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To the one with many friends who forever feels alone …


You’re not.


Hold strong.


Someone will come and fill your whole world


as they need you to fill theirs.
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Playlist


‘Fuck Love’ – XXXTENTACION


‘Remember You’ – Wiz Khalifa, The Weeknd


‘Tell Me You Love Me’ – Demi Lovato


‘Love Me Like You Mean It’ – Kelsea Ballerini


‘Bacon’ – Nick Jonas, Ty Dolla Sign


‘Invisible’ – Anna Clendening


‘Games’ – Demi Lovato


‘Starting Over’ – Niykee Heaton


‘Starving’ – Hailee Steinfeld


‘Talk’ – Khalid


‘I Think I’m In Love’ – Kat Dahlia


‘Porn Star Dancing’ – My Darkest Days


‘Couple of Kids’ – Maggie Lindemann


‘Jealous’ – Nick Jonas, Tinashe


‘Hurts Like Hell’ – Madison Beer, Offset


‘IDFC’ – Blackbear


‘Whatever You Say’ – Martina McBride


‘The Heart Wants What It Wants’ – Selena Gomez


‘Unsteady’ – X Ambassadors


‘Nights Like This’ – Kehlani, Ty Dolla Sign


‘Call Out My Name’ – The Weeknd


‘Meant To Be’ – Bebe Rexha, Florida Georgia Line


‘Us’ – Carlie Hanson





Chapter 1



Demi


Chemistry, my least favorite subject, but the class I’ve looked forward to the most since school started last week, and even more so today.


Finally, we’re being assigned our lab partners, and I know exactly who mine will be.


Not counting myself, there are only three others left standing, two being uninterested, academically opposed football players while the third is second in our class, also on the team, but possesses the brains and the brawn.


It’s an obvious choice.


Mr. Brando looks to his paper, ready to announce another pairing, and I can hardly hold in my grin.


“Nico Sykes.”


I step toward Alex only to freeze, my frown cutting to Mr. Brando, who just read off the wrong name !


“Wait.” I glance from Alex’s tense expression to Nico, already on his way to the lab table. I turn toward Mr. B, keeping my voice low. “Are you sure ? Shouldn’t I be with—”


“I’m going to stop you right there, Ms. Davenport,” he cuts me off. “While I asked each of you to list the person you’d prefer as a partner, I gave no guarantees. So, if you are about to make a judgment call on one of your peers, I suggest you don’t finish your thought. I’m aware you’re a bit of a teacher’s pet, however, in my class, you won’t make, nor influence my decisions,” he states scornfully.


My ears heat in both anger and embarrassment, but my hair works as a shield to cover it, my expression giving no sign his words meant a damn thing.


Talk about a judgment call.


Asshole.


“Go, Ms. Davenport. Mr. Sykes is seated and ready to go.” He dismisses me, turning to the last two standing.


Defeated, I head for the back of the classroom where my ‘partner’ has chosen to sit – of course the last space up front wasn’t the one he wanted.


And ready to go ? Please ! He hasn’t even opened his backpack.


Nico is simply sitting there with his elbows on the tabletop, waiting.


As I approach, he pushes off the cement slab, now lazily leaning against his chair with those eyes, as dark and impassive as always, locked on me.


I stop in front of him. “Guess we’re stuck with each other all year.”


His gaze narrows. “Guess we are.”


When I don’t move, he drapes an arm over the back of my seat, tipping his chin.


“Sit down, D. I don’t bite without permission.”


A heavy sigh leaves me as I walk around, dropping beside him. “Sure you do. Third grade, Ms. Fisher’s class, and I’ve got the scar to prove it.” I flip him off with my ring finger, right where his bite mark was left.


“That’s called leaving my mark. I was smart at eight.”


“Too bad it didn’t carry over to eighteen, huh ?”


He only stares, not a word spoken, no sign of a functioning train of thought on his flawless face.


I shake my head, pull out my materials, and set them in front of me.


Mr. Brando makes his way to the front of the room to go over how the class will work now that we’ve been paired up, but I lose track of what he’s saying when I notice Alex’s attention pointed in my direction.


He’s focused on Nico, so I peek over to find Nico hasn’t a clue. Or at least he pretends not to as his face is buried in his phone. When I look back, Alex’s stare slides to mine.


His shoulder lifts in a small shrug, and he nods toward Mr. B as if he doesn’t understand the teacher’s choice either.


For the last two years, he and I have been partners, and it’s worked perfectly. We put in equal time and effort, and the end result is less stress and a perfect grade.


This unpredicted switch, though, means I’ll likely have to pull double hours to make up for what, I’m sure, will be a consistently ill-prepared Nico, but hitting the books harder isn’t even the worst part of this.


Being paired with Nico puts a twist in my plan.


It’s senior year, and I was finally going to bite the bullet and go full schoolgirl mode on Alex, make my interest obvious since he’s never seemed to catch on. Yes, he typically dates the Round Robin girls, the ones who make their way through all the teams in the school depending on the season and don’t care about the commitment side, but still. It could happen.


We’re friends, we run in the same crowd for the most part, and usually go to the same parties. We both want to do well in school and sports and have a good time along the way.


We would work well together.


Alex begins to turn to face forward, but suddenly his glare cuts back to my partner.


In the same second, warm air fans across the hollow of my neck and my body responds to the heat, the knot in my stomach tightening even more when Nico’s unexpected whisper follows.


“Not that you could be more obvious, but don’t waste your time, D.” His voice is low and raspy. “He’s already chasing tail, Sandra Black.”


An instant frown forms, and I force my eyes to Nico.


“Been braggin’ about how he’s got it locked in at practice all week.” He shrugs, focusing back on his phone.


I glance to Alex again.


He’s observing Nico, a question I can’t decipher written across his face, and I don’t have much time to try either.


Mr. Brando walks up behind him, slapping a palm on his table to get his attention.


Alex turns around while I sit and trip on Nico’s words.


He’s not one for gossip, or conversation for that matter, so his bothering to mention it must mean it’s true.


Sandra Black.


Five-eleven, gorgeous caramel skin, and my competition for this year’s valedictorian, not to mention, the nicest person you’ll ever meet, Sandra Black.


Awesome.


I flip open my booklet, about to tell Nico what he can help with when his hand covers mine on top of my paper. My eyes flash to his.


“I got the answers.” He doesn’t look away as he slides his already completed packet over with his free hand. “You can thank me later.”


“Thank you ?” I deadpan, attempting to tug myself free of his hold, but he presses harder. “For getting one of your fans to do your work for you ?”


He shakes his head, a smirk now playing on his full lips.


“Nah.” His grip lessens, his fingertips dragging along my skin with their retreat.


My eyes fall to the contact, a heavy tension tugging at my muscles as I force my gaze back to his, but Nico is no longer looking at me.


His focus has fallen to my chest, and he takes his sweet time bringing it back, leaning the slightest bit closer as he does.


My frown deepens.


“For being the reason lover boy can’t stop slantin’ back.”


With his last word, an angry, almost annoyed, arrogance slips into his gaze, and I realize I’m being mocked.


“I don’t need your help getting his attention.”


“You sure about that ? You’re not exactly the forward type.”


I glare. “Don’t pretend you know me.”


“Don’t forget, I do.”


“Did,” I correct in a low hiss. “Past tense.”


Nico leans forward, his frown sliding between mine with unmistakable tenacity, but his lips remain sealed.


I eye him a moment, slowly moving my focus back to my paper. “Whatever, I don’t care what you think of me.”


“Lies.”


His instant response has my head jerking his way again.


Now it’s him who glares. “You care what people think, it’s why you’re friendly to everyone when they don’t deserve it. Like Alex Hammons, for example.”


“It’s called human decency, you should try it sometime, and I didn’t ask your opinion, nor do I care what you think of me or Alex or anyone else for that matter.”


“You care he’s still lookin’ back ?” he quips.


He is ?


A quiet scoff leaves him, confirming my curiosity isn’t hidden well.


“’Course you do.” Leaning even closer, a tight scowl in place as he tips his head all cocky like. “Go on, D. Look at him,” he dares. “See if what I’m saying is true, you know you want to.”


My lips press into a firm line and I’m damn near twitching to know if he’s lying or not, but I cover my interest with a glare while commanding my eyes to my paper. It takes all my strength to keep them there.


Nico’s low, snide chuckle is proof my struggle isn’t lost on him.


I kick him under the table when five minutes later, he rasps, “Your boy’s lookin’ again.”


Asshole.





Chapter 2



Demi


“Hey, girl, hey !” my friend Krista announces herself as she drops down at our usual lunch spot, a grassy area in the quad.


“You’re quite excited to have been given a seven-page essay in English,” my best friend Carley whines, not bothering to open her eyes as she lays there, soaking up the California sun.


“Oh, girl, that’s not due for another three weeks.” Krista snags a bag of chips from the pile of shit in the middle of us.


“Meaning you’ll start it in two weeks and three days,” our other friend Macy sasses back, making the four of us laugh.


“Exactly.” Krista grins. “But no, I’m peppy because I heard from a bird that you, Miss Demi, were paired with hottie McHot Nico Sykes in chem today.”


Carley’s eyes pop open and she sits up. “Um … what ?” She gapes. “Why didn’t you say anything ?”


I ignore her a minute and talk to Krista. “Does this bird happen to be a six-foot-something quarterback you like to call daddy when no one is around to hear it ?”


Her jaw drops, and she leans over to shove me backward, laughing at the same time. “Yes, bitch, it does, and I told you that in secret !”


“You told us all that.” Macy rolls her eyes.


Krista only grins wider. “Yeah, but secret means you don’t say it out loud.”


I smile and she sticks her tongue out in response.


“K, back on track. Come on, Demi,” Macy coaxes.


I shrug, tearing the stem off a strawberry and stuffing it in my mouth. “What do you want me to say, I’m annoyed.”


“Annoyed ?” Macy purses her lips. “Please, don’t lie. Even you can’t be immune to the boy and his every single thing.”


“Fuck you.” I laugh. “What the hell does that mean ?”


“It means your vagina must be dead and in need of reviving if not even Nico Sykes gets you going. His fingers alone must be shrimp dick size, and not in a fugly way. If they’re that long, imagine the range of the rest of him !”


My jaw drops and then a loud laugh leaves me, earning a satisfied grin from her.


“My vagina is just fine, I assure you, and it has nothing to do with him not being attractive, because duh.”


Nico is as perfect as his running game, which is flawless.


He’s tall and broad, muscular but not overly so, more full and strong. He has high cheekbones with perfectly thick lips, dark, sandy color hair with darker, always intense eyes. There’s this taunting look forever staring back, one he wants spotted but never allows you to decrypt.


He’s far from a typical senior, screams experienced and likely has grown women wondering if he’s legal enough or not. I’m sure the tattoo etched into the inner part of his right arm is answer enough for them.


He’s ESPN billboard material and he knows it.


“So, you admit you think he’s hot.” Macy nods, proud. “What’s the problem ?”


“I needed a good partner ; one I could trust to do what they say they will.” I shrug. “Everyone knows Mr. Brando is the toughest teacher here, always unorthodox, and I can’t afford to fail. My mom will wring my damn neck if my grades slip and it’ll be back to medication keeps you focused before I can even blink.”


“Oh please, you’re focused on your own. She has to stop putting all of her screw-ups on your shoulders,” Krista says.


“She already thinks I’m putting too much time into dance, if I fall behind in this class, who knows what she’ll pull.”


“Fuck your mom.” Carley frowns.


“Someone needs to,” Macy mumbles.


The girls laugh, but my head tugs back in disgust causing them to laugh harder.


“Okay, but back up.” Carley leans forward. “We know you can’t fail, and we know you’d never allow yourself to, but how do you know Nico is a bad partner ?”


“We’ve always known him to ditch full days, which means he misses whatever’s happening in class, so I have no reason to believe this year will be different, and besides that, have you ever seen him pay attention in a class that isn’t PE ?” I joke.


“Have you ever had him in a class that wasn’t PE ?” Carley calls me out on my judgment. “Have you had him in a class at all since junior high ?”


I pause to think, and she raises her brows like an asshole.


“Whatever.” I shake my head. “Maybe he’s not a crappy student, obviously he’s eligible to play football, so he must keep at least a baseline grade point average, but still. If he isn’t here every day like I am, I’ll have no choice but to carry more of our workload. Not only that, he and I don’t talk anymore, and on the rare occasion we’re forced to, it’s small jibes or he goes straight up mannequin on me.”


“Maybe he doesn’t know what to say ?”


I give her a blank look. “He thinks he’s a candy bag and all girls have his kind of sweet tooth, and when you don’t, you’re as worthy as a wallflower.”


“I’d take a piece if offered.” Macy nods, her lips pursed.


I laugh, shaking my head while Krista pats her knee patronizingly.


“We know, sweetheart, we know,” she teases.


“It’s not even about Nico, is it ?” Carley suspects. “You wanted to be Alex’s partner again.”


“I’ve been the last two years, so I kind of expected to be, yeah,” I admit. “He wants to be a doctor, like his mom, so I know he’s super focused in science where Nico already had his face in his phone all day today. He didn’t take a single note while I took three pages. I don’t know, I might try talking to the teacher again.”


“Screw Alex’s pompous ass !” Krista blurts. “He might be good looking, but in a Wahlberg brother kind of way, while Nico is more Mark status, Calvin Klein campaign worthy. Way prettier to look at.”


I can’t help but laugh.


“And he lives right behind you ! Think of all the late-night study sessions you could have.” Macy’s eyes widen in excitement.


“Yeeees !” Krista turns toward her. “She can knock on his door in her tank and tiny sleep shorts, the ones we bought her for her birthday, and be like I lost my homework, help me.”


“Help me, I’m poor,” they say in unison, laughing.


Carley and I look to each other, chuckling just the same.


“Come on, Demi ! You have to use this to your advantage,” Macy whines.


“Yeah, take one for the team here,” Krista adds.


“You have a boyfriend.”


“Exactly !” Her eyes widen mockingly. “Did you not catch the take one for the team ?”


“Does Trent know you have the hots for his bestie ?” Macy teases her.


Krista only flips her off with a grin.


“You guys are crazy, no way. Can you imagine my mom’s reaction ?” I laugh. “Me and the guy who got kicked out of her precious country club for fucking the owner’s daughter in the fountain on the golf course ?”


“Don’t forget during her daddy’s tournament.” Macy laughs loudly.


“And that.”


“First of all, screw your mom for being so critical, even though I’m pretty sure she’d take him as a win. He’s literally all the things on her Demi must marry checklist.” Krista chuckles.


She has a point there.


“And two, Josie was his girlfriend, so not a big deal other than the whole being caught part, and three, a-holes, don’t forget Nico is Trent’s best friend, Trent is your friend. You know him, would he really love and support someone like a brother who was a total douchebag ?”


“Total ?” I tease, and she throws a chip at me. I smile, shrugging. “I’m not saying he’s anything other than the wrong chem partner for me. How he is as a human nowadays, I don’t know. He avoids being around me, remember ?”


“He doesn’t avoid you.” Krista rolls her eyes.


“No,” Macy says sarcastically. “It just so happens since we started high school, he has something come up every single time Demi comes near, or a shit remark when he has no escape.”


I lift my hands as if to say exactly. “Literally, today was the most we’ve talked since eighth grade, and it was maybe five worthless sentences he used to try and get under my skin.”


The bell rings in the next second, so we pack up our crap. The girls toss out the garbage while I roll up our blanket and stuff it in the bag.


Ever since freshman year, we’ve had the same routine for lunch. Whoever is assigned the locker closest to the quad gives theirs up and shares with someone else. We use the other to store snacks and things for lunch as well as the blanket we sit on every day.


It started as a way to have more time since we were spending half our lunch in lines, but we continued because we like having space to quietly talk amongst ourselves. Where we sit is close enough we can call others over if we want, but still have our own friend time.


“Meeting at your house at six to swim ?”


“Six-fifteen,” I tell her. “I have dance today, but I think I forgot my phone at home, so just come over.”


“Cool. Later.” Macy and Krista walk off while me and Carley carry everything to the locker to put it away.


“I don’t think you should push switching partners,” Carley says as she hangs the snack bag on the little hook, stuffing the unused water bottles into the bottom corner.


“Why not ?” I hand her the blanket bag so she can toss it on top.


She shrugs, slams the locker closed and spins the lock. “You said yourself, you’ve been Alex’s partner the last few years, maybe it’s time for a new one.”


“But Nico ? We’re not exactly friends.”


“You’re not exactly enemies either.” She steps backward, winking at me before she disappears.


I lean against the locker a moment, considering her words.


I guess she’s right, Nico and I aren’t friends, but I can’t say we’re enemies either. We’re simply two people who used to know each other and don’t anymore.


Two people that are about to be forced to spend fifty-three minutes a day together for the rest of the year, not counting out of class time we’ll likely need.


I’m about to push off the locker when the door at the end of the hall opens, and Nico along with his on-again, off-again girlfriend, Josie, walk through, arguing. Or she’s arguing while he’s ignoring, continuing down the hall, but then his eyes lift, officially catching mine fixated on them and he stops in his tracks.


My gaze slides toward Josie.


She frowns up at him, waving her arms around a moment in an overly dramatic fashion before she realizes he’s not paying attention, and her head jolts to where his focus lies.


Solely on me.


An instant and deep scowl takes over, and she flips me off, shoves him lightly – or attempts to, but he doesn’t budge – and then storms out the way they came.


The second the door slams with her exit, Nico starts forward again, each step taken seeming smaller and slower than the last.


I stand up straight when only an arm’s length of space is left between us, but Nico keeps going, glancing away as he passes without a word, as if he wasn’t staring directly at me with each stride taken.


Only when he’s out of sight, do I realize I was holding my breath the entire time.


I roll my eyes at myself.


It’s about to be a long ass year.





Chapter 3



Demi


Krista, as always, is the last of us four to climb out of the pool. She dries off quickly and ties a towel around her before joining us on the picnic table.


“Okay,” she starts. “You’re freshly single and in need of some hardcore lovin’. What movie do you jump into to get it ?”


“Fast and the Furious,” Macy shouts, way too eager, making the rest of us laugh.


“Carley ?” Krista asks her as she piles her plate full.


“Hmm, how about The Boy Next Door.” She wiggles in her spot.


“A murderous lunatic is your type ?” I tease.


“He brought J.Lo to her knees, literally, okay,” she jokes. “That’s my man.”


“You guys are lame, Christian Grey me, please !” Krista shouts.


“As if we’re surprised.” Carley laughs.


“Demi ?” Macy asks, a chicken wing shoved halfway in her mouth.


“Takers, all day.” I nod.


The three of them pause before they all change their mind and go with my answer, too.


“Talk about a dream team.”


“Right ?” I agree. “I’d go for Hayden Christianson to TI in a hot second.”


The four of us laugh, and then Carley elbows me in the ribs.


I look up and through the screen door to find my mom primping in the mirror.


It’s crazy how much I look like her, only the less perfected version, as I’m sure she’d call me.


Long, dirty blonde but not quite brown hair, almond-shaped eyes the same shade of green, a deep, ripe lime-like color. She’s always said she blessed me with the heart shape of my lips, though I’m pretty sure hers were created along the way with the help of a needle or two. We’re both pushing five-nine, but she stays in four-inch heels to give herself more height.


The difference between us though is she walks around like a California Barbie where I’m more Barbie’s best friend.


“You talk to her about my birthday yet ?” Krista whispers.


“No.” I sigh, wiping the sauce off my fingers before pushing to stand, my towel falling from my middle as I do. “Might as well do it now.”


The girls follow behind.


The second we step through the door, my mom openly scrutinizes us in our bathing suits, likely picking us apart in her mind.


“Girls.”


“Hey, Ms. Davenport.”


“Mom, can I go to Krista’s party next weekend ?” I ask her.


My mom turns to me. “You want to talk about this now ?”


“Since you’re here, yeah.”


Her features sharpen, but she plays it off, smiling at herself in the mirror before meeting my gaze in the reflection. “So, this is the party that is two nights in a hotel along the beach with its own private bar and DJ ? A hotel that has been blocked off for nothing but high school seniors for a spoiled little girl’s eighteenth birthday ?” She looks over at Krista. “No offense, sweetheart.”


“Hey, it’s true.” Krista laughs.


I hold in my eye roll. “The hotel that’s safe and owned by Krista’s dad, yes. That’s the one.”


“Honey, there will be no parents there, and I’ll be out of town, so I can’t come to your rescue if something happens.” She makes sure to shake her head in faux concern.


‘Course you won’t be home, who’s shocked ?


Not me.


This entire conversation is a pointless one anyway, and all formality.


I ask for something, she plays out the whole scene, makes it seem dangerous, makes herself sound concerned in case my dad asks me about it later, but it’s nothing more than a mother-daughter role we play.


A role we both know and understand and don’t acknowledge.


“Actually, Ms. D, my parents will be around, they’re staying at our property around the corner, but they’re coming to dinner one night and they’ll be checking in at the hotel here and there. It’ll be super chill. Dinner, some dancing, rides on the boardwalk.”


I look from Krista to my mom.


“I swear I’ll be safe,” I add on. “You already know how Krista’s dad is, there will be staff security surrounding the hotel, and she just said he’ll be around if needed.”


My mom nods, in too much of a hurry to get out of here to go full-on pretend I have reservations mode. “I suppose that would be okay, so long as you answer when I call and keep in contact all weekend.”


She won’t call. “I will.”


“And please, Demi, safety in the bedroom as well.”


Macy sits forward. “So … if you don’t care if she has wild sex all weekend, what’s the point of contemplating her going at all ?”


I fight a smile.


My mom, of course, misses the contempt in Macy’s question – or chooses to ignore it, she’s good at that – and laughs, grabbing her purse off the countertop. “A reminder of safe sex is always worth mentioning. Nobody wants to get pregnant and ruin their lives in high school.”


Ouch ?


“I have to go.” My mom smiles at me. “I’m meeting the Welch sisters for dinner, don’t wait up.”


I turn to my friends who give a rueful smile.


My mom isn’t necessarily a bad mom, but she’s basically over mothering. Her and my dad had me their junior year of high school, but still wanted the large, fancy future, so she worked her ass off at low paying jobs while raising a baby, supported us while he went to college – a fact she never failed to throw in his face.


Six years later and four months after he started his law firm, he left her for his business partner.


My mom was bitter at first, even though she drove him away by never being happy with what he gave her, but she quickly decided she enjoyed blowing his alimony and child support checks better than she liked being his wife anyway.


Now that I’m old enough to basically care for myself, can drive, and no longer need her help with schoolwork, she’s living the years she lost – her words.


I know she loves me, and I love her, my dad too, really, but they’re both absent parents more than anything. My dad at least makes an effort where my mom is annoyed when she has to do motherly things, but I mean, I can’t complain.


It’s what most teenagers would kill for, freedom to do as we wish.


“Oh, and Demi.” My mom pulls the door open, her focus falling to my thighs as she says, “I’d say that’s enough carbs for you today.”


Wow.


I’m a fucking dancer, have been in hip-hop classes since I was five, what the hell does she expect ? She should have put me in ballet if she wanted me to be a tighter stick, we work an entirely different set of muscles.


She goes to walk out but freezes mid-step, staring straight ahead.


What is she doing ?


After a few seconds, a strong, heavy voice floats around the frame and into the house. “Ms. Davenport …”


Nico.


Nico !


My eyes widen, and I whip around to my friends, all who gape at me, Macy holding her hand over Krista’s mouth to block her laugh.


Macy whispers with a grin, “Aw shit, he’s playing the hot help me with my homework card I told you about.”


“Shut up !” I hiss back. “You know how she is !”


“She’s about to plan your wedding !” Macy wiggles her eyebrows.


“Or your departure to boarding school,” Krista adds.


Macy laughs. “Let’s bet !”


I shove her, making her fall over the edge of the couch.


“Go over there !” Carley whispers back hastily.


“No !” I gape at her, my eyes pointedly falling to my bikini.


“Here.” Macy tosses me her towel. “Go.”


I yank it from her hand with a frown, glancing toward the entryway again.


My mom, queen of the fakes and superficial as all hell, pulls out her old pageant smile.


I groan, quickly wrap the towel under my armpits and move closer.


I’m half a foot from the door when the towel is yanked away, and I’m shoved forward.


I stumble toward my mom but catch my footing quickly.


My mom’s hand flies to her chest a moment before she composes herself, eyes wide and bright and settled on Nico, saying nothing at all.


I frown at her.


You’re really going to stand there silent and stare at him ?


I move my scowl to Nico who doesn’t acknowledge my mother’s ridiculousness, but the corner of his eyes are stiff as hell.


“Hey.” He nods.


“What are you doing here ?”


My mom gasps, a legit, mortified gasp for once, officially snapping out of her stupor. “Demi !” she scolds, apology in her tone – how dare her daughter not use her manners.


Cue eye roll.


“What ?” I say innocently, annoyed that he showed up on the rare occasion that my mom is actually home. “He can’t be here, you’re leaving.”


“Oh.” My mom dismisses, flicking her wrist. “Don’t be silly. Your friends are always welcome, you know this. Besides, I’m sure I have nothing to worry about.”


Her digs are always coated in sugar, served with a bitchy smile, and left up to interpretation – is she saying he’s out of my league or I’m far from his ?


The way her eyes continue to study him suggests she’s undecided, though I’m sure Nico isn’t coming to the same conclusion.


It’s funny, for someone who pushes me to be the best at everything and make the highest grade, you’d think it was because she wanted a big bright future for me, so I’d never be in the position she was when my dad left her, when really it’s all about the bragging rights that come with the scholarly daughter she’s after.


I swear she’d marry me to the highest bidder with the prettiest face if she could.


“Nico, wow. It’s been some time.” She tilts her head slightly, taking him in more and I want to shake her. “You’re … all grown up.”


Oh my fucking god !


My eyes slice to hers.


I can’t even look at him.


“It has,” he agrees, his stare burning into my cheek.


“Well, it’s … very good to see you, and here, but if I don’t run, I’ll be late,” she announces, her eyes raking over Nico once more, before moving to me.


She gives me a bright smile, reaching out to give my arm a small squeeze that can only be taken as a good job.


I bite into my cheek as she squares her shoulders and moves down the driveway to her car, one foot in front of the other like she’s on a runway.


I force my expression to remain natural when really her boldness was so embarrassing, I’d rather slam the door in Nico’s face than stand here and make eye contact with him after that.


I take a small step back, glancing to the side to find the girls tiptoeing toward the slider, all three being assholes, mock sucking dick or flicking their tongues between their fingers as they disappear from sight altogether.


Jerks.


“Not gonna invite me in ?”


Nico’s jeering tone has my eyes flying back to him.


His though, they aren’t on mine.


They’re on my bare legs, and instantly my mom’s comment – which I’m pretty sure he heard – takes over my thoughts, and I can’t help but wonder what he’s thinking.


It’s not like I can’t hang in a bikini with the best of them. I’m tall with a narrow waist, wide hips, and legs for days. It just so happens I have more muscles in my thighs and calves than most.


Still, there’s something nerve-wracking about standing in nothing but a string bikini in front of a guy who has probably seen more naked chicks than Ironman pre Pepper.


Whatever, I’ve danced in front of hundreds in outfits just as revealing.


Finally, his eyes come to mine and he tips his chin the slightest bit.


“Guys aren’t allowed in when my mom’s gone.”


“Not the vibe I got.”


He’s obviously trying to piss me off, but I don’t say anything.


Nico gauges me a minute before taking a step back. “Right, well, I’d hate to get the duchess in trouble, so let’s make this quick, yeah ? I—”


“Can you just go ?” I cut him off, irritated not only at my mom but at him now, too, for mocking me. “We can talk about whatever it is you need in class tomorrow.”


He looks off in the distance, licking his lips before his eyes slowly move back to mine.


“Does that work ?”


He gives a slow nod but doesn’t move.


After a few seconds of staring, a deep chuckle leaves him. “You have a good night, huh, D ?”


He takes a few backward steps before shaking his head and finally walking away.


I close the door, letting out a deep breath. “Well, that sucked,” I huff, then remember my asshole friends are outside and head their way.


I don’t even get to speak before Krista shouts a loud, “Boo ! We were hoping we were about to hear sounds coming from upstairs !”


“You guys are assholes.” I pretend I’m walking toward the lounger, but quickly stop and shove Macy, who only had her legs hanging over the edge, into the pool.


She pops up, gaping at me a second before she laughs. “I took that towel quick, huh ?”


“You suck.” I laugh, dropping beside Carley.


“Oh, please. You should thank me.”


“For ?” My hands plant on my hips.


“Because, now every time in chem, when he thinks about being an ass, he’ll instead be thinking about dat ass.”


I frown, but it quickly turns into a laugh when the girls start to crack up.


We lay out as long as the sun allows, and not an hour later, they’re piling in Krista’s car.


“Demi, is that your phone ?” Krista shouts out the window.


I frown, my eyes moving to the hood of my car, where she’s pointing.


I walk toward it, noting my glittery PopSocket on the back right away.


What the hell ?


Slowly, I pick it up, glancing around, but then it hits.


Nico.


My shoulders fall, and I look to the girls.


“No.” Carley gapes. “That’s why he came over ?”


Damn.


“I must have left it in class, and he picked it up for me.” I groan. “I was an asshole.”


“It’s fine.” Krista rolls her eyes. “He’s an asshole, too.”


A laugh bubbles out of me and she grins.


“Just, thank him tomorrow or something,” Carley tells me.


“Or now, whatever works.” Macy’s brows bounce.


I ignore her and head back inside, locking the door behind me.


I take the stairs two at a time, irritated at myself for being rude when I had no reason other than I was embarrassed by my mom’s words and actions.


Fully annoyed with everything, I do my homework, take a shower, and go to bed.


My eyes peel open to find my room pitch black, nothing but the moonlight shining through the window.


I lean over the edge of the bed, snagging my phone off the carpet to check the time.


It’s just after midnight when I’d normally be falling asleep.


I drop back, but as soon as I hit the pillow, my body flies forward, my head snapping toward the window.


Is that … moaning ?


I concentrate, the splash of water against concrete mixing with the proof of someone’s pleasure hitting my ears.


Slowly, I pull myself from bed and take the few steps forward until I’m peeking out my blinds.


It takes a second, but the soft laughter pulls my eyes over my fence and right where the noises are coming from – the hot tub connected to the neighbor’s pool behind me. Nico’s pool.


A small gasp leaves me, and I dart away from the window.


He’s not …


No. My eyes are playing tricks.


I step forward, peeking again, and holy shit !


My mouth drops open as I stare at Nico fucking a girl with long dark hair against the side of his hot tub.


He’s got his hands braced at the curve of the cement, giving me the perfect view of the muscles working in his back. The girl is bent over in front of him, half her body out of the water, and lying against the cooled cement.


His hand disappears, and I can only imagine it’s to grip or smack her ass, but I can’t say for sure.


His body moves slowly, methodically almost, like he’s taking his time with her, completely unrushed and enjoying, giving her long, slow strokes.


Deep, full strokes ?


I take a deep breath, only for my eyes to widen a second later.


Oh my god !


I jump backward again.


Why am I watching him have sex, and better yet why am I imagining the way he’s fucking her ?


How he’d fuck me ?


Wait, what ?


No !


I growl, but my hands make no move to close the window, and my feet don’t carry me to my bed. No, my eyes close and my ears perk.


The night is dead silent, so even the slightest wallow of water reaches my ears. It’s light at first, and then louder, more of a slap against the cement edge.


The moaning starts again. Brash, brazen moaning, both male and female, and I have no self-control. I look again.


He has her on the edge now, her forearms braced against the cement, fingers curled around the edge, head dropped back.


My body grows hot and I swallow. “Good fucking god,” I whisper, my hand moving to my throat.


They’ve moved to the opposite side, the front of his body now facing mine, allowing me to see the cuts of his chest and abs, and the delicious way they tighten with every thrust forward.


I don’t realize I’ve moved closer to the window until my forehead hits the glass and my phone falls from my hand, dropping right onto the edge of my toe.


I yelp and fall against the glass, and then I freeze, my eyes shooting wide.


“Oh no …” I whisper to myself, squeezing my eyes closed.


Did they hear me ?


Did they see the shake of the open blinds ?


I take a deep breath and perk my ears.


When more moaning is caught, I decide it’s safe, that they have no idea I went full-on Peeping Tammy.


I open my eyes and I’m instantly rooted in place, heat washing over my body in such a rush I grow lightheaded, my palm flying up to plant on the wall beside me.


They heard me, or more, he heard me, saw me. Caught me.


His eyes are lasered on my window. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say locked directly on mine, darkness be damned.


Nico has her by the hips now, her ass perched how he wants it as he delivers one hell of a show.


A show I couldn’t look away from if I tried, a performance I feel deep in my core. One that, admittedly, has need spreading through my body as he works the cum from hers.


A few minutes go by where I can’t tell if they’re moving at all, and then he suddenly slips back, the bubbles of the hot tub spanning across his torso.


Slowly, his shoulders lift, Nico now standing to his full height, and my hand spans across my chest, my body rising to its tippy toes of its own accord just in case the move allows me to see an inch lower.


Just one more inch to the prize—


My thoughts are interrupted when the girl glides around him, running her fingers across his slick skin as she goes.


In all her naked glory, she steps from the pool like a gleaming goddess, shifting to the side to grab a towel, and that’s when I see her face.


Sandra fucking Black.





Chapter 4



Demi


All morning I told myself I’d walk into class today with my head held high.


I’m not embarrassed, and it’s no big deal and who knows, maybe I overreacted and he was zoned out. Didn’t know I was their willing audience.


I repeat this mantra the entire drive to school, and by the time I’m turning the engine off, I’m feeling good.


Lipstick in hand, I flip down the overhead mirror and take my time applying before stepping out. I shove the door closed, and turn, a gasp leaving me when an unexpected body blocks me in.


Nico.


My hand flies to my chest, attempting to settle my pulse. “You scared the shit out of me,” I tell him.


But Nico doesn’t speak, instead sliding his feet closer, leaving only inches between us, so I push back against the car.


His stare is unwavering, giving me no insight as to what’s on his mind and causing me to grow restless.


I fidget but don’t look away as he cocks his head.


“You a fan of porn, D ?”


“I—” Shit.


Nico plants his hands at the curve of my hood, his arms flexing so damn close to my face my mind transports back to last night, to the tight grip he had on the rock edge of the spa, to the vision of his muscles flexing as he slid—


A raspy chuckle leaves him, and he pushes off.


“You know, I’d have invited you over, VIP seats had I known. Bet Sandra would have been all right with it, she’s first-string material and she knows it.”


That rouses me, and I shove off the car with a glare. “I thought you said Alex was the one sleeping with Sandra ?”


He only licks his lips.


“Weird, right ?” I keep going. “Since it was you I saw—”


“Watched,” he cuts me off, leaning closer. “You watched me fuck her.”


Oh, screw it !


“You know what, yeah, I did. Until the final bow, in fact,” I sass. “If you knew I was watching you guys, why’d you keep going ?”


Very slowly, a single, dark eyebrow raises, his tone is even more patronizing than the move. “You’d expect me to stop ?”


Right.


As if he could have stopped amid that.


They were so lost in each other they didn’t even – or couldn’t even – realize how loud they were being.


He had Sandra in tunnel vision, a tunnel that leads straight down his shaft.


I mean, he was enjoying her just as much, his groans … deep and exhilarated as he chased his release.


The way his—


“Your skin’s growing warm, D.” Nico pulls me out of my thoughts. “Whatcha thinkin’ ‘bout ?” he whispers, the teasing edge in his heady voice not missed.


The way he studies me with such piercing scrutiny has my toes curling in my shoes to keep focus, and it makes me wonder …


How ‘lost in her’ was he really, if the entire time he was aware of my prying eyes ?


“Am I interrupting something ?”


My head flies right to find Trent standing near the hood of my car, some sort of drinks in his hands.


Eyes wide in shock, and a stupid grin on his lips, he gawks at his best friend and me.


Nico, though, he doesn’t bother to acknowledge Trent’s presence.


I roll my tongue over my teeth before glancing back to him.


He keeps his hazardous gaze locked on me the entire time, but if I still knew the boy in front of me, I’d swear humor swims deep within them.


Yeah, he knows what I was thinking.


Nico licks his lips, nods a little, then moves for his buddy. “Catch you in class, D.”


Catch me thinking about your perfect form ? Please don’t !


I groan internally, dropping my head against the car, but quickly remember I need to thank him if not apologize.


“Nico, wait !” I call out.


He freezes mid-step, glancing over his shoulder. Of course, he doesn’t bother turning all the way around but nods for Trent to keep walking, so I move toward him.


“Thanks for bringing me my phone last night. You didn’t have to do that.”


He faces forward. “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.”


“Right.” I roll my eyes at his back, walking as he does. “Well, I’m sorry for being bitchy when you were being helpful.”


He scoffs, pushes the door open and shifts to hold it with his back, indicating with a jerk of his chin for me to step through.


My eyes lock with his as I pass him, and he drops his head against the small glass window. “See you in class, D.”


Something in my stomach stirs, but I don’t say anything, only nod and keep past him.


Trent catches up to me around the corner. “Okay, what did I miss ?”


“You don’t wanna know.”


“That bad ?” he jokes.


“Well, your brooding bestie likely hates me more now.” I look to him, giving a big innocent smile.


He scoffs, shaking the nasty looking green drink in his hands. “Trust me, he don’t hate you.”


Right as he says it, Nico comes around the corner, takes one look at us and glares.


I laugh, hitting Trent in the stomach as I walk off. “But he doesn’t hate me.”


Trent lifts his hands, grinning and moves away to meet his angrily awaiting friend.


I head to first period, making it right as the bell rings, the whole way reminding myself to forget about the scene in the hot tub, knowing for a fact … I won’t.


From there, the day goes by rather quickly, each class getting deeper into lectures now that the new school year is in full swing, so there was no time to sit and be embarrassed over everything with Nico, who doesn’t so much as glance my way when I drop into the chair beside him in chemistry.


Mr. Brando, thankfully, gets right to it, clapping his hands to gain the students’ full attention. “I won’t say from who, but counting all five of my classes, I have received a total of twenty-one emails from students asking for new partners.” He shakes his head, disappointed.


The scoff from Nico couldn’t be more obvious – or loud. Asshole.


His friends glance our way with light chuckles, but he doesn’t acknowledge them. He doesn’t acknowledge the glare from his ex, who in a horrible twist of events is the new teacher’s aide during our class period, either.


Clearly, he assumes I was one of them when truth be told I didn’t even bother, not after the teacher’s comment when I first tried.


Mr. Brando folds his arms in front of him. “A little insight for you on me as a teacher ? I like to work on more than my required curriculum. The first week is spent going over necessary review, yes, but I also use that time to study each of you as individuals. Everyone, especially those who aren’t so sure about the experience you will have with the person you were assigned to, look around the room. Check out each pairing in this class.”


I do as asked and am surprised by the clear line he drew between each duo. At first glance, it’s completely stereotypical – athletes with drama students, shy with exuberant, goth with preppy – but his next words prove this was his exact intent.


“I paired everyone in here with someone as opposite, visually and on paper, as I could find, some may seem subtler than others, but I assure you, there is a reason. I started by looking at who you requested, then went over your schedules from freshman year to now. I know all your extracurriculars, the ones the school knows about anyway, spoke to your past teachers, coaches, and here you are.”


I spot Ella Marshal with Samuel Banks in the front corner, and my brows lift in surprise.


Samuel is a rude, cocky basketball player who thinks he’s godly and pays no mind to those he considers less than him. And Ella, shit, I don’t think she’s ever even made eye contact with a guy before.


Right now, Samuel is leaning back in his seat, trying to hide his phone between his legs while Ella is leaning as far away as possible, arms folded in her lap, head slightly down. It’s almost cruel to put them together.


But me and Nico ? Alex and Evan ? What, were we the leftovers ? Our pairings don’t seem so extreme now.


We run in the same crowd, we’re both athletes.


His best friend is dating one of mine, that more than screams ‘same circle’.


I glance at Nico, and what do you know, he’s already giving me those side-eyes he’s practiced in, not bothering to shift his head my way.


Mr. Brando starts talking again, so I face forward.


“There will be many times in life where you are forced to get along with, not just tolerate, someone opposite of you or someone you frankly don’t like for whatever reason.” He walks to the front of the classroom, scanning over everyone. “I like to think part of my job is to assist you in seeing beyond the hair, the clothes, the crowd, and reach the person underneath. That being said, please place your materials back in your bags.”


I frown but do as he asks, glancing around the room to see the same confusion on the other’s faces.


“A few days a week, our class time will be spent in different areas of the school. Phones will be left on the tops of the desks, where I can see them”—he knocks his knuckles on Samuel’s side of the table and his head snaps up from his screen—“and the fifty-three minutes of class time will be spent simply getting to know each other. I have a prompt for you for the first few days, but you don’t have to use it. You can be inventive. Anything you wish to speak about, you may, so long as everyone remains respectful. Today we will be in the quad, neutral ground. So, ladies and gentlemen, phones face down, and make your way out the door, grab a paper from me on your way.”


Everyone does as we’re asked and we shuffle out and toward the quad.


People start dropping onto picnic tables and grassy areas, some shifting uncomfortably while others have no choice but to follow steps behind their demanding partners.


I glance around, noticing Evan and Alex walk clear to the other side.


“Is here okay ?” I ask Nico. We’re only steps out the door, but already at the edge of the grass.


Nico doesn’t say anything but sits and pats the ground beside him for me to join, like I wasn’t already about to.


I get set to read over the paper, but Nico’s hand comes down to cover it and I look to him with a frown.


He quirks a dark brow.


“What ?”


“Can’t ask your own questions, things you might be curious about ?”


“Who says I’m curious about anything ?”


His jaw tics, and after a few seconds of silence, Nico snatches the paper from my hands, crumpling it in his own.


I gape at him. “What’s your problem ?”


His gaze narrows. “Let’s do this a little different, yeah ?”


“Different how ?”


“Mr. B said it’s about misconception, right ?” Nico starts, licking his lips. “So, tell me, D. What do you see when you look at me ?”


“I …” I start, but quickly trail off.


What do I see ?


I look from his hair, shaved at the side, perfect little mess at the top, to his deep cocoa-colored eyes and long lashes. He’s wearing a plain t-shirt, nothing fancy, and no sleeves – to show off his arms maybe ? And I mean, they’re worth the show. Not bulging but clear evidence of the weight training class the team is required to take zero period, and they only tighten, becoming more prominent when he moves them around. He wears perfectly fitted jeans – not skinny but not baggy, and his shoes always match his shirt in some way.


My eyes roam over his form, and I begin to equate his perfection to my own body. I’ve always been comfortable in my own skin, but more and more my mom likes to comment about how I’m still a ‘work in progress’.


“D.”


My stare pulls back to Nico, who observes me with unreadable eyes.


“Why do you think he paired us together ?” I blurt out.


His frown is quick.


“Look at these other partners, I’d bet they’ve never spoken to each other. Me and you, though ?”


Nico simply watches me, his expression as ungiving as ever, so I glance away.


Way to put yourself on the playboy’s level, Demi.


“Look at me.” His voice is an easy command.


I do, and disapproval stares back. “Why you comparing yourself ?”


“I wasn’t,” I deny too quickly.


His head drops back. “You’re lying.”


I’m clearly caught, so I give an extremely overdramatic sigh as my affirmation and shake my head.


I swear he swallows a small laugh, though when I quickly search for proof he’s human after all, it’s gone.


He pauses a moment, then asks, “What do you know about me ?”


“You … play football, have for years.”


He nods. “You dance, hip-hop mostly.”


Common knowledge.


I nod, willing myself not to go where I expected him to start.


It doesn’t work and the words escape. “You have a thing for sex in water.”


He doesn’t even blink. “You’ve never had sex.”


My head tugs back at his sudden and so surely stated claim.


I eye him as he does me, and a slow frown takes over.


I’m not stupid, I know what he’s doing, and it won’t work.


He can mock or make fun of me all he wants.


I shake my head. “I’m not gonna confirm or deny what you’ve heard, so don’t bother with this little tactic.”


His pointed expression deepens, and the longer he’s silent, the more I fidget.


Very slowly, his eyes narrow. “Confirm … what, exactly ?” He leans closer. “And heard what from who ?”


I scoff, looking away.


I get it, I opened myself up for this by bringing up his sex life, that’s my mistake, but he has to know I’m not a virgin, and I’m sure as hell not going to give him the satisfaction of hearing me say it out loud.


Nico’s gaze is laser focused for a long moment before he finally glances off.


He doesn’t say another word the rest of class, nor does he the remainder of the week.


When week two rolls around and it’s more of the same wasted time, I’m over it and attempt to strike casual conversation, but Nico quickly affirms his attitude.


He falls asleep propped against the tennis court gates, and since I have no material to study, I sit silently, replaying my routine over and over again in my head until we are told we can go collect our things.
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