainbows, I feel like the dark nothingness at the bottom of a trash bag.


Uninteresting, smelly, and not something you want to spend your time around.


I’ve been pacing the living room of my dorm for the last…. I actually don’t know how long. All I know is I’ve gotten to the point where my legs aren’t moving because I’m telling them to, but out of the fact that I’ve been doing it so long, it feels like second nature.


Just back and forth.


Back and forth.


Back and fucking forth.


My two roommates are sitting on the couch, watching me pace as I go through every stage of grief for what is probably the third time this month alone. I’ve completely skipped having second thoughts about my life choices and gone straight to third.


“You know what? I don’t even care,” I mutter angrily, still pacing. I’m starting to get hungry. Maybe I should sit down and face my feelings with some food and lots of it. I scoff to myself at my own thoughts. That sounds like a healthy coping mechanism.


“You do care, Nor-Nor, and that’s okay.”


Do you ever wish your friends weren’t so perfect and sweet all the goddamn time? Especially ones like Eleanor Harper, ballet dancer and absolute sunshine incarnate. She can be sneaky and dirty-minded when she wants to be, but in times like these, she’s an absolute angel who says things to me in that lovely, innocent voice of hers, making me want to curl up into her lap and let her continue talking me out of my mind.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, my voice bright as I continue walking back and forth.


I’d be dizzy if I hadn’t spent my entire life on a stage or trying to get on one, doing these sorts of acting drills for hours. Not getting dizzy is my superpower. Unfortunately for my friends, I’m probably making them sick by doing this.


My parents have had enough of me turning up at home unannounced as I recount the last six months of my life to them. My mom is usually the best at giving advice, but this is the one thing she can’t cure with her sweet words and never-ending list of fun activities to get me out of my slump. She lucked out in the boyfriend department and got together with my dad in high school, and now she’s stuck with him. Despite her surprise pregnancy with me and my twin brother, Connor, I’ve never seen two people more in love with each other.


“I would still be pissed if I were you,” Cat says, tucking her legs beneath her on the couch. If we had to be ranked from least to most unhinged, Cat would be somewhere at the bottom. Since we were kids, she’s had this wiser, calming presence around her that makes me feel like I’m floating on a cloud. Her words are frustratingly soft sometimes, but she’s also one of the most stubborn people I know. She’s also one of the kindest people I know. Kind enough to have gone out of her way last year to help my brother when he was having some anxiety talking to reporters and now he’s been trailing behind her for months.


“Seriously?” Elle gawks. “It’s been six months, and you’d still be pissed? Wouldn’t your anger be channeled into something else by this point? Something healthy.”


“I can be pissed and channel it in different ways,” I say to them, finally coming to a stop. I sit on the stack of romance novels on the coffee table, facing them. A deep red dances along her cheeks and stains Elle’s brown skin. “This is healthy, Elle-Belle, trust me.”


“How?” she asks, crossing her arms defensively. Cat mirrors her expression, trapping her braids under her arms. It’s like having parents for best friends: a blessing and a curse.


“By imagining all the things that Daisy doesn’t know about him yet. Like how he cries a lot of the time after sex, how he believed in Santa until he was fourteen, how he sings Oklahoma when he’s sad.” I list all the things on my fingers.


Really, I could keep going.


Sometimes, you’re so blinded by love that you don’t realize the number of things that you were so used to seeing that they became normal. Like how Ryan often forgot when we had a date planned and told me he was too tired to go. Like how I’d go to his dorm afterward and he’d be passed out drunk in his bed. And how I’d forgive him. Every. Single. Time.


You give yourself so much to someone just for them to find someone better and not need you anymore. You’re so caught up in it that everyone else around you can see it before you can. You end up making excuses for people who don’t deserve them.


But not anymore.


“Jesus.” Cat shivers at the images I just painted of Ryan.


“Yeah. Imagine her surprise when she finds out he has a micro-penis,” I mutter, shrugging innocently. Both of their eyes go wide, and Elle almost falls off her seat.


“What? Does he really?” Elle squeals, unable to stop herself from laughing as a very unladylike laugh bubbles over.


“Oh, you poor girl,” Cat murmurs, shaking her head. “I understand the disappointment. Well… I don’t, personally… Because my boyfriend’s penis is… You know what I mean… I’m just going to stop talking.”


I wave my hand in her face. “Okay, okay. I get it. I don’t want to talk about what size my brother’s man parts are,” I shout, covering my ears. They’ve been dating for almost a year now, and I’m still not used to the fact that my twin brother and my best friend are madly in love. “But Ryan doesn’t have a micro-penis. I wish he did. It would make this whole thing a lot easier. He actually has a very normal-sized penis.”


They both pout at me, a look I’ve come accustomed to seeing on their faces. Since the breakup, Ryan has moved on to three different women. Now, he’s dating a gorgeous blonde in our acting class, Daisy. She and I were friends in freshman year, but the second her agent dropped her, and I got signed to an acting agency, she’s been bitter. She’s always got this insanely passive look on her face like the world doesn’t bother her, and she freaks me the fuck out. I didn’t ask to be born this talented. Besides, I’ve been scouring the media with my parents to get an agent, and I was able to take the opportunity I worked for.


While Ryan has been having the time of his life with multiple women, I’ve just been… here. My sadness took hold of me, and I managed to get fired from working at the bookstore, which became my second home. I’ve had little motivation to do anything other than attend class and browse LinkedIn for a job for when winter rolls around. Ryan’s managed to make my life look like shit because his own is apparently so great.


I’ve been to parties more than I have been in my bed. Yet every time I try to make a move on someone, it ends up being embarrassing for both of us.


I don’t know how to get my groove back. I thought kissing my best friend would make Ryan jealous, but he didn’t even flinch. I don’t know what it’s going to take to get myself out of this funk and back to being the star I once was–on and off stage.


I tilt my head up to the ceiling, trying my hardest not to break down. I’m stronger than this. Way stronger than this. It’s been too long to still be moping. I should have pulled myself together by now.


“This just sucks, you know?” I whisper, finally looking back at them. “I’ll never know what I did wrong for him to stop loving me. That’s what hurts the most. Because then… Maybe I could have fixed it.”


Elle sighs, reaching out to rest her hand on my knee, steadying it. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Nor. He’s just a dick.”


“Yeah, maybe,” I sniffle.


I know this is one of those moments where you’re supposed to listen to your friends, but what they’re saying doesn’t make sense to me. The truth of it is so simple. It’s so clear it’s practically blinding, weaving its way behind my eyelids every time I close my eyes or look in the mirror. If he had loved me enough, he would have stayed. He wouldn’t have found anyone better, and I would have been enough for him. But I wasn’t.


Cat stands up, suddenly full of energy. “Come on. Let’s cheer you up. Shots at The Dragon. My treat. I got paid this morning, and I’m ready to sugar mama you both.” She reaches out her hands and pulls me up from the table.


“Ooo, look at you, Little Miss I Have A Job Now,” Elle coos, now standing beside us. She brushes her long, curly hair behind her, wrapping her slender arms around Cat’s shoulders.


“I know! I’m loving it,” Cat replies. She’s been out of a job for years. She’s never really needed the money, and I think the whole ordeal made her too anxious. But since Cat’s summer internship at a local sports magazine went really well, she was able to stay on part-time writing a piece about the school. “Now I get to treat my girls.”


Elle squeals, and she pulls us into a hug.


Maybe I just need one more night out. One more night of forgetting before I have to face Ryan on campus and in classes for another semester. With the smile on my best friend’s faces, it's hard to say no to them, anyway.









TWO


WES


NEW ROOMMATE


“NO.”


There’s nothing I hate more than being told no. Not because I don’t like to listen – okay, I don’t love listening, but who does — but because it sounds insanely mean no matter how nicely you try to say it. I’m constantly suggesting incredible ideas just to be shut down.


Wanna go for a drive and smoke? No.


Do you like Frank Ocean? No.


Do you also constantly battle with the fear of not being good enough? No.


Shit like that pisses me off. Not only do I feel incredibly out of place and downright insane, but it’s hard to feel like anyone gets me the way I get other people. I spend so much time trying to make other people happy, trying to understand people better than I understand myself, that answers like that make me question my taste in friends.


As my best friend and housemate looks at me with that annoying as fuck glare in his eyes, that word is the last thing I want to hear right now.


I sigh. “Okay, at least hear me out.”


“Nope. Not listening.” Connor shakes his head as if he can make me disappear. And everyone says I’m the dramatic one. Yeah, right. “I don’t want a new roommate already, Wes. We just moved in.”


“Okay, first of all, we’ve been living here for over two months. And second of all, nobody asked how I felt when Catherine started sleeping over here nearly every night.”


Since Connor started dating Nora’s best friend, they’ve been all over each other. Of course, I’ve known from the beginning when they were sneaking around. I’ve seen how my best friend looks at girls, but there’s only one look he reserves just for Catherine.


It was cute as much as it was painful to watch. They finally came clean and told his sister six months ago. Since we moved out of our dorms into a new house off campus, Cat has spent more time here baking in the kitchen with Connor like an old married couple than I’ve spent here.


“She’s my girlfriend. Not an animal,” Connor says, continuing to clean up his mess on the kitchen island. It’s like living with an experimental toddler. All he does is bake things that taste bad and force-feed them to me and our other housemate, Archer.


Jarvis purrs in my arms, snuggling his chubby and fuzzy face into my shirt. I pretend to cover his ears with my free hand, holding him closer to me as I rock us back and forth. “It’s okay, baby. He didn’t mean it.”


Connor rolls his eyes at us. “You and that stupid cat can sleep outside for all I care. I don’t want him here.”


I wish Jarvis could growl because I would have trained him to growl every time Connor says something mean to me, which is often. “Don’t call him stupid! It’s not his fault he’s visually impaired.”


It is kinda his fault.


No matter how many times we tried to cat-proof our house growing up, this fucker managed to play with the spring next to the door a little too hard that it ended up poking him right in the eyeball. He irritated it so much that he lost sight in his right eye. Now, he walks a little lopsided.


“Wesley, you’re not keeping a cat here,” Connor says again. It’s embarrassing for all of us that he thinks I’ll listen. I’ve known him my entire life. You’d think he knows me better than that by now. With a chuckle, he adds, “You can barely look after yourself.”


“You’re not the boss of me or this house. We all pay rent,” I argue. Connor acts like he’s my dad half of the time and the dad of the football team the other time. He cares so much about football and all of us that it’s sickening. He’s constantly trying to involve me in all of his mushy feelings and tells me how much he appreciates me and all that shit.


“Fine,” he sighs, pressing his hands on the island. He grimaces as Jarvis yawns in my arm, showcasing his sharp teeth. “Then ask Archer how he feels about that moving in.”


“Fine, I will.” I turn on my heels, adjusting the heavy cat in my arms. “Where is that sexy bag of bones?”


One of the many perks about moving into a house off campus is that there are way fewer rules than being in a dorm, and there’s also a ton of space.


We were lucky enough to get one of the bigger houses on Fire Ridge Row. We have three bedrooms and en suites, a kitchen, dining room and living area. It’s much better than living in a stuffy dorm with these two fools. Now I can live in a spacious house with these two fools.


And the best part? A huge backyard to do whatever the fuck we want, including – but not limited to – parties, a very easy game of hide and seek, and a perfect place to host an outdoor movie night. There are large trees on both sides of the backyard, one of them close to the bathroom window that blocks out most of the sun. It also connects to a hammock against the opposite tree. It was perfect during those last few weeks of summer sun.


And, of course, Archer Elliot puts all men to shame as he stands outside on the cusp of winter in nothing but denim jeans and a backward cap as he chops wood.


Who does this man think he is?


I shake my head, stalking closer to him as Jarvis flinches in my arms at the harsh sounds of the axe hitting the wood. “Hey, Archie Boy.”


He doesn’t even turn around as he grumbles, “Don’t call me that.”


I let out a low whistle and get straight to the point. “How do you feel about getting a cat?”


The axe drops on the wood as he turns around, twisting around his hat as it shields him from the September sun. His eyes narrow. “What do you mean? Seems like you’ve already got one.”


“Yes, I am very glad you have eyes, Archer.”


He ignores my comment. “Is this Jarvis?”


“You remembered his name,” I coo. Archer is a grump. Way grumpier than any twenty-year-old should be. There’s no way he spends his free time thinking about or trying to remember my cat’s name.


“Only because you don’t shut up about the abuse he experiences at your mom’s new place,” he says, trying not to laugh as he eyes the cat suspiciously.


I wouldn’t say abuse. Slightly neglected, sure.


Since my mom officially moved out a few weeks ago, the divorce with my dad has hit her like a truck. She’s barely looking after herself, never mind a cat. Which means I usually have to go over there every few days and make sure she and Jarvis have eaten. The least I can do is take him off her hands for a while. Besides, I’ve missed my little partner in crime.


My dad couldn’t care less. This is my third year at Drayton Hills with my dad coaching the football time I’m on, and he’s been on my ass. I can’t tell if he’s doing that to distract me from his own guilt or because he might actually care about me. I don’t know what makes him think I have to listen to him when he’s been cheating on my mom for years.


Fuck that.


“As long as he stays out of my room, I don’t care,” Archer says, turning back around to do whatever the hell he’s doing.


I rub the top of Jarvis’s head in the spot he likes and he meows quietly. “You hear that, buddy? You’re moving in! I promise they’ll warm up to you soon,” I coo, walking back into the house. Connor is exactly where I left him, still cleaning up after himself. I can’t help the smile that forms across my face as Connor’s face falls. “It’s two against one, I’m afraid.”


He groans. “Fine. Whatever. Just don’t let him wreck any of my stuff.”


“What stuff do you even have to wreck?” I ask, genuinely confused about how empty this house is. He lobs a silicone spoon at me, but I dodge it, watching it fly past my face. I kneel down and drop Jarvis on the floor, allowing him to wander around his new home. Of course, he doesn’t wander.


He just sits there.


Right at my feet.


Not moving.


Great.


“What do you think cats do, Connor? Because all he does is eat, sleep, and shit,” I say, looking down at him as he curls up at my feet. “He’ll just follow me around until he gets bored. He’s a piece of cake, trust me.”


“He better be,” Connor mutters before picking up his phone when it lights up. He laughs a little when he types back a reply. “The girls are going out. Seems like they’re cheering Nora up. Again. You in?”


For Nora Bailey, I’ll do anything. But of course, I don’t say that to her twin brother. Instead, I settle for, “Hell yeah.”









THREE


NORA


THE DRAGON


EVERYONE SAYS they want a brother until the second they have one. Because when you have a brother, you know they’re going to annoy the living crap out of you at any chance they get. You also know they’re going to be breathing down your neck when you do something wrong or try to murder anyone who even looks at you. There is usually never any in-between for them.


Connor has always been the protective type — that much isn’t new. He’s always been a worrier for me and for his football team. Dating Cat brought him out of his shell a lot more, but he’s still getting there. Since my breakup with Ryan, he’s been extra cautious and protective over me wherever we go.


Part of that is my fault.


I’m known to sort of… disappear sometimes.


Most of the time, I don’t realize I’m doing it. I get caught up with whatever I’m doing and could end up in the next town over. More times than not, I’m in a separate building on campus, fooling around with Ryan.


Nope. I’m not going there.


No more talk about Ryan if I can help it.


I’m supposed to be having a good time. I’m supposed to be getting as shit-faced as possible to distract myself from the shit show my life has become and the looming results of the auditions for this year’s musical.


“Are you okay? Do you want some water?” Connor asks, fidgeting with the sleeve of his Drayton football hoodie. Before I can respond, Cat wraps one of her arms around his waist, her eyes wide. “How many drinks have you had?”


“She’s fine, Connie,” Cat says. If there’s one person that can make my brother relax, it’s got to be Catherine. He looks down at her and lets out a deep breath. She turns to me. “You’re good, right?”


“Yes, I’m fine. You can both stop treating me like a baby,” I mutter, sulking like… Well, like a baby. Both of their eyes zero in on me, not listening to my bullshit. I try again. “I’m fine, seriously.”


“Well, when you stop feeling ‘fine,’ let us know,” Connor says as he tugs Cat to his side.


“Thanks, Dad,” I say, smiling wide. He rolls his eyes at my comment, and I bark out a laugh. “I’m going to the bathroom. Do either of you want to escort me?” They both shake their heads. “Thought not.”


I slide past them, trying to navigate around the new bar we’ve been hanging out at.


Ignoring the 2000’s sounds playing from the speakers that would usually get me hyped up, I make my way to the bathroom, shutting myself in a stall.


I’ve got this.


Flirting and talking to guys is my thing. If I can do it on stage and write about it in my screenplays, I can do it in real life.


I don’t know how Ryan is still inside my head.


No matter how hard I try to move on, something goes wrong whenever I try to talk to a guy. It’s been years since I’ve had to try to get anyone's attention, and it turns out I’m just as boring as I vowed not to be. The best way I’m going to get over this is if I can get over him emotionally and physically.


After a quick pee and a spruce-up of my makeup in the mirror, I smooth out my black dress and hope that my cowgirl look with my boots gets me in the bed of some handsome stranger tonight.


My life goes from bad to fucking unbearable when I push open the bathroom door and collide right into Ryan’s chest.


Why does he have to smell so good? He has that signature man scent – woodsy, dark, and spicy. He recently got a buzzcut, but his dark green eyes have always been the same. They’re the kind of eyes I could lose myself in.


Despite the stereotypes of what theater kids are like, he has the slight bad-boy energy about him that always drew me in. Especially now in the confines of dim lighting in the back of a bar where everything slips away for a second.


“Hey, Nor,” he says, his voice gruff and low. He steps back, steadying me with one hand on my shoulder. “How are you?”


I blink up at him, words failing me. I can’t remember the last time he touched me. The last time anyone has touched me. His tight grip on my shoulder sends electric jolts through my body, causing me to shiver despite the heat.


I need to get my body under control immediately.


I hold my head up. “I’m great.”


That’s all I can get out. No matter how attractive he is, no matter how many times we broke up and got back together, he hurt me more than anyone that I know. I shouldn’t be getting tongue-tied over him and letting him distract me from my goal.


Right now, that means getting away from him and finally conquering the irrational fear I have about moving on.


He tilts his head. “Really? You looked a bit distracted at auditions last week.”


I hate how right he is.


This year, we’re doing a famous musical to perform at Dray-ton, as well as working on our individual end-of-year projects. The class is divided into writers, directors, actors, and editors. It gets us right in the jist of what it would be like on a Hollywood set or backstage on Broadway. This year, we’re doing Hamilton, which just so happens to be my favorite musical. I always felt like I was born to play Angelica, but I completely butchered my audition. I’ve been so out of it recently, and the auditions came at the wrong fucking time. I’d be surprised if I even get to play an extra.


“Maybe I was just repulsed by seeing your face,” I challenge, locking my eyes with his and keeping my voice calm.


He scoffs. “Using insults to hide the fact that you’re upset. Nice one, Nor,” he whispers, stepping closer to me. My back hits the wall. I try to say something, but the words fail me, and my lips part. “I think you’re forgetting just how well I know you. You always do that when you’re lying about how you feel.”


My heartbeat increases, and my palms instantly gather sweat.


It’s just the bar.


That’s the only explanation as to why my body is reacting like this to him, of all people.


And it might have to do with the fact that he has known me longer than I can remember. He met me as an awkward teenager, and he loved me instantly.


Or, I thought he did.


I told him things I never thought I would tell anyone, and he listened to me. He understood my dreams, and he promised to help me get there. He took care of me, and when he did something wrong, he’d apologize. It was the bare minimum, but then, it was enough for me. It felt like it was more than enough. I would have done just about anything to feel loved.


“I’m not,” I whisper finally.


“You are.”


I hold my chin up higher. “Why don’t you go and talk to your new girlfriend and leave me alone? Or have you forgotten about her already? Seems to be your thing, doesn’t it?”


His jaw grinds together at the mention of Daisy. He leans into me again, his hand dropping on the wall beside my head. I inhale a sharp breath, my eyes dipping to his full lips for a second before meeting his gaze.


“You’re jealous.” I stay quiet, hoping my eyes are telling him enough. “You need to get over it, Nor.”


His statement lands the blow he intended, and my stomach coils tighter with anxiety.


Again, I can’t speak because he does the one thing he knows will make me weak.


He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and brings his mouth close to my neck.


I’m letting him get under my skin again, and I shouldn’t. But the gentle way he handles me makes my legs feel like jelly. When he presses the softest kiss to the tattoo just under my ear, I sigh, melting back into the wall.


“As hot as it is seeing you get jealous, baby,” he whispers, his mouth still against my neck, “We both know we’re not getting back together. You really need to get over this.”


The force in his voice snaps me back to reality.


I push against his chest, feeling the embarrassment on my cheeks as I am this close to kissing him for real. “I am over it,” I say with conviction, needing to believe it as I rush away from him.


What was I thinking?


I have nothing to use as an excuse. He was just there with his usual charm and sexy face, saying all the right things… Until he didn’t.


When am I going to get it into my head that he doesn’t need me anymore? He doesn’t want me. He just wants to mess around with me and watch me fall like a star out of the sky while he takes center stage. That is his plan, and I can’t let it follow through. I really–


“Hey, hey, hey. Where are you going, sunshine?”


I stop my tantrum at the sound of my best friend’s voice.


Taking a deep breath, I pause in my tracks before I turn around.


Wes Mackenzie is standing in front of me in a red shirt and black jeans, a blow-up microphone in his hand, and blue, hugely oversized glasses over his eyes. Just the sight of him causes me to calm down, which is weird, considering every time I’m around him, he’s doing something stupid enough to give me a heart attack.


He steps closer to me, pulling off the glasses and tucking them in his shirt when I don't say anything. He holds up the blow-up microphone to himself, talking into it. His voice is softer this time, less urgent. “Where are you going, sunshine?”


I roll my eyes as he holds out the microphone to me. “Home,” I answer into it.


His eyes narrow, pulling the mic back to himself. “What? I can’t really hear you. You’re going to have to talk louder than that, Nor.”


He holds out the microphone to me again. “I said I’m going home!”


“Jesus, you don’t have to shout,” he retorts. I lift my arms in disbelief. It’s like being friends with a child. Wes shakes his head at me, pulling my hand and dragging me towards the bar, sliding into the stool. I sit in the one next to him. “Why do you wanna go already? You guys just got here.”


I shrug, pulling out one of the straws from the cup and twisting it until it pops. “Yeah, well, I’ve got no reason to stay anymore.”


“You do. You’ve got me.” How did I know that would have been his response? Wes fully believes that he can solve every problem to ever exist with himself as the answer. Unfortunately, I don’t know how much he can help right now other than distracting me from my overthinking brain for a few hours. He’s pretty good at that.


“Right. How could I forget?” I pull out another straw. I hand one to him, and we twist them again until they pop.


He bumps his shoulder into mine. “Don’t be such a grump, Nora.”


“I can be a grump if I want to,” I say, turning in my chair.


His gray eyes meet mine. “You could, or you could try to move on. To someone better than him, perhaps.” He taps his chin, pretending to think. “Come to think of it, it shouldn’t be that hard because he’s an asshole.”


The anger in his voice makes me want to laugh no matter how right he is. Wes is such a loveable guy that it’s weird to hear him talking shit about someone. He usually saves all his badmouthing for characters on a TV show or on the football field. But he makes special reservations for Ryan Valla. Reservations I wish I had taken more notice of before.


“Yeah, I know,” I reply, trying my hardest to ignore the ache that has been weighing on my chest for months. I change the subject. “How is training going? You know… With your dad and everything.”


Talking about Wes’s dad has been a sore topic since he found out his dad has been cheating on his mom with their assistant football coach. Oliva Hardon somehow had the balls to wreck someone's family when she knew his son played for the team she coaches. She has some fucking nerve. I can only imagine how hard this season will be for Wes.


“Well,” he sighs, “It could be worse. Pre-season is fine for now, but I know he’s going to be on my ass come October.”


I groan. “This doesn’t look like our year, Wessy boy.”


“Says who?”


“I did. You kinda just did. The universe is clearly against us. I also saw a video saying something about how Scorpios and Geminis are going to go through it this year, so we’re pretty much fucked.” I list them off on my finger lazily, watching as his mouth turns into a frown.


“Me and you, Stargirl? We’re going to have the best fucking year of our lives now that you’ve said that,” he says, gripping my shoulders and shaking me. “Reverse psychology works.”


“I don’t think that–”


He cuts me off. “Wanna get drunk?”


When Wes Mackenzie asks me a question as stupid as that, I usually think of all the things that go wrong. I was already this close to crawling back into bed with my ex today, so maybe getting drunk with my friends will cure it.


Fuck it.









FOUR


NORA


AUDITION LIST


WITH THIS BEING my third year at Drayton Hills, I’ve learned to become very selective with my friends. Making them has always come naturally, and having my friends’ back is the most important thing to me. There is nothing worse than feeling like you’ve got no one in your corner and no one to indulge in your delusions. I’m lucky to have friends like mine who are just as crazy as me.


Especially with this degree, I know people can stab you in the back at any given moment. It’s a dog-eat-dog world, and part of me hates the fact that I love it so much.


I stayed close with Ryan and our friends Summer and Kiara until we broke up. I met Summer in high school and only met Kiara in the acting workshop we had before freshman year. I always knew Summer had a crush on him, but Ryan had chosen me, and there was little I could do about it. She’s been off in Switzerland for the last two years, and we only see her around the holidays. I’m sure she’ll jump at him the second she comes back.


But Kiara Davenport is the one I know I can always trust. She might be extremely high-energy and the loudest person in our class, but she knows all the best ways to calm me down or to do the opposite.


Except for right now, as we walk to our final class of the day, she updates me on Ryan and Daisy like I actually give a fuck.


“You know, they’ve been dating for a lot longer than we thought,” she says, bumping her shoulder into mine as she scrolls through her phone. Her dark curls fall in front of the screen, but she’s somehow managing to navigate it and her way around campus.


“Do you mean a lot longer than you thought, Kie?” I reply, sighing. She blows a raspberry. “Why do you feel the need to tell me about what they’re doing every day? I don’t care. I’ve moved on.”


She peers up at me, squaring her brown eyes. “Yeah, to who?” I just blink back at her with no response. “I saw you refreshing her feed in Jessop’s class. You’re not fully over it, and it’s okay.”


“I am, but whatever,” I mutter, hitching my tote bag higher up my shoulder as we get closer to the auditorium. I’ve only got to put up with her and the rest of my class for an hour. I can do that. I can find out that I’m playing Angelica – my literal birthright – and get on with my day. This day has been a long time coming, and I can’t wait.


“Look, all I’m saying is people will stop pitying you and treating Ryan and Daisy like a celeb couple once you start dating again,” Kie explains, pocketing her phone. “People only care about those two because they post constantly and weirdly... They look good together. Well, no offense to you, Nor. I think it’s the whole good girl and bad boy look. I mean, she’s got an insane resting bitch face, but in the rare photos where she’s smiling, she’s pretty cute.”


I sigh, tilting my head back. There is nothing the theater kids love more than relationship drama. With people as loud and proud as Ryan and Daisy, everyone eats up whatever they feed them on their social media accounts. It’s stupid, really. They’re not celebrities or have famous parents. They’re just theater kids from Colorado who somehow make enough things about them that people online and in-person care.


“If they both get the leads, I’m dropping out,” I say, the nausea in my stomach increasing when I see how close we’re to the auditorium. I can barely deal with Ryan outside of class, and having to sing and perform on stage with him would be my idea of hell.


“Oh, my parents would love that idea,” Kiara laughs, linking her arm with mine as she sways us to the side a little.


I turn to her. “What do you mean, your parents?”


“If you drop out, I’m dropping out with you. There’s no way I’m putting up with these animals on my own,” Kiara explains, nodding down the hallway where most of our class hovers around the door, the holy grail of audition lists hanging above it.


It’s normal to feel like my heart is pounding and like I’m going to throw my guts up, right? It’s completely normal that I can feel every single vein in my body working its way through me. Like that’s a normal thing to feel in my situation. I’m defi-nitely not overthinking this. Right?


As if reading my thoughts, Kiara whispers, “Stop overthinking, Bails. Give your brain a rest. Your stress is going to become my stress, then we’ll both be stressed, and it’ll be one big ball of stress, and we’ll never get married because everyone will know us as the two girls who are constantly stressing over nothing.”


I only listen to half of that rant before my brain tunes her out as the crowd slowly disperses from the sheet. It’s like the Red Sea is being split in two. Everything happens in slow motion, and it feels like I’m up on a stage and the curtains are opening. The light is shining down on me, and the crowd is cheering my name as they read it on the Playbill that I signed at the door.


Nora Bailey, it reads, starring as…


Eliza Schuyler.


You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.
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I SPENT the entire class zoning in and out, listening to my favorite teacher drone on about the importance of this musical as she played clips of Lin Manuel Miranda talking about the script. Twisting the star necklace my dad gave me around my neck isn't helping like it usually would. My parents gave it to me for my tenth birthday, a silver star to remind me how much I shine. It’s pathetic how dull I feel now in comparison to what my parents think of me.


Usually, I would be eating that shit up. Finding out the cast for our musicals is the thing that I look forward to every year, as well as the research trip we get to go on. They’re supposed to be revolutionary, almost. It’s supposed to be all I think about, in a good way. Not the way I’ve felt all day – like a ghost floating through this thing I’m supposed to call my life.


This isn’t a big deal. I have the lead role. I have an important part, and I can’t keep sulking about it. This is my favorite musical. It always felt like I was born to play Angelica since I watched the musical for the first time on a dodgy livestream. As much as Eliza’s character is important to the story, I don’t want to play the wife of Hamilton, who – we can all admit – is a huge fuckboy.


This was my chance to finally get back on the stage in the role I’d dreamed about and stop feeling like the dirt at the bottom of someone’s shoe. It was supposed to be a step in the right direction with all the shit that went down with Ryan, and it feels like I’ve just been reduced to what I was when we first broke up. Nothing.


Adding salt to the wound, I haven’t heard back from my agent in a few days over some self-tapes I submitted a few weeks ago, and the thought of not booking anything again is frightening. I’ve done a few commercials here and there when I was younger, but since I started college, it’s been a lot harder to book a job. Now, without employment at BoBo’s, I desperately need some sort of income. I’ll do anything at this point.


“If you don’t stop working those gears in your brain, I’m going to personally drill a hole through your forehead and carve in a huge sign that says, ‘Shut the fuck up.’”


I look up at Kiara, and I roll my eyes. I’ve been mindlessly eating fries in this greasy diner for God knows how long. I don’t even know how I managed to move from campus and drive here without having a nervous breakdown. Keeping it together has been my new normal, and I don’t know how long I can keep going with it.


“You are terrifying.”


She just grins, her brown eyes flashing. “I know. It adds to the allure,” she says with a flourish, gesturing to her face and her outfit. I wholeheartedly believe Kie is one of the most stunning people I’ve ever met–all brown skin, long curls, beautiful doe eyes, an adorable southern cowgirl look with a slight drawl to match. It’s no wonder she’s booked so many modeling gigs.


“And what allure is that? You’re practically allergic to relationships,” I say, kicking her under the table when she steals one of my fries, dousing it in ketchup.


She rolls her eyes. “I’m not allergic. No one has met my standards yet.”


“Right,” I mock. “Because it’s absolutely ridiculous that not everyone can recite word for word the entire script of Les Mis.”


“Exactly. There’s got to be someone out there. I’m not settling for any less.” She shrugs before picking up another one of my fries and pointing it at me. “And neither should you. It fucking sucked seeing you with Ryan when we both know you can do so much better than him. You’re hot as shit, Bails.”


“Why, thank you. Thank you very much.” I give her a shy smile, tucking my hair behind my ears. I wish her words could magically evaporate the anxieties I have about dating again, but they don’t. “If I’m being honest, I don’t think that’s going to happen for a while, Kie. So, you can call off any double dates you’ve been planning in your head.”


She takes a long, dramatic sip of her milkshake. “Okay, fine, but you need to get out of this funk somehow. I hate seeing you sad all the time. And now, with the stress of the musical, I know you’re just going to fall into another spiral. I miss us going out and dancing with strangers in bars or staying in and filming videos for our imaginary YouTube channel. That was just fun. I miss that.”


Sometimes, when Ryan and I would take ‘breaks,’ it finally felt like I could be free. I didn’t realize how much I needed my time with my girls until he disappeared on me. I always wanted to stay faithful to him because, at the time, I thought that mattered to him. Kie and I would end up at bars across the city, line-dancing with randos and feeling like the world was at our fingertips for the night. Then, we’d spend the rest of the weekend doing self-care and making videos just to laugh at later.


“I miss it too, trust me, but I just don’t think I’m cut out for anything serious right now.”


“Why don’t you just try sleeping with someone at least? Maybe a good fuck will straighten you out a little. You’re wound too tightly, and it’s honestly painful to watch, Nor,” Kiara argues.


“I’m not doing that either,” I say, as good as the idea sounds. My fingers and toys can only do so much for me. Ryan could piss me off, but he was never bad in bed, which majorly sucks now. “In the kindest way possible, I’m not you, Kie. You’ve been dating casually for years. I’ve only been in one real relationship in my life. I’ve only kissed three people in my life, two of which I’ve had some sort of relationship with afterward. I’m just used to commitment, and I think that freaks a lot of guys out if they’re looking for a casual hook-up. A friends-with-benefits situation is the very last thing I can do.”


She shrugs, grinning. “Well, don’t knock it until you try it.”


“The first time I sleep with someone who isn’t my boyfriend will be the day you finally get into a serious relationship. So…” I pretend to think. “Never.”


Kiara lobs a fry at me, frowning. “I hate you.”


I smile. “I love you, too.”









FIVE


WES


FUCKING FOOTBALL


I TRY my hardest at all times not to use the word hate when talking about people.


There are some people that I strongly dislike, but I don’t hate them. Mom always told me not to use that word unless I really meant it. It was like Mrs. Macallestair's threat to Kevin before he wished his family away for Christmas in Home Alone. She scared me so much by saying that word that I never used it unless I was talking about objects. Even then, she would remind me that I’d eventually change my mind and that I would stop hating it in a few days. She was always right.


Maybe all those times that I didn’t use that word when talking about people was because I was saving it for the right one. The right time to finally let how I truly feel bubble over to the surface.


I am almost one hundred percent positive that I hate my dad.


I don’t need some pathetic lecture about how much you’re supposed to love your parents because they love you unconditionally, because when the person you idealized for so long betrays you and your mom in the same breath, all you see is a monster. What man preaches about family and the chosen family you make on a football team while destroying his own family for some sex? A fucking coward, that’s who.


We’ve not had a real conversation since I found out after our semi-final game back in January, but now, as we prepare for the start of our new season, I couldn’t care less about what this man has to say. I’ve avoided him at all costs and spent my time checking in with my mom.


The whole team is spread out around the field doing drills together. We’re doing rotations, and I’m paired up with Sam Cho, Oliver Nayman, and Connor. And every time my dad looks over at me, scolding me about something, I get closer and closer to punching that mother fucker in the–


“Wes!”


Fuck. Our team has set up cones a few yards in front of us, enough space for a quick sprint and then into a backpedal. It’s a drill that I can do in my sleep, but I’ve spent so much time thinking about ripping my dad’s body in half that I didn’t notice it was my turn to run.


I do my reps of going back and forth ten times before switching off with Oliver. I sit down on the grass, catching my breath as Connor does crunches beside me. Workout time is one of the best times of the week, but for once, I can’t get my head in the game, and we really don’t have any time for me to fuck this up. Especially when we’re having one of those seasons where the new freshman messes up the dynamic on the team. We have a few new defensemen, and they’re treating this like it’s a frat party, not a serious team where some of us are actually wanting to get drafted to play in the NFL.


“What’s wrong with you, dude? Your face is beet red,” Connor says, not a single waver in his voice as he continues to doing crunches. “Someone clearly hasn’t been pulling their weight in the gym.”


“I’m fine.”


“You only say that when something is wrong. I think you’re forgetting how well I know you, Wessy. You talk too much shit for you to give me two-word answers,” he explains, sitting up.


We’ve been friends since we were in diapers, of course, he knows me better than anyone else I’ve ever met. And he’s right, I love to talk, but when I’m in my dad's presence, I prefer to shut up and keep my thoughts to myself. I’ve got a big mouth, and the second I let loose around that man, no one’s going to hear the end of it.


So, I lie.


“Honestly, I’m good. I’m just tired,” I say, faking a yawn for some extra effect.


Connor isn’t buying my bullshit. His eyebrows crunch as he turns to look at me better. “From doing what? You’ve been lounging around like an ass for the last two weeks.”


“Oh, gee, thanks so much for checking in on my mental health. I could be really struggling, and you think I’m just lazy.”


He shakes his head. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. You always speak your mind, so quit acting like you don’t. You’re looking around like you’ve got a secret.”


“I do have a secret,” I say, keeping my voice low. He raises his eyebrows. “No one else knows about my dad and what he did. Olivia just disappeared, and no one cared enough to ask why. So excuse me if I’m still pissed.”


“Oh,” is all he has to say. Honestly, I’m not expecting him to say anything. He has the best pair of parents any kid could ask for. I’m sure the thought of either one of his parents cheating has never crossed his mind. He’s never had this sickening feeling of pure rage in his chest when he looks at his dad. All he sees is what I used to–admiration.


“See, it’s fine. It doesn’t matter,” I mutter, pulling at the grass. I hate feeling like this. I’m supposed to be a happy friend. The one who doesn’t have any serious problems. The one who lives their life to a set of rules that I make up on the fly. “I think I just need to get laid.”


Connor sighs. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think you might be right. I’ve never seen you so jittery in my life, and it’s making me uneasy. I’m a mess as it is. I don’t need your stress to rub off on me.”


“I’m starting to think it’s about time,” I say, running a hand through my hair. I need a haircut, desperately, but there’s nothing I love more than a girl running her hand through my hair whilst I have my face between her legs. Fuck me. I’m getting hard just thinking about it. I shoot to my feet, ready for this conversation to be over. Perfect. I’ve decided what’s wrong, and now I just need to fix it. “Wanna run laps now?”


Connor blinks at me. “That’s it? We’re not going to suggest a game plan or anything?”


“I’m a catch, Connor. I’m not like you. I don’t need step-bystep instructions on how to get laid. Women practically leap at me, and all I have to do is exist,” I say, speaking nothing but the truth. Being a football player certainly has its perks. I used the fuck out of said perks in my freshman and sophomore years, so I can use them again.


Connor grins, standing up as he pats me on the shoulder. “There he is.”


“Who?”


“The Wes that thinks his ego is bigger than the continent, not the one who secretly thinks about murdering his dad,” he says, bumping his shoulder into mine as we start off at a slow jog, Oli and Sam slowly joining us.


“I wasn’t thinking about murder… Just slight psychological and physical torture.”


“Right, because that’s so much better.”


We all settle into an easy routine of talking about classes and our plans for the weekend as we run around the field. Holding a conversation while running is an art we’ve all mastered from a young age, so when Oli tells us about another proposition he’s gotten from Hailey Dermont, we all burst out laughing.


That poor guy has been in the shackles of a woman who isn’t even his. She’s had her way with all of us on the team, apart from Connor and Oli. We only hooked up once at the end of freshman year when she gave me a blowjob in the back of her car. Connor is basically married to Cat, so Oliver is the only one left that she’s desperate to get a taste of. She’s imprinted on him– Jacob and Renesmee style.


“Wes! What are you doing?” My dad’s voice booms across the field as he stands in the middle of the track, his eyes following me as I continue running.


“What does it look like? We’re running laps. Isn’t that what you told us to do, old man?” I shout back. Sam and Oliver laugh at that, and Connor just groans beside me like a disappointed parent. My dad shakes his head.


“I’m supposed to check your group drills first, boys. You all know that,” Coach explains.


“Sorry, Coach,” Connor says. What an ass-kisser. “We’ll do better next time.”


“Yeah, we’re just trying to tire ourselves out,” I add. That only makes his face redder. It’s like he’s begging me to go over there and swing right in his adulterous face.


“You tire yourselves out when I say you do,” he argues. I roll my eyes, but he just beckons a hand in my direction. “Mackenzie. A word.”


Reluctantly, I drag my ass over towards him, holding my head up high, puffing my chest out. Trying to intimidate my dad is pointless. He can make me see red, but he’s also a fuckton bigger than me and could probably beat the shit out of me if he wanted to. Still, I try my hardest.


“Yes, Coach?”


“What’s your problem, son? You don’t speak to me for weeks, and you’ve managed to fuck up every training session we’ve had since preseason started,” he says, pinning his arms against his chest, the football he was holding dropping to the floor.


“I guess fucking things up runs in the family.”


He takes a deep breath. “Look, I don’t know how many times I’m going to have to apologize to you and your mom. We’re still in the process of the separation, but it seems like she’s handling this a lot better than you are.”


I scoff. “Do you really think that living on her own in an apartment is her handling this better than me? She’s hardly looking after herself, but I guess that doesn’t matter to you, does it? It never really did, anyway.”


He sighs again. “Wes, look–”


“Is that what you called me over her for, Coach? Just to complain about how badly I’m handling the fire you started?” There’s a very fine line between punching him in the nose or walking out of here.


“I just need you to know that despite all this, I’m still your coach, and I expect you to listen to me. You and Connor are key parts of the team, and if you continue acting like a brat, it’s going to rub off on everyone else, too,” he explains. I hate that he kinda has a point. “You have a lot riding on this season, son. A lot. And if you don’t get your head out of your ass, I can’t be the one to push scouts your way or help you get any contracts. That’s all up to you. All this partying and drinking and sleeping around isn’t helping your case. You need to focus more on your performance and take better care of your health if you want to be taken seriously. This whole goofball, funny guy act that you have going on isn’t going to last, Wes, and the faster you get that in your head, the better.”
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