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1 - Austin
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	So this was what my life had come to, spending Sunday night at an old folks’ home. My life had officially hit an all-time low.

	Music blared from the open doors behind me, but Hazelcrest’s hallways were relatively quiet, and in the off-shoot hallways, the lighting was dim, which was good news for the pounding in my head. Plus, out here, there was no disco ball or flashing bright lights that made my head feel like it was housing a jackhammer.

	I’d stayed up way too late last night--being stuck at a police precinct wasn’t exactly my bed--and I hadn’t crawled under my covers until three in the morning. Dad had me up and at’em at eight with his passive aggressive stares and deep sighs. He told me I was going to work until I figured out my life.

	I snorted. Thing was, I liked my life. It was Dad who didn’t agree with my choices. But I didn’t agree with him. So we’d come to an impasse. Too bad Dad didn’t see it as a draw. He was determined to change me into what he wanted me to be.

	And I was determined not to. I liked where I was.

	I glanced back into the rec room to watch the football team and a bunch of prissy ballerinas laughing and talking as they swayed in time to some old-timey music.

	Lame. So incredibly lame.

	How much would my dad kill me if I left early? I spotted him talking to one of the walking mummies that lived in this depressing place. Dad had his work face on. Coach Reynolds was on duty. His smile made my stomach churn. The whole ‘I’m such a good role model for these young, impressionable boys’ schtick made me want to barf.

	I watched him, noting that every few seconds, between breaths, he would scan the crowd of teenagers. No doubt he was looking for me. Yeah, he’d definitely notice if I disappeared.

	I sighed and leaned back against the wall beside me. I was stuck here, wasting my life at what the invitation had called ‘a do-over dance’. Whatever that meant.

	Two giggling girls walked past me. I recognized them. They were from my school, not the fancy pants ballet academy of uptight divas. I didn’t know their names, but I had a few classes with them.

	“I can’t believe Cooper planned all this just for Eve,” one said with the sort of sappy sigh that made me cringe.

	“I know, right? So romantic,” the other girl said as they headed back into the dance.

	They hadn’t seen me. The lighting really was pretty dim in the corner where I stood. My answering scoff was lost on them as they headed back inside.

	Romantic? Please. More like desperate.

	I might have been the kicker on the football team, but that didn’t mean I was friends with the team. The only reason I played was because my dad forced the issue. The only way I could play soccer was if I filled in as the football team’s kicker too.

	So no. Not a fan of the oversized goon squad inside. I barely even knew Cooper, the guy who’d planned all this to make up for whatever he’d done wrong at the first dance. The first dance was no doubt just as lame as this one, but in our high school’s gymnasium rather than an old folks’ home. I hadn’t gone to that dance, and I never would have shown my face here if my dad hadn’t threatened to take away everything I had if I didn’t come.

	Cooper’s girl, Eve, was new to Oakwood High, so I’d never even talked to her. The most I knew about her was that she used to go to the ballet academy and her older brother was Cooper’s best friend, Trenton Lawson. Now that dude, I remembered. My dad had a hissy fit when he graduated because he’d lost one of his best players. It was no secret that the team was all my dad actually cared about.

	At least, it was all he’d cared about since mom died last year.

	My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it. There was no way I’d admit to Kendall that I was spending my last few precious weekend hours at an assisted living facility with a bunch of mindless jocks from the football team and a bunch of giggling goody-two-shoes who thought a disco ball and fruit punch were a good time.

	I was fairly certain that they wouldn’t know a good time if it slapped them in the face.

	Kendall would laugh her butt off if she knew I was here right now. I slipped my hand into my pocket, already caving on my decision not to reply to her latest text. She really should be entertaining me, at the very least. It was partially her fault my dad had me on lockdown. I’d told her we’d get caught sneaking into the school after hours. But did she listen? Nah. The girl was fearless. That was what made her so fun to be with. She helped me relax and forget my sucky life.

	Plus, she was beautiful and stayed by my side when my mom passed away. She knew me, and despite my dad’s attempt to break us up, she was the only person that kept my feet on the ground. With her, I felt like I could breathe.

	I groaned as a cheesy old fifties song came on in the rec room. My head pounded from the beat and the fact that I was stuck here for another hour before I could even ask my dad if we could leave. I’d stooped to a whole new low.

	I needed a distraction. My phone was in my hand, and I was about to hit reply when the front doors of the facility swung open.

	The sun was just above the tree line, so the girl who walked in was backlit, and it took a few seconds for her to move so I could make out her face. She was squinting as her gaze scanned the hallway. I just barely held back a laugh as she plunged headlong toward the open rec room doors.

	Maybe cheesy old pop music was like a siren song for chicks.

	I pushed off the wall for a better look as she neared. The closer she got, the more I could make out. Red curly hair, a little button nose, and a pointed chin.

	The girl was cute. Not like a smokin’ hottie or anything, but she was definitely cute. And she was new. At least, I’d never seen her around. So either she was one of the ballerina crew or—

	“Oof!” The girl ran smack into me.

	“Whoa,” I said. I grabbed her by her arms to steady her, all the while trying not to laugh. After all, I was just standing there. I’d stepped out of the shadows and right into her path. At six-foot, I wasn’t exactly easy to miss. Had she honestly not seen me?

	Judging by the dazed way she was blinking up at me, the answer was no. She definitely hadn’t seen me.

	She cleared her throat, and I could practically see her shock fading into confusion as she glanced past me toward the bizarre scene in the rec room. I mean, it wasn’t every day high schoolers held a fake formal at a home for the elderly. Sure enough…

	“What’s going on in there?” she asked.

	No ‘hi, my name is…’ No ‘hey, what’s your name?’ This girl was all business. And the fact that she had no clue who the people inside were or why they were currently dancing the electric slide—so unbelievably lame—meant my first guess was on the mark: new girl.

	“A dance,” I said.

	“A dance?” she repeated. Like I was speaking a foreign language or something.

	I rested one shoulder against the wall, my lips tugging up on one side at her obvious confusion. “Yep. Do they not have dances at the local old folks’ home where you come from?”

	“Where I come from?”

	“You’re new, right?” I asked.

	She cleared her throat again, her gaze not quite meeting mine. “Well, um, yes.”

	I wasn’t sure if I pitied this girl or envied her. I mean, I’d never been the new kid. I’d been living in Oakwood my entire life. This place was filled with history for me. Memories of my mom everywhere I looked, and disappointment from my dad every time I turned around. And for a second there, staring into this girl’s bright blue eyes, I felt like my chest was being crushed. It was as if this town and my dad’s judgy glare and all my teammates’ drama and my mom’s dreams for my future…all of it was a boa constrictor around my lungs, squeezing the air out of me and making it impossible to breathe.

	I would freakin’ kill to be the new guy somewhere. Anywhere but here.

	Her gaze finally flickered over to meet mine, and I felt a jolt of concern. Envy and pity were indistinguishable as I leaned forward, feeling her whole body stiffen as the red curls at her temple brushed my cheek. She was new, but that didn’t mean that this town wouldn’t eventually wrap its fingers around her and she’d end up with the same fate. I felt it was my responsibility to warn her before it got too late.

	“Word of advice? Get out of this town while you still can,” I whispered.

	Her eyes were wide with surprise when I pulled back. Her lips parted like she was going to say something, but that tightness in my chest was still there, threatening to suffocate me. I had to get out of here.

	I forced a smile and gave the girl a wink that had her blinking like an owl.

	Someone turned up the volume in the rec room, and my phone buzzed again in my pocket. I needed air, and I needed it now. I headed down the hallway and turned the corner.

	There was a bright red exit sign at the end of this hallway and it was calling my name. I pressed the door release button--half expecting a siren to scream that it had been opened--but there was nothing. So I slipped out into the now dark abyss outside.

	It was freakin’ cold, but the air helped to clear my head. I’d been right. Kendall had been texting me. Mocking me for being grounded. She was lucky, she didn’t have a drill sergeant for a father, and her mother didn’t seem to care what she did. She hadn’t even gotten in trouble when we’d been hauled down to the station for breaking into school property, and she found it hilarious that I’d been grounded while she roamed free.

	I hadn’t told her the best part. My dad thought all the trouble I’d been getting into lately was her fault. “Bad influence,” he kept calling her. She’d think that was hysterical. And if I ever got let out of dad prison long enough to see her again, I’d tell her just to watch her crack up.

	After a couple texts shot off to Kendall to let her know I’m still in jail and a few deep breaths, I was ready to head back inside. Not that I wanted to rejoin this do-over dance from hell, but I wasn’t up for another round of lectures from my dad either. And he wasn’t going to let me off the hook if I waited much longer.

	The door I’d escaped through was locked, so I had to trudge through the snow to the front door. The second I walked into the rec room, my dad spotted me and came over in a rush. I winced, anticipating the backlash that was coming.

	“There he is,” he called out way too loudly. My dad was a football coach. Everything he said came out way too loud. “Austin, over here.”

	It wasn’t a request, and if I didn’t hurry, he’d get more demanding. I headed over, and as I drew close, I realized he wasn’t talking to the old lady anymore. He was with a middle-aged couple and...that girl.

	I almost stopped walking as I recognized the redhead from the hallway. The older couple looked like her parents—her mom had the same red curls.

	It wasn’t until I’d drawn close that my dad gave me the fakest smile I’d ever seen. It was the smile of a proud parent. It made me sick.

	He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “This is Austin.” He turned to face them. “Austin, meet your mom’s best friend in the whole world—”

	Jessica. Jessica Lansing.

	“Jessica Lansing,” my dad finished. The air rushed out of my lungs as he continued, telling me her husband’s name, as if I didn’t already know it. He reached out a hand to shake mine.

	I was moving on autopilot as I reached out and shook it. My mind had totally switched off as shock rippled through me.

	Crap. I should never have come back inside. I wasn’t ready for this. I wasn’t ready for her.

	I turned back to Jessica. My mom’s best friend. “Kindergarten bosom buddies,” my mom would say as she pointed to their picture. Jessica looked the same, just older. She was smiling at me, but the smile was soft. Sad.

	She was looking at me like she knew. It was what we all knew.

	My mom was never coming back.

	My heart pounded in my chest, and all I could think about was how my mom was no longer here, but her friend was. She was standing in front of me. Jessica. Jess. My mom called her Jess when they talked on the phone. I always knew it was her on the other line because she was the only person who made my mom laugh until she cried.

	“You look just like her,” Jessica said, her eyes were warm and so full of sympathy that it made my chest collapse. There was no longer space for my lungs to expand. I was going to die here, deprived of oxygen.

	I tried to swallow. I tried to speak. All I could manage was a nod. I mean, I’d heard it before. I heard it all the time, actually. I’d definitely gotten my mom’s looks with the dark hair and the green eyes. I got the height from my dad, but everything else about me came from my mom’s side. With her gone, it made it harder to hear.

	But coming from Jessica? There was something different about the words. The sound they made on her lips. She added something. Sympathy. The look in her eyes that said she missed my mom as much as I did.

	Which was ridiculous. No one missed my mom as much as me. No one knew the pain I experienced when I watched her slip away. And it angered me that she acted like she did. I tore my gaze away from that torturous look of understanding to focus on something else.

	Cora.

	I knew her name even before my dad officially introduced her. I’d been hearing this girl’s name my whole life.

	“She’ll be attending the ballet academy. Isn’t that great? Maybe you can show her around. Introduce her to some of your teammates.” My dad kept talking, but all I could hear was my mom’s voice in my head just as surely as if she was standing right next to me. Oh, did I tell you? Cora got the lead role in The Nutcracker.

	Good for her, I said with a roll of my eyes.

	Cora says hello, my mom said when we picked her up from the airport after her last visit to Dallas. It was the last time she’d traveled. Right after that she’d found out that her cancer was back. Five years in remission and then we were back at square one.

	I’d never gone with her on those trips to Dallas. Dad used to joke that they were her girls’ weekends. And I’d never been forced to go along to visit Cora’s family when they’d come to town to visit either.

	Mom was cool like that.

	But now here she was. The famous Cora. In person. She had her mom’s red hair, but that was where the similarities ended. Cora gave me a little wave as I stared at her. She pressed her lips together in a sort of smile-slash-wince that seemed to acknowledge that we’d already met.

	Sort of.

	But even if we hadn’t run into one another out in the hallway, I had no doubt she recognized me too. My name, at least. I bet she’d heard all about me. I had no doubt she’d seen her mom laughing on their end whenever they talked—which was all the time.

	I knew without a doubt that she’d watched her mom cry her eyes out when she got the news about my mom. That it was over. That the fight was done, as my dad would say.

	The battle with cancer had ended, and my mom had lost.

	The flood of memories made my stomach turn and my head started to swim.

	Air. I needed air.

	Cora’s gaze was still on me, her polite smile firmly in place. I could see what she was thinking. How she felt about me. I could see her pity, and it angered me until I couldn’t take this meet-cute anymore. My feet backed away before I’d even made the decision to go.

	“I, uh…” I was mumbling as my dad turned to me with a frown. “I’ve got homework to do.”

	I didn’t wait for him to respond before I bolted. I wasn’t even sure where I was going. I couldn’t go home, and I couldn’t stay here.

	I just needed to go somewhere I could breathe.

	 


2 - Cora
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	And just like that, he was gone.

	My own personal mystery man disappeared into the crowd.

	Well, he wasn’t a mystery man anymore. He was Austin Reynolds. The Austin Reynolds, as I’d come to think of him. I’d heard my mom talk about him and his family so often that he’d gained a sort of legendary status in my mind.

	So no, he wasn’t a mystery at all. Though it was fun for a half a minute there to think there was some dark, mysterious stranger in my life. But Austin Reynolds was no mystery, and he certainly wasn’t a stranger, even though I’d only just met him. I was pretty sure I knew the details of his life as well as he did. Big into soccer. Wasn’t a fan of lasagna—no idea why that little nugget of trivia was still in my brain—and definitely not a fan of making nice with his mom’s best friend. Or her daughter.

	Very nice.

	And I wasn’t just talking about how super rude it was that he’d stormed off just now. I was referring to the way he’d never once come out to dinner with us when we’d come to town to visit Grams. Or, I don’t know...offer to spend time with the only child of his mother’s best friend, so she didn’t die of boredom during her family visit. I’d already had a hunch that Austin Reynolds was a self-absorbed jerk, but his abrupt departure just confirmed it.

	“Sorry,” his dad said with a weary sigh as we all continued to stare in the direction where Austin had walked away. “He’s…” He gave his head a shake and ran a hand through his thinning hair. “He’s not coping so well.”

	Despite my best intentions to not give a fig about the not-so-mysterious mystery man, my heart gave a little lurch, and my overly zealous conscience didn’t miss the opportunity to smack me upside the head for being too harsh on the guy.

	He had just lost his mom, after all. It had to have been almost a year now but still. If anything happened to my parents, I wasn’t sure I’d ever recover. If anyone could understand how much grief could mess a person up, it was me.

	That thought had me wrapping my arms around myself. Even inside this well-heated senior center with a winter jacket on, I couldn’t seem to get warm.

	Coach Reynolds turned his attention to me, and he looked genuinely pained as he apologized again. “I’m sorry for his behavior, Cora. I was hoping he’d show you around, maybe introduce you to some people...”

	“It’s okay.” I gave him my best grin. The one that said, ‘I don’t have a care in the world.’ “I was just going to visit with Grams anyway.”

	Every adult looked relieved by my response. Yup, no problems here. I started backing away, already shifting in the general direction of my Grams—better known as Nora to the rest of the world. We’d said hello and given her hugs when we’d first arrived, but Mom had dragged us all over to see Coach Reynolds a second later.

	Grams grinned when she saw I’d returned. She lifted her arms in a beckoning motion like she was trying to hug me from across the room. “Just the girl I was hoping to see,” she called out when I was within earshot. I collapsed on the cushion next to her, resting my head on her shoulder. She smelled like lilacs and sanitizers--as always.

	“I saw you met Debra’s boy,” she said. She pulled back, so I glanced up to see her penciled-in brows arching high and her eyes glinting with mischief.

	“Austin,” I said with a sigh to emphasize what I thought about that. “Yeah, we finally met.”

	“And?” My grandmother looked way too eager.

	I shrugged, my smile fading. “And... he seemed nice?”

	Which was a lie, but my hyperactive conscience didn’t give me a hard time about it. We were on the same page when it came to lying to be nice and making people happy. Everyone seemed so eager for me to like Austin and for Austin to like me that I couldn’t let them down. And smiling as if I meant it was easier than facing my demons.

	“Honey,” she said as she reached for my hand. “I know you might not be ready to move on…”

	“So what is this dance all about anyway?” I couldn’t do this. Not here. Not now. We’d moved away to leave my past behind me, and I wasn’t ready to face it here. It was better for everyone if I steered the conversation in a different direction.

	Austin wasn’t the only one who’d lost someone, but I was bound and determined to move on. I was coping, as his dad had put it. I just didn’t want to ruin my first real conversation with Grams by dwelling on it.

	She looked at me for a long moment, but she let it go. Smiling again, she gestured to the room at large with its weird mix of old people and teenagers. “It’s a do-over dance.”

	I blinked. “A do-over...what?”

	“Poor Cooper messed up his first chance with the girl he loved, so he got all of us to help, and we threw them a do-over dance, so he could try again.” She laughed. “Something tells me he won’t be making that mistake again.”

	“Cooper?” I echoed.

	She gripped my arm and steered me to look at a couple who were swaying side by side, their arms wrapped tightly around one another as they gazed adoringly into one another’s eyes.

	I looked away quickly like I’d been caught being a perv or something.

	I just wasn’t a big fan of couples, that was all. And watching a lovey-dovey couple that didn’t even seem to notice that their slow dance was at odds with the upbeat pop song that was currently playing? Not my idea of a good time.

	But apparently my grandmother didn’t feel weird about staring. Nor did she have any issues intruding on the couple’s sappy moment. “Eve! Cooper!” She waved her hand when they glanced our way. “Come meet my granddaughter.”

	To their credit, neither the cute little brunette nor her giant hulk of a date seemed overly put out that they had to come over and meet me. “It’s great to meet you, Cora,” Eve said.

	Cooper gave a nod and murmured something I couldn’t make out.

	Eve smiled up at him and then turned to me with a laugh. “Cooper here isn’t much of a talker, but he’s happy to meet you too.”

	I laughed and tried not to notice the adorably sappy look Cooper was giving his girlfriend as he wrapped an arm around her waist and held her tight.

	“So, you’ll be going to the academy?” Eve asked as she plopped down in the armchair next to me. Cooper moved to stand behind her like some giant gargoyle protecting his castle.

	Eve seemed nice, so I nodded. Being admitted into The Ballet Academy was just about the only good part of moving to this town. I’d wanted to go there forever. My grandma used to take me to watch the students perform every year when we’d come to visit, and those recitals were the whole reason I’d started dancing in the first place.

	The fact that I’d actually get to be a student there was a dream come true.

	Everything else about this move, I hated.

	“You should meet some of the other girls,” Eve said, craning her neck so she could see past her brick wall of a boyfriend to the people dancing beyond. “I saw Collette and Ethan dancing a little while ago. And Ryan and Bianca are around here somewhere…”

	“You really want Bianca to be her first welcome to the academy?” A girl’s voice behind me had me spinning around to find a girl about my height with killer black curls and the sort of natural tan that made a pasty white sheet like me have instant envy.

	She also had a huge smile, and it was aimed right at me. “Olivia,” she said. “And you must be the granddaughter we’ve been hearing about.”

	I glanced over at a totally non-apologetic Grams. “What have you been telling them?”

	“Only that you’re the best ballerina I’ve ever seen and that you’re the smartest and funniest and most clever and—”

	“Okay, okay,” I cut her off with a teasing smile. “So you weren’t exaggerating then.”

	She feigned offense. “Of course not.” She smiled as she patted my hand. “Grandmothers are supposed to brag, dear. They won’t hold it against you.”

	Olivia wiggled her way between me and the armrest of the couch as she wrapped an arm around my shoulders as if we’d been friends for ages. She angled us until we were facing the dancers and proceeded to point out the couples Eve had mentioned. “The rest of the giant dudes are Cooper’s teammates. You’ll probably meet them when they show up for their torture sessions...er, I mean practice sessions.”

	Cooper rolled his eyes as Eve laughed. It was Eve who filled me in on the joke. Apparently, Austin’s dad had made the starting lineup attend ballet classes a couple times a week. He was hoping they’d learn discipline as well as work on their flexibility.

	The one person they weren’t talking about was the one guy I couldn't seem to get out of my mind. I hoped that someone would fill me in, but no one seemed to pick up on my desperation. In my efforts to find a tactful way of bringing him up, my mind decided on a question, and it was out of my mouth before I could police it. “Does Austin Reynolds have to go to these classes?”

	My question rang in the air and had all three of them staring at me. My grandma was probably staring too, but I didn’t look over to see. It took everything in me not to fidget under the weight of their stares.

	“You know Austin?” Eve asked.

	I shook my head. “Not really. Our moms were friends.”

	“Ah,” Olivia said. “Well, the answer is no. He’s not one of the guys required to go.”

	I breathed out in relief. I wasn’t exactly relishing the idea of another run-in with the guy who so clearly wanted nothing to do with me. Something about him put me on edge. Maybe it was his grief. Being around someone else who was dealing with the same sort of pain felt like running into a classmate at the grocery store when you were wearing your ugliest sweats and no makeup. Like, you’d been caught unprepared and at your worst. Cause that was what I was. Unprepared and fairly certain I’d hit rock bottom.

	Everyone was still looking at me, waiting for some response. I was ready to steer our conversation away from Austin and toward anything else. “Are you in the class?” I asked Olivia, forcing a smile as a distraction to how uncomfortable I felt.

	She shook her head. “My focus is more on choreography, so I don’t take the same dance classes as the other girls.”

	I turned to Eve, but she was already shaking her head. “I was, but I don’t go to the academy anymore.”

	I caught a whole silent exchange as she looked up at Cooper.

	“Oh, so you’re…” I started and then bit my lip.

	“Yeah,” Eve said with a laugh, clearly anticipating what I’d been about to say. “You got my spot.”

	I winced, but she was already shaking her head and reaching out to squeeze my arm. “It’s all good. Seriously.” She flicked another glance up to a clearly besotted Cooper and smiled. “It all worked out for the best.”

	He leaned down to kiss her, and Olivia groaned beside me. “I’m so glad you’re here, Cora. Now maybe I won’t be the only single girl at the academy.” She tensed as she turned to me with wide eyes. “Wait, you don’t have a boyfriend, do you?”

	I shook my head, studiously ignoring my Gram’s eyes. They would have filled with concern, and I couldn’t handle that right now. I didn’t want my new friends knowing about Ben’s death. I dealt with those looks from my mom any time anything came up that was even remotely related to my boyfriend.

	Or, he had been my boyfriend, right up until he’d been killed in a drunk driving accident.

	“Nope, I’m single,” I said to Olivia with a smile that I hoped seemed real.

	She sighed in obvious relief. “Thank goodness. We can be single sisters then.” She bumped my shoulder with hers and gave me a funny little wink that weirdly made me think of Austin and the way he’d winked before walking away from me in the hall.

	Was winking a thing here?

	“Are you staying in the dorms?” Olivia asked.

	I shook my head. “No, we’ll be living at my Gram’s old house.”

	Gram smiled up at me. “I’m so glad someone will be getting some good use out of my house. I hate to think of it all empty and boarded up without me.”

	I smiled at her, but the thought of living at Gram’s wasn’t exactly a treat. I mean, I had nothing against her house. We’d made lots of good memories there over the years. We’d spent almost every Christmas there, and usually a week over the summer too. Sometimes we’d come up even more often, like the year my grandfather passed away.

	But living at Gram’s was a major reminder of how everything had changed. We weren’t going to leave. My stuff was there, and Gram was not. It was all happening so fast, that I felt whiplashed, and I had the sudden desire to run. A feeling I was getting used to getting every time things got tough.

	I glanced around until I found my parents again. They were still talking to Austin’s dad. “It was really nice to meet you guys, but…” I waved a hand in their direction and stood. “My parents are probably waiting for me, so we can head to the house.” I gave them a quick nod and hurried away.

	“See you in school tomorrow,” Olivia called after me.

	I turned back with one last wave before darting over to my parents. One hour into this new life, and I was already exhausted. There was only so much fake smiling and feigned happiness I could take these days before it started wearing on me.

	“Ready to go?” my dad asked when I drew near.

	I nodded.

	Coach Reynolds stopped us. “If you need some help getting the bakery up and running, just say the word. Austin and I would be happy to lend a hand.”

	The bakery was my parents’ new business. They’d owned one in Dallas, but business had taken a major hit these past few years. Too much competition, my dad said. That was one of the reasons we were moving here.

	At least, it was the reason my parents always gave when people asked.

	But business had been bad for a while now, and the slow sales didn’t explain why we were moving in the middle of the school year. My senior year, no less.

	No, the business was only part of the reason for the move. I suspected—no, I feared—the timing of our move was because of me.

	Because of Ben.

	I just barely held back a sigh as my parents and I smiled at Mr. Reynold’s offer. Austin would be happy to lend a hand, huh? The thought almost made me laugh. But as I peeked around at the adults standing next to me, I wondered if I was the only one who knew how much of a lie that was.

	I mean, I didn’t even want to help my parents get the new bakery up and running, and the bakery was my family’s business. I couldn’t imagine Austin I-can’t-run-away-from-you-fast-enough Reynolds was really dying to come help.

	“We might have to take you up on that,” my dad said.

	He wouldn’t. Or at least, I sure as heck hope he wouldn’t.

	My parents and Mr. Reynolds said their goodbyes as I smiled politely. As we walked toward the exit, I gave a quick wave toward Gram and Olivia who were chatting up a storm. By the time we got outside, my face hurt. I rubbed my cheeks. It was exhausting to smile this much.

	First day of my new life, and I was ready for a nap.

	This was going to be interesting.

	 


3 - Austin
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	The next morning I had my car keys in hand and was two feet from the door when I heard my dad yell, “Not so fast.”

	I winced and then froze. Crap. I’d been so close to freedom. I turned slowly to face him and instantly wished I hadn’t when I saw his expression.

	He was disappointed. It was written all over his face. He glowered at me from the doorway to the kitchen with his arms crossed and the smell of burnt toast wafting out from behind him.

	Mom had been dead a year, and he still hadn’t figured out how to make a piece of toast without the fire extinguisher nearby.

	I exhaled loudly as I looked away. Thoughts of my mom always made me emotional, and I didn’t want him to see that side of me. “What do you want?”

	“You were an embarrassment to me last night.” He didn’t waste his breath giving me a lecture about my tone or how I ought to talk to him with respect. He got right to the point with a sentence that I could repeat in my sleep.

	I narrowed my eyes and clenched my jaw tight. There was no way I’d let him see my reaction. I wouldn’t flinch, and I wouldn’t apologize. So I just shrugged. “What did you expect? You forced me to go to that dorky dance. Did you really think I was going to go out on the dance floor and do the macarena?”

	“That’s not what I’m talking about.”

	I knew that, but sometimes playing dumb was the best option. I started to turn. “I got to get to school, Dad.”

	“She was your mother’s best friend, Austin.”

	My heart lurched. It sprang up into my throat, and suddenly, I wanted to vomit. I contorted my face to keep my emotions in check, praying he didn’t see my reaction to his words. “So?” My response was weak, but thankfully, Dad didn’t catch on.

	He sighed. It was weary, like always. Must be so hard to have such a disappointment for a son. I knew better than to make that joke. I’d made sarcastic comments like it in the past, and all it led to was more punishment.

	I was already two weeks into being grounded and losing my mind. No way was I gonna risk adding more jail time. So I kept my mouth shut.

	“Dad, I can’t be late for first period or—”

	“You’re joining your teammates at the ballet academy after school.”

	My head whipped back around so I could face him. “What?”

	“You heard me.” His expression was made of granite. His gaze met mine, and it was hard as rock. His jaw was set, and his lips pressed together into a thin line.

	I knew this face. This was his ‘I mean business’ face.

	There was no arguing with this face.

	That didn’t mean I wouldn’t try. “But—But I can’t. I mean, you said I didn’t have to because—”

	“I’d let you off the hook because you had obligations to your soccer team in addition to football. But your soccer season is over so—”

	“I still have schoolwork.” It was a hail mary, and we both knew it. No one in this room believed I actually gave a crap about schoolwork.

	“You’re going.”

	“Dad.” My tone was all out pleading now. This wasn’t about team morale or my freakin’ flexibility. This was punishment for not sticking around and making nice with Jessica Lansing and her family. “I’ll make it up to the Lansings, okay? I’ll—”

	“You bet your bottom dollar you’ll make it up to the Lansings. You’ll apologize to Mr. and Mrs. Lansing...and their daughter.”

	I winced but nodded. “Yeah, sure. I’ll apologize, all right. But I don’t need to go to the academy to—”

	“Cora’s in your class,” he said. “So you can apologize to her when you give her a ride to the bakery.”

	“Wait...what?” My head was spinning, and my dad looked way too pleased with himself. He was making this up on the fly. I could practically see the evil genius glint in his eyes.

	He nodded. “I told the Lansings we’d give them a hand getting their new bakery up and running.” He jabbed a finger in my direction. “After dance class, you can give Cora a ride to the bakery and apologize while you’re at it.”

	The unfairness of it all made me want to scream. “I have a life, Dad. You can’t just—”

	“I can, and I will.” His voice was loud and unshakeable. He was in full Coach Reynolds mode. Barking orders and not giving a rip if the person on the receiving end cared.

	I hated it when he got like this. These were the moments Mom would come along behind him and give me a wink. Her smile would say ‘just ride it out and I’ll talk to him later.’

	Like magic, a little while later, he’d soften. Sometimes, he’d even cave and relax on some of his declarations. He’d never apologized for going into drill sergeant mode, but he’d at least ease up on the punishment.

	My mom was good like that.

	But she wasn’t here to help, and there was no sign of him softening anytime this decade from the glare he was shooting my direction.

	My best chance to get out of this was the toaster oven bursting into flames. But I had a hunch, not even a full-blown fire would make him blink right now.

	“Until I can trust you to make good choices, I need to know where you are at all times.” He arched his brows. “I need to know who you’re with—”

	“So you’re just gonna dictate where I go and who I spend time with.” Bitterness laced my voice. It was so unfair. So freakin’ unfair.

	He just didn’t want me spending time with Kendall, and we both knew it. Just because I’d missed a few curfews and gotten into a little bit of trouble a few times. Like that was all her fault. I made my own choices. But try telling him that.

	Mom would never have gone along with any of this.

	I turned away from him, gripping my keys so hard they dug into my palm.

	“I’ll see you at the bakery after your class,” he called after me.

	My dad always had to get the last word in. I ignored him. It was the easiest way to piss him off, but it did nothing to ease my anger.

	I was still fuming when I got to school. The sight of my football teammates walking the halls in packs only added to it. Freakin’ sheep, that was what they were. My soccer team had plenty of morale, but you didn’t see us walking around like we were part of some cult. We didn’t wear jerseys throughout the school day or hang out with cheerleaders like we were all in some sort of rah rah school spirit club.

	We sure as heck didn’t prance around in tutus together. I groaned at the thought of all the misery in my future. I was so lost in my own thoughts that I almost walked right past her.

	“Kendall!” I shouted when I saw her black hair at the end of the hall.

	She didn’t hear me, so I jogged to catch up with her, zigging and zagging around clumps of students who were heading to their first classes.

	“Yo, Kendall.” I fell into step beside her. She was alone. Like usual. She shot me a sidelong smirk.

	“So, you survived, huh? I thought that maybe you’d died of boredom when I didn’t hear back from you last night.”

	I fought a smirk of my own as I caught a glimpse of her scowl. I’d turned my phone off after I’d left the dance last night because I hadn’t wanted to hear it from my dad. But when I’d turned it on this morning, I’d seen a couple more texts from Kendall.

	The fact that she was annoyed was a good sign.

	We didn’t exactly have a traditional relationship. We never had. Kendall wasn’t really a relationship kind of girl. Didn’t believe in it, which worked out just great for me. We hung out. We had a good time. And no one had expectations.

	Which meant, no one was disappointed.

	Kendall was all about no drama, which I loved.

	But still, I’d been missing her like crazy since I’d been grounded, and the fact that she was pissed meant she’d been missing me too.

	“I heard Holly and some of her Barbie doll friends talking about it in the cafeteria this morning,” she continued. “A do-over dance.” Her lips curled into a sneer. “Seriously? How lame is that?”

	“That’s exactly what I said.” I shook my head. “I wish you’d been there. You would have laughed your butt off at how cheesy it was.”

	Her scowl was back to a smirk. “What was the worst part?”

	My mind instantly went to Jessica Lansing and that look in her eyes. Then suddenly, that thought brought with it an equally disturbing image of Cora. Her bright eyes and sympathetic expression. Two smiles that seemed to say, ‘I get it.’

	As if they could ever understand.

	Kendall glanced over. “Hello? Earth to Austin.”

	I gave my head a shake. “Right. The worst part.” I looked up to the ceiling, trusting that the cluster of freshmen in our path would scurry as we drew near. “It’s a toss-up. Either the disco ball or…” I turned to face her as we walked together. “The rose ceremony.”

	“No way.” Her jaw fell with disbelief. “A rose ceremony? Like...The Bachelor?”

	I shrugged, and her head fell back with a laugh that had me grinning.

	I should have known that all I needed today was a conversation with Kendall. Her laugh erased all the bad memories from the night before. I didn’t have time to worry about my mom’s best friend and her daughter when Kendall and I could tear apart Cooper and the rest of the team for being such saps.

	It was the antidote that I needed after the last long and stressful twelve hours.

	I filled her in on the rest of the night, and she was still laughing as we reached her classroom in the east wing.

	Mine was on the other side of the school, but I couldn’t give a crap about being late for first period. Not when being around Kendall helped me forget my life and the sucky situation I was currently in.

	She shifted the satchel she used for her books as she turned to face me in the doorway. “So, what are you up to tonight?”

	A surge of triumph shot through me. The girl wanted to hang. And a half a second later my excitement fell flat.

	Which she noticed. “Don’t tell me you’re still under lock and key.”

	I shifted, not wanting to admit that this new lock and key entailed freakin’ ballet classes. And helping out at a bakery. I clenched my jaw tight. I was going to kill my dad for this one.

	Kendall’s sigh was worse than any of my dad’s lectures about what a disappointment I was. “So, I guess that’s a no then.”

	“For what?” I was already trying to come up with ways I could bail on the class. And on Cora and the bakery. “What are you up to?”

	Her smirk made me crazy, but she was backing away, her tone a taunt. “Doesn’t matter, now does it?” She pursed her lips and started speaking baby talk. “Little Austin has to be a good boy, or his daddy’s gonna be mad.”

	“No, it’s not like that—”

	“Whatever, Austin.” She turned on her heel, and just like that...I’d been dismissed. I watched her head into the room and slide into a seat, ignoring the group of girls who were laughing in a cluster of desks beside her.

	As I watched, Kendall pulled out her phone and started texting, that smirk I knew so well slipped into place. The teacher headed to the front, and there was nothing left for me to do but turn around and head to my own class.

	The entire way to class, I held my phone in my hand, waiting to get a text from Kendall. No doubt mocking me some more for still being grounded.

	But no texts came in. And for the rest of the day all I could think about was the nightmare of a punishment that lay ahead of me.

	I mean, ballet classes? Somebody kill me.

	But even worse than that...I’d have to make nice with the Lansing girl. All of this without a single outlet that Kendall brought me. I was stuck in my own nightmare, and from where I stood, I was never going to get out of it.

	My life sucked, and that was never going to change.

	 


4 - Cora
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	Olivia was waiting for me when I walked out of my last academic class of the day. Her smile was wide, and her eyes lit up when she saw me. It was strange, having someone look so happy to see me. At my previous school, most people avoided me. Especially after the accident.

	Thankfully, Olivia knew nothing about Ben which meant she had no sympathy for me. It was refreshing.

	“So?” she asked, her dark curls bouncing as she linked her arm through mine. “How’d it go?”

	I shrugged. “Pretty good, I guess. I mean, as far as first days go, it wasn’t so bad.”

	She grinned. “I knew you’d fit right in.”

	I glanced over at her. Had she known that? I hadn’t. I’d never even started over at a new school before, let alone in the middle of a school year, or my senior year, or at some elite ballet academy.

	I hadn’t known what to expect from my first day, but thanks to Olivia and her friends, it had been pretty seamless. I’d thought I’d miss my friends from my school in Dallas—and to some extent, I did. But I didn’t miss the whispers and the pitying looks that had been following me around for the past six months.

	“You know you don’t have to escort me to every class, right?” I teased. “I mean, unless Mrs. Boucher tasked you with being my guide—”

	“Psshh.” She cut me off with a scoffing sound. “Mrs. Boucher isn’t making me do this. I just remember what it was like to be the new girl, that’s all.”

	I smiled. “Well, thanks. I appreciate it.”

	“No problem. And besides…” She flashed me another smile. “We single sisters have to stick together, right?”

	“Right.” It was strange that our relationship status seemed to be what bonded us together. But there was no way that I was interested in a relationship, and if being around Olivia made it so no one bothered me about who I was going to date, then I was set. I pulled out my schedule. “Where to next?”

	“Last class of the day,” she said. “As predicted, you’re taking Eve’s spot in the beginner class.”

	I frowned. “A beginner class?” Sure I was new to the school, but I’d been dancing since before I could walk.

	“Not a beginner class for you. It’s that class we were telling you about. The one with the Oakwood High football team.” Olivia turned to me with a mischievous grin. “You’re lucky. You get to spend a solid hour with hotties. And if your luck is like every other girl in that class, you’ll be disgustingly in love with your soul mate in no time.”

	I laughed at her teasing, but my tone sounded too bitter when I said, “I doubt it.”

	What I’d meant was, not if I can help it. But at least I hadn’t said that much. As it was, my tone had already given too much away.

	She arched an eyebrow. “Something tells me there’s a story there.”

	I kept quiet. We passed by a group of giggling younger girls as Olivia steered me toward the locker rooms. I’d already had a couple dance classes first thing this morning, so my tights and slippers were already in my locker.

	I’d hoped she’d sense my hesitation and drop the subject, but it seemed that Olivia was nothing if not persistent. “So, what is it? Bad breakup? Are you pining over some guy you left behind?”

	I forced a smile. “Something like that.” We reached the locker room door, so I turned and gave her a genuine smile. “Thanks again for your help today.” And I meant it. Besides all of the relationship prodding, I was grateful to have her in my corner. She helped me navigate the new school and helped me feel a tad less lonely. I would always be in her debt for the kindness she showed me.

	Olivia seemed distracted as her attention shifted to the end of the hallway. The outside door opened, and sunlight streamed inside. She gripped my arm and nodded. “This is my favorite part of the day,” she whispered.

	I followed her gaze to see a group of big burly football players stalk into the school. They were laughing and talking--a few were shoving the shoulders of some guy. Their cheeks were pink, no doubt from the temperature outside. They all had a duffle bag hanging off their shoulders.

	“Still so jealous that I’m not in this class,” Olivia said with a sigh. She pointed to a tall guy who was laughing over something his friend said. “That’s Ethan,” she said. “Collette’s boyfriend. And the guy next to him with permasmirk is Ryan—that’s Bianca’s boyfriend.”

	I nodded. I recognized them from the do-over dance though I’d never actually met them.

	Olivia turned to me with a serious expression. “I know you haven’t met Bianca yet, but take my word for it. Do not get caught eyeing her boyfriend.”

	I pulled my gaze from Ryan and over to Olivia as my mouth fell open. “I wouldn’t. I mean, I don’t want—”

	But my sentence died off when from the corner of my eye, I saw a straggler walk in behind Ethan and Ryan. My stomach flip flopped.

	“I thought he wasn’t in the class,” I whispered to no one in particular.

	Olivia looked from me to Austin, who was shuffling down the hallway toward the dance studio like he was on his way to the dentist’s office for a root canal. She shook her head. “He isn’t. Or...he wasn’t.” She glanced over at me with a curious expression. “You said your moms were good friends, right?”

	I nodded.

	“So you go way back?” Her lips curved up in a smile. “I totally get that. I mean, I’m still best friends with the boy I played in the sandbox with.”

	“Oh no, it’s not like that,” I said quickly, coming back to my senses now that Austin had disappeared from sight. “We’re not friends. We barely even know each other.”

	I just know everything about him.

	Yeah, that part was hard to explain. Even more difficult was the fact that his mom had been a big part of my life in a weird sort of way...right up until she’d died.

	I didn’t even realize my gaze had drifted back down the hallway to the place where Austin had disappeared until Olivia patted my shoulder. “Still,” she said. “Shared histories make things complicated. I get it.”

	I nodded. “Yeah, well...at least I know someone in the class, right?”

	“Oh you’ll know lots of people, trust me.” She pointed her fingers at me in a funny little fake gun move as she backed away. “Collette’s totally jealous that I met you first, so be prepared to be befriended.”

	

	* * *

	Prepare to be befriended?What Olivia should have said was, prepare to be interrogated. Ten minutes after Olivia left, I was in my tights and leotard in the dance studio, completely surrounded by Collette, Ethan, Cooper, and some girl named Tilly. They seemed completely enamored with my life as they stared me down, each taking turns to ask me a question.

	“What’s Dallas like?” Ethan asked.

	My answer was boring but true. Big, crowded, and hot. But it was home.

	“How are you settling in?” Collette asked.

	That I answered with a super vague answer and a big smile.

	When in doubt, smile. That was my motto.

	“When did you start taking dance classes?” Tilly asked. Tilly was eyeing me oddly. I got a definite competitive vibe from her. Which was ridiculous. I wasn’t here to stand out. I was here to survive. I wanted to tell her that she had nothing to worry about, but from the competitive glint in her eye, I feared that she would just take that as a challenge. So I just responded with the truth, since I was three.

	Cooper stepped up next to me, effectively halting any further questions from Tilly. I wasn’t sure if it was his stature or his grunt, but everyone in the circle seemed to hold their breath as they waited for him to speak. “Eve’s asked me to keep an eye out for you,” he’d explained when I’d glanced up at him. “And Nora will kill me if you have a bad first day.”

	So, apparently, I had a bodyguard now, thanks to Eve and my grandmother. I wasn’t sure how to respond to that, so I just gave him a weak smile and thanked him.

	Cooper seemed satisfied that he did his job and left the circle soon after. Everyone else eventually fell away, leaving Ethan and Collette who’d been keeping me occupied with a get-to-know-you inquisition. Not that I minded. Their questions were harmless, and thankfully not a single one had revolved around whether or not I had a boyfriend.

	Plus, as an added bonus, the questions kept me distracted from Austin. He’d given me a small nod of acknowledgment when I’d walked in, but then he’d turned his head back to the phone in his hand.

	His response wasn’t mean, but it was hardly friendly either.

	I shouldn’t care. I didn’t care. It was just…

	I felt bad for the guy, that was all. Every time I glanced in his direction, I kept thinking of his mom. My mom had been right when she’d said he looked like her. He had dark hair, green eyes, killer looks…

	But he didn’t have her smile. Or, maybe he did, and I just hadn’t seen it yet. From the short amount of time I’d spent with him, I had yet to see him show even the slightest sign of happiness. His sadness seemed as palpable as my own which made it hard not to feel sorry for him. Grief sucked. I mean, that was the understatement of the century, but it was the truth.

	Grief was like a bottomless black hole. It sucked you in and was nearly impossible to escape. The worst part was, it crept up when you least expected it. Your day could be going along like normal and then—bam! The black hole of grief pops up out of nowhere and sucks you in.

	So yeah, I felt bad for the guy. And the fact that none of the other guys from the team were talking to him didn’t help. Some of the ballerinas were eyeing him—I definitely wasn’t the only girl aware of the brooding hottie in the corner—but even they kept their distance.

	And I got that. The thing about the black hole is, people might not be able to see it, they might not even be able to explain it, but everyone can sense it.

	It made people uncomfortable.

	That was why I’d perfected my smile game. I hated to freak people out. Even more, I hated to make them worry. If I smiled, they seemed to relax. Even though I was dying inside, the people around me were okay. And for now, I’d hang onto that solace.

	“Okay, okay,” Bianca called out from the front of the room at the top of the hour. “Enough fawning over the new girl.” She cast me a totally unreadable look as her gaze swept over me from head to toe.

	I got the feeling she’d just taken me in and made a judgement of some sort—but what she’d concluded with was a mystery to me.

	Then Bianca started snapping orders and giving directions to individuals and dance partners in a brisk tone that was mildly terrifying. She would have been completely terrifying if I hadn’t seen the goofy grin she’d worn when she’d danced with her boyfriend the night before.

	Even now, every time she glanced over in Ryan’s direction, I caught a glimpse of her humanity. She couldn’t stop herself from smiling whenever their gazes met.

	It would have been sweet if it wasn’t so thoroughly nauseating. As it was, I kept having to glance away. Romance and love, in general, tended to make me uncomfortable these days.

	Never again, that was all I knew.

	I mean, sure, maybe I’d have a change of tune in my thirties, or whatever, but for now? No thanks. Been there, done that, and had the tear-soaked pillow to commemorate the occasion.

	“New girl, are you paying attention?” The nearness of Bianca’s voice had me whipping my head around to face her.

	“Yes. Um, yeah.” I’d come this close to saying ‘yes, ma’am!’ like she was a drill sergeant and this was boot camp.

	A few snickers behind me had my cheeks warming. Wonderful. Day one, and I’d been caught spacing out.

	I had a feeling I got off easy when Bianca rolled her eyes and turned toward the back. “You’re Austin, right?”

	Oh no.

	No, no, no.

	“Come join the new girl at the barre. Since you’re both new to the class, you can help each other catch up.”

	I kept my gaze straight ahead and willed my heart to stop racing. It wasn’t like I hated the guy or anything. Sure, I’d long suspected he was self-absorbed, and yes, I hadn’t exactly been impressed by his behavior the night before, but that didn’t mean I disliked the guy.

	He couldn’t have a mom like he had and be all bad, right? And, fine. I could admit that I’d been struck dumb by his good looks for a half a second there before I knew who he was. But that wasn’t the problem. I wasn’t one of those girls who got flustered by attractive guys. At least, I wasn’t that girl anymore.

	“Hey, new girl,” he drawled when he reached my side. His smile seemed forced, and I wasn’t sure if he was doing it for me or because the entire class was staring at the two of us.

	Regardless, I lost control of my emotions, and my heart pounded in my chest as his hand brushed mine in his effort to grab onto the barre.

	Knowing that I needed to respond to him, I managed out a weak, “Hey.”

	That seemed to be the extent of our conversation. Austin kept his focus down which left me standing there, feeling like an idiot. If I didn’t hate the guy, and I clearly didn’t have a crush on him—why exactly was my heart hammering in my chest right now?

	Thankfully, Bianca gave us some super simple exercises to work on to get us started which helped me focus my attention on dancing. Most of the moves involved stretching, but some included basic footwork to help ease Austin into ballet.

	It was clear that my job was to coach him through the steps. To help him with the basics, so we could both move forward.

	I’d give him this—he followed directions well. I cleared my throat at one point. “No. You want to arch your foot like this.”

	He watched and then nodded. To my surprise, his next attempt was spot on.

	“You’re good at this,” I said with a smile, stupidly pleased that I’d taught someone something.

	He looked less than impressed as he glanced in my direction.

	“You could probably be a good dancer if you put your mind to it,” I continued.

	“Wonderful,” he muttered under his breath. “Dream come true.”

	His sarcasm was not lost on me, but I ignored it. What was harder to ignore was the way I was so acutely aware of him beside me. His proximity made me self-conscious about my every move, my every breath.

	I tried to shake it off. But it was hard when Bianca barked for me to help position his arms or his feet. Every time I touched him, my skin tingled. It was as if currents of electricity were passing from his body to mine. Every time I looked at him, I saw his mom. She had such an impact on my life and for her to be gone like she was--well it hurt. And that sadness turned into sympathy for Austin. I felt bad for him.

	That was it. That was the reason for my weird reaction to him.

	The realization hit me with a jolt. His grief. That was why I had a hard time being around him. His black hole was tough to be around. It made me uncomfortable. I knew it made everyone uncomfortable, but for me, being around his grief seemed to bring my own struggle with the grief that I’d shoved to the dark corners of my mind.

	His black hole brought mine right out into the spotlight.

	I was so startled by the realization that I stopped mid-plie. After months of trying my darndest to not make other people uncomfortable, here I was freaking out because he made me uncomfortable.

	Did this make me the worst kind of hypocrite?

	Maybe.

	Well, crap.

	Austin was staring at me with a frown and a look in his eyes that said he thought that I looked crazy as I stood there frozen in a half squat. “You okay?” he asked.

	I straightened my legs as I nodded. “Fine.”

	And I was fine. I just had to keep my distance from him. Luckily these dance classes were only a couple times a week. I could do that.

	I released my death grip on the barre and glanced up at the clock. See? This class was almost over already, and I’d survived. I’d call that a win.

	“Okay, guys. Good work today,” Bianca called a second later.

	I stretched out my neck and let out a long, slow breath. I’d made it through the first day and an awkward dance class with Austin. Now all I wanted was to head to the bakery and—

	“You ready?” The closeness of Austin’s voice startled me.

	I blinked. “Ready? For what?”

	His gaze skimmed over my face, and I was acutely aware of my freckles and how I was fairly certain that my red curls had broken free of my bun and were springing up every which way. I pressed my hands to my cheeks which were warm from dance--and only from dance.

	“Didn’t your parents tell you?” His frown deepened as if him telling me was the most annoying thing he had to do today. It made me feel great about myself.

	I furrowed my brow. “Tell me what?”

	He sighed and started to turn away. “I’m giving you a ride to the bakery.”

	“You are?” Embarrassingly enough, I had to run to keep up with him. “But why?”

	“Because I’m still doing jail time.”

	“What?”

	He shook his head. “Nothing.”

	But I’d heard him. I scrambled to pick up my belongings and my bag before he headed out without me because apparently, he was my ride.

	And apparently, I was his punishment.

	 


5 - Austin
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	My car wasn’t big to begin with, but with Cora in the passenger seat it felt like a clown car. Not that she was big or anything. She was petite—although thanks to that leotard and tights, I knew she had curves.

	I wished I didn’t know that.

	In fact, I wished I didn’t know anything about this girl.

	But here we were, stuck in my car, next to each other, staring out the windshield in utter silence. I could cut the awkwardness with a knife.

	It wasn’t Cora’s fault that my dad was a jerk. Or that we had a dysfunctional relationship. She also wasn’t privy to the fact that my life sucked with my mom gone, and I doubted she’d understand. If I had to listen to one more person tell me that they knew what I was going through, I was going to punch a hole in the wall.

	They didn’t know. They could never know. I lost Mom. Not them.

	Me.

	And despite the fact that Mom always wanted me to meet Cora, I couldn’t help but keep my distance. After all, no matter what I did, the sight of her made me want to yell. Not because she was such a goody two shoes—although she was. I knew that very well from a lifetime of nauseatingly nerdy stories about the girl.

	No, her presence next to me had me gripping the steering wheel like I was gonna rip the thing off because of everything she represented.

	I couldn’t even listen to that Bianca chick say Cora’s name without flinching. She said it the way my mom said it. And when Cora smiled at me all encouragingly just because I could move my foot back and forth like a trained monkey, all I could think of was the way her mom had smiled at me last night.

	I knew that smile. It was the I feel sorry for this guy smile. It made me want to vomit.

	I glanced over at her. She was pressed up against the passenger side door like she couldn’t get far enough away from me.

	Guilt flickered in my gut. She looked just as uncomfortable as I felt. Even though I wanted to blame her for my misery, I knew there were more players in my life than just Cora. So I offered her a weak smile as I glanced in her direction. “How’d your first day go?”

	She looked over with wide eyes as if the last thing she expected was for me to break the silence. “Okay.” After a heartbeat, she added, “Thanks for asking.”

	I unclenched my fingers on the steering wheel and adjusted my grip, shifting in my seat as I did. I needed to loosen up. I had to shake this tight knot that had been planted in my gut all day and had spread to my neck and shoulders during the boring ballet class.

	Ballet. Me.

	I shook my head. Thank goodness I hadn’t told Kendall about ballet classes. I glanced down at my still silent phone that was plugged into the charger between me and Cora. Still nothing.

	Either she was ignoring me, her phone was off, or…

	Or she’d gotten tired of waiting around for me to grow a pair and stand up to my dad.

	“How was your first ballet class?” Cora’s voice jarred me out of my thoughts, and I turned to stare.

	“It was fantastic,” I deadpanned.

	She surprised me with a laugh. It was...sweet. There was no other word for it. It wasn’t at all like Kendall’s cynical cackle or the braindead giggles I was used to hearing from the girls who hung around the football team.

	Her laugh was light and musical, and when it ended with a cute little snort noise, I found myself smiling before I could stop myself.

	“That good, huh?” she said, turning to look out the window. “So how come you’re in the class now when you hadn’t been before?”

	“Soccer’s over,” I said. And my dad has it out for me. But she didn’t need to hear about my dad drama.

	“So now you don’t have an excuse,” she guessed.

	I nodded.

	Silence fell again, and this time I found myself wishing I didn’t notice how good she smelled. Like vanilla or something. It was probably her shampoo but whatever it was, it was...nice.

	“So, how’d you get roped into helping out at the bakery?” She asked it so suddenly and so bluntly that I let out a huff of laughter. Well, at least she didn’t expect me to pretend to be happy about it.

	“My dad’s all about keeping track of my whereabouts these days,” I said. “And he was pissed that I left like I did last night.” I turned to face her. “He claims I was rude to you and your family.”

	She gave me a small smile, and I looked away quickly. If I saw pity there, I didn’t know what I was going to do. But there was no pity in her voice when she spoke. “You didn’t miss much. We didn’t stick around long.”

	I stared at the road, willing the next few miles to pass so I could get out of the awkward silence that was currently seeping back into this car ride.

	“So why’d you guys move?” I asked. The suddenness of my question did not help the awkward factor but at least the silence wasn’t threatening to choke me anymore.

	She shrugged. “My parents say it’s to start fresh with the business.”

	That was it. I waited for more, but she was done. I wanted to brush it off, but I couldn’t help but notice the way she’d said, ‘my parents say,’ like there was more to the story.

	I wished I didn’t wonder what that meant.

	I decided it was best to focus on the road. Her family issues weren’t my business. I didn’t care about Cora Lansing or her parents. Even if my mom would have been beside herself right now at the thought that Cora and I were riding in a car together. Or that the Lansings finally made the move here. She’d have been so freakin’ psyched that her best friend was living in the same town, and her son was going to school with Jessica’s daughter.

	I knew without a doubt that my mom would have been in matchmaker heaven.

	I glanced over at Cora with that thought. She was cute. My mom hadn’t exaggerated that. But my mom’s problem had been thinking that I’d be intrigued by the fact that she was so smart and so determined and so...snore.

	Just thinking about those endless Cora stories made me want to take a nap.

	We pulled up in front of the bakery. The sign was already up out front so clearly her parents had been hard at work getting this old building ready for business. ‘Flour Box Bakery’ was lit up in neon pink over the front door of the brick building on Main Street. I turned just in time to see a smile tugging at Cora’s lips as she glanced up at it.

	She’d taken her hair out of the tight bun when we’d walked out of the ballet studio, and now those curls whipped about her as she turned to unlatch her seatbelt.

	“I’m sorry you got dragged into helping us,” she said as she reached for the door handle. “But I’m sure my parents are grateful for the help.”

	I nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

	“You didn’t have to give me a ride, though. I’m sorry if…” She glanced at my phone, and I realized I’d been crazy obvious about checking it. “I’m sorry if your dad made you feel like you have to…” She shrugged, her gaze aimed everywhere but in my direction. “Be my friend or something.”

	I couldn’t stop the laugh, and I felt a little guilty when she flinched. It was admittedly a pretty jaded laugh. But honestly, this girl… Did she really not know? Did she not get it?

	I leaned in and lowered my voice. “Cora, I don’t think my dad just wants us to be friends.”

	Her brows drew together in confusion.

	Man, she was genuinely sweet. Naive, but sweet.

	“It’s all part of our moms’ grand plan, didn’t you know?”

	She winced ever so slightly at the mention of my mom--of our moms and their friendship. “What do you mean?”

	I eyed her with amusement. “They always hoped we’d end up together. I don’t know about your mom, but my mom never made it a secret that she hoped we’d fall in love and get married so they could finally be related, or whatever.”

	Her nose wrinkled, and the disgust in her eyes was clear. It would have been insulting if it wasn’t so funny.

	“What? No.” She shook her head, and the red curls went wild again. “That’s just…”

	I didn’t wait for her to finish. We could have been there all day waiting for her to come up with all the ways it was a terrible idea.

	On that, at least, she and I were on the same page.

	

	* * *

	A little while later, I was covered in sweat after helping my dad and Mr. Lansing carry some furniture upstairs into storage. The space they’d bought for the bakery used to be a Greek restaurant, and the first step was to remove all the furniture and kitchen equipment they didn’t need.

	I’d been greeted like a returning war hero by Mr. and Mrs. Lansing when we walked in, and soon it became evident why. They’d been waiting for me to do the heavy lifting. Yay for me.

	Meanwhile, Cora and her mom were unpacking and organizing their seemingly endless supply of boxes. In between the dust and sneezes, we all took breaks. Mine usually consisted of me checking my phone which resulted in a big nothing-burger from Kendall. She’d either forgotten about me or was dead. It was hard to figure out which one would hurt more.

	During my second break and deep into my wallowing, I got a message from one of my buddies from the soccer team. Mike had texted to see if I was going to the party at his place tonight.

	I didn’t know about it, but even if I had, there was no way I could escape my dad long enough to go. He was like a hawk, watching my every move.

	Not without being placed under house arrest until graduation day.

	I texted Mike back that I was busy, and after a few seconds of hesitation, I followed up with another text. Was Kendall invited?

	His answer? Of course.

	My stomach sank. Of course. I felt like an idiot for even asking. Everyone knew Kendall loved a good time. If there was a party, she’d be there. I had no doubt she would have asked me to go with her if it wasn’t for my dad and the freakin’ ballet class and... this. Making nice with the Lansing family.

	Frustration was eating me alive as I went back to my manual labor and tried not to think about what Kendall was doing.

	Or who she was doing it with.

	It was getting late by the time I went into the back kitchen to get some water. It was then I heard my name. Cora and her mom were bent together, and I’d heard it drifting through the air despite their hushed tones: Austin. They were talking about me. My ears perked when it was followed by Mom’s name.

	“It was Trisha’s idea…” her mom said in a placating tone that annoyed the crap out of me.

	“You wanted us to get married? That’s ridiculous, Mom. Never in a million years and not over my dead body.” Cora whipped around with a loud sigh and a roll of her eyes--a sentiment I could understand. I didn’t have to hear more to know what they were talking about.

	I found myself grinning down into my water glass as she stormed past. Yup, I’d bet right about what they were talking about. Mom and Mrs. Lansing were truly crazy to think that Cora and I would be a good idea.

	Thankfully, I wasn’t the only one who thought that too.

	 


6 - Cora
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	My mom’s voice was too loud when she made a flourishing movement and then dropped her hands as she stood in the middle of the bakery floor. Her hair was frizzy as it stuck up around her head, no doubt from sweat. She grinned as she glanced around at everyone who was now staring at her. “I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving.” She turned to my dad and Coach Reynolds. “What do you say the three of us go grab a bite, and we can bring back some pizza for Cora and Austin.”

	And with those words, I knew exactly what she was doing. I tried to get her attention to tell her to knock it off, but she wouldn’t meet my gaze--which felt like a strategy move on her part. With no way of communication that didn’t end with me looking like a crazy person, I settled for folding my arms and glaring in her direction.

	Subtle, Mom. Real subtle.

	The dads were way too quick to jump on board with this totally obvious scheme. My dad went so far as to spell out the point of this plan as he patted my back on his way out the door. “This will be a good chance for you two to get to know each other.”

	I tried to stop my mom. To talk some sense into her. She headed past me to grab her purse and jacket, and I latched onto her arm. “Mom, don’t do this to me. Do not leave me alone with him.”

	Was I being melodramatic? Maybe. But I wanted no part in whatever weird matchmaking scheme she’d had going on with Trisha. The very thought of falling for someone, of being part of a couple… I shook my head, trying to quell the churning in my belly.

	“Mom, I don’t want—”

	“Cora, relax.” She turned around to face me and squeezed my arms. Her smile tightened, and her eyes held more sympathy than I could bear. “I just want you to make friends, that’s all. You’ve been distant from all your friends since Ben...” I bit my lip hard at the mention of his name, and Mom seemed to notice. She sighed as she tucked my hair behind my ear. “This town, your school...this is a chance for you to start fresh too. You know that, right?”

	I couldn’t speak--which I hated because it made me feel weak--so I just nodded and blinked a few times, hoping to dispel the tears.

	The crease between Mom’s eyebrows grew deeper as she leaned in. “Austin’s a good kid. He’s Trisha’s boy, so of course he’s the best.” She used that weird teasing tone she only ever used when she was nervous. “Maybe he can introduce you to some of his friends. Get you out of the house a bit.” Her smile was way too bright and much too hopeful. “It’ll be good for you.”

	Good for me. This guy? He was more messed up than I was, so I highly doubted that. But how could I argue when my mom had that ‘please do this for me’ pleading look in her eyes. I hated seeing my parents worry like this. Even though it frustrated me because I was the one who’d lost someone, I couldn’t help but take on the role of soother with my parents.

	Which, for now, I could handle. After all, I was all feelings talked out. If my parents believed I was getting better, I’d let them. I had nothing else to lose.

	I sighed, and my mom kissed my cheek.

	She knew she’d won.

	I turned to tell my dad not to take too long—I really was starving—but when I turned I found myself face to face with Austin.

	Crap.

	How much of that had he heard?

	“Have fun, kids,” my dad called out.

	And before I could scramble to come up with another reason as to why they needed to take me with them, they were gone.

	We were alone.

	No, scratch that. I was alone. The second the parents were out the door Austin found a spot on a crate and planted himself there, his face buried in his phone.

	I leaned back against the counter that would eventually be the display case and studied him. His brows were drawn together as he typed something. Then his lips curled up into a sneer whenever the person he’d been texting messaged him back.

	I sighed loudly and then peeked over at him to see if that got his attention.

	Nothing.

	Yep. I was now utterly and completely alone.

	I glanced around at all the boxes that still needed to be unpacked. I twiddled my thumbs as I clasped my hands in front of me. I knew that I should probably just get back to work, but the truth was, I was exhausted. My day had started out with me doing my best to be friendly and fit in, then dance class, now unpacking and cleaning. It was too much, and I felt both mentally and physically drained.

	I tried to move away from the counter, but my muscles just weren’t having it. The next few moments consisted of Austin staring at his phone and me staring at him...until boredom won out, and I broke the silence. “Who are you texting?”

	For a second, I thought he hadn’t even heard me. He didn’t glance up. But then he mumbled, “A friend.”

	Cool. Good story, bro.

	I looked away as Ben’s voice sounded in my head. He was one of those weird guys who thought sarcasm was a crime. The lowest form of wit, he’d say. He was the only teenage boy in the history of teenage boys to quote Oscar Wilde.

	My lips curved up in a bittersweet sort of smile at the memory.

	It probably went without saying that Ben was also a nerd. But I’d always loved that about him. Just like he’d always admired my drive and focus when it came to ballet and my studies. We were the only two students in our class who’d opted to stay home and study together rather than go to parties.

	There will be plenty of time for parties when we’re in college, he’d remind me on those few occasions when I had second thoughts. When I’d dared to admit that maybe—just maybe—I’d kinda sorta wanted to see what a real high school party was all about.

	I frowned down at the floor as I wondered for the millionth time if Ben would have done things differently if he’d known he wouldn’t make it to college.

	“What’s wrong with you?” Austin’s rude tone cut through my morbid thoughts, and my head came up with a jerk. “You look like someone just murdered your puppy.”

	“I don’t have a puppy,” I said automatically.

	He smirked. For the first time since our parents left, he wasn’t staring at his phone. Those bright green eyes were fixed on me, and their intensity was disconcerting, especially when his smirk grew into a smile. “I was right, wasn’t I?”

	I stared at him. For a second, my brain went totally blank because...that smile. Holy dimples, Batman. His smile took him from hot to...whoa. Like, just...whoa.

	It was there and gone so fast that my head spun as I searched for words. What had he even asked? It took a second, and my thoughts finally caught up with me. “Right about what?” I managed, grateful that I’d remembered how to form sentences.

	He leaned forward, his phone temporarily forgotten on his lap, as he gripped the edge of the crate. “About our moms trying to get us together.”

	“My mom says it was your mom’s idea.”

	He smirked. “Oh sure. Blame the dead lady.”

	My lips parted. For a second, I was stunned and then...a laugh slipped out before I could stop it. Luckily, he grinned, but he dipped his head down to the floor before I could marvel at the sight once more.

	“Well, whoever’s idea it was, it was obviously a crazy one,” I said.

	He nodded, and then we fell into another silence. The hum of the heater and our breathing were the only sounds in the room. A sort of understanding settled around us, and I began to feel my stress melt away. Until he parted his lips and spoke.

	“So, who’s Ben?”

	I jolted upright like he’d just taken a cattle prod to my backside. My skin pricked from heat as I glanced around. I swallowed and managed out a weak, “What?” I wanted to appear confused, but I feared the only vibe I was letting off was one of panic.

	If Austin noticed, he didn’t move to say anything. Instead, he nodded to the spot where I’d been talking to my mom.

	“Your mom said you haven’t had friends since Ben. What’s he, your boyfriend or something?” The taunting tone in his voice made me stiffen.

	Hearing Ben’s name on a stranger’s lips made my insides go into a frenzy. The memory of the sympathetic smiles and hushed tones slammed into me like a freight train. We’d moved here to escape my past, and yet here I was, with history repeating itself.

	“I don’t have a boyfriend,” I said through stiff lips.

	He nodded, seeming to accept that as an answer. My brain was scrambling to come up with a topic of conversation. Any topic that was not Ben. I nodded toward his phone again. “What about you? Were you texting with your girlfriend?”

	His smirk became even smirkier, if such a thing was possible. His brows drew together in disbelief like I’d just asked a royally stupid question. “Kendall’s not my girlfriend.”

	“Oh. Okay.”

	He scoffed. “She’s not into labels, and neither am I.”

	I raised my eyebrows as a myriad of thoughts ran through my mind. I hated girls that said that, I’m not into labels. In my experience, that meant they just didn’t want labels with the person they said that too. The icing on the cake was the fact that Austin went with the whole Neither am I, schtick. Which meant, I really want to have a label, but I don’t want to seem uncouth. It was sad really. I parted my lips to make my point but then decided against it. After all, I’d just met the guy. No need to pop his bubble like this.

	“Got it.” Was all I said. After all, his whole condescending tone was annoying the crap out of me. And that was a good thing. Irritation helped me forget that, for a moment there, I’d been attracted to him.

	“So this non-girlfriend, Kendall,” I said, my tone filled with mockery as I glanced down meaningfully at his phone. “Is she the reason you’ve been obsessively checking your phone all afternoon?”

	“I wasn’t—I didn’t—” He let out a long breath as he no doubt realized he sounded way too earnest for a guy who seemed to pride himself on not caring about anything. “She’s at a party,” he said finally. “I should be there, but instead—” He made a sweeping gesture to take in the disaster zone that was our new bakery. “I’m here. With you.”

	I hated the look of disgust on his face. I hated his tone. For a second, I hated everything about this guy. But the look on his face, it was a direct insult to the bakery, to my parents...to me, and I wasn’t going to stand for that. “So sorry we kept you from your awesome plans with the girl who doesn’t even want to be your girlfriend.”

	My determination to be nice to him wavered, and I sucked in a quick breath the moment the words came out, shocked by my own rude tone. I clamped my lips shut as he stared at me. For a moment, Mom’s scolding look flashed in my mind. It was something she’d grown accustomed to doing ever since Ben’s funeral. I’d tried to make her understand. There was only so much fake sympathy a person could take. But she never seemed to listen or care.

	His lips twitched a bit, and his green eyes shone with anger. “What are you, some relationship expert? What do you know about it?”

	“I-I—” I stopped to swallow. Memories were hitting me hard and fast. The last time I talked to Ben. Our last fight. “I don’t know anything,” I said. The words came out so fast, they felt like a reflex. “You’re right, I don’t know anything about it.”

	I turned away, horrified by the surge of tears that had made my voice all choked at the end and blinking rapidly to make them go away.

	After a long silence, I heard him sigh. “I’m sorry too.”

	I turned back slowly, and he was back to eyeing his phone, but his gaze was distant, and his brow was furrowed in a scowl. “It’s not your fault that I’m here,” he said. “My dad’s just…” He cleared his throat and glanced up. “My dad has it out for Kendall. He thinks she’s the reason I got into some trouble.”

	I nodded as it all became so clear. “So really, I’m your punishment.”

	He gave a little huff of laughter. “I guess you could say that.” His whole demeanor lightened as he shifted on the crate, leaning back as he studied me like he was seeing me in a new light. “You know, I’d feel guilty about admitting that if I hadn’t overheard you before.”

	“Overheard me when?” Crap. How much had he heard?

	He made this super exaggerated look of disgust and raised his voice into this weird high-pitched whisper. “Mom, don’t do this to me. Do not leave me alone with him.”

	My jaw dropped at his horrible impersonation and then I... I sort of choked on a laugh. The sound that came out was weird and sputtering as I wavered between amusement and horror that he’d heard that.

	He grinned. “Yeah. I heard that. So, you know…” He held up his phone. “Not exactly feeling too sorry for focusing on the girl who doesn’t want to be my girlfriend.” He arched his brows meaningfully, but his tone was still teasing as he said, “She, at least, wants to spend time with me.”

	I fell back against the counter with a sigh. I was starting to learn a little more about Austin. It was refreshing that he could take it, as much as he dished it out. There were no fake smiles or platonic conversation. I could tell that Austin was Austin, and there was no way he was going to be anything different.

	I liked it.

	“Touché,” I said as I pretended to hold up a shot glass like I was cheering his words.

	He chuckled, but a moment later, we were back to silence again. This time it didn’t feel nearly as strained.

	“So,” he said, his gaze fixed on me with open curiosity. “Who is this Ben guy your mom is so freaked about? A crush or something? An ex?”

	I opened my mouth and shut it. The relaxed feeling that had surrounded us was gone, and panic set in. The same feeling I got whenever anyone expected me to talk about Ben was back, but I tried to ignore it. I had to answer. He’d already asked twice, and something told me he’d just keep asking until he got an answer.

	Worse, if I didn’t respond, then he might ask my mom. There was no way I wanted him to hear her get all choked up because she felt so sorry for me. This was a part of my life that I was going to keep to myself.

	“He was my boyfriend,” I said.

	“So, an ex?”

	I lifted a shoulder. I hated this question more than he could know. Ben and I hadn’t officially broken up, but we weren’t happy either. We’d been fighting. I said some things that I regretted. But these were things I could never say. To Ben’s family and mine, we were destined for the aisle. We were a match made in heaven. And there was no way that I was going to be the one to tell them otherwise.

	Frustration washed over me, so I gripped the steel edge of the counter beneath behind me as I shoved all of those memories aside and answered the question. “He died.”

	I felt him stiffen from across the room. He blinked as an all too knowing look passed over his face. For the first time, I didn’t have the urge to smack it off the person on the receiving end of my confession. Maybe it was because he’d lost his mom. He knew the pain.

	“I’m sorry,” he said softly. It felt like the first genuine response he’d given me since the moment I ran into him. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. It was strange to say the least.

	“Yeah.” I shrugged, hating that my response seemed nonchalant. The truth was, I was a jumbled mess of nerves. I still had no good response to, I’m sorry. I’d been so sick of hearing it back in Dallas. Getting away from people saying ‘I’m sorry’ was the only highlight of leaving Dallas, and I really wasn’t relishing hearing it again now.

	“Ugh.” He made a sound of frustration as he came to his feet and shoved a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry I said that.”

	I blinked. “What?”

	He shook his head, and his rueful smile was somewhere between his annoying smirk and his mega-hot grin, but I liked it. It seemed real. Like, a glimpse of what this guy was like before his mom died and he’d gotten this chip on his shoulder. “I freakin’ hate hearing ‘I’m sorry’ all the time,” he said, hitching himself to sit on the counter next to me. “It’s gotten better now, but those first few months after my mom died…” He shook his head and swore under his breath. “If one more person said, ‘I’m sorry’ to me, I was gonna lose my mind.”

	I laughed. “Yeah. That’s pretty much where I’m at right now.” I turned to face him. “I just want to be like, ‘Why are you sorry? Were you the drunk guy that smashed into him?’” I shrugged. “But I’m guessing that’s way too rude.”

	“Right?” His face was lit up with amusement and something else...understanding maybe? “There were so many times when I wanted to respond with, ‘you should be sorry, this is all your fault,’ just to see how they’d react.”

	I couldn’t help it. I was laughing at the thought of the look on the face on some poor well-intentioned family friend if he’d said something so horrible.

	And then he was laughing too, and it made me realize that this whole situation was just... messed up. We were two teens who’d experienced more in our short life than a lot of adults did. But maybe that’s why laughing about it felt so stinkin’ good. We took turns coming up with rude ways of responding to the phrase ‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ each one ruder and more ridiculous than the last.

	“Does this make us horrible people?” I asked when my laughter had faded away.

	He shrugged. “I don’t care.”

	I nodded at that.

	“I guess it’s whatever gets you through, right?” he added. “Or that’s what my therapist said during the two sessions I actually went to.”

	I eyed him for a moment as I decided whether or not I wanted to dive deeper into that comment only to end up deciding against it and settling on a non-committal, “I guess.”

	And I think he appreciated that. It was as if we both knew when to push and when to pull back. It was refreshing.

	Silence fell between us and for the first time, it wasn’t awkward at all. It was almost...comfortable. I peeked over at Austin to see that he looked as relaxed as I felt. Did that mean he was enjoying our conversation too?

	His lips were tipped up into a small smile, and he blinked a few times before he glanced over at me only to catch me staring. My cheeks flushed as I dropped my gaze to study my hands.

	“So, your parents dragged you here to this lame town hoping you’d find some new friends and get over losing your boyfriend, huh?”

	“That about sums it up.” I nodded to the kitchen behind us. “I mean, they’d been threatening to relocate for a while now, but I’m pretty sure I’m the real reason we’re here.”

	He nodded in understanding, and I was so grateful he didn’t try to argue the point or make me feel better about it. “I guess my mom thinks you’ll be a good influence,” I said, trying not to laugh aloud at the thought. My mom clearly didn’t know Austin at all. “She’s hoping you’ll…” I shrugged. “I don’t know. Help me make friends again?”

	“She thinks I’d be a good influence?” He dipped his head with a low laugh that made my belly do a weird flip. “That’s kind of ironic since I’m pretty sure my dad thinks that you’ll be the good influence...on me.”

	I arched my brows. “So that’s why he’s making you do ballet and help out here?”

	He nodded. “That’s a big part of it. I told you, he thinks Kendall is bad news, and I’m pretty sure he took one look at you and remembered all the stories my mom used to tell us about you.”

	“She told you stories about me?” I asked. I could admit I was super curious to know what he’d heard, but his thoughts had clearly gone elsewhere. His gaze was fixed on me still, but it was distant.

	Thoughtful.

	“You want to get your parents off your back, right?” he said suddenly. “You want them to stop worrying and stop trying to make you feel better?”

	I nodded. “Yeah. Why?”

	His smile was slow and cunning. “And all I want is my dad to stop breathing down my neck. I want my freedom back.”

	“Okay.” I stared at him. “And?”

	His grin knocked the wind right out of me. “And... I think I have an idea that can get us both what we want.”

	 


7 - Austin
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	Mike’s locker door slammed shut, and I was left staring at his wide, dopey grin. “I’m telling you man, it was epic.”

	Old Austin would have tried to hold back a sigh as he wallowed in his depression as he listened to the party details. In fact, old Austin would spend the day moping about, convinced that his life was over. But I was no longer old Austin.

	I was new Austin. And new Austin had a plan.

	“Seriously, dude,” Mike said with a shake of his head. It had been four days, and he still couldn’t believe it. “For a Monday night?” He arched his brows. “Epic rager.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Too bad you missed it.”

	Yeah, yeah. He seemed real put out by my absence.

	“But you’re throwing another party this weekend, right?” I asked. I needed to know if my epic plan had a green light.

	He laughed. “Of course, man. My parents don’t come back until Monday. This weekend’s gonna be a total explosion.” He made an exploding sound with his mouth as he shot his hands out, narrowly missing a sophomore who gave him a dirty look.

	I nodded, a smile forming as I backed away, mostly because I wanted to protect myself from Mike’s cinder block fists. “That’s what I was hoping to hear.”

	“Wait, you mean you can make it?” Mike fell into step beside me. “Your old man is letting you off the chain?”

	“Not yet, but he will.” I grinned as my phone buzzed in my pocket. Cora was no doubt texting me back. She was the answer to life’s problems. My own golden ticket of sorts.

	Cora FG: Calves?

	I chuckled as I texted back an emoji of a face in pain.

	Cora FG: I told you you’d be feeling it!

	I gave a snort of laughter as Mike peeled off to go spread the word about his next party. Cora had programmed her own name into my phone and she’d added the FG. When I asked what it meant she gave me a look that said ‘duh’ and followed that up with her snarkiest tone as she said, “Fake Girlfriend.”

	Then I watched her put me into her phone as FB. Fake Boyfriend.

	The girl was such a nerd. Cute, but such a nerd. And I’m not going to lie, it was refreshing. I liked having someone I could trust. We’d hit some deep levels in the bakery. I’d never bonded this fast with someone before. It was scary and strange...and yet I enjoyed it at the same time.

	I winced as I dodged a group of cheerleaders, my calves screaming in pain at the quick movement.

	Me:You told me I’d feel it, but you didn’t say I’d be crippled.

	Her laughing emojis had me laughing too. We’d had another dance class yesterday after school, and Bianca had upped our game, going from the basics to a legit workout at the barre. I’d pushed my way through it despite Cora’s constant nagging that I should ease into it. I’d laughed her off.

	I was totally paying for it today.

	So yeah, she’d been right. I’d been wrong. But no way was I going to admit it. Fake girlfriend or not, she’d be gloating until the end of time.

	But this girl was the answer to my prayers. At first, she’d laughed when I’d suggested we let our parents think their plan was working. But I’d seen the moment she’d started to take me seriously. She’d gotten this thoughtful look on her face as she debated the merits. We don’t have to, like...do anything, right?

	The look of disdain on her face still made me laugh when I thought of it. No, I’d assured her. We’d tell them we were friends. We’d hang out. Text each other. Act like we were getting close.

	Honestly, my dad and her parents were so anxious to see what they wanted to see, it wouldn’t take much to convince them that their grand scheme was a success. Parents were lame like that. Make them think their idea worked, and it’d be smooth sailing from here.

	So, I’d given her a ride home again after dance class last night. I’d come inside and given her dad a hand moving around the new tables that had arrived. By the time I’d left, both of her parents were beaming at me like I was some knight in shining armor. Cora had stood behind them with a knowing smirk, rolling her eyes when I gave her an over-the-top smile and a wink.

	I’d be the first to admit, the wink had been a little much. But she’d thank me when her mom stopped looking at her like she might shatter at any moment. And I’d be thanking her when Kendall stopped pretending that I didn’t exist.

	Me:You up for a party Saturday night?

	I saw those blinking dots, but nothing came through. Not for the entire next period of chemistry, and not the one after that. By the time lunch rolled around, I was starting to get nervous. Maybe she’d had a change of heart.

	I sent another text that was all question marks.

	Maybe she wasn’t ready. My rib cage felt too tight as I had this flash of her face when she’d told me about Ben.

	Crap.

	I ran a hand through my hair. Maybe I was pushing her. Maybe—

	Cora FG:new phone, who dis?

	I let out a shocked laugh that had the people in line in the cafeteria around me turning to look.

	Me:So that’s a yes?

	Cora FG:Um, sort of? I kind of have a problem.

	I frowned down at my phone and typed some more question marks as the big wrestler behind me gave a loud exhale of annoyance. Not wanting to get in an altercation with him, I stepped forward while keeping my gaze on the screen.

	Thankfully, she typed back quickly.

	Cora FG: I have nothing to wear.

	I smothered another laugh.

	Me:Is that just something you have to say because you’re a girl or…

	Cora FG: No, you sexist moron. I seriously have nothing to wear. We packed all the essentials in our car, but the rest of our clothes and things are showing up next week. So, unless you want your FG showing up in a leotard or sweats...I may need a ride to the mall.

	Me:Done.

	She sent a smiley face.

	Me:Don’t say your boyfriend never does anything nice for you.

	She sent an eye roll emoji that had me laughing again as I tucked my phone into my back pocket and grabbed a tray and a slice of pizza.

	I ate lunch where I always did, with some of my guys from the basketball team, but as I was walking out, I picked up my pace, so I could fall into stride beside Kendall. I’d been watching her the entire lunch period and sprang from my seat when she made a move. “Hey, stranger,” I said as I leaned forward and bumped her with my shoulder.

	She shot me a quick side eye. “Hey, yourself.”

	Her friends outright ignored me. They’d always done that, so it didn’t bother me. It was Kendall’s ignoring me that was the issue. “Where’ve you been this week?” I really hoped I didn’t come across as desperate, but in my attempt to remain cool, I lost my nerve and began to sweat.

	Dang it. Kendall was programmed to sense fear. And right now, it was coming off of me in droves.

	She drew in a deep breath and then let it out loudly. “Around.”

	One of her friends leaned over to say something so low I couldn’t hear, but it made Kendall laugh. I had a good idea what her friend had told her a second later when she turned to me with a small smile. “Is it true your dad’s making you take those ballet classes with the other football guys?”

	My stomach sank, and I didn’t have to respond. She was already laughing. “So lame,” she said through her laughter.

	“Yes,” I said, trying to laugh along with her. “Hey, did you hear Mike’s having another party this weekend?”

	“I heard.”

	I half turned so I could face her, shifting to avoid colliding into passersby as I did. “So? Are you going?”

	“Maybe.” Her gaze was caught on someone in the distance. She looked distracted.

	“Well, I’m going.” I paused, a feeling of excitement rising in my gut.

	That got her attention. She turned her head to eye me. “Yeah? You’re finally out of jail?”

	I shrugged. “Looks like it.”

	Her gaze assessed me before she nodded. “Cool.”

	Part of me wanted to admit that I hadn’t even asked my dad. But my chances of going out were high since I was taking Miss Goody Two Shoes with me. Dad would be so thrilled that I bet he’d give me money and the keys to his truck.

	But I knew if I started to spill that story, my coolness factor with Kendall would go from a ten to a one in a matter of seconds. Stealth was the best when it came to Kendall. She wanted to think she didn’t know me for some reason.

	I didn’t always like it, but if that’s what Kendall wanted, I’d give it to her. She’d been there for me with my mom, so I could see past her quirks. That’s how our relationship worked.

	In my momentary lapse of conversation, Kendall’s friend started talking to her, and I was back to being ignored. Same old, same old.

	In a desperation to say goodbye, I called out, “I’ll see you there.” To which Kendall didn’t respond. I watched her walk away and wondered, had she even heard me? Then immediately after that, I pushed that from my mind. Kendall had a tendency to back away the moment a guy got clingy. I was determined not to be that guy.

	Ever.

	 


8 - Cora
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	Don’t be nervous.

	I eyed my reflection in the full-length mirror in my bedroom again, as if maybe my looks had changed suddenly in the last one minute.

	They hadn’t.

	I took a deep breath.

	Don’t be nervous.

	I’d already told myself that approximately twenty times as I waited for Austin to come pick me up to go shopping, yet it didn’t seem to work. I was a mess with my armpits sweaty and my hair turning frizzy from the humidity that my body was creating. If he didn’t show up soon, I was going to melt into a pile of goo like the Wicked Witch of the West.

	“Girl, please,” Olivia said in a weary tone from my bed. “If you don’t stop pacing, you’re going to make me nervous.” Her demand forced me to stop as I turned to look at her. She flashed me a smile as if she already knew what I was going to ask.

	“You have nothing to be nervous about.”

	I nodded. Right. Nothing to be nervous about.

	“Tonight’s not even a real date,” she reminded me for the tenth time.

	I’d told her about Austin’s plan and our deal to help each other out with our parents’ over attentiveness. She thought it was an awesome plan. Something about if I had a friend in Austin, then she had an in with the basketball team. I didn’t quite follow her, but if she was happy, I was happy. Plus, her glee meant that I didn’t have to delve into the details. Because the details meant Ben. And I wasn’t ready to give details about Ben.

	It was strange, even though Austin knew...I kind of liked that he was the only one that knew. Despite my efforts to stay aloof, I was beginning to trust that kid.

	“You’re so lucky to be going to the mall today,” she said as she flopped back onto the bed, resting her arm on her forehead as she tapped her feet to the beat of the music that was blaring from my phone. “No one in their right mind is nervous about going to the mall.”

	I nodded. Right. Little did she know that I wasn’t in my right mind. I hadn’t been in my right mind for months now. And I doubted I would ever feel in my right mind ever again.

	I’d changed. I was broken. And I doubted I would ever be fixed.

	“Come with us,” I said.

	She sat up with her eyebrows arched, and I realized it sort of came out like a command.

	“Please?” I added, as I grasped my hands in a begging motion.

	She studied me for a moment before she laughed. “Sure. Why not?”

	“You sure?” I asked. “I don’t want to force you if you have other plans.”

	Olivia pursed her lips and made a funny face. “Collette invited me along to some concert she and Ethan are going to later today, but I wasn’t exactly loving the thought of playing third wheel on their date.” She grinned up at me. “Playing third wheel on a fake date sounds way more fun.”

	I laughed. “I thought you said going to the mall didn’t count as a date.”

	She shrugged. “I lied.”

	I clasped my hands together, horrified to realize my palms were clammy. “Why am I even nervous about this house party tonight? I know full well this isn’t a date.”

	Olivia snorted. “First of all, don’t call it a house party. We’re not in the regency era. Call it a rager.”

	I made a quick mental note of that before I sighed, blowing out my breath in an exaggerated way. “I’m so screwed.”

	She shook her head as she hurried to hop off the bed. “You’ve never been to a party?”

	I nodded. “Never. I’ve never been to a party.” I brightened. “Do you want to come to the party too?”

	She laughed. “I was hoping to work on some original choreography tonight, but if it means that much to you…”

	“No, that’s okay,” I said. I felt silly for even asking. I should be able to handle one party. Besides, Austin would be there. It wasn’t like I would be there all alone.

	My mom showed up in my bedroom doorway before Olivia could respond. “Austin’s here.” The words were simple enough, but her face, her eyes… It was impossible to exaggerate how much hope and excitement she managed to convey with those two little words. She was practically vibrating with excitement.

	Her reaction to this not-a-date seemed to calm me down. Her response was the whole reason I was going along with Austin’s ridiculous plan. I hadn’t seen my mom interact with me with so little concern in months. She hadn’t looked at me without a flicker of sympathy—or worse, pity—since the day Ben had died.

	It was freeing.

	“Great,” I said with the best smile I could manage.

	I turned to Olivia but found her engrossed in her phone.

	My mom was already heading back downstairs, and I could hear her asking Austin about his school week and his plans for the weekend. If we didn’t get down there and drag him away, she’d start quizzing him on his college plans and his dreams for the future--or worse, how many children he wanted.

	“You ready?” I asked Olivia as I reached for my coat.

	She blinked up at me with a goofy grin. “Sorry.” She held up her phone. “That childhood BFF I was telling you about.”

	“He emailed?”

	She nodded. “Man, I wish you could meet him. Derek might be the world’s biggest dork, but he’s hilarious.”

	“You must miss him.”

	Her smile was sad. “I do. I mean, I love my friends at the academy, obviously. But this year, with everybody pairing off…”

	She shrugged, and I gave her a smile of understanding. If there was one thing I understood these days, it was loneliness. Ben had been my only real friend for so long that losing him had made it feel like there was this empty void in my life.

	For half a second, I thought about telling her about Ben. I thought maybe she’d understand.

	But even as my lips parted, and I started to form the words, I lost the nerve. Not because she wouldn’t understand, but because of all the questions that would come with telling her.

	I hadn’t even talked to my mom about the days, weeks…fine, the months of fighting that had led up to the crash.

	We’d been talking about breaking up.

	My mom didn’t know. No one knew. But that fact was eating me up inside. Would we have been together still if he hadn’t died? I didn’t know.

	I didn’t think so.

	We’d been growing apart. We both knew it. We’d never have survived going off to different colleges. The only real question left between us had been, did we end things now or wait until we went away to school?

	It wasn’t a matter of if we would break up, but when. I hadn’t wanted to, though. I hadn’t wanted to lose our connection. Neither had he.

	But it no longer mattered. That option was gone. And it could never be undone. I was left alone with too many things that I never got to say.

	And it sucked.

	“Let’s go get you some killer clothes,” Olivia said as she linked arms with me.

	I let out my breath that I’d been holding and pushed those dark thoughts that had crept into my mind on a sunny Saturday afternoon to the far corners of my mind. I was going to get past this pain that came when I thought of Ben. It was just going to take time.

	I tightened my arm around hers and gave her a resolute nod. “Let’s do it.”

	When we came downstairs, I heard my mom’s overly eager voice and cringed. “No pressure, obviously. But we’d love to have you. I know Cora’s grandmother would love to meet you.”

	I groaned, and Olivia shot me a sympathetic wince.

	“Mom,” I interrupted before Austin could respond.

	If she saw my desperation, she waved it away with a quick smile that held no hint of guilt. “I was just telling Austin about the family get together we’re planning for—”

	“We’d better be going,” I interrupted, stepping in front of Austin like I could physically shield him from my mother’s excitement.

	We hadn’t even gone on a first date yet. Or, a fake first date. Whatever. Either way, the woman had zero chill. I let go of Olivia in favor of grabbing Austin by the arm and tugging before my mom could make this even more awkward for either of us.

	“Bye, Mrs. Lansing,” Olivia called as she trailed after me.

	“Great meeting you, Olivia. I hope you’ll come over again soon!”

	I winced at my mom’s unbridled enthusiasm. I mean, sure, it had been a while since I’d hung out with friends, but she didn’t have to make it quite so obvious.

	It wasn’t until we were halfway to the car that I realized that I was still gripping Austin’s arm. Austin’s very strong and very muscular arm. I released it like a hot potato and looked up to see his bright green eyes glinting down at me in amusement. “So, I’m already being invited to family dinners, huh?”

	I winced. “On a scale of one to ten, how pathetic do I seem right now?”

	“I’d say you’re somewhere around an eleven.” He laughed as he reached the passenger side door and opened it for me.

	“Wow,” I said. “You’re opening car doors for me?”

	He clapped a hand to his chest. “I told you. I know how to treat a fake girlfriend right.”

	I gave a sappy pretend sigh. “I’m such a lucky girl.”

	Olivia was laughing as she groaned behind me. “You two are so weird.”

	He nodded in her direction, and I realized I hadn’t actually made introductions. I started to introduce them, but Olivia cut me off quickly. “Austin, the fake boyfriend. Got it.” She shook her head as she climbed into the backseat, mumbling something about us crazy kids and our shenanigans.

	It wasn’t until we were on our way to the mall that I broached the subject that my mom had so smoothly brought up. “About that family get together,” I said, fidgeting with my seat belt. “You don’t really have to—”

	“I’ll go,” he said.

	Just like that.

	I blinked over at him. “You sure?”

	He laughed. “Yeah, it’s not a big deal.”

	Maybe not for him. For me? Inviting anyone other than Ben to any family function was a massively big deal. Especially if that someone was a guy.

	Particularly if that someone was the guy my mom and her best friend had dreamt of me marrying.

	It all felt like an awfully big deal to me, but apparently Austin did not agree. “Well, thanks,” I said.

	“Not a big deal,” he said again with a shrug. “You’re helping me out tonight, right? It’s the least I can do. And besides…” He flashed me a little smirk. “It’ll make my dad happy too.”

	I nodded. Right. My parents would be happy. His dad would be happy.

	Everybody would be so very happy.

	I crossed my arms over my chest, happy to let Olivia and Austin fill in the silence with small talk about their mutual friends. Or acquaintances, at least. Austin made it sound like he wasn’t really friends with anyone on the football team, though he did mention that Ethan wasn’t a bad dude—which, I guessed was high praise? And that Ryan knew how to hang. Again, maybe that was a compliment? I wasn’t sure. I was still uncertain of how to decipher Austin speak.

	It was enough for Olivia, at least. She took his less-than-enthusiastic commentary and rolled with it.

	Austin and I were both content to let Olivia lead the way through the mall until we came to an H&amp;M, and she dragged us inside. She held up a top and turned to Austin rather than me. “What do you think?”

	He gaped at her for a full second.

	“Wait, I don’t really have to be a part of this, do I?” Austin looked so horrified at the prospect that I started to laugh.

	Olivia was busy snatching up clothes for me to try on. I shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you trust my judgement when it comes to clothes?”

	He blinked and then eyed me from head to toe.

	I felt it. Like, I literally felt his gaze as if he was touching me. I sucked in air, not sure if this liquid warmth spreading through me was a good thing or bad. Was it embarrassment or attraction or...something else entirely?

	When he was this close, all I could feel was the heat coming from his body and the scent of him filled my nose. The air seemed to be sucked out of the store as he shifted closer still, his gaze so fixed on me, I couldn’t have moved away if I’d tried.

	I was trapped.

	And I definitely couldn’t think. I could barely breathe. Meanwhile, my heart was racing like we’d just finished a race.

	What was this?

	I had no idea. I’d never felt this before.

	All I knew was, my head was spinning, and my belly was fluttering when his gaze landed on mine again. “Point taken,” he said. “I’ll stay.”

	Reality returned in a heartbeat, and I blinked as I fell back to earth. The meaning of his words wasn’t lost on me. I glanced down at my yoga pants and sweatshirt with a grimace. Okay, so maybe style wasn't really my thing. “Probably a good choice,” I managed.

	When Olivia came over and shoved a stack of clothes into my arms with the command to go try them on, I didn’t hesitate. I needed a moment to gain my composure from whatever that was that transpired between Austin and me.

	I headed toward the closest fitting room and locked the door. I took a moment to catch my breath. I studied myself in the mirror, unsure of what just happened back there. Part of me wanted to run, but the other part of me--the part that enjoyed what happened, wanted me to stay. My relationship with Austin was new. It was intense…

	And it freaked me the heck out.

	 


9 - Austin
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	I watched Cora disappear into the dressing room and felt my muscles relax as well.

	It wasn’t like I hated being around Cora—the girl was surprisingly easy to be around--it was just that run-in with her mom that was still nagging at me.

	I hadn’t been prepared for it, that was all.

	I mean, I’d known I was going to their house, but I hadn’t anticipated her mom would be so...happy. Like, weirdly happy. All I could think about was how my mom would have acted if she’d been there.

	She would have been even less chill than Mrs. Lansing. She would have embarrassed me so badly if she’d been there for my first date with Cora.

	Fakedate. Whatever.

	The point was, her mom’s excitement had made me miss my mom in a way I didn’t anymore. Or...I tried not to. It had been months since I’d let myself dwell on thoughts that started with ‘what would Mom say’ or ‘what would Mom think?’

	That was a dangerous path, and life had gotten much easier ever since I’d stopped letting myself go there.

	Well, not easier. Simpler, though. Less painful, if maybe a little emptier.

	But then, just like that, Mrs. Lansing had been in my face and asking about my life as if she actually cared, and I found myself wondering what my mom had told her about me. What she’d said to Mrs. Lansing during their last phone call.

	Had they laughed until they cried? Or had they just cried?

	I found myself wondering what my mom would say if she could see me now. What would she say to me, to Dad…? What would she think of Kendall? How would she have humiliated me every time Cora was near?

	I tipped my head back and stared up at the bright fluorescent lights in the store and willed my mind to go blank. This wasn’t the time or the place for a round of what ifs. I was here with one goal in mind: getting Cora some clothes that were fit for Mike’s party. That was all. Not to reevaluate my life.

	“She’s never been to a party before, you know.” Olivia’s voice next to me made me start, and I turned to her with a frown.

	“What?”

	She crossed her arms. Her whole demeanor was a lot less easy going than it had been just a few minutes ago when she’d been chatting with Cora about what pant size she wore and how she felt about off-the-shoulder blouses.

	Her eyes narrowed as she hitched her lips to the side. She studied me, eyeing me from head to toe with one foot jutting out and her hip cocked to the side. When her gaze came back up and met mine, it was clear. I’d been judged and found wanting.

	I was definitely not good enough for Cora.

	“I said,” she repeated slowly, like I was some moron who didn’t understand words with more than one syllable. “Cora has never been to a party before.”

	I stared at her. “So?”

	This was hardly breaking news. Anyone who’d been around Cora for more than a half a second would guess that she wasn’t some party girl. She had ‘good girl’ written all over her, from her no-makeup face to her overly white tennis shoes.

	Olivia sighed as if I was missing something obvious. “You need to look out for her tonight.”

	I shrugged. “Yeah. Sure.”

	She narrowed her eyes. “I know why you’re really doing this.”

	I blinked, glancing left and then right. What exactly had I done to this girl that she was eyeing me like I was some criminal? “Uh, okay,” I drawled.

	“Eve told me about Kendall.”

	I stared at her for a long moment as I tried to process this. “Am I supposed to know who Eve is?”

	“Eve,” she said again, as if maybe I hadn’t heard her before. “You know, Cooper’s girlfriend. The one who used to go to the academy and now goes to your school?”

	“Oh yeah.” I shrugged. “What about her?”

	“She said you’ve been hooking up with some chick named Kendall.”

	She said this like it was an accusation. My muscles tensed defensively in response. I glared down at her. “And this is your business how, exactly?”

	“It’s not,” she said. “But Cora is, and I don’t want to see her hurt.”

	“Uh huh.” I should laugh this off. I knew that. I mean, who did this little munchkin wannabe think she was to be giving me lectures? She didn’t know me at all. And clearly, she didn’t know Cora very well either if she thought she needed her help. “Look, I don’t know what you think you know, but Cora and I are on the same page here, okay?”

	Olivia glared in response.

	I turned to glance at the still-closed dressing room door with an exasperated sigh. “Maybe Cora didn’t tell you, but this isn't a real date, okay? There are no real feelings here between us. None of this is real. That’s the point.”

	Just then the dressing room door swung open and... whoa.

	My jaw fell as I took in the sight of Cora posing in the doorway in a pale pink, form-fitting sweater and a short skirt that showed off her killer toned legs. I’d seen the girl in less before, thanks to ballet class, but I’d never seen her like this.

	With her hair down and the feminine clothes, she wasn’t just cute, and her body wasn’t just fit. She was...beautiful. Soft and sexy, sweet and hot. A strange but intoxicating combination.

	She was freakin’ hot.

	“You sure about that, Austin?” Olivia’s voice beside me brought me back with a start, and I clamped my mouth shut.

	“What?” I sort of snapped at her, but...what was she even talking about? I couldn’t remember. I’d been saying something about how Cora and I were just for show, but I wasn’t sure where I’d left off.

	Olivia’s brows arched, and her smile turned smug. “You got a little something right there.” She swiped at the corner of her mouth, and I rolled my eyes.

	“What are you, ten years old?”

	She choked on a laugh as she turned to Cora. “That’s the one.”

	“Yeah?” Cora looked down at herself with a furrowed brow. “The brown dress didn’t fit, but there are a couple other outfits—”

	“Nope.” Olivia cut her off decisively. “You found the winner.”

	To my surprise—no doubt to Olivia’s horror—Cora turned to me. “Austin, what do you think?”

	What did I think? I think you look amazing. You look great. Definitely a winner.

	What actually came out of my mouth was, “Nope.”

	Cora’s brows pulled together in confusion or hurt. I didn’t really want to know which. All I knew was, I was too hot, this store was too small, and the little spitfire next to me was back to glaring. “What do you mean, nope?” Olivia asked as she emphasized the last word.

	“I-I—” Oh crap. I had no response. What did I mean by ‘nope?’ What I’d meant was—nope, you should not be seen in public wearing that. What I’d meant was, one look at you and you’ll be a fish in a school of guys. What I’d meant was, if I found this girl hot, and I knew she was totally not my type, then there was no way every other guy wouldn’t be going after her tonight.

	And that was just...not okay.

	None of that made it out of my mouth, though, and the word ‘nope’ seemed to be hanging in the air, along with the smell of new clothes and bad background music.

	But they were both staring at me now, and Olivia finally broke the silence with a disgusted scoff before she turned a smile on Cora. “You look crazy hot right now. If you don’t buy that outfit, I’m gonna buy it for you.” She moved toward Cora and gently pushed her back inside to change back into her not-even-remotely sexy outfit from earlier.

	Which was good.

	The moment the door clicked shut I could finally swallow again, and Olivia turned back to me with an accusatory stare.

	I adopted my best innocent expression and shoved my hands in my pockets.

	“Tell me again how there’s nothing real going on here,” Olivia said in a bland tone.

	“Look,” I said with a huff. “I don’t know what you’re thinking, but there’s nothing between me and Cora. I’m only taking her tonight, so I can see—”

	“Kendall,” Olivia finished with an exasperated sigh and wave of her hand. “Yeah, yeah. I heard all that.” She arched a brow. “I also heard that this Kendall girl hasn’t been giving you the time of day, so I don’t know if you two are in a fight, or if you’re just super pathetic and going after some girl who wants nothing to do with you, but—”

	“We’re not fighting,” I snapped. “And my relationship with Kendall is none of your business.”

	“I thought you didn’t have a relationship.” Olivia looked way too suspicious. Jeez, how much had Cora told her about me?

	Probably everything. At least, she’d clearly told her that Kendall wasn’t my girlfriend and didn’t do relationships.

	Leave it to one of Cora’s uptight little ballerina friends to think that the only way a guy and girl could hang was if they were in some big committed relationship. I shook my head, ready to tell Olivia that she had no clue what she was talking about, but she spoke first.

	“Look, Austin. I have nothing against you, personally.” Her tone was all brisk and no-nonsense as she glanced toward the dressing rooms where Cora would come out at any moment. “I just wanted you to know that I’ll be watching you.”

	I blinked at her—at all five-foot-nothing of her. “Is that supposed to be a threat?”

	She rolled her eyes. “It’s not a threat, just a warning. Cora is a really sweet girl, and I don’t want to see her hurt.”

	“Neither do I.” It just sort of came out, and I thought maybe I surprised us both with my sincerity. But it hadn’t been fake. Of course, I didn’t want to hurt Cora—and I didn’t want to see anyone else hurt her, either.

	Olivia studied me for a second before she gave a quick nod. “Good. Then we agreed. It’s just…” She chewed on her lip for a second, her gaze flicking toward the dressing rooms again before she finished in one quick exhale. “She just seems really inexperienced, that’s all. Sheltered, you know?”

	I opened my mouth to tell her yet again that I didn’t plan on taking advantage of Cora, or letting any other guy take advantage of her for that matter, but Olivia wasn’t done with her lecture. She turned, hands on her hips as she stared at me. “I don’t think she’s ever had a boyfriend, and I wouldn’t want her to get...confused by whatever is going on here.”

	I stared at Olivia and didn’t break that stare when the dressing room door opened. I heard Cora announcing that she was heading to the register to buy the clothes. Did she not know? I blinked a few times. She had to know. Out of all the girls at the academy, she was the only one I saw Cora around the most.

	Olivia’s expression was odd, almost wary, as she returned my admittedly intense stare. “What?” she mumbled.

	I gave my head a shake as I studied her once more. I was looking for a glimmer. A flash. Something that told me that she knew about Ben. But nothing appeared.

	Olivia sighed and followed after Cora. I tossed out a quick, “Nothing,” to her retreating frame, but if she’d heard me, she didn’t move to acknowledge.

	Olivia didn’t know about Ben. Which made her overprotectiveness that much more meaningful, in a weird sort of way. Olivia didn’t know all that Cora had been through, just that she was a good girl. A kind girl.

	A girl who deserved better than the hand she’d been dealt.

	I wasn’t sure how many seconds passed where all I could do was stand there, frozen in place by the simple fact that Olivia didn’t know.

	Cora had only been in town a week, so maybe it made sense that she hadn’t mentioned the fact that she’d walked away from a tragedy and more heartache than a sweet girl like her ought to have faced.

	Maybe. Or maybe…

	I found them at the register. Olivia was answering her ringing phone, and my gaze made its way over to Cora’s bright red hair and her slight frame. Even from this angle I could see her big bright smile as she talked to the cashier. It was as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

	My chest did something weird. Something it hadn’t done since before my mom died. Since before she got sick for the last time.

	It hurt for someone else. The ache rose up inside of me and my instinct was to reach out and protect her. She’d hurt just like I’d hurt. And that was a bond that would hold us together no matter how fake our dating was.

	Olivia’s loud exhale behind me had me looking back in time to see her tucking her phone back in her pocket. “My parents want me to come home for a family dinner,” she said. “My mom’s nearby, so she’s going to pick me up.”

	Wanting to break the intensity I felt for Cora and ground myself in the here and now, I pushed my feelings aside and went with snarky Austin once more. “And you really trust me to be alone with your sweet, sheltered little friend over there? I’m so relieved,” I said in a hushed tone so that Cora wouldn’t hear.

	She rolled her eyes as I pretended to be blown away by her faith in me. “I wasn’t trying to offend you, okay? I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were doing, that’s all.”

	I didn’t have it in me to be too annoyed with this girl. It might not have been her place to go all big sister on me, as if Cora was some helpless child, but I couldn’t really fault her either. Not when every protective instinct in me was telling me to do the same.

	“I’ll keep an eye out for her,” I said.

	Her eyes widened slightly at my serious tone. Up until now I’d either been defensive or mocking, but I meant every word when I glanced over at Cora and added, “I won’t let anyone hurt her, me included.”

	 


10 - Cora
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	Things were only moderately weird after Olivia left us alone. Not weird-weird, obviously. I didn’t mind being in Austin’s company anymore, and he didn’t seem like such a stranger after a week of texting and hanging out at the ballet academy and the bakery. But still a little weird because I was acutely aware that the only person that Austin had to speak to was me and vice versa.

	So even though we were in a crowded mall, I still felt very alone as I walked in step with Austin.

	I couldn’t for the life of me think of another time I’d ever done one-on-one stuff with a guy other than Ben. There was an anatomy lab partner once...he’d been a guy. Did that count? Probably not. After all, we’d spent the whole afternoon hanging out in a lab dissecting a frog.

	The truth was, this was the first time I’d spent alone time with a guy where I was semi attracted to him. And from the way he looked at me earlier, I was beginning to wonder if he felt the same.

	My mind flashed to the look on Austin’s face when I’d walked out of the dressing room. There was a heat there. A passion that had thrown me a curve ball. He couldn't look at me like that. He had Kendall. The girl he was pining after. Was that a normal reaction for someone to have when it came to their fake girlfriend?

	Maybe.

	What did I know?

	What made it worse was the fact that Olivia seemed to notice as well. Your fake date got drool all over the floor, Olivia teased when she’d given me a hug and said goodbye. Was the emphasis in that sentence on fake date or drool?

	Why was I thinking so hard about this? Why did I care so much?

	I dipped my head down as a nervous laugh threatened to escape. I wasn’t sure what Olivia’s intentions had been from her words. All I knew was that Austin had looked pretty stunned. But stunned in a good way? Or was he so horrified by the way I’d looked that he couldn’t stop gaping? I bit my lip, trying to remember if any guy had ever looked at me like that. Like I’d made their brain cells fry on the spot. Had Ben ever looked at me like that? I shut down the thought before it could ruin my mood.

	My lab partner definitely hadn’t looked at me like that.

	And that right there was why being alone with Austin was not at all the same as being alone with my lab partner. I tried to imagine my lab partner’s jaw dropping at the sight of me in safety goggles and a lab coat, and the laugh I’d been holding back escaped with a super sexy snort.

	“What are you laughing about?” Austin asked. My face turned red as I glanced up to see that his lips had curved up into a grin, like he was ready to laugh too.

	For a second, I panicked. What did I say? You? The way you looked at me? No. Those answers wouldn’t do. “Um...Carl Ashby.”

	He looked down at me, his brows arched high. “Who?”

	“My anatomy lab partner from sophomore year.”

	“Ah, of course,” he teased. He snagged the bag of clothes from my hands and threaded his fingers through the handle. I stared down at the bag, confused as to why he was being so nice to me. Between that move and the car door opening...I was starting to suspect that beneath his snark and apathetic attitude, he was harboring the heart of an old-school gentleman. And that thought made me smile once more.

	“Now what are you laughing to yourself about?”

	I shook my head. No way was I going to admit I’d been trying to imagine him as the star of some black-and-white movie. He’d never let me live it down. Plus, I was having too much fun noting all of these gentlemanly reflexes he seemed to have. I wondered if he even knew that he was doing it. “Nothing,” I replied with an innocent shoulder shrug.

	Austin didn’t look like he believed me, but he also looked as if he wasn’t going to push it. “You hungry?” he asked as he nodded in the direction we were walking.

	“Starved,” I said, and we headed toward the food court on the far side of the mall.

	When we ordered, Austin reached for his wallet before I even stood a chance.

	“You don’t have to,” I started to protest.

	He gave me a look that said, “Are you serious?” before he slapped a twenty down on the counter. “Your dad slipped me some cash the other day when I was the only one moving all the tables.”

	I stared at him in shock. “He did? They didn’t give me anything.”

	He winked and flashed the cash. “And that’s why this one’s on me.”

	“Well, I guess I can’t argue with that.”

	His grin was sweet. Once again, I got a flash of what Austin must have been like before. I’d always assumed he was self-absorbed, definitely not interested in his mom’s friends or their lonely daughters, but every story and picture had always made him seem so...happy and easygoing. Maybe a tad cocky—like he was hot, and he knew it—but not angry and bitter like he so often seemed to be these days.

	But not always.

	Not now.

	He was actually chatty when we reached our table and dug into our food. He told me about the guy whose house the party was at and went through the list of people I was going to meet.

	He was excited, and his excitement was contagious.

	“You like parties, huh?” I asked as I picked at my fries.

	“I guess.” He leaned forward and stole one of my fries. Out of instinct, I swatted his hand away. Just when our fingers made contact, a surge of heat raced through my hand. I pulled back like I’d gotten burned, but Austin just grinned at me like nothing had happened. “I like getting out of my house. Does that count?”

	“Sure,” I said, willing my cheeks to return to normal. If Austin wasn’t going to be influenced by us touching, neither was I. “But you don’t seem to be this excited about going to ballet classes or helping my parents move furniture around.”

	He laughed. “Fair enough. I guess I should have said, I like getting out of the house and doing something that doesn’t feel like torture.”

	I forced a laugh, ignoring the pain that came with his words. It wasn’t like I’d thought he was into dancing or that he actually liked hanging out with me and my parents. But I had secretly hoped that being around me helped make the whole situation less like torture.

	Ugh. Why was I acting like this?

	“What about you?” he asked, completely unaware of the torture I was currently putting myself through.

	I froze with a fry in front of my face. What had we been talking about? Why was I allowing my mind to wander like this? “What about me?”

	“What do you do for fun?” He winced a bit and leaned back. “What did you do for fun? You know, while Ben was alive, and you were still living in $TOWN”

	I swallowed a thick lump. For once, the weird surge of emotions wasn’t because of how much I missed Ben. It sort of was, but mainly it was in response to the fact that...Austin understood what I was going through.

	He got it. Without feeling sorry for me. Without me having to explain what it was like, he understood that there was a before Ben and an after Ben. And I liked that. It made me feel more comfortable around Austin. It made me want to tell him more.

	“Ben and I were homebodies,” I said, my voice going soft at the memory. “His parents had this finished basement with every game you could ever imagine. They even had a pool table and a dartboard and—” I cut myself off when I met Austin’s gaze.

	His laughing gaze. He wasn’t laughing in a mean way, but he was clearly amused.

	“What?” I asked, feigning outrage.

	“Nothing,” he said, but his innocence was too fake. “That sounds...fun. Really, really...fun.”

	I narrowed my eyes. “Excuse me, but are you mocking my pastimes that I had with my dead boyfriend?”

	His eyes widened, his lips parted, and we held a stare until—

	I didn’t know who burst out laughing first, but I was pretty sure that it was me. I clapped a hand over my mouth. I was both shocked and horrified that I was actually making a joke about this--that I was actually laughing right now, but Austin wasn’t judging.

	He was laughing right along with me. When he caught my eye again, he gave his head a little shake. “Don’t go feeling guilty. If you can’t laugh about the stuff that sucks, you’ll go crazy, right?”

	I nodded. “Right.” It was just...I’d never been able to laugh about it before. Because everyone else I knew—my friends, my family—they always looked at me with such pity that all I could feel was grief. And if I did want to laugh, I would appear as some sort of serial killer. It was a strange place where I felt stuck. I needed to always feel sad. If not, I wouldn’t appear genuine.

	But maybe, this right here was grief too. Just a different stage of grief. It was like the black hole had morphed into a dark cloud, and for a second there, I’d caught a hint of sunlight peeking through. It was refreshing, and I ached for the feeling of warm rays on my skin.

	“So what else did you party animals do?” Austin was teasing, but his smile was gentle. Sweet, even. He wasn’t being mean, but he wasn’t treating the topic of Ben with kid gloves either.

	I leaned back in my chair and thought it over. Happy memories came back to me. Good memories that made me smile. “Pretty much every weekend we had these themed movie marathons,” I said, reaching for my drink. “And we got really into pool for a while there. We’d watched this old movie about a hustler and decided we were going to learn—”

	“So you could hustle?” His brows arched up in surprise, and a smile still curved his lips.

	I nodded. “Not that we ever did.”

	“Right, because that would require leaving his parents’ basement,” he said, laughter in his voice.

	I rolled my eyes. “I know, I know. We sound super lame—”

	“Nah,” he said quickly. His gaze dropped to the soda in my hand. “It sounds like you guys had fun.”

	I nodded, but my throat tightened again, this time the sensation was bittersweet. It was as if I could finally appreciate the memories I had with Ben. Before, if they came to me, I had to be sad. But with Austin, I could feel happy. Happy that I got to spend time with Ben. Happy that things weren’t always bad. “We did,” I whispered as this new type of reaction washed over me.

	His gaze came up and met mine, and his dimpled smile spread across his lips. Suddenly, all the air in my lungs came out in a whoosh like he’d just sucker punched me. I drew in a deep breath. He really ought to warn a girl before he looked at them like that. Cocky Austin I could deal with. But genuine Austin? That guy was throwing me for a loop.

	“My mom took me to a pool hall once.” His voice was quiet as he reached out and fiddled with the wrapper in the basket his food had come in.

	I could tell that he was opening up to me in a way that I’d opened up to him. I wanted him to feel the same way he made me feel. So I leaned forward, offering up a smile as I said, “Really? Like a real one?”

	He nodded, and a smile so sweet it hurt my heart emerged as I could tell he got lost in the memory. “It was the middle of the afternoon, so the owner didn’t care. Mom pulled me out of school that day, and we just...hung out together. She tried to teach me how to play pool, even though she wasn’t any good, and we went out for burgers after. It was a great day.”

	We sat there in silence for a long moment. I just knew he wasn’t done. There was more.

	He reached for the fries, and his smile faded. “That was the last good day. She knew she was sick, and I think that day she just wanted…” His voice drifted off for a moment before he cleared his throat and straightened in his seat. “She wanted to make some good memories, you know?”

	I nodded, refusing to let the tears that were tightening my chest show in my eyes. “I’m glad she did that. For both of you.”

	He nodded. “Yeah. Me too.”

	“So,” I said after another long silence had passed, and I could sense he was ready to smile again. “What do people do at these parties?” I said ‘parties’ like it was a foreign word, and that made him grin. “Most of my knowledge of high school parties comes from eighties movies, so I need to know how much of that I should really expect to happen.”

	“Like what?” he asked.

	“Well, there was this one 90s hit about a nerdy girl and this super hot guy…” I tried not to blush. Why on earth was I blushing? Just because he was a super hot guy? Gah! I really had no game.

	“And?”

	I lifted my gaze to meet his. “And there was this choreographed dance number...”

	He burst out laughing, and the sound warmed me all the way through. “I can guarantee you that there will be no choreographed dancing.”

	I pretended to pout. “Too bad. Dancing is just about the only thing I’m good at.”

	“I know.” He groaned theatrically before donning a high-pitched voice. “Cora got the lead role in the ballet. Cora came in first at the dance competition. Cora—”

	“Okay, okay, I get it,” I interrupted with a laugh. Then I shrugged. “I can’t help it if I’m amazing.”

	He laughed at that.

	“And besides, don’t think I didn’t hear about your soccer wins.” I rolled my eyes. “But one thing I never got…how come you got so into soccer if your dad is such a big-time football coach?”

	He pointed a finger at me. “You just answered your own question. I took to soccer because my dad is the football coach.”

	“I see,” I said. And I did. It hadn’t taken long with father and son to notice that they didn’t exactly mesh. Their personalities were like night and day. His dad was all intense and focused, and Austin gave the impression of being so laid back, like he didn’t have a care.

	His attention was caught by a group of guys heading in our direction, and he waved when they caught sight of us.

	“That’s Mike in the middle,” he said. “It’s his house we’re heading to tonight.”

	I nodded, enjoying this side of Austin just a little too much. It was really nice to see him so excited for something.

	“Hey man,” Mike said as he paused next to our table. His gaze never left me as Austin made some quick introductions.

	“You managed to get out of jail to go to the mall and come to my party. I’m impressed,” Mike said.

	“Yeah, well…” Austin looked to me, and we shared a knowing look.

	I was the reason he was out of jail.

	“You coming tonight too?” Mike asked me.

	I nodded, but before I could say anything, Mike turned to Austin with a smirk. “Out with another girl, huh?”

	Austin stiffened. “It’s not like that.”

	“No?” Mike glanced at me, and his smile was flirty.

	I blinked in response. I was definitely not used to flirty.

	Mike turned back to Austin. “Does Kendall know you’re bringing another girl tonight?”

	I stiffened. Kendall. I’d totally forgotten about his non-girlfriend who he’d been obsessing about the other night.

	“I’m not bringing another girl.” Austin’s tone was so disdainful and dismissive, it was really hard not to take offense. “Cora’s just an old family friend.”

	An old family friend. I tried not to wince. I mean, it was true, but it stung for some reason. It made me sound like some annoying pest he was stuck babysitting.

	“Uh huh,” Mike said. “But Kendall knows you’re coming?”

	Austin shrugged, but no one was fooled by his attempt at nonchalance. “I told Kendall I’d be there.”

	Mike nodded. “Cool, cool.” He turned back to me. “Looking forward to seeing you tonight, Cora.”

	I nodded and gave the group a little wave before they left.

	“Want any more fries?” Austin asked when they’d left us in silence.

	I shook my head. I’d lost my appetite. I supposed I should have realized it earlier. His newfound happiness, his excitement for tonight…

	It had nothing to do with me.

	He was only excited to see Kendall.

	 


11 - Austin
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	It was kind of funny seeing this crowd through Cora’s gaze. Her eyes were wide, and her lips had this unsure yet excited tip to them. It was as if she were perpetually stuck between those two feelings and wasn’t sure how to express either one.

	“Is everyone always this...loud?” Her brows were drawn together in confusion, and her nose was crinkled up in a cute little look of dismay.

	I had to swallow a laugh as I snagged her hand and led her further into the chaos. “Always,” I said.

	I wasn’t even sure she could hear me over the pounding music and the laughter and talking going on all around us. Apparently, word about this party had spread in a big way, and I was pretty sure that just about everyone from Oakwood High was here.

	“Do you see Eve?” Cora asked. “Or Ethan and Collette?”

	I shook my head. I’d taken note of just about everyone but the football players and their girlfriends. “I bet they’ll show eventually.”

	She nodded absently, taking in the group to my left who were laughing way too loudly.

	“Hey, you’ll be fine,” I said, squeezing her hand as a way to comfort her. I hadn’t let it go, and if I were honest with myself, I was enjoying holding it. It made me feel grounded amongst the chaos. And Cora didn’t seem to mind either.

	I smiled down at her as her gaze flickered up to meet mine. Her eyes locked with me, and for a second, the noise and the crowd fell away. She looked way too pretty tonight, but thankfully, I’d been ready for it this time. I’d known what was coming when I’d gone to pick her up, but even so, I’d been floored when she’d come down the stairs of her family’s home in that outfit.

	She had a little lip gloss on, and her eyes looked wider than ever thanks to whatever makeup she was wearing. I didn’t know what she’d done exactly, but the overall effect was killer. And now, as she blinked up at me with those ridiculously big eyes, I got that weird tugging sensation in my chest again. My lungs seemed to stop functioning as my rib cage tightened. For a second, it was just her and the way she was gazing up at me with trust. That was what I saw in her eyes.

	And it scared me.

	As if she could read my mind, her lips curved up a little, and she squeezed my hand. “Lead on, FB.”

	I grinned at the ‘FB’ part. It was kind of fun having an inside joke with someone again. A secret that only she and I shared.

	It was also the reminder that I wasn’t here to show off my fake girlfriend. I was here to find my real girlfriend. Well, not girlfriend in the technical sense. Kendall didn’t do the whole boyfriend-girlfriend thing. But that was one of the reasons I liked being out with her.

	With Kendall, there were zero expectations.

	There were also no rules and no commitments. Which was awesome, except that right now it had my stomach churning. A freedom like that went both ways. She wasn’t one of those chicks who said they didn’t care about commitments but actually sat at home all night waiting for you to call. She did her own thing. She waited for no one.

	And right now, I had no idea if I was too late. There was a part of me that feared that she’d gotten tired of waiting and moved on for good. That the door on our relationship had already swung closed.

	I could feel Cora’s grip tighten as the crowd grew thicker around us. When we hit Mike’s kitchen, everyone was crowding around a keg. It was impossible to make out anyone through this sea of people.

	Worry for Cora filled my mind, and I glanced down to see her biting her lip.

	Crap. I had to get her out of this mess. I was starting to feel claustrophobic, and I had a solid foot of height on Cora. I could at least see over most people, but she was stuck staring at everyone’s arms and backs as she blindly followed me.

	“Come on,” I said, as I extended out my arm to protect her as I pushed through the crowd toward the far door that led out onto a back patio. As soon as we spilled out onto the cement, the feeling of fresh air surrounded us. It was cold, but that meant it wouldn’t be nearly as crowded.

	I heard her sigh with relief when we hit the night air. I turned to her with a can of soda that I’d snagged from an open cooler on our way out.

	She eyed it as I positioned her in a free corner, away from the smokers nearby and on the opposite side of the speakers that were basically just asking the neighbors to call the cops on us.

	“A soda?” she said.

	“I figured you weren’t much of a drinker,” I said.

	She grinned as she cracked it open. “How did you know?”

	I shrugged. “Something told me you and Ben weren’t sneaking beers in his basement when you had your wild game nights.”

	I’d used a teasing tone, but I watched her expression carefully, nervous that I’d see sadness in her eyes. I was afraid that I’d ruin her first real night out with the mention of sad memories.

	My muscles relaxed at the sight of her snickering softly as she sipped on her soda. “It’s true,” she whispered.

	I wasn’t oblivious to the fact that her talking about Ben earlier today had been a big deal. Whether she knew it or not, it was progress. I wasn’t exactly an expert or anything, but even I knew that being able to remember the good memories without falling into a depression had to be a good sign.

	And the fact that she’d shared it with me? It was a privilege that I didn’t take lightly.

	Crap. There it was again. I rubbed a hand over my chest as if that was all it was going to take to dull the pain that settled there and tried to ignore Cora as she glanced up at me with too-big eyes.

	“You okay?” she asked, her soft voice sending a ripple of emotions through my body.

	Caught off guard, all I could do was nod. After a few seconds to compose myself and a deep clear of my throat, I responded with a, “Yeah. Yeah, of course.” I looked around quickly, my gaze everywhere but on the girl beside me.

	Looking at her was like looking into the sun. Bright and blinding but oddly relaxing in a strange way. I was fairly certain that I was losing my mind. That could be the only reason.

	“You can go, you know,” she said quietly.

	“What?” I blinked down at her, and her smile was small and rueful.

	“You don’t have to stand here and babysit me all night.” She nodded toward the party. “I know you came here to find your girlfriend…” She shrugged, no doubt catching my flinch at the g-word. “Or whatever.”

	I eyed her again, all huddled in on herself in the cold. Aside from being chilly, she looked content as she leaned back against the banister, taking in the sights around her.

	“You sure?” I asked. Part of me wanted to find Kendall, but there was a part of me, a strange and yet hard to ignore part, that worried that she really didn’t want me to leave. And call me crazy, but for some reason, I didn’t want to disappoint her.

	If my leaving would bother Cora, she didn’t show it. Instead, all she did was nod. “I’d bet at least someone I know will be here soon.” She tilted her head toward the party. “Go find your girl.”

	I flashed her a smile of gratitude, already backing away. The fact that I hadn’t seen Kendall yet was freaking me out, and the sooner I found her and showed her that I was back in action, the sooner I could return to the new normal that my dad was so intent on destroying. Plus, getting away from Cora meant getting away from how confused I felt. Sure, Kendall ignored me, but she was consistent. Cora confused me in a way that I didn’t like, and I felt out of control around her.

	“I’ll be back,” I said as I took a step back.

	She nodded, her gaze already moving, taking in the newcomers who’d just come around the corner of the house. She must have realized that she didn’t know them and settled back against the banister. I still couldn’t quite leave, but when she waved me away and turned her back on me, I finally felt confident to hurry away.

	Back inside, I tried not to shove people out of the way, but my tension was ratcheting up with each new room I scanned and every passing minute that went by without catching a glimpse of Kendall’s familiar black hair. I’d even be psyched to see one of her catty friends at this point. Anything to bring me back down to earth. I wasn’t proud of it, but ever since Mom died, I’d sort of clung to Kendall like she was my anchor. She saw me at my worst, and in a weird way, she was one of the only things that I had linking me to my life before Mom died. And I wasn’t ready to give that up any time soon.

	Finally, when I hit the far end of Mike’s house, I caught sight of her. She was with one of her friends and walking away from me. “Kendall!” I shouted. “Wait up.”

	She half turned, caught sight of me, and then turned to lean in and say something to her friend. Her friend, Kayla, the one with purple streaks in her hair, smirked and kept walking.

	“Hey,” I said as I reached her side.

	Her gaze didn’t quite meet mine as she scanned the crowd in the room behind me. “What’s up, Austin?”

	I threw my hands out wide with a smile. “I made it.”

	Her gaze finally flicked up to meet mine and for a half a second, her smile mocked me like it always did. “Good for you.”

	“Yeah, well, I told you I’d—”

	“Does Daddy know you’re here?” Her taunting tone was familiar, but there was an edge to it I wasn’t used to.

	At least, I wasn’t used to hearing it aimed at me. This was the tone she used when we were mocking everyone else.

	“I can handle my dad,” I said.

	Her brows arched in disbelief, and her tone turned sickeningly sweet. “Yeah? Is that why he has you doing pirouettes with all the other good little boys on the football team?”

	I heard a laugh behind me and froze. This wasn’t for my benefit. She did it to make one of her friends laugh. And it ignited an anger inside of me that had never roared to life before. I worked my jaw to ease some of the tension. It wasn’t personal. I shouldn’t take it to heart. She did this to everyone. This was just her sense of humor.

	“Funny, Kendall,” I said. “Look, can we just talk for a second?” I reached for her arm, but she pulled out of reach.

	“Dude, get the hint already.”

	I froze. Her mocking tone had hardened to outright annoyance. The joke was over, and her eyes were cold as ice.

	“Your dad’s gonna lock you up again, and as you know, I don’t like to wait.” She leaned in and her eyes flashed with wicked humor. “Not when there are other guys out there who aren’t so much trouble.”

	She flashed me a smile. The kind that said, sorry-not-sorry, as she reached past me and grabbed the arm of some guy I’d never seen before. Lanky, with long hair, he gave me this dopey grin as he side stepped me, so he could sandwich his body next to Kendall’s.

	“Come on, Lucas,” she said, wrapping her arm around the guy’s waist. “Let’s go find a real party. This one’s lame.”

	I stood there for a full minute after she left, my pulse roaring in my ears and my heart pounding at a frantic rate. Anger was the only coherent emotion running through me as I pushed my way through the crowds and headed back the way I’d come. Humiliation was a close second. Betrayal was in there too. How could Kendall just walk away like that?

	Sure, we hadn’t been boyfriend and girlfriend, but we’d been pretty much inseparable for months. Didn’t that count for anything? Didn’t that mean something? I shoved my way through a group of guys hovering over the keg until finally a blast of cold air hit me when I opened the door to the back porch.

	I scanned the crowd, looking for Cora’s unmistakable red hair. At first, I didn’t see her, and for a second, the furious pounding in my chest threatened to turn into panic. Which was stupid. We were at a party. It wasn’t like Cora was in any real danger. But then…

	I spotted her. A flash of red curls that were mostly hidden behind Mike’s much bigger body.

	Mike. I narrowed my eyes and headed toward them. I hadn’t missed the way he’d been eyeing her like she was edible when he’d run into us in the food court, and this was exactly why I shouldn’t have left her alone. I dodged the smokers and headed toward Cora, my hands clenched into fists as I saw Mike lean in close. What was he doing? She was a good girl. A sweetheart. Way too good for a guy like Mike.

	Then I heard her laughter and I... I don’t even know what happened. I saw red, I guess. Every muscle in my body tensed as a protectiveness I’d never known had me rushing toward her like I would swing her over my shoulder and carry her far away from here. Far away from guys like Mike...guys like me.

	When I reached her side, she was smiling, but that smile faded fast when she glanced up at me. Her eyes widened at whatever she saw in my face, but Mike seemed oblivious.

	“What’s up, man? Did you find Kendall?”

	I took one look at his smirk, and I knew. I just knew. He’d known Kendall was with some other guy. He’d known it and hadn’t given me a heads up.

	I turned to Cora. “We’ve gotta go.”

	She blinked, her brows arching in surprise. “But we just—”

	“Let’s go.” I grabbed her hand and gave her a tug.

	She set her soda can down with a worried expression. “Austin, what’s wrong?”

	Mike was watching me closely. “Yeah, man, what’s your problem? Cora and I were just getting to know each other.”

	My insides turned to fire as I pulled her close to my side, partially blocking her from Mike’s view. As if I could shield her from his leering eyes. “Back off,” I said in a low growl.

	I heard Cora’s sharp inhale behind me. She was confused...and quite frankly, so was I. But more than that, I was pissed. And watching Mike drool over Cora was the last straw.

	I had to get her away from this party. Away from Mike.

	I had to leave before I did something I’d regret.

	Mike’s brows came down, his smirk turning into a sneer. “What’s your deal, Reynolds?” he snapped. His gaze flicked to Cora beside me. “You said she was a family friend.”

	I leaned in close, my jaw clenched tight as I fought the urge to knock that sneer off his face. “She’s off-limits.”

	Whatever he saw in my expression, his eyes widened, and he backed up a step. “I see how it is, man. Guess Kendall’s a thing of the past, huh?”

	I was barely listening, already turning away to see Cora’s wide eyes filled with confusion...and that trust that I likely didn’t deserve. After all, I’d left her here. I’d brought her to a rager and then left her alone—easy prey for a jerk like Mike.

	“Let’s go.” It came out as another gruff command, but Cora nodded and let me lead her out of there.

	It wasn’t until we were tucked into the warm, silent confines of my too-small car that she finally broke her silence. “Austin...are you okay?”

	Yeah. Of course. Why wouldn’t I be okay?These were all the responses that filtered through my brain as the red-hot haze of possessive anger gave way to sanity. But what came out of my mouth? “Not really.”

	Telling the truth to Cora was getting easier and easier. The wall that I’d built up around my emotions seemed to crumble every time I was around her. It was as if she was the kryptonite to my apathy. She made me...care.

	I could feel her stare on the side of my face, and I had the horrible sensation that she could see everything. That she saw way too much. I swallowed hard as my fingers gripped the steering wheel even though I still hadn’t turned on the engine. “I’ll take you home.”

	“Actually…” She rested a hand on top of mine, and I had no choice but to turn and meet her sympathetic stare. “I have a better idea.”

	 


12 - Cora
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	This was probably the dumbest idea I’d ever had. Austin was definitely going to make fun of me for this. But, as we walked in through the back door at the bakery and I flicked on the lights, I also knew it was too late now.

	We were here.

	“No offense, Cora, but how exactly is coming to your parents’ bakery after hours supposed to help?”

	He sounded more tired than snarky, and my heart ached on his behalf. He still hadn’t told me what happened when he’d found Kendall—if he’d found Kendall—but my guess was, it hadn’t gone well.

	And how did I know this? I was super intuitive like that. There was a sort of bond holding Austin and I together, and it was as if I knew he was hurting. I could feel it in my soul.

	“I think I’d rather just go home and pass out,” he said as he leaned against the nearby steel counter as if standing was too much work. “Pretend this day never happened.”

	I flashed him a smile, trying to ignore the little pang of hurt that came with every comment he’d made about how awful this day had been, or what a disaster. By about comment number fifteen during our ride to the bakery, I was starting to take it personally--even though I was sure he didn’t mean it that way.

	I knew he was hurting, but I’d had a great day. At the mall and even when we first got to the party. Even when Austin had walked away from me at the party to go find Kendall, I’d been content. For the first time in months I’d actually felt...alive. Like I wasn’t just going through the motions but was actually living. Sure, I’d felt nervous to be alone at a party where I knew no one, but even that emotion had been refreshing. It meant that I could feel something other than sadness.

	I mean, I knew Austin had gone to the party to see Kendall. It wasn’t like I was jealous or anything. And being on my own had given me the chance to really soak in what a real high school party looked like.

	Which I discovered was nothing like the movies. I’d been standing there, mentally taking notes of how I would have described this place to Ben, as if it was my job to report back to him or something, when Austin’s friend Mike came over.

	Despite what Austin had muttered in the car about Mike being a player, he’d been nothing but nice to me. Which made Austin’s reaction to Mike’s presence all the more strange to me. The way he flipped out had me wondering what was really going on.

	What had Austin so upset?

	He shifted his stance and moved to lean one elbow behind him. His gaze scanned the room until it landed on me. “So, what are we doing here, exactly?” His dark hair fell into his face, and his gaze was inscrutable as he waited for me to speak. Or do anything, really.

	I blinked and turned away, ignoring the racing pulse. Concentrate, Cora. This was not a real date, and he wasn’t upset because I’d ditched him or because he’d found me flirting with someone else. He was upset over Kendall, and I couldn’t forget that.

	Of course, my stupid heart decided not to listen to any of that as it hammered in my chest. All I could think about was how alone we were or how hot he looked as he leaned on the counter all moody. His dimples were to die for, and the way he flexed his jaw as if he were working out something, had me weak in the knees. It felt stupid to say, but Austin made brooding look good.

	“I know it seems silly,” I said, moving past him to reach for ingredients. “But whenever I’m upset, baking helps.”

	I could feel his eyes on me as I moved around the kitchen. The familiarity of gathering ingredients, the activity of moving about...it all helped calm me and after a few moments I forgot the fact that we were alone and focused on what I was doing.

	It took some coaxing, but I finally got Austin peeled away from the counter and participating. He stood next to me, not really helping but watching. When I stretched up on my tiptoes to reach a can of flour, he chuckled softly and set his hands at my waist to move me to the side.

	“I got it,” he said as he reached it easily and turned to hand it to me.

	I hoped he couldn’t see the way my chest was rising and falling like I’d just run a marathon. He should have given me some warning before he grabbed my waist like that. I mean, sure, he’d touched me like that at ballet class countless times, but that was different. I knew he meant it innocently, but from the way my body heated from his touch, my skin certainly didn’t take it that way.

	“So?” he asked, coming to stand behind me and look over my shoulder. “What exactly is the point of this?”

	“The point,” I said with a smile, “is to make bread.”

	He made a little hmph sound of amusement and after a quick peek in his direction, I noticed that he wore a little smile--although he looked like he was fighting it. He didn’t want to be amused, and he didn’t want to be cheered up.

	I could understand that. “Here.” I pushed the flour in his direction.

	“What’s this for?”

	I gestured to the clean work surface in front of him. “Sprinkle the flour. I’m going to start measuring out our ingredients.”

	He turned to look at me. “You’re serious right now. We’re actually going to make bread.”

	I laughed at his confusion. “Yes. We are actually doing this.”

	He gave his head a little shake but then washed his hands and dried them off before diving into the flour. “Let me guess. Is this another one of those fun pastimes you used to do with Ben?”

	I shook my head. “Actually, no. He had no interest in baking. This was always something I’ve done with my parents or on my own.” I reached for the scale and a mixing bowl. “After Ben died, it became sort of my...safe place.”

	I peeked over at him to see how he would react to my confession. He was quiet, and I was grateful he didn’t mock me for the cheesy phrase. “That sounds dumb, right?”

	“I didn’t say that.”

	I laughed. “No, I know, it’s just…” I blew out a long breath and turned to face him. He was watching me. He was watching me so closely it stole my breath. I had to swallow before I could continue. “I’ve always found baking soothing. But now it’s become something that…” I waved my hands uselessly as I searched for words. I’d never had to explain this to anyone before, and I wasn’t sure how. “It’s the one place where I have control.”

	He stared at me, and the warmth in his eyes nearly undid me. My heart started to race again, but rather than clam up, I found myself babbling. “I think that’s what I always liked about ballet too. It’s so...precise. Maybe I’m a control freak or something, but I love that about ballet.”

	He moved, so he was standing closer to me. The flour had been abandoned.

	“If you work hard enough, you can master every movement. But ballet is like...it’s like my work,” I said. I couldn’t stop the flow of words. I needed to release the tension that I felt from Austin standing so close to me. My entire body was acutely aware of his presence. All I had to do was reach out, and I would be touching him...and I wanted to touch him. “It’s satisfying, but it can be frustrating, too. But baking…baking is different.” My gaze dropped to his mouth for a moment as the words escaped my lips.

	His lips curved up ever so slightly in response, and when my gaze moved back up to meet his, I took in the richness of his gaze as he studied me. He looked so intent that it was like all the babble coming out of my mouth was actually interesting. Like it was important. Crucial, even.

	I reached for the bowl and started measuring out ingredients. I needed to keep my mouth and hands moving before they gained a life of their own and did things I could never take back. “It’s relaxing because, if you follow the directions just right, you get the result you’re after.” I glanced up at him. “No surprises.”

	In my life, the less surprises I got, the better.

	He nodded, but his gaze looked thoughtful. I pushed the bowl and mixer in his direction. “You want to help?”

	“Sure. But you’ll have to tell me what to do.”

	“Obviously.” I laughed. “Let’s see how good you are at taking direction.”

	“According to my dad, I’m the worst at it.”

	“Yeah,” I said, as we filled a small glass bowl with warm water and dumped the yeast on top of it. “But that’s your dad. I mean, I love my mom to death, but the only time we fight is when she’s teaching me new skills in the kitchen.

	He stopped what he was doing to look at me, his brows arched with amusement. “You, Miss Perfect, fight with your mom?”

	I rolled my eyes. “I’m not perfect. And yes, we’ve had our fair share of fights.”

	“Funny, my mom never told me about that,” he said.

	“Probably because she didn’t want to ruin the illusion that I’m perfect,” I teased.

	“Probably.” He nudged my elbow with his. My face flushed when I realized that this was the first time he spoke of his mom without flinching. Without a dark cloud hanging over him. “I might not fall head over heels if my wife-to-be was anything less than perfect.”

	I shook my head with a laugh. “I can’t believe our moms ever thought playing matchmaker between us was ever a good idea.”

	Austin chuckled, but then his smile softened until he was studying me. “Yeah, they were crazy.”

	Not sure what he meant by those words or the look on his face, I decided it would be best if we just focused on the task at hand instead of delving into what he meant. We worked together in companionable silence for a while, and I was just starting to think he’d never tell me what had happened between him and Kendall earlier when he broke the silence abruptly. “She was with another guy.”

	I froze with the rolling pin in front of me like a weapon. “What?”

	He didn’t look over, but we were standing so close I could feel his tension. “It’s not like she was cheating,” he said, his tone defensive like I’d been about to accuse her of something. “We weren’t serious or anything. She has the freedom to date other guys.”

	I nodded, trying for calm, but my stomach was churning with anger and hurt on his behalf. I bit the inside of my lip to keep from saying my first thoughts, and I forced myself to take in a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

	He shrugged.

	“Do you…” I stopped, took another deep breath and tried again. “Do you have...feelings for her?” I tensed as if bracing for a blow. I had no idea what I’d feared he’d say, or how I wanted him to respond, but what I got was a scoff.

	“Feelings?” He shook his head. “What are we, in therapy here?”

	I rolled my eyes at the oh-so-macho response. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

	He gave a little huff of amusement. “You can take that however you want.”

	I shrugged. “Have you thought about talking to her?” My chest grew tighter and tighter with every word, but I refused to think about why. Austin was my friend—sort of—and if he liked Kendall then that was that. “I mean, couples fight,” I said. “It doesn’t mean it’s over, necessarily. Maybe if you talk to her—”

	“We’re not a couple, remember?” His voice was gruff, and his tone was harsher than I’d ever heard it. “We’re not in some lame long-term relationship, and we’re not going to go talk it out.”

	“Okay,” I said quickly. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

	“You wouldn’t understand, that’s all.”

	“Maybe...I mean, if she’s not looking for a boyfriend, then maybe she’s not the girl you—”

	“You don’t know her.” He snapped. “Everyone thinks they do, but they don’t. She might not be perfect, or even nice, but she was there for me when my mom died. She never asked questions, she never pushed.”

	“Then maybe you should talk to her. Maybe she didn’t mean what she said, or maybe there was a misunderstanding or—”

	“This wasn’t a misunderstanding, Cora. Don’t pretend like you get it. And don’t try to fix this. You had one boyfriend, Cora, and he was perfect. You two were happy. So don’t act like you know what it’s like to have someone break your heart—”

	“We weren’t happy. We were going to break up.” The truth just tripped off my tongue, and I stared down at my flour-covered hands in abject horror as those words seem to echo and grow between us.

	It was as if I couldn’t seem to draw in enough air and my hands were shaking…I wanted to take it back. To call back the words or reverse time so I never said it.

	“What did you say?”

	Oh crap. His voice was quiet. I’d caught him off guard just like I’d startled myself. I busied myself by reaching for more ingredients and preheating the oven. But the silence was killing me.

	I’d said it aloud. I couldn’t believe I’d said it aloud.

	“Cora, what did you mean just now?” he asked. He was right behind me. So close I could feel the heat from his body against my back. I was trapped between him and the counter. I couldn’t get enough air, and I felt like I was drowning.

	Oh no. No, no, no.

	Now was not the time for a panic attack. I gripped the edge of the counter and felt his hands, warm and firm on my shoulders.

	“Shh.” He made soothing, gentle sounds as he pulled me toward him, so my back was pressed to his chest. He was surrounding me, but for some reason his presence stopped that drowning sensation. With his voice in my ear, I found my breath again, steady and sure as it kept pace with the rise and fall of his chest. “You okay?” he asked softly.

	I nodded. “I just...I hadn’t told anyone about that.”

	His hands moved over my shoulders, softly kneading before rubbing my arms. I hadn’t even realized I’d been shivering until his touch warmed me.

	“You guys were having issues?” he asked.

	It was the way he asked that got me talking. There was no judgment and no pity. Just understanding.

	I found myself spilling the whole truth as I went through the familiar movements that came with baking. The mixing, the kneading, the rolling. I did it first and then showed him--all the while, I filled him in on the truth about Ben and me. The truth I hadn’t wanted to admit to anyone else, yet I was grateful that he was the first person I told.

	“We were going to break up,” I said as my story finished up. “We loved each other, but we both knew it wasn’t going to last. We were best friends, but we weren’t in love.”

	After a long silence, he moved so he was standing close enough to brush up against me. Like he could give me comfort with a gentle touch. It worked. I felt myself relaxing against him. Working side by side, a weight seemed to ease from my shoulders.

	“Do you think that when all was said and done,” he started slowly. “After you’d split up and gone your own ways…” I glanced up to see him watching me with those beautiful green eyes that reminded me so much of his mother. “Do you think you would have been friends? Eventually?”

	I was already nodding before he even finished speaking. “Definitely.”

	He smiled, and I swore I felt that smile all the way to my toes. “Then I think it’s safe to say he would have forgiven you for anything harsh you might have said while fighting. And I know without a doubt that he would have wanted you to move on. To be happy.”

	I bit my lip, but it was too late. Tears were welling up in my eyes as I drew in a shaky breath. “Thanks.”

	“Don’t thank me yet,” he said, a rueful smile tugging at his lips. “I shouldn’t have brought you there tonight. I shouldn’t have left you alone…” He trailed off with a shake of his head. “You should be moving on with your life, Cora, but not with a guy who doesn’t deserve you.”

	I blinked in surprise at the sincerity in his voice. “And who deserves me?” I tried for a joking tone, but I was afraid it fell flat.

	He laughed under his breath. “I don’t know yet. But I’m gonna help you find out.”

	I wanted to respond, but I wasn’t sure how. Instead, I watched him busy himself by pinching the dough that was resting on the counter. He looked more relaxed as his lips twitched from the smile he was suppressing. I wanted to bring the conversation back to Kendall--after all, I’d opened up to him, I was ready for him to do the same.

	But I also didn’t want to push him more.

	Instead, I settled on the understanding that later, I would ask him. Later, he would tell me why he was so defensive about his not-a-girlfriend.

	Right now, I’d let silence fill the room and watch him as he relaxed next to me. It was apparent that I wasn’t going anywhere, and neither was he.

	So for now, I’d settle with the unknown. For now, I’d let him have his secrets.

	 


13 - Austin
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	Once again, my dad caught me on Monday morning when I was mere steps from the door. I blew out my breath as I stopped walking but kept my back to him. I’d almost escaped.

	“Austin!” His voice grew louder as I could see him approach the kitchen doorway.

	Here we go again. I closed my eyes, took a breath, and turned around. I’d been so close. “What’s up, Dad?”

	“I didn’t see you yesterday.”

	Was that a question or an accusation? “Yeah, well, you were at that football coach meeting all day.” I narrowed my eyes, waiting for the lecture.

	“No, I know. I just...” My dad ran a hand over his balding head. “How’d it go with Cora on Saturday?” His voice was quiet, and the rage that normally brewed behind his gaze wasn’t there.

	I stared at him in disbelief. This was not the interrogation I was used to. It was strange. “Uh, fine. I guess.”

	He nodded. “Good. That’s good.”

	Silence.

	I backed away. How was I supposed to carry on a conversation like this with my dad? It was foreign and gave me the itch to run. “Uh, I guess I’ll just—”

	“She’s a nice girl,” Dad said.

	I tensed, trying to parse his comment for some hint of judgement. Was he saying she was too good for me? That I didn’t deserve her? Which was stupid to even get worked up over. After all, she wasn’t mine in any sense of the word. I peered over at Dad to dissect the meaning of his words, but his expression was mild, and there was no accusation in his eyes.

	I took another step back. “Yeah. Yeah, she is.”

	He nodded and offered me a small smile. A rock felt like it had cemented itself in my gut. I wasn’t used to seeing his features soften like this or the fact that our conversation had gone on this long. A record for sure.

	“Her mom said she had fun. They were really happy to see her getting out of the house.” Dad shrugged.

	Now I was the one running a hand through my hair—of course, I actually had hair to run my hands through, so I had the advantage there. I wondered how much they’d told my dad about Ben--if any.

	There it was again. The unexpected surge of protectiveness. I wasn’t sure why she’d chosen me to open up to, but I knew that it wasn’t something I was going to take for granted. So I kept my mouth shut. If her parents hadn’t told Dad, then I wasn’t about to. But judging by the weird shine in his eyes when he looked at me...he knew.

	“I’m glad you’re looking out for her,” he said. His voice had turned husky with emotions.

	I blinked. This was...new. Was that pride I saw there? The atmosphere had grown distinctly uncomfortable, and I cleared my throat.

	“I’ll, uh...I’ll see you at practice?” I wasn’t sure why it came out like a question, but it seemed to bring him back to normal, and he gave me a brisk nod before his expression once again returned to the stern mask I was used to.

	He jabbed a finger in my direction. “You’d better not be late.”

	I gave a little salute as I walked outside. At least we were back to normal. Threats and suspicion, I could totally handle. But emotional intimacy? With the man who thought a side armed hug was adequate when comforting his upset son? It made me feel comfortable.

	I sighed as I climbed into my car and started the engine. At least that interaction was over. I was on my way to school where I could disappear behind the bad boy mask that I’d worked so hard to foster.

	Lucky for me, the weirdness continued when I got to school. Ethan and Ryan actually stopped to talk to me. I might have been teammates with these guys, but we were hardly friends.

	But apparently, they wanted to chat about Cora. Or, more specifically, it seemed their girlfriends wanted them to chat about Cora.

	“So are you guys, like...together?” Ethan asked.

	Ryan looked like he wanted to be anywhere but here for this conversation, but he made no move to leave. “Everyone was talking about how you brought her to a party.”

	I snorted. “By everyone, do you mean everyone at the ballet academy?” They just shared a look, and I had my answer. “Let me guess. Everyone wants to make sure their sweet little redhead doesn’t get hurt by the big, bad wolf, am I right?”

	Ethan winced, Ryan shrugged, and I had my answer.

	It wasn’t even a surprise when Cooper loomed over me later that day to give me a warning lecture on how I had to treat a girl like Cora with the respect she deserves and blah, blah, blah.

	And to think, these guys didn’t even know half of it. They’d clearly taken one look at Cora with her big friendly smile and her wide sparkling eyes and thought she was weak. They had no idea that she’d been to hell and back and was still standing.

	Still, if they knew, they’d only get more protective of her. They’d probably run me right out of town if they thought I was taking advantage of a grieving sweetheart.

	But I wasn’t taking advantage. This was a mutually beneficial deal. And sometimes, not even that. I was beginning to like Cora. More than a fake boyfriend should like his fake girlfriend. We bonded on a level that I was fairly certain I’d never gotten to with anyone else.

	So the fact that these guys thought that they needed to protect Cora from me was laughable. Especially after the way I reacted to Mike on Saturday, I was fairly certain that hurting Cora wasn’t even in my vocabulary.

	I was just leaving the cafeteria after lunch when I heard my name being called again. I’d definitely never been so sought out as I was today. I stopped and turned because I recognized the voice and I was right. Kendall.

	She was right behind me, weaving through a crowd to catch up to me. “Hey,” she said, a little breathless from hurrying.

	A storm of emotions ran through my veins. I bit back the desire to snap and shrugged, hoping that I was successful portraying that I wasn’t broken by what had happened between us. “Hey.”

	She grabbed my arm and led me across the hallway until we were in a little pocket by the lockers and out of the way of the foot traffic that was heading toward their next classes. “So…” Her smirk was so very familiar as she gazed up at me through her lashes.

	“So?” I shoved my hands into my pockets, feigning apathy I didn’t feel.

	So... what? So you totally rejected me two nights ago? So, you’ve moved on already?

	Kendall wasn’t normally the vindictive kind--at least not to me, but I couldn’t help but feel like her standing in front of me was her way of rubbing salt in my wounds. I looked away with a loud exhale as she continued to stand there in silence. “What do you want, Kendall?”

	She sighed, like I was being tiresome. “You left so quickly the other night we didn’t get a chance to talk.”

	I arched my brows. “You had more to say?”

	I started to turn away, but she shifted and blocked my path. “Austin, don’t be like that.”

	“Like what?”

	She rolled her eyes. “I thought we were having fun.”

	I never minded that word until this moment. Fun. What did that mean? What was fun for Kendall? Not responding to my texts? Shutting me out? Dumping me in front of her friends and leaving with another guy?

	“We were,” was all I could say. The last thing I wanted to do was spill to her exactly how I felt. I could imagine her sitting with her friends, laughing about what I’d said. I didn’t think it was possible for her to act that way toward me...now I wasn’t so sure.

	“So one little disagreement and you go off with some other chick?” She made a face of disgust. “That’s not cool, Austin.” I opened my mouth to explain, but she cut me off with a wave of her hand. “Whatever. I’m not into drama. I just wanted to tell you that I’m sorry for being a total witch the other night.”

	I clamped my mouth shut, looking around the hallway like maybe someone passing by could clue me in to what was going on here. And then I felt it. Her hand on my chest, her fingers teasingly playing over my muscles. I blinked in surprise when I looked down to see her pouting up at me.

	“Don’t be mad,” she whispered. Her voice took a soft tone.

	It was familiar. The same tone she took when Mom died. Me, crying until snot rolled down my face. Kendall, holding me while I broke down. She stroked my hair and told me that everything was going to be fine.

	My heart started pounding as I allowed my eyes to flutter closed. The desire to pull Kendall close took over me. I wasn’t proud to admit it, but the less time I spent around Kendall, the less I remembered my mom. I was beginning to forget the way she smelled or the way her voice sounded. It was crazy, but I feared if I let go of Kendall, I was losing Mom once more.

	And I wasn’t strong enough to do that a second time.

	“I’m not mad,” I muttered.

	And I wasn’t. Not really. I was more confused than anything. What had changed between Saturday night and now? How could she have been so cold to me then only to feel so warm against my hands now? I glanced around again, but the gaggle of freshmen girls walking by didn’t have the answer.

	“We should hang out,” she said suddenly. Her smile was welcoming. I knew this look. This was the look that had been giving me something to look forward to this past year. It allowed me to cling to the past and forget how I was going to survive in the future.

	“We should?” My heart started beating faster. This was what I’d wanted, wasn’t it? To be back in Kendall’s good graces? To be close to her again?

	She nodded, backing away as her fingers trailed down to my stomach. “After school.”

	“I’ve got football practice.”

	I waited for her to mock me for that. For being a good little boy. But she just shrugged. “Find me after. Some of us are meeting up at the diner later. Not sure what we’re doing after, but hopefully, there’ll be something fun going on.”

	Something fun meant a party. Kendall excelled at finding the party.

	“Meet me there?” she asked, her brows arched high.

	“I…” I can’t. That’s what I should say. Why should I? The small part of me that was still bitter about the way she’d rejected me, but she was walking away, and I found myself saying, “Yeah, sure.”

	She flashed me a smile that made my chest swell. I was back, baby. Kendall was familiar. My relationship with Kendall was familiar. When I was with her, I didn’t feel so far away from Mom. As much as I was fairly certain that we had a dysfunctional relationship, I couldn’t seem to walk away. Not when walking away from Kendall meant walking away from Mom.

	The biggest hurdle standing in the way of my happiness was a three-letter word. Dad. It hung over my head in bright, neon red letters as I walked to my next class. Everyone in town knew who I was, and everyone felt like it was their duty to rat me out. I had no doubt that if I was seen at the diner with Kendall and her crowd, word would get back to my dad. He had eyes and ears everywhere.

	I pulled out my phone after the next class ended. This was what a fake girlfriend was for, right? I texted her before I could overthink it. And when she promptly replied back that she’d be there, I grinned.

	A plan was starting to take shape, and all I had to do was find another guy to make it work.

	If anyone saw us out with Kendall, I could just say we were on a double date. A group hang or whatever. If Cora was there, Dad wouldn’t ask questions. He’d be too busy being proud of what a good guy I was.

	Which, I’d always convinced myself that I was. But as I stood in the hallway as the bell chimed around me, I caught a glimpse of the a-little-too happy emoji that Cora had ended her text with, and suddenly, I didn’t feel so nice.

	Suddenly, this felt wrong.

	“Coming, Mr. Reynolds?” my Spanish teacher asked me as he held the door open for me.

	I glanced up and nodded. I shoved my phone into my pocket and my thoughts to the back of my mind as I hurried into the room.

	I was being crazy. There was no need to feel guilty. Cora and I had an arrangement, that was all. And there was no way I was going to go all soft on our arrangement.

	Cora was my fake girlfriend, period.

	She was okay with that, and I should be too.

	No matter how much my stomach ached at the thought, we were nothing more than a business transaction.

	 


14 - Cora
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	Igrinned down at the cellophane in my hands and danced along to some music playing in the storefront area of the bakery. I was busy wrapping up the loaf of bread Austin and I had made the other night. No one in the history of the world had ever been so psyched to deliver bread, of this I was certain.

	My mom walked into the kitchen, and her gaze ran over me as I was putting the final touches on the wrapping and tucking it into a paper bag. She waved toward my winter coat and hair that was still partially wet from showering after dance classes this afternoon and wrinkled her nose. “You’re going out?”

	I glanced over quickly as I finished my wrap job. “Yeah. Austin asked me to meet him. Is that okay? I mean, you and Dad didn’t have plans for a family dinner or anything, right?”

	“No,” my mom said a little too quickly. “No, no, not at all. I was just surprised, that’s all. Twice in one week, huh?”

	“Way to play it cool, Mom,” I said with a laugh.

	She winced. “Right. Sorry. It’s just…” She rushed me, tackling me with a hug that pinned my arms to my side. “I’m just so happy to see you having fun again.”

	“Yeah, well…” I tried to shrug, but her vice-like grip on me wouldn’t allow it. “I’m just meeting Austin at the diner. It’s not a big deal.”

	“Uh huh.” She pulled back and bit her lip in a not-so-subtle attempt to hide her excitement. “Do you need a ride?”

	I shook my head. “Thanks, but I can walk from here.”

	“Okay, well…” She hovered in the doorway. “So, you and Austin, huh? You really seem to be hitting it off.”

	My head fell back with a groan. It was one thing to let my parents believe what they wanted to believe. It was another thing altogether to outright lie. So far, I hadn’t lied. I mean, I’d let them think that this thing between us was real, but they’d never outright asked so I’d never outright told them.

	And now…

	If my mom asked pointed questions, I wasn’t sure how to answer. This thing between us wasn’t real. Or, it hadn’t been. But now?

	I froze, my gaze on the countertop as I avoided my mom’s stare. Well, now I had no idea what we were doing. I mean, he and Kendall were over, right? Yet he’d asked me out. He probably didn’t mean for this to be a date, though...right?

	Or did he?

	My belly flipped, and I realized my mom was still talking. Babbling, actually. I got the whole babbling-when-nervous thing from her.

	“...it just makes me think how much his mom would have loved seeing this and—”

	“Mom.” I cut her off before she could get to the questions she was no doubt dying to ask. “We’re just grabbing a bite. It’s not a big deal.”

	“Oh. Right. I know.”

	I smiled at her attempt to be chill. “I should get going. I don’t want to be late.”

	She nodded and stepped out of my way. “Have fun!”

	Tucking the bread under my arm, I reached for my bag and headed out, pulling up my hood around my face to keep from freezing to death. Maybe I should have dried my hair. Maybe I should have worn makeup. Maybe I shouldn’t have worn yoga pants that were worn and faded. Maybe—

	I stopped short when I reached the diner at the other end of Main Street. It looked busy inside, and I took a minute in hopes that my heart rate would slow down. Apparently, stopping and staring through the window didn’t help.

	I was nervous.

	It felt stupid to acknowledge, but it was true. My nerves were a wreck as I clutched the handle of my bag, knowing that inside held the bread that Austin and I made. Would he think it was corny that I brought it? Did it say too much? Would he like it?

	I took a few deep breaths. This was a fake date, that was all. I was basically just hanging out with a friend. Sure, we’d gotten close the night we baked. Sure, he touched me, and it caused electricity to race across my skin in a way that had never happened before. Ben never made me feel this way--at least, towards the end of our relationship, Ben never made my whole body heat from his touch.

	This was not helping me calm anything down.

	A mental flash flooded my mind, and suddenly, I was face to face with the way Austin had looked at me when I’d stepped out of the fitting room. That morphed to the way he’d smiled when he’d reached for my hand at the party. And the memory ended with the way Austin had come up behind me and held me close the other night.

	My heart rate was now pounding in my chest.

	There was something there. There had to be. I could feel it. I just wasn’t sure if Austin did too.

	Go ask him.

	I startled as I glanced around. It sounded like...Ben. My breath caught in my throat as I peered further into the shadows. I knew he wasn’t here, but it was strange that my mind conjured him up.

	Was it guilt induced? I shook my head. Ben wasn’t that kind of guy. He wanted me to be happy. He wanted both of us to be happy. I closed my eyes and let my breath out slowly. If I concentrated hard enough, I could hear Ben’s laugh.

	When did you become such a chicken? I screwed my eyes shut even tighter, torn between laughter and tears as I contemplated where Ben was at right now. Was he happy? I was fairly certain he was happy. And from the warmth filling my chest, I couldn't help but feel as if he wanted me to be happy too.

	“Cora?” Austin’s voice had my head snapping up. He was propping the door open and partially leaning out. Confusion and concern were written on his features as he eyed me.

	I bit my lip and moved toward him. I’d probably looked like a lunatic standing out there with my eyes shut tight. “Hey!” My voice was weirdly breathy when I reached him, and then we did this awkward hug-kiss on the cheek-back pat thing as it became clear that we’d each leaned in for a different reason.

	He pulled back with a rueful smile. “Thanks for coming.”

	Thanks? That was an odd greeting, but...sure. Whatever. I grinned. “Anytime.”

	He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, guiding me into the packed restaurant and toward a booth in the back. It wasn’t until we were right up on it that I realized there were people already in the booth. A guy and a girl.

	Austin steered me into the seat next to the guy, and he sat across from me next to the girl.

	The girl whose disgusted expression said I smelled bad. “Who’s this?” she asked in a voice that sounded more like a whine.

	I glanced over at the boy. He did not look disgusted, at least, but he did look a little...too eager. He leaned over and extended his arm across the back of the booth and brushed against my shoulders. “Hey, I’m Geoff,” he said. “We kinda met the other day.”

	My smile was frozen in place, so I just nodded. That was why he looked familiar. He’d been one of the guys we’d run into at the mall.

	“Cora, this is Kendall,” Austin said. “Kendall, this is Cora.”

	Kendall.My heart lurched into my throat and then plummeted to the pit of my stomach. This was Kendall.

	Austin’s arm was slung over the back of his booth, and after the introduction, Kendall shifted so she was leaning against his side. She reached her hand up and sprawled it across his chest as if to say he’s mine.

	My stomach twisted until I couldn't breathe. I swallowed as acid rose up my throat. I wanted to throw up.

	Geoff scooted closer, bringing me back to the present. I glanced over to see him lean into me, and I fought the urge to slap him away. I would have given anything for a moment alone. Just one second to wrap my head around what was happening here.

	“What’s this?” Geoff asked as his hand went to the handle that I was apparently clutching for dear life.

	With his grip on the bag and my inability to form coherent sentences, suddenly Geoff had it up onto the table and pulled out the loaf of bread. The one I’d spent the better part of a half an hour wrapping. The bread that Austin and I had baked together. Back when I thought he cared about me. Back when he hated Kendall.

	I saw Austin’s smile, but Kendall was the one who spoke. “You brought your own bread?”

	“Um…yes.” I whispered. What else was I supposed to say? No? My cheeks felt as if they were going to catch on fire any moment now.

	“Can I have some?” Geoff asked but didn’t wait for a response. Instead, his hands were all over the loaf which gave me reprieve from his attention.

	Sure, I’d brought the bread for Austin, but from how close he and Kendall appeared, Austin and I were just a figment of my imagination. Blast my mother and her ridiculous romantic idea that Austin and I were somehow destined to be together.

	This was really her fault.

	Even though my permission didn’t seem to make a difference, Geoff had already dug in, so I shrugged and whispered, “Sure.”

	I was completely confused and emotionally spent. And I felt so stupid for how much turmoil I’d put myself through before I walked in here. If I’d known that Geoff was the one who was waiting for me, I wouldn’t have worried so much.

	“What is she even doing here?” Kendall whispered, drawing my attention up.

	I mentally scoffed at her whisper. She used the sort of stage whisper that could be heard in the back of a crowded theater. The one that said she wanted attention. And from the way Austin was leaning in, she was getting it.

	“I told you I’d invited a friend,” Austin said under his breath.

	But again, Geoff and I could hear every word.

	“Is this the girl you left with the other night?” she asked.

	Austin turned to me, and we shared a stare as I waited for his response. We all did.

	“Yeah,” he said. “But it wasn’t like that.”

	“That’s not what everyone else was saying,” Kendall shot back.

	Everyone else? I glanced at Geoff, but he was busy inhaling the bread that I’d made. That we’d made. I turned to Austin, but he was too focused on Kendall to notice my pleading look. He lowered his voice, but I caught enough. “...just a friend...friend of the family...her mom and my mom…”

	I scooted out of the seat. I didn’t need to hear anymore.

	Austin looked up with wide eyes. “Where are you going?”

	My mouth opened and closed. Geoff was smiling at me in a way that made me feel gross. It was too flirtatious, like we were in on some secret, and…

	“I need to use the bathroom,” I said. Even freaked out, apparently, I was too much of a goody two shoes to storm out and make a scene.

	Austin raised his hand to say something, but I was out of my seat and pushing past the waitress who’d come to take our drink order before he could respond. I shouldered my bag just as a hand wrapped around my elbow and pulled me back.

	Apparently, Austin had followed me, and I had no choice but to veer off toward the back hallway where a sign pointed to the restrooms.

	“Cora, wait.” He sounded desperate.

	I stopped when his hand squeezed my elbow tighter. I whipped around too quickly, and he bumped into me. I hated that I responded like this to how close he was. I wanted to scream and cry at the same time. But all that came out was a whisper. “What is going on here?” I gestured toward the table. “Who is that?”

	He winced. “Sorry, I should have explained in my text.”

	“Yeah, you definitely should have.” I glanced over to see Kendall, still scowling, but now it was at Geoff. “Are you guys...back together or something?”

	“I told you, we’re not—”

	“Save it.” I held a hand up to silence him. “I don’t want to hear your stupid explanations about how you don’t do labels or whatever. Are you or are you not back together with that girl?”

	He exhaled loudly, running a hand through his hair. “I don’t know, okay? But she wanted to give it another try, and I was worried…” His voice drifted off. I could tell that there was something more, but he didn’t seem to want to tell me.

	Honestly, I didn’t want to know.

	My gaze landed on Kendall who was swatting at Geoff’s hand and suddenly everything fell into place. Fake date. This wasn’t just another fake date...it was a fake double date.

	“So, I’m...what? Supposed to be on a date with Geoff?” I surprised myself with how calm I sounded considering my heart was pounding like a hammer in my chest and my belly was twisting into a knot.

	“Yeah.” The idiot had the gall to grin. “It’s perfect, right? If anyone tells my dad they saw me out, I can just say you and I were on a double date with Kendall and Geoff.”

	I stared at him, my lips parted as the most toxic sensation flooded my veins. Did he just say perfect? To him, this mess he’d pulled me into was perfect? I had another word, and it wasn’t as pretty. I parted my lips to speak it, but then pulled my anger back.

	That was too melodramatic. He hadn’t betrayed me. And he wasn’t using me. This was what I’d signed up for. I knew he liked Kendall, and he didn’t like me. In fact, I knew he kind of hated me.

	I just wish I didn’t feel like he’d just shoved a knife into my chest.

	I heard Ben’s voice again, but this time it was a whisper. Run. This guy doesn’t deserve your help.

	I gave my head a shake. Even though I wanted to run--I wanted to run so badly. I’d given Austin my word, and I wasn’t about to let him see how much he’d hurt me. So I forced a smile and pointed toward the bathroom. “I really do have to go, so...if you don’t mind?”

	He gave me another stupidly adorable grin before heading back to the table and slipping in next to Kendall.

	I disappeared into the bathroom where I washed my hands and took some deep, steadying breaths in front of the mirror. When I got back to the table, Austin didn’t even glance my way. He was too busy listening to Kendall telling some story about the party they were all going to later tonight.

	But not me. I wasn’t going anywhere.

	I kept a smile on my face as Geoff talked to me, but all the while I was eyeing the clock on my phone. At exactly twenty minutes, I picked it up and made a show of reading a text. “Oh shoot, I’ve got to go. Geoff, it was great meeting you.” I glanced over at Kendall, who looked like she was sucking on a lemon. “You too, Kendall.”

	I didn’t look at Austin. I didn’t turn back when he called out my name, trying to get me to stop so he could ask me what was wrong. Or worse, if I could be his fake date to the party. There was no way I was suffering through another minute of pretending to be his anything if it meant him spending time with that girl.

	I kept my head down as I pushed through the cold wind, back to the bakery. My eyes stung from the temperature and the tears in my eyes. Austin’s question kept repeating in my mind as I focused my attention on the snow beneath my feet.

	It’s perfect, right?

	I scoffed. This is what Austin thought was perfect? This was far from perfection for me. I’d finally trusted someone. Finally opened my heart. I poured out my soul and my pain to another human, and what happened?

	My heart got broken.

	Again.

	 


15 - Austin
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	Idropped my head into my hands and stared down at the formica table as Kendall and Geoff talked about...something. I wasn’t really sure. In fact, I couldn’t focus. I could barely sit still. All I knew was, nothing about this evening had gone the way I’d expected it would.

	Cora had split without an explanation, and I couldn’t get the look of betrayal I saw in her eyes out of my mind. Now Kendall was all over me. I thought I wanted it--and I did--but my body was rejecting her advances for some reason. And Geoff? The idiot wouldn’t stop eating the dang bread.

	Mybread.

	I lifted my head to glare at him, but if he noticed, he didn’t move to acknowledge it. Instead, he slipped another chunk of bread into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully before he said, “Dude, what were you thinking inviting that girl?” He shook his head. “Such a buzzkill.”

	“You didn’t seem to mind when you were leering at her like she was a piece of meat,” I shot back.

	That response caused both of them to turn and stare at me. It was possible my voice was harder than usual. I was having a hard time hiding the anger that resided right beneath the surface. No matter how much I tried to ignore it, my emotions were all over the place.

	“First, I hear you’re sneaking off with that girl, and now you’re...what? Playing matchmaker for her?” Kendall’s hand was on my thigh. Not a sweet caress, but like a possessive hold.

	“Yeah, man, what’s your deal with her?” Geoff asked.

	“I told you. She’s my friend.”

	Kendall scoffed. “Just a friend, huh? Well, if you were trying to make me jealous the other night, you did it.” She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe I actually thought you’d moved on to someone else.”

	I stared at her profile as she reached for her mug of coffee. So, that was what this had been about. Her sudden desire to hang out again. Her nasty reception she’d given Cora when she’d shown up. It was all because she didn’t like the thought of me moving on with someone else?

	My stomach soured. I was an idiot. I moved to scrub my face, brushing Kendall’s hand from my leg in the process. She didn’t want me--at least, not like I had wanted her. I was beginning to realize that she never really wanted me.

	“Whatever, good riddance.” Geoff was laughing to himself as he reached for his own mug. “Did you see her shock when I told her we were heading to a club tonight?”

	Kendall laughed. “Poor thing looked like she might cry.” She turned to me with a smile I knew so well. It was the smile of mockery. The smile of cruelty. It was the one that said she was getting ready to skewer someone for laughs. “What did you say to her earlier?”

	“Yeah, man,” Geoff said. “Whatever it was, it must have been harsh. The girl looked like she was gonna be sick for a while there.”

	Had she? Guilt and fear had me staring at the table as if that was all I needed to do to remember. But the truth was, I didn’t see her reaction. In fact, I’d missed Cora’s response all together. I’d been too busy dealing with Kendall’s jealousy, worrying about Geoff’s arm around Cora’s shoulders.

	I’d been…jealous.

	I sat back against the booth with a thud. The sound of blood rushing past my ears hammered in my skull as I came to grips with that truth.

	It wasn’t like it was the first time I’d felt this way about Cora. I’d been protective of her from the first time we really talked, but this wave of possessiveness, that was something different. It wasn’t just protective. I was jealous. Jealous of Geoff now and of Mike back at the party…

	I turned to face the door where Cora had rushed off. I should have gone after her.

	“I’d bet she has a crush on you,” Kendall said. She made a fake pouty face that made Geoff laugh like a hyena. “Poor baby.”

	“You said she was a family friend, right?” Geoff’s voice was filled with amusement. “Did you two used to play in the sandbox or something?”

	“Did you play doctor?” Kendall teased in that taunting sing-song voice I abhorred.

	“Knock it off,” I muttered. But that only made it worse. The teasing was relentless, and it wasn’t teasing anymore. It was mockery. Kendall never had learned the difference between the two. She’d never understood when to stop or how her words could hurt.

	I turned to face her. Part of me wanted to run away, but the other part of me wanted to stay and defend Cora and me. “Her mom was best friends with my mom.”

	“So?” She made a face. “Does that mean you’re, like, required to be nice to her? Is your mom going to start haunting you if you blow off her friend’s lame daughter?”

	I stared in horror at her smirk. My insides churned at the way she was throwing my mom back in my face. She of all people was supposed to understand. She’d been there after my mom died. She’d kept me occupied. She’d helped me avoid my home and all the issues that went with it. She was the one person that was supposed to care.

	But the more I thought about my relationship with Kendall, the more I began to realize that I’d gotten it all wrong. We’d never talked about Mom or her death. In fact, from what I could remember, every time I brought it up, Kendall was quick to change the subject. I could feel her apathy seep from our memories.

	She never really cared.

	And right now, I couldn’t imagine ever opening up to her about something so painful, so personal. Not when I knew full well she could throw it all back in my face if I ever annoyed her or even if she was just looking to make her friends laugh.

	“So, what do you say?” she asked now, seemingly oblivious to my horror. “Are you coming with us tonight, or are you gonna bail like your little ballerina?”

	I was in action before she’d finished speaking. I didn’t even have to think it through. I tossed some money on the table and left the table before the waitress could get me the change. I was a man on a mission. My heart raced because I knew where Cora had gone, and I knew what I was going to have to do.

	“You two have fun,” I said, ignoring Kendall’s whines and Geoff’s protests that the fun was just getting started. I gave them one last look. This might have been their idea of fun, but for me… well, maybe it had been once.

	Not anymore.

	I found myself racing toward the door and down the steps toward the parking lot. It was a short drive to the bakery. I was fairly certain that was where she had gone. Her grandmother’s apartment was too far to walk, and if she was as upset as I feared, she wanted to be in her comfort zone.

	I loved that I knew that about her. I loved that she’d shown me her happy place. I loved that she’d shown me how to bake bread.

	I loved that right now I would far rather play boring board games or a game of pool with Cora than do absolutely anything with Kendall, or Geoff, or anyone else.

	I parked behind the bakery and let myself in through the back door. Most of the lights were off, and for a second there, I thought I’d gotten it wrong. That maybe she wasn’t here, and her parents just hadn’t locked up when they’d left.

	But then I heard it. Sniffling.

	Followed by a few soft sobs.

	Oh crap. My heart was just about to burst through my chest when I moved past some more boxes and crates to see her there, perched on top of one of the counters, her knees drawn up to her chest and her head tucked down.

	“Go ‘way.” Her voice was muffled by her knees, but I heard her loud and clear.

	I froze, too far away to touch her and my mind a completely unhelpful blank. What was I supposed to say? How could I make this right? “Cora, please—”

	“Go.” She lifted her head. “Away.”

	The sight of her tear stained cheeks in this dimly lit kitchen made me want to fall to my knees. Seeing the hurt in her eyes? Well, it slayed me. But the worst part was, I wasn’t even totally sure what I’d done.

	I mean, I thought I knew...but I wasn’t sure. Was it because I tried to set her up with Geoff? From the way things looked on my side of the table, it seemed like she tolerated him. Was it because I didn’t tell her about Kendall? As much as I wanted to hope I knew the reason why she didn’t like Kendall, I wasn’t ready to allow myself to hope that hard. If she’d been jealous of Kendall, that would mean that there was a chance that she cared about me. That thought made my chest surge in a way that had me cursing my own reactions to my thoughts.

	“I mean it, Austin. I’m not in the mood for any more of the talks of fake dating tonight, so if you’re here to try and get me to—”

	“I’m not,” I said quickly. There’s no way I wanted her to think that. I was here for her. One hundred percent.

	Cora looked just as startled by my reaction as I felt. She sniffed as her gaze turned wary. “Then what do you want?”

	“I was worried, that’s all.” And that was the truth. After Geoff pointed out her reaction to me, I started to see how my plan for the evening must have looked in her eyes. However, worry wasn’t the only thing that had driven me here.

	It wasn’t what had my heart pounding furiously at the sight of her, and it wasn’t the emotion that had me clenching my hands into fists to keep from reaching for her.

	She sniffed as she wiped at the tears on her cheeks before pressing her fingertips into her palm. “You’re worried.” Her expression and the sound of her voice let me know that she was unimpressed.

	I took a step closer, hating the way she drew back with a wary glare. “I’m sorry.”

	“For what?” she asked. “Are you sorry because your girlfriend was mean to me? Or because your pal Geoff was more interested in hearing his own voice than getting to know me?” She shook her head in clear frustration. This girl was on a roll, and I wasn’t going to interrupt her. “Or maybe are you sorry because that was my first date since Ben and it...it was…”

	She looked away, and I ached to know what she was going to say even as I feared hearing it.

	“It was all wrong,” she finished. Her voice sounded disturbingly calm. I wanted her to be angry. To fight with me. Her sadness made me want to scream.

	“I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I said.

	She gave a little huff of rueful laughter as she wiped at her eyes. “No, I didn’t think you did.”

	“I’m sorry,” I said again.

	Her gaze met mine evenly. “You already said that.”

	“Well, I mean it.”

	Her lips curved up, but the wry smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You don’t even know why you’re sorry.”

	I drew in a deep breath. “I know that I messed up. I know I should have warned you about Kendall, I should have asked how you felt about being set up with Geoff…”

	I trailed off under her watchful gaze. My words were lame and pathetic. Nothing sounded right, at least not to me, and from the look on her face, it didn’t sound right to her either.

	But I didn’t know how to say all that I was feeling right now.

	I was more than a little afraid that if I tried, I’d only make things worse.

	I’d mess this up more than I had already.

	Or, worst of all—I’d hurt Cora more than I’d already done.

	Words...words were not my friends right now. They rarely were, but right at this moment, they would only make this worse.

	So without another word, I went into action. Cora startled slightly as I rushed toward her, but then her brows drew together in confusion as I reached over her head for the canister of flour.

	“W-what are you doing?” she asked. Her eyes were ridiculously big as she blinked up at me, and I froze right in front of her, so close her knees brushed against my chest.

	“You want to know something I’m truly sorry for?”

	She arched a brow.

	I leaned in, watching as her lips parted in surprise. I drew in so close that my lips were centimeters from her ear, and I could feel her breath on my cheek. “I’m sorry I let Geoff eat our hard-earned bread.”

	She pulled back in surprise before letting out a short, choked laugh. “Yeah, that sucked.”

	I chuckled at her blunt statement. “It did,” I said, nodding as I pulled back and reached for her hands to help her down. “Which is why I’m hoping you’ll give me a do-over.”

	“A do-over?” The way her nose crinkled in a confused smile made my heart thud hard in my chest. I knew without a doubt that she was thinking about the first day we’d met. The do-over dance.

	Those girls had thought it was romantic. I’d thought it was the epitome of lame. But now...well, now I guess I understood why a guy might be in desperate need of a do-over.

	All I could do was try again and hope that this time I didn’t hurt her.

	She let go of my hands as her feet reached the ground. She tucked her arms close to her body as she stepped a few inches away from me. It hurt, watching her react this way, but I knew it was warranted. I had been a jerk to her. I guess I could only hope that at some point, she would trust me again.

	That she would give me another chance to be the guy that she saw that I was--that Mom knew that I was. After all, it had been Mom’s idea to get us together. She obviously thought I was good enough for Cora.

	And I was desperate to prove her right.

	A few seconds ticked by as I waited for Cora’s response. Her gaze swept over me, then the counter, and then back to me. I could hear the ticking of the clock on the wall as I waited for her response.

	It was late, but it finally came when she reached for the canister and handed it to me with a sigh of resignation. “Dust the counter.”

	 


16 - Cora
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	Ifelt absolutely ridiculous. Which was fitting, since I looked absolutely ridiculous. If I’d known that Austin was going to run after me, I wouldn’t have allowed myself to ugly cry like I did. My cheeks felt tight from the tears that had dried, and I was sniffling.

	A real beauty.

	Austin seemed distracted with dusting the counters, so I took that moment to snag a paper towel to use as a tissue and blow my nose. I tried to be discrete, but the moment the sound of a trumpet erupted, Austin glanced over at me.

	I was sure my cheeks were on fire, but if he noticed, he didn’t say anything. Instead, he gave me a sympathetic smile and turned his attention back to what he was doing.

	I studied him. That was strange. No snarky comment. No joke. What was going on? He wasn’t supposed to come here. He definitely wasn’t supposed to catch me crying over him. Was that look, pity? My stomach churned at the thought.

	How humiliating.

	I didn’t think that I could get any lower.

	Austin turned to me with an empty measuring cup and an adorably sheepish smile. “Uh, a little help here?”

	The noise I made was an awkward blubbery mix of laughter and tears. Even in my utter embarrassment, I couldn’t help but point out that he came.

	He was standing here in the bakery, staring at me like a lost puppy. There were no parents here to tell him to stay. His father wasn’t around with his folded arms and menacing stare. And the word fake girlfriend hadn’t come from his lips since he got here.

	To top it off, I wasn’t sure what to make of the fact that he’d left Kendall and his friend. He’d walked away from the party they were supposed to go to, and he came to me instead.

	Did that mean something? I wanted to believe that it did, but I also didn’t want to falsely hope. Last time I did that, I cried a river.

	Pushing all of my thoughts about his intentions out of my mind, I moved to his side and focused on measuring. I was going to pretend that he was here for another baking lesson and that was it. I was going to try not to lose my cool just because he was standing so close I could feel his warmth through my long-sleeved T-shirt. Or the fact that he smelled amazing.

	I blew out my breath. Who was I kidding? I had no cool to lose.

	My heart seemed to agree as it skipped around in a panic in my chest as my mind kept returning to the one question that wouldn’t leave me alone. Had he come out of genuine worry or he chased after me out of pity?

	The last part of that question made my insides shrivel.

	I flicked a glance up and found his bright green eyes fixed on me with unnerving intensity. His dark hair had fallen over his forehead and…

	My breath caught.

	There was a warmth in his gaze. A heat.

	I looked back down at my hands to what I was doing. What was I doing?

	This heat was new. But I wasn’t sure what it meant. Or if it meant anything.

	After all, I was the idiot who’d skipped off to the diner tonight. I was the one who threw the tantrum despite the fact that I’d agreed to the whole fake dating plan. And I was the one who thought that Austin cared more for me than he actually did.

	I set the measuring cup down too hard, and the clanking sound seemed to echo through the kitchen. I didn’t know what I was thinking when I’d left here with a freakin’ loaf of bread.

	Who brought bread to a diner?

	I was officially a weirdo, but I wasn’t about to make the same mistake twice. There was no way I was going to put more meaning into Austin’s gaze or actions than he actually meant. I was done with being that girl. I stared at the ingredients in front of me, taking note of what was missing and focusing on the task at hand.

	Thiswas why baking was calming. It gave my crazy brain focus.

	“Cora, I really am sorry.” Austin’s voice was soft, and it cut through my focus like a hot knife through butter.

	I ignored him for a moment. I didn’t want to go down this path again because he couldn’t answer me before. He didn’t know why he was sorry, and if I had to guess, his reasons weren’t the right ones.

	Sure, I’d bet he was sorry he’d hurt me. But he probably didn’t realize why I’d been so hurt.

	And to be totally honest, I wasn’t sure I wanted him to know. The last thing I wanted him to discover was the fact that a big part of my hurt was because I’d been disappointed…

	I swallowed thickly. I was already pathetic in his eyes, and I didn’t need him to pity me on top of it.

	He leaned back against the counter as I worked which allowed him to face me. My heart began to pound from the rawness of his gaze. I bent down to focus on what I was doing so that all he could look at was the top of my head. It gave me some reprieve from the anxiety I felt from him being this close.

	“I wasn’t even thinking. I should have known that this would have been your first real date after Ben,” he said quietly.

	My hands stilled, but I didn’t say anything. My heart was pounding too loud for me to get a word in edgewise.

	He waited patiently while I dumped the ingredients into the mixer and got it going. “That was my first real date, huh?”

	“Yeah, well...sort of.” He shifted beside me.

	But since I still hadn’t looked up, all I could see was his T-shirt and his hands, and he couldn’t seem to get comfortable as he set his palms on the counter next to him and then dropped his arms at his sides and then put them back on the counter again.

	His clear discomfort would have been amusing if I wasn’t currently drowning in a stew of emotions that made it hard to see up from down. Part of me wanted him to leave so I could sort through it all.

	But then again, no amount of sitting here alone crying had helped me. All it had done was given me ample space to wallow in misery.

	“I shouldn’t have picked Geoff.” He exhaled loudly, and my insides deflated with that sigh.

	He thought Geoff was the problem here?

	“I don’t actually hang out with him outside of soccer practice. I thought he was chill. I mean, he’s not a total player like Mike, so I thought…”

	When he trailed off, I couldn't take it anymore. I had to see his face. I needed to get a hint as to what he was thinking. But the moment I looked up, I knew I was in trouble.

	His expression was so uncharacteristically serious and so sincere that it was hard to swallow.

	“I wasn’t thinking about how hard it might be to go on a date with someone who’s not, you know…” He flashed a rueful smile as he motioned toward his body, “Your clearly defined fake boyfriend.”

	“Right,” I muttered.

	His brows drew together in concern at whatever he saw in my eyes. It was obvious that my sarcasm wasn’t lost on him, and it made my stomach lurch. I was letting my guard down. Why was I doing that?

	“I wasn’t thinking at all,” he said as his eyebrows knit together.

	“No,” I agreed. “You weren’t.”

	“Do you, um…” He shifted even closer, and my head spun as his now-familiar scent wrapped around me like a cocoon.

	He smelled good. It was familiar in a weird sort of way. A big part of me wanted to lean into him. To rest my cheek against his chest and listen to his heartbeat. I wanted to feel his arms around me as he held me tight.

	I shut my eyes for a second, overwhelmed by how much I suddenly craved his touch--needing it in a way that was terrifying.

	I hadn’t really let myself think about what I’d wanted to happen when I’d left for the diner tonight. To think about it, was a form of admission. To admit it, meant to deal with what that meant about me, about Ben, and about what we’d had…

	“Do you...I mean, was it awful being on a date with someone who wasn’t Ben?”

	I blinked as my mind sorted through the response I wanted to give him. The truth I wanted to tell him. It was awful being on a date with someone who wasn’t you. I opened my mouth and shut it. I couldn’t say that. It would ruin our new friendship in a heartbeat. Because if tonight made one thing clear, it was that he didn’t want me.

	He wanted Kendall...

	...and I wanted him.

	I couldn’t deny it to myself any longer. I’d been crying, yes. But for the first time in months, I hadn’t been crying over Ben.

	Austin watched me closely, waiting for an answer. But there was no way I could blame Ben for this. Using my grief over Ben as an excuse for my emotional meltdown tonight was all sorts of wrong. But as I had no intention of explaining to Austin that I’d been stupid enough to think that the other night with him had meant something. There was only so much hurt and rejection a girl could handle.

	I cleared my throat and forced a smile. “Enough about me. How’d it go with Kendall?”

	He blinked in surprise at the sudden change in topic, not to mention my about-face in mood. “Oh, um…” He flinched as he reached up to rub the back of his neck.

	I turned off the mixer and took the ball of dough out, slapping it down on the counter with a bit more force than necessary. “I mean, considering you were clearly on a date with her tonight, I assume you two are back together or…” I smiled again. “Whatever it is you two call it.”

	“Yeah, about that…”

	“I’m glad you made up,” I said. My voice was weirdly chipper that it hurt my own ears. He paused in that nervous neck rubbing gesture.

	“Are you?” His tone was strained. Like he didn’t like my reaction.

	I nodded, looking down at the dough as I reached for a rolling pin. “Of course. I mean, this was what you wanted all along, right?” I couldn’t quite meet his eyes as I lied through my teeth. I smashed the dough with all the strength I could muster, my next words coming out on a grunt as I started to roll out the dough.

	“Cora, I—” He stopped abruptly when I looked up.

	I was struck dumb by the look in his eyes. He seemed so torn. So deep in thought. So...in pain.

	I hated that.

	My heart lurched a bit, and I leaned forward onto the counter, getting the dusting flour all over my shirt and my hands.

	“It didn’t go as well as you’d hoped?” I guessed.

	He shook his head, his jaw working as his gaze moved over me like he was trying to memorize every detail of my face. Which was laughable. I could see my reflection in the stainless fridge next to us. All he would memorize was the stray wispy curls at my temple to the freckles on my nose. Which was ridiculous. I wasn’t beautiful, and I wasn’t unique like Kendall. I was…me.

	“I messed up tonight,” he said softly. When his gaze dipped down to my lips, I stopped breathing.

	And I couldn’t. I just couldn’t. I couldn’t hear him talk about Kendall again, or Geoff. I didn’t want to go down the rabbit hole of my emotions that not only held my feelings for Ben, but now, my feelings for Austin. I couldn’t possibly tell him how I was falling head over heels for him.

	A surge of panic had me acting on instinct, and I reached up with one flour-coated hand and drew a line of flour down his cheek. His brows hitched up, and his eyes widened in surprise, all as that perfect handsome face of his was marred with a streak of white.

	It was freakin’ adorable. I choked on a laugh. “No,” I said with as much seriousness as I could muster. “Now you’re messed up.”

	His mouth fell open with a huff of shocked laughter. “You did not just do that.”

	I did it again. This time dusting flour over his nose and jaw. “I did.”

	The grin that split his face was sudden and breathtaking. I was so stunned I didn’t even blink when he floured up his own hands and swiped some on my nose.

	I burst into laughter, and he did too. The next thing I knew, we were swatting each other’s hands aside and ducking as a full-on flour fight got underway. He’d lunge at me, and I’d dust him with flour. That left him sputtering and gave me enough time to duck out of the way and load up with more flour.

	I came this close to getting his ear when he caught my arm and pinned it behind my back. He then wrapped his arm around me, and that movement hauled me closer to him until I was centimeters from his body.

	My laughter died as the air was sucked right out of my lungs. His laughter died as well, and in a heartbeat, he was staring down at me with that heated look in his eyes again.

	So. Much. Heat.

	My body was pressed against his, and I could hear his heart thumping. Or maybe that was mine. My mind was swirling now that I couldn’t think straight. I even forgot why we were laughing. I forgot everything except this feeling right here, right now.

	“Cora…” His voice was so low I felt the rumble of it in his chest as he lowered his head. My lips parted in surprise as he closed the distance between us. I couldn’t move, too afraid to break this spell that had fallen over us. When his mouth closed over mine, the spell was broken, and this...this was real.

	This was everything.

	His lips were firm and hot. His arms that surrounded me were strong and safe. For a moment the kiss was heartachingly soft. Tender. So very gentle. Like I might shatter in his arms. And then I kissed him back, and he groaned against my lips. Tilting his head, he crushed me to him as he deepened the kiss, his tongue exploring as I clung to him like my life depended on it.

	A million perfect, brilliant sensations skittered across my nerves as heat filled my veins and turned me to liquid.

	For the first time in a long time, I felt...alive.

	For the first time in my whole life, I fell in love.
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	Ilost myself entirely in that kiss. The feel of her in my arms, so perfect and so sweet. The taste of her, the way her lips moved with mine like we’d been born to fit together. The way the clean citrus smell of her shampoo wrapped around me and her hands fisted my T-shirt in her grip.

	Home.

	This was home. For the first time in a long time I felt like I was exactly where I was meant to be.

	Like this was where I belonged.

	She made this soft little sound when I brought one hand up to cup her cheek, to stroke her skin with my thumb. I needed to touch her. I needed to make sure this was real.

	It seemed more like a dream. A perfect moment out of time.

	This was hardly my first kiss, and it wouldn’t be my last, but as far as my body and mind were concerned, this kiss was it. This was where my life started.

	And then it ended with a bang. Literally. We jumped apart as the back door slammed open to reveal the three stunned parental faces staring at us.

	“Oh, um…” I started to stammer an excuse or an apology as I moved forward to shield Cora and her crimson cheeks. That protective urge reared up again as I tried to tuck her behind me.

	“Are we interrupting?” Cora’s mom didn’t sound mad. More like, delighted. Her eyes glinted with laughter as she unfroze from where she, and our dads were still standing in the doorway with their arms filled with boxes.

	Her dad didn’t look amused, but he didn’t seem angry either as he too unfroze with a blink and set his box down beside him. “I thought you two would still be out.”

	My dad? His expression was harder to read.

	“Oh, um, we were,” Cora said quickly. Too quickly.

	It was hard to hide a smile as she stepped out from behind me looking as guilty as any human could ever look. It was a good thing she was such a goody two shoes. She hadn’t exactly mastered her poker face.

	“We just got back,” I said, stepping in before Cora could start her nervous babbling.

	And she totally would start babbling. My lips kept tugging up, and I had the most ridiculous urge to laugh.

	This wasn’t funny.

	But I was so freakin’...happy. I took a deep breath, trying to pay attention as Cora and her parents filled the silence.

	I was happy. For the first time in what felt like forever, I was seriously happy. I glanced over at Cora who was totally babbling about the bread we were baking.

	I had to fight to keep from reaching out for her, from pulling her back into my arms, or at least against my side. I loved that I knew she talked a lot when she was nervous. I loved that she knew exactly how to break my foul mood by starting a flour war. I loved…

	I loved everything about being with this girl.

	I sucked in air like a drowning man as the enormity of what I was feeling hit me in the chest.

	“Austin and I should get going.” My father’s gruff tone pulled me out of the moment, and my eyes widened in shock as I saw him glaring at me.

	I was used to his glares, but I had no clue what I’d done to earn this one. I glanced over at Cora, and she looked just as confused as she glanced between me and my dad.

	“Oh, are you sure?” Mrs. Lansing sounded put out. “We haven’t eaten dinner yet. I’d be happy to whip something up—”

	“Thanks, Jessica,” my dad said, clearly forcing a polite tone as he smiled at my mom’s best friend. “But Austin and I have some things to discuss.”

	We do? I caught Cora’s eye, and I could have sworn her gaze said, you do?

	My dad clapped a hand on my shoulder, his grip so tight it was clear this was more of a hostage situation than a ‘good to see you again, son’ sort of thing. Sure enough, he gave me a little shove, and then I was being frog marched out through the back door as Cora and her parents wished us a goodnight.

	Good night? This was the best night. I stopped trying to fight the goofy grin that had been threatening ever since Cora kissed me back.

	She’d kissed me back.

	Yup, this grin was officially goofy.

	“Wipe that smirk off your face,” my dad said when we reached my car.

	I blinked, the smile fading fast. “What’s wrong?”

	“What’s wrong?” My dad shook his head, his eyes widening like he didn’t even know where to start. He glanced toward the back door and then nodded to my car. “Home. Now.”

	The whole drive home I swung back and forth between elation over the kiss with Cora and dread at whatever showdown was to come. By the time I walked through the door, dread had won out.

	Sure enough, my dad laid into me the moment I walked in. “What do you think you’re doing with that girl?”

	“Cora?”

	My dad glared. “Who else would I be talking about?” He crossed his arms. “Kendall? Because I know very well that you were out with her tonight.”

	“How did you—” I stopped myself short. Of course he’d heard. My dad had eyes everywhere, and he never failed to use that to keep tabs on me. “It’s not what you think.”

	“Uh huh.” My dad’s tone dripped with disbelief. “So... what? You want me to think that you just happened to run into that girl you’ve been mooning over for the past year?”

	“No. I didn’t say that, but—”

	“You expect me to believe you’re not using that sweet Lansing girl just so you can have your way?”

	I opened my mouth to protest, but my dad wasn’t listening. He’d already convinced himself of what was going on here, and the worst part was...he wasn’t wrong.

	Not entirely.

	Up until just a few moments ago, he would have been totally right.

	“You’re going to hurt her, Austin.” My father’s voice was filled with an anger I rarely heard anymore. It wasn’t just irritation because I was too stubborn. It was disappointment.

	“You’ve been living with your head in the sand for months now,” he continued. “So caught up in your own self-pity you can’t even see that you’re not the only one with problems.”

	“That’s not true,” I started. But again, I couldn’t continue. Even if my dad wasn’t on a rampage, I couldn’t muster up self-righteous anger. He was kind of right. Did it suck that my mom had died? Yeah. Of course. But my dad had lost his wife too, and Cora had lost her first love, and even Kendall had her own problems. I mean, her parents didn’t give a crap about anything she did. Was it any wonder she was such a mess?

	My dad’s lecture swirled around me, bits and pieces making their way through as my mind replayed scenes from the last year. Moments that made me cringe with shame.

	But none of them compared to what I’d done tonight.

	“I’ve tried to talk sense into you. I thought given enough time you’d grow up.” My dad ran a hand over his head. He looked tired. Exhausted, even. “I thought that deep down you knew right from wrong. That your mom’s lessons, her example…” His Adam’s apple bobbed when he swallowed. “I’d thought that she’d gotten through to you even though I’d never been able to. But tonight…” He turned away from me for the first time in my life. “Tonight I was ashamed.”

	His words cut like a knife. “I don’t want to hurt Cora, Dad,” I said. “I like her. She’s different.”

	“Yeah, yeah.” His voice was weary. “Just like you liked Kendall, right? I’ve heard this all before, Austin, and I just don’t buy it.”

	I stared at him, my breathing sounding too harsh in my ears.

	“I don’t know what you were playing at tonight, dragging Cora along so you could meet up with Kendall. And then whatever it was that we walked into later…”

	I flinched because...yeah, it looked bad.

	Maybe it was bad.

	Maybe I was bad.

	“Cora has been through enough, Austin.” My dad turned back to me with a resigned exhale. “I’d never be able to forgive myself if you hurt her even more than she’s already been hurt.”

	I know she’s been hurt. I know her better than you ever will. I would never hurt her. I wanted to say that. I wanted to say it so badly. But when I opened my mouth to speak, all I could see was the look on her face just before she’d left me at the diner. All I could see was the hurt I’d caused her.

	I hadn’t meant to...but what did that matter?

	My dad was right. I would hurt Cora.

	I already had. And knowing me, I would do it again. I was like Kendall in that way. I’d never been in a real relationship, and I’d never even wanted one. I belonged with someone who felt the same. Someone who didn’t make demands or have expectations.

	And Cora would have expectations. She and Ben had a real relationship, and she knew what it meant to be in one.

	She’d want that. She deserved that.

	And me?

	I turned and walked away, ignoring my father’s weary sigh behind me. I was a disappointment to him.

	Maybe I always had been.

	And if my mom knew what I’d been up to this year, what I’d done earlier tonight…

	I’d be a disappointment to her too.

	The thought threatened to crush me as I entered my room and shut the door behind me. I could still make this right.

	I wouldn’t hurt Cora any more than I already had. I’d think of what was best for someone else for once in my life. And most of all, when it came to Cora, I wouldn’t let her down.

	I wouldn’t give myself the chance.
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	It was a weird thing to be happy again.

	I mean, it wasn’t like one epic kiss and all my problems disappeared. That would just be too easy. But one kiss had helped.

	I smiled down at the notepad and textbook tucked in my arms. It had helped a lot.

	“What are we so happy about?” Olivia asked, her voice teasing as she wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

	I shrugged. “Just in a good mood, I guess.”

	“Uh uh.” She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t pry.

	Which was good, because I wasn’t sure what to tell her. Sure, that kiss had been amazing, but Austin’s dad had dragged him away before we could talk.

	Up to this moment, he hadn’t responded to my texts, but maybe his phone was dead. Besides, the guy had schoolwork and football practice. It wasn’t like he didn’t have a life.

	“Okay, now you look worried. What’s up with you?” Olivia asked.

	I smiled again. “I’ll tell you as soon as I figure it out for myself. Deal?”

	Olivia nodded. “Deal.” She leaned in closer and lowered her voice as Collette drew near to join us. “But my bet is, this sudden change in mood has something to do with a certain kicker for the Oakwood High football team, am I right?”

	I pressed my lips together to fight a grin and was saved by Collette’s appearance at my side. “You ready for the last class of the day?”

	I nodded. I was more than ready. Today we had our joint class with the football team, and I’d never been happier to go to a class before in my life.

	I’d been dying to see Austin ever since that kiss. I was curious to know what his dad had said to him—he’d seemed awfully angry when they’d left the bakery—but more than that, I just wanted to see Austin again. I wanted to make sure that that kiss hadn’t just been some dream.

	I hugged my books to my chest as we said goodbye to Olivia and headed to the locker rooms.

	That was exactly what this felt like. A dream. I’d been walking around with my head in the clouds ever since he’d kissed me, but I was starting to feel desperate. I wanted to see him again, to talk to him...to make sure that this wasn’t totally one sided.

	As soon as I thought about him, his gaze flashed in my mind. All I could focus on was the way he looked at me just before he’d kissed me. The vision made me dizzy, and it also reminded me that I was being paranoid for no good reason.

	This couldn’t be one sided. Of course it wasn’t.

	And I couldn’t be annoyed that he might need some time to process what had happened--which is what I suspected his silence was really about.

	I’d needed some time too. I’d had to do some serious reflection about the fact that I was moving on from Ben. My mom acted as my sounding board, and she let me talk out all these confusing feelings without trying to weigh in and without passing judgment.

	It was...nice. And honestly, I’d sort of wished I’d talked to her about Ben earlier. But then again, she’d been grieving for her best friend while I was reeling from Ben’s death, so maybe neither of us had been in a good place for the kind of talk we’d had the other night.

	She didn’t even flinch when I’d told her that Ben and I had been fighting, and I wondered just how much she and Dad had known about what was going on between us. She just gave me a hug, told me that I’d been a good friend to Ben, and that he would want me to move on.

	It was nice. The conversation left me feeling strong and brave. I was ready to take on whatever Austin and I would become. I was ready to move on.

	“Let’s go see our guys,” Colette said, as she moved past me in the locker room toward the doors.

	“Don’t be late, Cora,” Bianca called back to me in a very different tone.

	I shoved thoughts of my parents and Ben to the side as I finished getting ready and hurried out to meet Austin.

	I’d sort of hoped he’d be in the hallway waiting for me, but he wasn’t. He wasn’t in the classroom either. After scanning everyone’s face, I sighed and headed over to Cooper. “Hey Coop?”

	He turned to glance down at me. “What’s up?”

	“Have you seen Austin?” I was ridiculous. I forced a smile. “I mean, he was at school today...right?”

	He nodded, his gaze flicking toward the door. “Yeah. He should be here. If he’s not, Coach will kill him.”

	I smiled. “Right. That’s what I thought. He’s probably just running behind.”

	Fifteen minutes later, Bianca was at the front of the room, calling for us to line up at the barre when Austin finally walked in. My body heated as I tried to catch his gaze. I tried to fight it, but I couldn’t help grinning like an idiot.

	But Austin didn’t acknowledge me. Not when he shucked his shoes and not when he dropped his bag. He didn’t look at me as he crossed over to the barre and stood right next to me.

	I studied his set jaw and narrowed eyes, and my stomach sank. That light, joyful feeling I’d been reveling in crashed at my feet.

	But before I could say a word, class was underway, and Austin was all business. Every time I tried to change the conversation to something personal, he steered us right back to the business at hand, dancing.

	I was willing to bet Austin had never been so serious about anything in his life as he was about dancing ballet right now. The thought would have made me laugh if I wasn’t drowning in dread. What had happened? What had gone wrong?

	When Bianca called an end to class and the room burst into action getting ready to leave, I finally had my chance to ask. “Austin, wait.” I put a hand on his arm as he turned to leave. “Don’t go,” I said.

	Oh crap. That had come out so...pathetic. Like I was pleading with him or something. He sighed, and I suddenly felt eight years old. Like I was this little pest. Like I’d gotten it all wrong, and that kiss had never happened.

	“What…” I glanced around, making sure no one was paying attention. “What’s going on? Why are you ignoring me?”

	His gaze met mine then, and I wanted to disappear. I wished the floor would open up and swallow me whole because what I saw there was...pity.

	Sympathy, at the very least.

	Either way it sucked.

	“I’m sorry, Cora,” he said.

	I’m sorry. I’m sorry? I stared at his lips as if that might help me understand what had happened to make him go from looking at me like I was the only girl in existence to...this.

	“For what?” I asked.

	He exhaled loudly again and then took my arm, leading me to an empty corner on the far side of the room, away from where the rest of the class was grabbing their stuff and talking amongst themselves in small groups. I caught Collette glancing my way once or twice, but I looked away before she could read my emotions.

	“The other night,” he said, his voice low and his gaze sad. “I shouldn’t have kissed you. I’m sorry.”

	“But...but…” I had nothing. He was sorry.

	“It was a mistake,” he continued, sliding the knife into my gut even deeper. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, Cora.”

	Sorry. Mistake. Shouldn’t have. His words were echoing in my ears and I gave my head a little shake. I didn’t mean to hurt you.

	My pride came to my rescue with that last statement. That sympathy in his eyes was back, and I hated it. In the months since Ben had passed, I’d been the subject of people’s sympathy and pity, and it was the most useless emotion in the world. It didn’t help anything. It didn’t change anything. All it did was make me feel like a victim. And maybe in Ben’s passing I’d been a victim, along with everyone else who ever knew and loved him. But with Austin and everything I’d told him?

	This was a new low.

	“You didn’t hurt me.” My voice was cold, and my chin came up, so I could face him.

	He eyed me. “Okay. Good.”

	“I’m just confused, that’s all.” I shifted my weight, planting my hands on my hips as my heart pounded mercilessly. “Last time I saw you…” I had to take a deep breath as my mind filled with a vision of the last time I’d seen him. I swallowed and tried again. “The last time I saw you—”

	“I was confused.” His tone was brisk, and his gaze wouldn’t quite meet mine. Like I was holding him up or something. Like I was keeping him from his plans.

	Suspicion crept over me like an insect making my skin crawl. “Is this about Kendall?”

	His gaze darted up and collided with mine. I pressed my lips together to keep from crying. To keep from begging him to explain what I’d done wrong. Why he’d changed his mind. Why—

	“Kendall gets me.”

	My head jerked back, and my stomach lurched. He might as well have smacked me across the face. “She...gets you?” Stop talking. Do not talk.

	My mouth wouldn’t listen.

	“You opened up to me,” I said. “I told you everything. She doesn’t even want a commitment with you, but she gets you?”

	His gaze hardened, and a muscle in his jaw ticked. “That’s exactly it, Cora. She gets that I don’t want a girlfriend. That’s not who I am.”

	“What? What does that even mean? Everybody wants somebody and—”

	“I don’t.” He shrugged, backing away from me like he couldn’t get away fast enough. “And we both know you’re the kind of girl who would want that. You deserve that.”

	The ‘deserve’ part made me flinch. “What about what I want?” I asked.

	His smile was wry, and it only made the expression in his eyes seem sadder. “You’ll find somebody better, Cora. I promise.”

	And then he was gone. Walking away without ever looking back.

	I stared at his retreating frame until I could no longer see him. Then I crumpled to the ground. The grief of losing yet another person I cared about wrapped around me like a dark cloud.

	The football team and the ballerinas all rushed to my side. They were hugging me and crouching around me. There were even a few guys who commented how they were going to beat up Austin.

	I wanted to focus on those around me. I wanted to stand up for Austin. But my mind was so muddled that I couldn’t speak.

	All I could do was feel.

	Pain clutched my chest as I closed my eyes. Maybe if I pretend that I wasn’t here, I wouldn’t hurt anymore. Maybe if I pretend that Austin had never existed, I wouldn’t feel so heart broken.

	From the pounding of my heart, I knew that was never going to happen.

	Austin had entered my life and I knew no matter how much I wanted to pretend otherwise, I would never be successful.

	Austin had changed me whether I wanted him to or not. He was a part of me even if he wanted to pretend that what I felt last night had never happened.

	If what I went through with Ben taught me anything, it was that I was strong. If Austin wanted to call it quits, so be it.

	I was stronger than him.

	I could move on.

	Eventually.
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	I was running on autopilot.

	Days passed after I’d broken it off with Cora, and somehow, I was still walking, talking, breathing, and eating. But I was barely aware of any of it. The world seemed to be spinning on fast forward around me as I shuffled along in slow motion.

	I sat through class. I went to football practice. Luckily, I didn’t have another ballet class until Monday. Which gave me the whole weekend to anticipate the hatred I’d see in Cora’s eyes when I walked back into that dance studio.

	My life was heading down the crapper and fast.

	I was strewn out on the couch watching some show that barely held my interest when I heard yet another sigh of disappointment from the doorway.

	“What are you doing?” I could hear just how much I was failing my father as he spoke.

	I closed my eyes and shrugged. “What does it look like?” I muttered.

	“Are you going to mope around the house this entire weekend?”

	I didn’t answer. We both knew the answer was yes.

	“Is this about Cora?”

	I didn’t answer that. It was partially his fault that I’d lost the best thing that had ever happened to me—he’d only been speaking the truth—but I resented the heck out of him for it.

	Was it fair? Probably not. But I was too miserable to care.

	Another sigh. Seriously, my dad could win some drama award for the amount he managed to convey with an exhale.

	“You really liked her that much, huh?”

	I didn’t answer. He had no idea. For days now, all I could think about was the look in her eyes just before I’d walked away. So much betrayal, anger, and hurt was wrapped up in her gaze. My stomach soured as I recounted her expression for the one millionth time this week.

	It was for the best. I still knew that. She deserved better than my messed-up self. I’d hurt her more in the long run if I didn’t walk away now.

	And I understood all of that, but it didn’t make it suck any less.

	“You’re making this whole house feel like a morgue,” my dad said.

	I shrugged.

	“Look, I don’t know what this is all about but it’s time you got out of the house. Get some fresh air.”

	I didn’t move.

	His voice shifted to his Coach Reynold’s voice. The voice no one dared to defy, least of all me. “That wasn’t a request, son, it was an order. Go take a walk. Clear your head. When you get back, you and I are going to talk about how to get you past all of this.”

	“Oh joy.” I muttered it under my breath, but I was already moving. My feet fell to the floor, and I struggled upright. Like I’d said, no one defied my dad when he was using his coach voice.

	I ignored his gaze as I grabbed my winter coat and headed outside. Snow was falling, and the sun was just starting to set. I shoved my hands in my pockets, not even sure where I was heading until I found myself on Main Street.

	My feet seemed to have a homing beacon for the bakery, and even though I told myself not to, I headed in that direction. What was I hoping for? No idea.

	She might not even be there. Hopefully she was at her home—her grandma’s home. But even as I thought it, I found myself wishing...hoping. No, I was aching to see her. I knew it wouldn’t help anything. It would probably only make this pain worse. It would just be a reminder of all that I couldn’t have. But that didn’t seem to sway me. I wanted to see Cora, even if that meant only staring at her from afar.

	I hid in the shadows of the building across the street, leaning one shoulder against the cool brick while I kept my gaze trained on the bakery. If she was there, I was determined to catch a glimpse of her.

	It didn’t take long before I spotted her. She had pushed through the side door, her flaming red hair calling to me. She heaved the boxes that she had tucked in against her hip into the dumpster and my hands itched to help. She looked so small against her surroundings.

	I held my breath. Pain and happiness became a knotted mess in my chest at the sight of her. I waited for her to go inside again so I could breathe. But she didn’t go right back in. Instead she wrapped her arms around herself and tipped her head back.

	She was watching the snow fall.

	And I was watching her. The street lights hadn’t kicked on yet, but there was enough light to make out her features.

	This was the first time it had snowed here since she’d moved to town. Coming from Dallas, I supposed she wasn’t used to snow. More than anything in the world I wanted to go over to her right now and kiss her as snowflakes melted on her cheeks. I wanted to kiss her until she was breathless and then tease her until she was laughing. I wanted to hear that joy in her voice as she told me about winters in Dallas.

	I wanted to see her smile more than I’d ever wanted anything in my life.

	My whole body ached for a glimpse of it, but her face was tipped upward. If she was smiling right now, it wasn’t for me.

	“Austin!” Mrs. Lansing’s voice made me start, and Cora whipped around at the sound too.

	Mrs. Lansing was smiling and waving from the front door as Cora’s gaze landed on me from where she’d been standing near the back.

	Crap. I’d totally been caught.

	Cora didn’t so much as blink before she whipped around and headed right back in the way she’d come. No wave. Definitely not a smile.

	Not that I expected one. At least, not for me.

	Mrs. Lansing wasn’t about to let me off so easily. “Austin, get in here before you freeze to death,” she shouted.

	I hesitated. But her eyes were on me, and to turn and walk away seemed too rude, even for me. I headed toward her with heavy steps. Would she ream me out for hurting Cora?

	Probably.

	I wouldn’t blame her if she did. It was definitely deserved. As I reached the door and she gestured me inside, I braced myself for the lecture. Even as she bustled around me, offering me water or tea, I waited for it.

	But when she gestured for me to take a seat at one of the newly set up tables for customers, she was still smiling. “So, Austin,” she said, her head tilting to the side in a way that reminded me of my mom. It was the kind of look she’d given me when she was trying to get inside my head.

	I dropped my gaze. I didn’t want to be thinking about my mom right now. I didn’t want to think about what she’d have to say if she were here or how disappointed she would be in me if she knew what I’d done.

	“So what’s going on with you?” Mrs. Lansing’s voice was kind and gentle.

	It reminded me a whole lot of Cora.

	I stared down at my hands. I definitely didn’t want to think about what Cora would have to say if she were here.

	“Not much,” I muttered.

	“Uh huh.” She leaned forward and surprised the heck out of me by taking my hands in hers. “You know your mom was my best friend--” I nodded, still staring at her hands on mine--“I’ve heard stories about you from the day you were born.” She let out a laugh that sounded like Cora’s. “In fact, I actually talked to your mom on the phone in the hospital on the very day you were born.”

	I glanced up in surprise. My mom hadn’t told me about that.

	“I might not have been around physically, but I feel like I’ve been a part of your life since you were a baby, and whether you know it or not, you’ve been a big part of my life as well. Your mom was like a sister to me. We fought like siblings and laughed like them too.”

	I continued to stare. I wasn’t used to talking about my mom and definitely not like this. So casually, as if it wasn’t some taboo topic like it was at home.

	“She was so proud of you,” Mrs. Lansing said.

	I froze. She couldn’t know how much those words hurt me right now. She squeezed my hands and leaned forward, like she was trying to get into my eyeline, but I kept my gaze fixed on our hands.

	“You know that, right?” she persisted but I couldn’t respond. “She was proud of you then, and she’d be proud of the man you’re becoming now.”

	I let out a snort of disbelief as I tugged my hands out from hers. “No offense, Mrs. Lansing, but I doubt that.” I pushed my chair back, ready to leap to my feet to get out of here. “I know you mean well, but you don’t know me.”

	“Maybe not,” she said slowly. “But Cora’s gotten to know you very well, and she seems to think you’re someone special.”

	I drew in a deep breath as her words landed like blows. Was she trying to kill me here? Because that was what it felt like. “Your daughter is too nice for her own good.”

	Mrs. Lansing surprised me by laughing. “You might be right. She’s very quick to see the best in people. In that way, she’s kind of like your mom.”

	I gave a grunt of agreement. My mom definitely shared Cora’s faith in people.

	“You know you’re a teenager, right?”

	I glanced up at the amusement in Mrs. Lansing’s voice. “What?”

	She shrugged, her expression kind but filled with laughter. “You’re a teenager, Austin. And you lost your mom. You’re supposed to make mistakes. You’re not supposed to have it all figured out.” She leaned forward until her elbows rested on the table and I couldn’t look away from her eyes. “Give yourself a break.”

	I stared at her for a long moment, torn between walking out of here and telling her my life was none of her business. But in the end, when I opened my mouth, a choked voice I barely recognized came out. “I don’t think she’d be proud.”

	Mrs. Lansing’s expression softened with sympathy as she reached for my hands again. “Oh, sweetie. I know for a fact that there is nothing you could have done or could ever do that would lessen your mom’s pride in you. She loved you more than she loved herself.”

	I looked away, trying to swallow as tears welled up in my eyes.

	“And Austin….” She waited until I looked at her. “That love was unconditional. That means flaws and all. That means screw ups and bad decisions and crappy attitudes.”

	She smiled when I arched my brows. Okay, so maybe this woman knew me better than I’d thought. “Your father…” She squeezed my hands again when I flinched and tried to draw back. “I know there are issues there, but I also know he loves you. I think…” She sighed, her gaze lifting to the ceiling as she struggled for answers. “I think he’s having a hard time adjusting to being a single parent, and trust me when I say that being a parent to a person who’s grieving...it comes with a whole lot of challenges.”

	My jaw clenched at the mention of Cora. I was already unstable, ready to cry or shout or beat my fists into a wall, and the mention of the girl I cared about—the girl I might very well have been falling in love with—it was too much.

	“As a parent, you just want to ease your kid’s pain. You don’t want to see them suffer, even if that suffering is self-inflicted or their way of coping.”

	My mind flashed back to fights we’d had this past year. The way he’d freaked out when I’d stay out too late, or come home drunk, or skip school to hang with Kendall and her friends…

	Mrs. Lansing’s sigh brought me back. “You may have made mistakes, and I’m sure your dad has made his fair share too. But this is new territory for both of you. Mistakes are bound to happen.”

	I stared at our hands again, not exactly loving this view of my dad as someone I should feel sorry for.

	But also knowing that she was making a valid point. He was grieving too, and all the while he was trying to fill the void Mom had left behind. I nodded. “Okay,” I said. “I get it.”

	It was the best I could do, but it seemed to be enough because with one last squeeze, she let go of my hands and sat back in her seat. Her voice turned a little lighter as she said, “So... now do you want to tell me why you broke my daughter’s heart?”

	My gaze shot up, and I caught a small smile that softened the words. She didn’t look angry, just...worried.

	I cleared my throat. I wished my mom was here. I wished more than anything that she could tell me what to do and how to make this right.

	But she wasn’t here, and I knew without a doubt that she’d want me to trust her best friend. So I found myself spilling my guts to this woman who used to make my mom laugh until she cried. This woman who knew Cora better than anyone in the world.

	“I don’t want to hurt her,” I said, my voice stiff as I battled emotions.

	Her expression was filled with so much sympathy it hurt to look at her. “Newsflash, Austin, I think you already have.”

	“Yeah, but…” I swallowed. “If we got any closer, if we actually became...something…”

	She waited patiently, her expression quizzical like she honestly didn’t get it.

	Frustration had me throwing my hands up. “I’d let her down,” I said. “I’m too selfish, too messed up, too…” I looked away. “I’m too broken.”

	Her sigh had me looking back, and she regarded me evenly. “I’d like to say you’re not broken, but I don’t think you’d believe me.”

	I gave a little huff of laughter in agreement.

	“But you have been bruised and battered, and you’re not the same guy you were a year ago before your mom left us.”

	“I’m definitely not,” I said. “I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

	“But do you know who you want to be?”

	The question threw me. Who did I want to be? I hadn’t given it much thought, not in a long time at least. I’d been too focused on getting through the present to focus on the future.

	Until Cora had come along.

	My heart gave an erratic jolt in my chest as I realized that was why I felt so different around her. With Cora, I wasn’t trying to do whatever it took to get my mind off of life. I was present. I was here. I was actually enjoying my life when she was with me. And, at the very least, even in those darker moments, I was dealing with life. I was facing it head on, which I’d avoided doing for most of this past year.

	The future was something that existed when Cora was in my life. Her positive attitude—even in the face of her own grief—had given me hope that we’d get there.

	She was my sunshine. My bright light at the end of this tunnel.

	And I’d shut her out.

	“Like I said, I don’t think you’re broken, but I understand not feeling whole,” Mrs. Lansing continued. “And my guess is, Cora has been feeling the same way. Like pieces are missing. Like she’s broken.”

	I nodded, my jaw working as I thought about how much Cora had gone through, and how all I’d done was make it worse.

	“But you know, I don’t think it was a coincidence that you and Cora found each other when you did.”

	I glanced up at her in question.

	“I think you needed each other. I’ve seen the way you are together. Neither of you seems broken when you’re together. In fact…” She stood up slowly, resting a hand on my shoulder. “It looks to me that your broken pieces fit together quite nicely to make a whole.”

	My heart was thumping painfully now as her words registered. She was right. I needed Cora in my life. And maybe she needed me too.

	“I’ve already hurt her,” I started.

	She squeezed my shoulder. “You’re both still here,” she said. “You’re still young, and you’re healthy, and you have your whole lives ahead of you. There is nothing broken here between you two that can’t be fixed. Not if you trust her with the truth and give each other room to make mistakes.”

	I nodded. Hope...Hope was a terrifying thing. It was flaring up inside of me, making me hyper aware of just how much my life would suck if she didn’t give me a second chance.

	I came to my feet. I had to try. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t.

	“What can I do to make this right?”

	“Talk to her,” Mrs. Lansing said simply. She was already starting to walk away toward the kitchen.

	“But—”

	“Stay.” She pointed a finger in my direction threateningly. “I’ll make sure you get your chance. All you have to do is have some faith. In yourself and in Cora.”

	I nodded. Faith. Right. I could do that.
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	“No. No way.” I hissed at my mother the moment she walked into the kitchen. I’d been pacing in here ever since she’d invited Austin inside for a chat.

	A chat! With the guy who’d broken my heart. What kind of mother did I have, anyway?

	“I didn’t even say anything,” she said, all wide eyed and innocent. But she’d been about to. I had no doubt she’d come back here to fetch me, so I could go make nice with him.

	I narrowed my eyes in turn. “What were you talking to Austin about?”

	Not being able to hear had been killing me. The mere fact that Austin was here was torture, but knowing he was out there talking to my mom and not to me?

	Yeah, I was about to go ballistic in this kitchen.

	“I think you should talk to him,” she said, outright ignoring my question.

	I crossed my arms. “Why should I?”

	“Because he’s been through hell, and if anyone should be able to understand that, it’s you.”

	I stared at my mother for a long moment before letting out a weary sigh. Leave it to my mom to be all kind hearted and sympathetic. Also, she had a point, and we both knew it.

	An overabundance of emotions had wreaked all sorts of havoc on my life in the months since Ben had died. I mean, my parents felt the need to move across the country. I was that far gone.

	So yeah. If anyone understood, it should probably be me.

	I sighed again. “I’m tired of being understanding.”

	My mom looked like she was struggling not to laugh. “I know, honey. But just do me a favor and hear him out, okay? You don’t have to forgive him, and you don’t have to go back to being friends, but please just let him say his piece.”

	I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was no way I was getting out of this. And if I were being honest, I wasn’t sure I wanted to just walk away.

	I mean, I did. My pride did. But my heart…

	My heart hadn’t stopped racing since I’d spotted him outside a little while ago. He’d been watching me with that intense look of his, and even from across the way, I’d been able to see his pain. It had been written all over his features.

	“Fine,” I said with a quick nod.

	My mom beamed, and before I could back out of this, she leaned out into the dining area to call over to him. “Austin, come on back. Cora was just about to make cinnamon rolls to take to her Gram. You can help.”

	I stared at her with wide eyes.

	“What? You were.” She sounded a little too innocent.

	And yes, I had been about to bake cinnamon rolls, but that didn’t mean I wanted Austin’s help. He and I, alone together in this kitchen…

	I swallowed a wave of nerves.

	I remembered way too vividly how our last baking session had ended. My lips tingled at the memory.

	Austin walked in just as my mom made up some lame excuse about needing some supplies from the store and left. Suddenly, we were alone.

	Again.

	“Hey,” he said, his hands in his pockets. His expression was sheepish.

	Good.I turned away from him. He ought to feel guilty. And I could deal with being angry. Anger was good. Anger I could handle. I reached for an apron that was strewn over a hook and tossed it at him. “Here. This is gonna get messy.”

	Was I talking about the cinnamon rolls or this conversation?

	I wasn’t totally sure.

	He took it from me and looped it over his neck, but when he stared down at the strings in his hands like they were alien artifacts, I moved toward him with an exasperated huff.

	I realized the extent of my mistake the moment I reached for the strings--I was standing way too close.

	My hands trembled as I wrapped the strings around his waist and brought them around front to tie them. Stupid, Cora. So stupid. The guy is nearly eighteen. He can tie his own strings.

	I could see his chest rising and falling right in front of my nose. I could hear his breathing. I could smell his scent that was so very...him.

	The second his strings were tied I took two big steps backward and ran my butt right into the counter. Ouch.

	“Cora, I didn’t come here to bake cinnamon rolls.”

	“No, really?” Sarcasm wasn’t my forte. It felt weird and clunky on my tongue.

	He winced. “You don’t have to bake with me, I just…” He cleared his throat. “I just wanted to apologize.”

	I nodded, not trusting myself to look up and meet his gaze. If I did, and if I cried… I’d never be able to live with the humiliation. So I looked at his hands as he toyed with the apron strings. “So, apologize then,” I said.

	“I’m sorry.” He took a step closer and his tone changed to one of pleading and pain. “I am so sorry I hurt you, Cora.”

	I looked up, and the regret in his eyes had me blinking rapidly. Angry. I was supposed to be angry. “Why did you do that?”

	Ah crap. That hadn’t come out sounding angry at all, just sad. And maybe a little pitiful.

	He took another step closer, and I was keenly aware of the counter at my back. I was cornered. There was no running away from this. For a second, panic had me clinging to the counter behind me because...I didn’t want to hear it. Whatever his explanation, whatever his justifications… I didn’t want to hear it, not if it ended with him walking away again.

	“Cora, I’m sorry for—”

	“What about Kendall?” I blurted it out before he could finish. Because honestly, I didn’t want to hear an apology if he was just going to run off to his non-girlfriend, or whatever she was. I didn’t want to hear it if he was just here out of guilt or because he knew I was a family friend he’d be stuck seeing for the rest of his life. “Even if she’s not your girlfriend, she can’t love the fact that you’re here alone with me. I mean, the last time we were alone you kissed me, so…”

	I clamped my jaw shut. Way to play it cool, Cora.

	“I lied,” he said.

	I narrowed my eyes. That was new. “About what? Kissing me?”

	“No. I lied when I said Kendall and I were getting back together.”

	I blinked in surprise. “Oh.”

	We stood there staring at each other for a long, tense silence as I tried to figure out how I felt about that. Hope and fear were at war inside me when I finally managed, “Why? Why would you lie about that?”

	“Because I thought it would be easier to end things between us if I told you that I was back with Kendall.” He held my gaze evenly as he spoke, and there were a million emotions at play in his eyes.

	My lungs felt too tight as I tried to decipher what he was saying and all that he seemed to be telling me with his gaze. My voice came out too breathy. “And why did you end things between us?”

	His throat worked as he swallowed. “Because I don’t deserve you, Cora.”

	The anguish in his voice was my undoing. The tears I’d been holding back welled in my eyes. “That’s not true.”

	“It is. I’m a mess.” He ran a hand through his hair and gave his head a shake, his features tight and his expression tortured. “When my mom died—no, before that, when she got sick—I just stopped trying. It seemed easier to avoid everything, to avoid feeling—”

	“I know,” I said. “I get it.”

	“But you didn’t do that,” he said. “You didn’t try to drown your feelings, and you didn’t let down everyone you loved. You didn’t push people away. You didn’t…” He moved closer until I had to tip my head back to hold his gaze. “You didn’t become so self-absorbed that you stopped being the kind of person anyone could respect.”

	“Didn’t I?” I shot back. “I might not have handled my grief the same way you did yours, but that doesn’t mean I handled it perfectly. It doesn’t mean I handled it at all.”

	He frowned. “What do you mean?”

	“I mean…” I stopped to take a deep breath, memories from the past months making me cringe. “I was so focused on handling everything in a way that wouldn’t make people uncomfortable that I didn’t handle it at all. I didn’t tell anyone the truth about my relationship with Ben, about how we’d grown apart. About how I started to realize we’d always loved each other but we’d never been in love.” I choked on a sob. “I only admitted that aloud for the first time right now.” I shook my head. “I didn’t even tell my new friends Ben existed. Does that seem super healthy to you?”

	Concern lit those beautiful green eyes, and he reached for me, his hands gentle on my arms as he drew me close. “I’m sorry I pushed you away, Cora.”

	I swallowed a sob. I was sorry he’d pushed me away too. But now...now I didn’t know if it was too late. Sorry was all fine and good, except I wasn’t sure I could open my heart up again. “I trusted you, Austin. You were the only person I’ve opened up to since Ben died. You were the only person I felt understood.”

	He nodded. “I know.”

	“You hurt me.”

	That tortured look on his face only made me feel worse. “I am so sorry, Cora. You have no idea how sorry I am that I hurt you. I thought I was protecting you—”

	“By pushing me away?”

	He didn’t answer, but he didn’t have to. I saw it written all over his face. His guilt. His fears. His self-loathing.

	“I thought I was too broken to be with you,” he said simply.

	“You’re not broken. You’re hurt.” I took a deep breath. “There’s a difference.”

	“Yeah, I’m getting that.” He gave me this small rueful smile that made my chest ache. “Your mom said something similar.”

	I reached out a hand and placed it over his heart. “I can’t even imagine how hard it must be to lose a parent. I don’t know what you went through because it wasn’t the same. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to understand.”

	He nodded. “I just…” He cleared his throat. “I went for so long not really acknowledging that she was gone, you know?”

	I nodded. I did know. I hadn’t gone about it exactly the same, but close enough.

	“I thought I could avoid the pain, I guess. But it didn’t work. All I did was lose her more.”

	I frowned up at him. “What do you mean?”

	“I became someone she wouldn’t have been proud of. I did things she wouldn’t have approved of. The worse I acted, the less I wanted to think about her and what she would do or say about the guy I was becoming. So I just didn’t let myself think, and the void she left behind just got bigger and bigger because I couldn’t even think about her without drowning in guilt.” He leaned down until his forehead rested against mine. “I lost myself, and I’d lost my connection to her, and I was just...lost. So freakin’ lost.”

	I nodded, tears hovering on my eyelids as I felt his breath on my cheek and his hands on my arms.

	“But then you came into my life.” He moved back so his gaze met mine. “And I felt...found. After wandering around on my own for so long, you found me. And saw me. You understood, and you didn’t judge, and the way you looked at me made me remember who I was and who I wanted to be.”

	I sniffed as I brought my hands up and laced them behind his neck. His arms came around my waist and he held me tight. “I’m sorry I got scared,” he said. “You are so good, Cora. So freakin’ good. And I don’t want to hurt you or let you down—”

	“You won’t.”

	“I might.” His eyes were bright with emotions, and my heart pounded furiously when he reached up and brushed my hair back. “I don’t want to, but I might.”

	“And I might hurt you,” I said with a helpless shrug. “I don’t want to hurt you either. I’m not a saint. I make mistakes too. Neither of us is perfect, but no one is. But I don’t need you to be perfect.”

	“You don’t?” His lips curved up at the corners, and his smile was so sweet, so vulnerable...it left me aching on his behalf.

	“You don’t have to be perfect to be perfect for me,” I whispered.

	Surprise lit his eyes, and then he groaned as he crushed me to him. “I love you, Cora.” I heard his harsh whisper just before he kissed me.

	His lips were firm as they claimed mine in a kiss that felt like a vow. A deal. And a new beginning.

	I kissed him back with everything I had. I went up on tiptoe and wrapped my arms around him tight. I wanted to show him just how much I needed this. How much I wanted him.

	He pulled back eventually to meet my gaze. “Does this mean you’ll give me a second chance?”

	I nodded, tears overflowing now, but this time with love and happiness. “I trust you, Austin.”

	“And I promise to do my best to be the kind of guy you deserve.”

	I nodded as I went up on tiptoe to kiss him lightly. “I know you will. And I’ll do my best too. That’s all we can promise, right?” He smiled, and I leaned in to kiss him again. “And Austin?”

	He hesitated, a breath away from my lips. “Yes, Cora?”

	I smiled. “I love you too.”

	 


21 - Austin
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	I was this close to the front door when my dad’s voice stopped me.

	“Where do you think you’re going?”

	I turned to see him in the kitchen doorway, his hands busy adjusting the tie at his neck.

	“Is there some sort of sensor I’m tripping when I try to leave this house?” I said it with a grin, and my dad laughed as he rolled his eyes.

	“No boobytraps, Austin. It’s just a small house.” He nodded toward the wrapped present in my hands. “You’re heading over early?”

	“Yeah.” And then after a heartbeat, I added, “If that’s okay.”

	My dad shrugged, but I didn’t miss the flicker of a smile. Asking permission and not talking back...these were new skills I was working on. Just like Dad was working on giving me the benefit of the doubt and not leaping to judgment every five seconds.

	Progress, our therapist had said. We’d only been going for a couple weeks now, but I liked to think we were making progress.

	Of course, Cora helped. Having a goody two shoes for a girlfriend was definitely a bonus in that regard. My dad trusted me implicitly when he knew Cora was around. She won’t let you get into too much trouble, he’s said every time I went to pick Cora up for a date.

	Aside from that, he adored Cora, and the feeling was disturbingly mutual. I’d once had to leave the dinner table because the two of them were way too into a conversation about some book series they both liked. Cora didn’t even notice I’d left.

	So yeah, Cora was good for my relationship with my dad, and I was trying my best to be more open and less quick to judge and blah, blah, blah. Psychobabble wasn’t really my thing, but our therapy was working, nonetheless.

	“You want me to wait?” I asked. We’d both been invited to the Lansings’ bakery where they were hosting a family get-together. “I was going to pick up Nora from Hazelcrest, but if you don’t mind—”

	“No, no,” he said quickly. “You go ahead. I’m guessing you’re going to need your own ride, anyway. No doubt you and Cora have plans for after dinner, hmm?” His brows came down but this ‘knowing dad’ look wasn’t so much irritated as amused. Maybe even a little proud.

	I’d been seeing that hint of pride a lot more lately. From him, and if it’s not to cheesy to admit...from myself. I didn’t hate looking in the mirror anymore, and these days I found myself talking to my mom.

	She didn’t answer back, obviously, but I’d been making regular trips to her grave. Telling her about the progress I was making, assuring her I was looking after dad, and informing her that she was right. That she’d been right all along. How she’d known all these years that Cora was exactly the girl I needed? That was anyone’s guess. But she’d called it, all right.

	“See you at the party?” I asked.

	My dad nodded. “I’ll be there.”

	He’d no doubt be laughing it up with Mr. and Mrs. Lansing when I arrived. They’d sort of taken us both under their wings, so to speak. It wasn’t the most normal family arrangement, but it felt right.

	I had no doubt my mom would have loved it. Speaking of family...

	Nora was her typical hilarious self as I drove her over to the family get-together. “Are you going to propose tonight?” she asked, leaning in as if this were the secret of the century.

	I shot her a horrified look. “Ms. Nora! I’m only seventeen. So is your granddaughter, might I add.”

	Her laugh was a cackle. Over the past couple weeks I’d realized that Nora loved to torture me by putting me on the spot. Cooper said she was always like that, so I should just go with it.

	Eve was there at the time, and she’d laughed, adding that the day Cooper lectured anyone on how to be chill and go with the flow was one to be remembered forever.

	“You’re incorrigible,” I told her as we pulled up to the bakery.

	“And so are you.” She patted my cheek. “No wonder my granddaughter loves you so much.”

	I grinned like an idiot. I couldn’t help it. We were still new to this whole relationship thing, but I already knew I was the luckiest guy in the world. I’d found a girl who brightened my whole world, and I wanted nothing more than to do the same for her.

	My chest felt warm, and my heart full of emotions as we walked into the newly opened bakery. It was closed to the public now, of course, and all the small tables had been brought together for one big dining table. But I could feel the excited energy of the impending opening when I walked in.

	“There they are!” Mrs. Lansing smiled brightly when she spotted me and her mother walking in the doorway. Mr. Lansing moved away from where he’d been talking with my father to give Nora a kiss on the cheek.

	But it was the sight of Cora coming out of the kitchen that had me pausing right there in the middle of the room. Her gorgeous smile knocked the wind out of me and made my heart twist in my chest. Every time I saw her, she had this effect. Every time I held her it was like a miracle. Like I’d found the greatest treasure in the world that I hadn’t even known I’d been searching for.

	“Hey you.” She came up to me and wrapped her arms around my waist. I dropped a light kiss on her lips, conscious of the fact that her family was watching. “I’m so glad you and your dad could join us,” she said with a smile.

	I grinned. “I would never miss an opportunity to spend time with you.”

	She laughed. “So does that mean you’re up for hanging out with my friends afterward? I mean, it’s not going to be a raging party like the one you took me too,” she teased. “It’s probably gonna be the sort of thing you’d call lame, but—”

	“It sounds perfect,” I interrupted. “I already got permission from my dad and everything.”

	“Permission, huh?” She made a cute tsking sound as she reached for my hand to lead me over to the table where our parents were already pulling out their seats. “Who is this guy who’s willingly hanging out with his football teammates and asking for permission to go to totally tame parties?”

	Truth was, since Cora and I had started officially dating, I’d been spending lots of time with my football teammates. Considering a few of them were dating Cora’s friends, we’d been hanging out off the field as well as on, and they were actually much cooler than I’d thought. And Cora was getting closer with her friends at the academy, which made me proud. It wasn’t easy for her to open up to these new friends about Ben and her life before she’d come here, but she was doing it.

	We both were. One step at a time, right?

	Cora nudged me with her elbow. “I barely even recognize this new you.”

	“I know, right? I barely even recognize myself.” I pretended to be horrified. “What have you done to me?”

	That earned a ridiculously adorable laugh as she sat beside me at the table. “Well, I like this new you.”

	I nodded. “I like this new me too.”

	Nora interrupted to ask Cora about her dance classes and her new friends, and I took the moment to look around me at this group of people—this mix of family and friends and the love of my life.

	I wished my mom was here. But even as I wished it, I knew, she was here. In some way, at least. Mrs. Lansing chose that moment to launch into a story about the first time she and my mom had gone on a double date, and she had all of us laughing. I had no doubt that if I stopped to listen real hard, I’d hear my mom’s laughing.

	She’d be laughing so hard she cried.

	Cora’s hand found mine and squeezed it. I glanced over, fighting the tears that clung to my eyelids. Even though I hadn’t said anything, she knew who I was missing. She knew what I was thinking.

	And she was showing me that she was here.

	I gave her a smile, and she gave me a wink.

	I settled back in my seat as the feeling of family and Christmas washed over me. It was as if I’d been searching for this feeling ever since Mom died. And for the first time in a long time, I’d found it.

	For the first time in a long time, I was happy.

	And there was nothing and no one who could take it away from me.

	I was here to stay.

	I was home.

	 


Epilogue - Olivia
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	Olivia

	If there were two things I loved, it was Christmas celebrations and friends.

	Which meant, I should have been in heaven right now. Surrounded by friends and festive cheer? Sure, Christmas wasn’t for another few days, but some of our ballerina friends would be heading home tomorrow and even a few of our friends who had family nearby would be traveling over the holidays, so tonight was our last chance to celebrate as a group.

	The only problem? I was currently single. I mean, I was here in a group of friends, but as the only one not paired off, I’d never felt more alone.

	I smiled and waved as Cora and Austin walked into Ethan’s basement. Ethan and Collette were off in a corner by the stereo picking out music. Bianca and Ryan were laughing about some movie they’d found when going through Ethan’s dad’s old DVD collection. And Eve and Cooper? Well, they hadn’t made it past the mistletoe in the doorway.

	“Hey guys,” I said, hugging Cora as she and Austin came over to join me.

	I didn’t miss the fact that they seemed to be joined at the hip. Or the way he was gazing down at her now like she’d hung the moon.

	It was sweet. Really, it was.

	And now that I knew about her last boyfriend, I could honestly say I was nothing but happy that she’d found love.

	The girl deserved to be happy.

	“We’re going to grab a soda,” Cora said, dragging Austin along with her. “You need anything, Olivia?”

	“No, thanks.” I kept a smile firmly in place, but my cheeks were starting to ache.

	I didn’t have to stay here. Unlike Tilly and some of the others in our class, my own family lived close, so I wouldn’t be traveling. I could go home and not feel guilty. I’d see all these people again soon. It wasn’t like I was a total party pooper.

	“Hey, you all right?” Collette sat on the arm of the couch next to me.

	She was my closest friend at the academy, and if anyone could see through my fake smile, it was her.

	I didn’t even try to lie. “I’m just feeling a little like an outsider, that’s all.”

	I saw her concern and flinched. Crap. Now I’d have her all worried every time she wanted to spend time with Ethan. I put a hand on her knee. “Don’t worry about me. It’s just the holiday blues, that’s all.”

	She arched her brows. “You get the holiday blues? It thought you lived for Christmas.”

	I shrugged. I had. I used to as a kid. But at some point, I guess I’d grown up.

	A wave of inexplicable homesickness hit me square in the gut and made smiling impossible, fake or otherwise.

	The homesickness was inexplicable. I mean, seriously—how many families would uproot their lives just to help see through my dreams of being a choreographer. But there were times like tonight when I wished I had my old home to escape to.

	My old town, my old neighborhood, my old friends.

	“Hey Collette, we need your input,” Ethan called.

	Collette started to shake her head, but I interrupted before she could protest. “Go. I’m fine. I was actually just going to check my emails.”

	Her eyes twinkled with knowing laughter. “Your emails, huh? Waiting for another email from dorky Derek?”

	I rolled my eyes. “I never should have told you that I called him that.”

	My best friend from home would have laughed, of course. He was cool like that. And right now I was missing him more than ever.

	We emailed often. Most people texted or chatted on the phone, but Derek had always been a better writer than talker. And I loved reading what he wrote. So, it worked out. He’d send me these novel length emails, and in return, I’d send him these quick little notes at all hours of the day with whatever random thoughts crossed my mind.

	Sure enough, he’d sent me another long one. So long that several Christmas carols played as I read my way through it. And by the end, my jaw was slack as I stared in shock at the screen.

	“What’s wrong with Olivia?” I heard Ryan say.

	I looked up to see all of my friends staring at me. “He’s coming,” I said.

	“What? Who?” Bianca asked.

	“Derek,” I said, a smile spreading across my face as a shocked laugh escaped.

	“Your friend from your old town?” Eve asked.

	I nodded. “It seems your dad has an opening.”

	I looked to Austin, who nodded. “Yeah, our fullback had to quit for family reasons, so my dad was freaking out about a replacement.”

	I grinned and held up my phone like it was proof. “Well, he found his replacement.”

	And me?

	I was going to have my best friend again.

	***

	We hope you enjoyed Austin and Cora’s story! We had a blast writing it and can’t wait to wrap up this series with Olivia and Derek in the last book!

	Head on over to Amazon and grab your copy TODAY!

	The Fullback and his Best Friend

	Book 5 of the Ballet Academy Series

	HERE

	He thought he had her figured out.

	He was wrong.
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