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This one’s for me.



PROLOGUE


THE TV SCREEN GLOWED PINK IN basement darkness. An animalistic squeal echoed out of the surround-sound system my dad had installed as an early Christmas gift for himself. The squealing became grunts, pulsing from the speaker that shared shelf space with a gilt-framed photo of my grandma Nonna. Her rosary was hanging off one corner of the frame.

Two rabbits (oblivious to the voyeur who was lurking in the shadows, taping their carnal pleasure for future analysis on Animal Planet) humped with reckless abandon. Their speed and ferocity made clear their single-minded objective: Get laid, as quickly and as often as possible.

Never mind the fact that you’ll have a litter of bunnies in a month, I thought. Fuck for fuck’s sake.

If only it were that simple for the rest of us.



1.

“I’M TURNING THIS OFF.” MY BEST friend, Sadie, furrowed her precious brow, squinching up her eyes to hide from the vulgarity on the TV screen. She grabbed the remote from my hands and silenced the thump-thump of animal mating. “This is sick, Chaz. You’re sick for making me watch it.”

In fact she was right. I, Chastity Bryan, am nothing if not a total perv. It has been this way since I first squeezed my tiny ta-tas into that beginner bra back in seventh grade. My parents are perfectly respectable people, churchgoers and community leaders, yadda yadda. But their daughter—me—inherited some sort of nasty gene, and I am magnetically drawn to all things sexual rather than all things traditionally considered “Minnesota nice.” “It’s nature, Sade. Humans do it too, you know.”

She glared at me. “It’s sick, Chaz. Who watches bunnies making love?”

“What they were doing is called ‘humping.’ Plain and simple.” I shrugged, as though sex were a regular, daily activity for me. As if.

As if I’d ever really done it.

As if there were anyone in my town worth doing it with.

As if I would ever get laid.

Unfortunately, I was born in Milton, Minnesota, where the options for sinful human sexuality involve screwing a guy named Vic who drives a snowmobile to school or taking advantage of a scrawny twerp like Herbie Landon. You don’t know Herbie Landon, but you know guys like him. He’s decorated with ready-to-pop backne and hairless legs that shake around inside his jeans like chicken bones. Super hot, right?

Bottom line: I’d had something that resembled sex (I liked to believe what I’d done was “distantly related to the sex family”), but I’d never gotten laid in any kind of real way. I talked a big game and acted like an expert in doing the nasty, but I was as sexless as a deflated blow-up doll. Therefore I got the sexual tension out of my system verbally.

“Don’t you feel guilty, talking like that in front of your grandma?” I looked over at the picture of Nonna. My grandma’s eyebrow was lifted, as if to prove Sadie’s point. Whatever. Nonna had been a fireball back in her day, of that I was certain. I got my vulgarity and honesty from someone, and that someone certainly wasn’t my mom. Mom and I are more like oil and water than yin and yang—we don’t see eye to eye on much of anything, and we certainly don’t complement each other. We couldn’t be more different.

“Nonna loves it,” I mused. “And PS, it’s not as if she can hear anything we’re saying.”

Sadie pursed her lips. “She can hear you from heaven, Chaz. And she’s frowning down upon you, worried about the young woman you’ve become.” Sadie delivered this sermon seriously, but it was just a lecture for the sake of lecturing. Her ranting rolled off my back like hot chocolate sauce.

“I’m a lovely young woman, according to Mrs. Vos and the Academic Achievement Committee.” I shifted on the couch and took control of the remote again, pushing the on button.

“Mrs. Vos is blind in one eye and doesn’t leave the library,” Sadie replied. That was true. “Besides, our whole class probably thinks you’re a lovely young woman. No one knows you like I do, Chastity Bryan. You actually seem sort of normal—blandly normal.”

I grinned. “That’s my goal.” It was, actually. Blending in and keeping up appearances are everything in a small town like Milton. I was already the odd one out in my family, and that was hard enough. I only needed to suffer through this charade for six more months; then I would be out of this house and this town going … somewhere else. With different people. The specifics were still to be determined.

“You’d think after living eighteen years in Milton, someone besides me would know the real you.” Sadie shook her head. When she said the next bit, I knew she was being silly, but it struck an honest chord and, quite frankly, stung a little. “No boyfriends, no scandal, no dirt. It’s like you never even existed in this town.”

That was the point.

“Ugh, I feel terrible,” Sadie muttered. I peeked out from behind the shower curtain and spotted Sades assessing her flawless forehead in my mom’s ultramagnifying facial mirror.

We had hung out in the basement, channel-surfing, for a little while longer, until I reluctantly hit the shower to prepare myself for work at Matt’s Bar, our town dive and my humble place of employment. Sadie was keeping me company, but mostly she was hanging in the bathroom so she could be near the toilet. She’d eaten something nasty at her cousin’s house the weekend before, and ever since she’d been lingering near the loo.

“Isn’t a stomach virus supposed to go away in, like, twenty-four hours?” she whined.

“You’ve gotta let it slink through your system and take its own sweet time.”

“Doesn’t your shift start at six?” Sadie asked, after a pause during which I was sure she was popping an unseen zit.

I turned the water off and grabbed my towel from its hook. “Yeah,” I admitted. “I’m running a little late.”

“It’s six now.”

“I get it.”

“I can get a ride with you, right?” Sadie asked.

“I just assumed that’s why you were still here.”

She grinned. “I’m meeting Trav at Matt’s. He can give me a ride home.”

“Ooh.” My voice came out furry from under my towel. I had my head flipped upside down to dry my tangled mess of brown curls. “Sneaking out with the boy without Mom knowing, huh? Am I your alibi?”

Looking out from under my mass of knotted hair, I saw Sadie open her wide blue eyes guiltily. “Are you okay with that?” she asked earnestly.

“Sade, have I ever judged?” I stepped naked out of the shower stall, my towel a turban. “I like to be your alibi. I appreciate the fact that at least you’re getting some. One of us should be having sex. Of course, it should be me, since you seem so crippled with guilt about it, but whatever.”

Sadie dropped her head, groaning. I could sense the vomit boiling up again, and I hustled out of the bathroom and down the hall to my room. My parents were at a church dinner or something, so the nudity mattered not.

I held my boobs as I sauntered into my room, cupping them inside my warm palms. I’m proud of my tits, but a little dismayed that they don’t spill out from between my fingers when I grab them like this. Sadie’s boobs are Cs—in some brands Ds, even—and I always envy her for how she looks in snug-fitting T-shirts. I have runner legs, though, and know that what I lack in chest volume I make up for in skinny legs that actually look good in cheap jeans.

I grabbed a boring bra out of my drawer, strapping my little guys in under two thin triangular swatches of pink fabric. Then I threw on my Matt’s Bar T-shirt and a pair of baggy jeans and headed back down the hall to the bathroom. Peering around the partly closed door, I called, “You okay?”

“How much of this crap is in me?” Sadie moaned as she passed a comb out the crack of open door. I took the hint, pulling the cheap plastic through my thick, unruly mane.

“Ready to go?”

“Are you?” Sadie opened the door to give me the once-over. “Your hair is half brushed.”

“It’s Matt’s,” I replied. “That’s good enough.”

And then we took off.

Matt’s Bar is on the main street in town, wedged between the gas station and an old, run-down movie theater. We don’t get first-run films in Milton anymore. The theater was once a second-run discount theater, then an indie-film venue, and now it’s an adult-movie place. Sadie lives less than a half mile away from Matt’s, still technically “in town,” but I live a few miles down a dirt road, literally on the outskirts of nowhere.

I pulled into the lot behind the bar and went through the back door. Sadie tentatively followed—she gets a little weird about coming into Matt’s without her parents, since it’s called a bar and all, but really, Matt’s is just a regular old restaurant with a few old drunks who frequent the place. You can’t afford to be picky in Milton, since Matt’s is one of three options for eating out.

Gina’s Pizza, which is owned by Matt’s ex-wife, is down at the other end of town and serves up more health-code violations than slices. Then there’s Café Cheapo (it’s officially Café Français, but I’m not sure anyone even knows that), which sells these nasty sandwiches and burned cappuccinos. Dining is not a highlight in Milton—you have to drive twenty miles to Flanders, population fifteen thousand, if you want to get McDonald’s or a piece of steak.

In truth Matt’s actually has decent food. We’re sort of famous for our cheeseburgers, and the fries are cooked in bacon grease that drips off the racks above the fryers. That sounds totally grode, but people like it, and that means business is steady most of the time. Matt also had a fling with a Jamaican chick years ago, so we serve a yummy jerk chicken that people even drive in from Minneapolis for every now and then.

“Are you cool?” I asked Sadie as I ducked under the counter. “Sit—I’ll get you a root beer.”

For a Saturday night the place was pretty slow. There were only a few tables full, and it looked like Angela had already waited on all of them. “You’re late,” Angela chirped, pecking me on the cheek as she hustled by with two handfuls of empty pint glasses.

“Sorry.”

“I don’t care—Matt’s in back, and I covered for you. Pay me back by having us all over next weekend?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, whatever.” The crew from Matt’s loves coming to my house, since the basement is big and now has surround-sound HDTV, and my parents leave us pretty much alone. Angela graduated from high school a year ago and should have her own place, but she still lives with her parents in a tiny little house at the very edge of town. She needs to get out of there, but who am I to judge?

“Thanks, babe.” Angela beamed as she flitted by, off to the kitchen to unload the dirty glasses. And probably sneak in a little kissy-kissy with Ryan the dishwasher, who she’s been hanging out with lately. “Oh, and you’re on table six. You’re welcome!”

I glanced over at the table nearest the front window—guy, late teens/early twenties, alone. “Thank you,” I muttered to Angela, who was long gone. I pulled my lip gloss out of my pocket and strolled over to my first table of the night. “Any questions?” I asked, hands on hips. The guy sitting at the table looked up, and my heart thudded nervously.

“What do you recommend?” He had been squinting to read the menu, and his eyes stayed bunched up when he looked at me. There was something very James Dean about his look that made me feel a little dangerous all of a sudden. Of course, his puffy black Patagonia jacket was totally nonrugged, but the look on his face made me think he was up to no good most of the time. I was probably inventing this for my own sexual fantasy, but I wanted to believe I was right.

I blinked deliberately, the flirt instinct kicking into gear. This guy was not from around here, and I had to do my part to make him stay.

Milton needed a guy like this.

I needed a guy like this.

I lowered my lashes and sucked my pen. “The cheeseburger is famous. But if you haven’t had jerk chicken …”

“What do you like?” he asked. His lips curled into a smirk. It may have been his natural look, but I imagined the expression had been crafted just for me.

I shrugged. “It’s your call. I like it all.”

“Really?” He leaned back in his chair and dropped the menu back into its slot in between the ketchup and mustard in the middle of the table. “Surprise me.”

He knew he was hot. Of that I was certain. I looked at him for one more second, then turned on my heel and walked away. “I want that guy,” I declared to Sadie as I returned to the bar. “I must have that guy.” She turned one hundred eighty degrees in her seat and stared at the sexpot at table six. “Nice. Thanks for the subtlety, Sade.”

“Who is he?”

“No clue,” I responded, writing up a ticket for a cheese burger, fries, and a side of jerk chicken. If table six was going to be coy about it, I might as well give him a big order and hope he tipped 20 percent. I slapped the ticket up on the counter between the bar and the kitchen and called, “Order in!” to Wolf, the cook.

“He wasn’t in Jeremy’s class.” She watched my boy from her post at the bar. Jeremy is Sadie’s brother. He graduated from Milton two years ago and moved far, far away to Flanders. Flanders is a popular postgraduation destination for Milton High alums. The thought of that being my future horrifies me. It simply will not happen.

I shook my head and took a sip of water through a straw. “That guy is not from Milton,” I declared. “That jacket is not from Milton.” I watched the front door ease open and saw Trav peek in. “Trav’s here.”

Sadie instantly perked up, her postpuke face flushing pink again. “Thanks for the lift, Chastity.” She hopped off her bar stool and bundled up inside her thick, furry parka. “See ya Monday at school, ’kay?”

I cringed at the sound of my full name, then waved them out of the bar. “Be safe!” But Sadie was already gone—as if they needed the warning anyway.

“Order up!” Wolf peered up over the kitchen window. “What up, Chaz?” With his tongue he pushed a wad of chew back into place inside his cheek. In case you were wondering, Wolf is his real name. Wolf’s brother is Bear, and his dad goes by Skunk. The mom is long gone. Do you blame her?

“Thanks.” The plate was hot, but it didn’t really affect me. I’m tough as nails, a waitress extraordinaire. When I got to his table, Sexy Boy was texting someone. I lingered until he hit send.

He looked up at me expectantly, pulling gum out of his mouth to stuff it in the corner of his napkin. “Did you want some? You ordered me enough to feed both of us.”

I shrugged. “Is that a real offer? If so, yeah.”

“Sit.”

My mind flashed ahead to a future scene where he would grab me and throw me down on a bed or a couch or a floor (I wasn’t picky), commanding me with the same voice he’d just used for the word “sit.” I wanted that scene to happen. Now. “Do you like?” I wrapped my fingers around the neck of the ketchup bottle and settled into the seat across from him to grab a fry.

When he answered, “God, yes,” his mouth was full of cheesy burger, and a tiny piece of toasted bun was stuck in his intentionally overgrown facial hair. I reached out and grabbed the crumb. Again, the flash of future sex scenes danced in my head, and my tongue licked my lips instinctively. His lips were a little on the thin side, but they looked like the perfect dessert nonetheless.

Oh, God, I thought. I need this guy. Though I wanted to get up and sit on his lap, I chose instead to say, “You’re not from here.” He looked up, lifting an eyebrow. “There are three thousand people in Milton, and our high school graduating class is thirty-five. Thirty-four if you take out Melinda Planton, who skipped too many days to graduate. Let’s just say I think I know most people my age.”

“And what age is that?” he asked.

I popped a fry into my mouth, chewed, then finally said, “Eighteen.”

He smiled, a trickle of grease illuminating the edge of his lower lip. “Same.”

“Great.”

A pause, then he admitted, “I live in North Carolina.”

“Why the hell are you here?”

“Are you the welcoming committee?”

I laughed at that. I’d like to welcome him, all right. “It just seems like a long way from home. And Milton is sort of a random stop for someone visiting Minnesota.”

“My dad moved here last summer. Chris Bowman?”

“The guy who runs the wilderness outfitter?” I could picture him—but he was still new to town and didn’t get an invite to my folks’ holiday party, so I didn’t know him or anything.

He nodded. “Custody battle. My dad won Christmas break this year, so he and my mom decided to give me a bonus week of winter break to spend quality time here in the Great North Woods with Dad.”

“Nice. Lucky you.” As I led a forkful of chicken toward my mouth, I noticed Matt watching me from behind the bar. “Enjoy, okay?” I got up and sashayed back to the bar.

When I dropped the check on his table a little while later, the North Carolina hottie grabbed my arm. “Don’t waitresses usually sign the check? Write something like, ‘Thanks, heart, Deanna?’”

“I don’t do that.” I relished the feeling of his fingers on me. Touch me everywhere, I begged (silently).

“You should. That way I’d know your name.”

“You could just ask me, you know.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?” I asked, teasing him. If by touching me he could play with my physical senses the way he was, I could fuck with his mind a little bit, right?

“I’m Sebastian.” Pause. “So?” He looked at me expectantly, the squint back in his eyes. “What’s your name?”

“Chastity.”

He smiled and asked nothing more.

When he left a few minutes later, I was in back, trying to breathe again.

He tipped 40 percent.

Angela stopped me on my way out after my shift. She and Wolf were smoking out back next to the Dumpster—Matt would be closing up soon, and the place was empty. Angela took a drag on her cigarette and blew it in my general direction. It was bitterly cold outside—if I’d smoked, I’d sure as hell have quit in this weather. “You’re gonna screw that guy, aren’t you?” Angela said gleefully.

“Ange, that is the goal.”

Wolf chuckled, shaking his head. “Your first kiss, huh? You really want to lose it to Mr. Patagonia?”

“What?” I said, all innocence. “You think I’m saving myself for you?” I narrowed my eyes at Wolf. “Let’s see … scrawny legs, chew pack, rotted-out teeth, and a penis the size of a French fry? Oh, I’m dreaming of the day.” Ange cracked up—she’d hooked up with Wolf, and I’d been treated to the sordid details. All of the miniscule detail.

“I’m gonna get that cherry, Chaz.” Wolf was amusing himself. “You know you want it, baby.” He spat a slimy chew loogie at the base of the Dumpster. It slid down the cold metal and pooled into a pile of rapidly freezing goober on the asphalt.

“Kiss it, freak,” I replied, touching my lips to my middle finger before flashing it at him. “My cherry was plucked long ago, and it was sex that would rock your world.” Then I hopped in my car and peeled out of the Matt’s lot as fast as my little Toyota would let me.



2.

I’D LIED TO WOLF. MY “CHERRY plucking” had been about as thrilling as a visit to the SPAM processing plant in Austin, Minnesota. It had happened almost exactly a year ago, and I was still paying the consequences of my actions. Not with scabies or a baby or emotional scarring or anything as dramatic as that. No, my actions were haunting me in the form of romantic obsession by the dopey Hunter Johnson. And romance and touchy-feely bullshit were not things I needed—then, or ever.

Here’s how it all went down:

It was Saturday afternoon, the first day of winter break. My parents were gearing up for their annual kladdkaka and köttbullar holiday party. That means gooey chocolate cake and meatballs, to translate it for the non-Swedes (my mom’s maiden name is Ingvarsson, in case you were wondering where the Swedish connection came from). My folks host this little festival every year, and damn near everyone in our rinky-dink town comes over for spiced rum punch (called glögg in Svenska) and awkward mingling.

Things only get interesting after someone—usually Mrs. Krapp—accidentally flashes a tit or says someone’s wife looks a little thicker around the middle. The best was the time James Livingston accidentally dropped his keys into the bowl of pickled herring slices, and Mrs. Krapp fished them out with her mouth. Granted, that happened after the party had been swinging for, like, seven hours, and there were only a few drunken stragglers left, but it was classic.

Mrs. Krapp was in the hospital for some unknown ailment (probably cirrhosis) during last year’s party, which meant it was a little milder than usual. So I ended up spicing things up with a little fun of my own design.

For years my mom had been harping on about the quality and potential of Hunter Johnson. She and Miriam Johnson are in church choir together, and apparently they do a lot more gabbing than singing in choir practice. She knows weird things about Hunter that I don’t care to know.

Such as, he was at one time prone to flaky scalp. He started using some special Internet-order shampoo, which gave him thick, lustrous locks that my mom is very fond of. I knew this because my mom came home recommending the shampoo to me after I’d complained about my hair being lifeless and dull.

“He’s such a nice kid,” my mom said once, after we’d bumped into Hunter at the car wash/gas station where he works on weekends. “You can’t do much better than that.”

“Wow. Thanks, Mom.”

My mom rolled her eyes at me in the rearview mirror. I always sit in back when I ride around town with my mom. She’s taken the new car seat regulations to the extreme and is convinced that I am safest in the back, never mind the fact that I’m eighteen and have my driver’s license. I don’t mind her little neuroses—it makes me more comfortable to keep my distance. With her up front and me behind, I can also pretend that she is my driver and put a pretend plastic shield (à la cop cars) between us. Imagination is a useful tool every now and again. That’s all I have in my rural hell of a hometown.

After Mom glared at me in the mirror, she stopped to smooth her eyebrows into a tidy line. “You know what I mean—Hunter is a catch.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll politely disagree,” I replied. As if knowing that Hunter had dandruff was going to win me over. As if I’d ever take my mom’s recommendation on a guy. Ick.

She fixed me with a look, her manicured brows arched into little peaks. “It’s never polite to disagree with your mother.” She returned her eyes to the road.

“To that I will politely disagree once more. A girl needs to learn to stand up for herself, or she’ll simply become the next victim of domestic assault and corporate discrimination.”

My mom released an icy breath from between pinched lips. I knew it was cool and wintergreen-scented because I’d just seen her pop four mini breath mints into her mouth. Besides which, everything my mom said was downright chilly. “Why are you so dramatic and strange?” she demanded.

“Strange” does not equal “good” in my mom’s view. Conformity and normalcy and keeping things at a distance are far preferable. “I’m just saying, I’m not interested in Hunter Johnson. He’s totally boring.”

“You’ll come around,” she reasoned. “You’ll see.”

The conversation had ended there that day, but it picked up again very shortly thereafter at the holiday party. Just as last year’s party was swinging into gear, my mom proudly announced that Miriam Johnson was bringing her son, my classmate. I stuffed my mouth with meatballs and hoped to choke just enough that I’d be excused for the night. Instead I drooled sauce and spent the rest of the party wearing a shirt with a greasy splat.

When Hunter arrived, sporting a stunning green button-down dress shirt and a red cardigan, I strolled over and murmured, “That sweater is hot.”

Hunter’s face lit up like a furnace, his cheeks a splotchy red pattern that glowed with embarrassment. “It’s a holiday theme,” he explained. “Red and green, you know?”

“I get it, Hunter.” He was so awkward. “Do you want some punch?”

His eyes brightened, looking toward the well-stocked buffet and bar. The booze-free punch bowl was right next to the festive variety, and I could tell that Hunter and I were on the same page. “Should I get two?” he offered.

“Please.” When he returned with our hot, toasty, drunken cups, Hunter and I sat together on the love seat in the living room. My mom and Miriam were all atwitter in the kitchen, stealing glances at us with hope bubbling up and out of every crevice. “I’m glad you came,” I told Hunter honestly. I was so sick of playing nice at these parties, and my parents never let me hide away in my room alone. Apparently, not wanting to play with adults was antisocial, and no other kids were ever forced to come to these things.

I noticed for the first time that Hunter was a tiny bit cuter than I’d previously given him credit for. Perhaps the glögg had given me a nice pair of beer goggles—it certainly had armed me with a bonus boost of confidence. “Me too,” Hunter said, eagerly gulping down a steaming glassful. “Thanks for asking your mom to ask mine if I would come.”

“Pardon?” Was he nuts? Did he honestly think that I’d specifically requested his presence?

“My mom said you asked if I could—” He broke off, embarrassed. “You didn’t, did you?”

“Um, no.” I cringed. “I think our moms are obsessed with us hooking up.” He reddened again. I so enjoy making boys squirm. All it takes is a little honesty and a few carefully selected words, and they are jelly. This could be fun. I set my half-full cup on the coffee table and switched over to a whisper. “Maybe we should just hook up and make them happy, huh?”

Hunter choked down the rest of his rum punch and looked at me like I was crazy. I just stared back. “Are you being serious?” he asked finally, pulling his sweater off and balling it up on his lap.

I let my hand drop to my side, and my fingers danced along the outside of his thigh before settling in under my own ass. “Interested?”

He blinked and stood up, holding his cardigan across the front of his body like a shield. I hopped off the couch and led the way toward the stairs to my room. As we passed my mom I said cheerfully, “We’re going to go listen to some music.”

Miriam beamed, and my mom responded, “Okeydokey.” Oh, parents. They’re so sweet.

Here’s the thing: I’d obviously been wanting to get it on for quite some time, but opportunity just didn’t knock all that often. In fact opportunity had never knocked for me, so I was pretty freaking eager to open that door while someone was standing on the other side.

Granted, Hunter wasn’t exactly the charming, irresistible stallion I’d been hoping for, but I lacked the gene that makes a lot of girls feel like they need to lose it to someone special. I’d always seen the virginity handicap as a hurdle I simply needed to step over so that I could get on with my sexual liberation already. Based on his reaction, I figured Hunter was happy to play along. It wasn’t like we would need to become soul mates afterward—we could just have a little fun.

I pulled Hunter into my bedroom and pushed him up against the door to close it behind us. His breath was coming in short, rum-scented bursts. In a surprisingly hot move Hunter grabbed my wrists and maneuvered me so I was up against the wall, his body pinning mine. “Is this okay?” he half moaned, clearly hoping for the answer I was about to give him.

I nodded and felt something hard poking through the thin fabric at the top of his jeans pocket. Ooh, nice, I mused. That is one of the attributes my mom didn’t use to sell Hunter. His was not a small package. “We can go on the bed if you want.”

He moaned again, which made me chuckle. “What’s funny?” he pulled back, obviously self-conscious.

I answered by pulling him over to the bed. I lay down and looked up at him standing there framed against the dim twilight coming through the window. If I could get past the puffy hair and scrawny body, Hunter was actually kind of cute. Maybe … ?

He eased himself into a sitting position, then stood back up to take off his shoes, placing them side by side at the foot of my bed. He grinned sheepishly before lying down next to me, caressing my hair with his long fingers. It was a sweet gesture, but I really didn’t want Hunter to get any wrong ideas. This was not the start of a relationship, and it was not a seduction scene. We were both in my room for one thing, and I for one was ready to get on with it.

I ran my left hand down the front of his body, stroking his stomach on my way to something else. Another groan—I held my laughter this time. My fingers reached for his fly, releasing the button before carefully pulling the zipper down. His pants flapped open, and I could see the bulge waiting to escape.

I could feel Hunter holding his breath, and his heart thumped wildly next to me. I chose not to look at him, for fear I would crack up. In truth I was a little nervous, this close to something I’d been curious about for so long. My nerves often came out as laughter.

My hand opened his pants farther, and two fingers slipped inside the buttoned flap of his boxers. I knew my hand was cold, and I had a momentary urge to apologize, but I was pretty sure it didn’t really matter. He was hot inside his boxers, his skin firm and soft at the same time. My fingers started to do their own thing, rubbing upward and downward gently. Another moan.

I sat up on my knees and lifted one leg over his body. He adjusted himself so he was in the middle of my bed and I was straddled over him, both of us still mostly clothed. I slid down so I was over his thighs, then pulled his jeans down. His eyes were closed, and I was pretty sure he thought I was moving in for a blow job. That was so not going to happen—if we were going to do this, I wanted to get something out of it too, and no matter what girls say, giving a guy a blow is totally non-rewarding. And no guy is willing to reciprocate once you’ve done the deed. I learned that the not-so-fun way with Trent Radnor, the last boy I’d been with, back in tenth grade.
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