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Preface




Dear reader,


This book touches on the following topics: infidelity, mental illness, suicide.


I offer this warning so that those who wish to avoid these subjects may make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed with the story.


Be good to yourself,


Susannah Nix












Chapter One


Three Years Ago


Melody Gage checked her phone for the tenth time in five minutes.


Nothing.


Sighing, she reached for her pint glass and took a swig. It was warm inside the bar, and she was still wearing her leather jacket, which she couldn’t take off because there was a hole in her shirt, right at the seam running across her shoulder blades.


Besides, taking off her jacket would imply she was staying more than another few minutes—which she wasn’t.


She couldn’t believe she’d actually made an effort tonight. She’d worn her favorite leather jacket, even though the weather was too warm for it. It was the nicest thing she owned, despite the fact that it had come from a thrift shop. She’d even exchanged her usual Doc Martens for a pair of cute ballet flats. And for what? A no-show.


Melody felt someone jostle her arm as they slid onto the barstool beside her. She looked up hopefully, but it wasn’t Victor.


The guy who wasn’t her date leaned toward her, grinning. “How you doing tonight?”


He was young, college-age like her, and like a lot of the other patrons at the Cask ’n Flagon, he was sporting a Red Sox cap. He was also wearing a T-shirt for a fraternity “Pimps & Prostitutes” party, which earned him a few demerits. He wasn’t bad looking, though. In fact, she might even be tempted to call him attractive.


Too bad she was waiting for someone . . . who was fifteen minutes late. Not exactly a promising start to a first date.


Melody offered her new seat mate a polite but guarded smile. “I’m doing okay.”


“You’re really fine, you know that?” he said, leaning in closer.


Gross. She had always despised that word in that context. Fine. Had a man ever described a woman as “fine” without sounding like a sleazebag? Also, his breath smelled like garlic. No thank you.


“Thanks, but I’m waiting for someone.” She stared down at her phone again. Still no text.


“You know, I’m not usually into chicks with short hair,” her companion said, gesturing at her brunette pixie cut, “but I might be willing to make an exception for you.”


Ugh. That was what she got for venturing outside her comfort zone. She probably should have known tonight was going to be a bust when Victor had a) picked a sports bar near Fenway for their date, and b) suggested they meet instead of coming together.


She’d only agreed because she’d been desperate to break out of her routine. Desperate to do something—anything—other than spend another Saturday night studying in her dorm room or working in the computer lab.


And look what it had gotten her.


“I bet you know you’re fine,” the wannabe pick-up artist said, undeterred by Melody’s unwelcoming body language. “You probably have guys telling you that all the time, right?”


WHERE ARE YOU??? Melody texted Victor, mashing her thumbs against the screen of her phone.


She didn’t even like Victor all that much. They were chemistry lab partners, but the only sparks between them were the ones they used to light the Bunsen burner.


The biggest thing he had going for him was the fact that he’d actually asked her out, which was more than anyone else had done lately. He was the only guy who’d shown any interest in her all year.


As her roommate had helpfully reminded her, Melody hadn’t been so much as kissed since that guy with the butt chin during orientation week—and he hadn’t remembered her the next day when he’d sobered up.


Not that she’d been putting herself out there. Almost all her time had been divided between studying and working to pay the portion of her tuition not covered by scholarships.


MIT was hard, in a way school had never been for her before. Her whole life, she’d always been at the top of her class. But everyone else at MIT had been at the top of their classes, too. She’d had to work twice as hard just to stay in the middle of the pack.


Melody didn’t like the middle of the pack. She wanted to be at the top again. Or at least close to the top. And if that meant missing out on a few parties, so be it. No big loss.


Only . . . now that her freshman year was almost over, it had occurred to her that everyone else had been going out, meeting new people, sleeping around, falling in love, breaking up, and falling in love again while she’d been buried in her books. They’d been having experiences.


If Melody wasn’t careful, she’d be heading out into the world with a bachelor’s degree and the social maturity of a high school student in three years. She figured she ought to devote some effort to leveling up her life skills along with her academic skills.


Which was how she had ended up in this bar, being negged by a frat boy who reeked of Axe body spray and desperation.


Her new friend leaned in even closer, pressing his shoulder right up against hers, and blew another cloud of garlic breath in her face. “What’s a girl like you doing here all by herself, anyway?”


“I’m waiting for someone,” Melody repeated through gritted teeth. She craned her neck, scanning the crowd milling by the door on the off-chance Victor had shown up.


“A girl like you shouldn’t be all alone. How about I keep you company until your friend gets here?”


“How about no?”


“What are you drinking? Lemme buy you another one.”


“I don’t want another—”


“One more of whatever she’s having,” the creep shouted to the bartender, ignoring her. It was like talking to a brick wall.


“Don’t bother,” Melody told the bartender. “I’m not staying.”


Seriously, screw Victor. She was not waiting around one second longer.


“Hey, where you going?” Creepy Guy protested, making a grab for her arm as she slid off the barstool.


Melody twisted out of his grasp, spinning around to make her escape—and crashed face-first into a male chest. Startled, she looked up into a pair of dazzling blue eyes belonging to a very tall, very cute guy. “Whoa,” she blurted.


“I’m so sorry I’m late, babe!” The cute guy beamed a dimpled smile at her and squeezed her arm like he knew her.


Melody stared at him, open-mouthed. She was positive she’d never laid eyes on him before in her life. What was happening right now?


When he stooped to kiss her cheek, she was so stunned, she couldn’t move. Only, instead of kissing her, his lips hovered near her ear, and he whispered, “Play along if you want to get away from this guy.”


Oh. Hell yes, she would play along if it got Creepy Guy off her back.


She threw her arms around Cute Guy’s neck and hugged him with exaggerated enthusiasm. Wow, his back was muscly. And he smelled fantastic, like a really expensive redwood forest. She may have hugged him a smidge longer than necessary, just to get an extra sniff in.


“Where have you been, Boo Bear?” she demanded in her best bubbly girlfriend voice.


He tilted his head, his eyes crinkling in amusement as his mouth curved into a smirk. “Well, Schmoopy Pants, I guess I got mixed up about where we were supposed to meet.”


“Oh, you big silly, it’s a good thing you’re so pretty.” She let out a tinkly fake laugh and punched him playfully in the arm. Then she wrapped her hands around his biceps—his very firm biceps—and dragged him off toward the hostess stand.


As they were retreating, Cute Guy shot a pointed, don’t-mess-with-my-girl glare at Creepy Guy, who was already backing away with his hands up in the universal sign for hey, man, sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. Figured. The jerk hadn’t been willing to take her no for an answer, but the second another guy staked his claim—like she was a piece of property—he threw up the white flag and fled the scene. Asshole.


Not that she wasn’t grateful for the intervention. But it was also possible she’d just leapt out of Jabba the Hutt’s barge and into the sarlacc pit. So, as soon as they were out of sight of the creep at the bar, Melody let go and took a big step back, putting a few feet of distance between them.


Her benevolent savior shoved his hands into the pockets of his madras shorts, sidestepping a party of four as the hostess led them to their table. He was wearing boat shoes and a polo shirt with the collar popped, like he’d stepped out of a Ralph Lauren ad. “Are you okay?” His brow scrunched in concern as his eyes dropped to her arm. “That guy didn’t hurt you when he grabbed you, did he?” He had unusually kind eyes for someone who dressed like a prep school douche.


“No, I’m fine.” Melody clenched her hands into fists, resisting the urge to rub her forearm where the creep had touched her. “Thanks for the assist, though.”


“Do you need a ride home?” As if he’d just realized how that sounded, he added, “I mean, I can call you a cab if you want.”


She shook her head. She was a girl with a hole in her shirt and a thrift-store jacket—no way could she afford cab fare on her work study salary. “Thanks, but I’m good.” She’d get herself home on the T—the same way she got there.


“All right,” he said. “If you’re sure.”


“I’m sure.”


He nodded and sauntered off toward the back of the restaurant, without even hitting on her or expecting anything in return for his good deed. Huh. Apparently, chivalry wasn’t dead after all.


Melody’s phone buzzed in her hand. It was a text from Victor.


Sorry got hung up and can’t make it.


Great. Wonderful. Perfect.


“Hey!” she called out, hurrying after the Cute Guy. “Wait.”


He turned around, eyebrows raised. His sandy hair flopped across his forehead, and he reached up to push it back, smiling at her. He had cute dimples when he smiled. She’d always been a sucker for dimples. They were her kryptonite.


Melody took a deep breath, ignoring the hamsters running nervous laps in her stomach. All she had to do was talk to him. She could do that. It wasn’t like it was rocket science or anything.


No, it’s way worse. Rocket science, she could handle. Talking to cute guys, on the other hand—that was intimidating. Especially heavenly smelling, well-muscled paragons of kindhearted chivalry.


Flo Rida blared from the bar’s speakers as a group of people in Sox jerseys pushed through the space between Melody and the cute dimples, trying to get to the bar. She elbowed her way past them, giving dirty looks as good as she got, until she was standing right in front of him.


“What’s your name?” At five-foot-six, Melody was hardly what you’d call short, but he was tall enough she had to tip her head back to look at him when they were this close.


“Jeremy.”


“Well, Jeremy, I think I owe you a drink.”


He shook his head, and his hair flopped onto his forehead again. “You don’t owe me anything.” He paused, running his hand through his hair. “But if you’re propositioning me of your own free will . . .” There was that smirk again. How dare that kind of sass be so sexy? A smirk like that had no right to make her feel so swoony, but it did. It really, really did.


“Let’s not get carried away,” she said, unable to control the smile on her face. “I’m offering to buy you a drink. That’s all.”


He did that head tilt thing again, which she was starting to love. Then there was the matter of his eyes, which were outrageously blue, now that she was looking at them up close. Cerulean blue, like that X-Files episode about the guy who hypnotized people.


“You didn’t tell me your name,” Jeremy said, gazing at her with his preposterously blue eyes.


“Melody,” she said, trying to pretend like this was totally normal for her, like she went around offering to buy drinks for cute guys with hot smirks and adorable floppy hair all the time.


He grinned. “In that case, I accept your offer, Melody.”









Chapter Two


Over the next hour, Melody learned the following things about Jeremy:




	He was from Los Angeles.


	He’d just flunked out of Syracuse, which was the second college he’d flunked out of in four years (the first was Brown).


	Instead of telling his parents he’d flunked out (again) he’d decided to drive to Boston for the weekend to hang with one of his buddies who went to BU.


	He was rich. Like, super rich, apparently.


	He and Melody had absolutely nothing in common.





“Okay, how about the last movie you saw?” Jeremy asked, reaching for his bottle of Shock Top.


They were sitting at a table in the far back corner of the Cask ’n Flagon, playing one of those get-to-know-you games where you take turns asking each other questions.


“Princess Mononoke,” Melody said as a cheer rang out from the direction of the bar. Something exciting must have happened in the Red Sox game on all the TVs. She wasn’t facing any of them, so she couldn’t tell what, but there’d been a lot more cheering than booing, so she assumed Boston was winning.


Jeremy’s eyes flicked to the screen behind her head, then immediately back to her. “Never heard of it.”


The question game had been her bright idea, but she already regretted it. It had only served to highlight how very much they were not each other’s type.


“It’s an animated film from Japan.”


Jeremy made a face. “Like anime?”


“Yeah, but it’s amazing. Trust me.”


He looked skeptical. “If you say so. What was the last movie you saw in a theater?”


“Still Princess Mononoke—it was a Miyazaki film festival.” Melody reached for the pint she’d bought with her fake ID. She’d been nursing it for over an hour, so it was lukewarm and going flat—kind of like her whole night. “Last TV show you watched?”


“Does Monday Night Football count?”


“No, scripted television only.”


He reached up and pushed his hair off his forehead while he thought about it. It flopped right back down again as soon as he let go of it. The guy needed a haircut badly. “What’s that one about the nerds with the hot neighbor?”


Melody winced. “The Big Bang Theory?”


“Yeah, that’s it.”


Of course it was. The show that made people like her into punchlines, like her very existence as a human who was good at math and liked sci-fi was a hilarious joke. The show that promoted “awkward nerd boy meets hot girl” clichés while clinging to the stereotype that comic book superheroes were the exclusive domain of hardcore male geeks instead of a mainstream pop culture sensation.


“The last book you read for fun?” she asked, changing the subject even though it wasn’t her turn.


He shook his head. “I honestly can’t remember. I don’t really read for fun.”


Of course he didn’t. And given his academic record, he probably didn’t read for school either.


His eyebrows jerked up. “Wow, you’re totally judging me right now, aren’t you?”


“I’m not!” Melody protested, her cheeks growing hot with embarrassment.


Jeremy laughed, his eyes crinkling with amusement. “You’re a terrible liar, you know that?”


“In my defense, I do actually know that,” she said, unable to resist smiling back at him.


“So, why MIT?” Jeremy asked after they’d exhausted most of pop culture and moved on to autobiographical topics. “Why not Harvard or some other smarty-pants school?”


Melody took a sip of her beer. They were on their second round, this time courtesy of Jeremy’s black AmEx card. “It’s the best for what I want to study.”


“What’s that?”


“Computer science.” Her fingers traced a lopsided heart carved into the surface of the table. Next to it was a vaguely demonic-looking smiley face. “Why’d you choose Brown originally?”


Jeremy shrugged. “I didn’t. It’s where my dad went. He got me in.” He was trying to sound casual, but the way his fingers tightened around his beer bottle spoke otherwise.


“You didn’t want to go there?”


“To be honest, I was never that interested in college in the first place.” He shrugged again. “I didn’t much care where I went.”


Leaning back in her chair, she rested her forearms on the table and cradled her pint glass. “What are you going to do now?”


“I don’t know. My dad will probably give me a job at his company.”


Melody couldn’t help sounding sour. “Must be nice to have everything handed to you without ever having to work for it.”


Jeremy made a noncommittal noise. “Yeah, I guess.” He reached for his beer and took a big swallow. His fingernails were all bitten down to the quick, and she wondered what someone with his cushy life could possibly have to be stressed about.


“What, like it’s not?”


He shifted in his seat, rubbing his palms on his thighs. “Look, I know I’m lucky, okay? I’m not trying to act like it’s a hardship to have money. It’s just . . . no one’s ever bothered to ask me what I actually want to do. I’m just expected to follow whatever path my parents lay out for me. Makes it kind of hard to get too excited about it, that’s all.”


“So, what do you want to do?” Melody asked, since apparently no one ever had.


Shaking his head, he stared down at the table. “I don’t even know. How’s that for pathetic? I have no fucking clue what I want, which is sort of the whole problem, I guess.” He looked up, and a tingle ran down her spine when his eyes found hers. He had this way of looking at you like you were the only one in the room. “Do you know what you want to do?”


She’d known since she was ten, when she got her first computer, an old Compaq Presario—a hand-me-down from one of her mom’s friends. “I want to be a software developer.”


“Why that?”


“Because I’m good with computers. Because I love puzzles and losing myself in code. Because it pays well, and it’s a field with a lot of job growth, so I won’t have to struggle to get by like my mom always did.”


“What’d your mom do for a living?”


“What didn’t she do? Cashier, waitress, esthetician, retail. She’s always hopping from job to job, chasing the next big break—which never seems to materialize.”


Jeremy nodded, as if he understood what it was like living with that kind of financial insecurity, even though he couldn’t possibly. “What about your dad?”


“I never knew him. He took off when he found out my mom was pregnant.”


“That sucks.”


It was Melody’s turn to shrug. “It’s easy not to miss someone who was never there in the first place.”


Jeremy leaned forward, his eyebrows drawing together. “Don’t you ever wonder about him? Or how your life might have been different if he’d stuck around?”


“Not really.” The cut-and-run routine didn’t exactly speak to stellar parenting skills. Whoever he was, she figured she was better off without him. Child support might have been nice, though.


“Sorry if I’m being too nosy.”


“It’s fine,” she said, waving her hand. It shouldn’t have been, but it was.


She’d avoided talking about her background since she’d come to Boston. Most of the students at MIT came from more affluent households with better educated parents, and she didn’t want to stand out as the poor kid whose single mom hadn’t even finished high school. But she didn’t mind talking to Jeremy about it, despite their difference in pedigrees. Maybe because she knew she was never going to see him again, so she didn’t have to care what he thought of her.


He tilted his head and smiled that dazzling smile again. “And here you are, putting yourself through MIT, doing exactly what you want to do with your life.”


It was hard to look directly at him when he was smiling at her like that. Casting her eyes downward, she concentrated on rubbing the condensation off her glass with her thumb. “I guess, yeah.”


He reached across the table and touched her on the arm. His fingers were soft and warm on her skin. “It’s impressive,” he said. “You’re impressive.”


Guys this rich and good looking weren’t supposed to be this nice. She didn’t know what to do with it. She’d never been good at taking compliments anyway. Her instinct was always to argue, which was a habit she’d been trying to break to improve her adulting skills. But that just left her with the urge to hide her head under a blanket and pretend it hadn’t happened.


“I don’t think I’ve ever been good at anything in my life,” he said, sounding wistful. “You’re lucky.”


How crazy was that? A guy with a million-dollar trust fund thought she was the lucky one. She would have laughed out loud, except he seemed completely earnest, like he really wanted her to believe him.


The strange thing was, she did.


Melody had no idea where the time had gone. How had it gotten to be midnight already? Somehow, she and Jeremy had been talking for hours. She was surprised how much she’d been enjoying herself—and how much she actually liked him.


Which was insane. Jeremy was so not her type. They had nothing in common. Like, seriously, nothing. But he was easy to talk to. He made her feel like he really cared about whatever she was saying. Like she was the most interesting person he’d ever met.


It was possible Melody was a bit smitten. Okay, sure, on the surface, he was exactly the sort of pretty, spoiled rich boy she usually despised. But she couldn’t help feeling like there was more to him than that, like there were hidden depths under the boyish charm.


Maybe that was just wishful thinking on her part. Or a byproduct of the three beers she’d had. Or the way her knees went weak whenever he smiled at her . . .


Whatever. He was cute. She would 100 percent sleep with him if he asked. Which he hadn’t, even though she’d been making her best heart-eyes at him for the last hour.


Seriously, was she not doing this flirting thing right? He wouldn’t still be here if he wasn’t interested in her, would he? Should she come right out and tell him she wanted to sleep with him? Or would that freak him out? What did she need to do to close this deal? Because she was ready to bag him up and take him home.


The best part was it didn’t matter that they had nothing in common. He was only in town for the weekend, so there were no issues of compatibility. No question of commitment. No awkward encounters on campus for the next three years. It could just be one night of hot sex with a cute guy, then they never had to see each other again. Win-win.


Jeremy drained the last of his beer and gestured to her almost-empty glass. “You want another?”


“I think I’ve had enough,” she said, shaking her head.


He looked at her for a long moment, long enough for her to feel self-conscious.


“What?”


“I’m trying to figure out how drunk you are.”


“I’m not drunk, I just don’t want another beer.”


When he smiled, she could have sworn his eyes actually twinkled. “In that case, do you want to get out of here?”


Another tingle ran down her spine. “Okay.”









Chapter Three


As they stepped out of the bar, Jeremy reached for her hand like it was the most natural thing in the world.


This is it, Melody thought, squeezing his fingers between hers. I did it.


She felt proud of herself. Gleeful, even.


That must have been what made her stop on the sidewalk in front of the Cask ’n Flagon, hook her hand around Jeremy’s neck, and drag his mouth down to hers. Which was so not her. She was not that girl, but there she was, being that girl.


She didn’t have any explanation for it other than the fact that she’d spent the last couple hours screwing up her courage to put the moves on him, and now that he was hers for the taking, she didn’t want to wait any longer. She wanted to make sure he knew she was all in. Because she was. All in.


After a brief moment of surprise, Jeremy kissed her back with enthusiasm. His lips were warm and delicious. And soft. Like pillows, with just a hint of prickle around them from his stubble. If she weren’t careful, she could melt right into them.


“Sorry,” she mumbled when they came up for air. She wasn’t actually sorry, not even a little. “I guess that was kind of forward, wasn’t it?”


His mouth curled into that smirk again—the one that made her feel so swoony. “I hope there’s a lot more where that came from.” His voice was low and breathy, and the sound of it made her toes curl in anticipation.


They were already standing close, but he moved even closer, pressing his chest against hers as he held onto her waist. His hair had fallen across his forehead, and she reached up to push it back for him. He had a perfect nose. Perfect teeth. And deep crinkles around his eyes from smiling, like he smiled all the time. God, he was gorgeous.


His hands came up to either side of her face and slid into her hair. His breath was warm on her cheeks, and she couldn’t help rising onto her tiptoes, like a sunflower straining toward the sun.


He smiled a slow, warm smile, like he was looking at something beautiful, then kissed her again, so deeply, she could feel it all the way down to the soles of her feet.


She’d thought their last kiss was good, but this one was something else altogether. Melody had never been kissed like this before. Not by the guy with the butt chin during freshman orientation, or either of the boyfriends she’d had in high school. They were all rank amateurs compared to Jeremy. He was in the big leagues. By far the best she’d ever encountered in her not-so-extensive experience. She could go on kissing him forever, basically. He was that good.


When his lips moved away from hers, she let out an involuntary whine of protest—which quickly dissolved into a contented sigh as he mouthed a trail of kisses along her jaw and down her neck. Her hands roamed over his shoulders, then his arms, then his hips. She couldn’t get enough of touching him. She pressed her thigh between his legs and was rewarded with a low growl, which was just—wow. She’d actually made a guy growl. That was a new milestone for her scrapbook.


Melody couldn’t believe she was doing this. Here, on the sidewalk. Outside a bar. She despised people who made out in public. She’d always thought they were gross. Now, she was one of them, and she had absolutely no regrets. Zero.


“My car,” Jeremy panted against her collarbone. “That way.” He waved vaguely down the street.


“Right.” As much fun as they were having here, they could be having so much more somewhere less public. “Come on.” She grabbed his hand and pulled him down the sidewalk.


They walked hand in hand to a parking garage a few blocks away, and he held open the passenger door of a shiny new Mercedes sports coupe. The interior was all leather, and it smelled like luxury . . . and french fries.


As soon as he climbed in behind the wheel, Jeremy twisted in his seat, reaching for her. His fingers stroked her cheek before curling around the back of her neck to pull her toward him.


She had to lean over the console to reach his lips, and although the kissing part was terrific—obviously—it was also awkward. They were too far apart, and there was too much stuff between them. Even when she tucked one leg up underneath her and turned toward him, she couldn’t get close enough. He must have felt the same, because he kept shifting in his seat, jockeying for a better position as his tongue explored her mouth.


The loud blast of the horn startled them apart when his elbow accidentally bumped against it, and they both dissolved into laughter. “Oops,” he said, smiling against her forehead.


Melody pulled back to look at him. “Your place?”


He grimaced, brushing her hair off her forehead. “I’m crashing on my friend Drew’s couch this weekend.”


“Right,” she said. “My dorm room it is.” Thank god her roommate went home to Worcester almost every weekend to see her boyfriend.


Jeremy leaned in for another kiss, but she pushed him away. “Nuh-uh, mister, let’s get this car started. Come on, mush, mush.”


He gave her a look—like he couldn’t believe she’d just said that to him, but also like he wanted to tear her clothes off—and it almost melted her resolve. But then she thought about all the other cars parked around them, and how someone might walk by at any second, and how much she did not want to be seen having sex in a parking garage. She gave his shoulder another shove, and he sighed and twisted around to start the car.


“All right, all right,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I’m mushing, sheesh.”


They had to park about a mile from her residence hall, of course. Then there was the awkward business of signing him in at the front desk, but eventually they made it up to the privacy of her dorm room.


Jeremy stepped in for a kiss almost before she got the door closed. As their mouths crashed together, she shrugged out of her jacket and let it fall to the floor behind her, which she probably shouldn’t have done, but she was way too busy kissing a cute guy to care.


His hands wrapped around her hips, then he lifted and carried her over to the bed. He laid her down on the narrow mattress and stretched out alongside her, propped up on one elbow. His other hand rested on her stomach, his fingers splayed wide and curled slightly into her.


He nudged his nose against her cheek, and she turned toward him, capturing his lips with hers. Their tongues slid together, eager and searching. He leaned into her, the warm weight of his body pressing down on hers, and his hand slipped under her shirt.


Goose bumps shivered over Melody’s skin as his fingertips trailed over her waist, her stomach, her ribcage. Then his hand moved higher, finding her breast and cupping it in his large palm.


Her pulse pounded in her ears, and her chest felt tight, like she couldn’t get enough air.


She wanted this. She was certain of that. But something had changed.


It didn’t feel like it had outside the bar. Before, she’d felt weightless and carefree, like she was in a dream. Now, here, in the harsh fluorescent light of her dorm room, lying on her creaky twin bed with Jeremy’s hand on her breast, it didn’t feel like a dream anymore.


It felt real.


They were alone in her room. It was actually happening. And she’d gone and made the fatal mistake of thinking about it, which was inevitably when everything started to go wrong.


She’d been doing so well up until now, too. She’d been so dazzled by Jeremy’s blue eyes and dimpled smile, it had been easy not to think about anything else.


Like how a guy this hot and rich probably had girls throwing themselves at him everywhere he went—not nerdy bookworms like her, but the sort of girls who routinely threw themselves at hot men and consequently had a lot more experience than she did.


Which had sort of been the whole point of coming out tonight. To do something new. With someone new. And Jeremy was so much hotter than Victor. Only, now that she actually had him in her room, she was terrified she wouldn’t know what to do with him. That she wouldn’t measure up.


He must have sensed something was wrong because he stopped kissing her, which was so, so unfortunate. She let out a sigh of frustration.


“You okay?” he asked, frowning.


“Yep! Great!” she chirped with a brightness she didn’t feel. Her brain needed to shut up. This guy was gorgeous, and more importantly, he actually seemed nice. She wanted more than anything to be able to relax and enjoy this instead of being sabotaged by her stupid brain.


His frown deepened, and he rolled off her, which—arrgh—was not how this was supposed to go. “You’re not—you’re not a virgin, are you?”


“No! God! Definitely not. I’ve totally done this before.”


He exhaled in relief. “Okay, good.”


“Once,” she mumbled at the ceiling—not something she’d planned on admitting. It just slipped out.


His face softened, and he laid his hand on her arm, squeezing gently. “Hey, we don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do. If you’re not comfortable—”


“No!” she protested. “I’m comfortable. Super comfortable! The comfortablest. I want this. I want you. I’m just . . . a little nervous, I guess.”


He gave her an encouraging smile. “You don’t have to be nervous with me.”


Melody snorted. “Yeah, you say that, but you strike me as a guy with pretty extensive experience in this department. Me . . . not so much. I’m just afraid I’ll be a disappointment is all.” Which was exactly the kind of over-sharing she should probably be trying to avoid.


Weirdly, though, he didn’t seem to mind. “Melody,” he said, gazing at her with an intensity that made her stomach do cartwheels, “you’re not going to disappoint me, no matter what happens or doesn’t happen tonight. Okay?”


She let out a shaky, high-pitched laugh. “Yeah, that just shows how little you know me. I happen to be an expert at making an idiot of myself.”


He smiled again—and oh god, he really did have a great smile. “This is not going to be one of those times.”


“How do you know? You don’t even know me. If you did, you’d know I’m crazy good at embarrassing myself. I’m sure I can find a way to do this wrong if I set my mind to it.”


He shook his head, still smiling. “You’re thinking about it like it’s a driving test or something, like you’re going to be graded on your performance.”


“Well, yeah,” she said, giving him her best duh look. “I mean, aren’t I?”


“No!” He laughed. “I’m not going to grade you. It’s supposed to be fun. The whole point is to relax and do whatever comes naturally. Live in the moment.” He reached up and tapped her forehead. “Stop thinking so hard, MIT.”


“Yeeeaaah, see, that’s kind of the whole problem. Not thinking isn’t exactly my strong suit. My brain’s pretty much always going at, like, a million miles an hour, and—”


He shut her up by kissing her, and she sagged against him. “You’re thinking again,” he murmured against her lips.


She exhaled a breath that came out as a sort of moan, and he kissed her again, longer and deeper. Screw it, she decided. So what if she was nervous? She was with a boy who was cute and nice—a combination that didn’t occur often in nature. She was going to make the most of it.


Right. Damn. Now.


“Too many clothes,” she groaned as her hands worked their way under his shirt.


He sat up and yanked his shirt over his head, then quickly shucked off his shorts, leaving him impressively, magnificently naked except for a pair of gray Calvin Klein boxer briefs. Melody took a deep breath and followed suit, pulling off her top and shimmying out of her black skinny jeans. Thank god she’d had the foresight to shave her legs and put on her best lace bra and panties, even though it had totally seemed like wishful thinking at the time.


His gaze was hungry and intense as it roved over her body. “You’re beautiful,” he said, and she felt herself blush. But before she had time to feel too self-conscious, he was leaning in to kiss her again.


Melody rose to meet him halfway, closed her eyes, and let herself live in the moment.


Afterward, they lay wrapped up together on her tiny bed, and for once in her life, Melody felt perfectly relaxed and content. She wished she could bottle this feeling and carry it around with her all the time.


“You doing okay?” Jeremy asked, pressing a kiss to the top of her head.


“Mmmm,” she sighed into his chest. “Never better.”


“Good.”


“So, did I do all right?” she asked, unable to help herself. Because he’d definitely seemed to enjoy it, but she needed to know for sure. For science.


He made a noise of amused exasperation. “What did I tell you? It’s not a test. You weren’t being graded.”


“Yeah, okay,” she said with an impatient huff, “but if you had to give me a grade, what would it be?”


Jeremy’s chest vibrated with laughter. “You’re a crazy person, you know that?”


“So I’ve been told. But seriously, if you were grading on a curve—”


“Definitely an A.”


She lifted her eyes to his. “Really?”


“Really.” His cheeks dimpled. “A-plus, even.”


“Yes!” she said, pumping her fist in the air.


He rolled his eyes and shook his head at her.


Melody laid her head on his chest again. If she held perfectly still, she could feel his heartbeat thumping against her cheek.


She wondered how much longer he was going to stay. Guys didn’t usually spend the night after a hookup, did they? But it didn’t seem like he was in any hurry to leave. Maybe he was as tired as she was. And he was so warm and comfy. She wouldn’t mind if he wanted to stay a little longer.


She nestled against him and let her eyes drift closed.


It was barely light when Melody woke, pulled out of sleep by the sound of Jeremy fumbling around for his clothes. When she opened her eyes, he was bent over, retrieving his clothes from the floor, and she let herself enjoy the view for a second before sitting up. “Never would have pegged you as an early riser.”


He turned around and smiled at her. “I’m not, but as of five minutes ago, my car’s on an expired meter, and my dad threatened to disown me if I got any more parking tickets.” He pulled on his shorts and reached for his shirt, which hung over the back of her desk chair.


“It’s too bad you’re leaving today.”


He tugged his shirt down and came over to the bed, perching on the edge beside her. “Look, Melody—”


“Don’t make promises,” she said. “Last night was perfect. Please don’t ruin it with lies.”


He nodded and reached up to run the pad of his thumb over her cheekbone. “Drew’s about to graduate, and I don’t know when I’ll be coming back to Boston—or if I’ll be coming back at all.”


“It’s fine. Really.” It was. Not that she didn’t like him, but she had her own life to get back to, and he didn’t exactly fit into it.


“But if I do . . . can I call you?” They’d exchanged numbers last night at the bar, but she wasn’t naive enough to think she was ever likely to hear from him again.


Biting her lip, she nodded. “But no promises.”


“You know, if you’re ever in LA—”


“Yeah, right.”


He gave her that head tilt—the one that had made her fall for him in the first place. “If you’re ever in LA,” he said, “you can call me—if you want to. And if I’m free, maybe we can get together. Fair?”


“Fair.”


He kissed her one last time, slowly, like he was savoring it. “Take care of yourself, MIT.”


Then he was gone. Out of her life forever.


She snuggled back under the covers and fell asleep with visions of his dimples and his dumb, floppy hair in her head, not quite ready to forget about him yet.









Chapter Four


Present Day


Six weeks from the end of her senior year, Melody was pacing around her cramped studio apartment like a restless zoo cat.


It was a lousy apartment for pacing: just a rectangle with a tiny kitchen at one end, a bed at the other, and barely enough room in between for a broken-down couch—courtesy of the former tenants—and a rickety IKEA bistro table that doubled as desk. The situation was further aggravated by Melody’s congenital messiness. Navigating around all the books, random computer parts, laundry baskets, and shoes littering the limited floor space made it impossible to work up to a satisfying stride.


After a few minutes, she gave up and sank down onto the couch.


Her travel was officially booked for her interview in Los Angeles next week. There was no good reason for putting this off anymore. If she was going to do it, she needed to do it now or admit she was chickening out.


She could chicken out. There was no shame in it. She didn’t have to do this unless she actually wanted to.


Her thumb hovered over the number in her contacts—a number she’d never once called or gotten a call from in the three years it had been stored there, all but forgotten.


A lot could happen in three years. A lot had happened.


This is a stupid idea.


Or was it? She chewed on her lip, debating with herself.


What was the worst that could happen? He could say no. Which would be uncomfortable, admittedly, but only for about five seconds, then she never had to talk to him again. It was a survivable humiliation.


There was also a decent chance he wouldn’t remember her—which, again, would be awkward, but not, like, end-of-the-world awkward. He would either remember her or he wouldn’t. If he didn’t, she’d just apologize, delete his name from her phone, and move on with her life. No big loss.


He had told her to call him if she was ever in Los Angeles. Granted, it was the morning after a one-night stand, so there was a pretty good chance he hadn’t meant it.


Only . . . it kind of felt like he had? Maybe she was too gullible, or maybe he was better at lying than most guys, but she’d gotten the impression he was hoping she’d call.


Yeah, who was she kidding? She was probably just gullible.


On the other hand, he was literally the only person she knew in LA, and if she was maybe, possibly going to move there, connecting with someone in town could be helpful.


She was trying to start her life over, after all. New beginnings and all that. She needed to open herself up to the possibility of new relationships. That was what her therapist had said. Make some new friends. Put herself out in the world again. Move on.


This could be a first step.


Screw it. She hit dial before she could change her mind.


Jeremy answered on the second ring. “Melody?”


Okay, so he still had her number saved on his phone, which was a good sign. But he’d also said her name like a question, which sounded like either he didn’t remember who she was, or he couldn’t believe she was calling him—that wasn’t so great.


“Jeremy. Hey . . . um, I don’t know if you remember me, but—”


“I remember. MIT girl.”


“Yeah,” she said, exhaling. “That’s me.”


“Wow, it’s been forever.”


“Yeah, it has. I know this is probably super weird, but you said if I was ever in Los Angeles I should call and—”


“You’re in LA?” It was impossible to tell from his inflection whether he was happy or horrified, but it was definitely one or the other.


“Not yet,” she explained, hoping she didn’t sound like some crazy stalker popping up out of his past, “but I have a job interview there next Friday, and I don’t know anyone else in town, so I was thinking, if you’re free, maybe we could meet for coffee or something, and you could help me decide if it’s someplace I’d like to live.”


Wait—did that make it sound like she was expecting him to entice her with sex? It totally sounded like she was fishing for sex, didn’t it?


“I mean, you could answer some questions,” she added before he could say anything, “about, you know, the cost of living, the best parts of town to live in, that sort of thing. I could also just Google it. No pressure.”


OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/cover.jpg
Opposites
attract...

it's not rocket
science!





OEBPS/xhtml/docimages/titlepage.jpg
SUSANNAH NIX

OOOOOOOO





