
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Roommate Route

      A Friends-with-Benefits Sports Romance

      
        Oleander Springs Book :2

      

    

    




      
        Mariah Dietz

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Mariah Dietz

          

        

      

    

    
      Oleander Springs Series

      The Return Play

      The Roommate Route

      The Enemy Zone—Coming March 23, 2023

      

      The Dating Playbook Series

      Bending the Rules

      Breaking the Rules

      Defining the Rules

      Exploring the Rules

      Forgetting the Rules

      Writing the Rules

      Missing the Rules

      

      The Weight of Rain Duet

      The Weight of Rain

      The Effects of Falling

      

      The Haven Point Series

      Curveball

      Exception

      

      Standalones

      The Fallback

      Tangled in Tinsel, A Christmas Novella

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Mariah Dietz

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Cover by: Sommer Stein, Perfect Pear Creative

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        1. Hadley

      

      
        2. Nolan

      

      
        3. Hadley

      

      
        4. Nolan

      

      
        5. Hadley

      

      
        6. Nolan

      

      
        7. Hadley

      

      
        8. Nolan

      

      
        9. Nolan

      

      
        10. Nolan

      

      
        11. Hadley

      

      
        12. Hadley

      

      
        13. Nolan

      

      
        14. Hadley

      

      
        15. Nolan

      

      
        16. Hadley

      

      
        17. Nolan

      

      
        18. Hadley

      

      
        19. Nolan

      

      
        20. Hadley

      

      
        21. Nolan

      

      
        22. Hadley

      

      
        23. Nolan

      

      
        24. Hadley

      

      
        25. Nolan

      

      
        26. Hadley

      

      
        27. Nolan

      

      
        28. Hadley

      

      
        29. Nolan

      

      
        30. Nolan

      

      
        31. Hadley

      

      
        32. Nolan

      

      
        33. Hadley

      

      
        34. Nolan

      

      
        35. Hadley

      

      
        36. Nolan

      

      
        37. Hadley

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Waiting for The Enemy Zone?

      

      
        Connect with Mariah

      

      
        Also by Mariah Dietz

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      The Roommate Route

      
        
        A Roommates / Forced Proximity / Friends-with-Benefits / Sports Romance

      

      

      

      USA Today Bestselling Author Mariah Dietz delivers a delicious and page-turning, forced-proximity, found family, standalone sports romance you don't want to miss!

      

      Nolan Payne, wide receiver for the Camden Knights is equal parts impulsive and reckless, and utterly addictive.

      

      He’s also my new roommate.

      

      My orderly existence implodes when Nolan proposes…. a situation. Three nights a week we’re more than roommates. More than friends.

      

      I should have said no. I should have considered that I already had feelings for him - even before the situationship. Well before he started behaving like he was more than a friend. Treating me in a way that went above and beyond the roommate benefit package we’d agreed to.

      

      Now I’m in too deep, and I have no idea if Nolan can commit to something real, or if he’s exclusive with keeping it casual.

      

      
        
        Keep in Touch to receive updates, BONUs scenes, and more! Signup to receive Mariah’s Newsletter

      

      

      
        
        Additional ways to keep in touch:

      

      

      - Join my Facebook Reader Group

      - Follow me on Facebook

      - Follow me on Amazon

      - Follow me on  Tik Tok

      - Follow me on Instagram

      - Follow me on Bookbub

      - Follow me on Goodreads

      - Email: mariah@mariahdietz.com
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            Hadley

          

        

      

    

    
      I glance at the brown paneled door, then back at the towering gray brick arches I passed under that brought me here to the South Kline Tower. The sun shines bright in the September sky, highlighting the vibrantly green grass that appears as reluctant for autumn as I am. Sometimes, being here on campus at Camden University makes me feel like I’ve stepped into the pages of one of the many travel guidebooks I’ve collected and bookmarked. Every building on campus is complete with turrets, stained glass windows, and sprawling brick buildings. All that’s missing is the moat and drawbridge.

      If I could create them now, I would place them between me and the door to my next class: public speaking. I’ve been dreading this course all summer, knowing it would be greeting me with the start of my sophomore year.

      Public speaking is the crux of my life’s plot, and this class is the crux of my semester.

      I pull in a breath and push the door open. My attention volleys around the class from one beige object to the next. Bare beige walls, beige tile floor, a beige bookshelf filled with beige books. It’s painfully clinical and sterile. I turn to the desks—also beige—and count thirty seats, noting eleven—ten after I slip into one—are empty. Generally, I don’t mind small classes, but I yearn for the comfort and anonymity of a lecture hall right now.

      I keep my bag clutched in my lap, waiting as though the fates will hear my pleas to escape and answer with a flash flood or swarm of locusts—anything that will cancel class when the classroom door swings open. A woman in her late sixties appears in a white shift dress, brown blobs down her front that she actively works to rub out with a wad of paper towels, while holding a coffee in her other hand, likely the source of the stains. Her deep scowl and narrowed eyes have the edge of my anxiety becoming knife sharp, cutting through any lasting reminders that I need to take this course, need to improve—scratch that—must be capable of addressing a group of people without stumbling over my thoughts and words, repeating myself, and not break out into hives.

      “Welcome to public speaking. I’m Professor Hawkins,” the woman drones, her voice matching the impudent gaze. “I know you don’t want to be here—no one ever does—but you’re obviously here for a reason and so am I, so let’s get started.”

      The girl beside me with blonde hair that reaches her shoulders looks at me, her navy blue eyes wide with alarm. “If I pretend to faint, will you vouch for me?”

      I shake my head. “In any other class, I would, but if you get out of this, there will only be nineteen of us.”

      The blonde grins coyly. “I’m Brielle,” she whispers.

      “Hadley,” I say in a matching voice.

      The professor clears her throat, a loud exaggerated sound that has me glancing at where she’s still rubbing at the coffee stains on her dress. “Are you done talking so I can start class?”

      “Sorry,” Brielle and I mumble in unison.

      She gives us a long stare, then nods, abandons her paper towels for her coffee, and moves to the front of the room. “As I was saying…” she continues, her hawkish eyes surveying the class, seemingly picking out the weakest links. She’s right to look at me a dozen times—likely recognizing both my duress and incompetence.

      I try to follow along as Professor Hawkins recites the syllabus. We have two required books to read, and an entire list of suggested books and literary works that she discusses in detail, skimming over the obligatory description and objectives for the class, clearly uninterested.

      She sets her gaze on me as she turns to the second page. “Your attendance is not only crucial but mandatory. You’re allowed two absences, excused or otherwise.” She finally turns to look at someone else. Maybe recognizing my lack of flinch is proof that I’ve never skipped a class, gotten a speeding ticket, or even jaywalked. She paces the front of the class, staring down multiple students. “If you have a third absence, you will be dropped from my class and won’t be allowed to take it again for a full calendar year. Also, there’s no eating or drinking in my class.” Her eyes snap back to the iced coffee on my desk. “Wednesday, we’ll be going over your first speech. Have the first three chapters read.” She turns to her desk and takes a seat, scribbling fiercely in a notebook.

      “That was brutal,” Brielle says in a hushed voice.

      I give her a knowing look. This is beyond brutal. It’s hell.

      “You aren’t going to transfer and leave me here alone Wednesday, right?” Brielle asks, zipping her bag shut.

      I shake my head as I gather my things. “I’ll be here.” Sadly, Professor Hawkins is right. I need to take this course. Not only because it’s required for my degree but also because my future role as the head of PR and marketing for my family’s company relies on me learning to stand in front of a crowd—whether it be our board of directors, press, or any other public settings—and be able to articulate our company’s goals and instill trust and confidence.

      Brielle gives a pained smile of remorse. “At least we won’t have to suffer alone.”

      I nod, feeling a tickle of relief that I’ll have someone in this class to be an ally, who might even become a friend. “Solidarity,” I say, following her outside.

      She smiles. “See you Wednesday.”

      I head for the parking lot, the sun already too hot, making the interior of my car feel like a preheated oven. Boredom and nerves tickle my thoughts as I navigate traffic. The precarious combination stems from two different origins: public speaking, and the monotony of my life. The nerves have me considering things I normally wouldn’t, like pressing the gas pedal to the floorboard or signing up to bungee jump to replace the hollow wake that the idea of public speaking leaves in my chest. As though I can fill the uncomfortable space with something I should rationally fear to silence the senseless fear.

      This class is supposed to quell my fears and make public speaking as easy as riding a bike—according to my academic advisor. Instead, today felt like I was handed a unicycle with a bent wheel.

      My fear of public speaking was born in the seventh grade when stereotypes were assigned as character traits, and children mocked one another for nothing more than to reaffirm a broken hierarchy.

      Our social studies class was studying the Age of Exploration and I was prepared to present a report on Ferdinand Magellan, filled with voice influx and passion that was worthy of a TedTalk. I had studied Magellan extensively, fascinated by the man who had unintentionally discovered the Pacific Ocean and traveled to lands no one in Western Europe was aware existed, losing so much in his quest, but gaining the knowledge to change not only exploration but trade routes before losing his life with only weeks left on his voyage in the name of religion. I had props. I had jokes. And I was on the cusp of becoming popular and accepted enough that I knew the kids in my class would even laugh.

      Then, as I was walking to the front of the class, I tripped over a chair leg that sent me sprawling to the floor. The skirt I was wearing—a favorite, flouncy butter yellow with sunflowers printed across that always made me feel like a model, was suddenly around my waist, exposing my underwear—which was not a thong, which might have been acceptable to a group of twelve-year-olds who were pretending to be cultured adults as we all were, but instead, were rainbow, and covered my full butt—were seen by all.

      My teacher gave zero mercy. I’m fairly sure she rejoiced in the manner because up until that day, she was the class's favorite target for jokes and insults.

      I picked myself up, knees and wrists aching from the fall, and on unsteady legs, walked to the front of the class. Snickers and jokes about my underwear were already circulating, joined by whispers about how red my knees were as they pointed and laughed. I pulled in a breath to steel myself, but the embarrassment and pain had tears forming and my throat thickening, and that’s when my nose started to run.

      I sniffed my way through my first page, botching every fact and joke. I repeated half of my report and missed information that was crucial to Magellan’s history and how his voyage impacts us today—and then I tried to discreetly wipe my running nose, and snot stuck to my finger and stretched like a cobweb as I lowered my hand—again, seen by all.

      It was the most horrendous, terrible, and embarrassing experience of my life, and no one was prepared to let me live it down. I begged my parents to let me transfer schools or be homeschooled. They refused, assuring me it would all blow over.

      It never did.

      Nicknames followed me to high school. Thankfully, many forgot the root of those names, and some even said them with affection, but I never forgot about that day, and there were others—mean girls who were always the cruelest bullies—who didn’t, either.

      The boredom festering in my head isn’t half as traumatic as my fear of public speaking, yet it’s lived with me even longer because my future was written before I was conceived. The boredom feels like a scratch I can’t reach that sometimes leads to impulses in an attempt to challenge the sands of time and the uniformity of my life that even my childhood city taunted.

      After all, being born and raised in the city of sin—Las Vegas—deserves to have a couple of wild and impulsive tales considering temptation is as vital and sought as basic necessities by most tourists. But unlike the tourists who feed their desires and leave Vegas as a memory, I’ve always known it’s where I’d stay and live, joining my parents, older brother, Geoff, and older sister, Lanie, to work at our family business, Foster Construction and Development, as the next piece of the family puzzle. The itch isn’t due to regret or disdain—I want to work with my family, building the company that has been a defining part of my life, which only makes the itch more unwanted and confusing as I work to ignore and escape it.

      Ahead of me, traffic slows to a stop. It feels like the universe is constantly working to silence my impulses.

      It’s for the better, I remind myself and call my sister, Lanie. Though Lanie’s seven years my senior, she fills many roles in my life, including being my best friend.

      “Hi, stranger,” she answers after the second ring. “About time you called. You’ve been gone a week and I’ve barely heard from you. I was about to send out a search party.”

      “Sorry. I misplaced my phone charger for three days. I have no idea how it ended up with my shoes, but it did.”

      Lanie chuckles, a warm and familiar sound that soothes the itch under my skin. “Geoff probably put it in there when he was helping you move.”

      Last week, our brother, Geoff, drove with me from Vegas to Oleander Springs, North Carolina, then flew home so I’d have my car. He did the same in May when summer began. “It was kind of a mad scramble,” I admit. “This summer when I come back home, I think I’m going to take some detours. Go up and see Chicago and the Badlands in South Dakota—make a trip out of it rather than chase tumbleweeds across the Midwest.”

      Lanie laughs again, louder this time. “How are things going with your roommates?”

      Last September, I met my roommates Katie Payne and Hannah Owens in Public Relations Case Studies. We sat together by coincidence, and then by choice, as the class was often run by the teacher’s assistant who assigned reading material before disappearing that had the rest of the class either leaving or catching up on sleep. We pushed each other to learn the material, Katie because she was born with a competitive drive that makes average unacceptable, Hannah because she plans to one day rule the world—or at least the interweb world—and me because PR is my future. We moved out of the dorms and into the rental house we live in now last autumn, tired of the parties, noise, and cramped spaces. My friend April Carver moved in with us a month later. Hannah, Katie, and I were close, but April and I were like sisters. We did everything together until two weeks before summer break when I learned she was sleeping with my then boyfriend, Ezra. The relationship hadn’t been very serious, but the damage to my friendship with April was irreprehensible.

      April was supposed to move out, but then she received the opportunity to study abroad and instead, offered to pay rent to keep her things in the house rather than in a storage facility.

      I haven’t heard from April since the formal email she sent, detailing the agreement in June. I know this is what Lanie’s referring to—she knew my breakup with April was a hundred times harder than the one with my ex—but I’m done and over it.

      “They’re doing well. Katie’s still dating Carsen, and since his roommate is always gone, they spend most of their time there, and Hannah’s been designing a new video game she started this summer.”

      “Any word from April?”

      “Nope.” I take a sip of my iced coffee which is now watered down since I couldn’t drink it during my public speaking class. “How are you?”

      “Christian nearly passed out yesterday at our first birthing class,” she tells me, referring to her husband. “We watched a birthing video, and I swear, it was like he didn’t realize until that moment that the baby was coming out of my vagina.”

      “Brutal?”

      “I kind of wanted to pass out, too,” she admits. “It was so graphic, I … Shoot. Hadley, I’m sorry. I have to let you go. I was supposed to be in a meeting five minutes ago. I’ll call you later, okay? I love you.”

      “Love you, too.”

      She hangs up as traffic eases forward.

      I pull into the driveway ten minutes later. The house we found to rent is fifteen minutes from most of the campus—twenty-five in the morning or during rush hour—but well worth it. The house on Honeycutt Lane is a three-story farmhouse built in the fifties. From growing up around build sites, I’d known what to look for and ask when we toured the homes and knew immediately that this house had good bones. The basement is mostly unfinished, and the previous tenants had moved out unexpectedly, so the owners gave us a deal, though I think they were reluctant to have four college students living in the house. I’m sure they imagined parties and noise complaints from the neighbors, but we treat the house like it’s our own.

      The house feels different this year. Empty in a way I’m unused to. Hannah, Katie, and I get along, but we were never close in the same way April and I were where we’d watch movies, hang out, and make dinner together.

      Unease works to settle in my chest, but I avidly work to avoid it, realizing this is the beginning of a new year, and if I can face my fear of public speaking, I can face anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    







            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      “There he is,” Zack Palmer, my teammate, and close friend says, racking a barbell. “We thought you were ghosting us.” Beside him, our core group of friends, Hudson McKinley, Greyson Meyers, and Corey Bishop are already started on another arm and shoulder day at the gym. The four of them are more than my teammates, they’re my brothers. Guys that I’d lie, cheat, and steal for without question, and I know they’d do the same for me.

      “My class was on the opposite side of campus,” I tell him, dropping my bag. I went to class in my gym clothes so I could skip the locker room and meet them here. This isn’t a mandatory football practice because the league limits official practice hours, instead, this is one of the many additional weightlifting sessions we do independently, striving to be the best team in the league, just like every other asshole in our conference. I set myself up with a pair of dumbbells, spread my feet, and begin a set of lateral raises.

      Grey looks at me from where he’s deadlifting. “I thought you were swapping your Wednesday afternoon class?”

      “I am, but my advisor and Stephens said I had to be there in case I’m not able to switch into global business.” Stephens is one of our team’s tutors. He spends most of his time ensuring the team is signed up for enough credits, attempting to find the precarious balance we struggle to maintain between football and school.

      “Global business?” Palmer asks. “I thought you were swapping for an easier credit class?”

      I scoff. “Global business is the easier credit. I’m currently in some financial theory class that is all about studying financial equilibriums as an extension of economic equilibriums.”

      Palmer looks from me to Corey, and then back at me before he shakes his head. “I don’t even know what in the hell you just said.”

      I nod, feeling the pull on my shoulder as I complete a set. “Exactly.”

      Hudson McKinley, our team captain moves to the bench beside me. “Peters was trying to hunt you down earlier. He’s looking for your signed packet.”

      Coach Peters is a bastard who’s held the title of Camden’s head football coach for nearly thirty years and hasn’t done a goddamn thing to change our team’s playbook since, relying on our skill and strength in every game because we never have the advantage of surprise.

      “Shit. I haven’t turned mine in, either,” Corey says.

      “Half of the team hasn’t,” Hudson says. “Peter’s is going to be a vindictive asshole next week if we don’t get them all turned in before the game Saturday.”

      “He’ll be a vindictive asshole regardless, so we might as well enjoy making him sweat a little,” I say.

      Hudson tries to hide his smirk, but I catch it before he wipes it away and lifts the bar to bench press. Palmer and I are the most outspoken about hating Peters, but I’m fairly sure Hudson hates him most, and as the captain, he’s forced to endure him more than the rest of us, which has me trying to keep my bitching to a minimum—most days.

      “Also, the men’s soccer team reached out to Krueger about their balls all being deflated,” Hudson lifts his eyebrows as he looks at me. “I was right to tell him we had nothing to do with it, right?”

      “That sounds like a personal condition,” I say.

      Palmer howls with laughter but Hudson shakes his head. “Can’t we just leave this feud alone?”

      “Get the asshole who lives in the room next to me to move out, and it’s over.” I switch arms.

      We both know this isn’t possible. Camden spent a shit ton of money building the dorm we all reside in a few years ago as a way to recruit athletes, unaware of how appealing apartment-sized dorm rooms would be. They quickly ran out of space and have been juggling angry coaches and news stories who all want equal treatment and access for their teams, which has had Camden chasing their tail, trying to find space for a second hall.

      Hudson releases a near silent laugh. “Don’t get caught.”

      “Hey. I thought we were meeting at four?” Lenny Russo, our tight end asks as he rolls his shoulders, and looks at me. Lenny is our team’s hardest partier. He’s the one who thinks up ideas that often verge between stupid and hilarious like sledding down stairs, flooding a basement for a pool party, and the one guy everyone refuses to bunk with when we travel out of fear of being on the receiving end of a prank that would likely end like a scene out of The Hangover.

      “I just got here,” I tell him, grabbing a clean towel. “They’re just being overachievers.” They are, but I omit mentioning that we’ve been meeting before practices since the end of last year to discuss anything game related. It’s also our time to chill and relax before the rest of the team or coaching staff arrives. Plus, Grey’s tolerance for Lenny tends to taper when we’re not playing football.

      Lenny grins. “Typical.”

      More guys from the team stream into the gym, filling machines, and stations.

      I swap hands again for a final set and release a heavy yawn that has my eyes feeling as weighted as the dumbbell in my hand.

      “Did that blonde wipe you out?” Lenny asks suggestively, waiting for details. “She was hot. Her boobs were a little small, but—”

      Grey clears his throat.

      Lenny’s eyes grow wide. “Was it Mila? Shit. Tell me it was Mila.” His gaze skirts to Hudson. “Captain, you might need to step out because I’m going to need all the details.”

      I shake my head. “It wasn’t Mila or the other blonde,” I quickly say, noting the way Hudson’s shoulders go rigid as he grits his teeth. Mila Atwool is practically Hudson’s little sister. They’ve known each other their entire lives. For the better part of last year, I felt slightly infatuated with her, maybe because I knew I shouldn’t since Hudson had warned all of us to stay away from her, or maybe it was because she looks like a model, has the mouth of a sailor, and the intellect of a philosopher that kept me intrigued and fascinated for months. Our near tryst fizzled out before catching flame, much to my relief because my relationship with these guys is often my only sanity. “The asshole soccer player beside me was using the goddamn wall as a receiver last night.”

      Grey winces, likely because he knows from when we travel that every goddamn thing wakes me up, so having someone throw a ball at the wall above my head repeatedly is my own personal hellscape. I resented the obligation to live in the dorms before my new neighbor set out to make my life miserable, now I loathe it.

      “Did you yell at him?” Lenny asks.

      “I fucking yelled, I tried knocking on his damn door, but he never answered.”

      Lenny howls with laughter.

      “I thought something was going on,” Palmer says. “I came out with my golf club.” He stepped into the hall in his underwear, ready to fight—a testament to our friendship.

      “I’m so fucking sick of this dude and living in the dorms,” I say, my exhaustion and long day catching up with me, making me sound less like the easygoing, funny, and sarcastic guy I’m known as and more like the pessimistic asshole role that Grey already fills.

      “Too bad your family’s not local,” Perry, a freshman who’s been working under me, says.

      I release my weights, sweat building above my brow that I wipe away with a towel. “Why would that matter?”

      “Nolan’s Chicago connections aren’t that kind of connections,” Palmer says with a grin.

      “Because of that caveat in the rules that says we can live off campus with a relative.” Perry shrugs dismissively as he reaches for the weightlifting bar.

      “Wait. Hold on. What did you say?” I’m already halfway to the bench he’s lying on.

      Perry’s a skinny kid, who’s not as fast as some of the other freshmen, or as coordinated, but every time I try to write him off, he impresses me again by working twice as hard as the others. Still, he flinches as I get too close. “It’s in the rules,” he stutters. “The packet we all signed.”

      I shake my head. “What are you talking about? Everything is all about our appearances and how we reflect on the school. Shit like not dying our hair unnatural colors or facial tattoos…”

      Perry shakes his head as he sits up. “In the section that talks about the dorms and taking care of the living space, and not having overnight guests—”

      “We can’t have overnight guests?” Corey asks.

      “Busted,” Lenny says, moving to elbow Hudson because his girlfriend, Evelyn, spends at least three nights a week in his dorm.

      “I won’t tell anyone,” Perry says quickly, raising both hands in the air.

      I shake my head. “No one’s going to say shit, but what does it say about moving out of the dorm?”

      Perry’s eyes are still wide with a hint of terror as he glances at Hudson and then at me. “That you can live with a relative as long as they’re over the age of eighteen and so many miles of campus.”

      “Can you show me where it says that?” I ask.

      “I turned my packet in,” Perry says. “They were due on Monday.”

      Hudson shoots me a knowing look that I ignore and grab my bag, rifling through the miscellaneous papers different professors have handed out until I come across the packet Coach Peters distributed that requires us to sign and initial a couple of hundred blank spaces. Stephens and Krueger, our offensive coordinator, went over every damn rule with us, but I’m sure as shit they didn’t mention being allowed to move out of the dorm—because if they had, I’d have been moved out already.

      I push the papers in front of Perry. “Point to the exception.”

      Perry gives one final look of hesitation to Hudson before flipping through the pages, stopping halfway through where he points at a paragraph. “Right here. Students must live in their assigned dorm unless the student has a relative over the age of eighteen that lives within twenty miles of campus.”

      I grab his cheeks between my hands and smack a kiss on the top of his head. “Perry, you just became my favorite fucking person.” I pull the sheath of papers from his hands and slide them back into my bag feeling lighter and freer than I have in weeks—years. “Sorry, Captain, but I’ve got to pack. It looks like I’m moving.”

      Hudson stands, wiping a towel across his brow which is heavy with doubt and concern. “I’ll walk you out.”

      Guilt peppers my steps as we make our way out of the facility. The entire team is here, working their asses off, preparing for what may be a defining season for all of us as well as Camden. For years, Camden went unnoticed, never seen as a threat, but over the past several years, that’s changed. Now, guys are riding on this season—their futures relying on a winning record.

      I make a silent pledge to make up this session and help them achieve their goals as I push through the doors that take me outside.

      “Are you sure about this?” Hudson asks as soon as we clear the facility.

      “Am I sure that I don’t want to live in the dorms? Hell yes.”

      “I know you hate living here and that soccer player is a fucking dick but think about four AM practices and nights when we get home at midnight and can barely crawl to the dorms.”

      “It’s not just about having a dick living next to me. Mila was right when she said we’re fucking show ponies. They want us on a short leash, watching everything we do, where we go, and who we’re hanging out with. The second we step out of line, they make us pay for it by threatening additional practices or fewer minutes in a game. It’s bullshit.”

      “Krueger knows,” Hudson says.

      I stare at Hudson, working to articulate what he’s telling me. Krueger is new to Camden. Typically, it would be his role to establish our playbook and call our offensive plays, but like the rest of us, Peters limits him as well. “Krueger knows what?”

      “We talked, and he wants to loosen the reigns and allow us more freedom and privacy. He knows how tight we’re being squeezed and that we have a hell of a lot more potential than running the same goddamn plays.”

      I nod. “We both know that won’t happen, not unless Peters retires.”

      Hudson slowly releases a breath, his jaw clenched. He’s still trying to wade out of the pile of shit he found himself stuck in last month after skipping practice to fly to New Mexico to see Evelyn. Peters will happily replace him if he steps out of line again because he has no problem cutting off his nose to spite his face—or our winning record. “Double-check the fucking rule. I don’t want him to be able to come after you.”

      I smirk. “Done.”

      Hudson tilts his head, his expression turning to amusement. “Do you really think your sister’s going to let you move in with her?”

      My little sister Katie was coined the ice queen last year when she came to Camden as a freshman. I was completely okay with this; grateful I didn’t have to issue continuous warnings to the team to avoid her because she did it herself and never attended our games. “Knowing Katie, it will come at a price, but she’s got a full basement that they don’t use.”

      “You don’t have any furniture.”

      “God, no wonder you didn’t sleep with Evelyn when you guys got stranded at that motel this summer—all you see are obstacles. I’ll sleep on the fucking ground if it means getting out of there,” I say, pointing at the dorm building beside us. “Any other questions or helpful reminders?”

      Hudson smirks. “Sometimes you’re an asshole.”

      “An honest asshole, though.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “I think I can help you out with your furniture dilemma.”

      “I’m listening…”

      “You know how Evelyn’s aunt has been redoing her house?”

      I shake my head. “No, but continue…”

      “She’s getting rid of a bunch of shit. The house has four bedrooms upstairs, and she’s tearing two out to make a bigger master suite, so she has some furniture she’s looking to get rid of.”

      I reach for him, but Hudson takes a step back, chuckling. “Don’t fucking kiss me, too.”

      I laugh. “Ask her how much she wants for a bed and dresser, and when I can come to pick it up.”

      “We can probably get you more if you’re interested. Rugs, nightstand, lamps—make a list of what shit you need. We’ll get it sorted for you.”

      “I owe you.”

      “You will,” he tells me. “Good luck with your sister.”

      I crack a smile, already working to bolster my confidence because I’m going to need both my confidence and his luck.

      I measure the trip to where my sister lives both in time and mileage. It’s sixteen miles away from campus—assuring me it’s within the guidelines.

      I get out of my truck, starting at the house where envy has always greeted me. Katie has no idea how lucky she is to be able to leave campus every day.

      I ring the doorbell, a spiel and a plea already on my tongue.

      The door swings open but rather than my sister, it’s one of her roommates. The girl has blonde hair, blue-rimmed glasses, subtle freckles, and a smile that makes her the spitting image of most librarian fantasies. I’ve seen her a few times but can’t recall her name. I try to recall if she’s the computer nerd, the band chick Katie often complained about, or the bookworm I’ve only seen behind a textbook.

      “Hey, is Katie home?” I ask.

      “Yeah,” she says, taking a step back into the house and widening the door slightly. “Can I tell her who’s here?”

      “Nolan.”

      Footsteps on the stairs in front of me have me glancing up to see my little sister, her easygoing expression and steps stalling as she notices me. “What are you doing here?” Her speculative gaze and pursed lips likely have her roommate thinking we don’t get along, or maybe she knows Katie well enough to know she’s suspicious of everyone. Once as kids, our parents took us to Disney World, and she gave every character Mom made us wait in line to pose with the third degree, telling them all she knew they were imposters. She made at least a dozen kids cry.

      “It’s been a few weeks,” I say. Neither of us went home for the summer, me because we have to take classes year-round to earn enough credits and our break from football is only a couple of weeks, and Katie because she started dating a guy last winter and had a part-time job that kept her busy.

      She nods. “Want to come in or is this a well-visit drive-by?”

      I grin, taking a step into the house. It smells a hell of a lot better than our dorm, which reeks of paint and fresh carpet from the summer.

      “You guys got a new table,” I say, nodding at the dining room table.

      She nods. “We ordered it last spring, but it was on backorder forever.” She looks around the room, as though searching for another safe topic to discuss. “Do you want something to drink?”

      “Water would be great. Thanks.”

      Katie moves to the fridge, withdrawing a bottle of water that she hands to me.

      “How’s Carsen?” I ask though I’m still undecided if I like the guy. He’s my age and kind of awkward. However, he seems to make her happy.

      “He’s doing well.”

      “Still on track to become a lawyer?”

      Katie nods. “Still on track.”

      I take a pull of water. “What about you? Classes good?”

      “It’s still the first week, and it’s only Wednesday.”

      It feels like it’s December. The idea that it’s only the first week mentally taxes me and has me cutting through pleasantries. “I have a proposition.”

      Katie shakes her head. “I’m not interested.”

      “You haven’t even heard it.”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “I can move out of the dorm,” I say, jumping straight into the fire.

      “Good for you.” Her response is only half sarcastic because she knows I was jealous as a stray cat when I helped her move in here last fall.

      “But there’s a catch.”

      “There always is, and I’m guessing that’s why you’re here.”

      “I have to live with a relative.”

      Katie shakes her head. “I have two roommates.”

      “I thought you had three?”

      “She’s abroad for the year.”

      Her words have the proverbial bell in my head, ringing that this is right and true. “That’s perfect. I can take her room.”

      “Nolan, you can’t sleep across the hall from my roommates.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re a dude and we’re a house of women.”

      “Sounds familiar.”

      Katie shakes her head. “This is different. They’re not related to you.”

      “What about the basement?”

      Katie closes her eyes. “What about the basement?” She’s scrambling for new excuses.

      “You said none of you go down there because it’s unfinished. I’ll sleep in the basement.”

      “It’s not going to work.”

      “Why?”

      Katie tilts her head back, her blue eyes narrowed. “Because we don’t want cleat chasers and random people showing up at the house with a keg over one shoulder, looking for a good time. We have routines and a cleaning chart.”

      “Sign me up. I’ll help.”

      “Nolan—”

      “Name your price.”

      “I don’t have a price.”

      “I will wash your car for a year. I’ll be your personal chauffeur home from every party you attend—”

      “I don’t get shit-faced.” She gives me a pointed look that says like you.

      “I can do house projects, get you box seats to give to Carsen for Christmas, get test answers for one of your classes.”

      “How?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “No!” She sounds exasperated.

      “Katie, come on. I’ll live in the basement. The only time you’ll see me is when I’m coming or going.” I already know offering to help with finances will be a moot point. Our grandparents on our mom’s side left all three of my sisters and me inheritances for college that could support us going to college for a decade a piece if we wanted to thanks to the oil that was found on their property. Still, I make the pitch, “I’ll help with the bills and groceries, and if some random idiot shows up in the middle of the night, I’ll be here to chase them away.”

      “The only random idiot I’m worried about showing up is you.”

      “Come on. I’m desperate. Name your price.”

      Katie’s shoulders sink, revealing her reluctance is beginning to break. “There are going to be rules, and it’s not forever, but I need to talk to my roommates first. I can’t make this decision on my own, and if they say no…”

      I nod, not hearing anything except her accepting me to move in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    







            Hadley

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me your thoughts,” Katie says. “We can say no—I mean, I can say no.” Katie, Hannah, and I are sitting in the living room, two mostly empty pizza boxes in front of us.

      I picked them up on my way home after Katie texted asking us to meet with her tonight. I had thought maybe like me, she was realizing how little time we’ve spent together and was hoping to hang out, instead, it’s been an impromptu roommate meeting to discuss the possibility of her brother moving in.

      Hannah pushes her glasses up a little higher on her nose. “You have to let him move in. He’s your brother.”

      Katie scoffs. “It’s not like he’s being put out on the streets. He has a perfectly good room; he just doesn’t want to live there.”

      “Why doesn’t he want to live there?” I ask.

      Katie rolls her eyes. I can tell she wants to say no to this idea—correction, she wants us to say no—because, under Katie’s tough exterior and sarcasm, she’s a teddy bear. “He doesn’t even have a good excuse.”

      “We have the extra room this year,” Hannah says, catching me off guard. She hasn’t asked a single question or voiced any doubts. Hannah’s certainly easier going than Katie, but she’s often motivated by practicality and realism and the idea of a guy—even someone’s brother—moving in with us seems like a plausible violation of all level-headedness, especially considering that when our landlord told us they were replacing our fridge due to an ongoing electrical issue last winter, she spent the week prior going over every nuance and fearing for the worst—that the technicians might be dangerous, that someone wouldn’t be able to make it to the house on time to let them in, that the food would go bad—her list of concerns was extensive, and yet, she’s relaxed and unfazed as she reaches for another slice of pizza.

      “You’ve been quiet,” Katie says, moving her attention to me. “What do you think?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know him,” I say. “It’s kind of hard to assess judgment.” The only things I know about Katie’s brother are a few brief stories she’s shared about him being impulsive and occasionally reckless. They seem like warning signs, but also have that culmination of boredom and nerves that have been strumming through me, hopeful of getting a second-degree hit off his bad decisions and questionable outcomes if he stays with us whether through hearing his stories or witnessing the repercussions of them.

      “He wouldn’t be here that often,” Katie says. “He’s at practice and classes most of the day. He’d mostly just be here at night to sleep.”

      Hannah shrugs. “Then it won’t get in the way of my schedule.” By this, she means her morning hour of meditation when the house has to be silent.

      “What about his girlfriend?” I ask. “Do you like her? Is she nice? Sometimes girls can be so damn vicious.”

      Katie scoffs. “Nolan doesn’t know the definition of monogamy.”

      “Does that mean he’s going to bring random girls over?” Hannah asks, finally sounding apprehensive.

      Katie shakes her head. “No. I will be sure he understands he can’t bring any girls here. He’d be here for a month, tops. And I would add him to the chore chart rotation. Also, I’ve already told him you two are fully off-limits. He’s not allowed to set foot upstairs, but I don’t want either of you to be uncomfortable or feel obligated. You can say no.” She looks between us, her expression filled with unease and a hint of guilt.

      “I vote yes,” Hannah says. “Especially if he’ll answer the door to any solicitors. I nearly got talked into setting up a meeting to have solar panels installed on the house, yesterday.”

      “We don’t own the house,” Katie says.

      “And we already have solar panels,” I add.

      “Which is why I hate answering the door,” Hannah says.

      Katie blows out a laugh as she shakes her head, and slowly turns to me for my vote.

      I know I’d never be able to tell Geoff or Lanie no if I were in her shoes. “If you guys are okay with him living here, then so am I.”

      Katie looks mildly relieved and simultaneously disappointed. “If he does anything that makes either of you uncomfortable or upsets you, just let me know. He doesn’t have to live here, and I don’t want to put either of you out.”

      “It won’t,” Hannah says resolutely. “I am fine with him moving in.”

      Katie shakes her head. “Hopefully, we’ll barely see him. He basically lives at the gym.” She pulls out her phone. “I’ll let him know he can come by tomorrow to drop stuff off.” She pauses, glancing at the remains of our dinner. “Do you want help cleaning this up?”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. I’ve got it.”

      Hannah stands as well. “I’ve got tons of homework, and there’s a competition in one of my online games. Thanks for picking up dinner.”

      “Yeah. Of course.”

      I watch them disappear upstairs before leaning back in my seat. Last year after I learned April was sleeping with Ezra, anger and betrayal kept me company for the last couple of weeks before the school year ended. I returned home to Vegas days later, where I went to work every day, seeing my family and the few friends from high school I keep in touch with. Now, I feel as isolated as I did after that horrific speech in the seventh grade.

      I pull out my phone to text Lanie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I tried your strange pizza combination.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Did you love it? Or is this just a pregnancy thing, like how I can’t stand the scent of my shampoo anymore? Christian won’t try it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I was expecting to hate it, but it turns out jalapenos, cilantro, pineapple, and barbecue sauce marry well together.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: YES!! I might pick some more up for dinner. Christian and I are going to get drinks with some friends. What are you doing tonight? Party? Hot date? Friends?

      

      

      

      

      

      My thumbs hover over the keyboard as I glance at our mostly empty pizza takeout and empty living room.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: We just finished pizza, and I’m not sure what we’re going to do.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Well, whatever you decide to do, have fun … but not too much fun—it’s only Thursday. LOVE YOU!

      

      

      

      

      

      I put the leftovers away, toss our empty boxes into the compost bin, and head upstairs. Once dressed and ready for bed, I start reviewing lasagna recipes. Lasagna has always been one of my favorite comfort foods but making it has always intimidated me. Right now, overcoming one of my fears seems essential to my sanity.

      I grab my notebook and read over recipes and reviews, jotting down tips and ideas from over a dozen of the best-rated lasagnas before falling asleep.

      

      I awaken with a start. My bedroom is too bright and my eyes are too well-rested. I glance at my alarm clock and notice it’s flashing from a power outage.

      I quietly curse and push off my blankets as I grab my cell phone, knowing I’m late before it confirms my first class starts in just twenty minutes. I scramble to my closet and pull on a pair of shorts and a tee before dashing across the hall to brush my teeth and wrangle my hair into a knot before heading back to my room where I shove my laptop and textbook into my bag and struggle to find a matching pair of shoes.

      Downstairs, I drop my bag into an empty chair and cross to the fridge, looking for something to eat because while coffee is my life juice, breakfast makes me functional. Everything that stares back at me requires time and heating, two things I don’t have, so I grab a cold coffee, close the fridge, and pull open the bread drawer.

      “I heard you’re the one I have to thank for letting me move in.” The deep voice catches my attention before Hannah’s giggle throws me for a complete loop. Hannah hasn’t giggled once in the year I’ve known her.

      My roommate steps out of the doorway beside me that leads down to the basement, grinning at a guy that towers over her. I notice his smile first. It’s practically magnetic, pulling my attention and focus to note that his lips pull slightly higher on the right side and though his lips are probably too thin for most to consider sumptuous, he has great lips that are only enhanced by the squareness of his unshaven jaw. He has the mouth of a model. Of men that are given ridiculous titles like ‘sexiest man alive’. He has a mouth made for sin.

      His eyes shift to mine under heavy brows that somehow make him seem even more masculine. His eyes are a vibrant, dark shade of blue that’s striking and nearly as distracting as his mouth.

      “I didn’t know you were home,” Hannah says. “Nolan this is Hadley. Hadley this is Nolan. I thought you had an early class?”

      My heart arrests in my chest. Nolan. Roommate Nolan. Katie’s brother Nolan. Impulsive Nolan. Of course, he can be reckless and feed on temptation—with looks and muscles and lips like his—god, even his hair is perfect—he can afford to be impulsive.

      Sweet baby Jesus, why does he have to look so good?

      I pull my gaze away from Nolan and work to clear my thoughts of the inhumanly nice features. “My alarm didn’t go off. The power must have gone off last night. It was flashing when I woke up.”

      “Sorry,” Nolan’s voice is a deep baritone that makes something—everything—inside of me take note of him again. “That was my fault. I was trying to see if a fuse was blown downstairs and flipped the wrong breaker.”

      “They weren’t marked,” Hannah adds, as though defending his actions, and I realize how close she’s standing to him, recall the way she didn’t protest him moving in, how she was giggling just seconds ago. Does she have a crush on Nolan?

      I shake my head to rid the thoughts that threaten to spiral to me into memories of last year. This isn’t last year. Nolan isn’t Ezra, and there’s no way in hell I’m going to be April. No way. “It’s fine.” I hold up my coffee and dry bagel. “I have to go.”

      “You don’t use your cell phone as your alarm clock?” Nolan asks.

      Lanie teases me that my insistence to have an alarm clock makes my soul older than hers, but I like the routine of setting it each night. It helps me mentally prepare for what I’m going to face the next day. I don’t share that detail though and instead shake my head. “No.”

      “I have a study group until eight,” Hannah says. “And Katie’s staying at Carsen’s.”

      I nod and grab my bag as I glance at the microwave to check the time. Panic has me taking three steps to the door as I make a mental note of where I’m going and what lot will be closest to my class.

      “She stays there a lot?” Nolan asks.

      Hannah glances at me and then at Nolan. “I should get ready for class.” She’s lying. This is when she starts her yoga followed by meditation, but neither of us is about to dive onto this grenade: Hannah because she’s an only child and me because, well, I’m not an only child.

      “I’m late. See you both later.”

      “I think I might be blocking you in,” Nolan says, following me to the door. If my hands weren’t full, I’d have kept a comfortable cushion between us, but with my bagel in one hand and coffee in the other, he catches up to me as I struggle to open the door. The hint of his cologne, spicy and citrusy settles in my nose—it’s bergamot. I’d know the scent anywhere because it’s our signature scent, the one we use when new houses are completed before shown. Memories tangle with the present as I realize he even smells freaking good.

      “Thanks,” I say, keeping my gaze on the door as he opens it.

      Heat greets me, and the fresh air dilutes his scent, allowing me to think a little clearer and focus on my primary goal: getting to campus.

      “Sorry again for the power outage,” Nolan says.

      I shake my head. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “I’ll see you around.” That itch that lives under my skin becomes increasingly noticeable as he heads for a large white truck double parked at the edge of our driveway that’s blocking both Hannah's and my’s cars, the bed of it filled with moving boxes and trash bags. His gait captures my full attenion. He moves like a lion. Like someone who is fully confident in their own skin. It’s an attractive and enviable quality that has my gaze shifting to his butt. He’s wearing gray sweatpants, making my ability to perv out a little too easy. I can’t recall the last time I checked out a guy’s butt, I’ve never really been into asses, but like everything else on Nolan, his ass is amazing perfection.

      I trip over the garden border and my bagel falls to the walkway, with a disappointing thwump.

      “You okay?” Nolan asks, turning to look at me.

      I thank my lucky stars that my breakfast was all that fell.

      “Yeah.” I bend over to grab my bagel and try to dust off what’s left of my dignity.

      He gives me a curious look, then nods and hops into his truck.

      As I make the twelve-minute drive to campus, disappointment and relief tangle in my thoughts as Katie’s assurance that we’ll barely see Nolan plays through my thoughts.

      I manage to make it to my marketing management class with two minutes to spare. My professor issues me a silent warning that tardiness isn’t tolerated with a hard stare. The class is full and held in a large lecture hall with seats in a stadium setting. I quickly make my way to the top and take one of the few remaining seats. When the professor instructs us to pull out our syllabus I do, but rather than listen to him, I open a separate window and enter Nolan Payne. Pictures and articles of him on the football field, helmet in hand answer the burning question about who he is. Katie told us her brother was an athlete, but she never mentioned he was a football player, only that they used to be close and haven’t been since he left for college.

      I read about stats and figures, searching for quotes from him as though the few tidbits will help me better understand what to expect from my new roommate. Not one of the articles speaks to the antics Katie has complained about only his promising future with football. There’s nearly nothing personal, nothing that assures me that Nolan moving in will be a terrible or benign decision, which festers in my thoughts. I hate surprises and unknowns.

      My three-hour class passes in a blur. I don’t know if I like my professor or what to expect from the course because I spent the first half of the class researching Nolan and the second half replying to work emails, caught in a debate between my mom and Lanie. Mom wants the new townhouses to have luxury amenities, including wine cellars and theater rooms, expansive decks, and kitchens and bathrooms filled with the latest and greatest, but Lanie’s reminding her about how over budget we already are on the project. Everything about the parcel of land has been troublesome and expensive. Lanie is ruthless and admittedly a little shortsighted about bottom lines, and Mom is a pit bull when it comes to lavish details that maintain our company’s reputation for detail.

      My hair is greasy, and yesterday’s mascara is clumped in my lashes, making me regret missing showering this morning, which has my thoughts spiraling, regretting that I spent ninety minutes stalking Nolan—regretting not asking more questions when Katie proposed he moved in—that I agreed to him moving in.

      My stomach growls, the finale of my pity party—or perhaps the beginning—as I debate where to go to get coffee and something to eat before chancing going back home in case Nolan is still there.

      Normally, I’d head to my favorite coffee shop, Brews and News, get a maple scone and iced coffee, and lose the next hour reading the syllabus I just missed. But Brews and News is Ezra’s favorite coffee shop, which has had me avoiding it since last May when I woke up in the middle of the night and discovered Ezra and April in the living room with their hands down each other’s pants.

      I turn to my phone, searching for the nearest coffee shop. The results lead me to a small red brick building with the words ‘Tea, Coffee, and Bakery’ printed in gold letters across the two large windows that face the busy street I crossed to get here. The metal sign above the door reads, “The Spiced Chai,” and a bell rings when I push the door open. The scents of freshly ground coffee and tea lure me to join the short line. The walls are exposed red brick that has been lightly whitewashed, and the floors are stained a light gray. Ahead of me, the counter stretches the entirety of the wall where customers are peering and pointing at bakery and menu items that are listed on chalkboards overhead. All around are little seating arrangements, some made of couches, others with upholstered chairs, and some with tables and wooden chairs across from each other. I love the eclectic vibe where nothing matches and yet somehow seems perfectly made for each other.

      Ahead of me, more than half the line is comprised of students, the other half medical staff from the nearby hospital. An alert has my attention shifting back to my phone. More emails between Lanie and Mom, and a couple from Dad, trying to be the referee.

      Foster Development and Construction has always been a part of my life. In some ways, the business feels like a family member. They started the company while pregnant with me. My parents continued working two jobs, their day jobs to provide guaranteed income and health insurance, and the new company, which was a money pit that claimed our dining room, weekends, and most of my parent’s free time.

      I grew up coloring on old profit and loss sheets that were often in the red, going to build sites, visiting tracts of land, and listening to my parents’ marketing spiels as their first audience. Multiple times, my parents were ready to throw in the towel, promising more time, and more money, if Dad went back to school and Mom, spent her time working toward a promotion instead of the company, freeing up funds for vacations and upgrades on the house they were never been able to afford. I still don’t know if it was their love for the company or determination to not fail that kept them from quitting and eventually making their first profit a decade later. From there, I learned about public approval and financing before algebra and popular building trends rather than toy trends.

      When my parents were able to afford to build their first office space, four years later, it became our second home—literally. Each of us has our own space. Already, Dad is planning the area that Lanie can turn into a nursery so her child can grow up with the business as we did.

      I reply to two emails from my mom before it’s my turn to order. I face the glass case beneath the counter and my stomach instantly rejoices at the sight of food—not just sweet pastries, but sandwiches, both cold and hot, breakfast or lunch. I order a BLT and a cinnamon latte from a friendly girl about my age with curly auburn hair and a wide smile that is impossible not to reciprocate. As I wait for my coffee and sandwich, my phone vibrates with a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: Are you near the house?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’m on campus. Why? Is everything okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: Are you in a class? Nolan locked himself out and I’m in the middle of a lecture and Hannah’s not responding.

      

      

      

      

      

      I stare at the text, trying to think of a response. If she had led with the problem, I might have pretended I didn’t see it. After all, I just spent the past hour and a half stalking him, and the most immediate minutes cursing him—or myself—for him moving in with us. The last thing I want to do is drive the nearly twenty minutes to let him back into my life—my house.

      But it’s too late to ghost now, and I’m not sure I could even if I wanted to. Dependability is a trait I get from my dad, and my fear of disappointing others was inherited from my mom.

      I catch the eye of the woman who took my order. “I’m sorry, would it be a problem to make my order to-go, please?” I ask already regretting my decision before texting Katie, confirming I can be at the house in twenty-ish minutes. The barista offers another warm smile and an assurance that it’s no problem before passing me my order.

      I eat half my sandwich on my way to my car, and the other half as I navigate traffic, the lunch rush adding several minutes to my drive that feels like a taunt—a reminder that Nolan and everything surrounding him is bad news.

      As I turn into our neighborhood, eyeing the line of trees still vibrantly green, reflecting summer, I recall Hannah’s laugh this morning amd the look in her eye that I didn’t recognize.

      Does Hannah know Nolan? Has she met him? Is it purely infatuation because he looks and sounds and smells as he does?

      I spot Nolan sitting on our front porch, knees wide as he types something into his phone as I park beside his truck, hating that my heart beats unevenly when his gaze lifts to mine.

      It’s dread, I remind myself. Nerves because I don’t know him or how to navigate this situation—nothing more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          

      

    

    







            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      Hadley remains in her car for a moment, attention turned to her lap.

      I glance at my phone, unable to stop my smirk as I read Katie’s texts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: Don’t flirt with Hadley.

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my neck, feeling the tension and muscles still sore from yesterday’s full-contact practice.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What if she flirts with me?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: I’m serious, Nolan. She’s not a cleat chaser.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You think only cleat chasers want me?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: I swear. If you cross this line, you’re moving back into your dorm.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I won’t cross any lines she doesn’t want me to.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: I swear, Nolan, don’t even think about it.

      

      

      

      

      

      This morning, Hadley didn’t give off any vibes that alluded to being interested in me. Instead, she was distracted and hurried, focused on getting to class and little more.

      She gets out of her car and walks around the back of my truck, her dark hair catching in the sun. My grandmother would call her classically beautiful, and others would refer to her as the girl next door with wide eyes, a narrow nose, and full lips. Everything about her is subtle and demure that likely has people overlooking her because she doesn’t dress or smile or wear makeup to draw attention to any part of her—everything that is, but her eyes which are an electric shade of blue, impossible to ignore.

      Hadley stops at the base of the stairs, keys and phone tucked into her fist as she looks from me and then the door.

      I’m still unsure which roommate is the computer nerd, the band geek, or the bookworm, but as I meet Hadley’s inquiring gaze, the one thing I am sure of is she has no interest in a chase. Unlike Katie, who has mastered the look of superiority and rage, Hadley looks indifferent, guarded, and uncomfortable by being here. Maybe Katie sent her a matching warning.

      “Thanks for coming,” I say, climbing to my feet.

      She gives a tight-lipped smile, one out of obligation rather than intrigue. “It worked out. I need to grab a textbook, anyway.” She climbs the stairs, hugging the rail opposite of me, and doesn’t look back before she unlocks the door.

      The air conditioner hums as we step inside, followed by a fly that Hadley bats away, before following it with her eyes as it flies farther into the house.

      The silence is uncomfortable, a stale and foreign feeling I haven’t experienced in so long I can’t recall the last time.

      Hadley turns her gaze to me, a matching level of discomfort reflecting in her gaze.

      I recall my intention to stay here and how that relies entirely on Katie and her roommate’s approval as I search for something to say that might win Hadley’s consent. We don’t need to be friends or even play at being friends, just her approval. I barely have time for my teammates, much less a stranger.

      I clear my throat. “I hear you’re into computers.”

      She furrows her brow, drawing my attention to her eyebrows which aren’t thick or thin, neat but not a trend or beauty statement—another subtle note about her. “Into computers?”

      “Programming?” It’s a question as I race to recall the details Katie had shared about them last year when our parents visited for parent weekend, and we spent an entire dinner with Katie assuring and reassuring them her roommates weren’t serial killers.

      “That’s Hannah,” she says.

      “Band?” I ask.

      Hadley’s expression sours, but it’s so slight the details quickly morph into an unassuming and bland smile. “No. I’m the crazy one with ten cats and a knife collection.” She doesn’t even blink.

      “Ten’s a good number, more than that and you risk drawing attention to yourself.”

      The corners of her lips slowly rise, as though she’s fighting a smile.

      “Exactly. Eleven straddles the line between appearing desperate and wanting people to ask about them.”

      Straddles. The word sounds indecent coming from her full lips, drawing an image in my head of straddling my hips, my bed—my face.

      Her eyes narrow a fraction as though she knows exactly how dirty my thoughts have turned, questioning if I’m a creep or a perv. I should probably admit I’d be willing to be either—both—but thoughts of Katie’s warning and returning to the dorm without spending a single damn night here have those thoughts coming to an abrupt end. “Right, which is why I’m not asking about your cats but instead about how you sleep with any cat and a case of knives, considering cats turn into untrustworthy assholes the second you fall asleep.”

      Humor flashes in her eyes, but she continues to hold back her smile like a best-kept secret. “Maybe you give off a vibe that makes them not trust you…”

      When Mila and I bantered for the better part of last year, innuendos weren’t just laced in our words, they were the damn tracks of our conversation, blatant and clear, but I leave my conversation with Hadley clean as a G-rated film as I grin conspiratorially. “Guess you’ll have to find out.”

      She tilts her head. “From what I hear, science club keeps you pretty busy.”

      Confusion has me squinting for half a second before her joke catches me, making me lose the game as I smile first. A genuine smile. Nearly instantly, she follows, and though I’d guess it’s muted, it still feels like a win, albeit, short-lived because the second hit of silence spreads like a virus, fast and unrelenting. I haven’t worked at being friends with someone of the opposite sex in so damn long I can’t remember the steps, a testament to my busy as hell schedule more than my character, but I’m sure she’ll assume I’m a total dick if I admit this to her.

      “Are you a sophomore? Junior?”

      “Sophomore,” she says. “And you’re a…”

      “Junior.”

      She nods. “I didn’t realize you and Katie were so close in age.”

      I swallow the questions her words unveil about what my sister’s shared about me. “Thirteen months.”

      Her eyes round again. “Wow. So you’re Irish twins? That’s what it’s called right?” Her brow lowers and her teeth graze her bottom lip, an expression that could be made into posters that every guy would give his car to own. “Or is thirteen months too long? Is it less than a year?”

      I nod. “Close enough.”

      Hadley nods as well, that silence beginning to stretch between us again. She takes a step back, small, but enough to gain my attention. Girls usually lean closer and find excuses to touch me, clear indications that they’re into me, inviting attention, or more. Hadley’s re-establishing the boundary lines.

      Once again, I’m caught wondering if Katie sent her a similar warning.

      “Do you need help?” she asks, pointing in the direction of the front door. “Bringing your stuff inside?”

      “I don’t have anything interesting like a knife collection or a dozen cats.”

      “Ten,” she says, setting her bag down.

      “Ten,” I lament. “I thought you had to get a textbook?”

      She shrugs as she keeps my stare. “I still might.”

      I bark out a laugh unsure if it’s her honesty or humor that garners the reaction, possibly both. She smiles coyly, then turns before the air grows stale again and crosses the formal living room that is nearly empty, used as a hall to reach the kitchen and dining room.

      The sun is bright and round in the sky, warning me I have to be at practice soon. I’m eyeing the clouds in the distance, waging if they’re storm clouds or benign shade when Hadley gasps and jumps back, nearly running into me. She shudders and wipes a hand across her forehead and then the front of her shirt before she shudders again, head to toe.

      “You good?”

      She looks over her shoulder at me, eyes growing wide as though she forgot I was here. Pink stains her cheeks and her mouth falls open a fraction before she purses her lips and laughs nervously—a forced habit rather than a reaction. “I forgot how big the spiders here are.” She points at a web that stretches from a window to one of the shrubs in the yard, a garden spider nearly eye-level with her that’s the size of my palm.

      “He’s harmless,” I tell her. “We have a ton of zipper spiders in Indiana.”

      Hadley shakes her head. “I’ll take your word on it being harmless. That’s a knife fight I’d show up with a blowtorch to.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “Vegas.”

      “Vegas?”

      She gives me an unreadable expression, a flash of what I think is contempt as she waits for me to tag more words to my question.

      “What brought you to Camden?”

      She turns, her shoulders lifting fractionally as she continues to the back of my truck, allowing me to steal a glance at her from head to heel. Hadley’s light gray shorts don’t have back pockets, allowing me an eye-full that confirms she could turn even a breast man into an ass man—anything but subtle. She stops and faces me, and my gaze jumps so damn fast I’m sure she knows I was just checking her out.

      “I wanted to see more of the country. My brother and sister both went out of state.”

      “To Camden?”

      She looks away as she shakes her head. Though I barely know her, I would bet this is a tell—her tell. Her nervous tic when she’s uncomfortable. “No. My sister went to New York and my brother went to California.”

      “You’re the youngest?” I ask, moving to stand beside her as I unlatch the hatch of my truck.

      She nods as she grabs a garbage bag, hauling it closer to her. “My sister is seven years older, and my brother is nine years older.”

      “That’s quite the span.”

      Hadley nods again. “Yeah, our dynamic kind of shifts between friends, siblings, and parental roles pretty frequently.” She lifts the bag.

      “You don’t have to help. Some guys from the team are coming over as soon as their classes are over.”

      She shrugs again. “I might need to get my textbook soon, anyway.”

      I shake my head and laugh at the words, knowing I’ll be recycling them, and grab two bags. I follow her back up the walk to the house. “So, what was your vote?”

      “My vote?” she asks, eyeing the spider again as we pass it.

      “About my moving into the basement.”

      She cuts her gaze to me as she passes the threshold. “I was Switzerland. Completely neutral.”

      “Because I’m busy with science club?”

      She slows, pulling the door that leads to the basement open. “I didn’t know you were in science club. I just know that if my brother or sister needed a place to stay, I’d hope Katie and Hannah would be understanding and allow them to move in.”

      She heads down the narrow, steep steps that lead down to the basement. They’re unfinished wood, our footsteps echoing with each step. I try to keep my gaze from her ass, realizing Katie might have drawn the line for us but Hadley’s certainly constructing them.

      When we hit the bottom of the stairs, Hadley flips the lights on. A single bald lightbulb turns on. She remains still, tracking across the large, empty space that is only partially finished. The walls have all been covered with sheetrock, but only a few have been taped and mudded, and none of them have been painted. The floor is concrete, which adds to making the space feel both darker and colder.

      “Are you sure you want to stay here?” Hadley asks, slowly lowering the bag to the floor. “We usually lock the door that leads down here. Maybe you’d be more comfortable in the living room?”

      “You don’t like the dark?”

      “No, but cockroaches and giant spiders do.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but they like the well-lit areas, too.”

      She takes a final glance before ascending the stairs. We’re nearly to the top when her phone vibrates against the counter. Hadley takes the final stairs two at a time, grabbing her phone and hesitating only a second before she answers, moving the screen to reveal it’s a video call. “Hey.” Her tone is filled with warmth and affection that has every nosey bone in my body coming to attention, wondering who is on the other end of the call.

      I move closer to see her screen and see a woman with similar dark hair, and icy blue eyes.

      “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you were busy,” the woman says.

      Hadley glances at me. “Oh, this is Katie’s brother.”

      “I didn’t know Katie had a brother.” She leans forward as though it will help her get a better view of me. I move closer, catching the way Hadley blinks and pulls away before looking more closely at who I’m guessing is her sister. “Hi, Katie’s brother. I’m Lanie, Hadley’s sister.”

      “Nolan,” I say. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I didn’t know Katie had a brother,” she repeats. “I thought she had an older sister?”

      “An older and younger sister, actually,” I say.

      “You have three sisters?” Lanie asks, eyes growing wide as she turns to look at Hadley. “Have I told you how glad I am that Mom and Dad had a second daughter? I can’t imagine having to live with two Geoffs.”

      “I heard that,” a guy out of the frame says.

      “You were supposed to,” Lanie sings.

      Hadley chuckles.

      “Nolan, are you the oldest?” Lanie asks.

      “Second oldest.”

      “Oh. You’re a middle child like me.”

      “Four’s an even number,” Hadley says.

      “Sure. But they have two middle children. Like a sandwich.” Lanie presses her hands together, and I realize both of them use their hands a lot when talking.

      Hadley glances at me in the reflection of her screen.

      “I only have a few minutes, but I wanted to call and thank you for the gift,” Lanie says. “Christian nearly died of embarrassment opening those books. I wish I had recorded it because he was as red as a fire engine. It was priceless. Seriously, I don’t know where you found some of them, but they are graphic, and though the stuff for me is steeped in your twisted humor, it was really sweet.”

      Hadley rolls her lips as she fights back a laugh.

      I suddenly realize how far outside of the boundaries I’ve stepped by not only caring who Hadley was speaking to but getting close enough that I could see. “I’ll let you two catch up. Nice meeting you.” I wave and take a step back to grab more things from my truck.

      “No. No. I really do have to go,” Lanie says. “Oh, but first, I have a new show for you to watch. Only Murders in the Building. You have to watch it. I need to dissect it with you.”

      I’m almost to the door when Hadley chuckles, the sound stopping me in my tracks.

      “The last time I watched a show to discuss it with you, you stopped watching the show,” Hadley says.

      “This is different. Christian and I are already on episode six. I need you to put down whatever book you’re reading and binge-watch it.”

      “Text me so I remember the title,” Hadley tells her.

      Lanie nods. “Already on it. Okay. I have to go. Tell Nolan it was nice meeting him. He’s hot, by the way. Like Chris Hemsworth-level hot. Are he and Katie close? Would that be weird?”

      Hadley closes her eyes.

      “Is he still there?” Lanie sounds like she’s cringing.

      Hadley nods. “In the same room.”

      I pull the front door open and look back long enough to flash a cocky grin.

      “He knows he’s cute. It’s not newsworthy.” Lanie’s tone changes to dismissive just before I close the door behind me.

      Hudson pulls up then in his Jeep. Palmer, Mila, Evelyn, and Hudson slide out.

      “Corey and Grey are behind us with the furniture,” Hudson says.

      Evelyn’s aunt gave me a king-size bed, nightstand, TV stand, and more, refusing to accept payment for any of it. I have no idea what kind of condition it’s in, but at this point, I’d be thrilled with a damn futon.

      “This is it, huh?” Hudson asks, looking at the blue house.

      “It’s nice,” Evelyn says, taking in the same view. “I love the stones on the front.”

      The house is a medium shade of blue, with stone siding that hits the bottom of the windows. It was built in the fifties but has largely been redone, however evidence of its age remains in some of the details like the short and steep descent of the stairs leading into the basement and the large, detached carport, but it’s been cared for and updated nicely, and at this point, I’d be content sleeping on that futon in a tiny apartment.

      I grab two more bags, and the others follow suit. “It’s a trek from campus,” Hudson says.

      “About fifteen minutes,” I say.

      “Without traffic,” he counters. The one thing that pisses Peters off above all else is when someone is late. I could drop a pass, and trip over my own damn two feet without a defensive player in sight, and my being late would still be a worse offense. Two years ago when we were freshmen, Jamal Smith was playing for Camden as a first-string running back. He was easily the best running back in the league, guaranteed to go pro—until he showed up late one too many times and Peters fucked him over by refusing to let him start. Jamal traded teams, which forced him to redshirt a year, and never made the draft—may never make the draft.

      The fact that a single action—a single person—can have that much influence over another person’s life scares the shit out of me. It always has.

      The front door opens, and Hadley appears, her dark hair tied up. She looks nervous, borderline skittish as she lingers there. I’m waiting for her to make the excuse about the textbook again when there’s a scream behind me.

      Mila is nearly in the bushes to avoid the spider Hadley had avoided.

      “Shit!” Evelyn nearly stumbles, noticing it as well.

      Palmer steps closer, examining its yellow and black striped legs. “Damn. That is a big one.”

      “That’s what she said,” I say, setting my bags down and grabbing a stick.

      “Don’t touch it!” Mila says. “That thing will take your arm off.”

      I glance at Palmer, dirty jokes lining up in my head like a damn playlist, begging to be heard. He chuckles, clearly thinking the same damn thing.

      “Sorry about that,” Hadley says.

      I collect the spider and its large web. “Why are you apologizing for mother nature?”

      Hadley glances at me, and I can tell by the exasperated expression she likely apologizes for most things she has no control over. A people-pleaser tendency. I know because that was me until recently.

      “You were at the coffee shop,” Evelyn says, looking at Hadley. “The Spiced Chai.”

      Hadley turns her gaze to Evelyn and smiles the same shy and courteous expression she gave me this morning in the kitchen.

      “I’m Evelyn.” She glances at where I’m moving the spider before moving closer to the door. “You’re friends with Nolan?”

      “She’s one of my new roommates,” I say. “This is Hadley.”

      Hadley lifts a hand, offering a vague wave.

      “Hadley, this is Hudson, Mila, and Palmer,” I introduce the others. “Evelyn’s from the Southwest, too.”

      Evelyn draws her chin back. “What area are you from?”

      “Vegas.”

      “Albuquerque,” Evelyn says, pointing at her chest. “Have you gotten used to the humidity, yet?”

      “God no. I’m convinced even the locals haven’t adapted to it.”

      Evelyn grins, before glancing at Mila who looks mildly intrigued. Emotions war in my chest at their obvious approval, clouding the waters between Hadley being someone I’m cordial with and someone I might spend time with and get to know.

      “Watch your step,” Hadley says, pointing at the cement stairs that lead up to the porch. “That first one catches people.” She backs into the house and pulls the door open wide for us to enter.

      Mila releases a low whistle as she gazes around the foyer and living room off to our right which is filled with light gray furniture and bright orange details. “Okay. I get it. I would rather stay here than in the dorms, too.” She turns to Evelyn. “Maybe we should have looked at renting a house?”

      Evelyn shakes her head. “Don’t get any ideas. Our lease isn’t up until August.”

      “You guys haven’t even finished unpacking,” Hudson adds.

      Hadley closes the door as another fly follows us inside.

      “The bugs are unreal, aren’t they?” Evelyn asks.

      “Not this again,” Mila says. “I will literally tattoo, ‘I love Oleander Springs’ to your forehead if I have to.”

      Evelyn chuckles, but Hudson shares a nervous glance with Mila. Evelyn wasn’t sure about moving here or attending Camden at the beginning of the summer, and those uncertainties still hold stock of Hudson’s thoughts sometimes, that and the draft have been two subjects that have been haunting my friend.

      “I do love Oleander Springs,” Evelyn says. “Just not the bugs … or the humidity.”

      Hadley grins. “I have to get going, but if you guys need anything, please feel welcome to help yourselves. I put mine and Hannah’s numbers on the fridge, too, in case you need something, or in case LeeAnne shows up.”

      “LeeAnne?” I ask.

      “The neighbor.” Hadley points across the street. “She’s kind of our self-appointed neighborhood watch. I think the shotgun is for looks, but,” she shrugs, “we are in the South.”

      “Good to know,” I say as she grabs her bag. “You don’t need that textbook?”

      Hadley’s crystal-blue eyes slide to me. “I forgot, it’s in my car.” She gives another casual shrug. “It was nice meeting you all.”

      “You, too,” Evelyn says. “Hopefully, we’ll see you again soon.”

      Hadley smiles at her before heading back outside. I watch the door close, tempted to follow her and thank her again for coming and tell her she’s not imposing if she wants to stay, but instead, I lead the others to the door leading down to the basement. “Careful, the stairs are steep.”

      “I like her,” Evelyn says.

      “We couldn’t tell,” Mila says.

      “Someone’s jealous,” Palmer teases.

      Mila flips him off in response before wrapping her arm around Evelyn’s shoulders so tight, it nearly looks like a chokehold. “I’m an only child, you have to expect the occasional possessive tendencies.”

      Evelyn chuckles.

      I head down the stairs, the temperature dropping with each step.

      “Cozy,” Mila says, looking around. “It has a nice, comfortable prison vibe.”

      “You sure this is better than the dorms?” Palmer asks, setting the bags he’d carried inside down.

      Hudson turns his full attention to me, awaiting my answer.

      “Fuck, yes,” I say.

      Palmer nods. “I’d endure the prison vibe to live here with three chicks, too. This is going to be interesting.”
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      I awaken with a start, my heart, beating too fast. It’s still dark outside, not even five. It’s been ten days since Nolan moved in, ten days that I’ve been using my cell phone alarm in place of my alarm clock, fearing another electrical incident that has me paranoid I’ll oversleep and be late for class.

      Katie was right about us barely seeing Nolan. He’s gone before I wake up and home after I go to bed most nights.

      His absence should make him the world’s easiest roommate, but instead, he’s become the world’s biggest distraction. I’ve made five lasagnas in the past ten days in an attempt to keep myself from debating if Hannah likes Nolan or if he’s like the jocks portrayed in every movie: dense and shallow with a hint of misogyny thrown in to keep him predictable.

      I’m still kind of hoping that’s exactly who he is though I refuse to consider why.

      It’s early enough I could sleep for two more hours but I’m wide awake, my thoughts plaited with Nolan, school, and if Hannah has feelings for Nolan.

      In the bathroom, I turn the shower to hot and strip out of my pajamas as my thoughts unravel at the realization that it’s Monday and I have to attend my public speaking class again.

      I spent what was left of my weekend—that wasn’t devoted to lasagna making—reading the required chapters for the class that discussed the significance and history of public speaking. It was surprisingly interesting, fascinating even, and for mere seconds I channeled the energy that had been transcribed across the pages and imagined myself delivering a speech that would inspire investors in a board meeting—but that idea died a quick death when I imagined wheeling office chairs, extension cords, and all the stats I’d likely forget.

      I’m debating my future role with my family’s company as I step into the shower and silently scream as icy water sluices over my back and shoulders, touching every part of me all at once. I scramble to the far end of the shower, splaying myself against the wall so the water can’t reach me as I check to ensure I turned the lever to hot. Goose bumps prickle my skin as I reach forward, and push the lever as far left as it will go, but the water only turns tepid, not even warm.

      Begrudgingly, I slink into the water, taking the world’s fastest shower.

      Goose bumps still pebble my skin and I’m shivering so hard my teeth clang as I towel myself dry. Once dressed, I blow dry my hair to help warm up.

      I still feel chilled and am wearing a chip on my shoulder big enough for our landlord to trip over as I head downstairs, prepared to beg, plead, or threaten someone to come out so I don’t have to endure another polar plunge when I run face first into a wall of thinly veiled muscle.

      Someone grips my biceps to steady me as I gasp, fear replacing my anger as I wrestle myself free and jump back, calling on every fight-or-flight instinct I have.

      “It’s just me.” Nolan’s voice takes an extra second to register, and still, I reach forward to flip on the light to ensure it's him.

      “God. You just scared a year off of my life,” I tell him. “Why didn’t you turn on any lights? I thought you were an intruder. I almost hit you.”

      He smirks, but his eyes are laughing outright. “I didn’t want to wake anyone.”

      I shake my head and take another step back to gain space. Everything about Nolan feels like a dare wrapped in a warning. “Next time, just turn on the lights. You won’t wake anyone. Hannah sleeps like the dead and Katie practically lives at Carsen’s.”

      He angles his head, the same note of humor flashing in his eyes. “What about you?”

      “It won’t bother me.”

      Nolan doesn’t reply, his smirk a permanent fixture. He’s wearing a backward baseball hat this morning that hides his perfect hair. The loss makes his eyes stand out even more. They’re greener this morning due to the dark green tee he’s wearing. His long lashes are the same dark blond shade as his hair, but it’s his jaw and flawless mouth that demand my full attention.

      “You’re up early,” he says, and it takes me several seconds to hear the words because I’m too busy studying his mouth.

      I clear my throat and blink several times before forcing myself to look away from him. “I was just coming downstairs to contact the rental company. Our water heater is broken.”

      Nolan winces. “Actually, it’s not. Katie said you guys wouldn’t be awake until after six, so I took a long shower.”

      “You used all the hot water?” I accuse. “How long were you in there?”

      He smiles like the cat that caught the canary, making heat creep into my cheeks because with just a look he’s hinted at possibly defiling our shower and I have no idea how to respond or if I think this is gross.

      He’s a stranger.

      A stranger who might have gotten himself off in my shower.

      It should be gross. It should be disgusting.

      “What’s that look?” he asks one side of his mouth curling with a smile.

      “Nothing,” I say too quickly.

      His gaze is intense and purposeful as he grins. I’m confident he knows exactly what I suspect. “If you tell me your schedule, I’ll be sure to leave hot water, next time.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not usually up this early.” And I won’t ever be using the downstairs shower again. The silent thought propagates more, and suddenly I’m imagining Nolan naked in the shower, stroking himself, that flawless mouth eased open from pleasure.

      “Are you studying to be a chef?” Nolan asks, pulling me from my inappropriate thoughts.

      “Sorry?”

      “Food something?”

      I furrow my brow with confusion.

      “The lasagnas,” he says, pointing toward the kitchen.

      “Oh. No.” I shake my head. “That’s just…” My stress release and how I avoid my thoughts and feelings when I don’t want to address them. “A hobby.”

      “Your hobby’s making enough lasagna to feed all of Oleander Springs?”

      I press my lips together, realizing five lasagnas might have been overdoing it. “I couldn’t get the sauce right. It was too sweet, and then too bitter.”

      “So that’s why they’re numbered.”

      I nod.

      “Did you figure it out?”

      “Not yet. The acidity is still off.”

      He takes a step back, widening the gap between us that has me regretting the briefness of our visit before the reminder of relief tries to slink into my thoughts.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask,” he says, taking that same step he just lost, gaining a couple of inches. “Your sister mentioned you pulled a prank… That gift you sent…”

      “Oh, yeah.” I’m amazed that’s what he remembers from that conversation, considering the only detail I recall is Lanie comparing Nolan to Chris Hemsworth. “My brother-in-law and I have kind of been in a prank war for the past five-ish years.”

      Nolan’s eyes round and grow bright as his lips tip upward, causing the slight lines around his mouth to become more prominent.

      God, his jaw and mouth should be criminal.

      “A prank war?” he asks, taking another step. “What kind of pranks?” Intrigue flashes in his eyes, and I hate how predictably I respond. My heart races and my smile immediately works to match his.

      “Nothing too crazy. Mentos in a soda lid, caramel onions … that kind of thing.”

      “What did you send him?”

      “Just a joke.”

      “About?”

      I shake my head, unable to answer this question without potentially sounding creepy or weird.

      He motions between us with his finger, and once again I’m admiring another part of him that I rarely consider in another person. He has great hands. Long, wide, tanned fingers, thick knuckles, and prominent veins. “We could make this interesting.”

      My thoughts are going in every direction except for the one he’s trekking down. I’m sure of it. “Sorry?”

      “Just for fun. Something to break up the monotony of this place.”

      I think I draw back. Maybe I flinch. His words have me thinking about stereotyped jocks again, about him assuming we’re dull because we work hard in school and don’t party every night, as he likely does. “I’m sorry we bore you.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be a dig. It’s not personal, I just mean, this. School. Practice. School. Practice. School. Practice. It could be fun to add a little diversity. A challenge.”

      “By pranking each other?”

      “Why are you saying it like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you just stepped in a pile of dog shit infested with larvae and are trying to describe it.”

      I cringe. I’m pretty sure my cringe cringes. “Oh, that’s graphic.”

      “Come on. I’m not coming on to you if that’s what you’re worried about. I just … Hudson’s the captain of our team this year, and he gets a little bent out of shape when we pull pranks on the freshmen, and this would be tame. Mild. No injuries, no stolen cars.”

      “Stolen cars? You heard me say caramel onions, right?”

      “Come on, don’t you ever just need a release? An escape from doing the same damn thing day in and day out.”

      It terrifies me how much I understand what he’s describing. Still, semantics play through my thoughts like a memorized line that ends with Hannah. “We don’t know each other. This could be misconstrued.”

      “Do we need to know each other? I’m not asking you to hang out. It would just be for fun.”

      He doesn’t even try to sugarcoat the lack of personalization he’s seeking. “What if someone offends the other person?”

      “Are you easily offended?”

      “I don’t know, are you planning to steal my car?”

      His smile turns charming and charismatic—the same one I saw in the internet searches when I’d looked him up that first day. “That really hung you up, didn’t it?”

      That itch for impulsivity thrums in my veins, stealing logic as I shake my head. “Should there be rules? Parameters?”

      He lowers his chin, his gaze growing serious, while his smile lies to me. “I fucking hate parameters.”

      “I’m kind of a fan.”

      “Is that a no?”

      “It’s an I’m not sure.”

      He raises a brow, his smile still goading. “So you’d rather make twelve more lasagnas? Come on. I saw your face when your sister mentioned the prank. You lit up. You appreciate a good joke and you clearly like to banter. This would be bantering without the words.”

      I stare at him, searching for more reasons and excuses to say no because I really want to say yes. The idea of breaking the uniformity and disrupting a few grains of sand for this year has that itch dulling and anticipation warming my veins.

      Nolan’s smile grows so wide it hints at being boyish because it’s so uninhibited. “Game on?”

      “Game on,” I agree.

      His smile grows as he punches a fist into the air with a silent cheer. The muscles in his bicep and forearm flexing is an impressive sight. “This will be fun.” He bends, grabbing a large duffel bag and a school bag from where they lay beside the door. “Watch your back.” He winks, then slips out the front door.

      I’m not entirely sure what I’ve just agreed to, only that the dread to go to public speaking isn’t consuming my thoughts as I head into the kitchen and try to find something to eat besides leftover lasagna.

      

      My thoughts are still preoccupied with prank ideas when Brielle slides into the seat beside me.

      “Oh, thank God. I wasn’t sure if you were really coming back,” she says, dumping her bag on the desk.

      “I’m kind of shackled to this class,” I admit.

      Brielle turns, looking both ways before training her attention on me. “I talked to someone who took this class, and they said Hawkins is a total bitch. Apparently, she’s been waiting to retire for the past two decades and is just sticking around because of her tenure.”

      “Maybe that’s a good thing. If she doesn’t want to be here either, maybe this will become a study hall class.”

      Brielle shakes her head. “She gets her rocks off by making everyone miserable. This is supposed to be one of the toughest courses for PR and marketing.”

      “Five speeches. We can do this.” Perseverance was my family’s motto. I watched my parents face adversity after adversity while trying to get our family’s business off the ground. They certainly had days—weeks, even months—when they were ready to throw in the towel and give up, but more often than not when things started to slide or regress, one or both would work to find the silver lining.

      Brielle laughs uneasily, clearly wanting to see the same rainbow I am, but struggling to do so. “I don’t have time to re-write five speeches a couple of dozen times. My schedule is packed.”

      “A couple of dozen?”

      Brielle purses her lips. “If you don’t pass, you have to keep—” Before she can finish, the door opens and Professor Hawkins steps into the room, carrying another generic to-go coffee cup. Today, it’s not spilled down her front, but her expression isn’t any less pinched.

      “Next week, you’ll be presenting your first speech to the class.”

      It feels as though my blood has stopped circulating, my hands and feet cold, and my body stiff.

      Beside me, Brielle clears her throat to catch my attention and gives me a knowing look.

      “As stated in your syllabus, it will be an introductory speech, no longer than five minutes. You’ve all given plenty of introductory speeches in your lives, but this time you need to introduce someone you don’t know personally. Someone who exists that you’re going to have to research and find the most significant details that make them interesting without giving too much away because the only thing worse than a poor introduction is a spoiled introduction.” Hawkins paces the front of the room, eyes scanning over the class. I try my hardest to meet her gaze and not to look away. “We’re starting with an introductory speech because the objective of an introductory speech is to make your audience listen—which is the first thing you need to learn about public speaking.” She walks to the corner of the room, stopping at her desk where she withdraws an envelope from the top drawer along with a box of thumbtacks. She carries them and her coffee to the front where a large bulletin board—another beige item in the beige room—has a single sheet of white paper tacked to the corner. I passed it on my way into the class this morning, distracted by the single change. It was a copy of the syllabus.

      Professor Hawkins sets her coffee on an empty desk and pulls out a piece of lime-green cardstock and tacks it to the wall before stabbing the same sheet with her finger. “Know your audience,” she reads. “When you’re making a speech, you’re not talking for yourself. It is not about you. It’s about them. You need to know your audience and tailor your speech to them. This includes your word choice, the level of information you’re going to share, and how you’re going to motivate them to,” she raises a finger, “keep listening to you. And,” she raises a second finger, “do whatever it is you’re asking them to.

      “Before you write your speech, you need to decide who will your classmates be excited to meet. How are you going to engage them? Why will they want to sit and listen to you drone on?”

      I stare at Professor Hawkins, my nerves growing so big and fast that my fear doesn’t feel familiar. I’ve never failed a class before, but it feels like a premonition as her eyes meet mine that I will be failing this one.
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      Coach Peters clears his throat from where he’s standing at the head of the room. Tonight is the eve of our first game, and we’re gathered in the facility, eating like kings. The staff of chefs and nutritionists have outdone themselves tonight, as they do before every home game. They made four different kinds of pasta, garlic bread slathered in butter, steak, grilled chicken, and a salad. Tonight is all about carb and protein loading.

      “I want to make a quick toast,” Coach Peters says, raising a glass. Rather than address us, he’s looking at the boosters. They’re the only people he ever cares about impressing. Hudson is tucked in beside one now. I glance at one of my closest friends as he takes a drink, likely washing down the bullshit he’s obligated to endure. Joseph Duken is our top contributing booster, and behind the scenes at events like these, the university caters to his every command. Hudson doesn’t normally mind, he’s good at rubbing elbows and playing these games because his father, a retired NFL player, taught him.

      “These boys have been working their asses off, preparing for this season,” Peters continues.

      Boys.

      He always refers to us as boys—a menial and undetected way to demean us.

      Beside me, Palmer quietly scoffs, catching the dig as he reaches for another slice of garlic bread.

      “We’re looking forward to punishing Cal State for daring to step on our field and claiming our first victory.” There’s a pause, and then the coaching staff begins clapping. The university keeps Peters from giving many interviews because he’s a terrible speaker and has been known to get lost on tangents and make public rants.

      The team and boosters follow, cheering and clapping like he’s said something worthy of a standing ovation. In a sense, he has because as soon as the cheers stop, he returns to his seat at the head table and continues eating, allowing the rest of us to resume our conversations.

      “Do you think we’ll be able to make it this year?” Corey asks. “I mean, yes, we’re fucking yoked, and we have speed, and passing, but we lost some of our biggest defensive guys last year. And we’re not the only ones gunning for the playoffs. Notre Dame has Jones this year, and South Carolina is nothing to sneeze at. And we can’t forget about Georgia Tech and their loaded defense. They were like a goddamn bulldozer last year and they didn’t have a single senior, so you know they’re going to be out for blood this year.”

      Grey stops chewing, listening to Corey’s nerves getting the best of him. Grey never talks about projections. He’s as cool and calm as fucking stone. It works for him, and though his demeanor would probably leave guys pissing their pants if he were on defense, it’s just as effective on offense because there are times we all look at Grey and wonder if he’s going to go rogue and tackle one of the damn defenders.

      I, on the other hand, am all about the hype. The energy from the crowd is like a shot of adrenaline, feeding me and allowing me to lose myself in the game. When I step onto the field, I become a different person. “They’re going to be writing about us in the history books, remember?” I ask, dishing more of the manicotti onto my plate. I’m already full, but dinner is too damn good to quit.

      Palmer nods, his focus on Corey. Palmer is always ready for a good time, the loudest in our group, and sometimes wildly inappropriate—he’s also the first to drop everything when someone has a problem. “We’re going to be running circles around Cal State, tomorrow, and then we’re going to do it again next week, and the week after. One game at a time.”

      Corey nods. Grey resumes eating.

      “We have speed and passing,” I tell him, driving the reassurance home. “Hudson throws anything up, and he has the four of us to retrieve it.” I shake my head. “They don’t stand a chance.”

      Palmer raises his fist to mine, eyes bright with a shared level of enthusiasm. “Hell yes.”

      “I just hope Peters doesn’t rent us all out, like he did Hudson,” I say, taking a long drink of water. All of us turn to take note of our friend as he listens intently to whatever Joseph Duken is telling him like he gives an actual shit.

      Hudson shifts his gaze to our prying stares and gives a slight shake of his head, warning us we don’t want to draw attention and be invited over, which means the conversation has taken a turn and Duken is likely trying to coach him, as boosters love to do.

      Palmer’s phone rings, and for the fourth time, he silences it.

      “Ghosting someone?” I ask.

      “Is it that Sadie chick?” Corey asks.

      Palmer nods. “The girl wants my nuts.”

      “She’s been blowing up your phone for the past week,” Corey says.

      “What can I say? I leave an impression.” Palmer grins, a predatory smirk that if I didn’t have three sisters, I’d probably laugh along with. I know for a fact Palmer would never take advantage of a girl or pressure them into anything, generally, he’s the one bending over backward in whatever relationship he’s caught himself in. Still, he tends to run his mouth like a fucking ass hat I’d warn away from my sisters.

      Grey shakes his head. “Don’t get involved with the cleat chasers,” he warns.

      “So you know who Sadie is…” I taunt.

      He nods, finishing his bite of salad. “So do you. She’s the one with the burgundy hair who kept stopping at the dorms last year, waiting to be let in,” he says.

      “Stalker Sadie?” I ask.

      Grey nods.

      “Dude,” I shake my head, turning my attention back to Palmer. “Bad idea. She has warning signs written all over her.”

      “Exactly Palmer’s type,” Grey chides.

      Corey attempts to muffle his laughter but fails.

      Palmer smiles ruefully, adding a small mountain of ravioli to his plate. “It’s nothing serious, just a good time.”

      “There’s a price,” Grey warns. “There’s always a price.”

      “I swear you’re majoring in cynicism,” Palmer says. “She isn’t looking for a proposal or dirt to sell. As I said, she just wants to have a good time, and since that’s all I have time for, it works.”

      Grey arches a brow but doesn’t say more before he spears another bite of his salad.

      “There’s a reason we nicknamed her stalker Sadie,” I point out. “Just be careful. Even if she isn’t looking for anything now, four phone calls in twenty minutes is knocking on the door of being crazy.”

      Grey scoffs as he nods.

      Palmer takes a pull from his water and turns his attention to me. “I figured you’d be on the rebound for a meaningless relationship after hearing that Mila’s been dating.”

      Corey pauses, his attention on me as I process the information.

      I shake my head. “Good for her. She hasn’t dated anyone in months.”

      Corey nods, looking relieved. Grey stabs a piece of pasta like it’s a trident, that and his flexed jaw are the only signs that he’s unhappy over the news. He won’t admit his disappointment. Not even to us. He didn’t even tell me that it pissed him off I was flirting with Mila. None of us know exactly what his thoughts or feelings revolving around Mila are, only that last spring after I’d made an innuendo, Grey leveled me hard enough to give me a concussion.

      Palmer nods subtly, as his gaze shifts from Grey to me, marking the same notes of tension in our friend. “What about your other new roommate? Is she as hot as the one we met?”

      I shake my head. “Katie and I have an agreement; we don’t date each other’s friends.”

      Palmer shakes his head. “What a waste of the ultimate opportunity.”

      I shake my head, not allowing the idea to whittle into my thoughts.

      Palmer nods in exaggerated motions. “You could date someone who would be right down the hall.”

      “They’d be two floors up,” I remind him.

      He shakes his head. “Perfect if she’s loud.” He stops, leaning forward. “Wait. There are two, right? Or is it three? You could have an entire harem.”

      Corey shakes his head as he chuckles. “If women knew how you spoke about them, you’d never get laid again.”

      “Women talk, too” Palmer insists. “They talk with their friends just as much as we do.”

      Having three sisters, I know there’s some truth in what he’s saying. My sisters have always talked about guys they were dating and crushes more than my friends did, the difference is my sisters obsessed over details like the guy offering his sweatshirt or walking on the outside of the sidewalk, remembering dates and anniversaries, rather than the sight of a girl’s cleavage or how deep she could take him in her mouth as we hear about in the locker room.

      A booster stands, taking Coach Peter’s place at the front of the room, silencing us again. He goes into how proud he is to be an alumnus, and how he thinks of us as family while my thoughts shift to this morning, recalling the deal Hadley and I have made.

      This summer, Lenny and I pulled some pranks on the freshmen, but Hudson gave me a disappointed father speech that hurt more than Grey leveling me on the field.

      

      “What are you doing?” Corey asks, knocking his shoulder against mine as we head for the locker room an hour later. “You’ve been glued to your phone since dinner ended.”

      “I’m looking up some ideas for a prank.”

      Corey scoffs and closes his eyes as he shakes his head. “You missed a weight-lifting session and fell asleep watching tape this week. If you go after the freshmen again, Hudson’s going to kick your ass.”

      Grey glances at us and then at Hudson as he rounds the corner.

      “Whose ass am I kicking?” Hudson asks.

      I scoff. “He’s still busy kissing Evelyn’s ass after the whole communication…” I look at Hudson. “What did you call it?”

      “Fuck up,” he says.

      I smirk. One of the reasons I respect Hudson so much as both my captain and friend is because he owns his mistakes. “That’s right. Fuck up.”

      Hudson stops at his locker. “That doesn’t mean I won’t kick your ass.” He peers over my shoulder at the website of prank ideas. “I had to pay off the janitors for your shaving cream prank. If you do something again, you have to clean up your own damn mess.”

      “Relax. It’s not for the freshmen,” I tell him.

      Corey raises his brow. “Soccer team?”

      I shake my head. “My roommate, Hadley.”

      Palmer grins. “You want to see if she’s the kind of girl who likes her hair pulled, aren’t you?”

      “You’re such an asshole,” I tell him.

      “Hadley’s who we met yesterday, right?” Hudson asks, ignoring Palmer’s comment.

      I nod, scrolling down the list of pranks, searching for something tamer than super gluing everything in her bedroom in place, but a little more exciting than filling a doughnut box with vegetables.

      “Tell me she fired the first shot,” Hudson says. “Because if you want to remain living there, you might need to pretend you’re not always an asshole, at least for a while.” He smirks.

      Corey and Grey laugh.

      “Freedom!” Lenny belts the word like he’s on the stage of a musical with a packed house, hands raised, and eyes closed. He stops beside me, hands bracketing my shoulders. “So when’s the first housewarming party?”

      Grey scoffs. “You’re not going to last a full week.”

      Lenny looks at me with raised brows. “You pissed off your sister already? Need me to go make up for it?” He ribs.

      If I didn’t know Lenny was borderline afraid of Katie, from last year, when someone unknowingly hit on her, and she threatened to rip off their scrotum and feed it to them, I’d probably punch him. Instead, I shake my head. “Fuck off.”

      Lenny smirks. “Party at your place tomorrow after the game, then?”

      “It might be a little soon to roll out that welcome mat,” I say.

      “Too soon? I thought this was one of the main perks of moving out?” Lenny’s challenging me, not just because he wants a place to party that doesn’t involve another sorority house, but also because we are often the conduits to each other’s worst ideas.

      Grey shakes his head. “Not having a place for people to party is one of the perks of living in the dorm. Do you remember Pop’s house a few weeks ago?” he asks, referring to our defensive lineman that earned the nickname Pops after taking care of many of us freshman year when the lack of supervision and peer pressure led much of the team to make bad decisions that usually involved too much drinking. “Someone puked all over the goddamn floor.” Grey shakes his head again. “No thanks.” Pops doesn’t live off campus, but we’ve all been to his parent’s house countless times, as he often offers up the space for parties since they retired and bought a condo down in Florida. It’s twenty-five miles due north, set in an older neighborhood where the neighbors all know him by name and tolerate our bullshit a couple of times a month as long as no one parks in their yards.

      “Party. Orgy. Deep fry a turkey on Thanksgiving…” I shrug. “The beauty of not living in the dorm is that I can do whatever in the hell I want to when I want to do it.”

      “Payne,” Krueger, our offensive coordinator, calls my name from the doorway. I’d commend him and work toward knowing him better if I wasn’t so sure he was going to get canned soon. He’s rocking the boat, trying to make changes to our lineup, our playbook, and even our practices. It has Coach Peters looking for every excuse to fire him. He tips his head in the direction of his office.

      “Busted,” Lenny sings.

      I shake off his comment and close my locker. There’s only one thing he could be wanting to see me about: my moving out of the dorm. He’s only been with the team for a couple of months. I’m guessing he sees the writing on the wall of his impending firing, considering the barren state of his office.

      “Close it, will you?” he asks, shuffling through a stack of papers on his desk. He’s young, maybe thirty, with blonde hair and a short beard and mustache.

      I catch Hudson’s furrowed brow. I shake my head, to assure him I’m not concerned before closing the door. I circle to the seat opposite of Krueger’s desk and take a seat.

      He stops rifling through the papers and scratches his eyebrow. “Jamie went through the contracts and told me you aren’t living on campus this year.” Jamie is one of the many assistant coaches on staff. Recently, he’s been Krueger’s right-hand, assisting him with the shit tasks Peters keeps dumping on him that would normally be outsourced to lower coaches.

      I nod. I read through the form four times, ensuring I understood the details that required me to provide the address I would be staying at in case of emergency. It didn’t require me to verbally inform anyone, so I didn’t.

      “You’re living with your … sister?” he reads from the form I filled out.

      I nod again.

      “You know why the university wants the team living on campus, right?”

      Krueger was a beast in his day, a fellow running back who played for Penn State. Regardless of his brief time in the spotlight, he’s here, dealing with a low-level task when he’s good enough to best most of the guys in our locker room.

      “Good intentions,” I say.

      Krueger’s gaze flashes to me, staring at me for a full minute. “Greyson Meyers has caught a lot of attention after last year.”

      I lean back in my seat, waiting for him to connect these two unrelated points. “He’s a hell of a player.”

      Krueger nods. “And one of the hardest working players on the team.”

      I tip my chin with a nearly imperceptible nod, realizing where this conversation is going. “Moving doesn’t change my commitment to the team.”

      Krueger’s eyebrows shoot up and then fall back in place nearly as quickly. “You and McKinley play well together. You could be a dark horse this year. Every team is planning their defense with the anticipation he’ll be looking for Meyers,” he always calls Hudson by his last name, never by Hudson as the rest of us do.

      “It should be a good year. We’ll see how things go. Did you need me to confirm anything else?” I grasp the arms of the chair and lean forward, preparing to stand.

      “You know, distractions can kill your dreams faster than an injury.” His stare is hard and unforgiving, a warning.

      I meet his stare. “That’s why I asked that the insomniac who had the room beside me from the soccer team be moved.”

      He lowers his attention to the damn mess of papers again. “I know what it’s like to be in your shoes. The girls, the parties, the excitement…”

      “For the past two years, my life has consisted of classes, summer school, practices, and weight lifting.” Instead of waiting for him to dispute me, I stand up. “I’m living with my little sister, Coach. Trust me, the distractions will be kept to a minimum. I’ll still be here at the facility eight hours a day.”

      He remains in his seat but turns to watch me head for the door. “You’re a damn good player, Payne. You could be great.”

      I clench my jaw, knowing exactly what he’s trying to do, and refuse to let him get in my head. “I could be a lot of things.”

      The guys are waiting for me, dressed in street clothes rather than team attire. Nights before a game we have a strict curfew to ensure we’re well-rested. When we’re on the road, assistants go to each hotel door, ensuring we’re in our rooms. Here, they don’t have to because our keycards prove we’re inside. A hint of victory races through my thoughts, realizing they won’t have that on me. They have no idea where I’ll be, and I wonder if Krueger is keeping my moving to himself or if he’ll tell Peters.

      “Everything okay?” Hudson asks, grabbing his sports drink. Forty-eight hours before a game, everyone’s focus turns to hydration. Here in the South where it’s still hotter than hell, it’s even more essential.

      I nod. “He just wanted to clarify my address.”

      “They finally looked through your packet?” Palmer asks.

      I nod again, gathering my things, and follow my friends through the halls of the facility, a place that when I slow down, still amazes me. It was designed for every perceived need from trainers to the expansive gyms to the equipment.

      “Gentlemen,” one of the nutritionists says, handing each of us a smoothie and box of food as we exit.

      “Thanks,” I say, accepting the drink and cardboard box.

      “Was that all Krueger wanted?” Hudson asks.

      “Yeah.”

      “Was he okay with it?” Corey asks.

      I nod. “He’s worried about me getting distracted.”

      “Clearly he doesn’t know you,” Grey says. “You’re the damn poster child for ADHD.”

      I grin. “See you guys tomorrow before we kick some Cal State ass. I’ve got a prank to pull.”

      “What did you decide on?” Palmer asks.

      “It won’t be my best work,” I admit. It’s late. Every damn booster wanted to give a speech tonight.

      “Don’t forget what’s at stake,” Hudson says.

      “I thought you wanted me to move back into the dorm?”

      He pats my shoulder. “I want you to be happy.”

      Palmer makes a siren sound. “Sappy alert.”

      Laughter breaks out among the group. “I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

      “We’ll put your spare dorm key under the mat, just in case you piss her off,” Grey says, patting my shoulder as I veer right toward the parking lot, and they continue left to the dorm building.

      I flip him off and make my way to my truck and head for the nearest store for a couple of things to kick off this prank war.
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      “Hey,” Katie says, closing the front door. “Another lasagna?” She eyes the lasagna I recently pulled from the oven. The sauce is still bubbling between the thick layers of mozzarella.

      “It’s the last one for a while,” I assure her. It’s my third this week.

      “I’m not complaining, but my waist might.”

      I grin. We’ve barely made a dent in most of the pans of lasagna that we’ve been taste-testing before I pawn them off to different neighbors. I still haven’t found the right balance between acidity, sweetness, and spice. I spent most of my day, reading reviews and tips from different lasagna recipes,  jotting down a dozen notes that I implemented today along with some other tips I’ve learned from previous recipes.

      “This is a serious commitment,” she says, moving beside the oven and eyeing the lasagna.

      “It will be ready in about thirty minutes if you want to try it.”

      “I just got done having dinner with Carsen.”

      “Where’d you guys go?” Over the past week, I’ve been making an effort to engage with Hannah and Katie, and they’re beginning to reciprocate the efforts, making the aches from missing April less noticeable.

      “We tried that new Greek restaurant that left the coupons on campus.”

      “Was it good?”

      She nods, before leaning closer to the lasagna and taking a deep breath through her nose. “Not as good as this smells. What did you change this time?”

      “I added finely minced carrots and did half sweet Italian sausage and half spicy Italian sausage.”

      “It smells amazing.” She moves back to her position leaning against the counter. Katie’s hair is a darker shade than Hannah’s and comes down just past her shoulders and is usually curled in beach waves. Her eyes are a dark blue that don’t remind me of Nolan’s in shape or color, and she hates all sports, which surprises me even more now that I know Nolan plays football at such a competitive and elite level.

      “You’re welcome to it. In fact, I insist. I need to know if you notice the carrots.”

      “Have you heard from April lately? I haven’t emailed her in a month. She probably thinks I’m mad at her.”

      I never told Katie or Hannah about Ezra and April, maybe it was because school was ending soon, or because I wasn’t very close with them, but I think a part of it had to do with embarrassment and a strange sense of loyalty that had me wanting to spare her feelings and our roommates’ reactions. “We kind of grew apart over the summer and haven’t talked much.”

      “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

      I shake my head, dismissively. “No. It’s fine.”

      Her brow furrows as she looks at me for another minute. I think she wants to delve into it further, ask for details or maybe confirmation, but she seems to feel the same uncertainties about our relationship and flashes a supportive smile, instead. “How have things been going with Nolan? Has he done anything stupid or obnoxious I should know about? I feel bad that I’ve spent every night at Carsen’s but having him stay here seems awkward as fuck.”

      I chuckle, leaning my chin in my hands. “Are he and Nolan friends?”

      “Carsen has a total man crush on Nolan. I swear. It’s so weird. And Nolan shoots Carsen warning glares every time he stands beside me.”

      My laughter fills the kitchen, trying to imagine Carsen, who I never see without a polo or button down and slacks, his hair always slicked back, trying to navigate Nolan’s intimidating posturing.

      “Does your brother try and pull the same big brother, overprotective crap?”

      I shake my head. “I think because of our age difference it deterred it. He was already moved out of the house before I started middle school. He might have tried playing the role with Lanie, but I’m pretty sure she would have kicked him in the ass if he tried.”

      Katie grins. “You’re lucky. Normally, I don’t mind staying at Carsen’s, but his roommate has been off this week, and I don’t enjoy living out of my trunk.”

      “Maybe Nolan will get over it if he sees him stay a couple of nights. You might have to test the theory unless you want to try convincing Carsen to sneak in your bedroom window.”

      “I’m not opposed to the idea.” She seems to consider the possibility. “That oak tree is right outside my window.”

      I chuckle, trying to imagine Carsen climbing a tree in his leather loafers. “Carsen will break his arm, or leg, or both so unless you have plans to play naughty nurse games that likely won’t be that fun, you might want to revise that plan.”

      She sighs. “I’ll probably just keep staying at Carsen’s until Nolan gets this out of his system and moves back into the dorm. He’s only doing this to prove a point. Besides, Carsen’s roommate doesn’t care.”

      “What point is Nolan making?”

      “That his coach nor the university can tell him what to do. Nolan has always hated conformity. It’s like he’s allergic to being told what to do. Tell him to duck and he’ll jump, tell him to slow down and he’s going to sprint.”

      That itch beneath my skin seems to come alive at her words.

      “And he gets away with it because he’s a boy and he can run fast and catch a ball, so people believe that makes him special.”

      “But Camden requires a lot from their athletes, doesn’t it?”

      Katie tilts her head fractionally. “Genetics or the laws of nature were too kind to him. It’s infuriating because he’s smart, smarter than smart but he wastes it. He doesn’t care about school or his career, sometimes I’m not even sure he cares about football.” She shakes her head as though ridding the negative path our conversation is heading down. “Anyway, if he does do anything stupid or annoying, just let me know. I told him that living here is conditional and if he does anything to piss one of you off, he’s out.”

      “You guys aren’t very close, are you?”

      “We were.” Pain lances her features for a fraction of a second. “But then he became Mr. Popular jock, and all he cared about was parties, and being the coolest guy in his class.”

      It’s my turn to wince, seeing her betrayal and disappointment in her frown and bowed shoulders.

      “Enough about Nolan. What are you doing at home?”

      I release a weighted sigh. “Debating how important my degree is,” I admit.

      Katie raises her brow and pulls her chin back. “Rough day?”

      “Rough week. I’m taking a public speaking class, and it’s literally the worst class ever. Our professor is making us give our first speech Monday, and I have no idea what I’m going to talk about. I have the weekend to write it.”

      “Ah. So you’re pre-suffering.”

      “I’m suffering adjacent,” I correct her.

      She rolls her eyes as the front door opens, and Nolan appears. His blonde hair is slightly mussed perfection, and that damn jaw has my gaze slipping to his lips before glancing at the Camden Knight’s tee that seems to emphasize his broad chest, wide shoulders, and Chris Hemsworth-worthy biceps.

      Katie clears her throat, and my attention snaps to her as my heart rate accelerates and I straighten, feeling the hint of guilt for nearly—partially—checking out her brother.

      “Maybe you need to get out and do something to keep yourself from pre-suffering. It’s Friday night,” Katie says.

      “Whoa, whoa.” Nolan moves closer, setting a drink and brown takeout box on the counter between Katie and me and then placing his hand across her forehead. “Are you sick or have you been abducted? Because you may not realize this, but you just suggested someone go out and have a good time.”

      Katie bats him away. “Why are you here?”

      He smiles triumphantly. “I live here.”

      “But it’s Friday night,” Katie says. “Why aren’t you out at a party or making poor decisions in someone else’s house.”

      His lips twist with amusement that doesn’t hit his eyes. “We have a game tomorrow.”

      “When has that ever stopped you?” Katie asks.

      His smile turns fiendish. “Since I gained roommates to hang out with.”

      Katie rolls her eyes. “We’re not having a party. Don’t even think about it.”

      Nolan raises both hands, doing his best to look innocent, though it’s a stretch even with the stance. “I wouldn’t dare break the house rules. It’s just me and my team snack.” He motions to the drink and box.

      “I can’t believe they make you guys’ snacks. You guys are so pampered. I swear, they’d wipe your asses if you let them,” Katie says, reaching for the box. She opens the flaps, revealing popcorn, chicken tenders, and two granola bars. “This isn’t a snack, it’s a meal.” She grabs a piece of popcorn, tossing it in her mouth.

      “They make you snacks?” The question is out of my mouth before I can stop it. I’ve been avoiding Nolan all week, in part because I’ve begun questioning if our conversation was actually an elaborate dream considering he’s done and said nothing, and also because of the flair of intrigue that flashes warm in my chest whenever I see him.

      “Jealous?” he asks, turning his gaze—which is bluer tonight—on me. “You only have to run twenty miles, and practice forty hours a week to earn it.” He continues to look at me, tracking across my face as though we’re old friends who haven’t seen each other in years.

      “Don’t pout,” Katie says. “You love it. You love the attention and the game and all the snacks.”

      His gaze moves from my mouth to Katie. “I didn’t say I don’t.”

      Katie grabs another handful of popcorn and turns to me. “You should go out. Have fun. Find that P.A. you were hanging out with last year. What was his name? Ezra?” For most of our freshmen year, Katie was the most studious and intense person I knew. She spent every moment studying, skipping parties, and all the activities others were clamoring to do with their newfound freedom. Hannah was nearly as dedicated and watching them influenced me to work just as hard. However, Katie changed her tune after meeting Carsen last spring. I’m still trying to acclimate to this version of her that doesn’t consider college parties ridiculous, risky, and misogynistic.

      Nolan’s looking at her like she’s a stranger to him as well. “Did you just encourage underage drinking and fun?”

      Katie flips him off. “Just not at the frat houses. Are you and Ezra still dating? I haven’t seen him since you’ve been back.”

      Nolan’s heavy gaze makes me want to lie and say I am. I equally want to avoid this topic altogether.

      “He graduated and moved to Florida.”

      Katie frowns. “He was cute.”

      Flippant remarks sharpen my tongue, so I sheath my words and give a tight nod.

      “You should still go out,” Katie says. “There are a million parties tonight with it being so early in the year. Hannah might be up for going out. You don’t want to go out there alone. There are way too many assholes. And avoid the vileness of frat row.”

      I smirk. Maybe she hasn’t changed entirely. “Maybe tomorrow. Tonight, I need to make a list of people I can give a five-minute speech on that won’t put my class to sleep on Monday.”

      “You can talk about anyone?” Katie asks, making the assignment sound painstakingly simple.

      I nod.

      “Why are you sweating over five minutes?”

      “Because public speaking gives me hives.”

      She stares at me as though I’ve just invited her to frat row. “You’re nervous to talk in front of people? How? You’re social. I see you talk to people all the time.”

      “Public speaking and meeting people are on different planets,” I tell her.

      Her dead stare tells me she doesn’t agree.

      “There’s so much pressure when it comes to public speaking,” I say, feeling the weight of stress that consumes me at the mere thought. “Meeting new people is easy. Talking casually is easy because you’re swapping stories and engaging with each other. With public speaking, you’re up there alone, talking to everyone while they’re supposed to be silent, staring at you, judging you. It’s a lot.”

      “Judge them,” Katie replies, grabbing more popcorn. “I do.”

      “I get a little preoccupied remembering how to breathe to judge other people.”

      Katie pauses mid-chew. “You’re not kidding? This really rattles you?”

      “Like Jacob Marley’s chains in A Christmas Carol.”

      “Hmm. I never would have guessed.” Her gaze becomes one of intrigue, staring at me like a new academic study. “Can you talk about someone from the past? You could talk about Edith Wilson, and how she should be recognized as the first woman US president.”

      “I don’t think most are going to be interested in another person that history wronged. Things are too divisive right now.”

      “But we need to be having these discussions. People need to discuss things that make them feel uncomfortable.”

      “Is that a knock against my fear of public speaking?” I ask, working to lighten the mood because while I agree with her sentiment, I don’t have the mental bandwidth to have this discussion.

      Nolan finishes his chicken strip and dusts his fingers off in the sink rather than the counters I’d cleared or his shirt like Ezra used to. I hate that I notice the redeemable quality.

      Katie chuckles. “It was not. I’m just tired of everyone getting so defensive over everything.” She dusts her hands off in the sink as well. “I have to go, but you really should consider going out. Maybe not obsessing over your speech will help clear room for new ideas.”

      “I haven’t been obsessing.”

      She lowers her chin. “You made three lasagnas this week. That’s the definition of you obsessing.”

      I turn to look at the pan of lasagna still cooling on the stovetop. “Don’t forget to try some tomorrow. And have Carsen try some, too.”

      Katie nods, one step out of the kitchen. “And, Nolan, I’m serious—no parties. And make sure you don’t bring your food downstairs. It attracts cockroaches.”

      He nods. “Item two on the house rules. I got it. All six versions.”

      “I’m nothing if not thorough,” Katie says, grabbing a final piece of popcorn before heading for the stairs that lead to the second story, leaving me too close to her brother with not nearly enough distractions.

      “Do you know what I hate about public speaking?” Nolan asks, biting into a second chicken finger. “The way people start fidgeting and looking at their phones like you’re boring them. Or when they do that hard blinking look, and you start to question if you mispronounced a word or have something stuck in your teeth.”

      “Are you trying to be unhelpful or just exceeding with zero intention?”

      His smile is instant as it is so often. There’s something about his quick and ever-present smile that makes me feel the claw of jealousy in my stomach. I’ve always wanted to be sunshine, the happy one—the constantly smiling one—and yet, reason, logic, and responsibility always have me weighing outcomes and odds, searching for flaws or potential problems. I’m not a cynic. I’m not even a realist. I’m a want to be glass-half-full but not even sure I even have a glass type.

      “Which one is worse?” he asks, raising his beveled chin, as though he knows all his best angles.

      “That depends.”

      “On?”

      “If you’re trying to be a masochist or if you’re like a puppy and are blissfully unaware.”

      “And she’s sarcastic…” He turns his head, giving another best angle before shaking his head. I have no idea if he’s condemning me or simply surprised. I shouldn’t care.

      I don’t care.

      “Listen, about this game or retaliation or whatever, can we just … make amends? I won’t use the shower before six and I won’t use this shower down here ever, so you can do,” I swallow thickly as he turns amused eyes on me, “whatever you want. It’s none of my business.”

      “I’m leaving,” Katie calls, jogging down the last few steps. “And, Nolan, don’t drink my coffee.”

      Nolan salutes her as she disappears out the front door, then lowers his gaze to me. “Got you nervous?”

      “I don’t even know what we agreed to.”

      “A fun and harmless exchange of pranks. Jokes. Fun.”

      “You said fun twice.”

      “Because it is fun, or it will be.”

      “That doesn’t sound ominous at all.”

      That instant smile appears again, capturing my full attention.

      “Can’t we just call it a truce?”

      He takes another bite, chewing slowly as he stares at me. “You can let me know tomorrow if you want to call a truce.”

      “Tomorrow? What did you do?”

      Nolan shrugs, gathering his drink and box of food. “Have fun preparing for your speech.” He kicks the door open with the toe of his tennis shoe, flips on the light with his elbow, and heads down the steep stairs into the basement, breaking the rule he recited to Katie.

      I stare after him for half a second, debating if I should follow and attempt to reason again, but realize that will only make things more awkward. Instead, I take in the main level of our house, studying all the details, searching for any slight or drastic differences.

      This house doesn’t reflect the high-end houses my family’s business creates where everything is stainless steel, top-of-the-line this and top-of-the-line that. Instead, it was redone by a father and son who tried to salvage some of the original items like the cabinets which stick and clang when they close but were freshly painted a shade of pearl gray last year before we moved in. There are uneven spaces between the honeycomb backsplash that most likely wouldn’t notice, and a couple of cuts to the trim that makes the corners uneven, but I’ve grown to like the imperfections. They make the house have personality and warmth, and I love that the walls are all painted in bold colors that make every room have its own personality.

      Katie’s suggestion that I go out creeps to the front of my thoughts as I take a knife to the lasagna, cutting out a small corner. It’s runny from being too warm. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I can dampen some of these thoughts and fears for my upcoming speech if I get out of the house and distract myself.

      I turn to grab a fork and nearly jump out of my skin when noticing Nolan in the doorway of the basement.

      His quick smile is arrogant. “You’re a little jumpy.”

      “Didn’t you just go downstairs?”

      “I need more water.” He holds up an empty water bottle and shakes it side to side. As he moves closer, his attention seems to snag on the lasagna. “So you make lasagnas when you’re nervous about something?”

      “Not lasagnas, specifically.”

      He raises his eyebrows.

      “I pick something I don’t know how to make very well and try to find the best recipe.”

      “So you take control when you fear losing control. Interesting.”

      “I’m not losing control or taking control.”

      God, I probably am.

      Before he can respond, a loud scraping noise that sounds like a shovel hitting against a hard surface, has me glancing toward the living room, lasagna and my need for control gone. The noise is outside, but so loud and close it has to be against the side of the house.

      Chills dance down my spine as horror movies haunt my thoughts. I shoot an accusing look at Nolan, trying to calm my heart and rationalize why he came up here so fast, why he warned me that I can call a truce tomorrow—this is a prank. An elaborate, stupid prank. But when he’s standing straighter, his jaw tense as he stares at the unlocked front door on the opposite side of the house.

      The scratching sound happens again, this time, against the wall closeest to us.

      “How are you doing that?” I ask.

      He raises both hands, mirroring the same innocent gesture from before. “I’m standing right next to you.”

      Seconds later, there’s a tapping sound, and then a terrible sound that has me imagining nails clawing the length of a chalkboard.

      “Maybe it’s that giant tree beside the house or a rat in the walls,” Nolan says.

      “That was no tree or rat.” I want to ask him to lock the door or at the very least walk with me, but pride keeps me silent as I move to the door, locking it before flipping on the outside lights. It’s starting to get dark by eight, a warning that autumn is near. I move to the window to the left of the door, a small rectangle we always keep the shade drawn on because it’s at the base of the stairs and makes evading solicitors impossible if we’re downstairs. I grab the string to pull the shade up, as Nolan moves to my side. A strange and foreign sense of calm breathes air into that balloon of false bravado in my stomach, the sight of his biceps a reminder that few would likely provoke him. “It’s probably some kids or something.” I tug the shade up with a jerk and come face to face with a tall, menacing man, making a crazed expression, mouth open wide, revealing his teeth as he growls.

      Fear paralyzes me as he raises an ax and begins to laugh maniacally.

      The sound of my screaming silences his horrifying laughter.

      He takes a step back, swinging the ax over his shoulder with both arms, the window his clear intent. I’m not even turned around as I begin to hurry back out of the way, considering where the safest place in this house is to hide and wait for the police. I stumble, my foot tripping over the bottom step that has me falling, hitting my wrist and butt hard against the steps as I fall.

      I scramble to get to my feet, crawling up two stairs—anything to gain distance.

      The man outside lowers the ax, his demeanor flipping like a switch as his laughter turns from cruel to joyful.

      “You were so afraid,” he yells through the window. “That was awesome.”

      Nolan steps into view, gaze tracing over where I’m still sprawled across the stairs. “Shit. Are you okay?” He makes another track over my body before meeting my eyes, concern dancing with what I think is anger. “I didn’t mean for that…” He shakes his head. “Are you all right?”

      Too much is happening for me to fully process his expression or his words. My heart’s still beating too fast, ignoring the sting on my hip, and the loud laughter of the guy outside as adrenaline encourages me to run or fight while the rest of my brain recognizes the threat isn’t real.

      He makes a third lap of my body with his gaze, his blue-green eyes meeting mine, then he squats in front of me, the familiar scent of bergamot washing over me. “Are you hurt?”

      I slowly shake my head, the waning adrenaline causing a familiar hollowed space in my chest, as I realize how ridiculous I must look, prone against the stairs. I sit up, feeling a dull pain that promises a bruise against my calf as my cheeks blaze with mortification, recalling how loudly I screamed. How fast I jumped back. “I’m fine.” Physically, at least.

      Nolan’s shoulders seem to fall as he breathes a sigh of relief, but shame pinches his face. “I didn’t mean for this to go that far. I’m sorry. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I dust off my knees as though I can dust off my embarrassment. “All I can say is, you’d better watch your back.”

      Nolan pulls his head back, visibly shocked by my response.

      “And no more axed men or anything else that will give me nightmares for the next decade.”

      He shakes his head. “No. This was a mistake. You were right. We should have called a truce.”

      “Hey! Is she mad? Did she think I was the dude from The Shining?” Nolan’s accomplice yells before banging his fist against the door.

      I grip the lip of the stair to push myself up but pause when Nolan holds out his hand.

      “I really didn’t mean for it to go that far.” The apology laces his words, softening his voice with regret.

      I release my hold of the stair and slowly slide my hand into his warmer, larger hand. A frisson of awareness shoots up my arm and down my spine, warming me as I soak every callous marring of his palm, and contour of his hand to memory. I try to imagine what his rough hands would feel like against my skin, my back, my thighs. I ground those thoughts before they can take flight as I raise my gaze to his. Dark sea-colored eyes stare back at me, too warm, and too dark as they pierce every inhibition reminding me to avoid him.

      His fingers constrict around mine and then he hauls me upright, barely shifting as he does. Muscles have never been a prerequisite for things I want in a guy, but desire notes every one of Nolan’s muscles, imagining what his bare chest looks like as I stand nearly toe-to-toe with him, so close that I can feel the warmth of him radiating against me. So close that one—or both—of us should take a step back to meet customary norms.

      “Hey!” A fist pounds against the front door. “Is she raging? You told her this was your idea, right?”

      I slip my hand from Nolan’s, and slowly lower my hand to my side but don’t move. He doesn’t either, and I briefly wonder if his skin is tingling and objecting to the loss of me like mine is.

      “Payne!” the man bellows, pounding on the door again, breaking whatever strange bubble had formed, stopping time for a few full seconds. Nolan drops back and opens the door, revealing the same dark-haired guy. He doesn’t look nearly as intimidating or terrifying, instead, his smile is warm, almost handsome, though I refuse to acknowledge the fact. He steps into the house, swinging the ax at his side.

      “That was so great. We should have recorded it. You were like, ahhhh!” He holds both hands up, doing what I hope is a poor impression of my reaction before he chuckles, and takes a step closer. “I hope there are no hard feelings.” He offers his hand. “I’m Lenny.”

      “Be glad you don’t live here,” I say, shaking his hand.

      Lenny gives a belly laugh, ignoring my cold demeanor like it’s a joke. “You made my entire week.”

      “You’ve helped give direction to mine.” I glance at Nolan.

      Lenny laughs before slowly lowering his eyes down the front of me, making it obvious and deliberate that he’s checking me out. “Did I mention this was his idea, and that I’m the starting tight end for the team and am currently single?”

      “Nice resume,” Nolan says, patting him on the shoulder.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” Lenny continues.

      “It starts with she’s and ends with not interested.”

      Lenny laughs jovially. “Summer? Sarah? Anna? Kylie? Keely?”

      “Hadley.”

      “Oh! That was my next guess.” Lenny flashes another grin.

      Nolan shakes his head, but I swear I note the flex of his jaw, and I hate how much I hope it’s due to jealousy.

      “You know, my phone hasn’t been working right. Could you call me and see if it’s working, Hadley?” Nolan asks.

      “You’re past curfew,” Nolan says, gripping Lenny’s shoulder and directing him toward the door.

      Lenny chuckles, letting Nolan steer him. Before he reaches the door, I grab the handle of the ax still in his hand.

      “I’ll take this since the school won’t let you have it on campus…”

      Lenny exchanges a look with Nolan as he releases the ax. “I hope I’ll see you tomorrow…”

      I do my best to give a threatening smile, and turn, making my way to the kitchen so I can sample my lasagna with the ax swinging at my side, over the idea of going out. “Watch your back,” I sing.
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      My eyes feel like sand is in them as I roll over to turn off my alarm. I spent far too much time regretting the prank Lenny and I pulled on Hadley last night. I wasted even more obsessing over the duplicity that shined in her eyes when she’d looked at me after realizing it was all just a joke gone wrong—and then how her eyes had shined with what I swore was desire. I’m not sure if it was the desire to tie me up or straddle me, but I imagined her doing both.

      I bury the dirty thoughts of her once again and send out another prayer that Hadley doesn’t hate me or will at least be willing to forgive me. An idea for an apology sparks that I set up before rolling out of bed. I head upstairs to the main level of the house which is still dark and silent. None of the girls wake up early. I head for the shower, working to get my thoughts on tonight’s game and far from sinking into Hadley because that is a line Katie won’t forgive me for.

      Once showered, I retreat to the basement to get dressed. My movements are sluggish, and my thoughts are on autopilot. I might need two coffees today.

      I grab my phone and the garbage from last night’s snack and head back upstairs, hoping some electrolytes and caffeine can wake me up. Hadley’s in the kitchen, sitting at the rectangular dining room table, typing on her laptop. She hums quietly to herself, not a song but almost as though humming whatever words she’s thinking.

      Her dark hair is down, loose around her shoulders, teasing my thoughts from last night as I imagine her astride me, hair down rather than up as it was last night. I picture the silky strands tangling between my fingers as I bury inside of her.

      She stops typing and humming, turning those electric blue eyes to me. The desire that was present last night is gone, making me question if it was ever there. The gray T-shirt she’s wearing has a V-neck that reveals a thin gold chain around her neck that I want to ask her about on the long list of things I’m curious to know about my new roommate including why she loves pranks, how the prank war with her brother-in-law got started, if lasagna is her favorite food, and who the fuck is Ezra?

      Hadley rolls her lips, fighting a smile as her eyes shimmer with devious intent.

      Watch your back. Her warning from last night plays in my head and has me surveying the kitchen, living room, and the front door, searching for what she’s hidden for me.

      “You look paranoid,” she says, lifting her coffee. Her nails flash a shade of deep maroon.

      I grin, feeling paranoid, though I refuse to admit that to her. I know damn well I opened Pandora’s box and encouraged this war, and her gaze last night assured me she was planning to retaliate.

      “There’s fresh coffee,” she says, taking another sip and turning her attention back to her laptop.

      I give myself a free pass to study the softness of her mouth, the way the corners of her lips tip upward with a permanent smirk. Gold flashes in her hair, pulling my attention to the rings around the top of her ear as well as the lobes, and for a second I want to ask about them, too, when she got them and how many she has. This sparks more questions. I want to know if Hadley and her sister have always been close, and how she met Katie.

      The reminder of my sister has a stab of jealousy hitting me squarely in the chest. Hadley is gorgeous, sexy, and funny. Under any other circumstance, I’d be working to impress and pursue her, but Katie met her first, befriended her first, and by doing so wrapped her in yellow caution tape.

      The only way Katie’s going to allow me to remain living here is if I keep things entirely platonic between Hadley and myself.

      “I don’t like coffee. Not hot coffee, anyway.” Hudson turned me onto nitro coffee last year, and now my head feels like it will explode if I don’t start my day with it.

      “You don’t drink coffee?” Hadley sounds affronted, her crystal blue eyes returning to me. “I can’t people until I have coffee. Hell, I can’t even think before coffee.” Her eyes slip over the front of me, taking in my pressed shirt, tie, and suit. Her expression gives nothing away, lacking any sign of intrigue or lust. “Why are you dressed up?”

      “It’s our first home game of the year,” I say, trying to be inconspicuous as I take another fleeting look around the house, trying to discern any differences. “We have to dress up for the press—public speaking.” I wink like an asshole, unable to keep myself from flirting with her.

      “I wonder if I’m supposed to dress up,” she asks, absently.

      “It’s Saturday morning. Stop thinking about class.” I pull the fridge open and turn my attention in time to see an assault of foam balls hit me in the face and chest before I manage to close the door.

      Hadley’s laughter echoes through the kitchen as she claps.

      I grin at her reaction, though my heart’s racing from the surprise. “I should have suspected.”

      She nods, her cheeks stamped with a smile. “That was so mild compared to your prank, but with the short window, it was the best I could do.”

      “What is it?” I slowly open the door again, waiting for a second assault, but it doesn’t come. A wooden board is positioned on the second shelf of the fridge, with a string attached that leads to the doors. I pick the contraption up, inspecting the minimal bungee and rubber bands.

      “It’s a trip wire,” she says, factually.

      “How’d you know how to make that?”

      “A healthy fascination of automatons paired with a lot of free time growing up.”

      I don’t know what in the hell an automaton is, so I store the word to memory to look up later, realizing too late that I’m adding clever to the list of traits I find desirable in a woman. “What did you send to your brother-in-law? What was the prank?”

      Hadley’s cheeks grow pink as she reaches for her coffee. “You don’t want to know.”

      She has no idea how much I wish that were true. Her attention shifts back to her computer. It’s not dismissive, she just seems capable of moving on with her morning while my thoughts remain obsessively focused on her.

      I grab a nitro coffee and ignore the reminder that I should leave, and instead sit next to her at the table. Her gaze returns to mine, curiosity and a hint of confusion have her angling her head and furrowing her brow just slightly.

      “Are you coming to the game tonight?” It’s not my smoothest line, but it’s the first question that pops into my head.

      Hadley takes another drink of her coffee, before holding it at chest level, drawing my gaze there for half a second. Warning bells explode in my head and have me looking at my coffee as I twist off the cap.

      “I’m going to be here, writing a speech and planning my next move.” She sets her coffee down and gently smirks.

      The doorbell rings and Hadley eyes the door, unmoving. “I’m going to let you answer that.”

      The memory of Hadley hitting the stairs has me flinching. “I promise, that won’t happen again.” I swing out of my chair and cross the room. Outside, two plastic bags are filled with food, waiting for me on the front porch. A blue car honks as it drives away.

      I grab the bags and kick the door closed. Hadley remains in her seat, watching me, though she pretends not to.

      I absently wonder if she might be more interested than she’s letting on. It’s a dangerous hope—a stupid hope—but a hope, nonetheless.

      Rich and savory aromas follow me back to the table where I set the food down.

      “Hungry?” I ask her.

      Her gaze turns from discreet to questioning. “What?”

      I nod at the food. “I really am sorry for last night. I shouldn’t have taken things so far. I want to apologize—more than just words. I feel like such an asshat for how things played out.”

      “So … this is a … peace treaty?”

      “It can be if that’s what you want it to be.”

      She stares at me, weighing my words as though testing their authenticity.

      “Or we can continue—dialed down a little,” I add. “Like your trip wire…”

      Hadley glances from the fridge to the packaged food. “Is this a trick?”

      “What?”

      “Is this going to give me food poisoning? Is it laced with laxatives?”

      “It’s an apology.”

      “Or a trick…”

      “I just picked them up. You saw me.” I dig my phone from my pocket and scroll to the receipts for my order to show her.

      “How do I know Lenny didn’t pick them up?”

      “Want to call him? Or you can scroll through my texts or phone list. I haven’t talked to anyone.” I push my phone toward her in invitation.

      She doesn’t pick it up.

      I open the bags and set an order of pancakes in front of her first. “Your search for the best lasagna inspired these choices,” I tell her. “These are sweet cream pancakes, and literally the best pancakes you’ll ever eat.” I open the sack from another favorite breakfast and turn the container to show her biscuits and gravy. “These are the best hangover food you’ll ever eat but are even better when you’re not fighting to toss your cookies.”

      “Noted.” Hadley sits up a little taller in her seat, the whisper of a smile gracing her features. It’s distracting as all hell.

      “And, the best breakfast sandwich you’ll ever eat.” I place the wrapped bagel sandwich in front of her. “The guy who makes these is from New York and he makes the bagels fresh every morning.”

      “You take your food really seriously,” she says.

      “I grew up outside of Chicago where food is practically a religion.”

      Hadley grins, but her eyes remain suspicious.

      “You don’t trust me?”

      Her answer is a smirk. “I can’t imagine why…”

      I pull out the matching items from the second bag, place them in the pile with the initial ones, and mix them like a street magician.

      Her lips purse and I again forget to see her as Katie’s friend, taking in the fullness of her lips, the way her eyes flicker with amusement, the shallow marks at the corners of her lips as she fights a smile. “How do I know you wouldn’t poison both?”

      “I have a game tonight. There’s no way in hell I can spend the day puking. Want me to take a bit from all of them?”

      Hadley drags her teeth along her bottom lip, and I study that, too. “That’s a little too much sharing.”

      A dozen innuendos fill my thoughts, considering all the things we could share—should share. But I swallow that and my lust down. It’s been seven months since I’ve slept with a girl, and suddenly that feels like an eternity as I strive to keep my gaze from straying from hers. “Is it?”

      Those glacier-colored eyes lower. “You didn’t have to do this.”

      “Does that mean you’re not mad?”

      “I wasn’t mad before.”

      I sit in the seat beside her, though I should pack my own food up and head for the facility –nine miles away from her watchful eyes and rounded lips that have me ready to risk living here for a mere week in exchange for testing the bounds of this attraction that has my pants growing tight.

      “Try one,” I urge, reaching for a breakfast sandwich.

      She gives me one more cursory glance, then closes her laptop and pushes it away from her. She reaches for the pancakes.

      “You like sweet foods for breakfast?”

      “Actually, I’m usually a savory fan, but pancakes are my weakness.”

      The fact stores itself in my memory, burrowing next to automaton, lasagna, and the way her eyes light up when she finds something amusing.

      Hadley opens the small tub of maple syrup tucked in beside her pancakes and drizzles it across the short stack of pancakes. I watch every movement as though I’m studying tape, trying to read her as well as I do a defense.

      When she pauses, I realize we don’t have silverware. I push my chair back to fish two from the drawer. Hadley’s lips are pressed together, eyes still curious as she accepts one of them. “I didn’t dip them in anything,” I tell her. “I swear. No pranks this morning.”

      She nods. “I know, but I might have.”

      I raise a brow as I hold her gaze. She folds first, looking away as she silently laughs. She takes a bite of pancake and her eyes round and she leans forward as she moans a soft and erotic sound that has my blood heating and my cock hardening.

      “Oh my god. These are amazing.” She takes a second bite and releases another quiet moan.

      I want to hear it again. I want to be here every fucking time she eats. I want to be the cause of that sound.

      I take a pull from my coffee and stare at my sandwich. I need her to talk. I need benign words that won’t have me leaping across this table and clearing it with one arm and laying her across it.

      “What was the prank on your brother-in-law?”

      Hadley swallows her bite and shakes her head. “Why?”

      “Why won’t you tell me?”

      “How do you have three sisters and still ask that question? Women are meant to have their secrets.”

      “Are you as close to your brother as you are to your sister?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      “Are we sharing?”

      “You know one of my sisters. It seems only fair I learn a little about you.”

      “You met Lanie.”

      I scoff. “You’ve lived with my sister for a year. I met yours over a video chat for ten seconds.”

      Hadley grins. “My brother and sister are a year and a half apart, and I’m nine years younger than my brother, but my parents started a company when my mom was pregnant with me, and so my parents needed my brother and sister to help out and babysit me. We never really had the option to be anything but close.” She takes another bite of her pancakes. “What about you? How much older and younger are your other two sisters?”

      “Alena is the oldest. She’s two years older than me, and then Bree is four years younger than me, three years younger than Katie.”

      “Are the four of you close?”

      I shrug. “At times.”

      Her blue eyes stare at me, working to read between the vagueness of my reply. “Do you miss Chicago?”

      I shake my head, my mouth full of breakfast sandwich. Hadley takes a drink of coffee, waiting for me to swallow before asking, “Not at all?”

      “Not at all.”

      She stares at me, waiting for an explanation or details. “Do you miss Vegas?” I ask, instead.

      Hadley nods. “I miss the energy.”

      “Why’d you come to Camden?”

      She glances at me too fast, revealing there’s a story, but just as quickly she looks away, stabbing at her pancakes again. “Why did you come to Camden?”

      “Their football program.”

      She nods. “Have you always played?”

      “Since I was seven. Why did you come?”

      “To try something new. Both Lanie and Geoff went out of state for college.”

      “And you just rolled the dice?”

      “I threw a dart.”

      I chuckle, unwrapping more of my sandwich. “How did you and Katie meet?”

      “A class.”

      “And Hannah?”

      Hadley’s eyes flick to me. She says nothing, but her gaze becomes distant, detached. I’m immediately curious as to what I said or did that caused the reaction. “Same class.” She turns her attention to the table and pulls the container of biscuits and gravy to her before opening the lid. She leans in and takes a deep breath of the savory scent of sausage and the sweetness of the honey biscuits. “This smells so good.” She slides her fork into her mouth, licking the tines clean.

      God, watching her could be a sport.

      She moans again. “Those pancakes were amazing, but this is ridiculous. It’s so good. The balance of salt, sweet, and savory is perfect.” She takes another bite.

      “Okay, let’s make a couple of rules for our prank war.”

      “I thought you hated rules?”

      “I do, but after last night, I realized a few would probably be a good idea.”

      “Rule one, no more weapons. That axe was real. If he had tripped, I’d probably still be pulling glass from my face.”

      I wince as I nod.

      “And, no adding stuff to the food to make a person sick—that includes laxatives.”

      “Deal,” I say instantly. Anticipation races through me, and it’s not for tonight’s game. “Anything else?”

      “How about we put it in the parking lot and add it if necessary.” I’m inclined to shake her hand or make a joke, ask her more questions, but footsteps on the stairs have us turning toward the living room where Hannah appears.

      She brushes her blonde hair back and eyes the table and then Hadley and me. She’s wearing a pair of shorts and a cut-off shirt that reveals most of her stomach. She’s a hot nerd, enunciated by the glasses she pushes up her nose. At a party, I’d probably flirt with her. It’s a feeling entirely different than the intrigue and motivation I feel toward learning more about Hadley, which has my attention returning to my coffee.

      “Morning,” Hadley says. “There’s a fresh pot of coffee.”

      Hannah flashes a smile as she veers into the kitchen, straight for the coffee machine.

      I wad up the wrapper from my sandwich and push my chair back. “I have to head to campus,” I say.

      “Thanks for breakfast,” Hadley says, taking a fleeting look at my suit again. “And good luck tonight.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you later.”

      “Before you go…” Hannah says, looking nervous and hopeful at the same time.

      Shit.

      “Okay. I’m going to shoot my shot,” Hannah says. “Are you friends with Ethan James?”

      Relief floods me. I don’t expect women to fawn over me or always be interested, but Hannah’s been asking questions and giggling every time I’m in the room, making me work to gain distance to avoid the offer of a date proposal I’d have to decline which would likely have me packing for another set of reasons. “The kicker?”

      Hannah nods.

      Ethan’s a sophomore, and likely won’t ever start. He has a goofy sense of humor and mostly sticks with the other two kickers on the team. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Would you maybe introduce me to him?”

      Hadley takes another drink of her coffee, peering at me over the top of her cup.

      “He’ll want to go out tonight.” I point at her and then Hadley. “If you guys go to the game, you could come out with us.”

      “Where are you going?” Hannah asks.

      I shrug. “Does it matter?”

      Hannah turns to Hadley. “Will you go with me?”

      Hadley lowers her coffee and raises her eyebrows, looking as shocked by the turn of conversation as I am. “Um, yeah.” She nods.

      Something too similar to victory warms my chest.
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      I take a hit from my inhaler before handing it to Coach Baskins, our running back coach. He shoves it into the fanny pack too snug around his waist and straightens his Dark blue Knights baseball cap. It’s new. Every home game, he starts with a new hat. Nobody mentions the superstitions that fill our locker room before every game as though acknowledging them might curse us or cancel out the good luck born in the delusion.

      It's our first game of the season and being here at home in Bia Stadium. The crowd’s cheers are so loud, they’re discernable over the music pouring from the speakers. We knew tonight would be a packed house, the stadium sold out even before Camden had a winning team, but over the past several years, the energy has built like a bonfire as we’ve gained the attention of national TV news and are now referred to as the team to beat in our conference.

      Beside me, Hudson slides his helmet on.

      “You ready, Captain?” I ask him.

      His eyes are shaded from the helmet and visor as he meets my gaze. This is our third year playing together, and we’re like a well-oiled machine, knowing each other’s movements and steps as well as our own.

      We’ve spent the day here at the facility, studying tape, going over plays, and contingencies, and being pulled out for interviews.

      This feeling, the energy, the anticipation—it’s something I never tire of.

      Coach Krueger is in front of us, the barrier between the cheerleading squad and the team. He listens to someone talk into the headphones the staff wear because they can’t hear over the raucous crowd and the marching band that’s currently playing out on the field.

      A cheerleader named Janelle looks at me and smiles brightly. Her blond hair is pulled back into a high ponytail, glitter all over her face. Her eyes are a similar shade of blue as Hadley’s, but her makeup makes them more pronounced. She winks and turns her cheek, where my jersey number’s prominently on display.

      It’s an invitation, an offer to hook up tonight.

      Sometimes it’s hard to tell if people are interested in me for my role on the team, or just me. With Janelle, I know it’s because I’m a starting wide receiver. She dated one of our starters last year before he graduated.

      It’s a hard pass.

      Krueger shifts, becoming a barrier between her inquiring gaze. He turns his head, saying something to one of the cheer squad members and then something more to Coach Peters who nods, his mouth set with a firm scowl.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Kreuger calls as the banner in front of the tunnel drops. The cheer squad races out to take the field. The coaching staff goes next, then we’re at their backs, running out onto the field where the crowd is already on their feet waving signs, banners, and flags as we stream out onto the AstroTurf, taking a full lap, as we kick-off the first victory of the season.

      I glance out at the stands, wondering if Hadley came and where she might be sitting as we stop beside our team bench. Baskins sets his hand on my shoulder to get my attention.

      “You need another hit?” he asks, reaching for my inhaler.

      I shake my head.

      He nods and hands me a sports drink before moving to Grey and Corey. We aren’t the only team in the league to start with three wide receivers, but it’s not standard practice, either. Lenny moves beside me.

      “I told the guys we’re celebrating at your house tonight,” he says.

      “What?”

      “We’ll keep it small. Twenty people max.”

      “My sister’s going to kill me.”

      “We’ll give her the first pour from the keg.”

      I shake my head, knowing I should say no, but the idea of a smaller event, where I know exactly where Hadley will be and avoid the antics that will follow us to a larger party is too damn attractive. “Invite Ethan.”

      Lenny’s brow furrows. “Ethan James?”

      I nod. “And keep it under twenty,” I remind him as Coach Peters moves in front of us.

      “They’re going to blitz the fuck out of you tonight,” Peters says, his voice raspy from doing so many interviews. “Focus on where you’re supposed to be and make sure you’re cutting and looking for those holes early because Hudson’s going to have seconds to get that ball off. If you’re not where you should be, this loss is going to be on your shoulders.” He waves his finger at Corey, Grey, and me and then moves over to deliver an equally uninspiring threat to the offensive linemen.

      Krueger waits until he begins before he steps closer to us, lowering his voice as much as he can to still be heard over the crowd. “They’re going to fall on McKinley,” he says. “The safety’s going to be on Palmer, and they’re going to expect McKinley to look for Meyers. This is your opportunity to fuck with the system.” He stares at me, likely assuming his words fuel something inside of me. And dammit if he’s not right. Conformity has always been my poison.

      “They’re going to expect you to go long, but if you stay back, you’re fast enough to beat them down the field—at least once.”

      “And Peters?” Grey asks.

      “Leave him to me,” Krueger says, voiced emboldened with confidence.

      Hudson nods and looks at me. “You ready?”

      “Time to make history, baby.”

       

      

  




Hadley

       

      The energy in the stadium is something I’ve not experienced anywhere else, so intense, it feels as though I’ve had a shot of alcohol or straight adrenaline.

      It’s not as gratifying as the daring ideas that sometimes flit through my head like riding a motorcycle or taking a trip across the globe by myself, but it siphons off some of the energy that’s been thrumming through me all week, just the same.

      “Do you think we should go out? We should, right?” Hannah asks from her seat beside me.

      Camden’s offense is lining up, making it tricky for me to tear my attention away as I try to figure out who is who. “I thought that was our reason for coming out tonight?”

      “Ethan doesn’t even know I exist. God, what do you think Nolan told him? I should never have told him.” She covers her face with both hands, clearly spiraling.

      “Yes, you should’ve. You were brave and completely badass. Do you see Ethan? How do you know him?”

      Hannah sighs deeply, before pulling her hands down her face. “He’s in one of my programming classes.”

      “A nerdy meathead. Interesting.”

      Hannah scoffs. “He’s a gamer. He doesn’t know much about programming from what I can tell.”

      I nudge her with my shoulder. “Maybe he could use a tutor.”

      She grins.

      “Which one is he?” I study the guys on the bench and the field.

      Hannah points. “Number thirteen.”

      It’s too far for me to see much more than the fact he has sandy-colored hair from where he sits near the end of the bench.

      “I hardly know him,” she admits. “I’m hoping he’s not one-dimensional.”

      “That would be awkward in bed.”

      She cackles, her cheeks turning pink as she shakes her head. “What do you think of Nolan? Could he and Katie be more opposite?”

      “I almost want to ask if they were raised in the same household,” I admit.

      Hannah giggles. She has a great gasping laugh. “Same. He seems so laidback.”

      “I wish I could be like that,” I admit. “Sometimes I worry that society is making all women into anxious, over-achieving, perfectionists. It’s no longer that we have to maintain the perfect house, or perfect kids, or even the perfect job—now we have to have the perfect figure, the perfect hair, and the latest trend in everything, in addition, be well-read, well-versed, well-traveled, an animal in the bedroom, and completely demure and professional in every other setting.”

      Hannah’s shoulders sink, as though my words have set a heavy weight on her. “God, I hope Ethan isn’t a chauvinistic pig who expects me to change my eyebrows for every trend.”

      “My fingers are crossed for you.”

      “I mean, it’s not going to be serious so it shouldn’t matter. This is just fun.”

      My attention slips from the field to Hannah. “Why are you already expecting things to fail? Maybe you’ll like him. Maybe he’s amazing and supportive and hilarious and a closet hacker.”

      She clasps a hand across my chest. “Be still my heart.” She tinkers out a laugh, so different from when she giggles. “It’s just fun because I’m not getting married until I’m at least thirty.”

      “Thirty?”

      “I haven’t told you my plan?”

      I shake my head, realizing again how often my roommates and I have narrowed the scope of our conversations to academia.

      “The prefrontal cortex part of our brains isn’t fully developed until we’re twenty-five, so all we care about is instant gratification and anything that makes us feel good. We basically have little control over our impulses and are addicted to bad decisions and are easily influenced.”

      I felt a heavy dose of a reprieve this morning when learning Hannah wasn’t vying for Nolan’s attention as I’d believed, but this explanation of the human brain serves a double dose of dopamine through me, explaining my ridiculous and unattainable crush on Nolan. “And that changes at twenty-five?”

      She nods.

      I think of my long list of impulsive temptations. “Are they replaced with something else? Like are we too busy thinking about laundry, board meetings, and grocery shopping or how does that work?”

      “What?” Hannah’s studying the field or maybe the bench again.

      “What happens to our impulsive thoughts?”

      “What do you mean what happens to them?”

      “What do we feel after twenty-five?”

      “Common sense, I guess,” she says, shrugging. “That’s why people over the age of twenty-five pay less for car insurance, they don’t drive as recklessly.”

      “Does that mean I won’t be afraid of public speaking after I’m twenty-five?”

      “What?”

      “I hate public speaking. Will that stop when I turn twenty-five? Will the pre-frontal whatever bury that fear?”

      “Cortex.”

      “Right. So will it?”

      Hannah rolls her eyes, but it’s half-hearted. “Maybe? I don’t know. I mean, technically, you’ll care less about what people think and won’t be as influenced by others, but you have a fear of public speaking, not an impulse. I’m delaying marriage until I’m thirty because I want to travel and establish my career and know what I like and want before settling down with one person.”

      I stare at Hannah for a moment as though seeing her for the first time. “So do you want to date Ethan or just sleep with him?”

      “Date him. Just because I don’t want to get married until I’m thirty doesn’t mean I want to casually hook up with every willing participant.”

      “I didn’t mean you do.” I kind of did. My perception took a one-eighty, and now I’m back to being semi-unaware of everything about my roommate.

      She must recognize my indecision because she sits forward in her seat, so we’re at eye level. “I like Ethan, and if he’s a nice guy, I’d like to date him, but I don’t want to be one of these girls who plan to get married after graduating. Not that I’m trying to bash girls that do, it’s just that’s not my goal. I want to go to Scotland for a year, and then Belgium, and Tokyo. I want to start my own company and own a house before I get married.”

      “But what if he’s perfect?”

      “Ethan?”

      “Or a guy you meet tomorrow or next month or next year or when you’re twenty-five.”

      She shakes her head. “You know me. I’m goal motivated.”

      I want to mention that I am, too, but it doesn’t make me hate public speaking any less.

      “Do you know what’s going on right now?” Hannah inclines her head toward the field where the formation has broken, and the guys are beginning to scatter.

      My gaze shifts over each of the players like a pinball, searching for the player with the tape that runs along the back of his arm from bicep to wrist that makes it easier to pick Nolan out.

      I spot him at the same moment the ball is passed to him. He catches it easily, turning with a fluidity and grace that would make even a ballet dancer envious, and then he runs. It’s a jog that makes my heart thrum, realizing he’s going to be caught in a matter of seconds—he has too far to go and four guys from the defense have pegged their sights on him and are about to converge and trap him like a scene off Animal Planet.

      “He has to get across the field?” Hannah asks, her disbelief audible.

      The first defender to reach Nolan leaps. I cringe, waiting for the collision, but Nolan shifts and darts out of the way. He runs faster, in the direction of another defender which has me certain he’s color-blind or oblivious. That defender runs in a dead sprint, straight for Nolan, and at what feels like the last possible second, Nolan stutter steps, slowing himself as the defender throws himself at Nolan with a missed tackle. Nolan leaps over him, sprinting now down the field, straight into the endzone.

      The crowd loses it, and as Nolan throws both hands in the air, they get even louder.

      “How did we not know he was Katie’s brother?” I ask.

      Hannah looks at me with a tight-lipped smile. “I think we have to ask her, but my guess is people act differently when they find out your brother’s one of the most sought-after athletes in the country.”

      My attention is glued to Nolan as he tears off his helmet and makes another celebratory move that the crowd is starved for. They love the points and the potential win, but they are enamored with him.

      “How are we going to find out where they’re going tonight?” Hannah asks.

      “Nolan gave me his number and said to text him when the game was over,” I don’t mention that he’d scrawled it on “The Shining” poster he’d taped to my back window this morning. I was grateful no one heard me scream.

      Two more posters were waiting for me, one in the hall closet where we keep spare toiletries and cleaning supplies, and another outside my bedroom window. I’m not even sure how he put it there. I didn’t know we owned a ladder.

      My trip wire in the fridge was an amateur move if each of his pranks is this thorough.

      We watch the rest of the game, catching up during timeouts and breaks on how we each spent our summer. Hannah is from Connecticut and spent the past three months at home—summer is the only time she can stand Connecticut, claiming it’s too cold. She’s an only child and spent most of the summer gaming and working on hacking projects. I tell her about Lanie being pregnant and my dad adding the additional space in the office as a nursery that Mom and I decorated with elephant-themed everything.

      Each time Camden’s offense has possession, our conversation wanes and we focus on the game. Ethan doesn’t get any minutes, but Hannah doesn’t care. She still squeals a little when he stands from the bench and pats another player on the shoulder. I Google him to get a better look. He has reddish brown hair, hazel eyes, and a friendly smile.

      “He’s cute right?” Hannah asks looking over my shoulder.

      I nod.

      “God, I hope he’s not a dick.”

      

      As the minutes tick down, the crowd is split into two groups: those who race out of the stadium, likely to beat traffic or get to a party knowing the twenty-point lead won’t slip, and those who linger, wanting to soak in every second of the win. We’re part of the latter group, unsure where we’re going.

      “Did you text him?” Hannah asks.

      “Do you think I should wait? Don’t they have press after games?”

      She shakes her head. “This was the first football game I’ve ever watched. I have no idea”

      I pull out my phone and scroll down to Nolan’s name, trying to ignore and rationalize how nervous and giddy I feel about texting him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Where should we meet you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Minutes pass. The crowd begins to dwindle. Hannah scrolls through social media, and checks in with Katie, then messages another friend before she looks at me with impatient eyes. “Anything?”

      I’m about to shake my head when my phone vibrates.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: At the house.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What house?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: Our house. It’s a small group.

      

      

      

      

      

      “What did he say?” Hannah asks.

      “That he’s inviting them over to the house.”

      “Our house?” She sounds as alarmed as she looks.

      “This is a terrible idea,” I say in agreement.

      “Or … it could be okay.”

      I shake my head, knowing it’s not. “That’s your unformed cortex speaking.”

      Hannah smirks. “Maybe or maybe this will be fun. Think about it, Hadley. We spent all of last year studying and working our asses off. We deserve to have fun. Besides, we only get to be young and stupid once. We might as well make it count.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: We’ll meet you there.
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      “Whoop!” Lenny yells, slinging his arm around my shoulders as we stand in the locker room, finished with press and interviews. “First win. First party. Tonight is going to be epic.”

      His energy promises chaos. “Remember, we’re keeping it small. Only one keg. We’re in a neighborhood. If the cops get called, Peters will have my nuts. If you want to go out after, there are going to be a hundred parties near campus.”

      Lenny pats my chest. “Got it.”

      “And if you see Ethan, make sure he’s coming.”

      “Why are we inviting the kicker?”

      “He fell when we pulled the shaving cream prank this summer and sprained his wrist. This will be our condolences.”

      “If there’s no evidence, it didn’t happen.” He grins conspiratorially before walking away. We went to great lengths to ensure no one could trace us back to the incident so we wouldn’t face expulsion or worse—getting kicked off of the team. Regardless, Hudson knew it was us, most of them did.

      I take a seat, waiting to receive the green light from the coaching staff that I can go. Occasionally, a reporter will ask for a final interview or picture from us.

      Krueger comes into the locker room, still wearing slacks and a Camden-blue polo. He stops in front of me, iPad and clipboard tucked under one arm. I search his expression for duress, wondering if he’s met with Peters yet and had his ass chewed for the rogue play we ran.

      He gives a crooked smile. “You did well tonight. By the second half, every one of their formations was considering you.” He lets that soak in. “Get out of here. Celebrate. And be ready to hit the field hard on Monday.”

      I nod and climb to my feet, and go looking for my friends. I find Corey and Palmer in the hall, discussing plans for the night.

      “You guys are coming over, right?” I ask.

      Corey nods. “I wouldn’t miss the chance of watching your sister fillet you.”

      I shake my head. “She won’t be there.”

      “On second thought…” Corey says.

      Palmer laughs. “We’re coming. We’ll wait for Hudson and Grey and meet you over there.”

      Adrenaline has me feeling a high that makes my footsteps feel lighter, and the breeze cooler. We played like the team everyone keeps accrediting us as being. Every move was flawless, and every play was executed as practiced. It was the best way to kick off the season. Still, as I drive home, my thoughts continue jogging to Hadley as I wonder if she made it to the game, if she saw the movie posters I’d hung in jest, and what she has planned for her next prank.

      When I pull into the driveway, her back window is cleared, confirming she saw at least that poster. I grin and hop out.

      Inside, Hadley’s carrying an armful of throw pillows toward the stairs.

      “Do I want to know?” I ask.

      Her blue eyes dance to me, taking in my shorts and tee that I changed into after the game. “Hiding all the things I don’t want to be ruined.”

      “Fair,” I tell her.

      “Not to be the Debbie Downer, but you should probably run this by Katie.”

      “We’re going to keep it small. It won’t be a party. Just a few people over, celebrating.”

      “If it quacks like a duck, and walks like a duck—”

      “Ethan’s coming,” I cut her off. It’s manipulation at its finest, but I know if I call this party off, Lenny will never let me hear the end of it. The key is to throw a shitty party, and show him there’s no room or parking, so he tires of the idea.

      Resolve has the fight in Hadley’s gaze softening. “Katie texted and said she’s staying at Carsen’s but if we destroy these pillows, we’ll all be looking for a new place to live.”

      I nod, turning to look around the living room. “Should we move anything else? I can take it down to the basement and lock the door.”

      “Besides the entire house? Start with anything breakable.”

      Hannah, Hadley, and I spend the next twenty minutes clearing things down to the basement until all that is left is the furniture too big to move.

      Grey and Palmer are the first to arrive, Sadie at Palmer’s side. We go through a quick round of introductions that has Palmer asking about the pranks, and Grey shaking his head with admonishment as Hadley summarizes everything that went wrong. Hannah laughs, learning about the prank war for the first time before she excuses herself when her phone rings.

      “This is a really nice house,” Sadie says. “Who lives here?”

      Palmer points at me and then Hadley.

      “You live together?” Curiosity sparks a fire in Sadie’s eyes. “I thought you had to live on campus?” She looks at Palmer, her posture changing to defensive.

      “We do,” Palmer assures her. “Nolan found the only exception.”

      “What kind of exception?” Sadie asks, hands on her hips.

      Hadley stares at her, her brow lowered to reveal her confusion.

      “You can only move out with a family member who lives less than twenty miles from campus,” I tell her.

      “What if I get a doctor’s note? Maybe I could get an excuse for my anxiety?” Her eyes somehow grow rounder. “Or we could get married.”

      Hadley’s expression is a mirror of Grey’s shocked expression.

      So much for only looking for a good time.

      Thankfully, the front door opens, and Hudson, Evelyn, and Mila step inside. Behind them, more stream inside. Guys from the team and a few cheerleaders who greet us by name, including Janelle who still has my number painted on her cheek. She gives me another wink before passing us and heading farther into the house.

      Janelle’s gorgeous, she might even have a good personality, but she’s the last thing on my mind currently. I glance at Hadley to gauge her reaction, expecting a questionable look or joke that will force me to make an assurance about my lack of interest in Janelle, but she’s looking toward the stairs.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      Hadley turns to me, looking almost surprised by the question. She nods. “I’m wondering if I should check on Hannah.”

      Palmer and Sadie drift toward the living room, him visibly working to calm her down or assure her as Hudson and the others approach us.

      “What was that about?” Hudson asks.

      Grey lifts a shoulder. “She wants to marry Palmer. Nolan fucked it up and gave him an easy out. I was waiting to hear his excuse.”

      “Oh lord,” Mila says. “Let’s hope this one is as short as his last train wreck.”

      Evelyn shakes her head, a smile growing as she sets eyes on Hadley. “It’s good to see you again.”

      Before Hadley can respond, Lenny approaches us, holding a half dozen cups in his hands, sloshing beer across the floor. “I set the keg up out front, so we don’t make a mess inside.”

      “You’re making a mess,” Mila points out.

      Lenny chuckles. “This is nothing.” He hands me one of the cups, then stops on Hadley. “Hadley, my phone still isn’t working.”

      Evelyn chuckles. Hudson shakes his head. Grey reaches for a beer.

      Lenny beams. “Take a beery, Hadley. We’re celebrating tonight!”

      Hadley accepts the beer he pushes toward her. “I’m going to check on my friend, but happy celebrating. Don’t spill on the couches or the rug.” She lifts her glass in a toast and turns to where Hannah has appeared at the bottom of the stairs, still looking as nervous as a stray cat.

      “To one hell of a game!” Lenny raises his cup.

      Those of us who took a beer, follow suit. “To one hell of a game,” we chorus.

      I finish four beers before Ethan arrives with two sophomores, Sam and Colin, from the team flanking him. I’ve been avoiding Janelle and trying to recall all the reasons I should be avoiding Hadley. Those reasons shatter now that I have a legitimate excuse.

      The party has grown. I stopped turning people away and caring after my third beer, realizing this is what I need. I’m so damn tired of people—including Katie—telling me what I’m allowed to do, what I should be doing. Now, the house is so crowded, it’s difficult to find anyone aside from Hadley, who my attention shifts to periodically.

      “Hey,” I say, approaching Ethan.

      He looks caught off guard and mildly shocked, looking over both shoulders to confirm I’m talking to him. With over a hundred guys on our team, we tend to stick with others who play our same positions or those we consistently practice and play with. I’ve never spent more than a few minutes with Ethan, and those have been with other guys from the team.

      “Thanks for inviting us,” Colin says. He’s a tight end like Lenny, fast, but with how damn good Lenny is, likely won’t see minutes until Lenny is drafted or graduates.

      I nod. “There’s beer outside, and…” my words trail off as a guy wearing a leather jacket, stands across from Hadley, looking at her with a level of interest that distracts me from Hannah and Ethan and whatever brought me over here. “Glad you guys made it,” I break away, weaving through the crowds until I’m next to Hadley.

      “Hey,” I say, offering my hand to the guy in front of her.

      The guy is reluctant to turn his attention from Hadley but finally does. “Hey.” He shakes my hand.

      “I’m Nolan,” I tell him, not having a valid excuse to be here aside from the jealousy that’s streaming through my veins.

      “Luke,” he says, raising a half-filled glass at me.

      Hadley leans closer to me. “I was looking for you,” she says, giving me a silent look that asks me to play along.

      And play along, I do. I close the gap between our hips, standing beside her as I set my hand on her lower back. A small window of skin peeks out under the hem of her shirt, cool against my pinkie finger. I swipe my ring finger and pinkie across the smooth, coolness of her skin once. Twice. Three times. I don't hear her sharp intake of breath, I feel it.

      Luke takes a drink of his beer, reading the situation before he tips his chin and heads away.

      Hadley remains frozen beside me.

      I slide my entire hand across her back before taking a step back. “Who was that?” I ask.

      She swallows, her cheeks a light shade of pink as she widens the gap between us by taking an additional step back. “Thanks for that. He’s just some guy I have a class with. I nearly agreed to see a bug exhibit with him.”

      “You invited him tonight?”

      “I didn’t have to. The entire sophomore class is here. Did Ethan make it, yet?”

      I nod. “I was going to go introduce him to Hannah.”

      Hadley’s brow pinches. “He’s not a jerk, right?”

      “What?”

      “Ethan. I don’t want to introduce him to her if he’s an asshole.”

      “I don’t know much about him,” I admit.

      “Will you tell him that if he is an asshole to her, I will make it my college mission to make his life miserable?”

      Loyalty.

      For me, it’s the most disarming quality of a woman. Ideas of creating a channel between us swiftly dies.

      “Make me sound vicious.” She flashes a smile, then takes a step back, and another, until she disappears into the crowd.

      Every impulse says to follow her, but instead, I stick to my word and find Ethan again. This time, he’s alone, looking out of place as he finishes a beer.

      “I have a friend you should meet,” I tell him.

      Ethan looks at me with raised brows. “Yeah?”

      “She’s good friends with my sister, so I’ll disembowel you if you act like a tool, but…”

      He visibly blanches.

      I nod, finding Hannah in the crowd so I can point her out. “Blonde with glasses, blue shirt.”

      “Is this a test?” Ethan asks.

      I shake my head. “She asked if I knew you.”

      He lifts his brow. “I don’t think I’m following…”

      “If you want to meet her, I’ll introduce you, if you don’t, I’ll make an excuse on your behalf.”

      “She’s interested in me?”

      “You heard the disemboweling part, right?”

      Ethan nods. “Loud and clear.” He turns to look at Hannah a second time. “I’m game.”

      We cross the dining room to reach Hannah. Her smile is instant, revealing just how interested she is in him. “Hey, Hannah, this is Ethan. Ethan, Hannah.”

      Hannah nods. “Yeah, we have a class together.”

      “We do?”

      She nods again. “Yeah. Professor Smith’s class.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Yeah.” He’s a shit liar. It’s the assurance I need.

      “I’m going to grab another beer. I’ll see you guys later.” I let a crowd suck me in, toasting and cheering with people who celebrate me on tonight’s game. Some hug me, others take pictures. A few are friends, most are strangers, several are drunk.

      The energy of the party wanes, regardless of my attempts to turn off the voice in my head, reminding me to have fun and not care. I can’t stop looking for Hadley.

      I spot her in the kitchen, laughing with a girl I don’t recognize. The other girl waves goodbye and takes the hand of a guy beside her. Hadley glances around the party and I can’t silence my pride as it wonders if it’s me, she’s looking for.

      With tonight’s victory still hot in my veins, I start toward her. Her gaze meets mine when I’m still a dozen feet away and the edges of her lips curl with a smile.

      It feels like a goddamn touchdown.

      A win.

      The exact excuse I was waiting for.

      “How did it go?” she asks. “Did they click? Are they still hanging out?”

      I soak in the hopefulness in her shocking blue eyes, and the excitement in her tone that encourages me to strive for that same note of enthusiasm from her every damn day, and take another step, so close I feel her breath against my mouth.

      I lean one hand against the wall, drunk on the scent of her perfume, and the flash of heat that nearly eclipses the doubt and question in her gaze.

      “Are you—”

      I nod once and lean into her, brushing my lips against hers. It’s a question. A theory. A whisper.

      Her eyes are open, I know because mine are too, and I don’t know why. I’ve never kissed someone with my eyes wide open. She’s probably wondering if this is a prank, whereas I’m staring because I want to see if her eyes change and will reveal that she’s turned on—that she wants me and has been thinking about me because I’ve been wanting to kiss her since she began infecting my thoughts last week. It’s only been a few days, and yet, it feels like I’ve wanted her for years.

      I press my free hand against her lower back, pulling her more firmly against my chest, and close my eyes as I angle my head and kiss her more deeply. She tastes of beer and mint as I gently ply at her lips, catching her bottom lip with my teeth. I graze my teeth against the plump flesh, and her breath hitches as her hands fist at the back of my shirt. She kisses me back then, the hesitancy gone as blood surges through my body, whooshing in my ears, blocking out the sounds around us as I memorize the way her lips slide and catch on my lower lip. I place my thumb on her chin, as though directing her to open her mouth for me, and energy hits me like a spike of lust as she follows the silent instruction and I sweep my tongue in her mouth, brushing against hers.

      I groan, starved to taste more of her and travel my hands around her body to explore each part of her and discover each sound and breath she makes, but then she tilts her head, a silent invitation to continue kissing her, and without missing a beat, I rise to the task, kissing her with a level of intensity and purpose like kissing her is what I spend eight hours a day preparing for. I’ve always considered kissing as an unnecessary but customary first step in foreplay, but as Hadley moans her pleasure into my mouth and I steal her gum with my tongue, I understand why so many goddamn songs are written about kissing—because now, surviving on her breaths, it feels like I’m breathing for the first time in too damn long.

      “What in the actual fuck?”

      The voice is a bucket of ice water that has me pulling away from Hadley, something in my chest sinking and heavy as I turn, searching through the crowds for Katie, waiting to see contempt and judgment.

      I spot my little sister by the door, staring in the opposite direction of where I was just making out with her friend, staring at the party with absolute horror.
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      I take a step away from Nolan, grappling for breath as I work to ignore the pressure building at the apex of my thighs, the way my breasts feel heavy, and my fingers curl, missing the heat of his body in my grasp. I try to block out the objections in my brain that are demanding I duck into a dark corner or the basement door which is only a few feet away and explore more of this—demand more of this—of him. I look at where Katie is standing at the door, fuming as she searches for Nolan.

      “Shit, I… Shit…” Nolan says, shaking his head.

      Regret is a meteor, crashing into my reality, destroying the calm that was underlying my desire as I work to make sense of what just happened. I just made out with my roommate’s brother. I’m trying to strengthen my friendship with Katie and kissed Nolan.

      I’m a terrible friend.

      And I let this party happen, with little objection, and did nothing as people continued to fill the house.

      And Nolan’s not just my friend’s brother, he’s my roommate. We live together, and more than that, I barely know him. Which would probably be fine under normal circumstances for normal people, but I’m not normal. I’m a sloth when it comes to relationship progression. I dated my boyfriend in high school for three years before we slept together, and I knew Ezra for three months before I kissed him—because he was too shy to make the first move.

      “I have to talk to Katie,” Nolan says.

      “I’ll talk to her. You should get people to leave before she calls the police.”

      “She’s going to be pissed. I deserve this wrath.” His lips and the skin around his mouth are stained with my lip gloss. A wave of self-consciousness crashes over me as I question if I’m a messy kisser. A horrible, messy, amateur kisser. How did my mouth get on his chin or that high on his upper lip?

      “You have…” I point at my mouth.

      Nolan smirks, and it’s so cocky I feel myself turn a shade redder, and then he starts chewing the gum I’d had in my mouth before our kiss, and I burn up with embarrassment.

      He turns, his broad shoulders catching my attention as he weaves through the crowd. People clasp hands on his shoulder, working to gain his attention. He spares them smiles and brief words as he works to reach Katie who looks angry enough to punch him.

      From here, I can’t hear clearly, but know without a doubt Katie’s demanding everyone leave as she waves in wide gestures and points at the door.

      “We could set up body shots,” a guy says, putting his hands on the dining room table and pressing down as though to test its durability.

      “Sorry, guys, the party’s over,” I tell them before the plans can come to fruition. “But you’re ten minutes away from frat row,” I assure them. “They’ll still be going full swing.”

      They give me a cursory glance, and then turn their backs, ignoring me. “Have you seen any liquor?” One asks.

      Dick.

      The word nearly leaves my mouth as Lenny appears. “Let’s go! Party’s over.” He waves with one arm, reminding me of a parking attendant in Vegas, directing traffic. “You.” He points at someone I can’t see. “Leave the glass.”

      The guys who ignored me, ignore Lenny, as well.

      The music turns off and every light in the house is turned on as a couple of others move around the space, directing people to leave. I recognize Hudson and realize they’re all Nolan’s teammates.

      “Sorry,” one of the guys says. He has dark hair, a squared jaw, and kind eyes. “The party’s over. If you need to get a ride, you can wait inside until they come.”

      “I live here.”

      He looks surprised. “Hadley?”

      He knows my name. The fact nearly knocks me over. I nod.

      He shakes his head, chuckling. “He’s such a fucking liar. I’m Corey.”

      “Who’s a liar?”

      He shakes his head again then stops as the guys I’d attempted to kick out moments ago gather around the dining room table, still plotting their idea. “Let’s go, assholes.” Corey waves his hand in their direction.

      One moves, the rest don’t.

      It makes me feel a perverse sense of relief that it’s not just me they were avidly ignoring, considering Corey’s substantially larger and more intimidating than me.

      “Hey,” Grey appears, his face set with a scowl as he stares at the guys brave—or stupid—enough not to listen. “Get the fuck out. Now.”

      They slowly move, following the crowd outside where the engines and stereos of cars are likely waking our neighbors.

      I glance across the house, taking inventory of the mess, and do a double take when noticing Hannah in the corner of the formal living room with who I’m assuming is Ethan. His arm is wrapped around her shoulder, as he tells her something. As she laughs, he leans close and kisses her. It’s ridiculously cute, and while I support her decision and plan, I sure as hell hope he’s a good enough guy that it makes her question her plan, not because she’s wrong but because she deserves someone that good.

      “This was a mistake.” Katie’s words pull my attention to where she’s still talking to Nolan at the base of the stairs. “I knew it was a mistake to let you move in,” Katie continues.

      “I’ll clean it up,” Nolan tells her.

      “Yes you will, and then you’ll move out.”

      “Katie,—”

      “No. This is my life, my house. I let you stay here conditionally, as long as you were willing to follow the rules, and you couldn’t even last two weeks.” She shakes her head, peering around the house that shockingly has few signs of the party that’s still being broken up.

      Shame is my shadow. I could have stopped it from getting so out of hand—should have stopped it. There was a constant stream of people coming in the house for the past hour, maybe longer, and I didn’t say anything because for the first time I was allowing that impulsive voice to lead, feeding the idea that this would be fun and exciting.

      “You have until tomorrow night,” Katie says. “And then you’re out.”

      “Katie, it wasn’t his fault,” Lenny says. “Nolan didn’t invite anyone but us. I’m who invited the rest.”

      Katie fixes a glare on Lenny. “Of course, you did. You two idiots are the worst influence on each other.”

      “I think of plenty of bad ideas by myself,” Lenny says.

      A tall guy with dark curly hair laughs, drawing Katie’s attention. “Aren’t you supposed to be the responsible one, Pops?”

      “We won. It’s the first game of the season. We needed to celebrate,” the dark-haired guy says in response.

      It looks as though steam is about to pour from Katie’s ears. “Not in my house.” She nails at least three of the other teammates with a glare before settling on me. Confusion and betrayal cloud her gaze before she ascends the stairs two at a time.

      When I turn back around, Hannah’s staring at me, her happy cloud of bliss cracked.

      “Well, shit,” Lenny says. “Want me to go talk to her?”

      Evelyn scoffs. “No. You just failed negotiation one oh one.”

      “It’s because she’s trying to fight her attraction to me,” Lenny says, running a hand down his chest and earning a handful of snickers and scoffs. He smiles, accepting them all before eyeing me. “What kind of pull do you have, roomie?”

      “Let’s not worry about it,” Nolan says. “Let’s just clean shit up and give Katie time to cool down. I’ll handle it.”

      Without debate or direction, the group does exactly that. The house is mostly silent at first, then slowly, a low hum of conversation with frequent jeers and chuckles fills the house as Nolan’s teammates and a few friends stick around to help us clean the puddles of beer and stray cups.

      I’ve always thought of our house being a sanctuary, a safe place from the chaos of college, the parties, and all the craziness, but filled with the friendship and comradery of the group has that familiar hollow place in my chest growing and becoming increasingly noticeable, and I find myself missing April as well as missed opportunities from last year.

      I’m righting the chairs and clearing the dining room table, when Evelyn appears, a wince marring her expression. “I’m really sorry,” she says. “I hope we didn’t cause too much of a mess or a problem for you and Katie.” She grabs a random sweatshirt off the floor that was left behind.

      I shake my head. “Don’t worry,” I tell her. “I’m sure she’s just feeling a little blindsided by finding a hundred people packed into the house.”

      “I think there was more,” Evelyn says, following me into the kitchen. “In that last twenty minutes or so, the group seemed to double.” She releases a regretful sigh. “I feel bad. I wouldn’t want this many people in my house, either.”

      Neither would I.

      Normally.

      We both turn when the guys start laughing at something.

      “How long have you all been friends?” I ask, feeling the tendrils of envy curl around my chest.

      Humor has Evelyn’s dark eyes shining. “I’ve known Hudson and Mila forever, but I just met the others this summer.”

      “Really?” My shock is born in the natural and comfortable way she interacts with them all.

      Evelyn nods, glancing over her shoulder again in the direction of Hudson. “We grew up together, and then kind of lost touch.”

      A gaze that shouldn’t feel so familiar or recognizable has me looking at Nolan where he’s standing with a group of friends, watching me with an expression I can’t read.

      “Could you do me a favor?” I ask, turning to Evelyn.

      Amusement crosses her features.

      “Nolan and I somehow started a prank war, and if you could do a little covert digging, and find out if he has any irrational dislikes or fears—mild, nothing that would be cruel—I would appreciate it.”

      Evelyn grins and pulls her phone from her back pocket. “It would be the highlight of my week. Give me your number, and I’ll text you if I learn anything.” As we finish exchanging numbers, the guys howl with laughter.

      Hudson glances in our direction, grinning when he catches Evelyn’s eye. It’s so nauseatingly adorable I want to be a cynic and claim it’s infatuation, drawing on the facts that Hannah shared during the game about how their pre-frontal cortexes aren’t fully developed, but when Evelyn turns back to me, her emotions still potent and unmasked, that theory melts away like icing on a hot cake and I find myself silently cheering for them.

      Hudson peels away from the group and makes his way over to us, encircling Evelyn’s waist with an arm. She lights up like a Christmas tree.

      Someone cheers, and another person whistles. “Nolan!” someone cries.

      “You’re viral,” someone else yells.

      I follow Evelyn and Hudson over to where someone’s holding a phone, showing a clip of Nolan in an interview, composed, confident, and deliriously handsome as the interviewer showers him with questions. He looks like a celebrity who frequents red carpets and night shows, prepared for each of the inquiries.

      Nolan chuckles dismissively from where he’s stuffing the final loose cups into a garbage bag. “Let’s haul the garbage out. We’ll drop it off on campus. I’m going to stay at the dorms tonight.”

      Lenny slings an arm around Nolan’s shoulders. “Let’s get you out of here. We need you in one piece for next week’s game.” He leads him to the front door.

      Nolan takes a look around, his gaze stopping on me for a second and his face falls, as one does when they’ve realized they’ve left their keys or purse or something behind.

      “Janelle!” Lenny yells, waving a hand. “Janelle, come here.”

      A blonde girl appears in the doorway, her face coated in glitter, and her lips a light shade of violet as she smiles at Nolan. “Need a ride?” She turns to take his hand and I notice the prominent number seventeen—his number—painted on her cheek.

      “I’m—” Nolan begins, shaking his head.

      “Drunk.” Lenny nods. “We know.” He thumps Nolan on the back, pushing him forward. Nolan stumbles, but I would have sworn his eyes were clear, though bright before he’d kissed me, his voice clear, not slurred. “Don’t worry. We’ve got the rest,” Lenny assures him.

      “Make sure you put on protection, and I’m not talking about your seat belt!” the guy they called Pops yells. “If you packed all your condoms, there are extras in the fishbowl!”

      I cringe on behalf of my heart, my pride, and any neighbors who might be hearing this.

      “Tell me you hear me!” Pops yells.

      “You’re an asshole,” Nolan calls.

      “Even if you stick it there!” someone else quips.

      I flinch, feeling my cheeks grow red as the desire to brush my teeth and rinse with hydrogen peroxide consumes me. I want to wipe my mouth with something stronger than a paper towel—straight alcohol—anything to erase the taste and memory of him.

      The group sniggers and gathers the last of the garbage before waving and calling out their goodbyes.

      When the door closes behind them, that hollow place that taunts me with bad ideas seems like a mountain rather than a cave.

      Hannah turns from where she’s still in the living room. Her expression is the definition of confliction. “How mad do you think she is?”

      It takes me several seconds too long to stop thinking about the way that blonde smiled at Nolan with adoration and lust, to consider what they might be doing now or in fifteen minutes when they get back to campus, and remember I’ve injured my relationship with our roommate.

      I cling to the distraction and guilt, perversely grateful for having fucked things up so I have something else to focus on, so I don’t get emotional and send a damning and regrettable text to Nolan.

      “I don’t know,” I say, trying to recall Katie’s reaction, but the memory of Nolan's kiss invades my thoughts. Not just the kiss, the way his fingers swept across me when Luke had invited me to hang out, the way he’d watched me before kissing the hell out of me. God, that kiss. That undercurrent of impulsivity that dares and taunts me finally felt like it had found a release.

      Of course, it was kissing Nolan that finally found my trigger because he’s off-limits—or should be. He is … right?

      I shake my head to dislodge the thought. “I’ll talk to her in the morning. How was Ethan? Was he nice? Did it go well?”

      Hannah’s smile becomes radiant as red blooms on her cheeks. “He’s so cute, and it just felt like everything clicked. We have so many things in common.” She shakes her head. “We like the same music, the same bands, the same anime shows…” Her shoulders sink, staring at me with a wistful expression, silently pleading with me to reel her back down to reality.

      I think of Nolan’s instant smile, the easy exchange between him and his friends and that desire to be the glass is half full, sunshine, fun girl I’ve always wanted to be, has me setting down every reminder that she doesn’t know him well enough, has no idea if he might be the type to kick puppies or not hold the door open for a young mother carrying an infant car seat or the type. Instead, I grin. “Tell me you got his number.”

      Her smile shines a shade brighter as she nods.

      “You definitely need to text him. If we only have a few years left to blame terrible decisions on our pre-frontal cortexes, then there’s no time like the present.”

      “I’m already regretting telling you about that.”

      I grin. “I haven’t even gotten started.”

      She playfully rolls her eyes and then releases another wistful sigh. “Did you see him? I meant to introduce you to him.”

      “I saw him kiss you.”

      Hannah’s cheeks turn crimson. “Do you think he thinks I’m a slut?”

      “If he does, he’s a hypocrite.”

      She nods. “You’re right. And who says I can’t want sex? As we said, women have been made to feel ashamed and embarrassed for centuries for having sexual thoughts and yet are expected to deliver mind-blowing orgasms and be absolute freaks in the bedroom. They can’t have it both ways.”

      The others even mopped and vacuumed for us, so all Hannah and I have to do is return the items we hid down in the basement—an area that smells like the guy I’m trying to forget about.
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      Dread and trepidation sit heavy on my shoulders as I step into my public speaking class. My only relief is that Brielle’s in her seat, reading over a set of notecards clutched in her hands.

      “You have no idea how many times I debated skipping class today,” I tell her, sliding into the empty desk beside her.

      “Same. So much the same,” she says.

      “Who did you choose to do your speech about?”

      Brielle scrunches her nose and her cheeks hint at being pink. “Corey Bishop.”

      “Corey Bishop?”

      She scrunches her nose. “Is that too shallow?”

      I shake my head. “Who is he?”

      Brielle leans her head back and chuckles. “God, I like you. He plays football here at Camden.”

      Recognition hits me, recalling that I met him this weekend at the party.

      Brielle nods. “I know. I’m a sellout, but I’m a dancer—ballet. I was originally going to talk about Margot Fonteyn, the queen of ballet, but I kept thinking about what Hawkins said about knowing your audience…” She shakes her head. “All I heard about last week was the upcoming football game. Is this a terrible idea? Will no one listen or care?”

      “No. Plenty of people will care,” I assure her, though I want to encourage her to talk about Margot Fonteyn, and what she’s passionate about rather than try to please a roomful of people neither of us knows or will likely see again after this semester. But I don’t because that borders on being preachy and I know the last thing I need when feeling nervous is having someone—even Lanie—getting preachy with me. “Do you want to practice with me?”

      She grimaces and shakes her head. “I know this is going to sound ridiculous but every time I practice, I get worse. It’s as though I’m using my best stuff and once it’s spoken, I can’t remember it.” She gives me a beseeching look that reminds me too much of the expression Hannah had given me Saturday night when I know she wanted me to tell her Ethan wasn’t all that and a bag of chips.

      “You’re going to do great,” I tell her.

      “Who did you pick to do your speech on?”

      I don’t have time to answer her though because Professor Hawkins comes in, and I swear cold air follows her.

      “Is she wearing slippers?” Brielle whispers.

      Maybe it’s because Katie left early yesterday morning and ignored my dozen calls and half dozen texts or because I spent too much of yesterday thinking about Nolan, wondering if and when he’d show up and how things would be between us—but Brielle’s question makes me wheeze with a laugh that is neither quiet nor discreet.

      Professor Hawkins snaps her attention to me void of humor and patience. She looks through her class notes. “I was going to give you some tips before we got started, but I want to make sure we’re able to fit everyone’s speech in. It would be shameful not to hear them all.” Sardonic is the one brand of sarcasm I can’t stand. It reminds me of villains—cheesy ones, mean ones, corrupt ones—and as she stares at me with narrowed eyes as though I’ve personally offended her, villains with terrible shoes are added to my list. “Miss Foster, you’re up first.”

      Every muscle in my body goes tense and nausea rolls in my stomach.

      “You’ve got this,” Brielle says quietly, confidently.

      Flashbacks of my early teens and when I tripped over that cord, haunt my thoughts as I slip out of my seat. Every set of eyes follows me to the front of the room, undoubtedly critiquing and judging me.

      I face the class, unsure if I’m supposed to make eye contact or avoid looking at anyone. I somehow get caught doing both, focusing on a bored expression, then someone scribbling in a notebook, and then someone with arched brows who’s most definitely questioning if I’m going to faint. My sole purpose becomes to not allow them to win as I focus on a beige patch on the far wall and clear my throat. My throat still feels sticky, so I clear my throat again, and then cough, choking on air.

      “Hi,” I stutter, my voice low and froggy. I sound like I have a severe case of laryngitis.

      I clear my throat again.

      “Tick-tock, Miss Foster.” Professor Hawkins glances at her watch.

      I clear my throat again.

      Professor Hawkins rolls her eyes, clearly pegging me as a lost cause.

      “Sorry,” I apologize. “I’m … uh …” My palms are sweating and I’m shaking, my notes trembling as I grasp them tighter. “I’m excited to intro-introduce you, you all, to Bessie Coleman,” I read from my notecards until Professor Hawkins calls me out for that, too. My gaze skips over the class again, the pitying stares, the look of genuine shock that I’m so terrible as I am as I skip over words, repeat myself, and say versions of ‘ah’ and ‘um’ at least a hundred times before Professor Hawkins calls time.

      I only make it through seventy percent of my speech, guaranteeing I would have failed even if I hadn’t been incredibly awkward.

      I wish I could fade into the beige walls as I slink back to my seat.

      “Miss Foster has just shown you why practicing your speeches is essential,” Professor Hawkins says, clueless to the fact that between agonizing over attempted apologies to Katie and lost thoughts about Nolan, I spent all of yesterday writing and rehearsing this five-minute speech rather than working on finding the best banana bread recipe as I wanted to, building that hollowness in my chest that had me researching last-minute flights that would take me to one of a million places to try and fill the void and take me far from today’s crashed landing.

      “Also, it’s essential for you to know your subject and have a passion behind it. If you don’t care about what you’re talking about, you’re never going to be able to gain the interest of anyone else.”

      Brielle gives me an empathetic smile before Professor Hawkins calls on her next target.

      When class finally ends, my muscles are still tense as I regret not having taken a red-eye flight to anywhere with a pretty picture last night.

      “I’ll see you Wednesday?” Brielle asks, sounding hopeful and also uncertain as we step outside. The hot September afternoon feels like freedom.

      I nod. “I’ll be here.”

      She gives me a parting smile.

      “Hadley?” Evelyn is a dozen feet away, her bag over one shoulder. “Hey. I was worried I’d never see anyone I knew around here,” she says. “I’m having a severe case of little fish in a giant pond feeling.”

      The streams of people moving around campus lend to her analogy. She glances at the building I just left, and the large green space in front of us.

      “Do you want to get lunch? We could head to The Spiced Chai,” she says.

      I don’t. I don’t want to be around someone who reminds me of Nolan or his friends who had me feeling a level of envy because of their blatant closeness. In addition, I’m surviving on fumes after the disaster of my speech, but her hopeful expression has me nodding. “Yeah.”

      “How did things go with Katie?” she asks as we cross campus.

      “She’s been staying at her boyfriend’s,” I admit.

      Evelyn winces. “That was my first time meeting her. Needless to say, it wasn’t my best first impression. I’m sure she hates me.”

      “I’m pretty sure her anger was aimed solely at Nolan,” I admit.

      Our conversation wanes as we reach the road. It’s four lanes and constantly busy. I both love and hate that Camden is downtown. It makes accessing things easy and convenient most times, but the traffic is a tough trade for convenience some days.

      The light turns and I move to cross, but Evelyn grabs my wrist, hauling me back seconds before a car speeds in front of us.

      My heart beats unevenly in my chest as I look at her, horrorstruck and grateful. My stupid speech and the realization I’ll have to do it again next week are suddenly insignificant in comparison to what nearly happened—what would have happened—if Evelyn wasn’t here.

      “I hate how busy this road is,” Evelyn says. “I made the mistake of parking over in the student lot up here last week,” she points toward one of the many small lots on campus. “Never again. I nearly had to call and beg someone to help me get out.”

      “Thank you. Seriously, thank you so much.”

      She shakes her head. “We should have gone up a couple of blocks. It’s easier to cross up there, I was just trying to get us into the shade.”

      “You’re my spirit animal,” I tell her.

      As we step into The Spiced Chai, scents of freshly ground coffee and cinnamon greet us. I sigh my appreciation but stop as the cover of a local newspaper captures my attention. It’s a picture of Nolan and Hudson, helmets off, smiling after their win Saturday night. The words charismatic, charming, and passionate stick out before I study the photo for a second time.

      “Hadley?”

      I turn, realizing it’s my turn to order. “Sorry,” I say, facing the menu.

      Evelyn shakes her head, noticing the paper. “It’s weird, isn’t it? Seeing them in the newspapers and online.”

      I nod slowly, taking one final glimpse at the picture before examining the menu.

      I settle on a BLT and a bag of jalapeno chips. Evelyn gets egg salad.

      We sit at a table near the front, close enough to hear when they call our names. I expect things to feel awkward and forced, filled with conversation about football and the team, but instead, we talk about classes, our shared anticipation for autumn, and our mutual obsession for A Court of Thorns and Roses that has every last concern and barrier breaking between us.

      The combination of food and Evelyn’s company has my bad morning and questionable weekend falling away as I tell her about my failed speech and fear of public speaking. “I don’t know how I’m going to show my face Wednesday or even consider making another speech next week.”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t that bad,” she says. “We’re always our worst critics.”

      I shake my head. “If you’d been there, you wouldn’t be saying that. I froze, repeated myself, stuttered…” I clamp a hand across my face. “It was awful.”

      “Maybe your professor wanted that? Maybe it was a challenge of sorts?”

      “To see if I can show my face in public again?”

      Evelyn nods to my surprise. “I had a coach once who said when others saw your worst it made it easier to drop all pretenses.”

      “I don’t think I could do worse.” I knock on the table in hopes I don’t jinx myself.

      She grins. “Exactly.” Her phone vibrates with a calendar reminder. “I have a date with my aunt. She’s redoing her house and asked me to go furniture shopping with her.” She looks as disappointed as I feel about our lunch ending. “We should do this again,” Evelyn says as we clear our table.

      “I would really like that.”

      Her smile grows. “Oh, and I did a little recon.” She reaches for her phone. “I’m going to text it to you.”

      “Recon?”

      Her dark eyes flash to me. “I got Nolan’s schedule and I found out he’s terrified of snakes, which I feel like I should have known because I share the same visceral fear.”

      “I think the war is over,” I tell her, picking up a chip. “I don’t know if Katie’s going to let him move back in.”

      “Nolan’s pretty persistent… If I were you, I’d be getting some rubber snakes and hiding them in his things because I’m sure he’ll be back.”

      “I don’t know…”

      Her phone rings, interrupting me from nearly telling her how much I hope he does move back, how much I want to know if he’s dating that Janelle girl—or anyone else, and how since kissing him, embarrassment has followed me like a rash.

      “I’m sorry. It’s her, let me get this really fast.”

      “It’s okay. I actually have another class starting in twenty minutes.”

      “Maybe we can make this a standing date?”

      I nod, more grateful for the olive branch than I can say. “Sans near car accident.”

      She laughs. “See you later.”

      

      My afternoon passes in a dangerous cycle of regret and the same dread I woke up with. When I finally get home, the sky is dark with clouds, making it appear later than it is. Neither Katie nor Hannah’s cars are in the driveway. I never thought about our house as empty and lonely, not until this past weekend, and I hate that a single night—a few lone hours—has challenged the way I look at the house.

      I head up to my room and stop in the doorway, peering around at the brightly colored wrapping paper that covers nearly all my belongings including my bed, desk, closet doors, hamper, and every picture frame on my wall.

      A thrill of excitement challenges the ache in my chest born from not hearing from Nolan all weekend. But as I take a second look across my room, a traitorous smile creeps across my lips. I grab my phone and scroll down to Nolan’s name.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Have you heard of boundaries?

      

      

      

      

      

      A chuckle has me spinning and my heart stopping. Nolan appears from April’s empty room. Gray sweatpants have nothing on the black sweats he’s wearing, loose and formfitting at the same time, pronouncing everything I shouldn’t be looking at. The white tee he’s wearing is loose, and all I can think about is what he’d look like asleep in his bed—in my bed. When I raise my eyes to his face a wide smile shines back at me. His dark blond hair is messily styled in that perfect way it always is, and his eyes look greener from the shadowed hall.

      “How long did this take you? And how’d you get in? Where’s your truck?”

      His smile grows. “How’d your speech go?” he asks, ignoring my more relevant questions.

      I hate that he remembers my speech and I hate the idea of admitting how awful it went even more. “I’m reconsidering my major.”

      Nolan’s eyes dance with humor that makes me feel a stab of anger.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “I didn’t say anything.”

      “You laughed.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Your eyes did.”

      He tips his head back and laughs aloud this time. “Tell me how it went.”

      “Terrible. People couldn’t look away. It was a train wreck.”

      “It couldn’t have been that bad.”

      “No. It was worse.”

      “Did you try picturing everyone in their underwear?” he asks.

      “I was trying to focus on not passing out.”

      His eyes do another silent laugh.

      “I’m serious.”

      “Then, maybe you’d be interested in a proposal to add to our arrangement.”

      That low thrum in my veins comes to life as though recognizing my new outlet is nearby.

      My stomach knots, as the memory of our kiss races through my thoughts. Is he referring to a sexual arrangement? I’m considering the details of a sexual arrangement, what friends with benefits with him would include … and preclude as memories of the blonde with his number painted on her cheek hits like an iron prod.

      Did he sleep with her?

      Pride wants me to say no.

      That energy in my veins pleads a yes, reminding me of Hannah’s claim that this is the time we’re supposed to make mistakes and be stupid—how science is on my side, defending every awful decision.

      I swallow and cut my eyes to Nolan, realizing he hasn’t even made his proposition. It might have nothing to do with kissing or being naked or even being around each other. I fall back on sarcasm. “Does it involve redecorating my room?” I glance back into my room. “God, you killed at least three trees today.”

      “Probably ten. You wouldn’t believe how much paper or how long this took me.”

      I shake my head, noting how my bed and each of my three pillows is individually wrapped. “What’s your proposal?”

      “I could help you.”

      “Help me?”

      He nods. “With public speaking.”

      “In exchange for what? Talking to Katie?”

      Nolan shakes his head. “Don’t get involved with that. She’ll thaw out and talk to me in a few days.”

      It’s the last answer I expected.

      “That’s good because I was about to tell you this deal will never work. She won’t talk to me, either. She hasn’t responded to any of my calls or texts.”

      He winces. “That’s just Katie. She gets mad and gives the silent treatment for a couple of days. She’ll forgive you.”

      “We’ve never fought before,” I admit.

      Regret sobers him. “I shouldn’t have had the party.”

      Everything inside of me wants to object. “What would you want in exchange?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “Teach me how to make your trip wire.”

      I look at him with narrowed eyes. “What’s the catch?”

      “Are you always this suspicious?”

      “Says the guy who planted a man with an ax out the window.”

      Amusement curls his lips. “You can deny it all you want, but you get a high off the pranks. I see it in your eyes. I saw it when you were talking to your sister, and she mentioned the gift you sent.”

      I want to deny it and tell him he doesn’t know me well enough to read my eyes or know what I do and don’t like, but he’s right.

      “I could help you.”

      I scoff. It’s a hundred percent rude and inappropriate. Yet, Nolan only smirks in response.

      “I don’t mean it personally, it’s just…” I shake my head. “This isn’t the first time I’ve tried conquering my fear of public speaking. This isn’t like a mild case of stage fright. I get up in front of people and I literally forget how to talk. The only words I can recall are elementary and broken, and I repeat myself and stutter and apologize and…” I shake my head. “It’s bad. Like, bad, bad.”

      “The team requires us to go through public speaking training for the interviews we have to give. I’ve been training for the past three years.”

      “But you’re a natural and you don’t have a shy bone in your body.”

      He doesn’t deny it. He doesn’t have to. Nolan is the definition of outgoing and fun. “Wouldn’t it be nice if that were true?” His words contradict his grin.

      He’s lying. He’s probably even manipulating me. Still, I ask, “What’s in it for you?”

      He shrugs. “I’ll learn how to torment the freshmen with trip wires. Can they trigger whipped cream pies?”

      Skepticism has me considering why this is a bad idea.

      “But you’ll probably want to come to the dorms for our lessons.”

      “Your dorm?”

      “Unless you want an audience.”

      Filthy thoughts appear like a memory being triggered by a sound or scent, the idea of Nolan undressing me, touching me, sliding inside of me while others watch. My heart races and my skin feels tight, my breasts heavy and it has nothing to do with the ideas of an audience but of Nolan touching me.

      “Won’t you be busy with football and classes and Janelle?” I didn’t mean to add her name. Never intended to sound jealous or confrontational, but the question is out of my mouth before I can sensor it.

      “Janelle is not what you think. Pops and Lenny were making stupid jokes. I didn’t sleep with her or touch her.”

      His confirmation fills me with a relief I didn’t know I needed until hearing it—like some of the weight on my shoulders has already been lifted.

      “What about football and classes?”

      “Text me your schedule. We’ll find some time.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      “Then we’ll make time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          

      

    

    







            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: The answer’s still no.

      

      

      

      

      

      Palmer sniggers as he reads the text over my shoulder. “You might as well pick up your shit and move back into the dorms.”

      It’s been four days since the party and Katie’s feelings haven’t thawed at all.

      I don’t voice my doubts that he’s right because our bus pulls up at the airport, straight on the tarmac in front of the private jet that our team takes when flying to away games.

      My phone buzzes again as I climb the stairs up to the aircraft and I see Hadley’s name. I sent her a text an hour ago asking for her weekend plans.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I have to keep practicing my introduction speech and prepare an informative speech b/c once I pass the first speech, I have to prepare to present the second one.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What are you going to teach the class? How to set up a trip wire?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: That’s top-secret information.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What other top-secret information are you planning to share with me?

      

      

      

      

      

      The dots beside her name flash, then disappear. I take a seat near the front, setting my bag under the chair in front of me. My phone vibrates with another text as I clip my seat belt.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: That’s the only piece of top-secret information I have to trade.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why’d you choose Camden?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: That’s not top-secret, simply irrelevant.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I think I should be the judge of that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: How many times have you used that line?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Zero.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Are you heading to practice?

      

      

      

      

      

      I reach my arm out and take a picture of me smiling while Palmer sticks his tongue out behind me. I send her the photo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I thought your game wasn’t until Friday?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: It is. We generally travel a day early to Florida.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Because of the time zone change that doesn’t happen?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I think they say it’s because of possible weather conditions, but I’m betting it’s because our head coach’s daughter lives here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Hudson fills the seat beside me and pulls out an iPad, opening the video-sharing app to watch tape. “Did you hear back from Katie?”

      I nod. “She’s softening up.”

      Hudson smirks, scrolling through the footage he wants to study.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Was or is public speaking hard for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Last year, I felt sick before every game, knowing I’d have to speak to the press.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I sent my brother-in-law books about how babies are born and about menstruating. It really wasn’t a prank, more of a joke to his ego because he apparently learned nothing except how to make the baby.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: …his gift was packed inside a sealed bag surrounded in fake blood… because I’m kind of an asshole.

      

      

      

      

      

      I feel a sense of accomplishment or relief that she finally shared the contents of the gift with me. I’ve questioned this detail far too much over the past couple of weeks. I imagine her cheeks blushed from admitting this, blue eyes bright with nerves as she awaits my reaction. It isn’t at all what I’d imagined.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Fake blood to represent birth?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: And periods. He thought we chose what days we menstruate.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Tell me there was a note.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: With a dripping blood font.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: That’s solid.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Lanie said he nearly threw up. I feel perversely accomplished.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle, drawing Hudson’s attention.

      “Who’s that?” he asks.

      I shake my head, striving for nonchalance. Hudson doesn’t meddle, but Palmer sure as hell will. Hudson accepts my response, firing off a couple of messages as he waits for my attention.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Describe your relationship with him in three words.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Gahhh. Seriously? That’s impossible. Our relationship is … confusing.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Okay, turbulent, sarcastic, and professional.

      

      

      

      

      

      It’s the last response I was expecting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I thought you guys would be close since you pull pranks on each other.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: He’s very clinical and he rarely puts my sister as a top priority. He’s a nice enough guy, he’s just not the guy I wished for her.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I feel that way about every guy my sisters date.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: It can be hard when you want to like someone more than you actually like them.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Or like someone more than you want to like them.

      

      

      

      

      

      My text goes beyond flirting in the right context, but it likely sounds more like a stupidly vague social media post rather than a confession, which it is.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: What do your parents do?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: My dad’s a firefighter and my mom’s a teacher. We also have a white picket fence around our childhood home, to really paint the picture.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: The crazy pyro type of firefighter like my uncle?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: They’re all like that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Do you get along with your parents?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Mostly.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Do you get along with your parents?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Disturbingly well. My mom would be perfectly fine if I lived with them forever and my dad would legit build me an adult-sized treehouse if I asked.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: My dad insists we all move out when we’re eighteen. It was a rule his parents had, too. My mom was gone a lot, trying to make up for other kids’ absent parents.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: My parents were gone a lot, too. They went to their 8-5 jobs, then got home and worked on the new company.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Who watched you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Sometimes Lanie and Geoff.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Sometimes?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I’ve always been pretty good at following the rules. I’m more like Katie, less like you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Maybe you should learn to use that sharp tongue and those sharp eyes to cut through some red tape. You might like the other side…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Maybe I should find a cutlass.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Maybe you are a cutlass.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: How do you calm yourself down before doing an interview? I always feel like I’m seconds away from getting sick.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I imagine doing something I like. Something that makes me feel calm.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Football?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: My thoughts aren’t usually that … PG…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: You imagine having sex while talking to a room full of people?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why did your mind jump to sex?

      

      

      

      

      

      The dots beside her name vanish and reappear half a dozen times. I know her cheeks are flaming red, right now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Sometimes I think about sex. Sometimes I think about being at the beach, with no expectations or bullshit. Last week, I was thinking about what you sent your brother-in-law.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: So, find my Zen?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Find your Zen.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: My class just started. Good luck with your game, Friday.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Think about things that make you happy. Send me a list after class. These are things you can think about before giving your speech.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sit back in my seat, disappointed the conversation has ended. Every time I talk to her, I find the list of questions and subjects I want to discuss, and hear her thoughts on, grows longer.

      I shift my focus to the screen in front of Hudson, my phone still tight in my fist in case Hadley texts me again. Since our offense is built around passing rather than running, it forces most teams to press Hudson, attempting to get to him while closing the lanes so the other running backs and I can’t get where we’re supposed to be so the ball doesn’t move up the field.

      “Their safeties are both quick.” Hudson rewinds, without commenting about my lack of attention, pointing out details he’s noticed while running theories by me. Hudson’s lived and breathed football since birth. He’s thorough and notices details most of us overlook, pointing out holes in their defense and potential risks and areas to exploit their weaknesses.

      “Krueger wants us to slow things down, again,” Hudson says as they announce we’re ten minutes from landing.

      I nod. “It makes sense. They’re a fast team.”

      “We’re faster.”

      I smirk. “Hell yes we are, and Palmer will run circles around their defense.”

      “But, they’re expecting that.”

      I meet his eyes, recognizing his indecision. “They’ll try to blitz.”

      “We’ve only run the trick play in practice.”

      “Plus, Peters will lose his shit. He was an asshole all week over us changing direction last weekend,” I remind him.

      “But Florida won’t expect it.”

      “You should be having this conversation with Grey. He’s better at thinking through the logistics and understanding the PC bullshit.”

      “You see opportunities on the field no one else does.”

      I shake my head. “I just tell you what I’d do.”

      Hudson nods. “Because you played defense all through high school.”

      “Half the guys on the team did. You were the only prodigy.”

      He glowers. “I don’t want to make decisions based on Peters or fearing his retaliation. I want to make decisions that ensure we’ll win.”

      “We’re a passing team because you’ve got a cannon for an arm and because that’s what Peters knows to coach but we could be one hell of a running team. It isn’t worth risking our positions or Peters’s wrath because we’re going to win, despite his thirty-year playbook.”

      “If Peters wasn’t a consideration?”

      I release a long sigh. “Florida’s going to crowd the line of scrimmage. If we attacked the entire field, we’d force mismatches. We could run traps, power plays, isolations, pick passes, and leads to exploit the hell out of them. They wouldn’t know what hit them.” I’m only reiterating what he already knows.

      “We’re good enough. We’ll still have this win. Let’s pull these risks against a tougher team.”

      “I thought you liked risks?”

      “And I thought you were the nice one in our group.”

      Hudson chuckles then inclines his head as my phone vibrates with a text. “Hadley?”

      I confirm the message is from her and then nod.

      “You’re worried about Katie?”

      “Her first rule for allowing me to live there was I can’t date, flirt, or hook up with her roommates.”

      Hudson laughs jauntily, enjoying my predicament. “So you can have the girl or live off campus?”

      “I don’t know if this is the right time.”

      “Right time for what?”

      I shake my head. “You know how busy shit gets.”

      “I also know you encouraged me to make things work with Evelyn.”

      “That’s because you were an asshole leading up to finally asking her out,” I remind him.

      He stares at me, as though he’s just had an epiphany. “You haven’t dated anyone since your ex, freshman year. Not even in the off-season.”

      “We don’t have a damn off-season. We have an off-week.”

      Hudson doesn’t believe me, I know because he remains silent, waiting for me to either divulge the rest of my truth or paint myself into a corner.

      The flight crew gets on the intercom though, advising us to prepare for landing, ending our conversation.

      “I hate Florida,” Palmer mutters, leaning forward to tuck his bag back under the seat.

      He’s referring to their locker room, which is notoriously disgusting. Every college, including Camden, makes the visitor’s locker room a bare and grimy place, but Florida takes it to the next level. It’s always crawling with cockroaches, smells like piss, and most of the lights don’t work.

      Hudson commiserates with him while I read Hadley’s message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: 1- Laughter. I love the sound of laughter, especially when people have unique laughs, i.e., snorts, gasping sounds, etc.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hadley: 2- When a recipe no longer needs tweaks.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hadley: 3- Lanie.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You forgot pranks.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I also forgot books, but you said to only list three.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: List more. We’re about to land and then we’re heading to the hotel. We’re going to be in meetings for the next couple of hours. I’ll message you later when I can.

      

      

      

      

      

      When the meeting grows tedious, going over the same damn plays we know inside and out because they haven’t changed since Peters became head coach, I make the excuse to go to the bathroom and send Hadley a text, though I know I won’t be able to see her answer until later.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Who did you do your introductory speech on?

      

      

      

      

      

      Hours pass. We have dinner, and go over plays and expectations another half dozen times before we’re finally excused to our rooms.

      I barely have the door open before I have my phone out, checking for Hadley’s reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Bessie Coleman.

      

      

      

      

      

      I kick off my shoes and lie back on the bed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Will I lose clout if I ask who Bessie Coleman is? Should I google her and pretend I know?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: You should have.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: She was the first woman to have African-American and Native-American heritage to hold a pilot’s license. She broke all kinds of records.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hadley: They nicknamed her “Brave Bessie” and “Queen Bess.” She was a badass. They refused to allow her to get her pilot’s license here in America, so she went to France to get it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’ll have to tell Evelyn about her. Did she tell you about the world records she and Hudson have tried?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Seriously?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Serious as a hemorrhoid.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I like Evelyn.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: She’s good people. Why’d you pick Bessie?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: You’re going to laugh.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Try me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Sometimes, I get this itch to do something crazy or reckless. Something impulsive. Public speaking makes it worse. I always leave class ready to sign up to go bungee jumping.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Maybe that’s why you get off with the pranks, Cutlass.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Speaking of pranks, do you really think this is fair? You Saran wrapped my car. I can’t even retaliate right now because you don’t live here. I have zero access to you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Could you tell it was wrapped before you got close enough to open your door? Also, you have full access to me. You just have to ask.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: It looked like my car got thrown up on by single-use plastic. Jason Momoa would kick your ass.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You can reuse it.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: To wrap you in.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: What part of me?

      

      

      

      

      

      I grin, knowing as the pause stretches that I’ve caught her off guard again.

      She sends me a gif of a woman rolling a man in a rug.

      I belt out a laugh.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’d like to see you lift me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I only have to roll you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I snicker, then release a groan, imagining rolling her. Naked. The thought joins a limitless reel of sexual thoughts I’ve had about her over the past two weeks that have been multiplying since Saturday night when I kissed her.

      I’ve thought about that kiss, the taste of her, the gentle moan she made, and the softness of her skin more times than I can count. Never did I expect Lenny to shove me out the door with Janelle, making me look like an absolute ass hat in Hadley’s eyes.

      The ring of jealousy in her words plays through my mind. I consider telling Hadley that I didn’t even ride home with Janelle. Colin, Ethan’s friend, was getting into his car, and I’d bummed a ride off him, to prevent what I knew would be an awkward turn of events if I had ridden with her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’d probably have more fun if I rolled you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Until you dropped me down a mountain.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You have trust issues.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I wonder when those started?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Besides bungee jumping, what else would help you scratch that itch? I’m not allowed to bungee jump. I had to sign a waiver.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Seriously?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’d be amazed how much they own me.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Is that why you want to move out?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: One of the reasons.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: There are more?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: My roommate snores. He sounds like a fucking helicopter with a broken rotor.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: And yet you take your pranks out on me?!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: He’s a soccer player.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: And the sky is blue.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: If he reported me, my whole team would pay for it. The soccer team already hates us.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Hence why you torment the freshmen?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Torment has such a negative connotation. It’s some light hazing. If we didn’t do it, they’d feel forgotten and unseen.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Do you buy your own bullshit?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Always.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: What’s your major?

      

      

      

      

      

      I grin wider than I should as she prompts our conversation to continue.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Business management. What about you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: PR and marketing.

      

      

      

      

      

      I press the phone icon beside her name, bored with texting, and slightly desperate to hear her voice. It rings three times before she answers, her voice warm and quiet. “If you ridicule me, so help me.”

      “Were you considering not answering?”

      “I had my phone on silent. I was getting a snack and had to wait until I was back in my room to answer so I wouldn’t wake Hannah.”

      I glance at the phone, realizing it's past midnight. I should be asleep. “Why did you choose PR and marketing?”

      “My family owns a development company, and when my parents retire, they want me to fill my mom’s role and meet with clients and builders and do community outreach. She doesn’t have to do a ton of public speaking, but when she does, it’s pivotal and important. She has big shoes to fill.”

      “Do you want to do it? Work for your parents, I mean.”

      “I know it sounds lame, and probably like I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth, but I do. I love the company. It’s all I know. They started the business in our house and nearly everyone who works for the company has been there for at least a decade. My brother and sister both work for the company as well as my brother’s wife.”

      “But not your brother-in-law?”

      “He’s an eye doctor.”

      “And he doesn’t know where babies come from?”

      She laughs, the sound throaty and muted. I wish I were there to see it. “Right? Apparently, they only sent him to medical school to learn about pupils and corneas and eye-related stuff.”

      “You know getting out and finding things that scratch that itch might help you get over your fear of public speaking. The Camden Cookie Run is this Saturday. Maybe getting out and acting ridiculous in front of a group of people could help.”

      “The Camden Cookie what?”

      “Camden Cookie Run. It’s a big deal.”

      “I’ve never heard of it,” she says.

      “That’s because you hang out with Katie, and she hates college traditions and anything that smells even distantly elitist.”

      “Is it elitist?”

      I scoff. “It gives off the vague scent.”

      She laughs again. It feels precariously rewarding, making me think of that itch she mentions and understanding it explicitly because her laugh feels like my scratch. “What is it?”

      “You run to a shop downtown that makes a ton of cookies for the event, and you have to scarf down cookies and then run back to campus, and the first person to cross the finish line wins.”

      “Wins what?”

      “I have no idea, but it’s for a good cause. They made like twenty grand last year for the children’s hospital. You chase the elitism down with a few cookies and know you’ve done something good. The only drawback is you’re going to have to wake up before nine because it starts at eight.”

      “You have no idea what time I wake up.”

      “Just that you’re never awake when I leave.”

      “Because you use up all the hot water.”

      “Are you ever going to let me live that down?” I ask.

      “It felt like swimming in the Pacific Ocean.”

      I chuckle.

      “Bring Hannah. Ethan will be there.”

      “I’ll ask her.”

      “Even if she says no, you should come. Did I mention you get cookies?”

      “I prefer savory,” she reminds me.

      “No one dislikes cookies.”

      “This is true.”

      “We can hang out afterward.”

      “I need to practice my speech.”

      “You can practice on me.”

      She yawns. “I’m sleep-deprived and slightly delirious because I couldn’t sleep last night. I don’t have the mental capacity to answer.”

      “You should get some sleep,” I say, though I don’t want to end the call. I want to hear more about her week, more about her childhood—just more.

      “Good luck Friday,” she says, her voice soft and gentle.

      “I’ll talk to you soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          

      

    

    







            Hadley

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do you see him?” Hannah asks from where she’s pretending to stretch beside me while scouring the crowds for Ethan. We’re in a crowd of orange shirts, everyone matching for the cookie run.

      “Why don’t you just text him and ask if he’s here?”

      “I don’t want to come across as needy,” she says. “God, it’s hot. I’m melting.” She pulls her shirt from her body, trying to circulate the air.

      “You’re not being needy. You guys are supposed to be meeting.” I don’t mention that I’m sweating and miserable from the heat and worried about it getting warmer before we have to run two miles.

      I scroll through my contacts, stopping on Nolan’s name. I texted him yesterday morning before the game, wishing him luck again. His only response was to like my message. I nearly texted him again last night after watching Camden win to congratulate him and ask if he was okay after taking a hit that had my chest feeling too tight while waiting for him to stand, but as the game concluded, the camera panned the cheerleaders, and I saw the same blonde from the party, Nolan’s number on her face, and I erased my congratulatory text.

      Childish?

      Probably.

      Bitter?

      Definitely.

      Jealous?

      No comment.

      I can text Nolan now, though because my pride doesn’t have to worry about rejection or if he perceives me as needy because this message is on behalf of Hannah and maybe it’s a good thing—a better thing—if he doesn’t respond and I don’t see him. Platonic feelings—a platonic relationship would be so much safer and easier to navigate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Are you guys here?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: Are you looking for me or Ethan?

      

      

      

      

      

      My heart does a traitorous dance.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Both.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: Where are you guys?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: We’re standing by the statue of Camden.

      

      

      

      

      

      I eye the bronze statue of Camden, the founder of our school that sits in the front courtyard. I’ve always wondered if he really did look like Abraham Lincoln or if they just wanted him to look like a distinguished and notable man in history.

      “They’re here,” I tell Hannah when Nolan doesn’t respond.

      “Where?” Her voice turns higher with anticipation as she looks around.

      I scan the crowds and spot Hudson, Evelyn at his side. My heart seems to do a double beat, knowing Nolan will be with them and spot him as he cuts through the crowd, moving to Evelyn’s opposite side.

      My heart beats chaotically, ignoring my wishes for platonic anything as Nolan’s eyes meet mine and he smiles in recognition and what I want to believe is the same concoction of excitement and relief that’s currently guiding me to lead Hannah toward them.

      “Hey,” Evelyn says, grinning as she steps forward to hug me.

      “Hey. Evelyn, did you get the chance to meet my friend and roommate, Hannah?”

      Evelyn shakes her head and offers Hannah her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. This is my boyfriend, Hudson.”

      Nolan moves to stand beside me. “Are you sold yet on college traditions?”

      “I don’t know what I was expecting, but I kind of thought college traditions were secrets. Like you meet at three in the morning and knock twice on a door and have a secret code to get in.”

      He chuckles. The sound sends a shot of pure bliss through my system. His laugh, despite not being quirky, is quickly becoming my favorite addiction. The deep rumble, the smooth bass, the slight intake of breath at the end—it’s all mesmerizing. “A few are more exclusive, but there’s not a ton of mystery.”

      “No secret societies?”

      His smile widens. Around us the crowd cheers in response to a giveaway happening to our right. Nolan dips his head, his lips so close to my ear that I feel his breath. “None that I’ve been invited to.” He smells so good I nearly moan. I forgot how good he smelled. It’s comforting, clean, and fresh, and on Nolan, it’s like a drug.

      I swallow, turning to speak in his ear, leaning a little closer than necessary. “Where’s Ethan?”

      “He’s coming. He, Sam, and Colin got caught taking photos with some fans.”

      I nod as I take a half step back so I can see his face. His eyes show traces of tiredness but when he smiles, they nearly disappear. “Congratulations on your game.”

      His grin widens, cutting open that vein that has me feeling too much and yet not nearly enough.

      “Nolan!” The same blonde—Janelle—cries, jumping on Nolan’s back. He catches her thighs with his hands, and that feeling of jealousy I’ve been trying to fight and ignore burns me like an iron prod.

      Nolan flinches, reminding me of the hit he took yesterday. He straightens and releases his grip, forcing her back to her feet as his gaze tracks to mine.

      “I brought the party!” Lenny yells, swinging an arm around Nolan’s neck and tugging him into a crowd of cheerleaders and football players. His gaze cuts to me a silent apology as Lenny tugs him farther away. I remain on the fringes, waiting for those same warm feelings of belonging and comradery to flood me as they did Saturday, but as they joke and belch and the girls scream each time one of the guys pretends to scare them, I draw farther and farther away from the group.

      “Maybe we should just go,” Hannah says, clearly feeling the same hit of estrangement. “It feels like I’m losing brain cells just by listening to them.”

      “Are we just boring? Do we not know how to have fun?”

      Hannah shrugs. “If this is fun, I want to be boring.”

      Negativity eats at my thoughts. I could be home practicing my speech and working on outlining my second speech while baking another batch of banana bread (which I’ve nearly perfected) and am instead here, sweating, and hot, surrounded by bad decisions that are doing nothing to relieve that itch.

      I lean forward to tell Hannah I’m ready if she is, but Ethan and Colin appear, weaving their way through the crowd to reach us.

      “Hey.” Hannah’s voice no longer sounds bitter or bored and she’s smiling, juvenile behaviors and the raging hot sun forgotten as she hugs Ethan. Something about him pulls at my attention, an intuition that I can’t place. Maybe it’s the way he continues to scan across the masses or how loose he holds her, but something has me taking note. “I don’t know how you guys practice in this heat,” she says.

      They launch into an answer as Evelyn makes her way over to us. “Do you want to grab something to drink?” she asks. “I can’t believe how hot it is already.” She looks back at Hudson and vaguely gestures to Hannah. It’s a silent request for him to watch and pay attention, proving once again that Evelyn is my kind of people. The type of people I want in my circle and at my table.

      “I swear, they’re not complete animals … most of the time.” She glances back as one of the guys makes a crude comment. “Except for that one. Clearly.” She shakes her head.

      I grin, “Let me tell Hannah, really quick.”

      Hannah is too distracted to hear the details, but I assure her I’ll be back before joining Evelyn and heading toward the South Lawn.

      “Just to be clear, if someone on the team—or someone not on the team—bothers you or makes you feel uncomfortable, just find Nolan or Hudson. Grey, Corey, and Palmer are safe, too. And me of course.”

      I smile, trying my best not to look dismissive, but I don’t want to hear how great they are. I don’t want to remember that warm sense of belonging from last Saturday that was likely alcohol induced. I was appreciating looking at them all like a bunch of meatheads who lack manners and civility.

      “This is crazy. I didn’t expect this many people,” I tell her, hoping to change the subject.

      “They open it to the public,” she says. “Everyone can participate.”

      “Have you done it before?”

      Evelyn shakes her head. “I used to spend my summers here. This is my first autumn.”

      “Your first spider season.” I wince.

      “Oh my gosh. They’re huge, and they’re everywhere!”

      “Everywhere,” I echo. Giant orb spiders seem to crawl out of every stretch of woodlands and converge into towns, making webs on every structure, car, and tree.

      “They’ll mostly be gone by Halloween, but I was shocked to see so many last year.”

      The conversation turns awkward as we wait in line for drinks. I’m sure it’s my bad mood and distracted thoughts that are to blame. Guilt has me offering to pay the bill when it’s our turn to order.

      On our way back, the noise of the crowd keeps things from feeling awkward or forced.

      “Need some help?” Nolan asks, reaching for the water bottles gathered in my arms as Hudson moves to help Evelyn with her haul. “You guys bought them out.”

      “Yeah, you can pass them out. I’m going to take these to Hannah.”

      “What should our strategy be for the run?” Nolan asks, following me.

      I shake my head, trying to avoid looking at him or smelling him because everything about Nolan seems to distract me and make me forget that he’s my roommate’s brother and allergic to monogamy. “My strategy is to not pass out from heatstroke or hairspray inhalation,” I say as a group of cheerleaders spray clouds of aerosol on each other’s hair and face. “Are they breathing it in?”

      “It sets their makeup, so the heat doesn’t make it run,” Sam explains as I distribute water to the four of them.

      Sometimes, I think I’d fail a written test on how to be a girl. “Learn something new every day.”

      Sam looks as though he’s questioning my credibility, but Nolan grins. “Do you play any sports?”

      “Does baking count?” I don’t want to tell him I played tennis all through high school and still play singles sometimes on a local meetup group, or that Lanie loves yoga and often bribes me to attend classes with her by getting me iced coffees. Instead, warning him I might be detrimental to his time and speed sounds like a much safer option.

      Nolan’s smile turns playful, twisting that part of me he manages to impact—which is everything. “Yes. You’re going to have to eat cookies.”

      Thankfully, a man standing on a small portable stage, calls everyone’s attention through a screeching mic that has everyone wincing. He explains the route we’re taking, reminding us to look for the giant Knight symbols—Camden’s emblem. Nolan had neglected to mention the myriad of ridiculous and embarrassing things we have to do at each stop, including howling, crab walking, and singing Camden’s fight song. He assures us each task will be clearly marked, but my apprehension melts away and I miss part of the speech because Janelle appears, stopping at Nolan’s other side. Jealousy burns in my veins.

      “How are we going to run after eating twelve cookies?” Hannah asks as the announcer reminds everyone; they must eat all dozen before continuing the race.

      I shake my head, trying to ignore the way Janelle’s leaning closer to Nolan, laughing as she whispers something to him. The moment she steps back, a guy pretends to scare her by touching her back, and once again she screams and clings to Nolan.

      It’s painful to watch the guys fawn over her reaction like she’s cute and sexy rather than an attention seeker who’s being so ridiculously over the top.

      I turn back to the stage as someone grabs and shakes me. I look over my shoulder, meeting the expected eyes of four players waiting for me to have a similar reaction to the one Janelle and the other cheerleaders have given. They look bored and sorely disappointed when I refuse to even blink.

      “Touch her again and you’re going to run bleachers all day Monday,” Nolan warns the guy who tried scaring me.

      His teammate raises both hands and takes several steps back into the throngs of their team.

      I don’t know how I feel about Nolan’s warning. I’m inclined to tell Nolan I didn’t need him to speak on my behalf, but another part of me is reveling in the fact he did. Not only because I feel too many are bystanders to assholes, but because he got a ragey look in his eye, one that promised there’d be a higher price to pay than just running bleachers that has me hyper-aware of him again.

      “I’ll be right back,” Nolan says, catching Hudson’s attention as he moves.

      “How do this many people run together without causing a bottleneck?” I ask.

      “We won’t all run together,” Ethan answers, turning to look at me from where he’s standing beside Hannah, one arm tossed loosely around her shoulders. “They’ll start asking people to line up by how fast they run. Those enrolled in athletics are asked to go first.”

      “Palmer will probably win the event. Nolan stands a chance, too,” Ethan continues. “They’re trying to beat the soccer team.”

      I recall Nolan telling me about the soccer player in the room next to his, and how he can’t get revenge in the way he wants to.

      “Where’s the soccer team?” I ask.

      Ethan pops up on his toes. He’s not short, but the crowd has become so dense it’s difficult to see. He points. “That guy with the mohawk is their captain.”

      “What are you thinking?” Hannah asks, her look speculative and filled with doubt.

      “Can Palmer or Nolan really win? I mean, do they stand a chance?”

      Ethan shrugs. “Probably. They’re fucking fast, but with this many people, it will be hard to find a clear route. They can’t exactly push people over, if you know what I mean.”

      “The basketball team is here, too, and they’re gunning for the win, as well,” Sam says.

      “You have that evil scientist look in your eye,” Nolan says, successfully startling me for the first time after half a dozen attempts from his team. His lips graze the shell of my ear and the scent of bergamot coils around me.

      “Funny because you had a ragey look a few minutes ago.”

      He doesn’t deny it.

      “Is the guy from the soccer team who has the room next to yours here?”

      Nolan quirks his brow. “Why?”

      “If I were to fall and get hurt and slow down the soccer team, would you and Palmer be able to win?”

      His gaze softens as he smiles, making it nearly impossible for me to recall the scowl from earlier, which is nearly regrettable because Nolan’s scowl had me dizzy with desire.

      “Forget about the soccer team.”

      “But you can beat them.”

      Those eyes that tease at being blue and green settle on me, warm and so intentional it reminds me of the way he’d looked at me at the party before he came over and kissed me like I was all he saw. “I wouldn’t want you to try and slow them down. I wouldn’t want them to have a single damn excuse when we beat them. But Palmer’s got this. I’m running with you. We’re here to help you prepare for your speech on Monday.”

      I shake my head. “But you have a chance to beat him.”

      He shrugs. “It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “I’m going to run with Hannah. Beat them and get a small dose of revenge.”

      Indecision wars in his gaze.

      I nod. “Go beat them. I’ll meet you at Camden’s feet.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ll be mad at you if you don’t win.”

      He chuckles.

      Someone calls Nolan’s name which has his attention turning to the team. Something passes between them that has Nolan lifting a finger to indicate he’ll be right there. He takes an inhaler out of his pocket and takes a quick pull. “You know the route?”

      I nod.

      His gaze tracks over my face. “And they told you that you have to rub Camden’s toe to call time, right?”

      I nod again.

      He nods in return. “Let me see your phone.”

      I don’t even bother asking why, relinquishing it to him while trying to recognize this light feeling in my chest that makes breathing easier and harder at the same time.

      “I’m putting some of the guys’ numbers in your phone in case you get separated or anything happens. Pops is going to stay near the back to make sure everyone’s good. Callum will be pacing the freshmen to make sure they don’t do anything stupid.” His attention jogs between my phone and his as he continues entering more numbers. “I’m sending them your number, too.” He straightens, looking at Ethan. “Are you competing?”

      Ethan shakes his head. “I appreciate you thinking I could catch you or Palmer.”

      Nolan offers a fraction of a smile. “Make sure you keep an eye on them. People do most of the shoving at the beginning.”

      Ethan nods. “Colin, Sam, and I will be a wall,” he assures him.

      Nolan nods, his gaze skirting to me again as the announcer calls for the athletes to line up.

      “Go,” I tell him. “Beat him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          

      

    

    







            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      I stand near the front of the group, where the announcer prompted participating athletes to stand, knowing this is just as much a matter of pride among the teams as it is a fundraiser.

      I glance in Hadley’s direction again. She’s listening to Ethan, a smile claiming her face.

      The emcee announces the countdown is about to start, and my attention moves to the stage and then to the soccer team. I have zero reservations that my neighbor tries to drive me up a fucking wall. His habits and hours are too intentional to be innocent. Hudson assumes it’s because their team is so vastly underfunded compared to football or basketball, Palmer assures it’s jealousy because they don’t draw the crowds or attention we do. Even lacrosse and rugby draw larger crowds than men’s soccer.

      The countdown starts and people inch forward. The second the bell rings we set off at a sprint through downtown. Palmer’s the fastest guy on our team, but as we race down the sidewalks in the direction of the cookie shop, we’re a pack, a couple of guys from the soccer team and the basketball team pacing with us.

      We stop to do jumping jacks at the first corner, sing at the next, spin in circles, and then do pushups before reaching the parking lot of the cookie shop where volunteers cheer for us. Tables are set up with bags of cookies.

      I tear open a yellow sack, the scents of sugar barely registering as I stuff two cookies in my mouth, chewing like my position on the team relies on this race. I’m finishing my final cookie when my blinders drop and I notice Sam at the table across from me, munching on a cookie. I glance at his sides, the table in front of him and behind him, not spotting Hadley or Hannah, and realize ass face ditched them.

      I take the glass of water a volunteer hands me and hand it to Palmer. “Fucking win,” I tell him.

      He gives me a silent toast, tips the glass back, then sets off in a sprint as others scramble to finish and set off after him.

      I turn, searching through the crowds until spotting Ethan, Hannah, Colin, and Hadley beside him. Hadley smiles through a wince that has me noting her slight limp as she moves forward.

      I snag a few bags of cookies and meet them, so they don’t have to fight through the crowds.

      “What are you doing?” Hadley asks, shaking her head as she looks in the direction of where the race continues and then back at me. “You’re going to lose.”

      “No one loses today,” I say, tossing her a bag of cookies. “What happened?” I look at her leg. “Is it your knee or your ankle?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I look at Ethan for an answer. “The tape came up from all the runners. She tripped over one of the power cords.”

      “Extension cords and I are not friends,” Hadley says.

      “Does it hurt to put weight on?”

      “It’s fine. I’m fine,” she insists. “You’re going to lose. Why’d you stop?”

      Ethan pats me on the back. “Respect, man,” he says, quietly. “I’m going to grab water,” he says louder to the group as he passes me.

      Hadley tears into her bag and eats half the cookie in one bite, and then the other half. “Are you good with them?” she asks, turning to Hannah who nods.

      Hadley grabs my arm, shoving another cookie in her mouth as she moves forward, and while she does one hell of an acting job, I can tell she’s favoring her right leg.

      “What are you doing?” I ask, capturing her waist with one hand, and turning her to face me.

      “You were supposed to win.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “You can’t get revenge any other way.”

      I shake my head. “This wouldn’t begin to serve as revenge.”

      “We can still do this.” She eats another cookie.

      We couldn’t, even if we left now. “It doesn’t matter.”

      She shakes her head. “It does. Eat this.” She shoves a cookie at me, looking both ways, conspiratorially, as though someone might notice and unqualify one or both of us.

      I eat it, and then a second, and a third until all her cookies are gone. Sugar clings to her lips, tempting me to lick them clean.

      “Let’s go,” she says, grabbing my hand.

      I shake my head. “You’re not running on that ankle.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “We need to get you some ice.”

      “We need to go, we might—”

      “You’re not finishing the race,” I tell her.

      Her eyes flare with a clear shot of challenge, and I know that was the wrong thing to say.

      “You’re hurt. You don’t want to run on a sprain. It will only injure it further. If it’s slight, you’ll be able to recover in a couple of days, weeks at the most. But if it’s severe, it could require crutches, physical therapy, all the shit you won’t want to do.”

      “You shouldn’t have stopped.”

      “I shouldn’t have left you,” I argue.

      That ice that formed over her eyes melts as she swallows, silently daring me to say it again or expand upon the claim. “I don’t think it’s even sprained. I just twisted it. It’s not swollen. Look.”

      I do and she’s right, it’s not swollen or discolored, at least, not yet. “We’ll walk it,” I concede. “But if you start limping, I’m carrying you over the finish line.”

      She scoffs but then seems to recognize I’m not joking and sobers. “I’m fine. I swear.”

      I extend a hand. “We’re walking,” I repeat.

      She frowns, something near a grimace as we continue, following the crowds that are still mostly running. The fastest people have already left, including everyone from the football team except for Ethan, Colin, and Pops who’s helping pass water out.

      “So you’re planning to return to Vegas after graduation?”

      Hadley nods. “What about you? Do you want to return to Indiana?”

      “That depends on what happens.”

      “With football?”

      I nod.

      “Do you want to go pro?”

      “That’s the dream, right?”

      “Is it your dream?” She stares at me and doesn’t look away when I glance back at her.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Maybe?”

      She doesn’t sound incredulous like some, still, her eyes sharpen, waiting for an answer I can’t provide. I don’t know what the future will bring. Hell, I don’t know what spring will bring. “Have you picked a topic for your next speech or is it still top-secret?”

      “What do you want to do if you don’t go pro?”

      “I’ll tell you if you tell me why you came to Camden.”

      Hadley’s eyes narrow. I laugh, setting my attention to her feet, trying to weigh the balance in her hips and knees to see how she’s doing. “It must be a good story,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Maybe I just like teasing you.”

      “I can think of a dozen ways I’d rather you tease me.”

      Surprise flares in her eyes, but before her reaction can settle, she moves to allow someone to pass between us.

      I close the gap she permitted. “How’s your ankle feeling?”

      “Fine.”

      “My next speech will be on how to be a better public speaker. I thought they might appreciate the irony. I’m hoping to pick your brain a little.”

      I nod, grinning at her humor. “Pick away.”

      The sidewalk gets increasingly crowded, the speed walkers and joggers catching up with us. Someone recognizes me, and another asks for my picture. Hadley grins, offering to take the picture.

      By the time we make it back to campus, the yard is filled with people who have completed the race. The bell that marks each person’s completion is ringing continuously as I search for the team, hoping to see Palmer with the victory cookie plaque in his hand.

      The sound of Hadley taking a sharp breath has my attention snapping to her.

      “It’s okay. I’m okay,” she says. “Just a wrong step.”

      I bend and place a hand beneath her legs, the other at her back, and scoop her into my arms. Her body is rigid, eyes wide with alarm.

      “What are you doing?” she objects.

      “I told you I’d carry you if it started hurting.”

      “It was one wrong step,” she protests, planting a hand on my chest and pushing away.

      “Because the ground’s uneven.”

      “You can’t carry me.”

      I raise a brow. “Watch me.”

      “Nolan. This is ridiculous. I feel ridiculous.”

      “Keep moving, and I’ll throw you over my shoulder.”

      She pulls her head back fractionally. “You wouldn’t.”

      “Try me.”

      She doesn’t.

      I make it to the statue where we both reach forward, rubbing the toe to mark our completion.

      “Where are you going?” Hadley asks as I pass those celebrating and cut between two buildings.

      “The facility.”

      “The what?”

      “Someone needs to look at your ankle.”

      “It’s okay. I need to find Hannah.”

      I nod. “Text her. We were going to hang out anyway. Our trainer needs to look at your ankle.”

      “I don’t need to see a trainer. I’ll be fine.”

      I nod, continuing down the incline that takes us to the sidewalk.

      “You’re not going to stop, are you?”

      I snicker and shake my head. “If our little game doesn’t teach you anything else, it’s that once I get my mind set on something, there’s no stopping me.”

      Her arm around the back of my neck tightens. “A product of being a middle child?”

      “I’m not the middle child,” I remind her. “Four’s an even number.”

      “Or maybe you and Katie are both middle children?”

      “I don’t think it works that way.”

      “Were you and Katie competitive growing up? Like with homework and sports and things?”

      I shake my head. “Not really. Were you and your siblings?

      “Geoff and Lanie were crazy competitive with each other. They still are. Game nights are ugly, and some games are even banned—specifically Parcheesi and Risk. And the wishbone is thrown away before the turkey is placed on the table for Thanksgiving dinner.”

      “What was your thing?”

      “What was your thing?” she counters.

      “Sports.”

      “Science,” she says, equally matter of factly.

      I chuckle. “You might have a little more of that competitiveness than you know.”

      Her jaw falls open, a look of shock and innocence that only makes me laugh harder. “I’m not this way with others. Only you bring out this brand of stubbornness in me.”

      “Or you’re just comfortable being yourself around me and you’re actually this competitive and stubborn.”

      “Says the guy who refuses to let me walk.”

      “I own my stubbornness.”

      She rolls her eyes, a smirk tugging at her lips before her attention turns to the wide brick building in front of us. “Last week was my first time here.”

      “You’d never watched a game before?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Those are the dorms,” I nod toward the immense brick building behind us as we pass the doors into the facility.

      “It’s always open?” she asks.

      “For players.”

      “Why?”

      “They’d prefer if we never left.”

      She pins me with those blue eyes, oblivious to the effect she has over me as I push through the player’s door that leads to the locker room and rooms filled with gear, trainers, a movie theater, and more. “Where are we going?”

      “You’re getting the private tour.”
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      They’d prefer if we never left.

      Nolan’s words are ominous, alluding to the fact there’s something darker to this sport—maybe all sports—than what’s on the surface.

      We only cross through two rooms, but both are elaborate and filled with color and details that many of the classrooms lack.

      “What’s going on?” a man wearing a dark blue polo asks. He’s around my dad’s age, his cheeks round and clean-shaven.

      “She fell during the cookie run. Can I have you take a look?”

      The man nods, waving us toward another door.

      Nolan carries me inside and sets me on an examination table. “Hadley this is Holbrook, our lead trainer. Holbrook, Hadley.”

      Holbrook nods, his smile gentle. He spends the next twenty minutes examining my ankle and then my knee at Nolan’s request, diagnosing me with a mild sprain.

      “You’ll need to fill out a report since you got hurt on Camden property,” Holbrook says. “Let me grab one and some information on taking care of this.”

      “I won’t tell anyone if you won’t.”

      He barely cracks a smile. “Come see me tomorrow between twelve and three. I want to see how the swelling and bruising are.”

      “I’m going to have to contact one of the woman’s trainers to see if they have crutches small enough for you,” Holbrook says.

      “Crutches?” Crutches are more embarrassing than Nolan carrying me, which is a really poor comparison because after the initial shock, being held in Nolan’s arms made me feel all the things I knew I shouldn’t. The walk to the facility wasn’t nearly long enough.

      Nolan frowns a sympathetic look that has me looking back at Holbrook. “You’ll need to use them for the first couple of days, at least,” Holbrook says. “Today and tomorrow, you need to focus on icing your injury. That will help reduce the swelling and bruising. You can do it here in the ice bath or…” he turns to Nolan, “I can have someone bring ice to your dorm if you guys will be there.”

      “But it’s only a mild sprain,” I object.

      Holbrook laughs, a wonderful high-pitched, wheezing sound that would make me smile under normal circumstances.

      “You’re as bad as him,” He pats Nolan on the shoulder, the exchange affectionate.

      “Send the ice bucket to my room, if you don’t mind,” Nolan says.

      Holbrook nods. “Ice it for twenty minutes every two hours. Wrap it with a tape or bandage in-between, the compression will help with the swelling. And be sure to keep it elevated.” He looks at Nolan again. “You know the drill.” He gathers different supplies that he drops into a bag before promising ice and crutches will be delivered soon.

      “Hop on,” Nolan says, grabbing my shoe and backing up to the table I’m sitting on. I consider objecting or questioning Holbrook again but know it will be futile. And being this close to Nolan seems like the best part of this injury.

      The walk to the dorms is short, making me wonder why Nolan was so insistent to move out. Earplugs seem like a worthy exchange for the convenience factor.

      “This is so much better than my dorm building last year,” I say, looking across the expanse of the lobby.

      “You lived in the dorms?”

      “Only for a month, but my room was on the main floor and half of it was underground, so the window was literally ground level. I was always terrified some weirdo or an opossum was going to come into my room while I was sleeping. We didn’t have air conditioning, and I swear it smelled of Kraft mac n cheese, which I can no longer eat thanks to those few weeks.”

      Nolan chuckles as he enters the elevator. I stare at our reflection, how I’m wrapped around his shoulders and neck. It’s an image I won’t soon forget. “Injury aside, how was your first Camden tradition?”

      “Surprisingly fun. Are there more traditions?”

      He nods. “Camden’s been open for a couple of hundred years. The cookie run is the biggest and most public. Most of the others have more of a secret society/speakeasy kind of vibe.”

      “I knew it! How do you find out about them?”

      His eyes flash with something that makes me feel starved for his next words. “There’s another one happening in a few weeks at the theater.”

      “How do you know when and where it is? We have four theaters on campus.”

      “You have to know someone who’s going.”

      I lean closer to him, folding my forearms around the front of his neck. “Is this where you ask me to help you get moved back into the house in exchange for an invitation?”

      “You keep bringing that up,” he says. “You must miss having me there.”

      The elevators open and disappointment bounces through my chest as Nolan turns and I lose the reflection of him as we head down a long hall.

      “Camden needs to hire interior designers,” I muse, looking at the endless gray. “This isn’t any better than the sea of beige in most classrooms.”

      Nolan stops in front of door 434 and withdraws a keychain from the pocket of his shorts. With a couple of practiced moves, he has the door open, and lights flipped on.

      “This is nice,” I exclaim, peering around. “You really prefer the spider-ridden basement to here?”

      Nolan stops in front of a large brown couch and takes a seat with me still on his back. The couch presses me more firmly against him, even as I release my grip on him. It’s delicious.

      Nolan slides his hands from under my legs and sets them on top of my thighs. It’s not friendly but it’s not romantic either. Like everything involving Nolan, I don’t know exactly what he’s thinking and feel guaranteed to misunderstand his intentions.

      “Let’s get your ankle elevated.” He regrettably stands. “I’ll be right back.” He disappears down a short hall.

      I look around at the full-sized kitchen and eat-in dining room, admiring the exposed brick. His dorm is larger than some of the condos we’ve renovated in downtown Vegas. While it’s not high-end, it’s nice. Nolan’s belongings are minimal. There aren’t any pictures on the walls, books, or even cushions on the couch. It’s the definition of a bachelor pad.

      Nolan reappears with two pillows in his arm. Without warning, he grabs my calf, his touch surprisingly gentle for how fast he moved. The feel of his rough calluses against my exposed skin is better than I’d imagined. A chill runs down my spine, and goose bumps pepper my skin.

      Once my foot is arranged how he wants, he moves so that several feet separate us before he turns to face me, plunging his fingers into his hair. I’ve never wondered what another person’s hair felt like, never had the desire to bury my hands in it, but with Nolan, I crave the idea.

      “We have a couple of media professionals for the team, and they train us for different kinds of interviews; radio versus TV versus social media. They’re all slightly different but sometimes they crossover. One piece of advice that changed my mindset was hearing that everyone else in the room is just as nervous if not more so than me. Every person who works with the press is working to capture the most cutting-edge story, the most views, and the most clicks. It helped alleviate some of the pressure I’d felt and reversed the situation. Now, I consider how to help make their job easier. In your class, everyone is going to be just as nervous as you to give a speech. Half of them probably won’t even be able to hear what you’re saying because they’re so worried about their own speech.”

      “I’m pretty sure I caught everyone’s attention last week.”

      He gives a faint smile. “Another one told me that most of our fear stems from trying to be perfect and reminded me that they don’t want perfect. Perfect is boring and rigid. Look at Hollywood—they don’t want to hear about celebrities who are perfect, they want to find the people who are having break-downs, divorces, and peak stress—because that’s when they’re most human—when others can relate or feel better about themselves. Your audience will appreciate seeing your imperfections.” His gaze drops to my chest.

      “Freudian slip?”

      He shakes his head. “What?”

      “You just said imperfections and then checked out my breasts.”

      “I didn’t…” He closes his eyes. “I wasn’t referring to your breasts.”

      The self-conscious part of me wants to pick this apart and find out where he sees imperfections in me, find out if they’re physical traits or personality defects. Self-preservation keeps my jaw clamped shut and my lips twisting with a smirk to pretend I don’t care.

      “You’re perfect.” His voice is thick, as though he was trying to keep the words back.

      My thoughts and feelings go reeling, like loose spools of yarn, zigzagging around the room and down all four flights that the elevator carried us up. Perfect as in boring and rigid or perfect like my new favorite lasagna recipe?

      Nolan clears his throat and paces two steps to the left of me. “You can also try the age-old trick of imagining everyone in their underwear. It gives your mind some kind of fucked up power trip that lets you pretend you’re composed while everyone else is vulnerable.”

      There’s a knock on the door that has Nolan crossing the room. On the other side is a guy in Camden gear, who rolls a cart that looks like a luggage rack into the room. “Holbrook ordered this for you.”

      “Thanks,” Nolan says, grabbing the large, oval-shaped bucket that’s sitting on the cart.

      “It should stay cold enough for the second soak in two hours but if not, give us a call. Otherwise, we’ll see you in four hours.”

      Nolan nods, thanking him again before he closes the door.

      Nolan brings the bucket to the edge of the couch and puts it beside me. “Twenty minutes,” he says.

      I start unwrapping my foot and ankle from the bandage Holbrook had secured while Nolan disappears again down the hall, returning with a large, light blue blanket that he wraps around my shoulders. I swim in it. He grins. “The timer doesn’t start until you put your foot in.”

      “I hate being cold.”

      “Hence the blanket.”

      I pull in a breath that I release just as quickly and slip my foot into the frigid ice. I shiver, cuddling back into the blanket.

      My phone buzzes again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Did you barf?

      

      

      

      

      

      I called Lanie and told her about our cookie run last night, catching up briefly on her pregnancy and work before she went to dinner with a couple of Christian’s colleagues.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: No, but I sprained my ankle.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: You did not!!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Lame, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: You couldn’t eat a cookie and walk?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Power cord.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: No!!

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I know. I’m doomed. I’ll call you later so you can laugh at me but I’m in the middle of homework.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: I need details. So many details.

      

      

      

      

      

      Nolan sits down near my foot. “Sorry. That was Lanie.”

      “No. Don’t apologize.”

      “Can I ask you a random question?”

      He nods, but his expression turns guarded. Nervous.

      “Do guys find it needy or clingy when girls text them?”

      He stares at me for several long seconds. “You’re asking me for dating advice?” He sounds almost baffled.

      “Hannah didn’t want to text Ethan today because she was worried he’d think she would look needy.”

      He releases a heavy sigh and crosses one foot over a knee and leans back, taking up too much space, though he’s not taking up quite enough because he’s not touching me. “I don’t date. I don’t do girlfriend/boyfriend, so I wouldn’t really know.”

      “Never?”

      He shakes his head.

      “So what, you look for friends with benefits? Hookups?” I shake my head, so far out of my level of familiarity while trying my damndest not to sound naïve.

      Nolan’s smile grows slightly predatory. “It’s casual. If we like each other’s company, we hang out until we don’t.”

      “What about sex?”

      He tips his chin up a fraction. “What about sex?”

      “Are your casual relationships exclusively sexual?”

      “That would be a hookup. Casual dating is about having a good time and enjoying each other, not about a commitment.”

      “So if a guy calls you clingy they’re looking for a casual relationship?”

      Nolan shakes his head. “I can only speak for myself.”

      Terrible ideas and worse proposals are being pieced together in my thoughts, where the contracts and cost analysis have already been drafted.

      “How do you find someone to casually date?”

      “When I find someone I’m interested in, I ask them if they want to hang out and then tell them I’m interested and make sure they want the same thing, and then…” He lifts a hand from the back of the couch, encouraging me to fill in the blanks.

      “How do you end things? Is it awkward?”

      He shakes his head. “No one gets attached enough that things get weird. Expectations don’t apply in casual dating. There are no rules.”

      No rules.

      No expectations.

      It lends to mystery. To excitement. To the unknown.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks.

      I release a short and dry laugh. “That maybe this is what I need to do.”

      Nolan shakes his head. “No way.”

      “What?”

      “You’re a serious relationship type of girl.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want the pressure of a relationship. I hate trying to figure out if I’m supposed to wait a week to respond to a text because he did, and I don’t have the time or energy to get invested in someone.”

      Nolan stands, pacing the distance of his living room as he shakes his head. “You would hate it.”

      “How do you know? You kissed me and I haven’t made it weird. I haven’t even brought it up.”

      He stops and pivots to face me, eyes falling on me. “Why?”

      I shake my head. “Because you were clearly…” I shake my head again, wishing I hadn’t brought it up.

      “Clearly what?”

      “You pulled away from me as though hearing I had Smallpox, left with someone else, and didn’t talk to me for two days.”

      “And how did that make you feel?”

      I frown, feeling offended on a level I don’t even recognize. “Was that a test?”

      “When casual dating, it’s not messages every morning and calls at the same time every night. It’s not about needing a reason or an excuse to be gone for a few days.”

      “So you were testing me?”

      He shakes his head. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “Because you think I’m the serious relationship type.” It’s not a question.

      “Because I didn’t explain my position. I never want to lead someone on, especially not you.”

      I want to ask if it’s because I’m his roommate or friend or something else entirely. Instead, pride takes the driver’s seat. “You didn’t,” I bite the words.

      His lips twist. “How would you feel if I told you I’ve hooked up with other girls since kissing you?”

      “Is this another test?”

      He shrugs.

      I want to punch him. That must be the feeling coursing through my veins, sparking anger and resentment as the sensation of being in front of an entire auditorium waiting for me to speak, consumes me.

      “Good for you.” I start to pull my foot out of the ice bath. Nolan is there before I manage to free my leg, applying enough pressure to stop me.

      “You still have fifteen minutes.”

      I stare at him, defiantly, hating this conversation that makes me look at him through a lens I never want to see him through. One where my feelings don’t matter, and he holds all the power in our friendship.

      Nolan swallows and drops his gaze to my foot, and then back to my gaze. He squats so he’s at eye level with me. I wish he’d stand again. It’s easier to act unaffected when looking at his wall or chest. “I shouldn’t have kissed you because I like you. You have this drive and confidence that is so fucking sexy, and you’re hilarious, beautiful, loyal, and fun. Girls like you deserve a guy who will call every night at nine and be there to walk you to your car and text you back without making you feel needy—but it’s not who I am.”

      “I’ve done the serious boyfriend route,” I tell him. “It didn’t work out so well. I don’t even know what I want, what I like. If I were to make a boyfriend list, I wouldn’t be able to tell you what I want from a partner. Having someone call me every night sounds clingy, and I don’t need a guy who gets jealous or wants me to be some virginal princess—I’m not. My entire life is planned. I know adulthood is waiting for me in two and a half years—and I’m not running from it, it’s what I want, but right now, I just want to have fun and not feel the same level of obligation my future holds.”

      He stares at me, his hand still on my knee.

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I’m not asking you. You’re not on the hook to date me or anything else. We’re friends.” The last word came out surprisingly smooth because it feels like gravel in my mouth, but maybe that’s exactly what Nolan and I are.

      “Friends,” he says, as though testing the word out.

      “Friends,” I repeat.
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      I wait outside of Hadley’s public speaking class, every muscle in me aches due to Coach Peters's retaliation for a rogue play Hudson called last Friday against Florida when we couldn’t make ground. Peters didn’t care that we’d won or that we’d made the reels for two separate plays that went viral over the weekend only that we hadn’t fallen into line and did as he called.

      The door beside me opens, and the first few people who stream out of the class sigh with relief as though finding freedom.

      Hadley steps out, one shoulder sagging under the weight of her bag. Her dark hair is curled in waves today, and her lips are stained the color of strawberries. My chest warms with relief at the sight of her. I watch her take four steps, looking to see if she favors her injured ankle.

      After we proclaimed our friendship, we officialized it by spending the day binge-watching half of the first season of Only Murders in the Building from separate ends of the couch. I think we both realized we wouldn’t be able to hold a conversation, even about her speech.

      While I drove her home, she told me about her family’s company, her memories of playing at build sites, how her brother and sister often filled the roles of her parents, and her diehard obsession with Taylor Swift. I confessed that my dad signed me up for football because he was worried I didn’t have enough masculine influences, and how the one thing I miss most about Indiana is being home for Thanksgiving because our entire extended family would come over and my grandma made me chocolate cream pie because I hate pumpkin, and we spent the day eating and watching football.

      Katie was home when we pulled up, and her anger melted at the sight of Hadley’s bruised ankle, asking me a dozen questions and clarifying what needed to happen with icing and care. She even sided with me when I insisted on carrying Hadley up the stairs.

      Our mutual declaration of friendship permitted me to send Hadley four texts on Sunday, reminding her to continue icing.

      She threatened to turn off her phone.

      I warned her I’d drive over.

      She sent me a picture of her foot in a bucket of ice water and half her face as proof.

      “How’d your speech go?” I ask, pushing away from the wall to catch up with her.

      Hadley spins, visibly startled. Her blue eyes dance with silent questions that she tucks away with a shrug. “I got through the entire speech this time.”

      I raise a hand for her to high-five. “Progress.”

      She smirks, eyeing my hand suspiciously before obliging. “What are you doing here?”

      “Holbrook wants to see you.”

      “You’re now his errand boy?” She raises her brow. “I’m good. Great actually.”

      “Good. Then it shouldn’t take long.”

      She glares. “I have a class in forty minutes.”

      “So do I. We’d better get going.”

      Hadley clutches the strap of her bag, an objection visible with her twisted lips, but she turns and follows me across the campus.

      “I heard you and Katie made up,” she says.

      “Mostly.”

      “Does that mean you’re moving back in?”

      Katie gave me the green light—or yellow light—yesterday after we met for coffee. I nod. “Tonight, after practice.”

      “You should move into April’s old room. The basement’s frigid during the winter. There’s no ductwork down there for the furnace.”

      “Worried about me?”

      “You wouldn’t be nearly so cute if you lost all your teeth from chattering all night.”

      I swing the door of the facility open for her and she heads inside without looking at me, retracing the steps we’d taken Saturday.

      She stops when Lenny appears, buck ass naked.

      Hadley slaps a hand over her eyes and turns around. “I’m so so so sorry,” she says.

      “Dude,” I exclaim.

      Lenny laughs, reaching for a towel that he wraps around his waist. “Don’t worry, Hadley. I’m not the shy type. Even a cold shower doesn’t give me winterdick.” He thrusts his hips though Hadley’s back is still to him. “Although, I’ve heard some say it’s not the size of the dog, but the size of their fight, I’m pretty sure they haven’t experienced—”

      “For fuck’s sake, just get dressed,” I growl, feeling the desire to strike him.

      Lenny crows with laughter.

      I set a hand on Hadley’s shoulder to turn her, and she peeks through her fingers at me. “If this was another one of your—”

      I don’t try to glower, but that’s all I can manage.

      “Are more in the showers?” I ask.

      Lenny grins. “Just me, but Callum and some of the defensive lineup are finishing up with the weights and will be in here soon.” He cuts his attention to Hadley, still grinning as she keeps her back to him.

      I set my hand on her shoulder, indicating she can safely turn around before leading her the rest of the way, my attention catching on every sound and movement, fearing I’m leading her straight into a fucking peep show.

      When we make it into Holbrook’s office he instructs Hadley to climb on the table. She hops up, pulling off her shoe to reveal the purple bruise that runs parallel to the bottom of her foot, proof of her sprain. “How’s it feeling?” he asks, pushing her neon pink painted toes back.

      “Good,” Hadley chimes.

      “Are you still icing it?”

      “I will tonight…”

      He nods. “At least twice. And elevate it.” He runs his thumb along the length of the bruise before turning to me. “Massage would help, and once it stops swelling, putting heat on it will promote healing.” He reaches for a roll of tape, not asking permission before he tells Hadley to point her toes to the ceiling and begins taping her. “And don’t forget compression.” He adds the final piece of tape and pats her thigh.

      Hadley slides her canvas shoe back on.

      “I want to see you back here on Friday.”

      “Thanks for seeing me.”

      Holbrook nods, looking at Nolan. “He doesn’t ask for many favors.”

      “I’ll see you in a few hours,” I say, grabbing Hadley’s bag so we can leave.

      We take one of the back exits to avoid chancing running into any more of the guys. “Where’s your next class?” I ask.

      “Watson Hall.”

      I raise my brow, hope working to tackle me. “What class?”

      “Global Business.”

      I tilt my head. “No shit.”

      Her brow furrows.

      “I’m going there now. I was on the waitlist.”

      Her mouth parts a fraction. “Good. You can carry my bag the whole way.” She smiles, playfully.

      “And you can be my personal tutor.”

      We make it to class with minutes to spare. The classroom has stadium seating, packed with fellow students.

      I follow Hadley up to the fifth level and set her bag down beside her before sliding into the empty chair beside her. I reach for my phone to remind Hudson I’m going to be late to weights when movement catches my attention. A guy wearing a red shirt with “Superman” stamped across the front. He stops at the girl in the chair opposite Hadley. “Hey, sorry, would you mind if I trade you seats?” I recognize him then as the idiot that showed up at our house party. The guy I’d intervened with.

      The girl who hasn’t unpacked her bag shrugs and gives up her seat without question.

      The guy plops into the chair, glancing at me before focusing on Hadley. “Hey. You look nice. I mean, you always look nice, but you look really nice.”

      Anger and jealousy coil and rage like a storm that has me clenching my jaw.

      “Thanks. I had to give a speech and I read that if you dress the part, it can help you feel more confident.”

      “Did it work?”

      She laughs. “Not really.”

      He laughs with her. “Luke this is my friend Nolan. Nolan this is Luke.”

      “Hey. Nice to meet you,” he says.

      I nod in reply. “Yeah. You too.

      I grab my laptop, listening too closely as Luke prattles on about his weekend. I wait until he takes a breath, and lean closer to Hadley, my arm resting on the back of her chair. “Mind catching me up?”

      Luke shifts his gaze to me, but I refuse to meet his eyes. “Actually, we’re still talking. Maybe someone else in the class could help you.”

      I glance at him, my jaw set. He’s got balls, I’ll give him that. “Oh, sure. I’ll get the notes tonight while we watch the next episode.” I turn to Hadley. “And you ice your ankle.”

      Her eyes prod me with questions I shouldn’t recognize, but do, reminding me my jealousy is showing.

      The professor stands from his desk at that moment, calling the class's attention.

      Hadley bends, reaching for her bag, and I have a clear shot of her cleavage and the edge of her navy-blue bra before she rights herself, laptop in hand. On her other side, Luke clears his throat loudly to draw my attention, then frowns at me.

      I want to meet him on the football field, the only place I’m allowed to hit another person. I’m tied to a contract that prevents me from any physical or verbal altercation. Another fucking rule.
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, I pull up to the house on Hickory Lane and grab the bag of clothes I’d brought to the dorms, a sack of groceries, and my school bag from the cab of my truck.

      “Hey,” Katie says as I open the door. She’s on the couch, curled up next to Carsen, watching one of the foreign films Katie’s always loved. She lifts the remote, hitting pause.

      “Hey.” I nod to Carsen. “Hey, Carsen.”

      “Good to see you,” he says. “Nice game last week.”

      “Thanks, man.” I dangle the plastic grocery sack. “I picked up ice cream.”

      “There are leftover enchiladas in the fridge if you’re hungry,” Katie says.

      “Takeout?” I ask.

      “Hadley made them.”

      “They’re good,” Carsen adds.

      I nod. “I need to go grab some notes from her.”

      “From Hadley?” Katie turns rigid.

      “We have a class together.”

      “You and Hadley?” she repeats.

      “Indeed.”

      “Nolan…”

      “Relax. It’s just notes.”

      She doesn’t relax.

      “I’m putting the ice cream in the freezer.” I move out of sight before she can say more. I put the ice cream away and head downstairs to set my stuff down.

      I flip on the lights and start to lower my bag of clothes to the ground, when my heart rate spikes, and I jump back two feet at the sight of a long, brown diamond patterned snake coming out from under my bed.

      It takes several seconds for me to register it hasn’t moved, and then I toss my bag of laundry at it for good measure.

      The toy snake rolls sideways.

      I grin and retrieve the rubber snake. With my backpack and snake, I head upstairs, catching Katie's expression as I head up to the second floor. I stop at Hadley’s door where I knock twice.

      “Come in,” she calls.

      I push the door open, and my smart-ass comment about the prank dies on my tongue at the sight of Hadley on her bed, hair tied up, wearing a pair of cotton shorts and a baggy long-sleeved shirt. It’s the most casual I’ve seen her, and it triggers the desire to see her like this every damn day.

      She looks at the snake and her shoulders sink. “I didn’t know what time you’d be here. I should have studied down at the kitchen table. I was planning to hide in your room so I could record your reaction. Tell me you jumped. Was there a scream?”

      “So loud, I’m surprised you didn’t hear me.”

      “You weren’t scared at all?” She slides off the bed and walks toward me, taking the snake. “It looks so real. How’d you know it was fake?” She slithers it, playing with it like a child.

      “I’ve never seen a snake inside.”

      “I have,” she says. “We once had a rattlesnake get in through the doggy door. It got under the oven. My dad thought my mom and I were hearing things, and then one night when he was getting water, it poked his head out.” She pushes the snake's head toward me an inch. “Needless to say, he believes us now when we say we hear something.” She grins.

      I return her smile.

      “He’s been down there, waiting to haunt you for over a week. That was rather anticlimactic.”

      “Have you been icing your ankle?”

      She glances at her taped ankle. “I was just about to.”

      “You’re full of bullshit.”

      She flashes another smile. “I was thinking about it.”

      “Lay down. I’ll grab an ice pack.” I head back down to the kitchen, digging around until I realize they don’t have a single damn ice pack and instead grab a bag of frozen peas.

      I return to Hadley’s room and hold the bag of peas up as I stand at the foot of her bed.

      “What?”

      “Peas don’t suffice.”

      “Nice word choice.”

      “They don’t stay cold long enough.”

      “Would you believe me if I told you this was my first sprained ankle?”

      “Holbrook is one of the best trainers in the country. You should listen to him.” I shake my head and grab one of the pillows and tuck it under her knee and a second one under her foot. I strip off the tape before dropping the frozen peas on her ankle.

      “Are you always this bossy?”

      My gaze snaps to hers and I raise a brow. “You have no idea how damn bossy I can be.”

      She stares at me, her playfulness turning to inquisition as she narrows her eyes. “Do you even know when you’re flirting or is it a default setting?”

      I snicker, tossing the wad of tape into the garbage beside her desk. “Set a timer for twenty minutes.”

      She rolls and grabs her phone, setting a timer before grabbing her laptop and setting it on her bare thighs.

      I bring my bag to the side of her bed and sit beside her, pulling my laptop out.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      I fold a pillow behind my lumbar and lean back, trying to get comfortable on the queen-size bed. “Homework.”

      She stares at me for a moment, and then opens her laptop.

      “Why does the house smell different?” I ask.

      “Hannah’s really big into seasonal scents. She was burning pumpkin spice candles, but after you told me you hate pumpkin, I got her apple-spiced ones to burn.”

      “You didn’t have to do that.”

      She shrugs, looking at her computer. “I prefer apple, anyway.” She begins typing.

      I open the assignment I managed to outline while Holbrook iced my back this evening and get to work.

      We type until the timer goes off, then I move my computer to the end of the bed and lean forward to look at her ankle. I close her laptop, ignoring her objection as I move it to the bed beside her and settle with my back against the wall. “Give me your foot.”

      “You’re not rubbing my foot. It’s fine.”

      “Hadley.”

      “Nolan,” she mocks.

      “It’s going to help it heal.”

      “It is healing.”

      “Can I just help? I invited you to that damn event.”

      “It was a freak accident. I completely absolve you of any responsibility. You weren’t even there.”

      “Exactly.”

      She shakes her head. “It wasn’t your fault. You couldn’t have stopped it.”

      I’m one of the fastest guys on the team, renowned for my fast reaction time. I could absolutely have prevented this.

      Hadley huffs out a gentle breath, then gently swivels, setting her foot on my lap. “My mom jokes that I have superpowers when it comes to healing. I’ve never broken a bone, and I hardly bruise. It will take a lot more than an extension cord to cause damage.”

      I lace my fingers over the top of her foot and press my thumbs into the heel of her foot. She moans, a deep and throaty sound that sounds so damn dirty and good, I repeat the action.

      “I lied. My foot’s broken and I need this every day.”

      I smirk, rubbing a circular motion over her heel. “The tradition at the theater doesn’t involve running.”

      She scowls. “I don’t think I like your implication, Payne.”

      “Oh, Cutlass. You don’t have to.”

      “What’s the new tradition?”

      “Are you coming to the game Saturday?”

      “Is it happening afterward?”

      I shake my head, and when she narrows her eyes, I press the pad of my thumb over her foot again.

      “I might,” she says, closing her eyes. “Someone invited me to a party Saturday.”

      “Someone being Luke?”

      Hadley opens her eyes long enough to smirk at me again. “You’re kind of a jealous friend.”

      “Is that a yes?”

      “No, it was an observation.” She’s quiet for a moment. “Hannah invited me. It’s a neon party. You’d hate it.”

      “Why would I hate it?”

      “Because you hate being told what to do and they have a dress code.”

      “When you’re me, there isn’t a dress code.”

      She scoffs, but it’s half-hearted.

      “You can come to the game and show up to the party when it’s over. We can go together.”

      Hadley swallows, and I think she’s going to tell me no, that we can’t keep blurring things and that we’re testing the bounds of friendship. “I didn’t really know Katie or Hannah last year. Our fourth roommate, April, and I were close and did everything together.” She blinks, turning her gaze away and then back to me. “I had no idea Hannah liked Ethan or that she’s programming a videogame in her spare time. And I had no idea Katie loves foreign films. I’m trying to be a better friend and a better roommate.”

      “April’s studying abroad?”

      She nods, but her lips are pursed, and though I’ve known her just shy of a month, I know something’s bothering her and that she doesn’t want to talk about it. “Want to watch an episode of Only Murders in the Building or will that be hard to read through my class notes?”

      I grab the remote from the bedside table and flip on the TV that’s diagonal from us, atop her dresser. “I’ll read them tomorrow.” I load the next episode and set the remote down so I can massage her foot some more.

      “Did you see the pictures April posted?” Hannah asks, coming into the room, head down, scrolling through her phone. “This guy looks so much like Ezra—” She stops, looking between me and Hadley, a smile forming. “Sorry, I didn’t realize I was interrupting.”

      “You’re not interrupting. The trainer said rubbing my ankle will help it heal faster,” Hadley says, but as she sits up, she slides over a few inches.

      Hannah frowns. “Is it pretty sore?”

      “No. It’s not that bad.”

      “I’m going to go game with Colin a little. He’s online.” She points toward the door. “I’ll see you guys later.”

      I should probably care what Hannah thinks, and be concerned that she might go say something to Katie that is seemingly innocent but serves as kindling to my sister. But there’s a more pressing question that has me hitting pause. “I thought Ezra graduated and moved to Florida?”

      Hadley swallows. “He did. Technically. His parents live there. But then he went abroad with our roommate.” She lifts her gaze to mine, allowing me to see her pain before she shrugs. “It’s okay though. I’m okay.”

      “You guys broke up before they got together?”

      “I don’t really know all the details. I struggled to listen—or struggled with my willingness to listen—but from what I pieced together they started seeing each other about a month before I found out.”

      Her story hits too close to home. I feel offended and outraged on her behalf as well as my own that someone—two people—who she trusted would betray her like that. “He cheated on you?”

      “Honestly, it was the breakup with April that hurt more.”

      “You didn’t tell Katie and Hannah?”

      Hadley shakes her head. “Maybe it was my pride or the fact she was going to Scotland, or that I didn’t want to cause them to pick sides since April was closer to both Katie and Hannah? Maybe I worried they’d choose her over me? Maybe I just preferred ignoring it all?”

      I slide my hands from her foot and pull Hadley closer to me, tucking her under my chin. It feels like the most natural instinct in the world. Like I am here to protect and shield her from all the fake friends and opportunistic guys who lay eyes on her. It feels right.

      “I used to date Katie’s best friend.”

      “When?”

      I pull in a breath and hold it for several seconds before releasing it. “We started dating in high school when I was a sophomore, and she was a freshman.”

      “How long did you date?”

      “Until the spring of my freshman year here at Camden.”

      “That’s a long time,” Hadley says. “What happened?”

      “A lot. Long-distance relationships are hard. We had little to talk about and were constantly missing each other because of the time zone and my practices. She was positive I was sleeping with other women, no matter how much I tried to assure her, and every week we were fighting over something stupid.” I think back to the long list of arguments that ranged from forgetting the anniversary of our first kiss to not texting her between every class, to not being able to come home for Christmas. “Over spring break, she was planning to come here and then decided to go down to Mexico with some friends. She was mad because she overheard a girl in the background while we were talking on the phone, and so she slept with another guy to get back at me.”

      Hadley places her hand against my arm, leaving a mark that I feel all the way to my chest. “I’m so sorry.”

      Normally, I hate telling this story, hate discussing my ex, yet the sting that usually comes after revealing how fucked up our relationship had become but sharing this failure with Hadley and letting her into this part of my life feels like removing my shoulder pads after a game, relieving.

      “We should have ended things sooner. Things got toxic at the end and maybe if we’d broken up sooner while we were still friends and respected each other we could still be friends. She and Katie could still be friends.”

      “It’s not your fault their relationship didn’t last.”

      “It got too messy. Too complicated.”

      “The cheated-on club is a crappy club.”

      “The spiteful, anti-trust, arguing club wasn’t much better.”

      Hadley cuddles closer, wrapping her arms fully around mine. “If you ever want to talk about it, I’m here.”

      “If you ever need me to remind you that your ex was a fucking idiot, I’m here.” I let my words soak in as I reach for the remote and rewind to the part we missed when Hannah came in, then hit play.

      Her eyes drift close within seconds.

      “You’re falling asleep, Cutlass. Why don’t we turn it off.”

      “Not yet.” She nestles closer. “And that’s a terrible nickname.”

      “Yet, it fits you so damn well.”

      The corner of her lips curl and then slowly relaxes as her breaths become deep and even.

      “Just homework notes?” Katie asks from the doorway.

      Hadley’s been asleep for well over an hour, more than enough time for me to have left. I’ve been lying to myself, claiming I don’t want to wake her when in reality, I just don’t want to leave. I’ve been reading through the notes she emailed me, trying to catch up on weeks of the missed class.

      I glance at Hadley and then at Katie. “We’re fully dressed and on top of the blankets. Do you really think anything happened?” I say voice muted so I don’t wake her.

      “Hadley has plans. Ambitions.”

      “Relax, Katie. We’re just friends.”

      Carsen appears behind Katie. “Night, guys.” He raises his shoulders when he notes that Hadley’s asleep. “Oh, shit. Sorry,” he whispers. He takes a step back, tugging Katie back toward the hall, their whispers disappearing before the click of her bedroom door.

      I’m careful to not disturb Hadley as I stand and move her laptop to the desk. I move the pillows and pull the blankets up to her chin. The action has her rolling, and cuddling the blankets.

      I take my school bag down to the basement, my thoughts in ten places as I pull the blankets back, and yelp as I jump back, finding another rubber snake tucked into my blankets.
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            Hadley

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nolan didn’t really hide your phone in here, did he?” Hannah asks as I tear the note off of the roasting pan filled with red Jell-O sitting on the top shelf of the fridge.

      Ring, Ring. Is scrawled across the scrap of paper that I flip over to find an address before folding it and sliding it into my back pocket before pulling the pan from the fridge. In the center is a dark object—my missing (stolen) phone.

      Hannah cackles.  “How many packs of Jell-O did he use?”

      I shake my head, poking the firm surface that warbles under my touch. “This is so vindictive.” The past two weeks have passed in a blur of routine, blissfully interrupted by pranks that have kept me on my toes.

      I Saran wrapped Nolan’s bedroom door at face level. He covered the inside and outside of my car with a million sticky notes. I tucked a straw into a salsa packet and taped it shut before dunking it into his soft drink. He Duct Taped me to my bed while asleep. I charmed the lady at the bakery, explaining my ex had cheated on me and convinced her to fill a box of doughnuts with mayonnaise instead of crème filling. He retaliated by leaving coloring crayons on my windshield, causing a rainbow to appear with every use for the last three days.

      Hannah laughs harder as I dig into the Jell-O that is surprisingly difficult to cut through. Thankfully, he sealed my phone in a baggie.

      “Is Katie going out with us tonight?” I ask, checking to make sure my phone still works after being refrigerated for a full night and day.

      “Yes. She said when we got the final clue to text the address to her and she and Carsen will meet us there.”

      “What about Ethan?”

      Her eyes brighten at the mere mention of him. They do every single time. It’s ridiculously cute and slightly nauseating. “They have a late practice but he’s going to meet us there as soon as he can.”

      I nod. Nolan and I don’t often confer schedules, I can snuggle next to him and walk with him to class every Wednesday, but comparing schedules seems to cross an invisible and arbitrary line one of us has drawn and both of us maintain.

      We’re going to our second Camden tradition tonight. Nolan has left clues tied to pranks all week. This last one is the address for the event.

      “Are we going to have to run again?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “All I know is that it’s at a theater on campus,” I tell her. “I asked some people from class if they heard anything, but no one’s heard of anything. I’m half expecting it to be a trick and we’re going to walk in on a prank.”

      Hannah winces. “He’d totally do that.”

      He would.

      “So the question is, do we take the risk and go or stay home?”

      “We have to go. If it’s not a prank, we’ll regret it.”

      An hour later, Hannah and I are in the back seat of Ethan’s car, Colin in the front passenger seat.

      “He didn’t tell you anything?” I ask Ethan incredulously.

      Ethan chuckles. “You act like we’re friends. We only speak to Nolan now because of you guys.”

      I hate the elitist tone Ethan paints of Nolan. “You’re teammates.”

      Ethan scoffs. “He’s also first string. We’re second-string sophomores, and neither of us will ever play with him, and wouldn’t even if we were first-string.”

      “Nolan’s only ever been nice anytime I’ve been around him,” Hannah says.

      “Yeah, aren’t we going out tonight because of him…?” I ask.

      Neither one responds, and for a minute I want to carry this out further, make them take the insinuation back or prove it.

      Their words are a passenger in my thoughts as we continue driving.

      My phone vibrates in my purse, and I reach for it, expecting to see something from Nolan, but discover a text from Lanie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: How are you? How’s your ankle?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Good as new. I’m on my way to another Camden tradition.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Another chance at barfing?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I hope not.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Are you going with Nolan?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hannah.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hannah and the guy she’s dating (Ethan) and his friend Colin. NOT a double date.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Does Nolan know?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Know what?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: That he has competition.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You have taken things so far out of context.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Post a pic on your socials. Motivation does wonders for the male ego.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Why are you making me sound so desperate?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Is Colin cute?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Not like that.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: Don’t worry. I’ll get all the details out of you when you come home for Christmas.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Keep your hopes and expectations low.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Lanie: For my little sister? No way.

      

      

      

      

      

      As we park, I mentally sort through the mess of clues Nolan has given me. “Does the hint breakfast food mean anything to you guys?” I ask.

      “Maybe we’re going to have to eat again?” Colin asks.

      I shrug. “If it is, let’s hope for waffles.”

      “Oh, waffles sound good,” Hannah says as we climb out of the car.

      “We aren’t breaking in, are we?” Katie asks from the other side of the parking lot, closing the passenger door of Carsen’s sedan.

      “There are too many cars,” I say, peering around the full lot. “Something’s going on.”

      The six of us cross to the building I’ve never stepped foot in. The cookie run was a big deal, a stage and mass crowd that made it easy to know we were in the right spot, but here, the only sign is the half-full lot.

      Ethan grabs the front door and pulls, but it doesn’t budge. “Locked. Are you sure this is it?”

      I pull out the sheet of paper the final clue was written on and recite the address aloud. “This is it. Is there more? Are we in the right parking lot?”

      Two girls giggle as they continue past us and around the building.

      I look at Katie and then Hannah and shrug when they both give me doubtful looks. We follow the strangers to a back door that’s propped open by a brick where the scents of toast greet us, reminding me of Sunday breakfasts growing up when Dad made sunny side-up eggs, bacon, and toast. My stomach growls though I’m not hungry.

      “Does it smell like…” Katie sniffs the air. “Toast?”

      I nod, pointing at what looks like the laundry baskets used at hotels, the ones so large they’re on wheels. The bottom quarter is filled with pieces of dry toast.

      I glance from the toast to the auditorium, noting many of the seats are already filled.

      “What are we supposed to do?” Hannah asks.

      “I have no idea,” I say, searching the crowd again for an answer.

      The door behind us opens, and two guys step inside, mid-conversation. “Hadley?”

      It takes me a full minute to realize it’s Luke because I’m staring at someone who I think might be eating a piece of toast. “Hey. What are you doing?”

      “Well, you had asked about a theater event, and my friend Jean is in drama, so I asked her about it, and … I thought I might run into you.”

      I feel Hannah’s eyes boring into me.

      “We have no idea what we’re doing or what’s going on,” I tell Luke.

      He grins. “We’re supposed to grab toast and watch the final dress rehearsal. Apparently, there’s this scene where they stop, and something is said, and everyone throws their toast on stage.”

      “Throw toast?” Hannah asks.

      “Yes!” Ethan cheers, diving into the bin to grab as many pieces as he can hold.

      We cling to stacks of toast, crumbs sticking to the front of us as we head down an aisle, looking for enough seats to fit our group which now consists of eight.

      “We’re going to have to split up,” Katie says. “They blocked off most of the theater.” She looks around with a disappointed sigh. “If Nolan had just told us, we could have been here early and gotten seats.”

      “It’s okay. We’ll meet after the show,” Hannah says.

      Carsen nods, pointing out two seats in the front row that he directs Katie to.

      “Do you want to sit with us?” Luke asks.

      Hannah looks at me with a curious expression, as though my answer will be revealing.

      My options are to sit beside Colin or Luke. I don’t know that I like either, but Colin certainly seems like the more benign choice.

      “Oh, here. We can all sit together,” Hannah says when a couple scoots over, allotting us two additional seats.

      The lights flash a warning for us to get seated that has Hannah moving to take the farthest seat. Ethan goes next, followed by Colin, then Luke’s friend, Luke, and finally me, leaving an empty seat beside me.

      The professor steps onto the stage, introducing the production that I’ve never heard of. He bows before disappearing backstage and the lights dim. The scent of the toast must have triggered my homesickness, because as I sit in the dark theater, Luke whispering about his experience with acting (I’ve quickly learned, Luke has done everything—or claims to have. Whether we discuss school, baking, or hobbies—he’s done it all and seen it all. Lanie calls this trait one-upping. Luke is one of the ultimate one uppers). This has me missing Lanie, which has my thoughts going to our recent exchange of texts, about making Nolan jealous.

      The toast is rough and scratchy in my hands, and I’m still not sure how I’m supposed to know when it’s time to throw it when someone plunks into the empty seat next to me.

      “Did you get your toast, Cutlass?” Nolan’s fresh scent of bergamot is the only contrast against the toast.

      My heart beats faster as I search his expression in the darkened theater, unconvinced it’s truly him. “You’re here.”

      He flashes a smile and shifts in his seat. I glance at the two towers of toast in his lap. “Of course, I’m here.”

      “Hey,” Luke says, leaning forward. “Did you bring someone? There aren’t any empty seats over this way. You might want to try going up a few rows.”

      Nolan’s eyes dart to him and then me, something flickering in his gaze that I don’t know nor recognize. “Just me,” he says.

      Luke leans back in his seat. I try to do the same but Nolan leans so close his breath is warm as it fans my ear and cheek. It smells fresh of sweet mint. My stomach beats harder and I forget how to breathe.

      “I thought Hannah, Ethan, and Colin were coming with you?” Nolan whispers before leaning back, inviting me into his space. He doesn’t turn his head for me to speak into his ear, though. He remains facing me so I taste the mint on my tongue as flashes of our shared kiss claw and tease me to lean closer and kiss him again.

      “They’re here. So are Katie and Carsen. Someone decided to hold back the final clue until the last possible moment, so we were a little late.”

      “But not late enough to invite a date.” He cocks a brow.

      Lanie’s text about jealousy rings in my head.

      “I didn’t think you were going to come.”

      “I got stuck in a meeting. Our head coach fell and needs to have surgery. We just found out, so they had to go through the formalities tonight of who will be taking over roles. It was a fucking circus.”

      There are times when Nolan talks about football and his confidence and assuredness make me think of Spartan warriors, born and raised for battle. Other times, like now, he has bitterness in his tone.

      “Is he okay?”

      “He’ll be fine.” He sounds regretful.

      I search his gaze, working to understand the hardness of his tone. “Why was it such a circus? Is it unusual for a head coach to be absent?”

      He blinks, his demeanor calm. Too calm. I wonder if the inside of his brain is chaos and he’s just better than most—better than me—at hiding it? “Because people hate change.”

      “Except for you,” I say. “You seem to crave it.”

      Nolan flashes a devious grin. “Did you enjoy your Jell-O snack?”

      I scoff. “I’m amazed I found my phone. Those clues were impossible. And to bring math equations into it was cruel.”

      “Oh, Cutlass. You have to stop underestimating yourself.”

      I stare at him, and in the dark of the theater, I swear his gaze falls to my mouth. I wonder if he’s reliving our kiss, recalling the exact pressure and taste as I am.

      “Have you seen this production before, Hadley?” Luke asks, leaning forward.

      I shake my head. Nolan stares at him again, reminding me of a lion—predatory and calm.

      “Have you ever been to the theater?” Luke asks, remiss of our conversation.

      “Yeah. Lots of shows come to Vegas.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I bet you do get some good shows there.”

      Someone behind us shushes him. Luke winces an apology. “We’ll talk more after the show.” He mimes zipping his lips.

      I lean back in my seat and try to focus on the stage, my body still curved toward Nolan who sets his elbow on the armrest beside mine. The heat of him has goose bumps dancing across my skin in reaction. “Hudson and Evelyn are a few rows back,” he whispers.

      I turn, trying to find them in the dark theater.

      Nolan leans closer, his nose grazing the hollow part of my cheek, but he moves so fast I’m not sure if it was intentional or if accidents are teasing me. “I didn’t realize you and Evelyn were Monday besties.”

      I lean closer, the armrest biting into my side. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      “How did your speech go on Wednesday?”

      I haven’t seen him since Tuesday.

      I flash a grin, not of confidence but wholly of relief.

      “You passed?” His loud tone draws the attention of several people around us. “Cutlass, why didn’t you share the good news? I would’ve given you the rest of the clues as a celebratory gift.”

      “You still would have pulled the pranks.”

      He nods. “But I would have given you the clues sooner. Why don’t you look excited?’

      “Because now I have to give my informative speech.”

      “But you have to celebrate your wins, Cutlass. You accomplished something huge. You passed your first speech.”

      “I was the only one in the class who hadn’t passed it. Some are already onto their third speeches.”

      “We don’t give a shit about them. You passed. That’s all that matters, and we’re celebrating tonight.” His eyes dance, but then someone on stage yells, “A toast to me, and you, and to all!” The audience stands and erupts with cheers as pieces of toast begin flying toward the stage and laughter engulfs us.

      It’s the greatest sound ever.
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      I began tonight with the best of intentions, everything clearly defined under friendship. We had friends to make it a group event, the theater to make it public, and an early ending to make it appropriate.

      Maybe it’s because I haven’t seen her in two days that has me feeling starved to hear her laugh and tell me about her day, what she’s been cooking, how she solved the prank and more about how her speech went. Maybe it’s the trusting way she leans into me, or the fact her gaze has dropped to my mouth half a dozen times in the last ten minutes that has me throwing my previous intentions out the window.

      I grab my phone and send out a series of texts checking and confirming details before nudging Hadley with my elbow. “Time to go.”

      “What?” Hadley whispers.

      I cock my head in the direction of the empty aisle, motioning for her to follow me.

      “What’s wrong?” Luke asks, leaning forward in his seat to look at me.

      I shake my head. “Nothing. You guys have a good time.” I grab Hadley’s hand. “See you next week,” I tell him.

      Hadley gives him a small wave as she follows me. “Where are we going? Are the others coming?”

      “I told you; we’re going to celebrate.”

      “Those are vague details.”

      I grin, pushing the door that leads to the parking lot open. Outside, autumn teases the air. Hadley shivers beside me, prompting me to drape my arm around her shoulders and pull her close.

      “Where are we going to celebrate.”

      “I figure, we’d let the night take us where it wants.” I stop at the passenger side of my truck and open the door for her.

      She gives me another side-eye but doesn’t hesitate to hop into my truck.

      I flip on her seat warmer and crank the heat up as I back out of my parking spot. “What did you think of your second college tradition?”

      “How did you find out about tonight? I must have asked a hundred people, and no one had any idea what I was talking about.”

      “That’s classified information.”

      “How do we find out about the next one?”

      “It’s on Halloween.”

      “You already know?” Accusation coats her voice. “Where is it? What does it involve? Is it as secretive as this one tonight?”

      “You don’t want to know,” I tell her.

      “I do. I want to go.”

      “You like the surprise,” I remind her.

      “We nearly missed tonight. If a couple of girls hadn’t walked by us, we never would have made it.”

      “I was supposed to be there. If the last meeting hadn’t been called, I would have been there.”

      “What if you have something else come up for Halloween? A hot blonde invites you to casually date that night?”

      I cut my eyes to her, trying to gauge her tone, only sardonic enough for a quip not quite to DEFCON jealousy. “I’ll be there.”

      I turn into a neighborhood that has Hadley leaning forward, peering at the houses. “Wow. They went all out.” She points at a large brick house, the front yard filled with Halloween-themed inflatables and skeletons that nearly reach the third-story roof. Cobwebs are strewn across every shrub and most of the porch which has gruesome body parts hanging from the eves. “I don’t think I would have been brave enough to approach that house as a kid. Lanie loves scary stuff. Horror movies, horror novels, haunted houses—she’s there for all of it.”

      “Not you?”

      She shakes her head. “Halloween was always my favorite holiday, but I liked the pumpkins and corn mazes and apple picking.”

      “So you were born eighty is what you’re telling me?”

      She laughs. “Or with a great sense of survival. What’s your favorite holiday?”

      “Thanksgiving.”

      “Really? Because your grandma made you chocolate crème pie?”

      I glance at her, surprised she remembers the detail. “My mom grew up on a farm in southern Indiana as one of six kids, and that’s where we’d go every Thanksgiving. All our aunts, uncles, and cousins would come. They have five hundred acres of corn, so we’d go out and play in the stalks, scare each other shitless, and then go inside and watch football and eat until we had to be rolled to bed.”

      “I don’t know what is more shocking, the idea of five hundred acres of corn or someone not liking pumpkin pie.”

      I sputter through my laugh. “What did your family do?”

      She shakes her head. “The complete opposite of yours.”

      “No cornfields?”

      She grins. “Holidays were an extra day for my parents to work and my mom hates cooking, so we usually ordered food or went out.”

      “No parade? Football? Breaking the wishbone?”

      Hadley shakes her head. “As we got older, Geoff, Lanie, and I would go to the movies and then hit all the sales for Black Friday at midnight.”

      “Christmas?”

      “No one does Christmas like Vegas,” she says. “My favorite tradition was going to The Strip and walking through the casinos when the decorations were set up for my birthday. It felt magical.”

      “You’re birthday’s around Christmas?”

      “The week before,” she tells me, then turns her attention to the windshield as I pull to a stop at the curb of one of the biggest houses on the block. Pumpkins line the front steps and cornstalks are tied to the bottom rails. “Where are we?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know, but I see a pool.”

      Her eyes snap to mine. “Are you crazy?”

      I grin. “Consider it an appetizer for your days of bungee jumping.”

      “What part? The time I’ll be spending in a six-by-eight cell or the fountain pen tattoo I’ll be forced to get?”

      My laughter belts out of me as I open my door and hop out.

      “Nolan!” she hisses, sliding out of the passenger seat, ducking as though it will prevent her from being seen. “This is a terrible idea.”

      “Is it?”

      “Yes. If you want to celebrate, let’s go do something normal. Find one of those millions of Halloween parties, chug a beer, get a cake…”

      “Normal is boring.” I turn to the house. “Look. All the lights are off, and no cars are in the driveway. Worst case scenario, they’re asleep, best case, they’re not even home.”

      Hadley’s gaze shifts to each darkened window. “What are we even going to do? I don’t have my bathing suit.”

      I raise my eyebrows with a silent dare and continue to the wrought iron fence, holding the gate open as Hadley silently debates whether to follow.

      “What if the neighbors call the cops?”

      I point to the wall of shrubs that block the view. “They won’t be able to see us, and if they do, how will they know we don’t belong here?” I stop at a lounge chair, and tug off my tee, dropping it to the chair, then kick off my shoes.

      Hadley swings her gaze from the pool to me. “You’re serious?”

      “Come on, Cutlass. Let’s live a little and celebrate your win.”

      She glances back at the water, illuminated to make it the same cerulean shade of blue as her eyes.

      “How do we even know if it’s treated? Do you know how much bacteria lives in sitting water?”

      “Cutlass…” I taunt, releasing my belt, and then the button of my shorts. When I glance up, Hadley’s staring at me, her expression torn between so many emotions it’s difficult to read any of them. I drop my shorts to reveal my boxer briefs and set them on the lounge chair. Her gaze lowers, taking all of me in with one long stare.

      “I showed you mine, now you show me yours.”

      She blows out a laugh. “Is that how all your casual dates start? How could anyone resist?”

      “Lucky for you, no one’s forcing you to resist me.”

      Her gaze slips to my chest. I wish I were closer to see what reaction follows, if her pupils dilate or her heart rate is increasing. She’s so poised, I can’t tell a damn thing from here.

      Hadley turns to the chair nearest her and toes off her shoes, then grabs the hem of her black shirt in both hands and pulls it off, revealing a light pink bra. The sight of her has my cock stirring and my heart racing. She unbuttons her jeans next, and every drop of blood seems to rush south, desire my only thought. She tugs them down, revealing bright red underwear, covered in little white hearts.

      “Did you wear those with me in mind?”

      She scoffs. “Did you not hear me say the first three times that I didn’t think you were coming tonight?”

      “Selective hearing is a gift.” I jump backward then, turning in a backward somersault before landing in the water. The pool is heated to feel like a bath. I remain underwater, swimming nearly the full length of the pool that takes me to the edge beside Hadley. When I surface, she’s staring at me.

      “Your turn.”

      She grins, and then races straight toward me, plugging her nose before she jumps over my head, tucking her feet against her butt as she falls into the pool.

      When she rises out of the water, her smile is radiant. “That jump of yours might have been more impressive than your abs,” she tells me.

      “What about my pecs?” I ask, swimming toward her.

      “What about them?” she asks, swimming on her back in the opposite direction of me.

      I laugh aloud. Hadley rarely cuts me down, but she also rarely talks about my physical features, complimenting me instead on the pranks I pull, my reactions, football, and even the paper I asked her to proofread for me. I’m never quite sure if it’s because she’s working to fight the attraction between us as avidly as I am or because she’s resigned me to the friendzone, which Palmer would say is the silver bullet.

      “I was worried the water would be freezing.”

      “Another fear down to celebrate you kicking ass and overcoming public speaking. What other fears can we break tonight?”

      She shakes her head, stopping when she can touch the bottom. “I don’t know that we’ve overcome my initial fear. The night’s still young. Plenty of time for cops to come and haul us off to jail.”

      I remain a couple of feet back. “Tell me more about the speech. Did you feel good about it?”

      She pulls in a breath, the hollow of her throat drawing my gaze there and then lower, her body distorted by the water.

      “I don’t know if she gave me a pity pass, to be honest. I really was the only one stuck on the introduction speech.”

      “Have you always hated public speaking?”

      She visibly winces. “I had to give a speech in the seventh grade, and it was literally the thing of nightmares. I tripped in front of the entire class on my way to the front of the room, and it got worse from there. And I know that’s ridiculous, and I should be able to overcome a silly accident from a decade ago. But it’s like I’ve convinced myself that I’m going to look and sound like an idiot like I did that day. It’s paralyzing.”

      “Do you think these past few weeks have helped? Are you feeling more confident? More comfortable?”

      “Surprisingly, yes. I don’t know if it’s the repetition or watching others give speeches or the tips you’ve given me, but it’s getting a little easier. I’m still really bad, but my professor said I wasn’t the worst in class this week. So there’s hope.”

      “You give your next speech on Monday?”

      Her face splits with a smile as she nods. “And I’ll be speaking about how to make a public speech.” She laughs. “Think they’ll appreciate the irony?”

      That smile hits me harder and faster than any tackle. All I can think about is how badly I want her and how she’s less than two feet from me, mostly naked and wet.

      “Why do we keep fighting this? Why are we still fighting this?”

      Her eyes dance between mine, the humor fading into surprise and nerves as she swallows. “Fighting what?”

      “I like you and I am so damn attracted to you that I sometimes can’t think of anything besides kissing you again or bending you over the nearest piece of furniture and burying myself in you.”

      Lust punctuated by desire flashes in her eyes. “I thought we were friends?”

      “We are. We still can be.”

      She blinks several times. “Wouldn’t that complicate things? We see each other nearly every day. Plus, I like hanging out with you. I like our jokes and pranks. Things would get weird if we started to hide behind the fridge and shove our hands down each other’s pants.” She peers sideways. “And weirder when one of us decides it’s over.”

      “Why?”

      “What do you mean why? What are you even suggesting? Hooking up? Casually dating?”

      “Friends with benefits.”

      “Friends with benefits,” she repeats. “What does that even look like? Would we still watch shows and movies together? Would we continue our pranks? What about Katie?”

      “We’d still watch movies together, I’d just spend part of it with my hands or mouth on you, trying to make you come.”

      Her cheeks flush and her eyes pulse with surprise. I wonder if it’s the same shade she turns after an orgasm.

      “We could make a schedule to keep the sexual parts of our relationship separate from our friendship. On Mondays when you get out of class, and Wednesday morning before I have to leave for practice, and Saturday night whenever we get home.”

      “You’ve put thought into this.”

      I move closer, watching the vein in her neck pulsating. She’s nervous, maybe uncomfortable. “Since kissing you in the kitchen,” I admit, glancing at her lips as she subconsciously licks them.

      “We could still hang out and do the Camden traditions and it won’t be weird?”

      I shake my head. “All of that would be the same, but we’d have the benefit of a release.”

      “What about Katie?”

      I shrug. “If you want to tell her, you can, if you don’t, we won’t.”

      “You don’t want to tell her?”

      “House rule number one is not to flirt with you and Hannah.”

      She scoffs. “Is this really flirting?”

      My smile is instant. “No, and that’s part of the beauty of this. There’s no beating around the bush, no flirting or awkward dates or obligatory texts. If that schedule works for you, you come down to the basement, we spend a couple of hours having sex, and then things go back to how they are now.”

      “A couple of hours?”

      I shrug. “In case you want to finish the movie.”

      “And if one of us decides it’s not working?”

      “Then we stop that part of our relationship and continue being friends.”

      “What about safety? Safe sex I mean. I’m kind of a fan. That’s my biggest deal breaker with casual sex.”

      “We get tested and while our deal lasts, we remain exclusive.”

      “Can I ask when was the last time you…”

      “Had sex?”

      “Or did anything that involved an exchange of bodily fluids.”

      “Long enough that it would show on a test.”

      She licks her lips again and then laughs, a breathy sound. “This is crazy.”

      I place a hand on her jaw, brushing the pad of my thumb across her bottom lip as I study those impossibly blue eyes. “You want to say yes. I see it in your eyes, just like you wanted to do the prank war, and wanted to jump into this pool. Don’t chicken out on me now, Cutlass.” I drop my thumb to her chin.

      “Maybe we should do a trial run, just in case.”

      I smirk. “You can just tell me you don’t want to wait until Saturday.”

      The back lights flip on then, and the back door of the basement slides open.

      Hadley grabs my arm. “Oh, God. Should we duck? Do we say anything?”

      “Hey, Nolan. Sorry. I hope I didn’t startle you guys. I’m setting out some towels.” He sets a stack of towels on the table. “If you guys want anything to eat or drink, the fridge down here is stocked. Help yourselves.” He makes his way back toward the house. “Have a good night.” He closes the door.

      Hadley faces me, her face distorted with shock, anger, and confusion. I can’t even try to stop my laughter. “Who’s house is this?”

      “Hudson’s dad lives here.”

      She shakes her head and then drops under the surface, swimming several feet away. When she pops back up, I’m already beside her, grabbing her arm to turn her back to me. “You almost had me. I actually thought you wanted to casually date—” Embarrassment tinges her face and has her avoiding my gaze, and I realize she thinks this was another prank.

      I sweep a hand around her, pulling her against me, and seal my lips over hers.

      She doesn’t kiss me back at first, her lips pursed and firm. I grab her thighs in my hands and lift her, coaxing her to wrap her legs around my waist. She does, but her body is stiff, unsure.

      “This wasn’t a prank, Cutlass. I want you.” I press my erection against her as proof.

      Her eyes blaze with the same brand of desire consuming me but she doesn’t say anything, remaining still as a statue.

      With my hands bracketing her waist, I lean into her, kissing the column of her neck where her pulse drums against my mouth. I nip and kiss my way to her ear. “We can do this however you want. It’s your call.”

      She leans forward, her breasts pressing against my chest, and then she kisses me. Desperation and desire enflame me as her lips part, inviting me to slide my tongue into her mouth. She releases a soft sigh and flexes her fingers against my shoulders. The sound is my undoing, kissing her harder with a level of desperation I’ve never experienced as I move one hand to her backside, urging her closer, wanting to feel her against me knowing how damn perfect she’s going to fit before she confirms the fact.

      Her core rubs against me, the slight friction so damn good I groan into her mouth. We kiss until we’re breathless, until we know we won’t be able to stop if we don’t stop now.

      “We get tested tomorrow,” she says, eyes dilated, and lips swollen.
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      The ache between my legs has kept me from thinking about nearly anything except for Nolan’s proposal for the past seventeen hours. We were the first to arrive at Camden’s Health Center this morning, bright and early where we filled out questionnaires and background information before being taken back to separate rooms to have blood drawn.

      My phone beeps with a notification of a text as I sit in my marketing class, and I find Nolan’s name. The text includes an attached email: a copy of his results. My hands are shaking, and my nerves are so great it takes going over the information a dozen times to take in his clean results. I instantly close the message and open my email, finding my test results have arrived as well. I don’t need to look at them to know I’m clean, but still review them before forwarding them to Nolan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: What time are you going to be home?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Before you’re done with practice.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: I’ll meet you in the basement at 8.

      

      

      

      

      

      The afternoon crawls by, and though traffic is dead by the time my second class ends, even the drive home feels exceptionally long.

      “Hey,” Katie says from where she’s sitting on the couch, a textbook spread open over her lap, making me jump and then my heart race in an uneven beat.

      “Hey. What are you doing?”

      She looks at me like I’m asking her if the sun is hot—clearly, she’s studying.

      “I mean, I thought you were hanging out with Carsen tonight.”

      Katie pulls off a sticky note, stabbing it to a page of her textbook. “We were supposed to but then his friend called and teased him for being ‘pussy whipped,’” she raises her fingers to make quotes, “and he decided to go out with them because apparently manipulation holds more of a candle than loyalty.”

      I wince. “Guys can suck.”

      “Exponentially worse when their friends are involved.” She slams the textbook shut. “Do you want to go out? We can gorge ourselves on chicken nuggets and waffle fries and pick up some pumpkins. I’m starting to feel like a Scrooge being the only house in the neighborhood without any decorations.”

      I glance at the clock, reminding me Nolan’s going to be home any minute and that I was planning to change and brush my teeth before slipping down to the basement for our first sexcapade.

      Socked feet on the stairs allow me to stall as Hannah appears, wearing a light blue mini dress and pigtails.

      “Wizard of Oz?” I ask

      “Beauty and the Beast,” she says.

      I nod.

      “Aren’t you guys getting dressed? There are at least a hundred parties going on tonight. More. Ethan’s on his way over. Colin volunteered to be the DD.”

      “Carsen’s ditched me to go out with his friends tonight,” Katie says.

      Hannah smiles deviously. “Do you know where?”

      Katie shakes her head. “No. This is probably a good thing. We’ve been hanging out a ton. I know it’s good for him to have a social life. I’m just salty that he canceled on me last minute rather than plan something later with them.”

      “We could still go out and have a good time. Nothing says you have to stay home and wait for him, right?”

      The look in Katie’s eyes reminds me of Lanie when Geoff challenges her. “You’re right.” She closes the textbook. “I still have that devil costume from last year. The one with the red sequin dress.”

      “Yes!” Hannah says. “Go get changed.” She turns to me. “Do you still have any of your costumes from last year? Do you want to borrow one?”

      Guilt and betrayal eclipse the desire that made it impossible for me to focus on a single damn thing today. “I might pass tonight and go out with you this weekend.”

      “Are you sure?” Hannah asks. “We don’t mind waiting.”

      “Or I can stay in with you,” Katie says, pausing. “We can order dinner and binge the Halloweentown series like we’ve been talking about.”

      “Not without me,” Hannah objects.

      The truth, that I’m going to spend tonight with Nolan, is on my lips. I don’t want to lie to them or sneak around behind their backs. I also don’t want to jeopardize my friendship with either of them.

      Katie’s phone begins ringing and their inquiring glances shift to her phone. “It’s Carsen,” she says.

      Hannah grins. “Looks like someone misses you.”

      “I’ll be right back,” she tells us before ascending the stairs.

      “Are you okay?” Hannah asks.

      I start to nod and then shake my head. “Can I ask you for some advice?”

      Hannah nods, moving closer to me. “Of course.”

      “What do you think Katie’s reaction would be if I told her I like Nolan?”

      She grins. “I’ve been dying to talk to you about him. I didn’t want you to feel obligated to tell me, but I have literally had to bite my tongue probably a hundred times. The way he looks at you…”

      “The way he looks at me?”

      “He can’t take his eyes off you. Tell me you’ve noticed.”

      My heart prods my doubt, looking for validation because I have noticed. But doubt holds the line. “That’s because he’s plotting devious intentions for his next prank.”

      Hannah shakes her head. “Like he wants to toss you over his shoulder and ride away into the sunset with you.”

      I sputter. “I don’t think those are his intentions.”

      “Have you talked to him?”

      I nod, my heart beating even faster with equal measures of excitement and giddiness. It feels like a relief to finally talk to someone about this crush I’ve been trying to avoid for so long. I want to tell her about our first kiss, the way he’d carried me after the cookie run, the pool last night.

      “Are you guys going to date?”

      “Not in the traditional sense…”

      Hannah’s eyebrows soar over the rim of her glasses and then she grins, wide and enthusiastically. “Go, Hadley.”

      My cheeks burn with embarrassment. “It’s just fun. Nothing serious.”

      She nods. “Personally, I think it would be better to explore this dynamic with Nolan without talking to Katie first.”

      “But wouldn’t I be lying?”

      “It’s an admission of your sex life, not a lie.”

      “With her brother.”

      Hannah laughs. “I don’t know who my brother or sister-in-law will be, but I can assure you, I have no plans of talking to them about my future sex life.”

      “It won’t change my relationship with her,” I say. “I mean, Nolan and I already discussed that we want to remain friends.”

      “Friend with benefits.” She nods confidently, as though this is completely reasonable and normal, while the idea still has me feeling like I’m trying to breathe underwater. “My advice is to test it out. See if you guys enjoy it. There’s a chance you won’t. Last year, I had a huge crush on a guy, and we tried to sleep together, and it was just weird and awkward, and nothing came out of it. If that’s you guys, then you’re going to go through a lot of red tape to then backtrack.”

      A pit forms in my stomach. What if sex with Nolan is weird and awkward? What if it’s terrible?

      “These are the years we’re supposed to be experimenting and having fun. If it becomes more than casual, then you should tell Katie.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I do.” She nods. “I’ll take Katie out, so you guys have the entire house.”

      I cling to her answer, wanting to believe she’s right because I don’t want to have this discussion with Katie, fearing she’ll forbid it or be upset with us.

      “If this is what you want, Katie will understand. She knows she can’t control who you or Nolan date.”

      I want to tell her about Nolan’s ex and how that ruined Katie’s friendship, but Katie reappears at the top of the stairs.

      “Did loverboy miss you?” Hannah asks.

      Katie’s smile is the only answer we need. “He invited us to come out with them.”

      “Hadley’s going to stay home. She’s getting a headache. You go change. Carsen will be here any minute.”

      Still beaming, Katie jogs down the hall to her room.

      “Have fun, be safe, and text me if you need anything,” Hannah says.

      “What do I wear?” I ask.

      Hannah gives a Grinchy smile. “Nothing.”

      I roll my eyes as she howls with laughter.

      She sobers, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “Don’t overthink it. It’s casual. Wear whatever’s going to make you feel good.”

      I nod, feeling the same tingles of nerves I do at the prospect of public speaking. “Thank you.”

      Hannah wraps her arms around me and pulls me in for a hug. “Of course.”

      I head upstairs to my room where I stare at my closet, trying to decide what’s going to make me feel more confident. I hear Hannah and Katie giggle and the door close before forgetting about changing and heading into the bathroom to brush my teeth. I’m reapplying my mascara when Nolan and Hannah’s words replay in my head that we don’t need to make an effort because sex is a guarantee. I debate if I’m going to go downstairs and find him sweaty and gross post-practice, hair matted in three-day-old sweats.

      I am so far in over my head.

      I take a deep breath to settle my thoughts and racing heart, apply mascara to my other eye while trying to recall all the reasons this seemed like the greatest idea last night, and ignore the fissure of guilt that’s formed for not telling Katie.

      Then I think about last night in the pool and the way I’d wanted him—the way he’d wanted me.

      Nolan’s my proverbial bungee jump.

      My climb to Mount Kilimanjaro.

      He’s parachuting over the desert.

      I pull in another deep breath, my lungs flimsy and unsure. The problem is the itch to do something impulsive and crazy doesn’t exist at the moment. I’m safe and comfortable, with a weekend of sleeping in and studying ahead of me.

      Shit.

      Maybe Nolan’s right. Maybe I’m not the casual dating type.

      I step out into the hall, my feelings a whirlwind. I stop at the sight of Nolan, waiting outside my bedroom door.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      He turns too fast, revealing I startled him. He’s wearing jeans and a tee, his hair clean. I smell the citrusy scent of bergamot from here. “I didn’t know if you were hungry, so I was going to ask you if you wanted to get something to eat first.”

      First.

      Gah.

      “I ate before my last class.”

      He nods, his gaze staying high enough that I think he might be staring at my forehead.

      “If you changed your mind…” I say.

      “No.” He shakes his head, glancing down the hall in the direction of Katie and Hannah’s rooms.

      “They’re gone,” I say.

      He nods. “I saw.”

      I nod.

      We’ve never been awkward, not even in the beginning days of our friendship.

      “Have you changed your mind?” he asks.

      I don’t let myself think. “No.”

      He smiles slowly and extends a hand for me to take. I step forward, sliding my palm against his rougher one, the familiar contact awakening that energy that thrums in my veins. It feels as though I’ve just jumped out of a plane, allowing only wind to catch me.

      We head downstairs, pausing to lock the front door, then head down into the basement, locking that door, too.

      The scent of him is stronger down here, his bed the centerpiece, paired with a dresser, and a TV. It’s beyond minimal. If he were anyone else, I’d probably be creeped out by the lack of personalized items.

      Nolan pivots to face me, placing a warm hand on my waist. He’s gentle but firm as he directs my body exactly where he wants me, fitting me so I’m straddling his thigh, feeling the length of him, hard against my thigh.

      A thrill runs down my spine. My imaginary fall becomes faster as his eyes lower over me, silently masterminding everywhere he plans to touch and taste me. “Tell me you don’t have plans tomorrow,” he says, grasping my other side with his free hand. “Because the things I want to do to you are going to take weeks, and we’re going to have to fit it into twenty-four hours.”

      I ignore the sting, reminding myself to live in the moment. “Already trying to break the schedule?”

      He grins devilishly, an expression that makes the invisible windstorm I’m stuck in increase. Then his hands are in my hair, weaving through the strands, tilting my head to the precise angle he wants me, reminding me of a construction manager, figuring out all the right calculations. He moves one hand to my waist, then my chest, roaming possessively over me, exploring me as though he knows exactly where I need his touch. The hand secured around the back of my head pulls me forward, and then—finally—he’s kissing me.

      There’s nothing gentle or soft or patient as our mouths, teeth, and tongues clash as though we’re in a race—a race to hit the ground as I continue free falling, losing inhibitions and then his shirt as my fingers score his skin, working to memorize each plane of muscle and bone I can’t see as I moan with need and pleasure into his mouth.

      Nolan growls, his teeth pinching my bottom lip as his hips grind against my thigh. The contact is mere inches from where I want to feel him, yet it feels like an entire continent separates us as I squirm to feel him against the apex of my thighs.

      He kisses me with more urgency as his hand tightens against my lower back, holding me in place. His other hand drifts from my hair to my throat, his hand so large I feel small and too fragile. His fingers skate down the column of my throat, over my exposed neckline to the swell of my cleavage that’s barely exposed because of my shirt. His tongue slides against mine as he slips his thumb beneath the layers of my tee and bra, running the slightly rough pad of his thumb over my nipple. My breath falls out of me, my legs growing limp with the slight contact I’ve been craving for weeks—but feels like years, a lifetime.

      Our kisses grow fiercer, and sloppier as we reach for fabric without seeing, tugging, and pulling in an attempt to feel each other.

      I have to take a step back to tug off my jeans. The air cooler down here in the basement or maybe it’s just because I’m standing in my underwear, about to sleep with my roommate’s brother, and the nerves from this jump are catching up with me again.

      Nolan takes a step closer to me, trailing his hand down my side to the waistband of my underwear. I expect him to take them off, debating how fast this will really go. If it will be more than a two-minute romp in the sheets that leaves me disappointed and with more sexual frustration than I came down here with.

      He slowly grazes his fingertips back up over my abdomen and bra, over my shoulders, and down my arms, then he closes the gap, kissing me with a new sense of calm and restraint. His fingers climb higher on my stomach, over my ribs until reaching my bra. His thumbs breach the barrier of my underwire, brushing the underside of my breasts. The squeeze of pleasure that wrings my lungs has me realizing how underappreciated my experiences with foreplay have been because the couple of guys I’ve been with before merely pinched my nipples and moved on. Nolan caresses the untouched skin, making my breaths feel labored as anticipation builds and lingers, creating a pressure between my legs that I’m desperately hoping he can relieve.

      I release my bra and toss the garment to the floor. As I lean into him, inviting him into my space—into my body—my hardened nipples brush his chest, and the sensation of heat, soft skin, and hard muscle makes me moan again.

      “Fuck,” Nolan grinds out, reaching up to palm one breast. His thumb circles my areola while his fingers brush against the side of my breast, another untouched space that now wants all of his attention. He massages and moves, exploring the entire globe of my breast, each line and swell, teasing my nipple with scarce and gentle contact, running his fingers on either side to apply the subtlest of pressure that has me gasping with silent pleas to feel more, more contact—more relief. As though reading my thoughts, his fingers fall to my nipple, rubbing, pulling, pinching. Fire burns in my veins, emboldening me as I reach for his pants, freeing the button and then the zipper as his fingers continue to slide and pinch, hard and soft, gentle and rough.

      Distracted by his touch, I tug crudely at his jeans, pulling them down around his hips, and then reach into his boxer briefs, finding him hard and impossibly hot against my palm. His hips jut forward as he groans, his lips finally breaking their rhythm of control. I smile against his mouth, feeling the sensation of control and victory. I’m about to wrap my fingers around his length when Nolan pushes me against the bed, causing my knees to bend. My back and thighs fall across his mattress, the shift in the air and his blankets, bringing a wave of his bergamot scent to wash over me.

      Nolan threads his fingers into my underwear, shedding them with one quick pull, and then his hands are on my thighs, spreading my legs wide and pinning my knees to the bed. He doesn’t hesitate a single breath before lowering his mouth over my most sensitive area. I gasp, the pleasure too much and not nearly enough as my legs instinctively want to both close and open wider. Contradictions are swallowing me as he uses his thumb to expose me to the ministrations of his tongue and teeth, walking me on the tightrope of pleasure and torture. My eyes shutter, warmth flushing over my body, and just when I think I can’t feel any better, he slides a finger inside me, proving me wrong.

      I writhe under his touch, so close to my release as my words become pleas, and then gasps. The pressure of a second finger curling inside of me as his teeth graze against my clit is my undoing. Nolan doesn’t stop, licking me, and fingering me as wave after wave tumbles through me. He ignores my feeble attempt to push his shoulders, feeling too sensitive and impossibly close to a second orgasm—something that is impossible, at least for me. But his mouth is savagely and relentlessly on me as though my pleasure is fueling and dictating his body. My lungs nor heart have the chance to settle before pleasure coils around my spine, arching my back as my toes and fingers dig into the blanket. I shudder and writhe against him, my voice inaudible pleas that turn into a scream as I climax a second time, even more intense and mind-numbing than my first release.

      Nolan hums as he drags his tongue through my folds a final time and sits back, his mouth and chin wet with my arousal. It feels wrong and so damn right. I am putty, my muscles pliant and warm, humming with a sense of contentment I’ve never experienced.

      I lean forward, kissing him hard on the mouth, pushing away thoughts of the future and who he’s already done this with—who he’ll do it to next, delaying my fall back to Earth. “Tell me you have condoms.”

      Nolan grins, dragging his hands over my torso and thighs as he stands. He reaches for his pants, discarded on the floor. His underwear is tented, the outline of his length stealing my breath. He frees a condom, and then jerks his underwear down, exposing his impressive length that has shock and anticipation feeling like another harsh gust that keeps me floating. He’s huge and thick and even if he ends up being a two-pump chump, I can’t say I’ll regret experiencing it. He rips the wrapper open, sheathing himself.

      “Do you have a preference for what position you want first?” He strokes himself, and my heart bottoms out, heat filling me.

      First certainly implies there will be more than two pumps.

      I shake my head because I can’t talk, I’m not even sure I’m breathing—just floating.

      Nolan runs his hands over my thighs, down to my knees where he grips me and gently spreads my legs a fraction before dropping his knee between my thighs. His hands rove across the back of my thighs, cupping my waist. I’m mesmerized by the sight of him touching me and how watching his movements intensifies the pressure and pleasure radiating through my body.

      He dips his head, using that talented tongue to run over one peaked nipple. The sound I make is a cross between a groan and a gasp. He tilts his face to watch me and repeats the movement. My breath hitches and my body grows taut. He smiles, a cocky, knowing smile that makes me want to defy him and try to pretend his mouth isn’t the most amazing thing I’ve ever experienced, but then he does it again, his tongue harder, flat against my nipple, and I forget everything except how good I feel. His eyes on me is even more intense than his hands. It’s not possible, yet it’s the overwhelming truth as he lowers his mouth, sucking my nipple between his lips and flicking it with his tongue, all the while, watching me. Studying me. Consuming me.

      I run my fingers through his hair, raking my nails gently against his scalp, and Nolan’s growl of pleasure feels like my own.

      He shifts, each of his movements smooth and controlled, graceful as he pulls my legs up, pressing my knees to my chest. His hands clasp around my calves, and his eyes sit heavy on me as the tip of his cock nudges my entrance. His eyes drop to where our bodies are barely touching, and he swallows thickly before meeting my eyes again. He pushes inside of me just a fraction, and my lungs squeeze as my entire body becomes hyperaware of the slight burn from his girth, the hint of pleasure, the yearning to feel more of him—deeper.

      Nolan swears, taking one hand from my leg to his shaft, his gaze shifting from my face to my body. Jealousy spikes me. I’ve never wanted to see anything as badly as I do Nolan’s giant cock barely penetrating me.

      “Fuck,” he whispers, drawing out the word. He pulls out, running his cock over my folds, and then slides his tip inside of me again. “You’re so tight.” He pulls out again, running the head of his shaft over me and through my folds, offering a completely different feeling against my clit than his hands and mouth offered.

      I want to object and tell him to stop toying with me, to fill me.

      I want to beg him to continue rubbing against me and play with me all damn night.

      He moves, pressing into me again, offering a little more. I moan, like a freaking porn star, and don’t have even strength or control at this point to stop.

      Again, he pulls out.

      This time I object with a growl. I’m feeling half-feral at this point. A tickle at the back of my thoughts tells me I’m going to be embarrassed tomorrow by the way I’m acting, but then he slides over that overstimulated bud of nerves he’s teased and pleasured, making it swollen and greedy, and the thought is silenced.

      Nolan swears again, bracing one hand on the underside of my thigh, keeping my leg bent, and then his eyes are on me, and his cock slides into me fully, filling me so deliciously I moan again. My thoughts about everything else but how good I feel and how I never want him to stop, cease.
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      Bliss.

      Being inside of Hadley is pure, unedited, bliss.

      The fear of overpromising and underdelivering to Hadley has me working to break down the new plays Krueger, Hudson, and I have been discussing rather than the euphoria racing through my body.

      Her hooded eyes and deep moans chase the euphoria back to the forefront of my thoughts.

      I rock inside of her, my movements slow and rhythmic.

      Sweat beads on my brow. I silently recite records and stats from my favorite football teams and players until I don’t feel like I’m going to embarrass myself. I focus on her face, on her breaths, on the way her eyes roll back in her head as I move inside of her, changing my angle and speed so I know exactly what she likes and what drives her absolutely wild.

      I grab Hadley’s right leg and swing it across the front of my chest, and while still buried inside of her, I shift her to lie on her side. The motion has her spine lengthening and straightening, her breaths turning into pants.

      “Bend this knee,” I direct her, sliding my hand along the silkiness of her thigh. She moves instantly, without question or hesitance. I pull out to the very tip, then slam into her, reveling in the sound of her strangled cry. I do it again, harder this time, and then again, and as I slip out a fourth time, I slide my fingers against where my cock is stretching her. Hadley mewls, shifting her hips lower as she bends, to look at me as I circle her entrance again, dragging her wetness down, over her clit and massaging her, working to bring her to another climax as I slowly slide my cock in and out of her, finding the rhythm that has her breaths increasing, her fingers digging into my bed before her eyes squeeze shut and her body tightens and pulses against me.

      My orgasm rips through me with a force that has me groaning and rocking into her, milking every bit of pleasure from this moment. I squeeze her thigh a final time and slowly open my eyes.

      Hadley is lying on her side, face flushed a lighter shade than last night at the pool, her eyes closed, and lips tipped up with a grin.

      I release another soft groan and slowly slide out of her, already regretting that it’s over.

      I head to the bathroom where only the toilet and sink work and clean myself up before returning to find Hadley with her underwear already on, reaching for her shirt.

      “How was the trial?” I ask.

      She looks at me, an embarrassed smirk claiming her lips. “This wasn’t your worst idea.”

      I chuckle.

      Hadley slips her shirt on, staring at me with mild uncertainty as she grabs her underwear and pants.

      “I thought we talked about twenty-four hours?”

      Her smile is sarcastic. “I have class at nine, and I’m pretty sure you’re going to be at the gym by four.”

      “Seven hours, then.”

      “That’s quite the stamina you’re promising.”

      “Or we could just hang out? Watch another episode of our show.”

      Her eyes pinch. “I didn’t know if that applied to these nights or if hanging out afterward would blur the lines.”

      It does. Or it would. But everything inside of me protests the idea of her leaving. “Why would it? We’re friends.”

      “Who just had sex.”

      “Fucking phenomenal sex.”

      Her cheeks blossom red.

      “Tell me it wasn’t,” I demand, nearing the bed, the scent of sex still ripe in the space.

      She looks at me sideways as I sit down. “I might like your bedroom skills more than you…”

      I belt out a laugh and grab the remote. “Scoot over.”

      She shifts over as I flip down the blankets, so she can get beneath them. I settle in beside her.

      Rather than turn on the TV, I roll to face her. “That quiche you made yesterday, was insane. I don’t think it could be any better.”

      She grins. “It was Hannah’s favorite, too.”

      I reach forward, sliding a loose piece of her dark hair behind her ear, needing to touch her again.

      “How’s your coach doing?”

      I shake my head. “He’s being a thorn in everyone’s ass. He fell at home yesterday morning, and they said he’ll need a hip replacement, but supposedly, he’s trying to convince Camden and the powers to be that he can finish the year while in a wheelchair or on crutches.”

      “Could he?”

      I release a sigh. “Probably.”

      “You don’t like him?”

      “Dislike is a mild word for how I feel about him.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because he’s a vengeful prick who clings to an outdated and archaic playbook, regardless of the risks it exposes us to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He hasn’t changed anything in thirty years. Our team is fast. Any other coach would use our strengths and have us running the ball as much or more than passing it, but Peters only knows how to coach a passing team, so that’s what we do. That’s what we are.”

      “How does that put you at risk?”

      “Every defense in our conference knows our plays as well as we do. They know Hudson’s going to be looking midway down the field to throw it. It makes us easy to guard and easier targets to hit.”

      “And he doesn’t listen?”

      I scoff. “He has control issues that rival dictators. As the captain, Hudson should be calling every play, and those plays should be drawn by Krueger, our offensive coordinator, but instead, Peters controls it all, and if someone dares to cross him, they get fired or benched, and in college sports, if you’re benched, that’s the end of the road.”

      Anger pulses in her gaze. “Why does the university let him do this?”

      “Before it was because it didn’t matter. Camden was known for science and medicine. Now, it’s because we have a winning record and it’s easy for him to take the credit.”

      “There’s nothing you guys can do? Talk to someone? Go to the press?”

      “We were hoping his injury might have him considering an early retirement or at least give us the rest of this season, but it sounds like he’s going to fuck that over as well.”

      “That really sucks.”

      I nod. “We’re operating under the realization he’ll be back while also planning for what things would—could—look like if he has to be out.”

      “What’s your major?”

      I roll closer, snaking my hand under the covers, and find purchase on her waist, noting the way her eyes warm. “Tonight, it’s impressing you.” I lean in and kiss her neck as she laughs.

      “That was the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard.”

      I nod, rolling to my knees and lifting her shirt to expose her breasts. I trace my hands over each breast. Hadley tips her chin higher, swallowing what I know is a moan. I dip my head, pulling one nipple between my lips, and her hum of approval has me feeling like a fucking king. I roll the peaked flesh over my tongue while twisting and pinching her opposite nipple.

      Hadley breathes out a curse as she digs her fingers into my hair, holding me against her. I change the pace with my tongue and reach down, swiping a finger between her legs, finding her warm and wet. She moans, her legs falling loose.

      I give her nipple a final lick and reach for a second condom before flipping her to her stomach and thrusting inside of her.
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      I rarely consider who’s in the audience watching our games, but as we take the field, my gaze strays to the stands and I can’t help but question if Hadley’s here. If she’s looking forward to our arrangement as much as I am since it’s Saturday night.

      Peters calls us to huddle. The man is stubborn as fuck—it might be his only redeeming attribute—however, it’s become our demise. He refused surgery and insisted on being here, coaching.

      We’re playing against Syracuse tonight, and they won’t be going home without one hell of a fight. It’s had us pulling extra practices and hours studying their game, and learning their defense. Krueger had suggested a new play that would give us an advantage, unknown to their defense and optimizing our greatest strengths, but Peters shot that down without a second of consideration.

      I stare blankly as Peters shouts demands and threats, I memorized two years ago.

      When we break, I eye the stands again, catching a sign with my name held by two girls who scream like they know I see them.

      Lenny joins me, yelling at the crowd, hyping them up. The energy is like a drug, the cheers and band so loud it’s hard to hear Lenny as he grabs my face mask, yelling words of victory that are intended as much for the crowd as they are for me.

      We follow the rest of the team to the middle of the field. Hudson calls the play Peters commanded. “Remember, if they collapse the pocket and we scramble, go left,” he says, peering at Grey, Corey, and me. “Their safety favors the right.” It’s a rougher version of Krueger’s plan that would’ve allowed us more time to set up versus react because Hudson’s about to be sacked.

      “We’ll be there,” I assure him.

      Grey nods, patting Hudson on the shoulder. “Just stay on your feet. Evelyn will cut down our linemen if you get taken out again.”

      Hudson grins. “Let’s do this.”

      Luck is on our side—or maybe it’s on my side—because not only are two of Syracuse’s top defenders out with food poisoning, it starts raining in the first half, soaking the field and the fans. Playing in the rain gives Holbrook ulcers, but it feels like a dream for me, in part because defenders are often distracted and sliding, concerned about injuries but is often where our team is most comfortable. Much of our summer conditioning consisted of dual practices in the heat, humidity, and rain. Our team’s at home in the conditions.

      

      Syracuse loses in what will likely be their greatest loss of the season, considering we were preparing for overtime, and already discussing contingencies in case we lost. Instead, we didn’t have to run any of the plays that would have Peters barking at us, and are walking away with a win.

      My smile can’t be dimmed as I walk off the field.

      “Party at your place?” Lenny asks.

      Corey snickers.

      I flip him off. “Drink a beer for me.”

      I expect him to give me a hard time, but he accepts my easy excuse.

      When I pull up to the house, a couple of hours later, I’m still feeling energized from our win, as though the crowd has followed me home, their cheers still audible as I lock my truck and head inside.

      Hadley’s in the kitchen, drinking a glass of water.

      “Are the others here?” I ask.

      She shakes her head as she finishes the water. “They changed after the game and Katie went to Carsen’s and Hannah is out with Ethan.”

      “Good.” I stride toward her.

      Hadley’s eyes widen as she tilts her head, trying to anticipate my next move. I drop my shoulder into her stomach and lift her off the ground. She squeals. I smack her pajama-covered ass and grab the basement door.

      “This is a terrible idea,” Hadley says. “If you fall down the stairs, we’re both going to break our legs.”

      “Pretend you’re parasailing.” I close the basement door, lock it, and descend the stairs. I don’t put her down until reaching my bed. The moment she’s steady on her feet, I grab the hem of her sweatshirt, pulling it up and over her head in one fluid motion, revealing a black lacy undergarment that isn’t a bra or shirt.

      Hadley’s blue eyes flash with humor and lust, a tantalizing combination. “And here I thought you might go out tonight to celebrate your win and take a rain check on tonight.”

      I run my fingers over her exposed neck and then reroute my path when hitting the strap of the lacy garment. “Is that what you were hoping for?” I watch the swell of her chest as I draw my fingers lower to her nipple, gently pinching the point between my thumb and forefinger.

      Hadley shakes her head. “No, but I’d understand if you had.”

      “This is how I want to celebrate.” I lower my face to her chest and put my mouth over the lace and her nipple, grazing the fabric with my teeth.

      Hadley’s hands are in my hair as her breath falls out with a heavy sigh of pleasure—an addictive sound that I choose to make my goal for the night. I want to draw that sound from her at least four times.

      I drop to my knees, drawing her shorts down with me. Her underwear is lace, black lace. She was wanting this, too.

      I grip one of her ankles and begin to lift it, watching her confusion and uncertainty as she reaches for my bed to help balance her. I hook her ankle over my shoulder, and then pull her underwear to one side and lick up her slit.

      Her breathy moan of pleasure and surprise, as though she’s not sure she should be enjoying this has me grabbing her hip, tugging her closer as I feast on her, determined to shut off that side of reasoning in her brain that has her considering what she looks like and what she should want.

      I fuse my mouth to her, the scent and taste of her all around me, making me moan as I slide my tongue over and inside of her.

      Hadley’s breaths turn guttural. I continue, changing the pressure and length of my strokes, lazy as I feast on her, punishing when I want to hear her gasps. She brings a hand to the back of my head, threading her fingers into my short hair, pulling me closer when I hit the spot that makes her breaths turn into quiet cries.

      I hum my approval and lick and suck until her breaths grow broken and her orgasm has her calling my name as her body pulsates around my mouth. Her body grows taut and then fully relaxed.

      My name on her lips is still echoing in my ears as I help her stand. Her eyes are closed, a warm, wanton look on her face that assures me those cries weren’t an act.

      “How are you feeling?” I brush my thumb along her jaw, tucking her dark hair back.

      “Like cherry Jell-O.”

      I chuckle. “Do you want to call it a night?”

      She shakes her head, those crystal-blue eyes peeking at me.

      “Think you can get on your knees?”

      “You’re still dressed.”

      I smirk, tearing off my shirt, underwear, and shorts in under a second. When I glance at her, eyebrows raised, her eyes are on my cock.

      I grip myself, running my hand over my shaft. Hadley’s nipples harden. I’m so turned on right now, all I can think about is sinking into her, but then Hadley takes the two steps to stand in front of me and with my next breath she’s on her knees in front of me, licking the head of my cock.

      I hiss at the contact and then release a long and guttural groan. She pins me in place with those blue eyes, looking up at me as she licks the length of my shaft and my fingers where I’m still gripping myself. She takes the tip of me in her mouth, sucking and then twirling her tongue around me.

      My hips jerk and I swear with my next growl, releasing myself.

      Hadley smiles around my cock, the sight a wet dream, and then she takes more of me, running her tongue around me, sucking, grazing me with her teeth. I want to change our proposal here and now, so she does this every damn day because the feeling of her mouth on me is a euphoria I didn’t know existed. She adds her hand, taking a little more of me, and I nearly come on her tongue.

      I slip out of her mouth, drag her off the floor and bend her over the bed as she makes a small yelp of surprise. I grab a condom from my nightstand, roll it over myself, and bury myself in her with one hard thrust.

      She moans her pleasure, and I nearly forget how good her mouth felt because buried inside of her feels equally amazing.

      “We might only be able to do one position tonight,” I warn her.

      Hadley slides forward, losing a bit of my length, and then slides back over me.

      “Fuck,” I grind out, watching as she moves her body over me again, the sight of her taking me so damn good I don’t dare move for several minutes, watching her ride me. When her movements grow faster, I join her, finding the same rhythm, making every thrust harder and faster until we spiral into nothingness together, both panting and damp with sweat as we lie across my bed, my softening cock still inside of her.
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      It’s been two weeks since my friends-with-benefits arrangement with Nolan began. It hasn’t been flawless.  Last Saturday, I didn’t know how to assure Katie I wasn’t mad or didn’t feel like the third wheel and ultimately went out with her to meet up with Carsen. I wore my Little Red Riding Hood costume from last year, and Katie borrowed Hannah’s Bell costume.

      Janelle, the blonde cheerleader was there, Nolan’s number painted on her cheek again.

      I had to remind myself it didn’t matter a dozen more times than I should have before Nolan caught up with me, tugged me into the bathroom, and we had sex against the bathroom vanity.

      He went out of town the next week for an away game, something I had forgotten to consider, so we made up for the delayed release by having sex twice yesterday in the basement in between my many practiced attempts for my informative speech, that Nolan, Hannah, Ethan, Carsen, and Katie sat through like champs, listening to me at least a dozen times between making chicken scampi and cinnamon rolls. We followed dinner by watching a Halloween movie, all of us together.

      It was the perfect weekend.

      “Are you ready, Miss Foster?” Professor Hawkins asks.

      I briefly wonder what she’d say if I told her I wasn’t. With it being Halloween, I especially don’t want to go because I’m worried it will change my feelings about one of my favorite holidays. I’ve given my informative speech four times already, and while I’ve managed to get through nearly all of it, I still say a version of uh or um at least a dozen times, which I’ve learned is Hawkins's greatest pet peeve when it comes to public speaking. She also hates lack of eye contact, throat clearing, and repeating words—all habits I possess that she points out to me—repeatedly.

      Brielle offers a hopeful smile. “You’ve got this.”

      I slip out of my seat and head to the front of the room that despite being two months into the class, is still entirely, painfully, dully beige. It makes me feel a hit of nostalgia for grade school when teachers acknowledge and celebrated Halloween with cute crafts, decorations, and party games no one cared about looking ridiculous doing.

      I glance at my notecards, bent from overuse. I memorized this speech two weeks ago—recite it every night, multiple times in my dreams, while showering, and in the car—I know I don’t need my notecards, but they lend a sense of comfort.

      I begin to clear my throat and stop when Hawkins scribbles on the clipboard she’s holding, no doubt deducting points from my performance.

      The door to the classroom opens then, and hope and relief that Professor Hawkins might be needed for an emergency meeting, or someone has come to warn us about a potential tornado or flood that has shut down the city and requires us to evacuate now. Instead, Nolan appears, leading a dozen people—all people I am beginning to recognize and know because they’re his friends and teammates—follow him to the back of the class as students whisper and stare, trying to discern why our class has nearly just doubled on account of the starting lineup of Camden’s football team.

      “Excuse me, gentlemen, we’re in the middle of a class,” Professor Hawkins says.

      “We’re here to serve as a visual aide,” Nolan says, from the seat he’s taken. “Props.” His eyes are on me, a silent nod of assurance to continue.

      I want to remind him this is doing little to help calm my nerves, but then I feel it, that energy I feel whenever he’s around that I’ve mistaken for being a conduit to the restless itch, is actually siphoning off the edge of my nerves and has my shoulders and nerves slowly relaxing.

      “Begin, Miss Foster,” Professor Hawkins instructs, looking regretful as soon as she gives me the green light.

      I nod and try to draw on picturing my living room. My friends. I try to imagine being in the basement, straddling Nolan. “Public speaking is an art…um…” I forget the next words, struggling to recall both my speech and things that make me feel calm and comfortable. That warmth is replaced with nerves as I glance at my notecard, the silence ballooning. “Public speaking is an art,” I say again, “one that has led to revolutions and wars, convinced nations to, uh, select gods and, um, beliefs—” The same blank space fills in my thoughts, making my cheeks grow warm. I am going to fail. Again. In front of my class, and Nolan.

      I glance up and find a familiar set of eyes on me. I shake my head, telling him this is hopeless. Nolan nods, holding my stare. That warm sensation slips over me, weaker than it is without the stress of my most loathed activity, but there, nonetheless. He nods again, a gentle encouragement. I stare at him and continue. My voice shakes, and I’m still trembling, but the words populate from reciting this for him dozens of times. “Public speaking is also an influence from our earliest days that continues to motivate, inform, and connect or separate societies, regardless of technology being at everyone’s fingertips.

      “Public speaking is criti … crucial not only for our personal lives but also our…” Someone coughs, briefly distracting me. “Our, um professional lives, allowing tough and thoughtful conversations alike with friends, family, coworkers, bosses, and, um,  significant others.”

      “However,” I realize I just skipped an entire point, but rather than have a flashback from a decade ago, I focus on Nolan and continue. “For some people, like myself, public speaking can be intimidating, and really, really difficult.” I pause, allowing the small snickers to float through the room. My gaze jumps to Brielle, who laughs the loudest and most sincerely. I grin at her, then return my stare to Nolan. “So I’m here to help you learn how to, um, successfully stand in front of a crowd and give a—mostly—flawless speech.” I flip notecards out of habit as a few laugh. I don’t allow myself to look at them or wonder if they’re laughing at me.

      “First off, it’s important to face your fears because they sadly aren’t going anywhere, and if you don’t address them,” I clear my throat, “you may find yourself giving the same speech six times.” The class chuckles again. I drink in Nolan’s smile.

      “There are some techniques you can try to help ease these fears that include rehearsing your speech, practicing deep breathing, uh, visualizing yourself successfully de-delivering your speech, and some people’s personal favorite, you can…” My words taper off as Nolan and his friends stand, pulling off their T-shirts and lowering their sweatpants to their ankles before sitting in nothing but their underwear.

      Professor Hawkins is stunned—appalled. The class is taking pictures, laughing, and whistling. I’m stuck staring, unsure whether to laugh or be upset that he’s just hijacked my speech and may have cost me my grade.

      Nolan waves at me to continue, and beyond reason or fear, I somehow do. “You can imagine your audience in their underwear…” I wave to the back row with an unnecessary reference, earning another round of laughter from nearly everyone in the class, except a few guys who are likely feeling grossly inadequate compared to the god-like statues, smiling fiendishly.

      My speech continues for several more minutes, my gaze locked on Nolan’s face and chest, trying to block out thoughts of sleeping with him because regardless of his assuring me it helps him it does nothing but distract me. I still stutter and pause, but I make it through the entire speech and do it in my allotted time.

      The majority of the class stands as they clap and whistle. I don’t try to pretend it’s for my speech. We all know it’s for the guys currently pulling their clothes back on.

      Professor Hawkins shakes her head, looking slightly confounded for the first time.

      “If there’s a problem, I swear, she had nothing to do with it,” Palmer tells her.

      “But, if you thought it was awesome, it was her idea,” Lenny adds.

      The class chuckles. A few more photos are stolen as the guys file out of the classroom, Nolan at the tail end. “You nailed it, Cutlass.” He winks before disappearing out the door.

      I turn my attention to Professor Hawkins, realizing I’m borderline comfortable in front of the class for the first time ever.

      “Creative props, Miss Foster.” Her tone is borderline contemptuous, but I swear I see the hint of amusement in her eyes.

      When class is excused Brielle is on me like a migraine following a hangover. “I didn’t know you were friends with the football team.”

      “I’m not,” I say, shaking my head. “My roommate’s brother is on the team,” is a much easier and safer explanation than the reality.

      “So, a friend, by association, was willing to convince a dozen friends to come to your class and put on that kind of a show for no other reason than you being roommates with his sister?” She raises her eyebrows, poking a dozen holes in my vague explanation. “I think there’s more to this story…” She lowers her chin. It’s not an accusing look but perhaps curiosity that has her waiting for an answer.

      I grin, realizing if I had to call someone because I needed help or to share news with—good or bad—Nolan would be near the top of my list. “We’ve become pretty good friends.”

      Her smile grows genuine. “That was ingenious. Everyone’s going to think about what kind of prop they can use now to draw that kind of reaction.”

      “I’ll see you Wednesday.” While waiting for Evelyn, I text Nolan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’re my favorite human of the day.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: My professor was speechless.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: I really didn’t know if you were there for support or a prank for a minute.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: She was speechless because you did one hell of a job.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’m pretty sure she was speechless because of your pecs.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: About time you admit liking my pecs.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thank you

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: Anytime, Cutlass. Anytime.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Happy Halloween!” Evelyn calls with a smile. “Did they really strip down to their underwear in your class or is Hudson exaggerating.”

      My laughter is the only confirmation she needs.

      “What did you do? What did your professor do?” She puts her hands on her cheeks. “I can’t even imagine—well, I totally can imagine—but I don’t know what I’d do if they showed up to my class in their underwear.”

      “To preserve accuracy, they showed up and left with clothes on, they just removed them mid-speech.”

      Evelyn chuckles, her rosy cheeks expressing her second-hand embarrassment. “Was your professor okay with it?”

      “I think so. I mean, she said nice props and didn’t throw me out of the class.”

      Evelyn shakes her head again, chuckling.

      It’s unusually warm today, the humidity high, and the sky a strange brown tone as we walk to The Spiced Chai, talking about Halloween plans and books. Inside the small coffee shop, the scents of freshly ground coffee, cinnamon, and freshly baked bread greet us along with a plethora of decorations. Orange, black, and lime green balloons are strung in a large arch, Halloween banners are hung, and skeletons and witch’s hats adorn every surface.

      I order a hot caramel apple cider and avocado toast. Evelyn orders a toffee mocha and a pumpkin cheesecake muffin.

      We sit at a table near the front of the store, under a giant spiderweb with a purple illuminated spider that is horribly, creepily wonderful.

      “How’s your prank war with Nolan going?” Evelyn asks.

      “We haven’t had many pranks lately,” I say, feeling a hint of surprise at the realization. “We’ve both been kind of busy.” Nolan’s been spending even more time at the gym and practice, and I’ve been so preoccupied with my speech and homework that our time together is hard-earned and spent together naked or hanging out.

      “Football has been so crazy.” She sighs before taking a drink of her mocha. “I feel sorry for them. I think they’re all stressed out, trying to learn these alternate plays they might get the chance to run while maintaining their existing workouts. How’s Nolan handling it?”

      “He’s doing okay.” It feels like a lie because I don’t know how he’s handling it. Aside from the occasional gruff remark, Nolan barely shows signs of being stressed or disgruntled.

      “I know he’s looking forward to the Camden tradition, tonight,” she says, eyes bright.

      “Have you heard what it entails?” I ask.

      Evelyn shakes her head. “Just that it’s Halloween-themed.”

      “I don’t know whether to be excited or nervous.”

      She chuckles. “Both. Definitely both.” She takes a sip of her coffee. “Can I be nosey and ask if you guys are dating?”

      Nerves have me feeling like I’m about to deliver a speech to an entire auditorium, spotlight trained on me. We never discussed what we’re telling people if anything.

      “You guys are so cute together, and he just seems so happy when you’re around or when mentioning you.”

      “We’re just friends.” I’ve used this label a dozen times in reference to Nolan and me—more—yet it leaves the taste and sensation of ash in my mouth this time.

      “Hudson and I were friends before we began dating.”

      “I don’t think Nolan’s looking to date.”

      She winces. “I heard things with his ex ended pretty badly. I was kind of the same way this summer. My ex ended up cheating on me with his ex. Things kind of spiraled for me.”

      “I’m sorry. Why do so many people cheat? Why not just break up if you’re unhappy in your relationship? My ex cheated on me with my roommate.”

      “No!”

      I nod. “They moved to Scotland together in August.”

      Her jaw drops. “Hadley, that’s horrible. What a jerk. Both of them are jerks. I hope they catch some kind of Scottish curse.”

      I grin feebly. “We hadn’t been dating very long and it wasn’t serious, so it wasn’t a heartbreak.”

      “No, but they still leave scars. It’s hard to trust after someone puts your heart in a blender with zero regards.”

      Her words have me thinking about Janelle and how every time a girl has desire shining in their eyes when looking at Nolan, it reaffirms that our situation is casual and temporary. That I’m temporary.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

      

    

    







            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t know if we can call this a secret tradition,” Hadley says, eyeing the woods we’re waiting outside of. Here at Camden, the special effects and theater department work with two neighboring colleges to create a haunted mile-long walk through the woods. From here, we can’t see anything, but once you step inside, it’s like a movie set with props and entire scenery sets, not to mention the countless costumed actors.

      Hannah nods. “The entire campus is here.”

      Hadley points at her as validation. “It’s open to the public.”

      Lenny grins, his ridiculous stick-on mustache catching in his mouth. He’s dressed as Hulk Hogan. He drapes his arm around Hadley and Katie. “Because it’s awesome.”

      “The cookie run wasn’t a secret and was open to the public,” I remind her.

      “Yeah, but…” Hadley objects looking at Hannah for help.

      “Did you do the haunted walk last year?” I ask her.

      “No…” she admits. “Because I hate horror stuff.”

      Evelyn chuckles, leaning closer to Hudson.

      “Weren’t we supposed to be dressed in costume?” Sadie asks from where she’s clutching Palmer’s arm and eyeing the half of our group who didn’t dress up. Palmer’s dressed as a doctor and Sadie is wearing a naughty nurse costume.

      Hadley glances at the darkened skies that were becoming overcast before we left, and shrugs. “When I heard the woods were involved, I assumed they were optional.”

      “Yeah. There’s no way I was going to run from someone dressed like that in a mini skirt,” Hannah says, pointing at someone approaching the front gate dressed like a zombie with plenty of gore.

      “I just don’t wear costumes,” I say with a shrug.

      Hadley looks at where Hannah’s pointing, eyes growing wide. “Katie was smart to bow out.”

      I wrap my arm around her shoulders. “Skydiving, Cutlass.”

      Hadley shakes her head.

      Our group is large enough that they ask us to divide into two. Hannah, Ethan, Colin, Sam, Hudson, Evelyn, Grey, Palmer, Sadie, Corey, and a girl he invited whose name I keep forgetting, Lenny, and a couple of cleat chasers he invited are in the first group with Hadley and me.

      “You guys are up!” A man dressed as a creepy clown says, offering Hadley a red balloon.

      “No thanks,” she says.

      Lenny takes it.

      We only make it a few feet inside when a branch breaks to our left. Everyone stops, waiting to see if something jumps out at us. A dark-haired girl that Lenny brought clamps her arms around my waist, burying her face in my chest. A redhead is on my other side, gripping my arm.

      My gaze turns to Hadley. Her only reaction is a slight hitch to her eyebrows before she moves to stand beside Evelyn.

      Lenny grins at me. “I thought you brought a date?”

      I pull my arm free from the redhead and then extract myself from the brunette. Lenny gladly takes my place.

      I catch sight of Hadley and Evelyn near the front of the group, arms linked.

      Hudson says something to Grey and then joins me. “Don’t you love unintended fuck ups?” he asks.

      I want to say something flippant about Hadley and mine’s arrangement which is supposed to avoid things like jealousy and hurt feelings, but as I reverse the situation, picturing her clutching Lenny, Palmer, or even Hudson, jealousy hops into the driver’s seat, steering my emotions and thoughts.

      I run a hand across my brow, considering my reply. “Are you worried the honeymoon phase will end?”

      Hudson raises his brow, pausing as a werewolf-looking creature jumps out at us. The group screeches. As their screams calm down, Hudson shakes his head. “You haven’t even asked her out and you’re already worried about things going to shit. And you called me a cynic.”

      I give him a sardonic look. “Even during the best of times with my ex, things were never as smooth and easy as…”

      “As they are with Hadley?”

      I meet his gaze with a silent admission.

      “It’s not always going to be smooth and easy. For you guys or with Evelyn and me. It scared the shit out of me, too. I didn’t want to lose our friendship, but then I realized I’d rather fight to be together than fight to stay apart. And—” A man holding a chainsaw tears out of the woods. Hadley screams. I know her voice from the entire chorus.

      I jog around Corey and Palmer with their dates and catch up to Hadley, putting my arm around her shoulder, and staring down the asshole with the chainsaw down. “Imagine it’s a movie,” I tell her. “It’s all fake.”

      She buries her face into my shirt, keeping her other arm firmly wrapped around Evelyn until Hudson appears. “I’d rather be skydiving.”

      I grin, pulling her closer to my side. “I’ve got you, Cutlass.”

      

      We’re soaked, our collective expressions all revealing signs of exhaustion and relief as we exit the haunted trail an hour later. Hadley’s still glued to my side; hands wrapped tightly around my arm.

      “Want to go again?” Lenny asks.

      “No,” Hannah says, shaking her head as she pulls off her glasses and attempts to dry them with her shirt.

      “I heard you scream, Lenny,” Corey says, swiping at his wet hair.

      Lenny laughs, not even trying to deny it. “That prison scene…” He shakes his head. “I wasn’t expecting them to move. I thought they were fake.”

      “Are we going out now?” Sadie asks, her voice clipped. She turned mean and hateful before we made it halfway through the trail, swearing at anyone who jumped out at us. I’d feel sorry for Palmer, but her reactions seemed to distract Hadley enough that she managed to breathe every time Sadie bitched at someone.

      “Of course,” Lenny says, matching her tone.

      “I think I’ve hit my fun limit,” Hadley says.

      “Yeah, me too,” Hannah says. “It’s cold and wet.”

      “Yeah … I think I’m turning in, too,” Corey says, pulling his wet shirt from his chest. “We have to be at the gym at seven.”

      “It’s Halloween,” Lenny objects. “This night happens once a year.”

      “It feels like there’s a puddle between each of my toes,” Hadley says. “I can’t.” She releases her grip on my arm and takes a step back as she looks at me. “But you guys have fun.”

      “Where should we start?” Palmer asks, looking at me.

      I shake my head. “I’m out, too, man.”

      Lenny grins. “I could’ve guessed. You guys have fun.”

      Ethan, Hadley, Hannah, and I cross the gravel parking lot. “We’ll see you guys at the house,” Hannah says, ducking into Ethan’s car.

      “You don’t have to go back to the house with me,” Hadley says. “I mean, I know you know that, but if you want to… You don’t need my permission if you want to go and hang out or…”

      “Cutlass,” I say, taking a step forward as the rain continues to fall, faster and harder now. “Get in the truck.”

      “I’m serious. I can catch a ride with Hannah and Ethan.”

      I pull open the passenger door. “I’ll pick you every time, Cutlass.”

      Her blue eyes dance across my face. If it wasn’t pouring down rain, I think she might wait for me to expand upon my admission, but instead, she climbs into my passenger seat.

      We stop to pick up fast food on our way home.

      “Hannah says they went to Ethan’s because he didn’t have any extra clothes,” Hadley says, reading the text as we walk into the house. She proceeds to flip on every light.

      The house groans, a sound that occurs every time the furnace or air conditioning kicks on. Hadley jumps, eyes round as she looks toward the living room.

      “A little on edge?”

      “I have full confidence that the nightmares induced from that trail will go away in about a decade.”

      I chuckle. “Oh, Cutlass. Want me to go upstairs while you change?”

      “Will you mock me for all of eternity?”

      “Only for tonight.”

      “And you won’t pull a prank and terrify me?”

      I draw an ‘X’ across my chest. “You have my word.”

      “Will you please?”

      I grin, setting the food on the table before following her upstairs.

      She leaves her bedroom door open. “You’ve already seen everything,” she calls when I remain in the hall.

      “But we’re friends, Cutlass.”

      “Ahhh, right.” She comes back to the doorway, topless without a bra. My mouth waters and blood whooshes through my body.

      She closes the door.

      Minutes later she reappears wearing sweats and socks.

      “I can’t believe you sleep with socks on.”

      “My feet get cold.”

      “Only sociopaths sleep with socks on.”

      “At least I’m upfront about it.”

      We head back downstairs where Hadley takes a solid minute to decide she’s going to wait in the living room while I change rather than go down into the basement with me.

      When I make it back upstairs, she has a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, dunking fries into barbecue sauce.

      “Barbecue sauce?” I ask, settling in beside her.

      “First my socks now my condiments?”

      “Ketchup or mustard. Those are the only two options for fries.”

      “Mustard?” she sounds disgusted.

      “Mustard’s delicious on fries.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.”

      I hand her the remote and pull out the rest of the food, spreading it across the coffee table like a mini buffet. “Since your mom didn’t like to cook, did your dad cook? Is that who taught you?”

      “Not really. We were more of a fend for yourself, eat when you’re hungry, type of family.”

      “No family dinners?”

      “Our kitchen table was dedicated office space.” She laughs. “I don’t think we actually used it for dining until Geoff brought home a serious girlfriend for Thanksgiving when I was like fourteen.” She grabs another fry. “Lanie, Geoff, and I ate together most nights when I was younger. We’d make grilled cheese or get a bowl of cereal and watch cooking shows of all things—not the competitions, but the ones where they show you how to cook. Lanie hates reality TV almost as much as Geoff. But Geoff went to college when I was nine, and Lanie left when I was eleven.” Her gaze trails down the listing of shows.

      Sometimes I forget about the age gaps between her siblings because she’s so close with her sister. I often think of the noise and chaos of my own family and assume she can relate but I realize with startling clarity that she likely experienced large bouts of being an only child. I imagine Hadley eating a bowl of cereal alone in front of the TV, and something in my chest aches in protest.

      “Are you going home for Thanksgiving?”

      Hadley shakes her head. “I did last year, and between two canceled flights and three delays, I think I was home for like sixteen hours.” She laughs. “What about you? Can you even go home for the holidays with football?”

      I shake my head. “No. But Hudson’s dad hosts a big Thanksgiving. You’ll have to come.”

      “He’s seen me in my underwear. No way.” She shakes her head in swift motions, cheeks reddening.

      “He couldn’t see you, and even if he had, your bra would pass for a swimsuit.”

      “I’ll probably stay here, and order takeout.”

      I shake my head. “You’re not staying here alone on Thanksgiving.”

      “We’ll see.” I can’t tell if her words are a challenge or a consideration. With Hadley, it can sometimes be tough to know. “Do you miss going home for Thanksgiving?”

      “Yeah,” I nod. “I do.”

      As we open our sandwiches, Hadley picks a movie and our conversation shifts into amicable silence.

      She falls asleep halfway through the movie, tucked into my side. She does most nights when we try to watch something.

      I flip off the TV, clean up our mess, and shut off a dozen lights throughout the downstairs before scooping Hadley up and carrying her to her room.

      “You smell like showhouses,” she murmurs, clenching my tee.

      I glance down at her curled lips. “Like showhouses?”

      “Mmhmm. I like it.”

      I walk to Hadley’s bed, gently setting her down.

      “Need me to do a monster check? Look under the bed? In the closet?”

      “Will you stay?” she asks, eyes still closed. “Platonically. Just snuggle. Friends snuggle, right?”

      It’s another mixed message, another blurred line that has common sense instructing me to go, but fuck if I’m not already horizontal, tucking my arm under her head so she can cuddle as close to me as possible.
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      “Should we eat before we go?” Hannah asks.

      It’s been a week since Halloween, yet Halloween-themed parties are still in demand. “I think so, don’t you? I’m sure all they’ll have is warm beer.”

      “It might be stale, too,” Hannah teases.

      “Yum,” I say sarcastically. “Did you hear back from Katie? Are she and Carsen coming?”

      Hannah shakes her head. “She asked for a raincheck, though.”

      “I think I’m going to have to tell her soon.”

      “About Nolan?”

      I nod. “I feel like I’m lying to her by keeping this from her.”

      “You’re not lying, you’re just avoiding confrontation.”

      “Don’t give me more reasons to avoid telling her. I’m already dreading the conversation.”

      “Katie won’t be mad.”

      I stare at her. We both know that’s a lie.

      “She won’t be that mad,” Hannah corrects herself. “She likes you. She’ll probably think you’re a good influence on Nolan.”

      “Why do you think she said he was impulsive and reckless? Am I being willfully ignorant and ignoring red flags?”

      Hannah shakes her head. “I was thinking about this just last week. I have no idea. I mean, aside from the pranks you guys pull on each other, Nolan’s a stand-up guy. Every time we’re out, he’s the first to hold open doors, he’s super quiet in the morning to prevent waking us up, he knows my favorite energy drinks and buys them when he goes to the store…” She shrugs. “Maybe he used to be more impulsive and grew out of it? I don’t know.”

      I try imagining Nolan being careless or selfish, and it seems next to impossible.

      “Speaking of Nolan, did you invite him to come out with us?”

      “Yeah, but he said he probably wouldn’t be able to make it. Tomorrow sounds like a pretty important game. I’ve barely seen him since Wednesday.”

      “Maybe Ethan or Colin will convince him to come out with us.”

      I offer a hopeful smile and grab a jar of marinara. “Spaghetti?”

      “Oh. Will you make that garlic toast again? Do we have time?” She hops onto one of the barstools across from me as I fill a pot with water.

      “Good idea.” I set the water to boil and turn on the broiler.

      One of the things I’m most grateful for this year is my relationship with Hannah. Over the past couple of months, I’ve learned about our shared love for paranormal shows, and her love for programming that was born from a terrible car accident that had her younger sister hospitalized for the better part of a year, and the only thing they could do together while she was recovering was play video and computer games. I’ve learned she doesn’t know how to boil water, that her dad is obsessively protective, and she has a deep-seated fear of driving beside or behind semi-trucks. Katie still spends most nights at Carsen’s, but when she’s home, I pry into her memories and thoughts as well, making more of an effort than I did during all of last year.

      “Did I tell you Ethan tried making me breakfast?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “No. Was it sweet?”

      “I had given him a hard time because I’m always the one who has to get up, and he finally did.” She laughs. “It was so bad, Hadley.”

      “What did he make?”

      “Eggs.”

      I wince. “Were they undercooked?”

      “So undercooked, and he put cinnamon on them.”

      “Cinnamon?” I ask, appalled and grossed out. “Why cinnamon?”

      Hannah laughs through a cringe. “They were so terrible. I took three bites and had to stop.” She puts her hands on the counter.

      I rub garlic over two pieces of toasted bread. “I don’t know if I can say the effort counts in this case.”

      “Things have been a little off for us. I’m hoping we have fun tonight.”

      “Off how?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. He just seems kind of moody and…” She shrugs. “He said we’re getting in a rut.”

      I pull my head back, feeling offended on her behalf. “What does that mean?” I try to sound soft, and supportive when inside, my thoughts are raging.

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I’m trying not to read too much into it, yet. He said he wants to get out and party more.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      She scoffs. “You know me. I’m happiest at home with my computer and a pound of Red Hots at my side, but I don’t mind going out with him a little if it makes him feel better.”

      I keep my focus on the sauce as I turn on the burner for it to warm. Compromise is vital to a relationship—but I’ve always wondered if there are limitations when you give too many concessions and potentially lose your voice or what you want and need.

      The train of thought has me realizing this is why my relationship with my brother-in-law, Christian, has always felt strained, regardless of our shared pranks and jokes. He’s always demanding more from my sister, wanting her to change and alter herself to his life, his interests, and his friends—stretching every boundary of compromise.

      “Don’t forget you’re amazing and your needs matter, too,” I tell her.

      Hannah gives a tight-lipped smile and nods.

      While dinner warms, our conversation turns to lighter topics. I tell Hannah about the persuasive speech I have to give Monday, and I listen to her plans to head home for Thanksgiving.

      “Will it be snowing in Connecticut?” I ask as we fill our plates with spaghetti and garlic toast.

      “My parents live pretty far north, so it’s pretty much a guarantee,” she says. “I’m kind of looking forward to it, surprisingly. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I am team fair-weather, but it still feels like summer here and we’re only a couple of weeks from Thanksgiving.”

      “I have kind of a crazy idea.”

      Hannah peers at me with raised brows as she bites into her garlic toast.

      “What if we do an early Thanksgiving? We don’t have to do the traditional turkey and mashed potatoes. We could do something totally different, or even like a breakfast.”

      “Brunch!” she cries. “Everyone loves brunch.”

      “We could invite everyone, Katie and Carsen, of course, Evelyn and Hudson, Ethan…”

      “I love that idea.”

      “I know most of the guys won’t be able to go home for Thanksgiving because they have a game the next day, and this would bring us together so we could have fun, talk—not run from men with chainsaws…”

      Hannah giggles. “I’m sold. Let’s do it.”

      Plans are sketched out as we finish eating and clean up the kitchen. Then we head upstairs to get dressed for the party.

      Ethan and Sam arrive just after nine. If I’m being honest, the idea of stripping out of these clothes and tucking myself into Nolan’s bed is far more appealing than going out, but canceling on Hannah, especially when I know she and Ethan are going through their first hurdle has me tucking myself into Ethan’s backseat, instead.

      “Since the weather is finally cooling off to make it feel like fall, I picked up some cookies to celebrate fall,” Ethan says. “They’re pumpkin spice since I remember you telling me that was your favorite.”

      Hannah beams, eyes bright as though she’s looking at an adorable puppy. She reaches for the white box and opens it. Pumpkin-shaped cookies are intricately piped and decorated. “They’re so pretty,” she says. “Maybe we should eat them later. We just had dinner.”

      “You should at least try one while they’re fresh,” he says.

      Hannah grabs a cookie and passes me the box. They’re almost too pretty to eat, but I take one. Ethan pulls away from the curb, the music so loud, my ears ache, making it impossible to hear anyone in the car. I take a bite of the cookie. It’s dry, and the frosting is too sweet, but with a lack of anywhere to put the remains, I eat the entirety of it.

      I frown as Ethan pulls up to the curb along frat row. We collectively avoid parties here, knowing the risks are significantly higher at these houses.

      “Were you plugging your ears?” Ethan looks amused.

      “I’m hoping to be able to still hear when I’m fifty,” I tell him, unapologetically.

      He smirks and shakes his head. “Let’s see if you guys can lose the pearls for one night.”

      “Let’s see if you guys can keep up with us,” Hannah says. Her wit is clearly faster and sharper than mine because offense had me ready to suggest we go home.

      The roads and sidewalks around campus are all narrow, these are no different, causing us to walk in pairs. Hannah walks beside Ethan and I walk next to Sam.

      “What are you guys dressed as?” I ask.

      “Hunters,” Sam says, motioning to their matching tan shirts and shorts.

      Hannah laughs. I’m still not feeling gracious enough.

      Every house is throwing a party tonight. Music and students filing in and out of each address.

      We stop at a house that is painted mustard yellow. It makes me think of Nolan and his fries.

      “How do the fraternities get these houses?” I ask, glancing at the older house that has too much charm to be inhabited by a group of college guys.

      Sam shrugs. Ethan moves his attention from the girls on the front porch dressed as unicorns to me. “Because it’s so big?”

      “No, because it has to be worth a fortune,” I say. “It’s downtown and has to be at least eighty years old, maybe older.”

      “Time to turn your business brain off,” Ethan says.

      “Is my tutu straight?” Hannah asks. She has a gray tutu over a gray leotard, cat ears attached to a headband on her head, and black whiskers painted on her cheeks. She’s an adorable domestic cat.

      Ethan pulls her tail. “Yup.”

      I smooth a hand over my own golden tutu that’s over the light brown leotard I’m wearing as part of my lioness costume.

      The noise of the party grows louder with each step, pulsing through the floors, up my feet, and through my entire body, making my teeth nearly chatter. Inside, the house is packed, wall to wall with people dancing and jumping, making our house party from September look mild in comparison. It smells terrible, like beer, pot, cigarettes, sweat, and the occasional overpowering scent of perfume or cologne as Ethan and Sam lead us away from the safety of the door, farther into the house.

      “Maybe we should be doing more of this,” Hannah says, gripping my hand. “I don’t know why, I always imagined orgys.”

      “It’s still early,” I tell her.

      Hannah grins. “Maybe we’ll have a better time than we think.”

      Doubt sits heavy on my chest, but I try to shove it away for her sake as well as the familiar drive to try something crazy and impulsive.

      We stop at the kegs where the line is a dozen people deep.

      A girl in a butterfly costume passes us. It’s elaborate and beautiful. I peer around, taking in more of the costumes. Almost all the girls are dressed up, but few of the guys are. It has me thinking of Nolan, wondering if he would have worn a costume if I asked. But we don’t go to parties together as couples or to dinner or out to the movies. We do the traditions, but apart from that nearly all our time spent together is at the house—fully platonic when Katie is around and more when she’s not. We’re a secret. I haven’t even told Lanie or Evelyn, only Hannah.

      A girl bumps into me. A guy calls me a pretty kitty and nearly touches my boob. It feels like a construction site, rife with risk and potential injury. Nowhere seems safe to stand.

      “Rawr,” a guy growls, putting both hands up in the shape of claws, then turns, continuing through the crowd. It’s completely impersonal.

      Detached.

      Casual.

      The word makes me wince as that familiar ache returns for an entirely new reason. I’m getting attached—hell, I’m already attached.

      Hannah passes me a glass of warm beer that I drink in two gulps, determined to feed that ache.
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      “How late are we planning to stay?” Palmer asks, looking between me and Corey. We’ve been here for the past hour, discussing options for tomorrow’s game. We’ve begun modifying our plays, allowing them to begin like the plays Peters expects, and then adding slight modifications that can be excused for strong defenders.

      “Katie must be home,” Grey says. “Nolan hasn’t bitched once.”

      “I don’t understand why you and Hadley don’t just tell her,” Corey says. “It’s not as though you need her permission.”

      “They aren’t telling anyone,” Palmer says, taking a bit of cobbler. We rarely get desserts as a snack before game night, but tonight, they served blackberry cobbler that has us all going back for seconds.

      Corey furrows his brow. “Why in the hell aren’t you guys telling people?”

      “She’s ashamed of him,” Palmer says.

      Grey howls out a laugh.

      I bench the bar and wipe my brow with a towel. Any other day, I’d flip them both off and give as good as I’m getting, but when it comes to Hadley, I keep the details close to the vest.

      Hudson glances at me, a knowing look as though he’s telling me this is my chance to come clean.

      “I think we know what we’re doing tomorrow,” I say. “Why don’t we call it a night?”

      The others agree, gathering our garbage and the few belongings we’d brought.

      “What’s going on with Sadie?” Grey asks. “I haven’t seen her loitering around the dorms all week.”

      Corey tries to swallow a laugh and fails, which has all of us turning to look at Palmer.

      “Turns out she wanted a little more than a good time,” Palmer admits.

      Grey snickers. “If that’s your biggest complaint, then you’re a better man than me.”

      Corey laughs. “That wasn’t all. She was planning to get his name tattooed on her chest.”

      “No,” Hudson says, wincing. “She didn’t go through with it, right?” He tosses his towel in the laundry.

      Palmer shakes his head. “She showed me the pattern the day after Halloween. Apparently, it was the anniversary of the first time we kissed or something and she wanted to surprise me.”

      “Dude,” I say, shaking my head.

      Hudson’s phone rings with a text. “Shit,” he says. “I’m late. Evelyn’s waiting for me. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.” He heads for the exit.

      “I’m sorry about Sadie, man,” I say, not because I’m sorry they broke up—Palmer deserves someone so much better than her—but because I know how fucked up I’d feel if Hadley broke things off with me. “You have to find someone interested in you for more than just because you play football.”

      “It works for Grey,” Palmer points out.

      Grey doesn’t respond as he changes his shirt. He swore off dating, committing himself to football. He’s hoping to get drafted this year, which attributes to why these games matter so much to us and why Peters can fuck right off.

      My phone vibrates with a series of texts that has me reaching into my pocket.

      “If that’s Lenny with another dumb idea, tell him no,” Corey warns. “I don’t know where in the hell he found that fart spray, but Hudson’s still pissed at you guys for filling the air vents last weekend.”

      “Hudson and everyone else on the first and second floor,” Palmer adds.
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      “Shit.” I call her. It rings twice before she answers, a chorus of noise and music in the background, so loud I have to pull my phone away from my ear.

      “Hello,” she says in a sing-song voice.

      “Where are you?”

      “At a party. Remember? I told you Hannah and I were going out.”

      “Why can’t you feel your toes?”

      “What? It’s really loud. Like really, really loud.”

      “I said why can’t you feel your toes.”

      Palmer snickers. “Toasted,” he sings.

      “I have questions for you. Lots of questions, starting with, how many casual relationships do you normally have at the same time? And how long do they last?”

      “How much have you had to drink tonight, Cutlass?”

      She giggles at something. “I feel strange. Did I tell you I can’t feel my toes?” She hiccups.

      I grab my bag and turn to my friends, who are already on their feet, ready to follow me wherever I tell them I need them—a reminder of our friendship that has withstood so much over the past two years and will only endure more. “Need us?” Grey asks.

      I nod. “Can you send me your address, Cutlass?”

      “The room is spinning.”

      “How much have you had to drink?” I ask her again.

      “I’m not drunk. I only drank one beer. Drunk? Drank? Why’s English so confusing? I drank too much and now I’m drunk. I lie on my bed as I lie to you. Do you see the sea? And don’t even get me started on affect and effect. You affect me. Is it a positive effect?”

      “How big was that beer?”

      She scoffs. “Why aren’t you out having fun? It’s Friday. Who’s failing college now?”

      Palmer must hear her remark as we near the cars because he snickers.

      “Cutlass, where are you?” I raise my phone and look toward Corey and Palmer as they near Corey’s truck. “Will one of you text Ethan and see where in the hell he is and if he’s with Hannah?”

      “It’s a game night. You think he went out?” Corey asks.

      “I think he likes Hannah,” I tell him.

      Corey nods his understanding before turning his attention to his phone.

      “I’m at a party,” Hadley says.

      “I know. Do you remember the address?”

      “How did you meet other girls you casually dated? Is there a checklist? I mean there has to be right? Or like a trial period. We had a trial period. Are we still in a trial period?” She hums as she does when she types or writes, as though she’s mentally writing plausible answers or maybe more questions.

      Corey lifts his hand to catch my attention, a deep frown marring his brow. “They ate edibles. They’re all higher than fucking kites.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. Our conversation makes so much more sense now.

      “Also,” Corey says, “they’re on frat row. The soccer team’s throwing a party at their frat house. I sent you the address. We’ll meet you there.”

      My smile falls. For fuck’s sake.

      Of course, they are.

      “Cutlass, you’re in enemy territory.”

      “Are you guys’ really enemies or is it more like what we have? Because I like our prank war. Sometimes your pranks are my favorite part of my day.”

      “Where’s Ethan?”

      “Over there.”

      “How high are you?”

      “High? No. I’m just high on life. I’m being impulsive, and it feels amazing. Maybe that’s why I like our arrangement so much. It feels impulsive.”

      Emotions whorl in my chest as I glance at the address Corey sent.

      “My stomach feels kind of weird.”

      “Edibles can do that.”

      “Edibles?”

      Shouting is followed by laughter, all I can hear as I speed down sleepy roads until reaching frat row, recognizable by the large houses, and cars spilling into the street.

      I double park, blocking half of the oncoming lane so I can stop in front of the right house.

      “What part of the house are you in?” I ask, already out of my truck.

      Hadley doesn’t respond, but I hear the noise of the party in the background.

      Corey pulls up behind me and Palmer swings out of his passenger side, Grey out of the back. “He’s going to stay so we don’t get towed,” Palmer explains as they follow me up the front stairs. “Think they’ll kick us out?” he asks, his eyes glinting with excitement.

      Grey shakes his head. “Don’t engage with the soccer team or anyone for that matter. Heads down and get them out.”

      “They’re fucking toasted,” I say.

      In my ear, Hadley remains silent. It has a fissure of nerves coursing through me, leaving me wholly unbalanced as my focus becomes fixated on finding her.

      “Damn,” Palmer says as we stand in the doorway. The house is crowded and so full, I’m shocked the fire marshals haven’t arrived to shut it down. “Costume party.” He practically salivates.

      “Focus,” I snap.

      Palmer nods.

      “I’ll take the living room, Nolan, you take the kitchen, Palmer, you go down the hall and backyard,” Grey divides us like a tactical team, like we’re on the field with a known defender.

      I give a quick nod and head off in the opposite direction, searching through the maze of faces that are covered in makeup and masks for Hadley.

      Fear clings to me like a cornerback as I make it to the back porch, and spot Palmer, waving me down. My gaze snaps to Hadley and then Hannah and Ethan, Sam at his side. They’re laughing. All of them.

      I cut through the crow, stopping in front of them.

      “There you are,” Hadley says. “I’ve been looking all over for you.” Her demeanor changes, a seductive smile spreading across her full lips. “Do you like my tail?” She turns to show me the back of her costume. She looks like a sex kitten.

      Palmer chokes on the laughter he’s trying to keep back.

      “I’m starved,” Ethan says. “You know what sounds really good? That apple crumble you made a couple of weeks ago.” He looks at Hadley. “Crum-ble. Crumb-ble.”

      “Peters will lose his shit if he finds out,” Palmer says.

      “I’ll get these two home. Can you get them back to the dorms? Do you know what room they’re in?”

      “Hudson will know,” Grey says.

      I shake my head. “Hudson will be pissed. Plus, he’s with Evelyn. Put them in my room. The key’s in my truck.”

      “I want tacos. So many tacos. All the tacos,” Hannah says, turning to Hadley. “Have you found the best taco recipe yet?”

      Hadley smiles blissfully. “No, but I should. “Mac N’ cheese, garlic bread, and tacos.” She turns to me. “Do you like tacos? Tell me you like tacos. This could be a make-or-break moment.”

      “You guys are going to have such beautiful kids one day,” Hannah says, looking between Hadley and me.

      Grey shakes his head. “You’re going to have your hands full tonight.”

      “Let’s go get some tacos,” I tell the girls, setting a hand on Hadley’s shoulder.

      The girls laugh and walk too slowly, their attentions being pulled by every laugh and loud noise. When we make it outside, Corey hops out of his truck to help me get them down the stairs and into my truck while Palmer less gently prods Ethan forward, and Grey mutters threats to Sam.

      “Let us know if you need help,” Corey says as Hannah starts belting out song lyrics in the backseat of my truck.

      “Is now too soon to call?” I ask.

      Corey grins. “Good luck.”

      We arrive at the house with two bags of take-out twenty minutes later.

      “I think she’s asleep,” Hadley says, reaching back to poke Hannah,

      I open the back passenger door, realizing, sure enough, Hannah’s passed out, her cat ears lopsided.

      I free her seat belt and heft her into my arms. “Can you carry your tacos inside, Cutlass?”

      “On it.” She salutes me, making me think of Grey.

      Hannah is dead weight as I carry her inside and up the stairs to her bedroom with Hadley behind me, whispering in a voice too loud to constitute a whisper. I set Hannah in her bed and Hadley removes her shoes and headband before covering her with blankets.

      “I’m going to go for a walk,” Hadley says.

      “Now?”

      She wiggles her body in a sideways motion. “I need to move. My whole body feels…” She weaves her fingers together into a fist. “Tight. Too tight. I need to move.”

      “I thought you wanted tacos?”

      “Walk first. Tacos second.” She turns for the door, not waiting for me to follow her.

      I catch up with her at the bottom of the stairs. “Want to change out of the cat costume first?”

      “I’m a lion. A lioness,” she says, pulling the door open and heading out into the night, leaving me to make my own decision.

      I scramble to lock the door and catch up with her. “Where are we going, Cutlass.”

      “I didn’t drink enough to be drunk. But I kind of feel drunk.”

      “You’re high, Cutlass.”

      She swings her head to me, eyebrows furling. “I’m not high. I didn’t smoke. I don’t smoke.”

      “You had an edible.”

      Her eyebrows lower with confusion and then soar high on her forehead as her eyes grow wide.

      Something rumbles in my chest, a sense of protectiveness and rage unleashed by her reaction.

      “I’m high?” she asks.

      “Who gave you the edible?” I ask. “Was it someone on the soccer team?”

      “I really don’t think they’re your enemies,” she says. “I mean, maybe the guy in the room next to yours. He sounds like he might hate you, but the others…” She shakes her head.

      “What did you eat? Do you remember who gave it to you or what they looked like?”

      Hadley laughs. “It’s so weird. It’s like my brain is saying stop, go, stop, go—like that game we played as kids. Did you play that? Traffic light? This is not what I expected.” She holds her hand out in front of her, stretching and contracting her fingers. “Am I going to be okay? How long does this last? Is Hannah okay?”

      “Who gave you the edible?” I demand, my voice gruff with the anger I’m barely managing to hold onto.

      “Let’s fight about it tomorrow. How long will this last?” She trails her hand up her arm and then back down.

      “I have no idea. I don’t know how much you had.”

      “My body feels good.” Her eyes slide to me, emboldened by her high, and heavily contoured with makeup that makes them masterpieces deserving of every memory I’ll have of her going forward. “Maybe we should go skinny-dipping again. There’s a lake over here. North Carolina should be called the state of lakes. How did Minnesota get that name? Everywhere I go here there’s a lake.” She turns, taking a marked trail beside someone’s house.

      The moon is bright and heavy in the sky, helping the lampposts light the trail.

      “We’re not going skinny-dipping, Cutlass. Not here. Not tonight.”

      She pouts. “Why? I bet swimming naked would feel sublime right now.” Her fingers graze the length of her arm again, and then her chest.

      “Because you’re high.”

      “How high am I? Are my decisions impaired or am I just less inhibited? What if we had sex?”

      “The only way I’m willing to test that theory is if you want to call Luke and tell him you don’t like him because he’s boring as hell and talks too much.”

      “That’s not why I don’t like him.”

      “He’s boring.”

      “I’m boring.”

      I shake my head. “You’re not boring, Cutlass.”

      “Why don’t you like him?” She stops in the middle of the path, facing me.

      “Is this permanent?” I ask, reaching for her hair which is currently filled with blonde streaks.

      “Because you like blondes?”

      I raise my eyebrows with a silent question.

      “Janelle.” Contempt fills her tone and eyes.

      “Sounds like I’m not the only jealous one.”

      She points at my chest. “You are jealous.”

      I wrap my hand around hers.

      “Why don’t you date people? You could get any girl you wanted.”

      “Let’s go, Cutlass.”

      “That’s right. Big game tomorrow. Are they all big games? I feel like every week everyone’s saying it’s the big game.”

      I grin. “When they want us to win all of them, they are.”

      “Am I a bad kisser? I mean, was I terrible the first time we kissed? Is that why you didn’t kiss me again for so long?”

      I take a step back, digging my free hand into my hair. “You’re full of questions.”

      “I got lip gloss all over you,” she says, closing the distance and painting around my lips with her finger, making my face tingle and warm. “Messy, slobbery kisses are gross. Why has no one told me that I’m a terrible kisser? Why haven’t you told me?”

      “Because you’re not. Not even a little.” I tuck a strand of her mix-colored hair behind her ear. “You need to sleep this off.”

      She stares at me for a long moment. “Will I remember this tomorrow?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know.”

      “If I don’t will you tell me pumpkin cookie?”

      “Pumpkin cookie?” I ask.

      She nods.

      “Was that the edible?”

      “It tasted terrible.” She shakes her head and then releases a long sigh. “I’m ready to sleep.”

      Katie’s in the living room when we get home, her smile faltering when I follow Hadley inside and becoming a scowl when Hadley admires an orange pillow like it’s the Mona Lisa.

      “We could be designers,” Hadley says, looking at Katie. “We’re good at this.”

      “You got her drunk?” Katie doesn’t hide her fury.

      “You’re a good boyfriend,” Hadley says, pointing at Carsen. “Did you ever casually date?”

      Katie’s accusing eyes tear into me.

      “She’s high.”

      “Oh, God,” Katie shakes her head. “Nolan, she could get arrested. It’s not legal here. What were you thinking?”

      “He didn’t. He won’t.” Hadley shakes her head. “He won’t even kiss me in front of people.”

      Katie’s attention flicks from her to me, rage consuming her features. “What in the hell’s going on?”

      “Hannah and Hadley went to a party with Ethan tonight and ate edibles. They called, and we went and got them.”

      Katie looks behind me at the door. “Where’s Hannah?”

      I point upstairs. “Already in bed. This one insisted on taking a walk.” I nod at Hadley.

      “Dressed as a cat?” Katie asks. “Where were you? Aren’t you freezing?”

      “Lioness,” Hadley corrects her.

      Katie looks at me beseechingly. “Is she going to be okay? Are you sure it was edibles? What if it was date rape drugs? Should we be taking them to the hospital to get their stomachs pumped?”

      “She said they ate pumpkin cookies,” I tell her.

      “Willingly?” Katie asks.

      Hadley crawls her fingers up Katie’s arm. “You’re really warm.”

      “I have no idea,” I admit, regretfully.

      Katie shakes her head and turns to look at Carsen. “Why don’t you go home? I’ll stay with her tonight. I have no idea what’s going to happen.”

      “I can watch her,” I say.

      Katie shakes her head. “She’s one of my best friends. I’ll watch her.”

      I watch them ascend the stairs, hating every fucking step Hadley takes away from me.
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      I wake up and violence chooses me.

      I don’t have a conscious thought as I pull on a clean pair of jeans and a sweatshirt, forgoing a shower. I head to our shared restroom, cringing at the makeup smeared across my face and the clip-in extensions that have mostly fallen out of place. I remove them, wipe my face clean, and am nearly out the front door when Katie catches up to me.

      “Where are you going?” She follows me down the stairs and outside as I continue, not stopping for shoes, only my purse.

      “I need to issue a public warning,” I say, continuing to my car.

      Katie closes the front door, rushing to my passenger door, still wearing her pajamas, and also barefoot. “Is this about last night?”

      I nod.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?”

      “Not really.”

      “Do we need help? Should we grab shoes?” She pulls her hair up into a ponytail.

      “Not with my current temper.” I punch the gas, driving the short distance to the campus. I park in front of the dorms and get out, Katie at my side.

      A couple of people glance at us when we enter the lobby, but no one says anything. Half of them are still in pajamas.

      “Does anyone know what room Ethan James is in?”

      “Fourth floor,” a guy says.

      I nod, already aware of that. “What room?”

      “Four-oh-nine,” someone replies.

      I nod and turn to the elevator. Once inside, I stab the button for the fourth floor.

      “Ethan did it?” Katie hisses. “Does Hannah know? What happened?”

      I shake my head. I can’t answer her right now because that would involve calming down and engaging in a conversation, and I want to hold onto this anger and let it hit the right target. The doors open to the fourth floor, and we head down the hall, stopping at door four-oh-nine where I pound on the surface with my fist.

      A shirtless, bleary-eyed guy who is most definitely not Ethan answers the door.

      “Where’s Ethan?” I demand.

      “The fuck?” the guy asks.

      “Ethan James. Which room is his?” Katie demands.

      The guy shakes his head and starts to shut the door, prompting me to stick my foot out, my bare toes pushing against the surface. “We found his wallet and want to return it.”

      He looks at me with one raised brow. He knows I’m full of shit. “Four-thirty-seven, I think.”

      Katie and I turn, prepared to wake up the entire damn hall if necessary. She reaches the door first, knocking while I realize I should have come up with a better plan—and shoes—Katie was right about the shoes.

      When the door doesn’t open, Katie knocks again. “Open up!”

      A door beside us swings open and Colin appears. “Oh hey,” he says.

      “Where’s Ethan?” I ask.

      “Probably at the facility,” he says.

      “For fuck’s sake,” I say, shaking my head.

      A couple more doors open, and guys from the team step out of their rooms in dress clothes, others in sweats—all of them looking at us as we march back to the elevator.

      “Sorry, but no,” I say when one of them tries to get into the elevator with us.

      He furrows his brow. “This is—”

      “Out,” Katie orders, pointing to the hallway.

      One of his teammates snickers, but the guy obliges, muttering curses about us being crazy. He might be right; I feel a little crazy right now.

      “What are we going to do?” Katie asks.

      “Find him.”

      Surprisingly, Katie doesn’t object.

      When we hit the lobby, the guy who gave me the wrong room number snickers. I flip him off, grateful because his reaction to call me a derogatory name to impress his friends only lights that match in me again. I know he’s a soccer player, I’m pretty sure I even saw him last night at the party. But he’s not who my fight is with. Not now, at least.

      “Where exactly are we going?” Katie asks as I push the doors to the facility open.

      “You might want to keep your eyes on the ground,” I warn her as I push the door that leads into the athlete section. “They walk around naked.”

      Katie cups a hand over her brow as we weave through the mostly empty halls, until I spot Ethan, laughing with another player I don’t know. His smile falls as he sees me, or maybe it’s my wrath he recognizes as he moves, gaining better balance as he squares his shoulders.

      “Hey, Hadley.”

      “You drugged me, you asshole.”

      He scoffs. “It was just an edible. It’s not like I roofied you.”

      My palms slam into his chest, pushing him with the full strength of my anger, making him stumble several feet, before tripping over a bench and falling. I follow him, as he gets to his feet, glaring at his boyish face I’d once thought of as cute and sweet. “You don’t drug people, you shit bag.”

      “You had fun.”

      A sound that is part screech, part growl, fitting of the lioness costume I wore last night, leaves me. “You were my friend and you drugged me,” I repeat. “You don’t give someone edibles unknowingly. It makes you a douchey predator! And I swear, if you drug anyone again, I’ll destroy you. They won’t be able to find your teeth to identify you.”

      I turn and am three steps when he scoffs. “I was just trying to help you loosen up. You guys can be so uptight.”

      Katie charges like a rhino, her fist connecting with his jaw with a crack that has him turning his head. “We’re fine being uptight and holding onto our high standards. It filters out the bottom feeders like you.”

      Ethan shakes his head and raises a hand to his face, stretching his jaw. “You guys are fucking crazy.”

      “Remember that,” I tell him. “Because if you think this—defending ourselves and our friend is crazy—you’re going to think we’re absolute lunatics if you try that bullshit ever again. She trusted you. She liked you, and you took advantage of her—of us. You are not welcome in our house ever again. Don’t even try to come by or I’ll report what you did to the police, and you can kiss your future and Camden goodbye.”

      He sneers, revealing his true colors that he loosely managed to conceal for too long.

      As Katie and I turn, we discover a small audience has gathered, phones raised to record our altercation.

      Movement draws my attention to Palmer, Corey, and Lenny as they cut through the crowd, looking at Ethan and then at us.

      “I got him,” Lenny says. I think for a moment he’s going to put his arm around us and try escorting us out, but he slides past us toward Ethan, gripping his arm like he’s an obstinate child refusing to leave the grocery store.

      “Callum, collect their phones,” Corey says, nodding to their teammates. One releases an audible sigh, catching Corey’s attention. “Don’t be a fucking idiot. We have enough to deal with this morning.”

      “Come on,” Palmer says, tilting his head toward the empty hall that we just made our way down. “Let’s get you two out of here before shit hits the fan.”

      As we step forward, Corey and Palmer fall into step at our sides.

      “Grey,” Palmer calls as Grey steps into view.

      Grey looks from Katie and me to Palmer. “What’s going on?”

      “Ethan gave them the edibles last night. He didn’t tell them they were edibles.” Palmer’s jaw is sharp as glass, his anger barely contained, reminding me of the friendship that’s developed between us that feels a hundred percent more authentic after Ethan’s reaction.

      “Where is he?” Grey asks.

      “Lenny’s got him. You need to call Nolan.” Palmer says. “Stall him.”

      “He’ll be pissed,” Katie says, nodding in agreement to their plan.

      Palmer nods. “He’ll be a lot more than mad, which is why he can’t be here right now.”

      “I meant, he’ll be pissed if you keep this from him,” Katie amends.

      Palmer nods again, his gaze falling to the floor, as though already feeling the repercussions of his decision. “I know, but if he gets here, he’ll probably want blood—I know I would.” He glances at me, and then back at Katie. “If Nolan even tries to hit him, it will jeopardize his place on the team. Peters will make an example out of him.”

      Grey nods, and disappears, his phone already to his ear.

      When we step outside, the morning chill soaks into my bones from all angles, but especially my bare feet. The last twelve hours—the last fifteen minutes—hits me like a windstorm, pride, regret, and fear all dancing around me until Palmer moves in front of me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “You were there last night?” I’m not positive, but I think I recall him. Several parts of last night are a blur, including the memory of seeing him.

      He nods. “Only at the end. We didn’t know. We…” He shakes his head. “You called Nolan.”

      Of course, I did.

      “And we came and got you guys,” he says.

      I nod, trying to swallow what’s left of my frayed pride. “Thanks.” I turn to Corey, vaguely recalling him as well. “I appreciate you guys coming and helping.”

      Corey’s jaw is tight, a muscle bulging as he shakes his head. “Don’t thank us. We shouldn’t have had to come.”

      “Still, I appreciate that you did.”

      Palmer loses a breath and wraps his arms around my shoulder. “How’d you guys get here?”

      I point at the parking lot. “I drove.”

      He nods. “Let’s get you out of here in case there’s a backdraft.”

      On our ride home, I fill Katie in on what I can remember from the previous night: the terrible pumpkin cookies Ethan offered us, and how I’d felt fine for at least an hour, and never considered the cookie could have been what caused me to feel so loopy until Nolan confirmed I’d had an edible.

      Katie’s not quite as shocked as I am that Ethan turned out to be a creep. Maybe I’m not as shocked as I want to be, either.

      “I feel like a terrible judge of character,” I admit to Katie.

      She shakes her head. “This was all him. Don’t carry an ounce of his guilt.”

      Grey and Hudson are in the kitchen with Nolan, a bag of breakfast sandwiches between them.

      “Where’d you guys go?” Nolan asks. His gaze tracks down Katie’s pajamas and then our matching bare feet.

      “We just had to do something,” I say, feeling the blunt edge of my lie, cutting into my chest.

      Nolan lowers his brow, as though, recognizing the falsehood, I sow too easily.

      “We’ll talk about it later, after your game,” I tell him.

      “Want a breakfast sandwich?” he asks, reaching into the bag.

      My stomach is tight, and the hollow space in my chest is agape, my hands trembling, the waning adrenaline no doubt the cause.

      “We’re going to breakfast,” Katie interjects, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Carsen accidentally grabbed my phone last night, and we had to go grab it from his car, but we’re going to get ready and go to breakfast with Hannah.”

      Nolan swallows, his unease visible as his eyes jog to mine. Again, I recognize a silent plea to tell me what in the hell is going on and why we’re acting so weird.

      “They’re looking for us,” Hudson says, reading a text. I wonder if it’s the green light from Corey or Palmer. He pushes to his feet, and the others follow.

      “I’m going to take a quick shower,” Katie says, heading for the stairs.

      Hudson and Grey gather the garbage and discard it into the trash before looking back at Nolan expectantly.

      “Give me a couple of minutes,” Nolan says.

      Hudson glances at me and nods. Once again, I have no idea what his expression conveys. I don’t know any of them well enough to even pretend to know.

      When the front door closes behind them, Nolan studies me for a long minute. “How are you feeling?”

      That fire that danced in my veins, sparks, reminding me of the last hour. “Better.” It’s the truth. I do feel better.

      “What do you remember about last night?”

      “Most of it… I think.” I try to hold back a cringe, but it comes anyway. “Some of my memories feel a little distorted like maybe I’m remembering things I wanted to do but didn’t.”

      “Do you remember who gave you the edible? The pumpkin cookie.”

      “Can you make me a promise?”

      Nolan shakes his head. “Probably not.”

      Like most things with Nolan, his response catches me by surprise, and I chuckle. “What kind of answer is that?”

      “An honest one,” he says.

      “What if I told you that I already took care of it?”

      “Is that where you went?”

      I nod, slowly.

      Anger churns in his eyes. “Who was it? What happened?”

      “We’re going to talk about it. I promise, I’ll answer any questions you have, and you can fill in the strange, muddled memories I have because most involve you … but let’s do it tonight or tomorrow when you’re not distracted and running from real-life wrecking balls that are trying to flatten you.”

      He scoffs. “Let them try.”

      “Let’s not.”

      “Cutlass—”

      “I know. I’d feel the same way. I do feel the same way, knowing Hannah was involved. I get it. But we’re okay, thanks to you and your friends, we’re fine. And later, I’ll tell you everything, I swear. Just not right now because if you got hurt from this taking up your headspace, I would hate myself.”

      Nolan breathes in deeply and then releases the breath slowly, and I contemplate if not telling him now is the right decision or if it will cause an even greater distraction.

      “I’m fine,” I tell him again. “I swear.”

      He stares at me for another beat, indecision clear in his gaze. Standing in front of a crowd terrifies me, rattles me to the point it’s hard to construct a full sentence, but there’s something about Nolan and his presence that makes me feel bold and brave that has me forgetting to fear the fall.

      “Did I kiss you last night?” My question fractures his anger and hesitation.

      He shakes his head.

      “Did I try to kiss you?” The memory is foggy, similar to the one I’d shared with Katie about swimming. I’m not sure if I actually kissed him or if I’d wanted to and my imagination has created a memory that feels real.

      “You asked me if you were a bad kisser.”

      The memory seems to solidify in my thoughts. “That’s right, and then you suggested we should skinny dip and I told you that wouldn’t be safe in my current condition.”

      Humor sparks in his gaze.

      “Then you asked if you could sleep in my bed every night because it doesn’t feel like a meat freezer like the basement does, and I told you that that might be too tempting for you and our current arrangement because I sometimes sleep in nothing but my underwear…”

      Nolan takes a step closer to me, and my heart beats chaotically in my chest. “Cutlass, you should know, there’s no distracting me when I set my mind to something. You can be cute, but you’re going to tell me everything tonight.” His eyes drop to my lips. “And we both know you’re lying. You sleep in sweats with socks on, regardless of how warm it is outside.”

      “That’s only so I don’t tempt you to cross that friendship line we’ve so carefully drawn.”

      “What line?”

      My heart spins and then eddies. “I may not be able to go to your game tonight,” I tell him. “I need to see how Hannah’s feeling.”

      He gives a tight smile. “That’s okay. You probably need the extra rest, too. I’ll see you after the game.” He strides to the front door and leaves me with an ache I’ve begun to recognize, a separate one that appears every time he’s gone.

      I head upstairs, my thoughts still in a daze, sorting through memories of last night and this morning. Katie meets me at the top of the stairs already dressed, her hair wrapped in a towel.

      “Is something going on between you and my brother?”

      My stomach falls and my nerves crackle as I stare at her, feeling like I’m supposed to give the biggest public speech of my life.

      “Do you like him?” Katie asks, her tone is light, hesitant. She doesn’t seem angry, almost confused.

      I wince, guilt washing over me because I know how much she doesn’t want me to say yes. “I didn’t mean to. I swear. I keep trying to be friends with him, but—”

      Katie shakes her head. “It’s not going to end well.”

      “I know you’re worried, and I am truly, genuinely sorry that I didn’t tell you sooner, but, Katie, I really like Nolan. Like a lot. And I know he’s your brother and that makes me the worst friend for falling for him. Trust me, I know.”

      “You don’t understand. He dated my best friend in high school, and it didn’t just end badly, it ended in flames. Literally. She started a bonfire in our driveway with everything Nolan or I had ever given her.”

      “I know.”

      Katie looks shocked.

      “I mean, I didn’t know about the bonfire, but about him dating your best friend, I knew.”

      “Hadley, I get this. If you want to date him…” she cringes, “do it. Get him out of your system, just don’t get attached. And don’t think he’s in love with you.”

      Her words seem so cruel and detached that my brow furrows.

      “I did the same thing last year before realizing guys like Carsen are the guys for us. Dependable, sweet, consistent…” I don’t know the backstory she’s referring to, but my heart aches with protest. “But can’t you pick someone besides Nolan? Another guy on the team or some frat boy?”

      “I like Nolan.”

      Katie groans. “He’s going to hurt you. He’ll break your heart and then you’re going to hate me.”

      I shake my head. “Nothing will change our friendship.”

      Sounds coming from Hannah’s room effectively pause our conversation. “Let’s talk about this more, later.”

      I’m happy to shelve the conversation. I only wish we could allow it to grow dust and cobwebs. “What are we going to say to Hannah? You don’t think she’ll want to date Ethan still, do you?” I ask.

      Katie shakes her head. “I sure as hell hope not.” She rubs a hand over her forehead. “Maybe we should convince her to break up with him before telling her we assaulted him?”

      “Maybe we should make pancakes.”

      “I don’t think pancakes are going to soften the blow that the guy she liked is a complete dick.”

      “Did we overreact?” I ask. “I mean, everyone smokes or does edibles. He probably just assumed we did, too.”

      Katie shakes her head. “No. Absolutely not. He drugged you, Hadley. What if Nolan hadn’t come and gotten you?”

      Shame and uncertainty twine around the naivety that’s been taunting me since I woke up, not only from being dumb enough to eat the admittedly awful cookie but because a part of me says I should be more okay with what happened since I wasn’t hurt and everyone I know has been high—does it frequently.

      “He had no right,” Katie says, shaking her head. “You heard Palmer. They distracted Nolan because they know he would have flipped his handle—which makes a lot more sense now… If you think we overreacted…” She shakes her head but doesn’t finish the sentence. She doesn’t need to.

      “What do you think’s going to happen to Ethan?”

      Katie shakes her head. “I don’t know. He’ll probably be cut from the team. Nolan has clout and Hudson’s ear, plus, Ethan’s second string. But who knows? Money makes people bury the truth.”

      At the end of the hall, Hannah’s bedroom door opens. She’s still wearing her black leotard, and like when I woke up, her makeup is smeared. “Tell me that was a really weird dream.”

      “Part of it might be,” I admit.

      Hannah looks at me, eyes glassy with tears. “What did we take? Did someone drug us? Was it roofies?”

      “Edibles,” I say. “From the cookies.”

      “Ethan?” Her pleading expression begs for me to deny it, but I nod. “Do you think he knew?”

      “You can’t exactly pick up edibles at the grocery store,” Katie says.

      Hannah groans, clasping a hand across her face. “He drugged us?” Her tone is filled with shock and accusation. “I slept with him. I thought he…” She shakes her head, pursing her lips with anger though her eyes fill with tears. “I feel so stupid.”

      “You weren’t stupid. He was,” I insist.

      Katie nods, moving closer and placing her hand on Hannah’s shoulder. “The stupidest.”
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      We anticipated winning tonight’s game, but we managed to blow them out of the water. The sweetness of the victory remains out of my grasp as I anticipate my conversation with Hadley.

      “Are we going out?” Lenny asks, sitting on the bench beside my locker as I finish grabbing my belongings.

      “I’m heading home,” I say.

      “Hey,” Hudson says, stopping in front of me. “We should talk.”

      “Now?”

      He nods, looking in both directions before he blows out a long breath. “Ethan was who gave Hadley and Hannah the cookies.”

      I’m on my feet in a second, anger my only emotion, retribution my only thought.

      “He’s not here,” Hudson says, moving to put a hand on my shoulder.

      “Where in the hell is he?”

      “On a flight headed for Michigan. Kreuger and I chose to send him home, pending a decision from the board.”

      I shake my head, trying to make sense of what he’s telling me. “When did you find out?”

      “This morning. I got a call after they came in here and your sister clocked him.”

      “So you and Grey came by so I wouldn’t be here?” I see red as I stare at one of my closest friends.

      “It was my call,” Palmer says, stepping forward. “Hudson was down in Krueger’s office. Corey and I heard yelling and came. Lenny hauled Ethan down to the offices, and Corey and I got Hadley and your sister out of here and I told Grey to stall you.”

      “It was my decision, too,” Hudson says. “I knew in a reverse situation; I wouldn’t be able to think or anything else but react.”

      I shake my head. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. If someone wronged Evelyn—drugged her while out at a fucking party—and I took away your chance for justice, you would be burning the streets down right now, hunting for the mother fucker.”

      Hudson swallows but doesn’t object. He can’t because we both know I’m right.

      I shake my head, my thoughts spinning, nothing making sense as I face my friends. “I have to go.”

      “Where are you going?” Lenny asks.

      “Home.” I slam my locker shut and turn, my anger too vivid and loud to consider anything but the idea of driving all night until I reach Michigan. Somehow, I steer my truck home.

      Katie, Hannah, and Hadley are on the couch. Hannah’s face is red and blotchy from crying.

      “Can we talk?” I ask Hadley. I don’t miss the glare Katie shoots me.

      She nods, slipping out from the blanket that’s across their laps, and following me outside. I was going to choose the basement, but since Katie’s already giving me warning looks, I figure it’s best not to poke the bear.

      “You should have told me.”

      Hadley slows to a stop, her face pinched with inquisition. “I’m guessing someone else did?”

      I nod. “After the game they did.”

      She winces. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry? I fucking trusted him here with you guys. Trusted him when he went out with us.” I shake my head. “You should have told me last night. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Even high, I knew telling you was a bad decision.”

      My temper flares as my gaze snaps to her. “Bad decision? What in the hell’s that supposed to mean? I would have made him pay for what he did.”

      Hadley nods. “I know.”

      “I can’t believe you went there by yourself to—”

      “Katie went with me. And it was my revenge to have.”

      I shake my head. “That’s bullshit. He drugged you. Who knows what else he might have done—might have tried doing.”

      Defiance shines in her eyes. “I wasn’t about to risk my pride for your future.”

      “Fuck that. It wasn’t just your pride; it was your goddamn safety he put at risk. What if some other guy touched you?”

      “Because you’re the only one allowed to touch me? Where do these casual lines intersect with friendship? Because you being jealous, you caring about another guy touching me—I don’t know what’s casual and what’s friendship anymore.”

      “Of course, it’s not fucking casual. We passed casual the first damn time you said my name, and we fucking destroyed it the first time we slept together. That day you became mine and I became yours.

      “When Luke looks at you, I want to piledrive him. I hate that he has the time to dedicate to you the way you deserve. And I hate him even more because he’s the nice guy, the guy your parents would like and want you to be with who would save the whole goddamn world and I’m the asshole without direction or purpose who would watch the world fucking burn to save you.”

      Hadley shakes her head once, then grabs my sweatshirt and in my next breath, she’s kissing me. I wrap my hands around her, pulling her closer. Her chest presses flush against mine, the softness of her an addiction I already know won’t ever be satisfied.

      A groan builds in my throat, that has me slanting my mouth over hers, kissing her harder, memorizing every breath, every moan, every touch until I lose myself in her and the moment.

      She rakes her fingers down my chest, and I understand full well how her skin feels the same burn mine does, desperate to feel her body against my own.

      “I need to be inside of you,” I say, catching the lobe of her ear between my teeth.

      Hadley groans and nods. “Yes. Let’s go to your dorm. Here might be a little weird.” She pulls back a fraction, hands still pressed to my chest. “I kind of told Katie this morning—told her I have feelings for you.”

      Feelings of exhilaration and of being worthy, twist in my gut, making me feel a foreign pang of nerves. “How’d she take that?”

      “Better than I expected.” Hadley stares at me for long seconds. “I applied to Camden because the guy I was dating wanted to come here.”

      I pull my head back a fraction, surprised by her admission, but not at all shocked by the jealousy that has me gritting my teeth. “What happened?”

      “He wants to be the governor one day, and then a senator, and eventually run for president. He has his whole life planned out, and he was talking about me being with him, going on campaign trails and fundraising events, and having two kids and a dog by the time we were thirty—it all felt so constrictive, and I already have so much in my life that is known that I didn’t want to have everything else planned out for me.”

      “That’s because you’ve got a wild streak, Cutlass.”

      “Or I just really hate public speaking.”

      I grin, slipping my hand around her lower back and pulling her closer, our hips touching. “He wasn’t the right one for you.”

      I’m fucking praying that guy is me.
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      “You look awfully happy,” Katie says as she closes the fridge.

      “I passed my speech! On the third try.”

      Katie raises her hand for a high-five.

      “I only said um twice. And no awkward pauses.”

      She chuckles, raising her hand for a second high-five.

      It’s more than just the fact I passed my speech, though. This past week has been nothing short of perfect. Nolan and I are together—officially. There’s no more sneaking in and out of the basement or questioning if our relationship was purely out of convenience. Even better, Katie knows the truth and is still talking to us.

      “Have you seen Hannah?” I ask. The only downer is that Hannah’s struggling from her breakup with Ethan who has been kicked off the team and out of Camden for the edibles. Hannah spent the first two days in her room crying, and missing classes. She’s now attending classes but spends most of her time at home, up in her room.

      Katie shakes her head. “She was still asleep when I got home.”

      I frown. “Do you think having everyone over for Friends-giving brunch is a bad idea?”

      Katie lifts her shoulders. “I don’t know if she misses him, or if it’s the feeling of betrayal that’s got her in such a bummed mood.”

      “Maybe we should get her to go out and leave the house?”

      “I don’t want to go out,” Hannah says, making us jump from surprise and guilt.

      “It might make you feel better,” I say. “We could go get lunch or see a movie or go get a pedicure. What about going to the bookstore? Or to get coffee?”

      “I’m okay,” Hannah lies, pushing her glasses up. “Or I will be. This is how it’s supposed to be. We weren’t supposed to fall for each other, anyway. He just made it a lot easier to hate him.”

      “You weren’t supposed to fall for each other?” Katie asks.

      Selfishly, I’m a little relieved to hear that Katie didn’t know about Hannah’s grand plan, either. While Hannah explains the blueprint of her twenties, I stir sugar and eggs into a saucepan.

      “What if you meet someone you like before you’re twenty-five?” Katie asks.

      Hannah shakes her head. “After being drugged by my ex, I’m not sure I’m ready to date until I’m twenty-five.”

      My heart aches for her. I hate that he wounded her trust nearly as much as I hate the method by which he did it.

      “Ethan was a pig,” Katie says. “You don’t need him or anyone else. You have us.”

      I grin. Even Hannah smiles.

      “You’re making another chocolate crème pie?” Hannah asks as I start chipping the semi-sweet chocolate.

      “Katie said the last one was too sweet,” I say.

      “I can’t believe your grandma won’t share the recipe,” Hannah says with a smirk.

      Katie shakes her head. “My dad’s been begging her for the recipe for her pea salad for the past thirty years. She’s unbreakable.”

      “Where do the pies keep going?” Hannah asks, opening the fridge. “I was looking to eat one for breakfast, but they were all gone.”

      “Sorry,” I tell her. “I pawned the last two off on Evelyn.”

      “She wants to surprise Nolan.” Katie looks at me as though I’ve lost a few marbles.

      “I think it’s sweet,” Hannah says.

      “Sweeter if he wasn’t my brother.”

      “Isn’t it kind of nice though?” Hannah asks. “You like your brother’s girlfriend. You know she’s not a psycho, and that her intentions are all good.”

      Katie drums her fingers across the counter. “Camden was not my first choice. I chose to come here because my best friend who was dating Nolan wanted to come here so she could be with him.”

      Hannah winces, while surprise has me turning my full attention to Katie, recognizing the similarities in Nolan’s ex and me. How I’d picked the college I attended for a boy, just as she had.

      “Does she attend Camden?” My heart thrums nervously, feeling a level of jealousy and anger toward the stranger that doesn’t seem plausible or rational.

      Katie shakes her head. “She took a year off and then applied to a local university.”

      “Do you guys still talk?” Hannah asks.

      I recall Katie telling me about the bonfire in her driveway as she shakes her head, glancing in my direction.

      “That sucks,” I tell her. “Breaking up with a friend hurts just as much—sometimes more—than breaking up with a guy.”

      Katie’s eyes turn pleading. “Exactly. That’s why as much as I want to support you and your decision to be with Nolan, it freaks me the fuck out. I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I don’t have many friends, and I really hate change.”

      “You? Hate change?” Hannah throws a hand across her chest. “I’m shocked.”

      Katie rolls her eyes.

      “I promise, nothing will change between us,” I tell her.

      She nods. “I hope so. We’ll see what happens come June.”

      “June?” I ask, as validation and approval from her slide into my thoughts, chased too closely by doubt. “What’s in June.”

      “When Nolan moves. Assuming he gets drafted.”

      Moves.

      The word is a hatchet to my chest—to my perfect week. I haven’t spent much time thinking past Thanksgiving, but June suddenly seems like a heartbeat away.

      “Can I keep this pie in my room?” Hannah asks as I subconsciously stir the filling.

      I shake my head, hoping to rid the unwanted thoughts, but they cling like cobwebs. “We can keep it in a cooler in your room, and then put it in the fridge tomorrow since Nolan has an away game this week.”

      She looks almost sad, as though mentioning football is a fresh reminder of Ethan being gone.

      “Why don’t we cancel Friendsgiving brunch?” I suggest. “We can still have brunch here, the three of us. We’ll do it smaller and have it on Saturday before they get back.”

      “No. Definitely not.” Hannah shakes her head. “Ethan took enough by drugging me and then moving without an apology call or text, there’s no way I’m going to let him take my friends away, too. I want waffles. I want brunch, dammit, and I want some chocolate pie. How long until it’s ready?”

      I grin. “Two hours. But you can lick the spatula when I’m done.”

      “Only if I get half,” Katie corrects.

      I should be used to Nolan being gone, but yesterday and today seem to last an eternity even with finalizing my special occasion speech written about my future niece or nephew and making two more chocolate crème pies.

      With them working to integrate the new plays Krueger has been working on with them into Peters’ old playbook, he’s continued to have long days and early mornings. We’re carving out time by me waking up early, him staying up late, and trying to find any and all gaps in our schedules where we can steal away time, even if it’s to grab coffee (tea for him).

      I slice into the two pies, praying one of these is right since I’m running out of time.

      I’ve never made a recipe to match someone else’s that I’ve never tasted. It’s been a feat, and when I asked Katie to describe what their grandma’s chocolate crème pie tasted like, her response was: chocolate pie. I’ve added brandy, changed types of chocolate, crusts, and sugar—trying to make it taste like their grandma’s.

      “I kind of miss lasagna,” Katie says, accepting the pie as we sit in the living room, ready to watch the game.

      “I’m loving this one, personally,” Hannah says. “I think you should find the best recipe for all flavors of pie. Or maybe cheesecake.”

      “I could get behind cheesecake,” Katie says with a nod.

      “My favorite was the banana bread,” Carsen says from his seat beside Katie.

      “Well, let’s hope one of these is it,” I say, sitting down with my own plate of pie.

      “How are you going to keep Nolan from knowing about the brunch?” Carsen asks, taking a bite of pie.

      “I’m honestly shocked he hasn’t already found out about it,” I admit. “I think Evelyn might have threatened them all with bodily harm if they told him.”

      “Have I mentioned I like her?” Katie says.

      I grin. “Good because I was thinking we should start a book club. It can start with us three, her and Mila, and maybe we’ll find some more people who want to join.”

      I’m waiting for Katie to remind me that she only reads fiction. “This is it,” she says instead. “This is my grandma’s chocolate crème pie.”

      Relief consumes me. “Are you sure? It’s not too sweet?”

      She shakes her head. “No. This is it.” She takes another bite. “Don’t tell her, but it might be a little better. It’s so creamy.”

      Hannah beams. “It’s really good. But I liked the brandy one, too. Maybe this time you have a tie.” She takes a bite of pie from the winning slice. “But this is really good. I’d eat this over pumpkin pie.”

      “You wound me,” Carsen says. “It’s not Thanksgiving without pumpkin pie.”

      “Next year, we’ll work to find the best pumpkin pie,” I promise him.

      “I’m all in on the book club idea,” Katie says.

      Carsen turns up the TV as Camden’s defense takes the field to start the game. Nolan’s been nervous about tonight’s game, explaining that both their offense and defense will be hard as they also fight for an undefeated season. Currently, there are six teams in the conference still undefeated, and tonight there will be one less.

      I need to start making more pies for tomorrow’s brunch, but like the others, I remain rooted to my seat, unable to look away. I’m too invested.

      Hannah’s beginning to understand more about football, and while I expected her to want to game or go upstairs while we played, she remains downstairs with us, watching as Camden’s defense becomes a wall of will and strength.

      When the switch to offense and Nolan takes the field, anticipation and nerves curl in my stomach as though I’m on the field with him.

      Katie watches each play with rapt attention, accusing the refs of playing favorites and being biased on numerous occasions as Camden attempts to score.

      The camera pans to Hudson as they line up again. The commentator explains Hudson’s father played briefly in the NFL before an injury forced him into early retirement. The detail is a weight in my chest. The camera moves to Grey, who they refer to as Greyson, discussing how far he’s come, teasing that he’s one of the most aggressive offensive players in the league, and then joking that they wouldn’t want to be the ones responsible for stopping him. They turn to Nolan next. He’s still, so still, I can’t tell if he’s considering something or fuming. The commentators discuss Nolan is one of the fastest running backs in the league, as well as one of the smartest, able to predict moves and plays that allow him to find open lanes.

      Nolan turns, calling something to Hudson and the commentators chuckle that they caught him calling something out that has the team making slight alterations.

      They don’t look as angry as they had a few weeks ago, but there’s still a level of restraint and resentment obvious in their expressions.

      At halftime, Katie, Hannah, and Carsen follow me into the kitchen, chopping and measuring things as I ask so we can have enough chocolate crème pies that we don’t run out.

      I spend the second half of the game going between the kitchen and the living room to watch the game.

      “Two minutes left, Hadley. Come sit down,” Hannah calls.

      Camden is down by three. I’m considering contingencies and delaying the brunch.

      “They’re going to win,” Carsen says confidently.

      Katie shakes her head. “This game is way too close.”

      We collectively gasp when Corey gets a hard tackle that has him down for a long minute, and release a collective breath when Palmer pulls him to his feet.

      I never thought I’d be so invested, not just with Nolan, but with the others, as well.

      They line up again, and from the sidelines, Peters yells and screams, throwing something that has the commentators discussing his sometimes militant approach. The mild reprimand is quickly excused with Camden’s record over the past several years.

      Hudson passes the ball to Palmer. Peters screams, flapping his arms and losing a crutch in the process, revealing they’re not playing his game. Watching Palmer sprint, I realize why Nolan had so much confidence for him to win the cookie run. He’s fast, comically fast. I expect him to run the ball down the entirety of the field, but he comes to an abrupt stop and passes it down the field to Nolan who scores a touchdown with two seconds to spare.
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      Exhaustion follows me onto the plane.

      When we travel for games, we arrive a day early, sometimes two, but we always fly home after the game.

      Hudson collapses into the empty seat across from me, next to Grey.

      I twist off the cap of the sports drink that was handed to me upon boarding and down half of it in one gulp.

      Coach Krueger drops into the seat beside me. The coaching staff never sits in the back with us, they always remain upfront.

      “That was a big risk.” I’m not sure who he’s directing the comment to, maybe all of us.

      Hudson shrugs. “You can’t have great wins without great risks, right?” It’s a line Evelyn uses.

      “You guys haven’t even practiced that play,” Krueger points out.

      “It was the right call,” I tell him.

      His smile is faint, barely perceptible as he passes me his phone. It’s a headline, talking about our game and how there are now only four undefeated teams in the league. The first paragraph highlights our final play, calling us unmatched and a guaranteed favorite pick to win this year.

      It feels as though a veil of protection has just been thrown over our shoulders, reminding me of Hadley’s suggestion to defy Peters and allow our skills to prove to Peters and others that we could do more than run his same tired and recycled plays.

      Krueger takes his phone and returns to the front with the other coaches without another word.

      

      When I make it home, it’s past midnight. Hadley and Hannah are in the kitchen. Hadley’s washing dishes while Hannah sits across from her, jotting something in a notebook as she nods. Their conversation ceases as I step into the house. Hannah closes the notebook, clutching it to her chest as they look at me with matching conspiratorial expressions.

      “Hey,” Hadley calls, smiling. Her voice is warm and welcoming, sending heat, desire, and comfort through me with the single word. Her gaze connects with mine, expressing the same level of anticipation and relief I feel every time she’s near.

      “What are you two planning?” I ask, dropping my duffel bag beside the door to take down to the basement.

      “World domination,” Hadley says.

      Hannah chuckles as she gets to her feet. “I’m heading to bed. Nice game tonight, Nolan. Carsen was a little worried, but the rest of us knew you guys were going to pull off the win.”

      I smirk, ready to admit I wasn’t.

      Hannah passes me and heads for the stairs while Hadley rinses the pot she’d been washing and sets it on a towel to dry. Her hair is up, and the small gold rings in her ears gleam in the kitchen lights.

      My exhaustion is forgotten, replaced by my desire to hear about her days since she’s been gone. Hear her laugh and earn that smile I crave as much as my own breath. I swallow the distance between us in two steps and set my hands on her waist, taking in the faint scents of chocolate mingling with the scent of her shampoo and perfume that has blood whooshing through my body. “God, you smell good. What have you been cooking?” I press a kiss just below her ear to hear the near-silent gasp I knew she’d make.

      “We made brownies.” She points at a plate of brownies near the microwave. “Are you hungry?”

      “Mmmm,” I say, kissing her jaw. “But not for brownies.”

      She leans her head back on my shoulder, her body relaxed and warm under my touch.

      “What kind of prank are you planning, mastermind?”

      “An axe may or may not be involved.”

      I chuckle, and before she can expect anything or move, I spin her to face me and hoist her over my shoulder. “Time for interrogations, then.”

      I descend the stairs to the basement where I drop Hadley on my bed, barely giving her a chance to breathe through her laughter before I’m reaching for the waistband of her sweats, pulling them and her underwear down with one fell swoop. I drop to my knees and run my tongue over her seam, making her lose a breath.

      “Tell me you missed me,” I say, licking her again. “Tell me you missed my mouth on you.”

      She hums a reply, her fingers making purchase in the blankets.

      “Words, Cutlass.” I lick her again.

      “I always miss you,” she says, her voice deep, filled with lust.

      I slip a finger inside of her and aim my tongue at her most sensitive point. Hadley moans as the muscles in her legs contract. I press one thigh to the mattress, gripping her as I devour her with my tongue, and slide a second finger inside of her. I work her until her breaths are gasps and I know she’s about to come apart, and I stop, pulling my fingers and mouth from her.

      Hadley groans in protest, eyes flashing to me and then the stairs.

      “What’s your prank, Cutlass?”

      “You sound worried.”

      I press two fingers inside of her, making her jaw drop with pleasure. “Take off your sweatshirt, Cutlass.”

      She does, throwing it to the floor and removing her bra before I can request it goes, too. I pull her nipple between my lips, sucking and then brushing my tongue over the peak in time with my fingers thrusting inside of her. Her breaths grow ragged, the start of her orgasm coming even faster. Once again, I stop.

      Hadley’s eyes are on me in a second, bright with confusion and frustration.

      “What’s your prank, Cutlass?”

      She growls. “I’m this close to punching you,” she warns, holding up two fingers with only a sliver of air between them. “There is no prank”

      I chuckle. “I know, but think about how good your release is going to feel,” I say, trailing my fingers over her folds, wet and swollen from my ministrations.

      Her breath catches. “I swear, if you stop again—” She gasps as I circle her entrance.

      “Just one more time,” I tell her, repeating the same pattern, and pressing against her clit with my thumb. I lean down to kiss her. “I swear. Just one last time.”

      She bends her legs and spreads them wider. I slide two fingers inside of her. She moans with ecstasy shifting her hips higher to take more of my fingers. I pump them inside of her and then pull out to circle her and slide back in. She moans and grinds her hips against my hand.

      I use my free hand to rub along her clit, feasting on every moan that brings her closer to her release. Her body begins to shake, and her breaths grow shallow. She’s seconds from climaxing, and once again, I stop.

      Hadley drops her head back, releasing a guttural sound.

      I lose my clothes and roll a condom over my erection.

      I close her legs, and roll her to her side, before pulling her to the edge of the mattress. I thrust inside of her, watching her spine snap straight.

      She breathes a soft moan as I give her a second to adjust to my cock, admiring the sight of our bodies joined.

      I ease out of her slowly and then back in with the same unhurried pace. Sweat builds on my brow as blood rushes through me, urging me to thrust faster, harder.

      Instead, I move my hips, changing the angle as I slide into her again, eliciting another groan. The sound of her pleasure has my blood growing hotter, encouraging my thrusts to grow faster. The height of the mattress is too low for me to move inside of her as either of us wants.

      “Flip to your knees,” I tell her. With me still inside of her, she rolls to her stomach and props up on her knees, giving me the perfect angle and view as I slam into her.

      Hadley drops her face into my bed and releases a long moan that has me ready to come apart. I slip my finger to her clit, and thrust, until her moans become gasps, and then her back arches, and her hands tangle in the blankets as she cries my name with the sound of her release. My movements become faster, and less rhythmic and then I fall over the same edge, my orgasm so strong it has me sagging over her, my face against her spine.

      Neither of us moves for a second, both of us working to catch our breaths. I kiss along her spine as I slowly slip out of her, trailing my fingers along her bare skin as she rolls to her side, appearing like she’s ready to pass out for a week.

      “How was that?” I ask.

      “I don’t know if that was the best orgasm or the most frustrating orgasm,” she says, eyes still closed. “I seriously thought I was going to combust for a hot minute.”

      I chuckle, running my hands over her thighs. “I wouldn’t have let you combust.”

      She opens one eye. “I’m pretty sure there’s ash on my skin.” She half-heartedly raises a hand to me.

      I smile and kiss the back of her hand. “I like making you burn for me.”

      She grins as she closes her eye again. “I like that you text me in the middle of the night when you’re traveling.”

      “I couldn’t sleep without your cold feet against me.”

      “Cold feet? I sleep with socks.”

      “And I can still feel how cold they are.”

      She laughs a rich wonderful sound. “Hence the socks.”

      “I missed you, Cutlass.”

      

      I awaken to an empty bed. The place that Hadley is supposed to fill is cold, revealing she’s been up for a while.

      I mutter a protest and pull on some clothes. She was right, the basement feels like a freezer now that it’s dipping into the cooler temperatures at night.

      I find Hadley in the kitchen, mixing bowls covering the countertops, and pots on every burner of the stove.

      “Is an army coming over for breakfast?” I ask, blinking at the bright light streaming through the window over the sink.

      “Close,” Hannah, says, setting a vase of flowers on the table.

      “Oh. Those are pretty,” Katie says. “I love chrysanthemums.” She sets two mini pumpkins on either side of the arrangement.

      “What are you guys doing? And why are you all awake? You guys are usually like vampires, sleeping until noon on the weekends.”

      “Hadley,” Katie says.

      I turn my attention to Hadley as she finishes ladling batter into the waffle iron. The scents of gingerbread hit my nose, warm with hints of cinnamon and vanilla.

      She stirs another bowl, giving me a sideways glance that reveals she’s feeling a little uncertain. Nervous. “I know you were kind of bummed about missing Thanksgiving at home, so I thought it might be fun to have a non-Thanksgiving, Thanksgiving.”

      “A brunch Friendsgiving,” Hannah says.

      My gaze is still trained on Hadley though, waiting for her to meet my stare. Finally, she does and it’s as though recognition snaps into place that this girl was put here for me to find. I know it in my bones—in my soul—because being around her makes me feel a sense of completeness and wholeness I’ve never known.

      It’s exhilarating.

      It’s fucking terrifying.

      “This is the best idea. Thank you.”

      She smiles, turning back to the bowl in front of her.

      “Since we’re celebrating an early Thanksgiving, does that mean we can set up the Christmas tree this week?” Katie asks.

      “Yes!” Hannah exclaims. “I need all the holiday cheer and spiked eggnog I can get my hands on.”

      “Eggnog?” Katie cringes.

      “Don’t even start,” Hannah says, holding up a hand in protest. “Shoot. Did we remember to chill the champagne for the mimosas?”

      “I put it in there last night,” Hadley says. “Along with the sparkling cider for those who don’t want alcohol.”

      “Those who don’t want alcohol,” Hannah scoffs.

      The doorbell rings, ending their exchange.

      “Can you get that?” Katie asks, turning to me.

      I’m still a little groggy and feeling the warmth of my revelation as I pull open the door and find Hudson, Mila, and Evelyn on the doorstep.

      “You really dressed up for the occasion,” Mila says, holding a basket of pastries in her hand.

      Hudson grins, following the girls inside. “I like his style, better.”

      The smoky, savory scent of bacon fills the air, pulling us toward the kitchen and dining room.

      “It smells so good in here. What are you making?” Evelyn asks.

      “Three kinds of waffles, three flavors of syrup, hot ham and cheese sandwiches, bacon, sausage, and cinnamon rolls,” Hannah ticks off each of them. “And we have mimosas and more pie than all of Oleander Springs can eat.”

      “We’ll take that challenge,” I say.

      Hadley grins as she plates a round of waffles, covering them with foil.

      The doorbell rings again and for the next thirty minutes, the house is filled with Corey, Palmer, Grey, Lenny, Carsen, his roommate, Drew, and Brielle.

      We spend the entire day eating and laughing, exchanging stories and jokes. Some play board games in the dining room, Hadley convinces a couple of people to start watching Only Murders in the Building and puts it on in the living room. It’s nothing like the Thanksgivings I had growing up at my grandparents’ farm. There are no pranks, and we don’t play football outside, but there’s a rightness here, a wholeness as so many parts of my life come together in one place so seamlessly.

      “We should have dessert,” Katie says.

      Hadley’s currently perched on my knee. While my friends knew—maybe before I did—that I harbored feelings for Hadley, today is the first time we can be a couple without any reservations, even in front of Katie. It feels monumental. It also feels amazing.

      “I don’t know if I have room for dessert,” I say, placing a hand against my stomach, and my other hand on Hadley’s back.

      “Maybe you’ll want a small slice,” Hadley says. “Or just a bite. Pumpkin’s your favorite, right?”

      I hate pumpkin pie, but if she made me a pumpkin pie, I will eat every damn bite.

      “Can I help?” I ask.

      “Sure. I kind of went a little crazy.”

      “I plan to make pie my diet for the entire week,” Hannah says, from her spot next to Katie on the couch.

      Hadley grins, finding my hand as she stands. It’s another easy and natural gesture that feels entirely right between us.

      I follow her to the kitchen where she pulls open the fridge to reveal a dozen cooling racks stacked, each adorned with a pie. Several more pies are already on the counter, waiting to be sliced into.

      “Hannah wasn’t kidding,” I say. “How many kinds of pie did you make, Cutlass?”

      “Caramel apple, pumpkin, pumpkin cheesecake, pecan, chocolate pecan, cranberry orange, and a pear and almond tart.”

      “Did you sleep while I was gone?”

      “Carsen has a hidden talent for making pie crust,” she says.

      I grin, pulling one of the pies closer. Hadley always makes her dishes look like artwork and these pies are no different. Each of them is artfully topped. Some are braided, others woven, some have pie crust in the shapes of leaves, all of them are intricate. “I don’t know if I can cut into these.”

      “How about this one?” She sets a pie covered with whipped cream beside me.

      “Which one is this?”

      “Chocolate crème.”

      My gaze shifts to her knowing one as she grabs a stack of dessert plates and a handful of silverware.

      “You gave me Thanksgiving and made me chocolate crème pie?”

      “There’s no football or five-hundred-corn maze.”

      I tag her around the waist and kiss her, well aware this is more than just pie and a lot of effort.

      Hadley is grinning when she pulls away, one hand still on my chest. “I’m going to see what kind of pie everyone wants.”

      As she drifts toward the living room, Katie wanders in and gives me a pathetic attempt at an eye roll before smirking. She has yet to lay into me for breaking the number one rule of our contract. “Your girlfriend might steal all your friends with her cooking skills.”

      I chuckle. “Likely.”

      Katie grabs a knife and starts slicing into a pie. “She made like fourteen chocolate crème pies to make it taste like grandma's. It’s richer and she used whipped cream instead of Cool Whip but tell her it tastes just like grandma’s because she worked her ass off, trying to make it.”

      My gaze shifts from Katie to Hadley, realizing she worked on one of her perfect recipes for me.

      My expression grows somber as I nod.

      Katie nods, too, smiling as she cuts into another pie. “She’d have a blast at grandma and grandpas. They’d like her.”

      I know she’s giving me her approval, and that might make this day the best day I’ve had in a very long time.
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      The adage that time passes when you’re having fun is proven true as the next five days pass before I’ve even managed to blink.

      Katie and Carsen flew to Indiana on Wednesday, and Hannah flew to Connecticut. Hadley and I spent the afternoon at Hudson’s dad’s house for a traditional Thanksgiving dinner. Hadley was still nervous about the swimming pool incident, but those nerves seemed to melt away before we sat down for dinner. It wasn’t the same casual affair as our Brunch Thanksgiving, but still nice, filled with laughter and heaps of food. We celebrated the night in Hadley’s room, a Christmas movie on in the background that I worked to distract her from watching by having my mouth and hands on her.

      “Payne. With me,” Krueger says, passing me as I get dressed, ready to head home and have a rerun of last night.

      Palmer raises his brow. We’ve been waiting for Peters’s wrath. Hints of it have been seen in practices with additional conditioning, but not to the full extent that any of us expected.

      I give him a casual shrug and follow Krueger to his office. It’s still bare, almost as though he’s waiting to be canned and doesn’t want to have to come back here to empty the space.

      He waits until I’m seated across from him before looking at me. “What do you want to do next year?” It’s the last question I was expecting to hear, also one of the last ones I want to answer.

      “Sorry?”

      “Are you considering entering the draft this spring? Do you want to wait another year? Are you planning to graduate first?”

      I’ve been avoiding this question for the past three months. Longer. I hate the idea of putting all my eggs in one basket. I hate the idea of failing. Deciding to enter the draft lays me at the mercy of doing both. I scratch along the underside of my jaw, feeling tension radiating through my shoulders and neck. “Does it matter?”

      “What do you want to do with your future, Payne?”

      “Not be a corn farmer.”

      He tilts his head, making my joke fall flat.

      “I have until January to decide.”

      Krueger shakes his head and then scratches behind his ear, my answer clearly surprising him. “You’re good enough.”

      “What?”

      “I said you’re good enough.”

      I stare at him, wishing he was Peters, berating me or screaming about last week’s trick play that gave us the win.

      “You know how good your team is and how good your teammates are, but you grossly underestimate how good of a player you are. You could be drafted, save the risk of getting injured and land a decent contract.”

      “Why’d you come work for Peters? Everyone knows he muzzles his offensive coordinators.”

      “Same reason you came to play here. It had nothing to do with Peters but the program. Camden is going somewhere; Peters will have the choice to go along or step off the train.”

      I scoff. “He won’t even step aside when needing a damn hip replacement.”

      “Last week was proof that he has to be able to adapt. You guys proved that.”

      “He’s still receiving the credit for last week’s game.” I hate acknowledging it, and hate even more to admit it. “No one even understands how he keeps us under his thumb. Half the damn team doesn’t even see it.”

      “You’re always going to be at someone else’s mercy. If not Peters another coach or another boss if you decide you can’t accept being told what to do.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? I jump through fucking hoops.” I’m on my feet, pacing the short distance of his office. “I don’t see my family for Thanksgiving or Christmas. I wake up and go to the gym, I get out of class and go to the gym, I finish classes, and go to the gym. I memorize plays. He says jump, and I have to ask how damn high.”

      “But you gamble. You moved out of the dorms. You play your pranks on the goddamn soccer team. You encouraged Hudson to run that play Saturday.”

      “I’m confused, Coach. Are you telling me I’m good enough or that I’m not cut out for this?”

      “I’m saying you need to take smarter risks.”

      “Risks that you approve of?”

      “Risks that your future coaches will approve of.”

      I’d like to flip his desk, instead, I move to the door. “Noted. Anything else?”

      Krueger flexes his jaw. “You could be great.”

      “I could also be a total asshole or a drunk or a degenerate. I guess we just be grateful I’m mediocre.”

      “Don’t play the martyr role. Not here. Not in my office. Not to me. You have the drive and the skill and the brain to go far in this game. The question you need to ask yourself is if you want it.”

      I pull his door open and leave without another word.

      “Everything okay?” Corey asks as Krueger follows me out of his office, stopping at the bank of lockers near us.

      I nod at Corey. “Yeah.”

      “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s going to be one hell of a fight,” Kruger says.

      It’s another undefeated team, another high-stakes game that will likely require taking risks that include defying Peters to win.

      The drive home feels a little longer tonight, my thoughts too damn loud.

      Hadley’s in the living room, bundled in blankets as she types on her laptop, humming as she does except for when taking notes. “Hey,” she says, brushing her hair back. “You’re early.”

      I shake my head. “It’s nearly nine.”

      “Is it really?” She glances at the corner of her laptop. “I don’t know where the last two hours have gone.”

      “What are you working on?”

      “Water conservation.”

      I set my bag down and sit in the chair across from her. “Water conservation? For a class?”

      She shakes her head. “Scientists have been talking about water issues for years—my entire life—but I heard a news story on my way home this afternoon that was talking about how dire the situation is, specifically in the Southwest, and so I came home and was reading about it and sent off some things to Lanie, Geoff, and my parents about what we might be able to do or change.”

      “What did they say?”

      She closes her laptop. “Lanie hates change. She’s worried about costs and bottom lines, and my mom’s worried about losing clout as a luxury builder. Geoff’s focused on the statistics because farmers use most of the water between feeding cattle and growing crops, so he doesn’t think it’s our problem to fix, but it seems like one of those issues where if everyone doesn’t help, it’s going to be too late.” She drums her fingers over the top of her laptop.

      “Have you ever considered doing something besides going to work for your family?”

      Hadley leans back, she doesn’t look offended, not even caught off guard. “Not really.”

      “But you hate public speaking.”

      “That’s only a small piece.”

      “What about cooking?”

      She lowers her brow with confusion. “What about cooking?”

      “You love cooking. You love looking up recipes and reading through a hundred comments.”

      “Sure, but I also love the idea of working with my family.”

      “Loving the idea of something is different than actually loving something.”

      She tilts her head, examining me. “Did something happen at practice or in class today?”

      “You love trying new things, new experiences. I just don’t understand why you’re limiting yourself to one future.”

      “I’m not limiting myself.” Defiance laces her words. “Where is this coming from?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to fight with you.”

      “It doesn’t have to be a fight,” she says. “Arguments and disagreements are healthy and bound to happen. It’s avoiding them that’s not.”

      “So you want to fight?”

      She lowers her chin, a silent warning flashing in her eyes. “That’s not what I said.”

      I pull in a breath, knowing that’s not what she said, not even what she insinuated. Still, the need to fight has followed me home. I fight every sarcastic retort, each shelling that could lead to our first fight because she’s not the one I’m mad at.

      “Can we just go to bed?”

      Hadley looks at me, a level of uncertainty and doubt in her gaze that I haven’t seen since we met. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk?”

      “I just need some sleep.”

      She nods, though she doesn’t appear at all convinced.

      We get ready for bed separately, me in the basement where I consider staying and her upstairs.

      When I make it to her room, she’s already under the covers, the overhead light off. I slide in beside her, my chest to her back. It’s how we sleep every night, but tonight I pull her closer. She doesn’t melt against me as she does most nights or place her feet on my legs.

      “I’m sorry for being an asshole,” I tell her.

      Her shoulders relax and she turns her head slightly. “We aren’t just together for sex. You can talk to me, confide in me.”

      I hold her a little tighter though a part of me wants to push her away, feeling an undercurrent of resentment that she doesn’t realize how much I confide in her. I’ve told her shit I haven’t even told my closest friends.

      She lies her head flat on the pillow, and we both lie there, neither of us speaking or sleeping for what feels like an eternity.

      

      I wake up before my alarm goes off. I slip out of bed, careful not to disturb Hadley. I down a coffee, brush my teeth, grab dress clothes, and then head for the facility.

      Today, I beat even Hudson. Only the nutritionists and chefs are here this early, preparing a protein-heavy diet for the game.

      I pass them, heading into the weight room where I take a seat at a bench and hope the repetitive movement will silence the myriad of thoughts about the future and where I’ll be, and if it will include Hadley.

      I’ve known her just shy of three months, and already it feels as though she’s a piece of me, even more than my ex had and we dated for five years. I knew it from the beginning, even before we began sleeping together. There’s something different about her, something different about the way I feel toward her, about us, that I can’t put into words. Something beyond lust and attraction that makes my soul feel heavy when she’s gone.

      “You’re here early,” Krueger says, stopping in the doorway, dressed in khakis and a blue Camden sweatshirt.

      “Please tell me you don’t have more advice before today’s game.”

      He laughs mirthlessly. “That wasn’t advice yesterday, Payne. It was a nudge.”

      I scoff. “A nudge off of a cliff.”

      He shakes his head. “What’s got you so scared?” he asks.

      My head snaps to him. “I’m not scared.”

      “Then why won’t you tell me how bad you want to play? Want to go pro.”

      “Because I’ve seen what happens when someone’s dreams unravel.”

      “Yours or someone else’s?”

      “Without expectation, it’s a lot easier to stay content.”

      He shakes his head again. “That’s bullshit, and you know it. If you want this, if you want to beat out every other asshole, you’re going to have to be clear and concise in exactly what you want.”

      “And if they don’t want me?”

      Krueger leans back on his heels. “Then they don’t deserve you. You play another year for Camden and when you close your contract you mail a copy of it to whatever idiot overlooked and underestimated you.” He stares at me. “But for the record, I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

      I stare at him for a long minute, imagining what this season would have looked like if Peters hadn’t handcuffed him. Krueger has a player’s heart and a coach’s brain, allowing him to weave creativity into his plays.

      Slowly, I nod.

      He nods in return. “Let’s go get some breakfast.”

      Peters hobbles in on his crutches before we can move. “I’m glad I found you both. There are going to be some changes to tonight’s game, and I wanted to give you the courtesy of hearing it from me. Payne, McKinley, and Palmer won’t be starting tonight. I’ll let them know as well.”

      “That’s bullshit. This is my call and they’re starting,” Kreuger says, taking a single step closer to Peters.

      Peters sneers. “It’s my team and it’s my call. If they can’t follow my rules, I’ll find someone who will. They nearly cost us the game last week.”

      “We’re the only reason you won that game,” I say.

      Peters glares at me. “Speak to me again that way, and you won’t start next week either.”

      “I’m not—”

      Krueger lifts his hand to silence me. “Let’s talk about this,” he says over me.

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      “I suggested the play,” I say. “Don’t penalize them.”

      Peters moves his gaze back to me. “Maybe next time, they’ll remember who has gotten them this far.”

      He turns and hobbles out of the room, taking whatever remains of my future of football with him.
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      I blow into my cupped hands and then rub them together as I listen to Mila recount the book she’s been reading.

      “You love the broody heroes,” Evelyn says.

      “Like attracts like,” Mila says.

      Evelyn giggles, wrapping a blanket tighter around her shoulders. “God, it’s cold tonight.”

      “Freezing,” I agree. “But I’m kind of okay with it. We were going to set up Christmas decorations last week, but we all got busy with school, so we’re going to do it next weekend. This cold weather kind of makes it feel more festive.”

      “We’re setting ours up tomorrow, and I’m so excited.” Evelyn tugs her stocking cap lower to cover more of her ears. “We only ever set up a tree when I was growing up, and Mila’s gone absolutely nuts. I swear, our apartment’s going to look like the North Pole. It’s going to be amazing.”

      Mila beams. “We should plan some fun things for Christmas. Maybe something like the brunch you hosted, but do it with cookies or movies or something festive.”

      “I can’t imagine Grey attending a cookie exchange,” Evelyn says.

      Mila scoffs. “Who said I was inviting him?”

      I chuckle.

      “Maybe we do a few girls-only events?” Evelyn says. “And others we can invite the guys to.”

      It’s becoming harder for me to agree to do anything that takes away time from when I’ll see Nolan, our time is already so limited. I’m still trying to unpack this fact because it’s not something I can recall caring about in previous relationships.

      “We could do a cookie exchange and our first book club meetup,” Mila suggests.

      “Oh, that would be so fun. Do you think everyone will be able to read a book and be ready to talk about it?” Evelyn asks.

      “You read a new book every other day,” Mila says.

      Evelyn smirks. “But I’m not normal.”

      Mila wraps her arm around Evelyn’s shoulder. “You’re the only kind of normal I want. Besides, if we don’t finish, you can just give us a summary without spoilers and tell us whether we should read it or not.”

      Evelyn chuckles. “Deal.”

      The crowd stands around us, cheering so loud that it ends our conversation. It’s the telling sign that Camden has taken the field. We stand up to watch.

      “Wait. Why isn’t Hudson going to the coin toss?” Mila asks.

      I pull my attention from trying to find Nolan to see someone else going to midfield to meet the refs and opposing team captain.

      “Is he sick? Did he get hurt?” Mila continues.

      Evelyn’s silent, searching the field. “He’s there.” She points toward a crowd of players. “What in the hell’s going on?”

      As the players retreat to their sides, Hudson’s not the only one missing as Camden’s offense takes the field. “Nolan’s not starting, either,” I say.

      “Or Palmer,” Mila adds.

      “This has to be about last week’s game,” Evelyn says.

      “This is bullshit,” I say. “Absolute bullshit.” I peer around, waiting for others to feel the same level of outrage, but everyone stares at the field, blissfully unaware of the power trip happening right now.

      I search the bench for Nolan and find him sandwiched between Hudson and Palmer on the bench. I can’t see his expression to determine what he’s feeling, but I know it’s a similar brand of outrage and betrayal that’s thrumming through my veins.

      “Hudson’s dad is calling me,” Evelyn says, looking at her phone like it’s a live grenade. “Hey, Roger,” she answers. She nods. “I don’t know. He felt fine this morning. I think it has to be a coaching decision because Nolan and Palmer aren’t starting either.” She nods again. “I don’t know. I doubt it. If one of them was refusing to play, I don’t think Grey or Corey would be willing to still play.” She nods again. “I’ll let you know if I learn anything.” She hangs up. “I hope Peters knows the size of the hornet’s nest he just poked.” Evelyn shakes her head as she zips her phone into a pocket. “Because Roger is ready to flip tables.”

      I’ve never felt quite so helpless, knowing how much is riding on this single game.

      Katie texts me halfway through the first half to find out what’s going on and if Nolan’s all right. My reply is similar to Evelyn’s was to Hudson’s dad, that we aren’t sure but suspect it was their coach’s decision.

      It’s difficult to watch not only because I’m distracted and still angry that Nolan’s not playing but because Camden’s losing for the first time by a twenty-point margin that has the crowd muted.

      “I don’t know if I want them to lose or not,” Mila says. “On one hand, I want them to lose because ass face Peters deserves it, but on the other hand, they’d lose their place in the tournament.”

      Evelyn winces.

      Shame hovers over me, selfishly wanting the loss not only because of Peters but because it might give me another year with Nolan. I feel terrible for even thinking it, knowing I should want what’s best for him—and I do. I want him to achieve every dream and wish—I just wish they all included me.

      “He has to let them play the second half,” Mila says as halftime ends. “He can’t bench three of his starting players, not when they’re down by thirty points.”

      “Can you imagine what kind of mindset they’re going to be in if he lets them play?” Evelyn asks. “He’s going to force them into an impossible task and they’re all going to blame themselves for the loss.”

      But that fear doesn’t come to fruition as they remain on the bench for the entire second half. Camden loses fifty-eight to twenty-four.

      I feel numb as I stand and follow Evelyn and Mila to the parking lot.

      “Should we ask them to go out to a bar? Or maybe to our apartment? What do y’all think is going to help ease tonight’s loss?” Mila asks.

      I shake my head. I don’t have an answer. “I’m going to head home. I’ll text you when I hear from Nolan and let you know if he’s up for doing anything.”

      Evelyn nods as she wraps her arms around me. “We’ll talk to you soon.”

      I miss Katie and Hannah as I cross the lot to find my car. Nolan’s loss feels like my own as I get into the driver’s seat, determined to find a way to heal what I’m sure is going to be a large fracture in his trust and mood.

      I don’t even bother changing when I get home, going to the kitchen where I make a tray of brownies and the same ham and cheese sliders I’d made for our brunch that Nolan loved. I know food isn’t the answer, but I’m desperate to offer any comfort possible.

      I turn on the TV while the brownies bake, watching the interviews which don’t include Nolan tonight. Still, I watch and wait, hoping to catch a glimpse of him.

      When the channel turns to the news, I flip off the TV and decide to make chocolate chip cookies because even as someone who isn’t a huge fan of sweets, I know chocolate chip cookies make everything a little better.

      I check my phone before taking out the brownies and proceed to check it with every sheet of cookies I slide into the oven.

      My phone finally vibrates just after eleven.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: I’m going out with some guys on the team. I’ll probably be home late.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’m really sorry about tonight’s game.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Are you all right?

      

      

      

      

      

      When the final batch of cookies comes out of the oven, it’s past midnight and I haven’t heard back from Nolan.

      I curl up on the couch with a throw so I can hear him when he gets home, and flip on a movie.

      I watch two movies before I text Nolan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hey. Is everything okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      An hour later, I message him again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Are you okay? I’m getting worried.

      

      

      

      

      

      Thirty minutes later, I’m contemplating calling the police. Instead, I call my sister.

      “Hey. Are you okay?” Her exhaustion has me wincing with regret. It’s one in the morning in Vegas, four here.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t even thinking. It’s late. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. What’s wrong.”

      Her voice is so soft, so comforting that tears form in my eyes. “I can’t find Nolan.”

      “Are you out together?”

      “No. I’m at home, but he went out. They lost their game tonight. The coach benched him for some bullshit reason, and they lost.”

      “He’s probably at a bar or at a buddy’s house blowing off steam,” she says. “Have you checked social media?”

      “Nolan hates social media.”

      “Yeah, but the rest of the world doesn’t. Someone’s probably tagged in a picture. We’ll each pick a platform. I bet we can find him in fifteen minutes.”

      “How are you going to help? You’re not friends with anyone I go to college with.”

      “I could be a cyber stalker. There’s this girl I follow who does casual doxxing and she can find anyone. I’ve learned so much. Christian is legit afraid of me now.”

      “I’d rather my boyfriend reply to my texts, so I’m not forced to stalk him online.”

      “He’s going to owe you some groveling for this one,” Katie says absently. In the background, I hear her fingers drumming against a keyboard.

      I pull up my laptop, and scroll through my feed for several minutes, staring at pictures of food, and people’s attire for last night’s game.

      “Who would he be with? Who are his closest friends?”

      “Hudson, maybe? Try Hudson McKin—wait.” Flashbacks of Lenny holding an axe have me looking at the window. “Try Lenny Schmidt.” I enter his name on my side as well. Pictures of Lenny and Nolan drinking.

      Posing with people I don’t know.

      Taking shots.

      More posing, this one with a crowd of girls.

      More drinking.

      Nolan dancing in a crowd. It doesn’t appear that he’s dancing with anyone specific but a dozen girls are watching him, near him.

      My hackles are up, and so are my emotions.

      “I found him,” I say.

      “Is he home?” Lanie asks.

      “No. I mean I found pictures of him. At least I know he’s not lying in a ditch somewhere.”

      “Yeah, I found the pictures, too.”

      “How does this work?” I ask, brushing away a tear. “I mean, I get it, he’s mad, he’s disappointed … but instead of messaging me or asking me to be there with him, he’s out with a bunch of strangers getting drunk.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s already drunk in most of these,” Lanie says.

      “I’m sorry I woke you up.”

      “No. Don’t apologize. And while I totally understand why you’re mad, try to think of the best intentions. Maybe Lenny’s car broke down. Maybe he had to take him home. Maybe he’s sick and feels ashamed and vulnerable and doesn’t want you to see him like that.”

      “He saw me do a speech in front of my entire class,” I tell her. “Being vulnerable is what relationships are about.”

      “Some guys aren’t like that.” She means Christian’s not like that. “I know you’re probably thinking about Ezra, but this is Nolan, not Ezra.”

      “If I hadn’t caught them in the act, I don’t know that I would have believed anyone if they told me,” I admit.

      “Hadley, you need to get some sleep. You’re exhausted and you’re feeling hurt, and if you make a decision right now it’s going to be out of anger.”

      I don’t want reason. I don’t want rationale. I want someone to stand next to me and justify my feelings.

      “Sorry again for waking you up.”

      “Call me in the morning, okay? My morning—not yours.”

      “I have to go pick up Katie and Carsen from the airport in a couple of hours, so I think I’m just going to shower and stay up. Otherwise, I’ll probably sleep through my alarm.”

      “Okay. Well, text me when you can. Love you.”

      I head to the kitchen and put away all the cookies and brownies I’d baked, then head upstairs to shower. I don’t know how to feel. I have no reference point for what’s going on and Lanie’s reaction almost makes this more trying and complicated.

      I get dressed, vacuum the house, put in a load of laundry, clean the kitchen, and head to the airport to pick up Katie and Carsen, knowing Katie’s going to ask where Nolan is and I doubt her reaction will be as calm and relaxed as Lanie’s.

      

      “Hey!” Katie says, sliding into the passenger seat of my car as Carsen puts their bags in the trunk.

      “How was your Thanksgiving?” I reach across to hug her over the console.

      “It was really fun. I feel like we spent most of the weekend driving, but I’m still really happy we went. How was your Thanksgiving? Was Hudson’s dad’s house a mansion?”

      “It was pretty big,” I say. “It was nice. They did a blended Thanksgiving which had me a little worried, but his parents were both really nice, and the food was delicious.”

      “How’s Nolan doing? Was it the previous game that caused him to be benched?”

      I could tell her he’s upset and leave it at that. I could tell her I have no idea and admit I haven’t seen him since Friday night when we had our tense conversation that I spent too much time stewing over last night. Or I could just change the subject.

      “Damn, it’s cold,” Carsen says, climbing into the backseat and rubbing his palms together. “I think it’s colder here than it was in Indiana.” He blows into his palms.

      “It was only twenty-five degrees when I woke up,” I tell him.

      “Damn,” Katie says. “Sometimes I wish it would snow here.” She peers at the clear blue skies that make the chilly weather even more deceiving.

      “Did you see that April spent Thanksgiving in Spain?”

      “I would go to Spain right now,” Carsen says. “I would be perfectly happy never seeing snow again in my life.”

      The two banter about weather and seasons, Katie firmly in favor of all seasons, and Carsen set on a constant mild terrain.

      “Are you okay?” Katie asks. “You’re wincing.”

      “I’m getting a headache,” I admit. “I was cleaning this morning and skipped breakfast.”

      “It’s not a migraine, is it?”

      “I hope not,” I say.

      Katie smiles thoughtfully. “I’ll pick up Hannah when her flight gets in. You should probably eat and take some medicine just in case. Is Nolan still asleep?”

      “Probably.” It’s the truth.

      When we get home, my headache is worse, bringing the familiar side effects of nauseousness and light sensitivity that warn me it’s in fact a migraine, about to ruin what’s left of my Sunday.

      “What can I do to help?” Katie asks.

      I shake my head. “I just need to take some medicine and lie down.”

      We head inside where the scents of chocolate still hang in the air from my baking. “There are cookies and brownies if you’re hungry, and I have a tray of ham and cheese sandwiches left over in the fridge.”

      “Are you sure there’s nothing I can do?” Katie asks, frowning.

      “I’ll be okay in a few hours.”

      Her frown deepens with sympathy.

      I snag one of Nolan’s coffees from the fridge and head upstairs, swallowing a tablet that I chase with the bottle of coffee. I close the shades in my room to make it as dark as possible and climb into bed, still dressed, feeling the roll of nausea growing stronger as the pain increases.

      Minutes later, I’m in the bathroom, losing the coffee and medicine as my head screams with pain and my stomach churns. A lack of sleep and inconsistent eating are two of the many triggers for my migraines. I wipe the tears that slip from my eyes, the pain so intense it’s difficult to think of anything else as I brush my teeth.

      “Can you take something again?” Katie asks as I open the bathroom door.

      “My stomach’s too upset,” I tell her.

      “Where’s Nolan?” she asks, following me to my room.

      I collapse on the bed. “I don’t know.”
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            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      My head objects as I open my eyes. The sun is too bright. The room is too damn bright. And way too fucking cold. Even without the sun or the chill, the terrible noise keeps me from trying to go back to sleep.

      I sit up, and my stomach roils.

      I haven’t had a hangover since freshman year, following my breakup when Lenny took me out to get shit-faced drunk and Pops had to sneak us back into the dorms. I still have a scar on my ankle from where Pops cut the corner to the elevator too close and peeled off a layer of my skin.

      Through squinted, bleary eyes, I look toward the source of the noise that sounds like a broken train engine, and spot Lenny passed out on a couch. He’s lying on his stomach still dressed, with one shoe on.

      Fuck.

      I’m on the damn hardwood floor.

      I climb to my feet on unsteady legs, my stomach sloshing violently as I peer down at my jeans, shoes, and bare chest. “Where in the hell’s my shirt?” I ask.

      Lenny’s snore breaks into a loud snorting.

      Bile rises in my throat. It takes every ounce of my energy to get to the bathroom before I lose the contents of my stomach. Twice.

      I lie on the bathroom floor, the cold a now welcomed reprieve.

      “You’re out of practice,” Lenny drawls from the other side of the door.

      “I feel like death.”

      “You’re a fucking lightweight.”

      I mumble incoherently.

      “You need another shot,” Lenny says. “It’ll make you feel better.”

      It’s a welcoming thought as I recall the pain and disappointment that alcohol ate away last night. I don’t allow myself to think about it or consider drinking more. Instead, I clear my head and lie my head on the bathmat.

      Sleep. Sleep is going to make me feel better.

      

      Cold water sluices over me, startling me to a sitting position.

      “Oh, good. You’re up,” Grey says, Hudson and Lenny behind him. Lenny laughs, his hair looks like he stuck his finger in a light socket, and he’s still wearing yesterday’s clothes.

      “I had to take a piss in the kitchen because you wouldn’t wake up.”

      Disgust has me shaking my head.

      Hudson’s arms are crossed over his chest; jaw set with disappointment.

      “What the hell, Grey?” I accuse.

      He sets the bowl he’d used to douse me on the counter. “You’re lucky it was me and not your sister. She’s looking for you, by the way.”

      I rub a hand across my brow, still feeling ill and exhausted. Slowly, I brace myself on the tub and haul myself to my feet.

      “Where’s your shirt?” Lenny asks. I don’t know how he’s standing.

      “You look terrible,” Hudson says.

      “I feel worse,” I assure him.

      “Good,” is his only response. “What the fuck, man?”

      “What time is it?”

      “Nine,” Hudson says.

      “It’s only nine?” Lenny says. “Man, we must have just gotten home.”

      “It’s fucking Monday,” Hudson spits the words.

      “Where in the hell have you guys been?” Grey asks.

      “It’s Monday?” I ask.

      Hudson scoffs.

      “Shit. I have to go. I need to call Hadley.”

      “Hadley’s cool. She’ll understand,” Lenny says.

      Hudson’s expression of disbelief kills the tiny ember of hope Lenny passed me. “Cool or not, you two assholes disappeared for a day and a half.”

      I reach into my pocket and find my phone, the battery dead. “I have to go.” I pat my pockets again, searching for my keys. “Where are my keys?”

      Hudson’s look of disapproval becomes disappointment.

      “They’re still at the facility,” Lenny says. “I drove.” He looks at me. “Where in the fuck’s my truck?”

      Grey shakes his head. “You two are pathetic.”

      “I’ll drive you home,” Hudson says.

      “Get a shirt first.” Grey won’t meet my eye. “And a fucking shower. You smell”

      “I just need to get home,” I say, turning to Lenny. “Can I borrow a shirt?”

      Lenny nods, and trails down the hall to his bedroom, each step entirely too slow. He returns with a back Nirvana tee. “I like that shirt. Don’t lose it.”

      Grey follows Hudson and me as far as the parking lot before heading for a class.

      I get into Hudson’s passenger seat, wishing I had a coat. I’m dehydrated, exhausted, and my whole body aches.

      “What in the hell happened?” Hudson asks, starting his Jeep.

      “All I remember is shots. Lots and lots of shots.”

      “That’s not what I mean.” We stop for a crosswalk.

      “Wait. Is that?” I have the passenger door open before I can think twice.

      “Nolan!” Hudson yells from the driver’s seat, but I’m swinging out the door, ready to tear across the street. Several turn around to look at me, including the brunette I mistook for Hadley, who upon second glance looks nothing like Hadley aside from the dark hair.

      Someone honks as Hudson slowly eases forward, the passenger door still open.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” he asks.

      “I thought it was Hadley.”

      “It’s Monday. She’s in class and then she’s meeting Evelyn for lunch.”

      I swallow. “She’s going to be pissed. Did she reach out to Evelyn?”

      Hudson nods. “She was worried about you.” He shakes his head. “What in the hell provoked you to go out with Lenny? You knew that would lead to a bad decision and worse mistake.”

      “I fucked everything up. I ruined our chances of winning this year. We aren’t even going to make it to the playoff. I fucked up.”

      “You fucked up by going out with Lenny. Peters fucked up by benching us.”

      “Every goddamn thing we’ve worked for. It’s all over.”

      “It’s not over. We have two games left and so do the other undefeated teams.”

      “We were a shoo-in.”

      Hudson eyes me. “We both knew there was a chance we’d lose even if we played. Until we’re allowed to do more than a couple of basic offensive plays, our skills won’t be enough.”

      “It’s bullshit.”

      “It’s absolutely bullshit, and I’m pissed, but I’m also pissed at you. We had no idea where you were. You literally dropped off the face of the earth without a goddam word to anyone.”

      “I was in the dorms,” I point out.

      “We tried calling you like a hundred times. Katie was ready to file a missing person’s report. You missed practice this morning…”

      “I fucked up, okay?”

      “You’re damn right you did.”

      His scolding doesn’t end until we pull up to the house. Hadley’s car is gone, but Katie’s is in the driveway.

      “I’d wish you luck, but you deserve whatever wrath she delivers.”

      “Are you going to be moody all day?”

      “All fucking month,” he promises. “I had no idea what to do. I lied to the coaches for you. I swore to Hadley and Katie that I’d find you and I had no idea where you were or if you were even okay.”

      I want to tell him, I’m not okay, that my future is bleak at the moment, instead, I apologize again and get out of his Jeep, my muscles fatigued and aching from dehydration and lack of movement. “Thanks for driving me home.”

      “I’ll wait if you want to shower and get something to eat and drink. I can take you back and get your truck.” He’s a better friend than I deserve.

      “You want to come in?”

      Hudson shakes his head and pulls out his phone. “Nope.”

      I eye the house, knowing the longer I avoid this conversation with Katie, the worse it’s going to be.

      Katie looks up from where she’s sitting on the couch, phone balanced in her hands. She gets to her feet in a second.

      I’m caught off guard by the tears in her eyes. “What happened? What’s wrong?” I ask.

      Katie walks over to me, shaking her head as tears streak down her cheeks.

      “What happened?” I ask again.

      She hits me, square in the jaw. It’s an impressive hit that rings my bell and makes my already aching head hurt even worse. “Where have you been, you asshole?” She shoves me, but I’m prepared for it and lean forward.

      She pushes me again. “I thought you were dead, you big stupid, thoughtless, jerk.” She shrieks and pushes me again. “You’re out, Nolan. You’re not living here anymore.”

      “I’m sorry, Katie. I wasn’t trying to scare you. I messed up.”

      “No. You just reminded me how impulsive and selfish you are.”

      “Katie—”

      “No. I want you to move out. You weren’t supposed to be living here past October, anyway. Get your stuff, and leave.”

      “Can we just talk about this?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m done talking. I’m done listening. And I’m done giving you chances.”

      “Can I just wait here and talk to Hadley?”

      She shakes her head. “If you bothered to charge your phone, you’d know she doesn’t want to see you right now.”

      “Katie, I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t trying to hurt or worry anyone, I was just—”

      “I don’t care. I’m so mad at you right now, I literally can’t care. I was about to call Mom and Dad and tell them you might be hurt or maybe kidnapped. Hadley was sick with a migraine most of yesterday because she stayed up all night waiting for you.” Her words are like a million paper cuts crossing every inch of my body.

      “Is she okay?”

      “She wants you to move out.”

      “She does or you do?”

      “I told Hannah and Hadley that if they were ever uncomfortable with you staying here, I’d ask you to leave.” It’s an ambiguous answer.

      “I just need to talk to her.”

      Katie shakes her head. “She’ll be glad you’re okay, but she made it clear she doesn’t want to talk to you right now, and honestly, I don’t want to, either. Get your stuff and leave.”

      “I don’t even have my truck.”

      Katie scoffs. “Of course, you don’t. Go back to the dorm. Text me when you can get your things and I’ll make sure I’m here so you can get all your belongings out.”

      I know Katie’s too mad and I’m too sick to discuss my staying here, besides it doesn’t even matter at this point. Right now, all I can think about is how badly I fucked things up with Hadley.

      “Can you please tell Hadley that I’m sorry and that I didn’t mean to hurt her? I was selfish and stupid, and I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Obviously,” Katie retorts.

      “Katie, I know you don’t believe me, but I love her. I can’t just walk away from this—from her.”

      “That’s the thing, I did believe you. I honestly thought you did love her, but your actions this weekend spoke way louder than your sorry apology.”

      “I lost my entire future. Can’t you give me just a fraction of understanding?”

      “Whose fault is that?”

      Anger is my immediate default, and for a second I want to lash out at Katie like she’s lashing out at me, but I know that won’t make things any better, not between us and not between Hadley and me.

      “I’m sorry.” I leave without another word, feeling Hudson’s stare.

      “How’d it go?”

      I buckle my seat belt. “It’s over.”

      “What is?”

      “Everything.”
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            Hadley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: He’s okay.

      

      

      

      

      

      I release a sigh that has my shoulders sinking several inches. “He’s okay,” I relay to Evelyn as we sit across from each other at The Spiced Chai for our Monday lunch.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Where was he?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: I don’t know. I didn’t ask.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wish she had. I want to know where he’s been and why because the relief has my anger melting away faster than the frost on my windshield this morning.

      “I just got a voice message from Hudson,” Evelyn says, putting her phone to her ear.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Is he okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Katie: He’s fine.

      

      

      

      

      

      I nearly shriek with frustration. Fine is the vaguest of vague responses she could give me right now.

      “Hudson says they found him at Lenny’s. They were both passed out and didn’t even know what day it was.”

      “Seriously?” Anger sparks inside of me. “He was in the dorms the entire time?”

      Evelyn shakes her head. “I think so. Hudson says he’s fine.”

      “I don’t understand.” I grab my glass of eggnog and eye the vegetable frittata I’d ordered. “I don’t even know what to do. I’m so frustrated with him.”

      Across from me, Evelyn cuts into her cranberry bar with cream cheese icing. “I’d be furious with Hudson if he disappeared for a full day.” She shakes her head again. “It’s just so unlike Nolan.”

      It’s unlike the version of Nolan I know, too, but it’s exactly like the version Katie had painted him.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I dragged you guys into this and I’m sorry I’m such a downer.”

      “No. Don’t be. This is what friends are for.”

      

      An hour later while on my way to class my phone buzzes with a call from Nolan. My heart feels like it’s lodged in my throat, impossible to breathe or swallow as I come to a stop. I wait until my phone stops ringing before I continue walking.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: I am so unbelievably sorry. Can we talk? Please? I know I don’t deserve it, but I just need to apologize.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Where were you?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: We went bar hopping until they all closed, then ended up at a house party where I got wasted. Lenny called a cab that brought us back to the dorms and he paid a freshman to help get me up to his room. I woke up there sometime yesterday and passed out on his bathroom floor until Grey and Hudson found me this morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      His honesty doesn’t ease the fear that this will become a constant. That a bad game or future loss or bad grade could lead to something just as stupid, reckless, and selfish. I can’t think of a response that doesn’t end in something I know I’ll regret, so I pocket my phone and head to class.

      It’s impossible to hear anything the professor says, just as it was for my public speaking class this morning where I had to tell Professor Hawkins that I wasn’t prepared to give my speech and took another hit against my grade.

      I blankly stare at my professor while trying to discern what happened between Thanksgiving and the following day when Nolan came home distant and defensive, then left the following morning without a word and remained gone.

      When I leave class ninety minutes later, I have four more texts from Nolan.

      By the time I get home, I have two more.

      I turn my phone off to keep myself from reading them or replying and go upstairs to my room. While Nolan was missing, I’d slept on his side of the bed, finding the scarcest of comforts in the scent of his cologne. Even when I clung to anger to avoid the fear he might be hurt, and I told Katie that if he was okay, I didn’t want him living with us, I laid on his side of the bed.

      This afternoon, I lie on my side of the bed. The myriad of emotions that have built like a volcano over the past couple of days erupt, and I cry big, ugly tears that have me gasping and howling, and my nose running.

      I’m still sobbing when my mattress dips with the weight of someone else. I know it’s him even before he wraps his arms around me and rolls me to face him. Everything about him is so familiar, from his scent to his warmth. Nolan tucks me under his chin and holds me while I cry, releasing all the fear, rejection, and anger I’ve felt over the past couple of days.

      As much as I don’t want him here—don’t want to see him—I need to. Having him here allows that tiny gap of doubt that remained unbelieving he was truly okay to finally close.

      I cry, and cry, and cry until I have nothing left and my eyes are gritty and dry.

      “I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry.” I feel the sincerity of his words. I know he’s sorry, just as I’d known that April had been sorry last year when our friendship broke from her indiscretions.

      My cheeks feel tight and sticky, and my lips are tacky as my breaths slow. I roll to my back and stare at my darkened ceiling. I’ve always struggled with the winter months because it gets dark too early, but tonight, I appreciate the anonymity it provides.

      “I’m not sure how I feel right now,” I tell him, my nose stuffy from crying. “I’m not ready to talk to you.”

      “I listened to your message.”

      I left dozens, but I know which one he’s referring to. I’d left it shortly after I’d awoken after my migraine had finally passed and Nolan still wasn’t home, forcing me to relive Saturday night all over again. I had spoken with anger and betrayal heavy in my heart as I told him I was done and didn’t want to see or speak to him again.

      I regretted leaving the message as soon as I’d hung up, fear consuming my thoughts as I imagined the worst of worst-case scenarios.

      I don’t try and explain the roller coaster of emotions I’d been an unsuspecting and willing passenger for. I also don’t apologize.

      “I hate that I hurt you. You didn’t deserve any of this. I want to make this better. I want to be the guy you deserve and want to be with. But I also want to give you the time and space you asked for.” His hand wraps around mine. “When you’re ready to talk, let me know. Anytime. Day or night, and I’ll be here.”

      Fresh tears stream from the outer corners of my eyes. I hate that I’m forgetting why I’m mad at him already. Like a rainbow, I’m mesmerized by him and have already forgotten the storm endured. “You broke a part of my trust this weekend,” I tell him. “A really big part.”

      “I know,” he says.

      “You didn’t even tell me where you were going or what was going on. You just left.”

      “I know,” he says again.

      “And I don’t understand why you didn’t message me and let me know you were fine when you woke up yesterday at Lenny’s. It was a two-minute call; a thirty-second text.”

      His hand squeezes mine. “If I wasn’t so hungover, I would’ve.”

      “I’m sorry for what happened. I know that game wasn’t fair to any of you, but especially not to you, Palmer, or Hudson, but,” I roll to face his shadowed face. “If that’s how you’re going to respond when things get bad or go wrong, I can’t do this. I can’t sign up for just the good days and pretend to exclude the bad ones.”

      “I only want to give you the good days. I hate the idea of giving you my problems or issues.  Look what happened Friday night when I got home. I hate that side of me. I hate that you saw it. And I hate confrontation, especially with you.”

      “Relationships don’t work that way. Friendships don’t even work that way. What you’re describing—only seeing people at their best and when they’re not vulnerable–is an acquaintance. I’m mad at you because you’re way more than an acquaintance to me, and when you’re ready to have this fight—and all the others that will come, then we can talk.”

      “I’m ready to talk now. I am in this, Hadley. I’m here.”

      I shake my head. “No. This isn’t a decision you can make here and now. You need to spend some time reflecting on this and what will happen the next time things get turned upside down.”

      He nods slowly. “All I know is I want to be with you.”

      “That’s a good place to start.”

      He sighs. “I hate leaving you.”

      I sit up, needing to feel the coolness of the room instead of the warmth that always radiates from Nolan. “You didn’t hesitate on Saturday.”

      He flinches at the reminder. “Can I call and text you?”

      I nod. “No matter what happens—what decision you make—I hope we remain friends.”

      Nolan shakes his head. “You and I have always been more than friends. That will never change.”

      My heart beats unevenly with confirmation.

      “I’m truly sorry for what I did, and I hate that I broke your trust. I’m going to work to get it back.”

      I’ve never hoped so hard for someone to be right as I hope now.

      “If you need anything—a ride, a spider to be caught, an audience for your final speech—anything, I’m here.”

      I don’t respond.

      Nolan climbs to his feet. I follow him downstairs and to the front door where he slows, seeming as reluctant as I am about leaving.

      “I’ll see you soon, Cutlass.” I think he’s debating kissing me.

      “Drive safely.”

      He looks back twice before the door closes behind him. I lock it, a new weight heavy on my chest as I sit on the couch, unable to go back to my room with the ghost of Nolan still there.

      More than an hour passes before someone arrives home. It’s nearly eight.

      “Hey,” Hannah says, her voice a combination of relief and sympathy. “I brought home some pizza.” She nods to the boxes in her hands.

      I should be hungry, but I’m not.

      “Katie’s on her way home. We thought we should get the tree set up.”

      “I think I’m going to go to bed,” I tell her.

      Hannah shakes her head as she sets the pizzas on the table in front of me. “I know you’re hurt and sad, and you deserve to feel both, but you need this. We all do.”

      I want to object and tell her I’m feeling more Grinch-like than jolly, but my words to Nolan about good and bad days ring in my ear. Katie and Hannah have been there for a lot of my good days, many of my okay days, and they’ve tried being here for some of my worst and I’ve continued to shut them out just as I did last year when discovering Ezra and April had been sleeping together.

      “Thanks for picking up pizzas,” I say.

      She offers a compassionate smile and sits next to me. “Nolan called and apologized to me on my way home.”

      I nod. “He stopped by and apologized to me, too.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      I shrug. “A little numb and really tired.”

      Hannah wraps her arm around my shoulders, pulling me close to her.

      “I was ready to make up with him and just excuse the weekend. I wanted to, but I don’t want this to be our norm. What if something happens next month—what if I make him mad or something I do disappoints him? Is he going to leave and just disappear for another couple of days?” I turn to Hannah. “My sister walks on eggshells around her husband because he always leaves when he gets mad. He goes and stays in a hotel or at his parents, and so instead of talking about things or fighting, they just glaze over it—and I don’t want that. I don’t want to be afraid to discuss when something’s bothering me and I don’t want him to feel that way, either.”

      “Did you tell Nolan about this?”

      I shake my head. “I will, but I didn’t want to make it about my brother-in-law because even if he wasn’t that way, what Nolan did would have upset me.”

      “Did he say why he did it?”

      “He didn’t want me to see him mad and upset. I don’t know. It’s probably that whole pre-frontal cortex crap you were telling me about.”

      Hannah shakes her head. “God, I regret telling you about that.”

      “Why? It helps me realize that this is temporary. That he’s temporary because sometimes I forget.”

      Hannah swallows. “These past few months have taught me a lot. Not only about who to trust but also about love and friendship. I know we’re going to remain friends way past the time we’re twenty-five. Fuck pre-frontal cortexes and expectations. Forget what I said. Maybe there’s never a right time or an easier time. We’re always going to have a million things vying for our time and attention, responsibilities and obligations. Nolan messed up because he didn’t want to look weak in front of you, but I don’t have a single doubt that he’s in love with you and would do anything for you.” She stares at me a moment as though ensuring I’m listening to her, then hugs me tight.

      Tears clog in my throat. Though Nolan’s only been in my life for a few months, it’s become impossible for me to to consider any part of my future without him in it.

      The front door unlocks and Katie appears, Carsen behind her, holding a pastry box. “I know you’re not big on sweets, but these cupcakes are so good, you have to try at least one. And they’re all so cute. They decorated them for Christmas. There’s a snowman, and a Santa’s hat, and these cute little gingerbread men…” She takes off her coat and folds it over the banister. “Tonight’s going to be great.”

      It feels forced and a little too blatant as they join us in the living room, voices too chipper.

      We each eat a couple of slices of pizza and then move the furniture around so the tree can be centered in the living room. Carsen brings the tree down from the utility room and we help him set it up and straighten the branches.

      At home, in Vegas, our tree is filled with an eclectic combination of ornaments that Geoff, Lanie, and I made over the years, combined with different ones that have been gifted to us and a few we’ve purchased, but our tree is themed with snow—a decision we made last year with April after joking how we’d never have a white Christmas here in Oleander Springs. Snowmen, icicles, snowflakes, a penguin on a snowflake—every ornament is centered around snow.

      I try my damndest to smile and remain present, even when my thoughts wander to Nolan and how I’d imagined him here with us decorating the tree. I try to ignore the niggling thought of sitting with him in the living room, curled up on the couch with the Christmas lights glowing as we created our own memories and traditions as we had with Thanksgiving.

      By the time the decorations are all set up, the house looks joyful and bright, and I’m exhausted both physically and emotionally.

      “I think I’m going to head to bed,” I tell them.

      “Are you sure?” Katie asks. “We still have cupcakes. We could put in a movie.”

      “I have an early class tomorrow and I haven’t been sleeping well.”

      Katie winces. “Would you be up for going to lunch tomorrow?”

      It’s the last thing I want to agree to, yet I do because I know she’s making an effort and the least I can do is accept.
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            Nolan

          

        

      

    

    
      The last place I want to be is at the facility, but I show up as I have every damn day for the past two and half years with the exception of yesterday.

      Hudson’s the only one here because of the early hour. “You still look pretty rough.”

      “I still feel like shit.” Only it has little to do with the hangover that knocked me on my ass.

      “How’d things go with Hadley?”

      “About as well as you could expect after I drank enough to kill a smaller person and proceeded to be an absent asshole.”

      “I like Lenny. He’s a hell of a tight end, and a good guy, but he has absolutely no sense or understanding when it comes to moderation. Why in the hell did you go out with him?”

      “Because he didn’t care.”

      Hudson stares at me, brow lowered with confusion.

      “Lenny doesn’t give a shit. He’s competitive and works hard, but he knows he won’t play after college. This loss hurt, but it was a bruise to him. He didn’t care that Peters threw our future out the window and watched it get hit by a fucking train. And I needed to just numb that feeling and let it be a bruise for a while because I’d begun hoping I could actually do this, that I might be able to play beyond college and make this into something bigger than something I did to get into college.”

      “Of course, you can fucking do this,” Hudson snaps. “You’ve been doing it. Why in the hell do you think I ask for your opinion on everything? Drag you into these meetings with Krueger? You have all the fucking potential; you just resist it.”

      “I guess Peters took care of that for me.”

      “Fuck that. If Hadley tells you she can’t forgive you, are you going to accept that?” Hudson shakes his head. “Hell no. Just like you told me to get my ass to fucking New Mexico when Evelyn left. We don’t give up and we sure as hell don’t quit.”

      Maybe another day, his words would excite me, but today, I’m too damn exhausted. “It won’t change anything.”

      “You’re just going to accept this?”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “You’re going to quit on Grey, Corey, Palmer, and me? I had no idea you were that guy.”

      “What choice do I have?”

      “You don’t take this shit lying down. You get up. You hit back.”

      “How are we going to hit Peters? This whole university is wrapped around his fingers. No one’s blaming him for our loss. Sure, they might be questioning his decision, but they still trust him.”

      “Who else besides us won’t be happy about the loss?”

      I shake my head, fearing the hope he’s breathing into my thoughts as I allow the conversation to continue. “Who?”

      “The boosters. Duken gives this school millions every year and we have our bi-weekly lunch today.”

      “You go to lunch with him every other week?”

      He nods. “And I want you to come with me. Palmer, too. If we can get his ear, I’m hoping he can lean on the athletic director, force him to let Krueger do his goddamn job, and get Peters doing what a head coach is supposed to.”

      I stare at Hudson, imagining this working out. He’s right. Duken is influential and has connections, but with Peters’s record, I’m not sure anyone will be able to get an inch of change, much less the several yards this will require. “I guess we have to at least try.”

      Hudson nods, slapping a hand on my shoulder. “Fuck Peters.”

      Fuck Peters and fuck me because as I stand here, I realize I did exactly what Peters intended. He got past my defenses and into my head making me feel like I was less deserving and capable than I am, and with those fears exposed, they triggered additional fears—so many I took the easy route that led me to make an entire night of mistakes in an attempt to numb those fears. And it’s not him paying the price, it’s me, my future, and my relationship with Hadley.

      “Tell me when and where, and I’ll be there,” I tell him.

      Hudson nods.

      I’d like another hour to discuss what we’re going to say to Duken to plead our case, but others begin showing up, forcing our conversation to cease.

      Practice is an ass whipping we take without complaint. Much to my surprise, even with lingering dehydration, it invigorates me. Every time Peters yells, I imagine him being forced to let us play. Every time he makes us sprint another line, I imagine him being forced to allow Krueger to call the plays.

      I pray at the very least, he’ll be forced to let Hudson and Palmer play, even if they have to play his goddamn game.

      

      On my way to class, I send Hadley a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Would you consider going on a date with me? I’d like to see you and talk.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Probably.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle, despite my wounded ego, knowing she’s likely smiling as she awaits my reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’d like to take you to dinner.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: Is it going to involve breaking into someone’s house?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: There’s always that chance…

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I’m available Thursday.

      

      

      

      

      

      Two days seems like an eternity.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Pencil me in, Cutlass.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sit through a two-hour lecture with Hadley’s words playing in my head like piano keys. I try to imagine what Saturday might have been like if I’d gone home and allowed her to see the hurt and fear I was drowning in that made Lenny’s invitation seem like the safest bet. I consider what might happen if I enter the draft this year or maybe next year and don’t get picked, what will happen if I stay and she graduates and returns to Vegas. What happens if I do get drafted and leave. Memories of my fights freshman year with my ex rise to the forefront of my thoughts: how I never had enough time, couldn’t leave for Thanksgiving or even Christmas, and how she always perceived it as me being selfish because it was my goal—my dream–not hers.

      When the class ends and the professor comments about being prepared, I know I’ll have to check the online notes because I didn’t hear a damn word he said—but I hear Hadley’s, loud and clear, knowing that if she had reacted the same way I had, I’d feel equally hurt.

      I want to drive to the house and talk to her, tell her these revelations while they’re fresh in my thoughts, but my meeting with Hudson, Palmer, and Duken is in twenty minutes at a restaurant across town.

      I send Hadley another text as I get to my truck.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Did you know there’s a museum in Pittsburgh with some automatons?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I did not.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: We should go this spring. What got you interested in them?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: My grandma used to collect cuckoo clocks. She let me play with the broken ones.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I bet you were the coolest kid.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I was painfully shy and a bookworm. We wouldn’t have been friends.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Oh, Cutlass. I can assure you, you’re wrong.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: You’re very chatty today.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I miss you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: I’m going to lunch with Katie so I’m going to be busy for a while.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: If you need me to fake an emergency, just let me know.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: She just read that over my shoulder.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: You’re lying. You never pull out your phone when you’re with others unless it’s Lanie messaging you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Hadley: You’re wrong. I read all your messages the moment they come in, even in class.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hope I’m not misinterpreting her words that breathe even more hope into me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Good luck with lunch, Cutlass.

      

      

      

      

      

      I arrive at the restaurant with five minutes to spare. I spend three of them ordering flowers to be delivered to Hadley, and another one hoping that Katie doesn’t say or do anything to meddle in my efforts of winning her back.

      I straighten my polo, and head into the steakhouse, thinking about all the notes and tips I shared with Hadley as I prepare for what feels like my first-time public speaking as I eye Duken across from Hudson and Palmer.

      “Nolan,” Duken says, standing as I get closer. “How are you, son?” He offers me his hand to shake.

      “Thanks for allowing us to join you,” I say, taking his hand.

      He smiles like a proud father. “You’re welcome anytime. Have a seat.” He gestures to the chair beside him. “I’m hoping you three will tell me what in high heaven went wrong this past weekend that kept you from playing.” His Southern accent is as deep as his pockets. He slides his napkin from the table’s edge and snaps it open before draping it across his lap. “Did you get food poisoning? Injured during practice? What in the hell happened?”

      I exchange a look with Hudson and nod, encouraging him to explain it, no holds barred.

      “We ran a play Peters didn’t call,” Hudson says. “That trick play we ran that had Zack throwing the winning touchdown pass to Nolan was a play we’d drawn with Coach Krueger. We knew it was our only chance of winning the game, so we chose to run it. Peters benched us to set an example that if the team doesn’t listen to him, they don’t play.”

      Duken shakes his head.“Well, now. It can’t be that simple.”

      Palmer smirks and gives a near imperceptible shake of his head. I know he thinks this is a waste of time. Everyone kisses Peters’s ass regardless of how big of an asshole he is because the details never matter as long as the bottom line says we’re winning.

      “With Peters, it’s that simple,” I say. “Krueger is organizing files and tracking players down over their attendance and grades, he’s not running the offense. And Hudson doesn’t get a voice on the field. Our direction comes from Peters and if we don’t do what he says or question him, we pay for it either in practice or by getting benched.”

      Duken turns from me to Hudson. “Could it all be a misunderstanding?”

      “We were there and ready to play Saturday when he told us that if we couldn’t listen to his plays, he’d find someone else who would. So you tell us,” Palmer says. “Is it just a misunderstanding?”

      Duken leans back in his chair and puffs out his cheeks. “This wasn’t the meeting I was expecting.”

      Hudson nods. “We didn’t mean to ambush you; we just know how much the program means to you.” He stares at Duken without flinching. “We aren’t trying to pass our mess over to you, but we want you to know because we got knocked out of the playoff game Saturday and it’s not just our futures he gambled and lost.”

      Palmer looks from Duken to me, one brow raised with a silent question about whether or not I think Duken will help us.

      “Krueger’s smart. I helped him get his position with the team.” Duken reaches into his pocket. “Let me call Carrie. She’ll want to hear about this.”

      Carrie is more than another influential booster—she’s the sister of our athletic director’s wife and possibly our golden ticket.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 35

          

          

      

    

    







            Hadley

          

        

      

    

    
      “They barely gave you any fries,” Katie says, glancing up for a waiter as we sit down for our impromptu lunch date.

      “It’s okay. I’m not that hungry,” I tell her.

      Her gaze swings to mine. “Is it another migraine?”

      I shake my head. “I drank three different Christmas-flavored mochas this morning.”

      “Do you want more coffee? Or hot chocolate? Maybe something else?” Katie grabs the menu she’d asked our waiter to leave so we could order dessert and begins flipping to the beverages.

      “Katie?” I ask. “Does this have anything to do with Nolan?”

      Her dark blue eyes lift to mine. “I feel terrible. I’m so mad at him for what he did and I don’t want to say I told you so, but I knew he’d ruin everything. Nolan always ruins things, and I’m terrified you’re going to tell me you want to move out and never talk to me again.”

      I shake my head. “This won’t impact us at all,” I promise her. “Regardless of what happens.”

      “I know you say that now, but once the sadness wears off, the anger’s going to settle in, I know. I’ve been in this position before.”

      “Nolan and mine’s situation is a lot different,” I try to say it gently, with kindness and patience for Katie because I know she’s still grieving the loss of the friendship.

      Katie shakes her head. “Nolan was selfish and impulsive and said she wanted too much of his time and attention, so he broke up with her.”

      I munch through a fry, trying to sort through my confusion. “Is that what she told you?”

      “They were fighting all the time. She was constantly crying.”

      “I don’t know all the details, and I’m not saying they didn’t both have their faults, but they broke up because she cheated on Nolan.”

      Katie jerks her head back. “What?” She looks shocked, confused, and a little apprehensive like she’s not sure she wants to believe me. “He didn’t say anything about that.”

      I swallow. “Maybe he was embarrassed. Maybe he didn’t want it to impact your friendship.”

      Katie blinks several times, her thoughts clearly everywhere but here in the small dinner. “Why would he have been embarrassed?”

      I release a sigh it feels like I’ve been holding for the past seven months. “Because when someone cheats on you, it’s easy to feel inadequate and wonder if you did something wrong. Ezra didn’t really move back to Florida,” I admit. “He and April were sleeping together, and I caught them together last May. He moved to Scotland with her.”

      Katie slaps both hands on the table, the sound drawing the attention of several diners. “They did what? He moved where?” She shakes her head. “Do you have any other bombs to drop on me?”

      I grin. “Not that I can think of off the top of my head.”

      “She cheated on Nolan? Ezra moved to Scotland to be with April?” Her eyes go round. “I’m going to email her right now. I’m kicking her out of the house.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, reaching across the table and setting my hand on her phone. “I didn’t tell you or Hannah because I was embarrassed and I didn’t want you guys to hate her because as much as I want to hate her, I still care about her.” I shrug. “And I’m hoping karma gives them a severe case of food poisoning. Monthly. For an eternity.”

      Katie snickers. “You’re too nice. I’d have kicked her out and spray painted her car so every woman in a relationship knew to avoid her.”

      I smirk. “Maybe Nolan knew that’s how you’d feel, and that’s why he didn’t tell you.”

      Katie weaves her fingers into her hair. “I wish you had told me about April. We could still get our revenge. She left most of her belongings in the house.”

      I chuckle as I reach for my water. “I don’t want to hold a grudge. I didn’t love Ezra. I just couldn’t believe they were sneaking around behind my back. I had to get checked for STD’s because I had no idea if she had been checked,” I shake my head. “And how does a guy sleep with two different women living in the same house? How did she sleep with him knowing he was sleeping with me?” The questions spark the anger I just claimed I don’t want to possess. “I know they were both at fault, but she was my closest friend, so her betrayal cut a lot deeper.”

      Katie nods. “That’s how I felt toward Nolan. Betrayed.” She releases a long and heavy sigh that reminds me so much of Nolan before he left yesterday that my chest constricts, aching from missing him. “But it doesn’t change what he did to you.”

      “Since no one knew where he was, I don’t think he was intentionally trying to hurt me.” I still want to defend him. I think I always will.

      “Intentional or not, he still ghosted you.”

      “And it still hurt,” I admit.

      She gives me another sympathetic look.

      “But I don’t want you to worry about this impacting your and I’s relationship. It won’t. I swear.”

      Katie nods and finally turns her attention to the club sandwich she ordered. “I still think we should do something to get back at April.”

      I grin, biting into my BLT. “Ezra’s allergic to grass and pollen, hates taking risks, and whines anytime he has to use public transit or can’t find an internet signal. I’m sure traveling with him is like being stuck in one of the Nine Circles of Hell.”

      Katie finishes chewing. “I’m not sure that’s enough.”

      Once again, I’m reminded how grateful I am that things didn’t turn out the way I had expected—the way I’d hoped. If April were still here, I likely never would have forced myself out of my comfort bubble to become closer to Katie or Hannah.

      We part for afternoon classes where I receive a text from Evelyn with three book title suggestions for our first book club/cookie exchange happening in two weeks. I discreetly look each of them up and place my vote.

      I spend the rest of the afternoon trying to focus and take notes, but my efforts are futile.

      

      “Hey,” Hannah calls as I get home. “Something arrived for you.”

      “From who?” I ask, taking off my coat.

      Hannah tilts her chin. “Who do you think?”

      “What is it?”

      She grins. “It’s on the table.”

      I take three steps before spotting the bouquet of flowers in varying shades of purple. Weeks ago, while doing homework, a football game was on in the background. Nolan asked me to pick what team would win, and I picked the team with the purple jerseys, telling him it was my favorite color. I don’t know if he remembered or if it’s a happy coincidence, but something in my gut assures me it’s the initial. As Nolan had pointed out, even in the beginning, there was something between us, something greater than either of us—something that makes being apart nearly unbearable.

      “That’s not all,” Hannah says, stepping beside me. She points at the wrapped box on the chair. A card is crudely Duct Taped to the top.

      “Is it a prank?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “Nolan’s pretty smart when it comes to social cues. I don’t think he’d pull a prank right now.”

      I open the card to read it first:

      
        
          
        Since I’m not here to warm them up.

        -Nolan

      

      

      

      With my brow furrowed, I tear open the wrapping and discover a box covered in layers of Duct Tape.

      “He has to know it’s too soon, right?” Hannah asks, looking less confident as I grab a pair of scissors from the knife block.

      I slice open the box and find a dozen pairs of holiday print socks inside that Hannah laughs at as she rifles through the box. But that ache in my chest has returned with a vengeance, feeling like it’s about to swallow me whole.

      With my heart beating unevenly, I text Nolan.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thank you for the flowers and socks.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: It’s going to be cold tonight. You might need to wear two pairs.

      

      

      

      

      

      I wouldn’t if he were here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake up with the startling realization that today is going to be a doozy. Not only do I have to give my final speech today for the first time, but I’m also going to be seeing Nolan in our shared global business class.

      I get ready and head downstairs. Over the past several weeks, I’ve begun waking up earlier to have a few extra minutes with Nolan before he leaves. The house is quiet, and the basement door taunts me as I prepare the coffee pot.

      I hate that he’s gone.

      The doorbell rings, startling me out of my thoughts. It’s loud enough to wake the house. I cross to the front door, hope making each of my footsteps lighter as I look out the window to see who would show up at this hour.

      Nolan isn’t outside. No one is.But a bag is sitting by the front door.

      I unlock the door and grab the bag that I take with me to the kitchen table where I unpack the same pancakes, breakfast sandwich, and biscuits and gravy that Nolan had ordered when making his first truce following the prank with Lenny.

      Katie appears, eyes still blurry. Like me, she needs coffee when she first wakes up.

      “You didn’t stay at Carsen’s?” I ask.

      Carsen appears behind her, looking at me and then at Katie. “She looks fine to me.”

      Katie elbows him, eliciting a grunt.

      “Is your family the groveling type?” I ask.

      “My dad’s a firefighter. He misses most things.” She points at the flowers and breakfast on the table. “Nolan?”

      I nod. “And you asked me to lunch and haven’t stayed at Carsen’s since you guys returned from Indiana…”

      Carsen chuckles as he nudges his glasses a little higher. I didn’t know Carsen wore glasses. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him in his pajamas. They’re blue plaid flannel pants with a white undershirt. The only thing I’ve seen Nolan sleep in is sweatpants or completely naked.

      Heat gathers in my stomach and I work to distract myself by fixing a cup of coffee. “You guys are fine to stay at Carsen’s. I promise.” I don’t try to say that I’m fine or even okay—I’m not, but I will be.

      I take my coffee to the table, grabbing a fork as I go. It feels like forever and just yesterday that I sat down and had breakfast for the first time with Nolan.

      “Do you guys want some breakfast?” I ask, motioning to the table.

      Carsen sits down before the question is out of my mouth.

      Katie and I split the pancakes and biscuits and gravy, Carsen devours the breakfast sandwich, commenting at least a dozen times that it was the best one he’s ever had. I want to text Nolan and laugh about it with him.

      While Katie and Carsen discuss their plans for the remainder of the week, I pull out my phone to thank Nolan again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: While I appreciate breakfast, you don’t have to keep sending things.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: How did your speech go on Monday?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I have to give it again today.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Nolan: Well, then you need to fuel up. Today might be the last speech you have to give for that class.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: One can only hope.

      

      

      

      

      

      While Katie and Carsen finish eating, I ask them to listen to me rehearse my speech, a special occasion piece I wrote for my future niece or nephew, twice.

      “You’re going to nail it,” Katie tells me.

      Carsen nods, eating the last bite of her pancakes. “It was great. Your pacing is perfect.”

      “It won’t be once I’m in front of the class,” I tell them.

      “Just imagine it’s us,” Katie says.

      “Thanks for listening to me. I really appreciate it.”

      “We definitely got the better end of the exchange,” Carsen says, helping me clear the breakfast mess.

      “Thank Nolan when you see him,” I tell him. “I’ll see you guys later, and by later, I mean tomorrow. You don’t have to babysit me.” I pull on my jacket and grab my bag.

      “Our house is more festive,” Katie says.

      “I want you guys here if you want to be here, just don’t stay because you feel like you have to.”

      Katie nods.

      “Also, I bought the e-copy of the book we’re reading for book club and sent it to you and Hannah last night. It’s in your email.” I pull the front door open. “If you stay tonight, expect a pop quiz.”

      She makes a face.

      Carsen chuckles.

      “Good luck with your speech,” Hannah says from the top of the stairs, still in her pajamas.

      I wave, and head for my car.

      The Public Speaking classroom is still dolefully beige, regardless of another quickly approaching holiday or the fact we’ve been in class for several months now. I try not to think about it as I take my seat next to Brielle.

      “Hey! How are you?” she asks. “Are you feeling better?”

      I almost forget I’d told her I wasn’t feeling well on Monday. I nod. “Much. Thanks. How are you?”

      “I got your text about book club. Are you sure they won’t mind me tagging along?”

      “No. Definitely not.”

      “And it’s okay if I buy the cookies I bring?”

      I grin. “Yes.”

      Her smile grows wider. “Good because I bought the book last night, and I stayed up until almost three because I couldn’t put it down. I’m obsessed.”

      Professor Hawkins enters the class, ending our conversation. Her gaze pauses on me for a moment.

      For a while, I had hoped that maybe Professor Hawkins would surprise me like a great supporting character from a book or movie, and instead of being the gruff and rigid teacher rumors claim she is, she’d pick me and a few others to mentor and we’d become eloquent and fearless in our pursuit of delivering speeches that would transform the world.

      I’m disappointed the rumors are painfully accurate.

      “Miss Foster, are you ready today?”

      “I am.”

      “Then why don’t you kick us off.”

      She leans against her desk as I slip out of my seat.

      I pull in a breath to steady myself, recalling Nolan’s reaction the first time I’d read it to him, how he’d laughed and smiled, assuring me it was my best work.

      I begin talking, welcoming my future niece or nephew. This speech was my favorite to write and practice because unlike the others that have been about things I want to improve and emulate, this one includes all of my favorite things and is purely me. I talk about Lanie, Geoff, our family’s business, my parents, how I plan to teach them to cook, and play pranks, and love books as much as I do. I tell them about friendships and family. I talk for six minutes without clearing my throat, or stuttering, and I only say um once.

      For the first time, I pass a speech on my first try.
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      “Payne,” Krueger yells my name from his office.

      A dozen guys from the team turn to look at me with raised brows.

      “He sounds pissed,” someone remarks.

      I pull a team sweatshirt over my head and cross the few yards to his office.

      “Door,” Krueger barks.

      I turn around and close it, wondering if this is about Saturday night or my missed practice.

      Krueger’s gaze remains on the door for several seconds and then he turns to me, the shadow of a smirk on his face. “I don’t know who’s out there.” He takes a seat at his desk, officially becoming Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. “I don’t know what you and your friends did, but whatever it is I don’t want to know.” He pulls a playbook from under his desk.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I say, shaking my head.

      He smirks and then his expression turns stoic. “Peters's injury has become aggravated. I’m sorry to say he’s going to have to sit out the rest of the season to get surgery.”

      “Effective when?”

      “Now.”

      I lean back in my chair, relief coursing through me so it feels like my feet aren’t touching the ground. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I’m in charge of the offense. I’m meeting with McKinley in two hours to see if he thinks the offense can be ready to implement the two new plays we’ve been working on for Saturday’s game.”

      “Does it matter?” I ask. “I mean, will it matter? We’re out of the playoff. The best we can do is make a bowl game”

      “We don’t know who’s made it to the playoff game, yet. They still have to win to guarantee their positions,” Krueger says. “As we know, a lot can change with a single game.”

      Hope thrums dangerously loud in my chest. “Will we remain benched?”

      Krueger’s head snaps up. “Not a chance.” He slides the playbook to me. “I put that new play we drew up a couple of weeks ago in here. I want you to run it by McKinley.” He grabs more playbooks. “If you want to meet and discuss your options for the draft, I’ll make time.”

      “You think even after sitting out last week, there’s a chance?”

      “I think you’re the only one who doesn't and unless you change that, you're going to sacrifice a lot.” He stares at me for a moment. “Your future will be my priority, but if you decide you want to stay and play another year so you can graduate, there will always be a place for you on my starting lineup.”

      “Thanks, Coach.”

      He nods. “Come on. I have to announce this change to the team. Act shocked since I know I can’t pay you to act mournful.” He pushes back from his desk.

      Hudson and the others are waiting as I follow Krueger out of his office.

      “A quick announcement. We’re about to be royally fucked over because Coach Peters is going to have to sit out the rest of the season. As you know, his hip injury has continued to worsen, and his orthopedist has informed him he can’t put the surgery off any longer. We’re going to have a tough time in his absence, but I expect you to all work hard and play with the same level of intensity that you would if he was on the field.” I’d probably chew my tongue off before offering such a bureaucratic lie, but Krueger does it seamlessly. He claps his hands. “Get to class. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

      Hudson’s gaze flashes to mine. I know he’s just as shocked as I am.

      I tilt my head, indicating for Hudson to follow me to the exit.

      It’s cold and dry today, amplified by the wind. Guys from the team file out of the facility and other athletes mill in and out of the nearby dorms. Hudson and I make it to the edge of the Northern Lawn before we stop.

      “I can’t believe they were able to pull this off so fast. I thought it would take weeks. It didn’t even take a full day.”

      Hudson shakes his head. “I didn’t, either. I thought we might get the chance to play in the bowl game. Shows you how much can change in a day.”

      His words resonate in my chest.

      “We’re going to need to work hard this week. If we dominate this game, it will reflect well on Krueger, and hopefully, keep him active when Peters returns,” Hudson has his calendar pulled up on his phone. “I’ll see you in a few hours?”

      I nod. “I have global business with Hadley.”

      “Have you fixed that yet?”

      “I’m on my way to do it now.”

      “What’s taking you so long?”

      I flip him off.

      Hudson chuckles. “Make it happen.”

      I trek toward global business, debating how long Hadley was hoping I’d reflect. A week? Two weeks?

      A lot can happen in a day.

      “Nolan!” Katie’s voice stops me. I never see my sister on campus and haven’t seen her at all since Monday morning.

      I try and gauge her expression as we walk toward each other.

      “Why didn’t you tell me what happened between you and Shelby? Why didn’t you tell me she cheated on you?”

      I lean back on my heels. Last year it would have been because hearing my ex’s name felt like a medicine ball to the gut, now, it’s because the line of questioning catches me entirely off guard. The pain is merely a memory, lighter than the wind. “How did that come up?”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth?”

      I scratch the length of my jaw, recalling the conversation that ended our nearly five-year relationship. “I didn’t want you to hate her. It wasn’t just her fault things ended; she just burned the wreckage before it could sink.”

      “Literally,” Katie remarks.

      “I thought you guys would work things out. I never expected her to turn her back on you.”

      Katie shakes her head. “You should have told me. All this time, I thought you just broke up with her because you were bored, and the girls here chase you around like you’re a celebrity.”

      I stare at her. “Is that really what you thought?”

      Katie releases a sigh. “It’s what I wanted to think.”

      I give an amused laugh.

      “Hadley will forgive you, and if you want to move back into the basement once you guys resolve things, it’s yours. Hell, you can move upstairs if you want. I’m planning a bonfire for the contents of the spare room up there.”

      “You guys shared a lot.”

      She nods. “Don’t do it again, Nolan. Don’t risk her. She deserves more, and so do you.” She stares at me for a long second. “And you might need to pull out a little more than just the usual groveling. You might need a big gesture after this. You were gone over twenty-four hours.”

      “I’m a fucking lightweight.”

      She snickers. “You were fucking stupid.”

      “That, too.”

      “If you need my help or want me to put in a good word, just let me know. I’ll do whatever I can to help you win her back.”

      I pull in a breath. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “I’ll see you.”

      I nod. “Hopefully sooner than later.”

      She gives me a playful punch to the bicep and continues across the lawn. I watch her go, then head for the large brick building my class is held in.

      Dark hair and sky-blue eyes catch my attention. Hadley’s holding the door open for a never-ending stream of students.

      “You got stuck,” I say, taking the door from her.

      Hadley eyes the students flowing from the door and then me. “They’re never going to stop. You’re going to have to let go.”

      We have fifteen minutes before class begins. I slowly release the door, forcing the next person exiting to catch it. “Want to grab a coffee?”

      Hadley holds up the coffee already in her hand.

      “Want to talk?”

      She seems to consider her answer for a few seconds before slowly nodding. “Sure.”

      We meander, going nowhere in particular aside from away from the high-traffic areas. “How did your speech go?”

      Her lips curl and her eyes flash with excitement. “I passed.”

      “I knew you could do it.” I hold my hand up for her to give me a high-five. “That’s amazing. You should be proud of yourself.”

      She nods, but the fire in her eyes has dimmed. “Why’d you go out? Why didn’t you invite me to go with you?”

      Her vulnerability sparks my own. “Hang on,” I set down my bag, and pretend like I’m pulling on boxing gloves.

      Hadley furrows her brow. “What are you doing?”

      “Preparing for our fight.”

      Her eyes grow bright with a spark of humor as she shakes her head. “Maybe you should tattoo them on, so you don’t forget them next time.”

      “Maybe.”

      She grins a playful smile, and for a minute I don’t want to have this discussion. I want to sweep this mess under the rug and flirt and banter with her. I want to kiss her and make love to her and avoid all the shit that life sometimes offers and hold onto the good with her. But then I recall her words, demanding the bad and the good, and I know I want to be there for her bad days and sad days and best days, and the fact she wants to be there for mine has me swallowing every last bit of my pride.

      “Football was supposed to be my ticket to getting into a good college, and that was it. I never thought there would be more—I wanted to believe it, but I never allowed myself to.”

      Hadley’s brow furrows with silent questions as her humor disappears. “What do you mean?”

      “My dad was one hell of a baseball player. He turned down college because he was drafted by a major league right out of high school and went to play for their farm team, working his way up. He played for seven years and never made it to the major leagues. From the time I was a kid, he’s been telling me to focus on college, get a good degree, and focus on my career because athletes are a dime a dozen.”

      Her frown is sorrowful. “You’re not a dime a dozen.”

      “Last Friday, one of my coaches asked if I’d considered entering the draft. I don’t know how to explain it, but it made everything seem so damn real. I went home thinking about what would happen if I were to be drafted. I wouldn’t be able to finish college. I’d leave my friends. I might never get to play. And I’d leave you.” Leaving her was the part that had me spiraling. “Then I realized you already know what you want and where you want to go and even if I do stay and manage to be drafted next year, it still wouldn’t work. You’d still be going to Vegas, and I’d still be at the will of whatever team will take me.”

      “Chooses you,” she says.

      “That was why I was a bastard on Friday night, but then Saturday, I let myself believe there was a chance that I could go pro. And that if there was a chance that could happen, there sure as hell was a chance that we could make it work. I could fly you to wherever I was on the weekends, and jet set to Vegas every time I had a day off. I actually believed it, and then Peters benched my ass, and it was as though a black hole sucked every bit of sense and hope from me. By the end of the game, I didn’t feel like I was good enough to even be on the team much less go pro, and all I could think was how you were going to leave, and I spiraled. I know I fucked up and I know this doesn’t excuse what I did. If I could rewind the clock and go back to Saturday night, I would, and I’d tell Lenny no and go home to you and sleep off my shitty mood and figure shit out, but unfortunately, I can’t.”

      Hadley shakes her head. “Even Katie thinks you’re going to be drafted. How do you not see how good you are?”

      My surprise must show in my eyes because Hadley grins.

      “Someone kind of wise once told me I had to stop underestimating myself.” She takes a step closer to me. “Maybe you have to stop underestimating yourself and what we can do together.” She slides her hands around the back of my neck, and I set mine on either of her hips. Touching her feels so damn good my entire body seems to sigh. “I believe in you, Nolan, and I believe in us because you make me feel alive, and safe, and seen in a way that makes me want to hold on to what we have with both hands and never let go.” She tightens her grip.

      My heart pounds in my chest as I encircle her waist, pulling her closer. “I don’t want you to ever let go because I’m so damn in love with you, Cutlass.”

      Her smile turns radiant. “See? Fighting can be good.”

      I tighten my grip as I shake my head and chuckle. I can wait until she’s ready to say the words. I already know she feels them, too. I see them in her gaze when she smiles at me, know it because of the way she trusts me, supports me, cares for me.

      Her smile slowly fades, and she stares at me. “I love you, too, Nolan.”

      Hearing her say it has me sealing my lips over hers, kissing her like it’s the first time, with my eyes wide open. Hers are open, too. Only this time, she closes her eyes first and leans into me, trusting me with her whole damn heart. I close my eyes and brush my tongue along her lips, and moan as she parts them. We kiss like we’re starved, and then lazily, neither of us wants to part.

      I lean my head against her forehead, breathing her in as my heart continues to beat the rhythm that only she can set because she possesses my heart and every other part of me. And I know without a doubt, she always will.
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      I glance at the Christmas tree aglow in the living room, savoring the final pages of the book chosen for book club. I hate when a good book ends. Stepping out of that world and away from the friends I make in it reminds me of what it felt like when moving from Vegas to Oleander Springs.

      The front door twists open, and my heart stutters and then leaps as Nolan steps inside. His perfect hair is nearly dry from his drive home. His gaze turns from the kitchen where I baked two new flavors of cookies, to the ornaments Hannah and I hung in front of the windows, to where I am on the couch. “It smells so good in here. What kind of cookies did you make?” He sets his bag down before toeing off his shoes. This past weekend, Camden won their game in a blowout. Everyone seemed to note the change in the team and its dynamics. There was a renewed sense of energy and confidence that made the guys unstoppable. They’ve been putting in extra practices, extra meetings, and extra workouts to prepare for the last game this weekend. It has Nolan appearing both determined and a little fatigued.

      “Almond raspberry thumbprints, and hot cocoa cookies.”

      He sighs as he stalks closer to me. “We need to hide them before Carsen gets here. I had no idea how much that guy could eat.” He leans down, kissing me.

      I feel that rush of air, the crash of a giant wave, the sharpness from the wall of a mountain—the same things I do every time he kisses me and feeds that desire that burns and hums in my veins. Nolan is my wild and my calm. “I missed you this morning.”

      “You were exhausted.”

      “I’m pretty sure you broke our routine so you could set up all those stupid cups. How long did it take you to fill all three-hundred cups and set them up?” They had surrounded all sides of his bed and most of the floor.

      He chuckles darkly. “Longer than I expected. I was almost late to the gym.”

      I shake my head, my lips twisted with a smile. “I was trapped in bed all by myself, and on a Wednesday of all days when my day usually starts with my boyfriend’s mouth between my legs. It forced me to get a little creative…”

      His eyes become molten pools of desire and lust. It’s the only warning I have before his hands grip my waist, and he hauls me over his shoulder. He passes the piles of cookies cooling, waiting to be put away, and takes the basement stairs two at a time, making my stomach drop like I’m on a giant rollercoaster.

      He splays me across his bed and turns away long enough to turn on the small electric heater necessary to make the space tolerable since the temperatures went from summer to winter overnight a couple of weeks ago.

      I’m scrambling to pull the covers over me in an attempt to find warmth, but Nolan pulls them away with one harsh tug, ignoring my shrieks of protest. “It’s frigid down here in the dungeon.”

      “Sex dungeon,” he says, grinning as he reaches for my waistband. “I’ll have you warmed up in ten seconds. Time me.”

      I squeal as he tugs my joggers and underwear in one clean swipe, exposing me to the cold.

      “How many times did you get yourself off this morning?” he asks, pulling his shirt off and dropping it to the floor to follow my pants. His shoulders are round stacks of muscle, and his chest is chiseled perfection that I take my time admiring. Desire burns in the pit of my stomach causing warmth to spread through me and a heaviness to form between my legs, distracting me from his question. When I look up at his eyes, I note the focus and determination that makes him one of the most competitive and hardworking running backs in the league—he wants to beat my record.

      I grin. “I lost count.”

      His smile darkens as he runs a hand from my ankle to my hip, and then gently over my most sensitive part. “Sounds like I have my work cut out for me tonight.”

      He runs his fingers over me with a little more pressure, still not parting me and touching me where I ache to feel his touch. He places both hands on my pelvic bone, using his thumbs to part me. Exposed to the cold air, I pull in a breath, my knees weak and heavy. With his eyes still on mine, Nolan leans down and licks the length of me. Fire courses through me as I lean my head back.

      “I’m going to need those eyes, Cutlass.”

      I sit up, and he rewards me by sucking my clit between his lips, making my entire body tremble and flush with heat. Nolan keeps his eyes on me as he licks and strokes and sucks on me until I’m shamelessly pleading for him to never stop and also begging him to bring me to release. Nolan slides a finger in me, finding the exact spot and pressure I need, making stars explode behind my eyelids as my entire body trembles as my orgasm tears through me. I’m free falling, bliss my compass.

      I hear the familiar tear of foil and then Nolan’s helping me to my side and with one hard thrust, he’s inside of me, making me forget the euphoria as I cry out his name and beg for more. His hands are on my breasts and then my nipples, pinching and twisting in time with each delicious thrust of his hips. As my moans grow louder his thrusts become harder and faster, and this time when he tips me over the edge of pleasure, he follows me.

      We lie in bed, our arms and legs tangled together, and the blankets pulled over us. I stare at the tree we picked up last Thursday after going to dinner at an Italian restaurant. We picked up ornaments and lights, then spent the rest of the night in the basement, decorating the tree while Christmas music played in the background, while Nolan told me about Peters being out for the next two weeks at minimum and I shared with him how I passed my speech and plans for our book club. After celebrating our successes, I asked more about his father’s brief career that never took off. I tell him more about Christian and how he and my sister resolve all arguments by ignoring them, and how I’ve seen first-hand the fractures it has caused to their relationship, despite the progression on paper and social media that makes them appear happy like the perfect couple when in reality, they sometimes seem like strangers.

      “What are you thinking about?” Nolan asks, pressing a kiss to my temple before stroking the same spot with the pad of his thumb.

      His gaze is steady, eyes curious as he studies me. His perfect, flawless mouth is a taunt I want to tease. I swear, I will never get tired of his mouth, especially now that I know it was indeed made for sin and pleasure, but also endless laughter and loving words.

      Nolan draws the pad of his thumb over my jaw, and I know I’ll never tire of his touch, either. Not just during the throes of passion, but the soft and gentle caresses when we’re cuddled together, the calming and loving strokes that often ease me to sleep, the supportive touches that remind me I belong whether it’s with his friends or surrounded by strangers—I belong with him. I love all his touches and all their meanings. “That it feels like I’ve known you a lot longer than a few months. Sometimes it feels as though I’ve known you my whole life.”

      He kisses my bare shoulder while running his palm over my ribs, hooking his hand around my waist, and pulling me closer to him. “I got that same feeling the first time I saw you. It was as though I recognized you—like my soul realized it had been looking for you.”

      His words wrap around my heart as warm and safe as his arms are around my waist.

      My grip on his arms tightens as the small hairs on my neck and arms stand with an eerie sense of recognition, realizing that I’d felt the same thing—that I still do. I’ve never been one to believe in soul mates. I wasn’t the girl who planned my wedding because I’ve always been trying to figure out where my cup was and how to fill it, but as I lie here with Nolan, I realize I somehow managed to find that hypothetical cup and fill it so full it’s now overfilling. I may never be the sunshine, bright side, positive person I’ve always envied. I might always be slow to trust and slower to allow people into my life, but I’m still filled with gratitude and love, and if my public speaking class taught me nothing else, it is that I’m becoming comfortable in my own skin with my weird control issues that manifest with finding the perfect recipes, and fears, and love for pranks. And I’m so grateful that things with Ezra and April went as they did because those losses allowed me to gain so much more. I snuggle into Nolan, breathing in his warm bergamot scent, absorbing his warmth. “I love you.”

      He combs his fingers through my hair. “I love you, Cutlass.”
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      “They live here?” Hannah asks, staring out my windshield at the apartment complex Mila and Evelyn live at. “How rich are they?”

      “They had a manned gate,” Katie remarks. “I had no idea apartments had manned gates.”

      “Me, either,” I admit.

      “I feel really underdressed, now.” Hannah looks down at her jeans and hoodie.

      “No. This is going to be great,” I say. “Let’s grab our cookies and go knock.”

      “Your cookies,” Katie says, climbing out of the backseat.

      I hand her the tray of peanut butter blossom cookies we made together. “You did a good job with your chocolate cookies. They tasted great.”

      “They were supposed to be fudgy and chewy not crunchy.”

      “Crispy,” I correct her. “And it’s because butter can be a little fickle. If you overbeat it, the cookies will run and the cookies become crispier.”

      I hand Hannah her tray of lemon cookies that are so delicious I begged her to share the recipe with me. “Your marketing skills are already shining,” she tells me.

      I grin, taking the batch of hot cocoa cookies I made after Nolan declared them his favorite. I’m hoping they love them, too.

      We make our way to the front door which is covered with a lit garland. Katie rings the doorbell. It only takes a moment for Evelyn to answer, wearing a Santa hat.

      “Hey! Come on in!”

      Lights, trees, and garlands make every space festive. I can’t imagine how much time they spent setting it all up. It looks amazing.

      “I’m never leaving,” Hannah says, eyeing the tree adorned with ribbons and ornaments that are Grinch-themed, so thick you can barely see the branches.

      Mila rounds the corner, a glass of eggnog in hand. “Sorry. My dad called.” She flashes a smile that seems increasingly more genuine than the first few we exchanged. Her gaze takes in the trays of cookies in our hands. “Cookies and romance. We’re brilliant. We thought we’d set the cookies up in the kitchen and sit down here in the living room.” She leads up farther into the apartment.

      Brielle arrives shortly after, and the six of us spend the next several hours laughing, gorging on cookies, sharing our favorite parts of the book, and asking each other’s thoughts and opinions on parts where symbolism took on different definitions for each of us. Even Katie read the entirety of it, and admittedly enjoyed it.

      “Next month, I’m choosing the book,” Mila says. “And I’ll warn you, I love the hero with questionable morals.”

      Evelyn glances at her, smirking. “And you’re a big fan of enemies to lovers…”

      Mila rolls her eyes. “Grey is a boy scout. He doesn’t have a single questionable moral in his entire body.”

      “Grey?” I ask, a little surprised but also not at all. Grey has the dark and broody vibe that most women are attracted to.

      Evelyn’s smirk grows into a smile.

      “Only in her warped imagination,” Mila says, shaking her head.

      “Grey is so hot I’m pretty sure he’s in everyone’s imagination,” Hannah says, earning a hearty round of laughter.

      “Speaking of hot, I have a date with my boyfriend and a Christmas movie,” I say, grinning at Katie because I know she’s going to scrunch her nose with disgust before she does it.

      We split the remaining cookies and make plans to meet for tomorrow’s game, the future a giant and intimidating unknown that seems to preoccupy more of my thoughts with every day as we approach the final game, unsure whether Camden will be able to make it to the playoffs and what that could mean for the draft.

      When we get home, Nolan’s truck is already in the driveway. Book club went later than I had expected, but I don’t regret a second of it. Finding friends—good friends—feeds another part of my heart and soul. Though, it doesn’t slow me from saying goodnight to Hannah or Katie who hugs us goodbye and leaves for Carsen’s.

      Nolan’s sitting up in bed dressed in sweats and a white tee that’s pulled tight across his shoulders and chest. His long legs are stretched across the blankets as he watches tape on his iPad, likely of the team they’re playing against tomorrow. His blue-green eyes are on me, highlighted by the Christmas tree glowing softly in the corner. I haven’t had a real tree in years, and the smell of pine mixed with Nolan is quickly becoming my new favorite Christmas tradition.

      “How was book club?” His voice alone makes my body temperature rise.

      I get on the bed and crawl toward him, still dressed. He grins, lifting one arm for me to curl in beside him, and I do. “It was so much fun.”

      He presses a kiss to the crown of my head. “Nice socks,” he says, motioning to the snowman-printed socks I’m wearing that he’d given me.

      I wiggle my toes. “Have you guys heard anything more about Peters and when he plans to return?”

      Nolan’s fingers skate the length of my upper arm. “Not yet. I’m not even sure he’s had the surgery or if he was forced out or decided to since they were muzzling him.” He gives a lazy shrug, indifferent to what forced him to leave. “But he’ll be back. He’s making too much money and has too much fame to retire now.”

      I motion to the game he’s paused. “Are you ready for tomorrow’s game?”

      “We had a meeting tonight, Grey, Hudson, Palmer, and me. We decided that we’re going to stay for one more year.”

      I turn to look at him, a myriad of conflicting emotions filling my chest and head as I shake my head. “What about the increased chance of injury?”

      “I face those same risks if I get drafted. The average player in the NFL only plays for three years. If I stay and get my degree and Krueger’s able to lead the offense, I stand a damn good chance to be a higher draft pick.” His lips brush against my temple. “It gives me a year to focus on this future and make it a reality, and it gives us another year together. It’s a win-win.”

      “I want you to stay, but I don’t want you to regret staying.”

      Nolan shakes his head. “I won’t but I know I’d regret leaving. I’m not ready for the draft. I realized this when a couple of questions sparked me to lose my shit. Krueger’s going to mentor me, help me work toward preparing both mentally and physically for what this future can hold, and next year, I’ll be ready.” He slides his hand down my jaw and lifts my chin, so our eyes meet. “Next year, we’ll be ready.”

      “I love you,” I tell him.

      He smiles victoriously. “And I love you, Hadley Foster.”

    

  







            Epilogue

          

          

      

    

    






Hadley

        

      

    

    
      “You look stressed,” Katie says.

      I glare at her. “I am stressed. Why are finals so brutal?”

      “It’s your birthday,” Hannah protests. “We aren’t supposed to be in the library today.”

      We spent most of Saturday watching Camden’s final game of the season. Once again, they won. There’s a distinctive difference between the offense with Kruger in charge, one beyond just the pacing and energy.   The guys were having fun, actually smiling for once. It makes me so damn hopeful and also a little terrified about Nolan’s decision to stay for another year when Peters’s future remains unknown. Their game was early, allowing us the entirety of our Saturday night to celebrate. I don’t regret a second of the time I missed studying, but I need to make up the time, and with Nolan still practicing long hours as they prepare for their bowl game, I have no qualms about studying now if it will help my chances of getting a better grade for public speaking.

      “This is kind of a lame way to spend your birthday,” Katie says.

      “I don’t have time to be cool,” I say, highlighting a chapter in my textbook. “Maybe next semester.”

      Evelyn chuckles.

      “The only final your grade is depending on is public speaking, and you know those facts inside out and backward. You haven’t put your notes down,” Katie argues. “We should be going out. Tacos. Margaritas. Cake.”

      “One more hour,” I tell her, sticking the back of my pen between my molars and flipping through the pages. This entire week has me a little stressed out because after my last final on Friday, I’m about to fly home to Vegas for a full week to celebrate Christmas at home with my family. It’s a bittersweet feeling to be leaving, especially since Nolan won’t get the opportunity to go home again due to football.

      “Does having your birthday so close to Christmas suck?” Mila asks. “Does everyone give you one gift and say it’s for both Christmas and your birthday?”

      I shrug. Birthdays were never big occasions in my house, either, but explaining this is too long of a story for here and now. “It’s never bothered me.” I turn back to my textbook, reading the same passage for the third time when a trumpet horn blares through the library.

      “What in the hell?” someone behind us asks.

      More band members flow through the doors, playing their instruments to Camden’s fight song. Katie grabs her phone and starts to record the scene, almost everyone in the library is doing the same.

      The song ends and the band parts, and Nolan walks in, flanked by half the football team, maybe more.

      My cheeks are already growing red as he makes his way to our table, eyes bright with mischief and humor. He reaches for me, pulling me out of my chair.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      “Celebrating your birthday by creating a new Camden tradition.”

      “What?” Behind us, the library doors are opening again, more streaming into the giant library.

      “Everyone should be celebrating today.” He pulls me into his arms and then kisses me. I melt into his arms, into his lips, into him as the band begins to play again, and all around us people dance and laugh—so many wonderful laughs at the bizarreness of the moment that seems to have everyone forgetting about finals and studying.

      The football team sets to work, moving the tables and chairs to create a giant dance floor in the middle of the library where people don’t hesitate to make use of the space as the band plays popular cover songs. Startled librarians come to see what’s going on, but shake their heads and disappear, as more gather in the library, creating a Camden tradition that I hope lasts long after we graduate but I know that even if it doesn’t, it’s my favorite tradition by far.

      “Happy birthday, Cutlass,” Nolan says against my ear, producing a square jewelry box.

      I crack the box open and find a gold chain with two boxing gloves hanging from it.

      Nolan leans closer as the music gets louder, his eyes a dark shade of green tonight. “I’ll always fight for you, Cutlass.”

      And then I kiss him.
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Chapter One

      I’ve never considered myself much of a rule breaker. I’m not a follower or a leader. I’m just me, Raegan, queen of naps, lover of sweatpants, and obsessive reader. I’m simple, and I like simple. This is why I’ve constructed a set of rules to ensure that my freshman year of college goes smoothly and without any complications while I work toward earning my degree as a cetologist so I can get my dream job, studying whales and dolphins.

      The only problem is that my rules become difficult to remember when I hear his name.

      Everyone has one of these name hot buttons, I’m convinced. A combination of vowels and consonants that, when strung together and spoken, creates an entire web of memories and thoughts. For me, those letters spell Lincoln Beckett. And like trying to convince myself that the two-year crush I’ve been harboring for him is over, I try to pretend his name doesn’t cast a spell over me. That I can hear his name and not work to listen to what news follows; after all, thinking about Lincoln is the very worst of bad ideas.

      Why?

      Simply put, there are at least ten rules against dating your brother’s best friend, beginning with the very fact that he’s your brother’s best friend. Secondly, he’s guaranteed to know way too much about your life, your family, and your brother’s illustrious decisions. The only thing that might be worse would be dating your best friend’s brother—thankfully, for me, my best friend’s brother is eleven.

      Therefore, universal laws, fate, karma, sibling code, and any other fictional or otherwise belief should ensure my brother’s best friend looks okay-ish at worst and troll-ish at best. This was my experience for the first sixteen years of my life. My brother, Paxton, is two years older than me, and his childhood best friend, Caleb, has a red Brillo Pad for hair, two-million freckles, and is so painfully awkward it’s endearing.

      Then, Paxton started at Brighton University in Seattle, Washington, where our dad is the Dean of Business, and he was quickly deemed a God because of his skills as a quarterback on the football field and became friends with Lincoln Beckett. Even at the early stages of their friendship, I wasn’t safe.

      Maybe it’s because I lied to my mom about the dent in the back of her car that actually did happen when I’d borrowed it and illegally drove my best friend, Poppy Anderson, to the mall. Maybe it was because I’d ditched school my junior year on a whim to protest illegal fishing without my parents knowing. Or, perhaps it was because fate had taken it easy on me for the first sixteen years of my life and decided I hadn’t shown enough appreciation. Because the day Paxton brought Lincoln Beckett over to our family’s house for the first time, fate began mocking me.

      Lincoln, AKA the President, was well over six feet with broad shoulders and corded biceps. That night when he walked into our house, his dark hair was mussed in the most mesmerizing way, and his dark eyes were intense and watchful as Pax introduced him to us. As though his shockingly good looks weren’t enough, Lincoln was also armed with a quick smile and sharp wit that made his brown eyes shine with humor. And the full maim came when he shared that he was studying history, with a focus on Ancient Rome, revealing he was more than a pretty face.

      Meeting him had me forgetting I’d been crushing on senior Michael Porter for three months—hell, it had me forgetting my own name.

      Paxton and Lincoln moved out together a month later. Though Pax returned home frequently for hot meals and to do his laundry, Lincoln rarely joined him, leaving me to lust after him by memory and the rare occasion I’d stop by the house the two of them rented along with Caleb and Arlo, another teammate.

      But, this year, things are going to change. Because this year, I’m a freshman at Brighton University, and gone are the days of me fantasizing about Lincoln Beckett, the starting wide receiver and highly acclaimed football player with a killer smile. The man who’s so frequently on the news that he’s amassed zillions of fans and admirers, my parents included. This year, I’m sticking to the rules.

      

      “Maybe I should have worn the pink shirt.” Poppy tugs on her pale blue blouse for the tenth time.

      “This is awkward,” I say, ignoring her comment because I’ve already assured my best friend that she looks great a hundred times to no avail. It's obviously not my validation she’s seeking. “We’re so early.” Poppy’s my number one reason for attending Brighton, a university acclaimed for its football and its law programs. It’s prestigious and expensive and thankfully has a robust marine biology program for me to earn my cetology degree.

      “People hang out all the time.” Poppy looks around at the other students as though to prove her point. “Do you think any members of the rugby team will be in our classes?”

      “The rugby team?”

      Poppy grins, tucking her copper-red hair behind one ear. “I told you, if you want to get over Lincoln, the rugby team is going to be your ticket. One look at Blaine Campbell or Nick Carrol, and you're going to be like Lincoln who?”

      I laugh. “You've already memorized their names?”

      “Trust me, once you see these guys, you won’t even remember Lincoln.”

      I stare at her for a moment, waiting for sense to catch up to my best friend.

      “We now have the entire University at our fingertips.” She flexes her fingers, her hot pink polish shining in the bright morning sunlight. “This year is going to be epic.”

      I don't voice my doubts. I don’t want to have them. I want to believe that my crush on Lincoln will soon be filed away as an embarrassing memory.

      We pass a few guys who turn as we walk by. One whistles and makes a comment about our backsides. The other asks for our phone numbers.

      I scrunch my nose. This may be harder than I expected.

      Poppy and I stop near the Pratt Building, where my first class is. “You remember where you’re going?” I ask her.

      She nods. “I’ll text you when my class is over, and we can go to lunch.”

      Before I can respond, someone slides their arm around my shoulders. “What's up, ladies?” My brother’s roommate from New Jersey and fellow teammate, Arlo Kostas, bestows a grin upon us.

      “Are all guys creeps?” I ask, ducking out from under the weight of his arm.

      “Us? Creeps?” Arlo laughs. “Hold up, Pax and the Pres are behind me. They're just chasing a skirt. Fresh meat on campus.” He whoops.

      My heart stutters—a standard reaction to hearing his name. I turn, trying to catch sight of them, working to remain calm. Then, I straighten, remembering my rules.

      “Don’t make me kill you, Kostas.” Pax appears with Lincoln at his side, pulling my attention like a magnet.

      “My hands remained out of the end zone at all times.” Arlo raises his large hands as though to prove a point.

      “Paws off,” Paxton declares. “Otherwise, you're going to be trying to catch the ball with your teeth this season.”

      “Man, you're going to have your work cut out for you,” Arlo says, smiling. “Freshmen are the flames, and we’re the moths. You know how it works.”

      Pax shakes his head. “Poppy and Raegan are off-limits. You guys hear anyone on the team or anyone else saying something, you kick their ass.” Pax’s blue eyes that match mine in both shape and color peer around us.

      “Easy, caveman. Remember, you've evolved a few hundred centuries, so lower your stick. Also, we’ll kick your ass if you meddle with who we date.”

      Pax throws his arm over my shoulder, hooking my neck with his elbow, so he has me in what likely looks like a loose headlock. It’s something he's done since we were young. “Don't get all huffy. Trust me, you aren’t interested in anyone on the team. They’re all just looking to get laid.”

      I shrug. “Maybe we are, too?”

      Arlo cheers again to push Pax off the thin ledge his sanity was stacked upon.

      Pax sputters, tightening his grip around my neck. “I did not just hear that.”

      “No shaming!” Arlo says. “How many girls did you sleep with your freshman year?” he poses the question to Paxton.

      I raise my hands to cover my ears. “La, la, la, la, la. I don’t want to know. La. La. La. La.”

      Paxton pulls my hands free. “Probably less than half the number of girls The President banged.”

      I cringe at the reminder of the third rule I have for dating—never date a player.

      Lincoln makes no attempt to argue the point. Instead, his full lips pull into a delicious smile that makes my stomach tingle. Good God, I love his smile. Everyone does. And to make matters worse, he knows it and uses it to his advantage, wielding it like a weapon.

      Poppy grins. “Don't worry, we don’t plan to bother with the football team. You guys can stick to your cleat chasers. We're interested in the rugby team. Did you know they don't wear any pads?” She raises her eyebrows to let the insinuation sink in. “Talk about real men.” She delivers the teasing insult directly where it counts most—their pride.

      The three of them automatically reply, throwing insults and jabs at the sport and the players.

      “Real men, “Arlo scoffs and grabs himself through his jeans. “I'll show you—”

      Lincoln smacks the bill of Arlo’s baseball hat, sending it flying.

      “You guys are better than asshole jocks,” Pax adds.

      “Wait. So, you do know you're all a bunch of assholes?” I ask, feigning surprise.

      Pax grins. “You should find a nice guy. Maybe a tech geek or a book nerd like you?”

      “Watch it. I know where you sleep, and I still have your spare key,” I warn him.

      “Want to use it tonight?” Arlo waggles his eyebrows.

      “Don’t push me, Kostas,” Pax warns. “Your ass will be doing lines today for practice.”

      Arlo only laughs, undeterred. I'm fairly certain he only flirts with me to irritate my brother.

      Poppy giggles. I duck out from under Pax and veer to the left in the direction of my first class. “I have to get to class.”

      “We still have twenty minutes!” Poppy protests.

      “I know, but I want to get a good seat.”

      She frowns, her shoulders sagging. “Soak it up while you can because, after this week, you’re going to be a normal college student, slipping into class with five seconds to spare.”

      I don’t even attempt to remind her that won’t ever happen. She already knows my aspiration to become a cetologist can’t be rivaled with.

      “My fingers are crossed that you have a rugby player in your class!” Poppy yells.

      I laugh. “You, too!” 

      Paxton shakes his head. “At least spare me the details.”

      “Done,” I agree.

      “Where are you headed?” he asks.

      I scrunch my nose. “Math.”

      Pax grins. “I'm heading over to the Pratt Building, too, hang on. Poppy, if you need anything, just let one of us know.” He pauses, his gaze moving between her and me. “I’m serious, though. You guys don’t want to get mixed up with any athletes. All they care about is the game and what happens on the field. None of them are looking for anything serious because they’re all hoping to either be drafted or possibly transfer to a new school for a better position.”

      Rule number four feels like a lead weight in my stomach: don’t get attached to someone who’s going to leave soon. Poppy’s ex-boyfriend, Mike, taught me this lesson, and I already know Lincoln will be moving on to bigger and better things—possibly as soon as the end of this year, next year at the latest.

      “We’re not looking for engagement rings,” Poppy tells him. “I don’t know why guys always assume girls want to get serious? Have you ever stopped to consider maybe we just want to casually date?”

      Paxton’s eyes narrow in thought, then he looks at Arlo and Lincoln. “Pretty sure we’ve seen enough crying girls to prove otherwise.”

      “Tears of joy,” I say.

      Pax smirks. “This isn’t high school. Here, athletes are practically celebrities. People ask for our autographs and our pictures. Follow us on and off-campus. They randomly show up at the house. I’ve had girls sneak into my bed. I get sexts every damn day, and I’ve been proposed to at least a dozen times. Trust me when I say there are a lot of girls looking for more than a good time. They want money and fame, and they know that’s a possibility if they find the right dude.”

      “That’s pathetic,” I say.

      His smirk grows as he shrugs. “Is it? Do you know how much a first draft athlete makes?”

      “If a girl is only trying to sleep with you because she’s hoping to date a famous athlete, then she deserves to shed a few tears,” Poppy says before I can consider girls looking at my brother in the light he’s painting.

      I look at my best friend, and she’s cool and calm, her shoulders pulled back, likely because this news isn’t sending her reeling, realizing that even without the obvious ten rules for me not to date Lincoln, there’s an entire campus vying for his attention.

      “Trust me, you guys don’t want to get mixed up in all that drama,” Paxton says again.

      Poppy smiles widely. “Like I said, we’re set on the rugby team. We also have the swimming team. Water polo. Wrestling.” She ticks them off on her fingers. “Lacrosse…”

      “Lacrosse,” Arlo scoffs. “How is that even a sport?”

      “Okay, I’m really going this time.” I take two steps back, offering a half-hearted wave.

      “Yes,” Paxton says. “Focus on school and important shit.”

      “Like you do?” Poppy asks sarcasm has her lowering her chin and raising her eyebrows.

      “Do what I say, not what I do, or however that shit goes.” He jogs the few feet to catch up to me and drapes an arm over my shoulders as I turn toward the large red-brick building.

      “Hey, Lawson!”

      Paxton and I both turn at the sound of our last name. Lincoln stands beside Arlo, grinning.

      “What?” Pax yells.

      “Nothing.” Lincoln shakes his head, and then a girl walks past him, saying something to him that I can’t hear from where we’re stopped some hundred feet away.

      He’s too far away, and my brother is standing too close to confirm it, but I swear Lincoln’s looking directly at me.

      I swallow, staring back.

      “See,” Pax whispers. “Trust me. You don’t want to deal with dating an athlete.” His arm around my shoulders tightens, and he begins to turn, leaving me to follow him, my head on a swivel as I try to watch Lincoln’s reaction.

      The last thing I see before I turn toward the math building is Lincoln flashing a smile to the stranger.
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