
        
            
                
            
        

    


    
      Forbidden Kisses

      3:AM Kisses 9

    

    




      
        Addison Moore

      

    

    
      Hollis Thatcher Press, Ltd

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Copyright
        

        
          Books by Addison Moore
        

        
          Prologue
        

      

      
        
          1.
          Hell’s Bells
        

        
          2.
          Rex
        

        
          3.
          One Big Unhappy Family
        

        
          4.
          Rex
        

        
          5.
          Agent Orange and Other Unnatural Disasters
        

        
          6.
          Rex
        

        
          7.
          Untying the Knot
        

        
          8.
          Rex
        

        
          9.
          Mad About You
        

        
          10.
          Rex
        

        
          11.
          Bitter…It’s What’s for Dinner
        

        
          12.
          Rex
        

        
          13.
          Happily Ever After
        

        
          14.
          Rex
        

        
          15.
          A Note from the Author
        

      

      
        
          Books by Addison Moore
        

        
          Acknowledgments
        

        
          About the Author
        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        Edited by Paige Maroney Smith

        Cover Design: Gaffey Media

      

      
        Hollis Thatcher Press, Ltd

      

      
        Copyright © 2016 by Addison Moore

        http://addisonmoorewrites.blogspot.com/

        This novel is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to peoples either living or deceased is purely coincidental. Names, places, and characters are figments of the author’s imagination. The author holds all rights to this work. It is illegal to reproduce this novel without written expressed consent from the author herself.

        All Rights Reserved.

        This eBook is for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this eBook with another person, please purchase any additional copies for each reader. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

        

        Copyright © 2016 by Addison Moore

      

    

    ISBN: 978-1-62430-041-7

    
      
        
        [image: ]
        
      

      
        
          
          Created with Vellum
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Books by Addison Moore

        

      

    
    
      
        Romance

        3:AM Kisses (3:AM Kisses 1)

        Winter Kisses (3:AM Kisses 2)

        Sugar Kisses (3:AM Kisses 3)

        Whiskey Kisses (3:AM Kisses 4)

        Rock Candy Kisses (3:AM Kisses 5)

        Velvet Kisses (3:AM Kisses 6)

        Wild Kisses (3:AM Kisses 7)

        Country Kisses (3:AM Kisses 8)

        Forbidden Kisses (3:AM Kisses 9)

        Dirty Kisses (3:AM Kisses 10)

        Stolen Kisses (3:AM Kisses 11)

        

        Burning Through Gravity (Burning Through Gravity 1)

        A Thousand Starry Nights (Burning Through Gravity 2)

        Fire in an Amber Sky (Burning Through Gravity 3)

      

      
        Beautiful Oblivion (Beautiful Oblivion 1)

        Beautiful Illusions (Beautiful Oblivion 2)

        Beautiful Elixir (Beautiful Oblivion 3)

      

      
        The Solitude of Passion

      

      
        Someone to Love (Someone to Love 1)

        Someone Like You (Someone to Love 2)

        Someone For Me (Someone to Love 3)

      

      
        Young Adult Romance

      

      
        Melt With You (A Totally ’80s Romance 1)

        Tainted Love (A Totally ’80s Romance 2)

        Hold Me Now (A Totally ’80s Romance 3)

        

        Parnormal Romance

        (Celestra Book World in Order)

      

      
        Ethereal (Celestra Series Book 1)

        Tremble (Celestra Series Book 2)

        Burn (Celestra Series Book 3)

        Wicked (Celestra Series Book 4)

        Vex (Celestra Series Book 5)

        Expel (Celestra Series Book 6)

        Toxic Part One (Celestra Series Book 7)

        Toxic Part Two (Celestra Series Book 8)

        Elysian (Celestra Series Book 9)

        Perfect Love (A Celestra Novella)

      

      
        Ephemeral (The Countenance Trilogy 1)

        Evanescent (The Countenance Trilogy 2)

        Entropy (The Countenance Trilogy 3)

      

      
        Ethereal Knights (Celestra Knights)

        Season of the Witch (A Celestra Companion)

        

        Celestra Forever After (Celestra Forever After 1)

        The Dragon and the Rose (Celestra Forever After 2)

        The Serpentine Butterfly (Celestra Forever After 3)

        Crown of Ashes (Celestra Forever After 4) Soon!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Prologue

        

        Scarlett

      

    
    
      When my siblings and I were young, we didn’t seem to notice the fact we basked in familial perfection, our nuclear family of five so tight like the bud of a rose. But as the years wore on, the flower slowly opened to the cold, cruel world, and one by one the petals fell to the ground until our family unit as we knew it had legally disbanded. At the age of ten, I had to face my parents’ bitter divorce head-on. It was as painful for me as it was my siblings. We devised a secret pact to reunite our mother and father no matter what the cost, but not a single plan our little minds pieced together had the power to prosper. All hope was truly lost.

      Mom began dating first. My siblings and I made sure to torment her dapper suitors until they ran for the proverbial childfree hills. My mother, of course, caught on to our little shooing scheme, and from there on out sheltered us from her would-be Prince Charmings until one day she met the person she referred to as Mr. Right—a man who was shockingly not our father. We were quick to correct her. This was Mr. Not Right. Not a single man who walked on the planet, save for our father, could ever be right for our mother. Mom didn’t feel the same. She married her second catch of the day—another nickname she bestowed to Jim, although my siblings and I bestowed him something far more fitting, The Nine Inch Forehead.

      But my father—he still pined for her. It was painful to witness. He wanted the divorce as much as she did, but to see her leash herself to another man was too much for him to bear. My siblings and I grew closer to our father. We became the four musketeers. My father is my hero, my friend, my everything. He would never abandon us and start a new family the way our mother did. Enter Lynette Toberman. I don’t like her. I don’t like her name, her fake spray tan, her over bleached glow-in-the-dark teeth. I don’t like the way she sits too close to my father, the way she pets him as if he were a dog, or the way she calls him Snookums. Mostly, I don’t care for her son, Rex Toberman, who seems to have made it his mission in life to torment me, to prod at my sanity with his sarcastic quips and sexist remarks—the ultra annoying way he seems to have somehow seeped into my social circle at the university we both attend.

      Who cares if he’s the star quarterback of Whitney Briggs’s football team? Who cares if he’s the only thing every person with a set of functioning ovaries seems to drool over? He’s a jackass of a human being. Case in point, he’s the chief idiotic reason my father should never date Lynette Toberman, nor entertain her in his company. Her son is a pretentious jock-player-manwhore who burns through condoms faster than the cheerleading squad can exit his bedroom.

      Rex Toberman needs to be stopped, neutered, bound, and gagged for the safety and sanity of the female population at large.

      But tonight, Rex is looking at me with those hungry, soulful eyes. His lips part just enough as he comes in close, his breath beats softly over my neck. He gives the impression of a dirty grin as he closes the distance between us, his mouth about to cover mine.

      Tonight, I don’t think I’m going to stop Rex Toberman from doing a single thing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Hell’s Bells

        

        Scarlett

      

    
    
      Duncan and I just pulled up to the Happy Squirrel! Can’t wait to see you tonight. Don’t be a puss. Just because you’re lonely doesn’t mean you can’t be happy for Duncky and me. See you soon!

      Without meaning to, I frown at my sister’s text message longer than should ever be deemed healthy or allowed. Summer is finally upon us, and I can tell by looking at my sister’s malicious message that it’s about to get off to a rocky start. Duncan—or Duncky as it were, is Sabrina’s latest acquisition of the boy-toy variety. He’s about as attractive as oatmeal and has the personality to match. I should know. He was my boyfriend first.

      The doors to the Black Bear Saloon open wide as a crowd of heavily perfumed sorority girls make their way inside. The scent of fries takes over, and the after aroma of something smooth and minty seeps into the warm night like curling fingers beckoning me inside. I follow the sorority salmon upstream and head into the thick of bodies congesting the eatery. The Black Bear is the only bar in range of three major universities, so it’s always packed for the obvious reasons—not to mention their menu is pretty kick ass. For the single semester I’ve been at Whitney Briggs University, I’ve basically shackled myself to any TV show that features food as its main event. I’m just dying to get back to a functioning kitchen. Back home, it was me who cooked all our family meals once my mother packed up and left for greener familial pastures. At WB, I’ve reduced myself to cafeteria offerings and whatever special the Black Bear serves, and have I mentioned my new fascination with inhaling donuts? At first, I relegated my glazed fix to the holiest day of all, confectionary pun intended—Sunday. All the livelong sacred day, I eat nothing but warm, glazed, sticky goodness. I’ve even gotten my roommate, Daisy, in on the sugar-filled action. It’s safe to say I’ve gained my freshman fifteen, and then some.

      It’s a touch cooler in here, elbow to elbow standing room withstanding. It’s six in the evening, and it’s still a blistering eighty degrees outside. If the torturous weather is any indication, the next two days will be a lingering hell. I’m due to spend an entire weekend at Lake Avalanche with my father and his Lyn Lyn—her family and ours together for one long excruciating exercise in seeing who’ll gift themselves a lobotomy first just to dull the pain. Only thanks to my quick sophisticating planning skills, I won’t be needing to participate in the lobotomy-laden fun. I’ve convinced Colin Bale to come along with me. Once Colin sees the family-fest about to commence, I’m sure his frat brat brain will deduce this won’t be the sex-laden evening I hinted at, and he’ll practically teleport us off that mountain. I may have omitted the fact that my brother, sister, and father will be present at our lakeside retreat, or that it’s a mind-numbing event meant to span the entire God-forsaken weekend. Nope. I’m betting every dirty dollar I own Colin isn’t having any of it. He’ll be sure to bring us back to Hollow Brook asap, and I won’t be forced to grin and bear it while my sister dry humps my ex-boyfriend—a sexually deviant sport I regret to say I’ve witnessed a time or two.

      A brunette gives a friendly wave from the bar, and I wave right back as I thread my way over. Roxy Capwell is a totally cool chick who also happens to be the nicest person on the planet, and she happens to be the owner of Sprinkles Cupcakes. I responded to her help wanted ad in hopes of getting a job that might actually nail me down to Hollow Brook for the summer in lieu of the internship I’m suspecting my father is about to offer me at his shipping company. If there’s anything as boring as Duncan Wormier, it’s clocking eight solid hours at Kent Shipping and Receiving. Who am I kidding? Working a never-ending shift at Kent Shipping is like being trapped in Disneyland compared to hanging out with my “worm” of an ex.

      “Hey, girl!” Roxy swoops in and offers up a quick vanilla-scented hug. Speaking of never-ending work, Roxy is pretty much locked in her kitchen baking batch after batch of sticky sweet treats for the world to enjoy. Sounds like heaven to me, which is precisely why I applied for a summer position. “So, you want to bake, huh?” We both slide into our respective stools at the bar. Roxy is pretty in a scary Goth kind of way with her long black hair and cherry highlights. I’ve seen Roxy in every variation of crimson this past semester. She’s even nailed my own midnight-ruby shade once or twice. In the henna of all ironies, my natural hair color is what she’s shooting for from the box.

      “Actually, I love cooking in general. I hate the fact Cutler Tower—”

      She cuts me off, “Doesn’t have a kitchen?”

      “Yes!” We share a quick high five and a witch’s cackle. “So you must have gone through the same food-related withdrawal.”

      “Are you kidding? I was so desperate I moved into an apartment with my best friend’s brother—a total womanizing ass who I couldn’t stand.” She looks as if she’s about to heave.

      Her boyfriend, Cole, pops up on the other end of the bar with two strawberry daiquiris in hand.

      “Speaking of the womanizing ass.” Roxy propels halfway over the bar, and they share a warm kiss.

      My mouth opens at the tawdry revelation. “So, you’re together now?”

      “Forever and always.” Cole gives her a heated bedroom eyes kind of a look, and my own face heats ten degrees. I guess you can say I’m a blusher, and a slight prude, and, of course, the blushing, prudish math equation easily narrows itself down to the fact I happen to be a virgin.

      Cole snaps out of his bedroom-eyed trance and grins while sliding the drinks our way. “On the house. A virgin to kick the night off.” He winks over at me as if he’s just read my thoughts, and I cringe.

      They go on cooing and laughing between themselves a moment while I sip on the fun, fruity drink he just gifted me. Cole and Roxy are the most adorable couple together. I’ve enjoyed both his goofy jokes and her morbid disposition ever since school started last fall.

      “A virgin is perfect. Thank you!” Perfect indeed. There’s no way I’m getting tanked within ten feet of Colin Bale’s testicles—tentacles. What’s the difference? Colin is legendary for his not-so-smooth night moves. The only reason I asked him to Lake Avalanche was to relegate him as my get-the-hell-out-of-the-Happy-Squirrel-tonight-card—the Happy Squirrel Retreat being ground zero in just a few hours. My parents let my siblings and me name our cabin back when it belonged to my happy-go-lucky family, prior to the fact that cozy little getaway became community property, and just after that, the sole proprietorship of my father once he bought my mother out.

      “Virgin.” Roxy shudders as she picks up her drink as if the non-coital state of the refreshment had somehow offended her. I wonder how she would feel if she knew that I myself were of the non-coital variety. That alone is probably a valid reason why Duncan saw fit to migrate toward my big sis, Slutty Sabrina. For as far back as junior high, Sabrina was obsessed with doing it. Of course, she waited a respectable amount of time in her teenaged mind, all the way up until the ripe age of sixteen. She was like a bull out the sexual gate right there at her sweet sixteen birthday bash. Suffice it to say, lots of non-virgin party drinks were involved and a boy named Trent Woods, who ironically used his woody to deflower my not-so innocent sister. Sabrina has been a model of debutante depravity ever since.

      “Is that a touch of the South I hear in your voice?” Roxy leans in just as the band starts to cue up, and she shakes her head as if to forget it.

      “Was. I moved here from Tennessee back in junior high. Any trace of an accent is gone with the wind for the most part.” My best friend, Cassidy, however, is all but Miss Tennessee. She and I were close back in the Tennessee day. She recently transferred to WB with her accent holding just as strong and cute as ever. Roxy knows Cassidy, so, of course, she’s familiar with the accent. I could only wish I sounded as seductive and adorable as my blonde little bestie.

      “So you got the gig.” Roxy shrugs like it was no big deal.

      “The gig?” I suck in a lungful of perfumed air as a flock of coeds make their way to the dance floor. “Oh my goodness!” I lunge over her with a hug. “Thank you! Thank you so much! You won’t be sorry, I swear it. I promise to bake my little heart out. Baking is my passion. Just tell me when and where you want me.” It’s true. I love to bake with the best of them. The outdoors is still my first love, but I can’t explain this insatiable urge to find the nearest kitchen and Frankenstein the ever-loving crap out of food. It’s as if once my mother left us I’ve had a tiny Betty Crocker just bursting to get out of me, and up until that point, I had no clue about it. Only now that I’ve been away at Briggs, the urge to whip up an entire mountain of kitchen concoctions has multiplied by a thousand. I suspect sequestering myself in my dorm room with the Food Network and a never-ending supply of Ramen noodles might have something to do with it.

      “It’ll mostly be frosting cupcakes and deliveries in the beginning.”

      “Deliveries?” My voice hitches when I say it. Just the thought of losing this awesome opportunity over something as ridiculous as my fear of driving the hellish highways is enough to make me overturn every table in this bar. I hate that I’ve let something as stupid as my paranoia of dying a fiery death at my own negligent hands get the better of me. Another reason why I’ve enlisted Colin Bale to escort me to Lake Avalanche—three different highways, innumerous lane changes at sixty miles an hour, and a death drop of about six thousand and fifty feet are involved.

      The Black Bear house band, the 12 Deadly Sins, starts up and the noise volume hikes several octaves.

      Roxy sways her head to the music. “Just local stuff.” My entire body relaxes once again. If I’m anything, I’m the queen of side streets. “And as the summer progresses, I’ll teach you a few tricks and tips.” Regarding baking, I’m sure—not driving, but a part of me wouldn’t mind the latter. I find it fascinating that every single person I know doesn’t have a problem navigating in this vehicular world. She takes a long swig of her drink before hopping off the stool. “I’m in charge of the cakes for my friends’ weddings this summer, so I’ll need you to take over during those weeks—filling regular customer orders and running a few extra deliveries.”

      “Yes, of course!”

      “Then it’s a deal.” We shake on it, and she nods past me. “It’s quitting time for Cole, so we thought we’d head out to the beach for a late night swim. I’ll call you.”

      “Sounds like a great idea. And thank you so much for the job! I can’t wait to get started!”

      No sooner does Roxy take off than my smile fades as I spot Rex Toberman in the back with an entire gaggle of gorgeous girls, every last one of them with their long tan creamy legs, their hair slicked back in ponytails. It used to be that the notorious girls of Alpha Chi forced each of their members, and wannabe members, to don the face lift inducing hairstyle, but since my friends and I shut them down, the only group that collectively partakes in the sleek pulled back ’do as a group are the cheerleaders.

      Rex is the quarterback of the football team here at Briggs. He’s the campus’s unofficial Adonis mascot, at least where the cheerleaders are concerned. Thus, the cornering of the ponytail brigade. Rex is handsome by most all standards with his dark thick glossy hair, his brooding affect, and piercing I’m-going-to-fuck-you-now gaze that sends the girls a titter.

      He casually glances my way, missing me by a cheerleader-ponytail-in-the-way-mile, and my stomach squeezes tight at the sight of his cut features, that perennial five o’clock stubble, and those tight in all the right places well-worn jeans. My body breaks out into a bite of hot sweat, and my heart thuds clear into my throat like the lunatic it is. I hate that I have this visceral reaction each time he’s around. More than that, I hate that both he and his moronic family always seem to be around.

      His eyes meet up with mine, and he raises a hand in my direction. That egotistical grin of his briefly takes over. A small crowd melts between us, and I pretend not to have seen his smug little grin as I make my way to the table that houses my friends.

      Piper stands just as I arrive. “I was just about to grab my man and hit the dance floor. You ready for your big getaway weekend at the lake?” Piper is a dark-haired beauty, almost a twin to her older brother, Cade.

      “How did you know about my getaway weekend?” I glance back at the growing cheerleader pyramid assembling around Rex. “Never mind. I can surmise.” Rex is best buds with Piper’s main squeeze, Owen. As much as I appreciate the boys we hang out with now and again, I loathe the fact Rex has grafted himself among them. It’s sort of a fluke really. His friends and my friends just so happen to be friends—just like it’s sort of a very big fucking fluke our parents are dating. Fucking fluke… The words marinate in my mind a moment. Geez, they’re not fucking, are they?

      “Never mind how she knew.” Cassidy snaps me out of my gag-worthy stupor. “How did I not know?” She springs up with her blonde ringlets falling neatly over her shoulders, the scent of gardenia in her wake. Cassidy has a scar running from her lip to her ear on the left side of her face, and she’s spent a lifetime trying to bury it in her shoulder whenever she’s out in public—up until she met her boyfriend, Cade, that is. Cade has pretty much freed her from her need to conceal her best weapon, her pretty little face. I’ve never seen Cassidy so happy. Heck, I’ve never seen Piper so over-the-top happy now that she’s with Owen. Not that I think a girl needs a man to put a smile on her face. Nope, not me. I’m as free as can be, and I don’t mind it one bit, with the exception of Colin Bale and his very much-needed role in my emancipation from Witch Mountain tonight. I’d rather stab my eyeballs out with a fork and eat them—after I sauté them in butter, of course—than broil in the family stew for forty-eight hellish hours.

      “Trust me, I’m not spending the weekend,” I assure Cass as I pull her into a quick embrace.

      My roommate, Daisy, pops up out of her seat and thrashes her fist in the air to the music. I’ve known Daisy going back to high school. She’s one year older, so next year she’ll be a junior to my sophomore. Daisy is pre-law like me, but that’s about where the similarities end. She’s as blonde and blue-eyed as Cassidy, and as extroverted as I am introverted. Cassidy, Daisy, Piper, and I have become fast friends ever since the beginning of the school year, and we’ve had no problem accepting one another’s differences.

      “I’m hitting the dance floor, girls.” Daisy knocks her hip hard into mine. “I’ll see you back at the ranch.” The ranch is her little nickname for our dorm. Trust me, there is not one animalistic thing going on at that place. It’s so chaste and sterile you could slurp a glass of water from the carpet if you had to. Neither Daisy nor I have yet to introduce the male species to the inside of our dormitory or our sheets. “Have fun at the lake with Sexy Rexy.”

      “I’m not spending the weekend at the lake,” I reiterate to Cassidy who’s still busy giving me the playful stink eye. And I’m definitely not spending the weekend with that moron whom I refuse to gift with the sexed-up moniker.

      She gives a deep-throated cackle as her hips sway to the music long before she hits the dance floor. “Oh, hon, Sexy Rexy is gonna need somebody to warm his bed tonight. You know that boy is dripping with all kinds of come-hither glances each time you’re around. Go on and get yourself some Whitney Briggs Mustang grade A beef.” She offers up a playful sock to my arm, and now it’s me involuntarily swaying to the music.

      “It’s a thousand degrees out tonight. If I warm anybody’s bed, we’re both liable to go up in flames.”

      Piper’s eyes expand with glee. “What’s this I hear? You want to go up in flames with Rex Toberman?” She doesn’t mean it. Once Cassidy gets going, she riles up the other two against me just for kicks.

      “Would you be quiet?” A trio of beefy boys head in this direction, and I give my good friend a stink eye of my own. “They’re coming. Knock it off.” The last thing on this planet I need is “Sexy Rexy’s” ego to blow his head right off his shoulders. I’d rather stab my eyes out with a fork and bypass the butter sauté than have Rex Toberman think I was the least bit interested in him.

      The boys appear in an instant with Owen wrapping his arms around Piper from behind and Cade claiming Cassidy by way of a ballerina spin. My stomach does its own revolution, not because I’m sick, because I’m actually a tad bit jealous of all this Valentine’s-worthy affection streaming from the four of them. I admit that it would be pretty nice to have someone wrap their arms around me that way. Lord knows I wouldn’t mind a romantic ballerina spin or two in my lifetime.

      Rex steps up. His smile quickly defuses as he looks past my shoulder. I follow his gaze, and my body floods with relief at the sight of Colin Bale and his neon green shirt, the boy who will, unbeknownst to him, spare me of a family weekend with Satan and her spawn—spawn as in singular. Rex’s siblings, Knox and Trixy, are totally nice and undeserving of my quasi-hormonal wrath.

      “Colin!” I give him a quick squeeze of a hug. I’ve never actually done more than nod at Colin Bale before, but in an effort to keep Sexy Rexy’s ego in check, I thought I’d indulge in the physicality while I can. Colin is a sandy-haired surfer type with gangly limbs and a permanently lewd grin plastered to his face. He’s friendly enough—a little too friendly if you ask me—but I’m desperate, and desperate family times call for desperate horny surfer measures.

      “What’s up? You ready to hit Avalanche?” He tweaks his brows when he says that last part because, well, I may have led him to believe our little getaway involved a nice roomy cabin where just about anything could and will happen. I hate that my father’s poor choices in the dating world have made me out to be a lying, quarterback-despising cock tease.

      Rex steps in, positioning his body between my ticket out of our parental nightmare of a weekend and me. “You’re going to Avalanche?” His chest puffs up, and his words come across more like a threat than they do a question. Something about the aggressive male reaction makes my thighs quiver on cue. But for all the thigh quivering I do around Rex, I’ve deduced that it’s simply an affliction of biology. I’m stronger than all of those cheerleaders that bounce onto his mattress. I can see right through his pretentious, I’ve-got-the-biggest-dick-on-campus routine. More like he is the biggest dick on campus. And, if I’m right, his gorilla-like maneuvers are about to display just that.

      “Yup.” Colin pulls me in and tucks his chin over his shoulder before letting out an ear-piercing belch. The smell of onions and death blasts over my face, and every last cell in my body demands to die.

      Both Daisy’s and Cassidy’s eyes enlarge at the ungodly sight. And, well, I’m too afraid to look in Piper’s direction to see if she’s ready to lop off the arm Colin just draped over my shoulder—his fingers fumbling toward the curve of my bra.

      “Skipette and I are headed on up.” He gives me a quick squeeze that lands my nose in his armpit a moment—ripe, yet surprisingly better than the onions covered in death.

      Shit! I come up, gasping for air, but it’s too late. His oily scent has infected my nostrils.

      “Who the hell’s Skipette?” Piper barks it out so aggressive that I’m suddenly fearing for Colin’s gangly horny self. There’s no doubt in my mind that my three besties wouldn’t subject him to a beatdown. Piper might be the leader of the butt-stomping pack, but there’s no doubt in my mind that Cass and Daisy wouldn’t join in.

      “It’s Scarlett.” I bat my lashes up at Colin sweetly, and he grimaces.

      “Whatever. Let’s get going. I’ve got a cooler full of beer in the back of my truck, and they’re not going to drink themselves.” He jostles me with a strangulating hug.

      “Beer, huh?” Rex folds his freakishly buff arms across his chest. Rex is sort of a freakish physical specimen altogether, which explains the parade of girls who have followed him over just hoping that he’ll point his crotch rocket in their direction. It’s sickening watching my fellow females degrade themselves in such a desperate manner. Although it’s pretty evident these cheer-bots are easily swayed by all the pomp and circumstance his quarterback self has to offer. Just because he can pull off a great pass on the field doesn’t guarantee he’s touchdown material in the bedroom. Not that I would know how to gauge anyone in the bedroom. My virginal status affords me exactly zero experience in that promiscuous arena.

      “Yeah, we’re headed up for a quickie.” Colin nods to the exit, and I can feel my body willing itself outside those very doors.

      A quickie? Does this meathead even understand the decency and decorum involved in such an act?

      A pretty blonde struts by and blows Rex a kiss on her way to the dance floor. Never mind. I keep forgetting that at WB there doesn’t seem to be a whole lot of decency or decorum regarding coital matters.

      “What kind of a quickie?” Rex leans back on his heels, suddenly amused by my date for the evening. His eyes squint in an annoying way as if he’s buried a laugh in each one. Once he sees our taillights headed back toward Hollow Brook, he’ll bow to my genius and wish he had a female version of Colin to get him out of the Toberman-Kent weekend of torment. Who’ll be laughing then?

      “You know—a fucking quickie.” Colin pulls me in and offers a noogie to the top of my head like I was his kid sister. By the time I manage to right myself, all three of my friends are open-mouthed and aghast at Colin’s latest attempt to woo me.

      Piper grunts, “You’re not having a fucking quickie with that girl or any other girl tonight, so you can just take your hands off her before I rip them off at the insertion.”

      Crap. I shrink a little as I cinch my purse over my shoulder. I’m thinking a speedy getaway is necessary if I want my plan to succeed.

      “We’d better get going!” I sing, doing my best to turn Colin toward the exit, but his feet seem to have drilled themselves into the floorboards.

      Rex smirks at him with that ever-so smug I’m-better-than-you smile. “So, you’re up for a long family weekend, huh?”

      “Family?” Colin loosens his grip on me, and that’s pretty much when I know it’s over.

      “Yup”—Rex lets out an exasperated sigh himself—“our parents are hosting some weekend long family fun-fest. But don’t worry, you’ll love it. Knowing my mother, there will be charades, board games, and group fishing nonstop. If we’re lucky, there’ll be a pancake breakfast tomorrow morning—all-you-can-eat, made of buckwheat and spinach, of course. None of that processed shit. But don’t worry, you won’t be able to taste the spinach in anything she prepares. You like hot cocoa, right?” Colin’s eyes widen a moment as if that one carbohydrate-slash-greens infected feast might have just put him in the running again. “But then, it’s the boys weekend to do the dishes.”

      “Dishes?” Colin ticks his head back as if he’s affronted by the idea of manual labor in the kitchen of all places. “No fucking way.” Colin shakes himself loose. “You can’t expect me to keep my hands in hot water. My skin cracks and shit.” He looks at me with a manufactured apologetic look. “I’m afraid I’ll have to back out. I have a thing with these guys tomorrow. I can’t be stuck at the lake all weekend playing charades. If you want a good time when you get back, let me know.” He nods while doing this weird duck face that I refuse to acknowledge might actually be Colin trying to blow me a kiss as he melts into the crowd.

      “I can’t believe this.” I cringe toward Daisy. “Colin Bale just baled on me.” I drop my face in my hands a moment before Cassidy shakes me out of my Colin-based stupor. Little does she know it’s actually a Sabrina-based stupor because dateless me will actually have to sit through the entire livelong weekend watching my sister and my ex suck face for forty-eight hours. Aren’t there laws about this somewhere on the books? If not, it’s the first law I’ll look to instate upon graduation. Thou shalt not date your sibling’s ex and bring them to the Happy Squirrel to flaunt in their face. Sounds more like a commandment, and, now that I think of it, I like the idea of it being written in stone.

      Cassidy hops over and wraps her floral perfumed arms around me. “You get that glum look off your face, missy. You just escaped a Dutch oven fire if you ask me. Now, get over to that lake and sit by the dock of the bay and watch the weekend go by. Sounds like a perfect heaven to me.”

      I glance to Rex who still has his arms folded across his chest, his serious gaze set to mine, and my throat tightens as I’m forced to eat crow.

      “It won’t be heaven.” Mostly due to my sister, but Rex can share in that paradise-stealing glory. “Besides, I can’t go. My car has been acting up.” It’s my go-to excuse when there’s an entire highway between my prospective destination and me. “Colin was giving me a lift. So there’s that. I’d better let my sister know.” I pull my phone from my purse, and Cassidy slaps it right back out of my grasp.

      “Rexy, you’re on your way over to this family ho-down showdown, aren’t you?” Cassidy flashes her wicked little grin at him. “You wouldn’t have room for one more tiny, albeit cuter than a bug’s ear, little girl, would you?” She pushes me in front of him like some virginal offering to the Whitney Briggs Mustang gods.

      Rex grunts out his devilish smile, those dark eyes of his glinting with delight at the proverbial fall that just took place moments before. “I’ve got plenty of room for one tiny, albeit cuter than a bug’s ear, little girl.” He looks to Cassidy. “Where is she?”

      Cassidy swats him over the stomach while I groan at his ill attempt at humor. Rex has been pretty much nothing but an annoying thorn in my side from the minute our parents introduced us last summer. Both my father and his mother were thrilled that Rex and I were attending the same university. My father even went as far as charging him with keeping an extra eye out on me. My dad has always been a touch too protective of his girls.

      “I’m teasing.” Rex roughs up my hair a bit as he walks on by. “Get your bug’s-ear-self together and let’s get out of here.”

      “Who says I’m going anywhere with you?” It comes out a bit more temperamental and bitchy than necessary, but I can’t help it. Rex Toberman has a way of reducing me to a cranky temperamental bitch.

      “Okay, fine.” He pumps those behemoth shoulders, and, for a second, I envision the two of us alone in bed, his piping hot body pressed over mine, the wingspan of those shoulders as he glides up and down…and every last inch of me shudders. “You can drive yourself in your unreliable car. I’ll see you up there—maybe.” He offers a dry smile.

      There’s something about the snide way his lips twitch when he says that last word that makes me a little dizzy. I’m not sure if it’s because he managed to look vexingly comely or the fact getting on the highway makes my body tense in a bundle of nerves. You practically have to take every highway in the universe before you get on the back road that takes you up to the cabin. It’s almost as if he’s calling me out on the fact my car isn’t unreliable, that it’s simply one of many fronts I’ve developed to keep those around me in the dark about the fact I’m terrified I’ll come to a crashing end if I ever dare drive on a hellish speedway.

      Rex takes off, and I watch as he grows smaller, as the crowd of girls following him out the exit grows larger and blonder, and all I can think about is how Sabrina will think she’s finally gotten to me with all of that I’m-dating-Duncan bullcrap.

      “Wait!” I wail, giving my friends a quick wave as I head for the exit. I step out into the balmy night air, only to find Rex Toberman already barreling down the street in his brand new white souped-up truck, and I do the only think I can think of.

      I jump in front of it.
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      “Shit!” I slam on my brakes so hard the smoke from my tires clouds up the road.

      Is that Scarlett? I may not be a fan, but I don’t want to kill her—at least not yet. And for sure not this weekend when I’m due for another round of her father attempting to fill my own father’s shoes for the hundredth time. The guy’s been dating my mother for under a year, and he’s already tried to have one too many serious father-son discussions. I’m not interested—not in him, and for sure not in his psychotic, jumping-in-street-traffic daughter.

      The passenger’s door swings open and in flies Scarlett like a wild, redheaded flame.

      “You’re a freaking nutcase, you know that?” My heart gives a few hard wallops, and for a second, I’m unsure if it’s her sheer stupidity or the fact she’s kicked up my hormones once again. Scarlett has been known to get my adrenaline going. She’s hot and happens to have a smoking body, but then, my adrenaline seems to kick up to just about any girl who meets that criteria.

      She laughs while making an attempt to buckle herself. “You keep up with the sweet talk, and I’ll think you’re trying to hit on me.”

      Now it’s me barking out a laugh. I head toward the main road, and she dives over the steering wheel, landing me in the far right lane instead.

      “Geez, you could have killed us. You’re lucky there was no one in that lane. Remind me to never get into a car that you’re actually in control of.”

      “There wasn’t anyone there. I checked.” Her lips purse into a severe pout. “I don’t have an overnight bag. I need to run up to my dorm and throw a few things together. It’ll only take a minute, unless, of course, you think you can get us back to Hollow Brook before midnight.” Her large green eyes round out with hope. The first thing I noticed about Scarlett last summer were her oversized lawn-green eyes. I’ve never seen anything quite like them.

      “Is that why Colin Bale was invited to the cabin? As your midnight express back to Whitney Briggs?” Not a bad idea now that I think about it.

      “That among other things.” She wraps her arms around her tiny waist and hugs herself while perfecting that pout in her reflection. Scarlett is a damn gorgeous girl. If my mother weren’t so insistent in pinning down her father, the sexual sickle might have swung in the opposite direction for the two of us. But, then, if her constant disdain and overall lack of enthusiasm when I’m around is any indication, perhaps not. “Hey! I’ve got a great idea.” She spins toward me in her seat, her entire person lights up at whatever it is she’s about to propose.

      “No,” I flatline as I pull into the parking lot just below Cutler Tower.

      “What do you mean no? You don’t even know what I was about to say!” Her voice rises a notch, incensed by the idea, and something about her rife indignation makes my boxers twitch with approval.

      “I mean no. I’m pretty sure whatever you’re about to say is a lousy idea. You’re full of them tonight, starting with that skater boy you almost dragged up to the lake—who would have initiated an alcohol-fueled attack by the way. He had trouble written all over his neon T-shirt.”

      Her lips invert as if holding back a laugh. Her dark hair falls into the stream of light beaming from the parking lot and catches fire. Scarlett’s hair looks black from far away, but the closer you get you realize, that much like her temper, it’s a bona fide flame. You get too close, you’ll get burned. I should know. It seems like Scarlett is forever trying to set me on fire. We’ve gotten along as well as oil and water pretty much since hello.

      “My idea is”—she growls—“I was sort of hoping you’d have a very pressing football need and get us off that overgrown rock tonight.” She ducks as if I were about to toss a shoe at her.

      So her weekend plans hinge on whether or not I feel like lying to my mother.

      “You really are nuts. It takes an hour to get there with no traffic, and an hour to get back. It’s already almost seven. That leaves about an hour to spend time with our parents.” I think on this a moment. “It’s actually pretty brilliant, but still a hard no.”

      “Why not?” Scarlett sounds a lot like Trixy when she whines. There’s something almost endearing about her—almost. I’m pretty sure it’s the inkling of my little sister I find endearing, not the redheaded spitfire sitting next to me.

      “Because for one, my mother actually expects me to stay the weekend. And I happen to be a—”

      “Momma’s boy?” She finishes the thought for me, albeit incorrectly.

      “I was thinking responsible, respectful, and dutiful son.” And probably a momma’s boy when you get right down to it, but who doesn’t love their mom? I flick a finger up at the glittering lights of the dormitory tower. “Make it quick, sweetheart.”

      “I’m sure you say that to all the girls.” She scoffs as if holding back a laugh. “In fact, I bet you have that carved into your headboard.”

      “I don’t have a headboard—too noisy.” An indulgent grin begs to take over, but I won’t let it. “I like all of my noise to come from the girls.”

      She lets out an exasperated grunt as she opens the door.

      “In fact, that’s the sound right there!”

      “Ugh!” Scarlett jumps out, swinging both her hair and hips from side to side, and I try to pry my eyes away, make myself follow any other coed, but my gaze won’t stray. Shit. This girl doesn’t know the half of what she does to me.
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* * *

      We keep the conversation to a minimum on the rest of the drive. “Lake Avalanche,” I say mostly to myself. “What the hell kind of name is that?”

      “A good one,” she snipes back as if I took a personal jab at her family—her father primarily. Him, I actually might like to stab. Bradley Kent, asshole in arms. What a freaking douche. “I suppose your family is too good to have a cabin at Lake Avalanche. Tell me, Sexy Rexy”—she incites the nickname Cassidy sometimes taunts me with, and a dull smile curls the corner of my lips—“where pray tell do the Tobermans blow off steam? Oh, wait, you’re far too nouveau riche to do something as filthy as blow off anything.”

      “That’s right, princess.” My blood pressure skyrockets right along with my irritation. “I save all my blowing for the bedroom.” Normally, I wouldn’t dream of talking to a girl this way, but she started this perverse flow of thought by invoking my imaginary headboard.

      She grunts again. “Where does your family prefer to summer? I’ll take a wild stab at it.” A self-righteous grin blooms on her face. “The Hamptons? I bet you’re just chomping at the bit to catch the first private jet to Long Island.”

      “My private jet happens to be in the shop.” True story, but I’m not entertaining this ridiculous conversation with her. “And we don’t summer in the Hamptons.” Anymore—but she doesn’t need to know that little tidbit either. Before my parents divorced, they were the “it” couple of the east end of that island. I can still smell the salt in the thick, warm air, feel the powder white sand clinging to my legs. That sand followed you home, and there wasn’t a damn thing you were going to do about it. “We have a cabin at Mirror Lake.” Mirror Lake is two hours from Hollow Brook, and that one extra hour of travel is the exact reason I think my mother opted for the Avalanche that’s about to ensue. “We don’t have any silly nickname for our cabin either.” Not sure why I went there with the exception that I find the name of their family abode completely ridiculous in nature. “So, who dreamed up the Happy Squirrel Retreat? Let me guess. It was your best work?”

      Scarlett sinks in her seat a bit, her lids growing heavy and weary. “We all did—my brother, sister, and me. It’s stupid, I know.” Her voice grows small. “Ironically, it was such a happy day.” She looks out the window and gives a tiny sniffle.

      My heart breaks because in that one moment it feels as if Scarlett and I are on the same level, in the same amount of pain over who our families once were and who we’re morphing into. I do know her mother is remarried, so there’s no chance of her parents reuniting. But my father—he’s not hitched. He’s not even dating. My mother needs to wake the hell up and put her life back together. Yes, what happened sucked. What happened to her after the fact made everything ten times worse. But is it impossible for them to get back together? No. The only thing standing in their way is a tall, gray-haired bag of bones named Bradley Kent. My goal this weekend is to make my mother realize what I’ve known all along. She doesn’t belong with this idiot for God’s sake. She belongs with my dad.

      We drive the rest of the way in silence.
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* * *

      The Happy Squirrel Retreat sits at the edge of Lake Avalanche with an awkward skyscraper-like disposition. It actually looks wider at the top than should ever be safe, and those stilts it’s sitting on aren’t doing any favors in the way of assuring me of my safety. Not to mention, the cabin sits far too close to shore for comfort. I swear on all that is holy that son of a bitch looks like it’s about to topple right in.

      An oversized wooden statue of a bear holding a sign with the cabin’s boastful moniker greets us at the bottom of the stairs. The cabin itself is more like a cozy nook than the palace I envisioned.

      I know all about extra large ski-side accommodations. Our cabin at Mirror Lake is over nine thousand square feet. Both the Tobermans and the Kents would have been much more comfortable there for the weekend rather than trying to squeeze ourselves into this shoebox. We’ll be clawing out one another’s eyes far sooner than the time allotted for this unwanted stay-cation. On second thought, this thumbtack of a retreat might be just what the breakup doctor ordered to end my mother’s extended fling.

      “It’s four bedrooms, two baths—one upstairs and down.” Scarlett gives me a quick architectural rundown, sounding more depressed by the meager disposition of the house than boastful. “The kitchen’s a tiny square, but I’m sure we’ll make it work. I’m already losing my appetite, so that’s one less room I’ll be heading into.”

      I pick up our bags from the trunk and follow her up, trying not to hypnotize myself by the sweet way her ass sashays back and forth like it’s trying to teach me a lesson. Just the thought of that rock for brains, Colin Bale, coming up here and pawing all over her is enough to make me lose my appetite.

      Scarlett gives a meek knock at the door before grabbing the handle and bowing her head a moment as if she needed to summon her resolve just to walk inside.

      We head into the brightly lit foyer that spills into the living room, and before we know it, our families offer up a collective cheery hello. The thick scent of something sweet baking hits me, and already it’s wiped the pall off this place. As much as I hate to admit it, this feels cozy, alarmingly homey even.

      I give a brief wave at Trixy and Knox playing pool in the corner along with Scarlett’s younger brother, Lawson. The table is too jammed up against the wall to allow a proper game, but it looks as if they’re making the best of it.

      Mom gives an exaggerated hello from the dot of a kitchen while pulling a tray of chocolate chip cookies from the oven. Her hair is pinned back in a bun, and she’s actually donned an apron. A part of me is tempted to take a picture of this 1950s version of my mother and shoot it to Dad, but I’m pretty sure that’s one of the worst things I can do. He wouldn’t be amused. He’d be irritated, jealous even.

      I glance over to the sofa where Bradley sits square on his haunches, staring transfixed at the television. His hair is snow white, and he has a pair of silver framed spectacles sliding down his nose. If Scarlett and her siblings get their dark crimson locks from him, the world would never know it.

      He offers up a brief, cheery hello of his own, but it looks as if neither Scarlett nor I are getting a running, hugging reception from our respective parents. Instead, her lookalike older sister—swear to God, they could be twins—heads over with some dude in tow. I’ve met Scarlett’s family several times by now, and I’ve yet to see this pasty-faced, somewhat angry looking dude who’s shuffling alongside Sabrina.

      “Sissy!” Sabrina holds out her arms with her mock enthusiasm. It’s pretty clear to everyone with a beating heart that Sabrina and Scarlett aren’t exactly the best of friends. You couldn’t cut through the tension with a razor when these two are around. “So, where is he?” She cranes her neck past the two of us. Her act is so convincing I look back myself to see if anyone’s followed us up. “Is he getting your bags? Isn’t he the perfect gentleman.” Her pink manicured hands rub together as if she’s already developing a plan of wicked proportions, which wouldn’t surprise me. Sabrina is a lot like Scarlett’s evil twin with longer, darker hair, stronger red highlights, her eyes a bit larger, her nose a bit hooked. She’s a wicked beauty to Scarlett’s poetic quiet looks. Too bad Scarlett’s temperament doesn’t quite match. Other than that, they could pass as twins easily.

      “He’s not coming,” Scarlett says it just above a whisper.

      “Are you talking about C—?”

      Scarlett darts a harsh glance my way and shakes her head ever so slightly.

      “What’s this here?” Sabrina cocks her head to the side while the pasty-faced dude keeps his eyes glued to Scarlett. He hasn’t once looked away, and something about that wet dream look on his face makes me want to sock him. “Oh, hon”—she flicks her wrist—“there ain’t no shame in being single.” Sabrina’s country twang is much thicker than Scarlett’s. At first, I couldn’t tell if I was hallucinating, but the more I listened, the more it was there in the background like a ghost trying not to be seen. “Just because Duncky and I have found true love doesn’t mean you need to run off and get yourself saddled with just any ol’ body.”

      Duncky’s eyes drop to Scarlett’s cleavage, and I hold out my hand, cock-blocking his view. “Rex Toberman.” If the girls aren’t going to do the honors, I’ll take the reins.

      “Duncan Wormier.” A look of discontent takes over his features. “I used to date Scarlett.”

      Shit. I stop mid-shake.

      Sabrina swats him in the stomach, and now this entire wishing-Colin-were-here-scenario makes perfect sense. Sabrina is a boyfriend-jacker, and she’s hauled him to the Squirrely Whirly Retreat to rub him in poor Scarlett’s face.

      “So, it’s Duncky, huh?” I nod at the dude trying to get out of the awkwardness his confession has landed us in.

      Scarlett takes in a breath. “Something stupid I used to call him.”

      “Yes, well, he’s mine now.” Sabrina pulls Scarlett in and giggles as if this were somehow appropriate. “We thought we’d meet the young man Scar Scar has been hiding, but I suppose he’ll remain a mystery—perhaps an illusion for quite some time now!” She cackles again right into her sister’s face, and I can see Scarlett’s cheeks heating to match the color of her hair.

      “Maybe he won’t be such a mystery.” I shrug, and Scarlett glares back at me for even bothering to intervene. I look right at her, and something in those glassy jade eyes softens just a bit. As if I tossed out a life preserver to that sinking ship she’s on, and she’s actually made the decision to reach for it. “Maybe you’re looking at him.”

      All three pairs of eyes widen at the same time, Scarlett’s being the most prominent and damning with rage.

      “Come on, Scar Scar.” I tick my head at her. “Let’s let the relationship cat out of the bag. You’re not ashamed of me, are you?”

      Her mouth opens, and an entire series of choking sounds come out—one of my favorite things to induce in a girl, usually in bed and never in front of her sister.

      “See?” I step in close and wrap an arm over her shoulders. “That wasn’t so bad.”

      “Wait a Whitney Briggs’s minute!” Sabrina sings, pointing wildly at the two of us as if she were a conductor. “Does Daddy know about this little indecent arrangement?”

      “No way, no how,” Scarlett grunts it out. Her chest rises and falls as she glares at me a moment. “We’re sort of a new thing—a secret at the moment. We’re only telling the two of you, so if word gets out, we’ll know who to kill.” She gifts them a look that can just as easily slit their throat. There’s the girl I know, right back to her snippy, hostile self. For as much as I can’t stand to be around her, I don’t want to see her beating heart ripped out of her chest by her sister of all people.

      “Oh, honey”—Sabrina skirts her gaze up and down my body twelve times fast as if she might be in the mood to swipe another guy out from under Scarlett’s nose—“our lips are very much sealed.”

      Mom shuttles us over to the living room, giggling like a schoolgirl herself. Just watching her like this, happy to be here, turns my stomach. “How about we watch a movie like one big happy family?” She dots Bradley’s face with a kiss, and a dull collective groan runs through the room. I don’t think a single one of us can ever get used to seeing their geriatric love connection in action.

      Knox and Lawson help narrow down our viewing picks, and while everyone vies for their favorite flick, I pull Mom aside to the hall.

      “What’s with the June Cleaver routine?” I glance down at her flour-stained apron. This reeks Halloween costume more than it ever does happy homemaker, especially with my mother dressed the part.

      “Would you relax?” She strokes my hair for a moment as if I were five. “Can you just once be happy for me?” Her features relax, beckoning me to do the same. My mother has been through a hell of a lot, I’ll give her that, but something about the way this weekend, this relationship of hers with Brad-the-Fad is unfolding has me feeling a little sorry for the guy. “You know I’ve been through a lot. I deserve this”—she scowls at her choice of clothing—“this Happy Suzy Homemaker delusion.”

      “Delusion being the operative word.” The lights dim as Bradley calls us each to take a seat. He pats the space next to him for his Lyn Lyn. God help me or I might actually land my fist through that old coot’s jaw.

      “Enough for now,” she whispers as we head on over. “Just forget about the past, Rex. God knows I have.” She struts off and lands next to Scarlett’s father as if he had been holding that seat for her for the last twenty years.

      But those last few words of hers sting the most. It’s true. My mother has set the past very far behind her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After a droning action comedy that most of us have seen one too many times before, my mother doles out room assignments. Knox and Trixy bunk together. They’re twins, two years my junior, and they’ve spent their whole lives bunking together. Even at their age, they don’t seem to mind. Scarlett and her sister are in the room next to mine, and I’m the lucky fuck who gets to bunk with “Duncky.”

      The second the door shuts to our room, he starts stripping down to his boxers, and I toss a spare pillow at him.

      “Put the pants back on, dude, before I shank you.” I land on the tiny bed in the corner, and the mattress doesn’t bother to give. Great. Just what the team doctor ordered for my aching back, a slab of concrete to call my own.

      “You what?” He winces with his thumbs hitched in his boxers as if they’re the next thing to go. “It’s hot. I’m taking it all off and getting under the covers. I suggest you close your eyes if it offends you.”

      “Offends me? It’s going to give me nightmares for the rest of my fucking life.”

      He freezes midway, and his blinding white moon forces me to turn away. “You kiss her mouth with those lips?”

      “Kiss her mouth?” For a second, I’m disoriented, but before I can put the Scarlett pieces together, the door cracks open and Sabrina lands beside me on the twin-sized bed.

      “Go on.” She smacks me over the leg until I’m standing. “Scar Scar’s waiting for you! We’re doing the old switcheroo,” she whispers, holding her finger to her lips for full effect.

      Crap. I take off and enter the room to my left with a light foot in the event Scar Scar frightens easily and I find a knife planted in my neck, and with the way she feels about me, I might anyway.

      Instead, I find Scarlett sitting in the middle of a double bed with nary a second mattress around.

      “Where am I supposed to sleep?” I glance over to a round contraption that might work as a chair, but there’s no way my body could hope to balance on it—in a fetal position no less. That, right there, is the nightmare that benchwarmers are made of.

      “You’re sleeping with me, sweetheart,” she drags it out slow—no sugar, just the way I did earlier, and I can’t help but smile.

      “Is this the part where you tell me I brought this upon myself?”

      “This is the part where I tell you a night on the walnut hardwood will really straighten you out.”

      Shit. I glance to the floor and shake my head. “No way, Lady Godiva. I’m taking my pillow and hitting the couch downstairs. My back needs to be in top condition for next season. I’ve got practice all summer, and it’s going to end real quick the second I fall asleep on that petrified forest.”

      No sooner does my hand hit the doorknob than a pillow lobs me from behind.

      “You can’t leave!” she hisses in a panic. “She’ll know we’re just a lie!” I turn around to catch the whites of her eyes as they glint in the dimly lit room, and she squeezes them shut for a moment. “Please stay. I can sleep on the floor.” She tosses her pillow down with the enthusiasm reserved for the guillotine, and my stomach turns.

      “Don’t move.” I head over and lie as close to the edge of the bed as possible.

      “Are you sure?” Her voice fills the air like a nervous hummingbird.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.” She crawls under the sheets and flops the comforter over me. “Thank you for staying—and for doing that thing you did. That was pretty nice.”

      The air grows stale in the room for a moment as I wait for the dig, but it never comes.

      “You’re welcome. I’m sure you would have done the same for me.”

      “Not on your life, Sexy Rexy.” She kicks me from under the sheets, and my chest thumps with a laugh.

      “At least you say it like you mean it.”

      “Right. Keep dreaming and scheming to make me yours. It’s not happening. I’m a free agent, and that’s exactly the way I’m going to stay.”

      “Suit yourself. It’s you who’s missing out in the end.” The sound of our breathing clogs up the silence, quickly replaced by the sound of a squeaky mattress from the other side of the wall. Thank God our parents are safely tucked downstairs, because so help me God, if I heard even the slightest rattle… I shake the thought out of my head. “Can I ask what happened?”

      “What do you mean ‘what happened’? You were there. You made it happen. You scared off my plan A. Colin made good on his last name and baled.”

      “Not that.” I roll over onto my back, staring blankly at the ceiling. An anemic stream of moonlight curves its way in through the curtains, adding just the right amount of midnight blue to make this feel even more like a mind fuck. “What happened with you and that nudist next door? Why is he dunking his toothpick into your sister when he could have had you?”

      A hard swat comes over my chest. “First of all, eww. And second of all, double eww. I don’t care about Duncan. I don’t care if he runs around naked all weekend or how hard he and my sister are jumping on that bed. So help me God, you try to tell me different and I might vomit.”

      A dull laugh strums through me, and the mattress gives a soft bounce. “Okay, if you say so, they’re jumping on the bed. You wouldn’t happen to feel like making some mattress music yourself, would you?”

      Another swat comes at me, this time striking a little too close to the face.

      “I’ll take that as a no. And watch the moneymaker, would you?”

      “Moneymaker,” she scoffs. “Let me guess who your biggest customers would be. The entire WB cheer squad?”

      “The cheer squad and I get along. You got a problem with that?”

      “Only if the fact that you get along with the cheer squad introduces bed bugs of the sexual variety to my childhood quilt.”

      The room quiets down before the squeaky mattress next door starts up again.

      “And round two is a go.” I wait for the assault to hit its crescendo, but Scarlett simply groans and pulls the pillow over her head.

      I think back on all my girlfriends, the ones I was at least semi-serious with and think about how much it would suck, how much it would piss me off if Knox was next door making some mattress moves on my ex. My blood boils just thinking about it.

      “Come on.” I give her a light tap on the knee and start bouncing up and down on the mattress by simply gyrating my body. A loud, dying shriek of a squeak ricochets throughout the room, and Scarlett lets out a gasp.

      “They’re going to think we’re—” She freezes for a moment then pulls me abruptly up by the hand, and, before we know it, we’re jumping on the bed, aiming high for the vaulted ceiling, laughing our asses off. It takes less than thirty seconds for a series of solid thumps to come from the adjoining wall.

      “Keep it down in there, would you?” a distinctly male voice roars from the other side.

      “Sounds like Duncky doesn’t like to share his Scar Scar,” I muse.

      Scarlett plunges her head back and lets out a wicked laugh as if it were the funniest thing in the world. She pulls us down to our knees, and it’s only then I note our hands are still conjoined, her warm fingers interlacing with mine. She jerks away as if pulling her hand out of a fire.

      “Sorry about that.” She falls back onto her elbows, and I follow, the bed still rippling from our efforts.

      “Not a problem.” It felt kind of nice, innocent, holding her hand, but I’ll be the last to mention it. “You hear that?” I hold up a finger to the silver light.

      “I don’t hear anything.”

      “Exactly.” I hold out my hand, and she slaps me five. “We’ve effectively duncked the Dunker.”

      Scarlett gives a bubbling laugh at the thought. “Serves them right.”

      “Serves them right indeed.”

      “Why do you care if they’re having a good time?” She calls me out on the questionable camaraderie.

      “Because I don’t like seeing annoying people that happy.” Sort of true. “Besides, I’m not sure if I believe in happiness anymore.” True as God.

      “Yeah, well—me either.” Her hand flops in the dark until it covers mine, and this time I give her fingers a squeeze.

      “Good night, Free Agent Scarlett.”

      “Good night, Sexy Rexy.” She smothers it in the requisite amount of sarcasm.

      “Say it like you mean it.” I offer her fingers another gentle squeeze.

      “You wish.” She turns over and goes to sleep, and I try to do the same, but all night I wonder why this girl who’s vexed me for months suddenly feels so good to touch, and what she would think if she knew who my mother really was.
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      There are several highlights that I remember fondly about my childhood—the time a beautiful woman dressed as a mermaid came to my fifth birthday party. Her hair was as red as mine, and I loved her. The time my parents took us to a pricey resort in Hawaii, and my sister, brother, and I all swam with friendly bottlenose dolphins. There was an afternoon in fourth grade when both my father and my mother chaperoned a school field trip down to an apple orchard. All of my friends thought it was weird, and a part of me knew I should be embarrassed by this, but I loved it. My father lifted me through the branches, and I filled up a basket with blushing Pippins and dainty Pink Ladies. We bought a heaping apple pie from the orchard bakery. I can still smell the cinnamon if I try. Then, there was the night they sat us all down, my sister, brother, and I on the couch, the two of them positioned across from us, seated on the coffee table. We knew from their outward act of furniture-based defiance that something was drastically wrong. We were no more allowed to put our sock-feet up on the coffee table, let alone sit on the wooden beast, and here our parents were squatting over it as if it were the new normal. That was a bruised day in the history of us. They referred to it as simply “the end of their partnership” to lessen the blow. It didn’t, of course. It may have been the end to their partnership, but it was also the end to their marriage, and to the family as we knew it. We had entered unchartered territory. Divorce had been the norm for so many of our friends, but, now that we had joined their ranks, we wanted off that twisted partial custody merry-go-round. I hated it then, and I hate it now. I hate it. I hate that my parents openly defied the vows they took and then blew apart like drifters.

      I raise my bow and aim high at the heart carved into a lone pine that sits in the clearing. I’ve spent the last ten minutes piercing that heart my mother carved out many ironic years ago.

      The scent of oven-ripe soil penetrates my nostrils, sticks to my skin as the sweat under my neck quickly turns to grime. I’m not afraid of getting dirty. I’m certainly not afraid of letting anyone see me in this less than hygienic way.

      “Hold your fire,” a male voice calls from behind, and I let go of my arrow, watching as it splices past the others tucked neatly in that cupid-shaped fantasy, landing dead in the middle.

      “Bullseye.” Rex comes up and stands beside me, staring out at my handy work, looking impressed and perhaps a bit shaken. His warm cologne circles me and makes me long for a shower and some mouthwash.

      “I’m a good shot,” I pant, pulling another arrow from the pouch slung over my back.

      “Oh, I’m aware.” He tweaks his brows, bobbing his head with a touch too much amusement. It infuriates me enough to want to use his bobblehead as my next target.  “You clocked me twice on the chin in the middle of the night.”

      “Just wanted to make sure you were staying on your side of the bed.” My lips twist with disdain as a look of revulsion takes over. “I think tonight you should sleep on the couch.”

      His eyes widen into twin circles of baby blue in an ocean of white. “What happened to our budding relationship?”

      “I’m over it. I suggest you get over it, too. I’m thinking we should have a dramatic breakup. You know, something that involves kitchen knives launched at your head.” I glance down at his crotch a moment. Rex is forever in blue jeans, all the same well-worn versions at that. I’d hate to think he’s the kind of guy who wears the same pair of jeans over and over, but since his family is swimming in green, I’m sure he can afford more than one pair of mechanically altered Levi’s. “I’ll be sure to aim for both the big head and the little.” My lips cinch into a smirk.

      His eyes latch on to mine, and the air charges around us. I’ve never in my life felt so much dislike toward one person.

      “There’s not a little head on my body.” He’s daring me to go there one more time with those marbled eyes.

      “Be sure to stand next to Duncan while you’re at it. Of course, I’ll have to nick you as well. Everyone in my family knows I’m a damn good shot.” I offer up a little wink.

      “All right, Agent Orange—your dad asked me to bring you back alive. There’s some big announcement brewing up there.” He glances back to the cabin with a clear look of regret. If anything, we’re a united front on not wanting our parents to remain united.

      “Wait, did you say announcement?” My ears pique at the horrible idea. “What kind of announcement?” People announce things that lead to big life shifts like babies and sex changes, and seeing that neither one of our parents is of a socially acceptable child-bearing age nor are their gender-related parts in any suspected danger, that only leaves…

      “That’s right.” Those sides of beef he calls arms fold over his chest. “I don’t know what the hell’s brewing, but your sister was tap dancing like she had to go to the bathroom so she might have a part in it.”

      “Bleh.” Just the thought of listening to a thing Sabrina has to say makes me want to vomit all over those bed sheets she and Duncan defiled last night. Speaking of bed sheets… “I’ll go with you under two circumstances. One, you resolve to take us off this mountain tonight after our monster breakup—which, of course, neither my father nor your mother will ever be made aware of, lest I skewer your balls together with one of these bad boys.” I give the arrows slung over my shoulder a slight tap. “And two, never and I mean never—for the safety of your balls—do not and I repeat do not call me Agent Orange again.”

      That cocky grin rides low on his lips. “I just thought—”

      “That’s where you got into trouble,” I say, bypassing him on the way back to the cabin. “Do us both a favor and don’t do any more thinking.” Good thing for Briggs, chasing after pigskin doesn’t require much cerebral activity.
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* * *

      The cabin is lit up inside with a happy, peachy glow. Lawson and Knox are back at the pool table having a good time. Secretly, I hate how easily my brother has struck up a friendship with both Knox and Rex. Why can’t he be like Sabrina and me and give everyone who bears the Toberman moniker the cold shoulder? I spot Trixy and Sabrina huddled in the corner, staring solemnly down at something in my sister’s hand, and my stomach turns. I guess I’m the only one interested in staving off the Toberman virus. I can see it’s spreading quickly, catching like wildfire as one by one my family falls prey to them.

      “Batter Bits!” Dad beams as I step inside, and beckons me over with a nod toward the balcony.

      “Batter Bits?” Rex mouths, and I turn an icy shoulder to him.

      Yes, Batter Bits. One day out of the blue my father called Sabrina Pumpkin, and I mistakenly thought a permanent, yet clever, name change had taken place. Naturally, I wanted a far better tasting name myself, so I asked him to call me Cake Batter, not the slimy batter on the side of the bowl, but the yummy batter bits. He and my mother got quite the laugh. He didn’t think Cake Batter quite fit, so it eventually morphed to Batter Bits, and that’s how I’ve affectionately been known to my father all these years.

      He offers that well-worn smile of his. Dad is tan year round, not pink in the cheeks, but deep sable brown, a glow he’s toiled for by way of spending the last solid decade on the golf greens. He owns and operates one of the biggest private shipping industries on the East Coast and does most of his best corporate maneuvers while holding a nine iron in his hands. Dad grimaces, and his teeth glow in the defused late afternoon light. Rex’s mother, Lynette, has insisted they go on “bleaching” dates. They’ve gone on so many of these illuminating expeditions their teeth have a slight bluish cast to them. I’d bet ten bucks they glow neon under a black light.

      “What’s going on?” I pull him further out into the baking afternoon sun as it roasts us one last time for punishment before sinking behind the tree line. For the past two weeks, my father has hinted at some big revelation, one which I’m assuming is about to fall right into our unassuming laps. Ever since that fateful day he and my mother sat us down to let us know they were driving a stake through the heart of our family, I haven’t really been too keen on surprises. “Does this have to do with Kent?” Kent Shipping has been in the family longer than I have.

      “No.” He twists his lips as if he’s enjoying this on some level, those pale green eyes of his glint with delight at the deception. “If I tell you, it won’t be much of a surprise, now, will it?”

      A horrible groan expels from me at the sound of that word, and I spot Rex spying on us from inside. I’ve never met a more annoying gnat of a person—with the exception of Duncan, and perhaps Sabrina.

      “It is Kent,” I whimper mostly to myself. “You want to retire, and you’re going to sell it. You want someone knowledgeable to run it, but you don’t have faith in your children to do so.”

      “Whoa!” He laughs, pulling me into a warm embrace, and my body conforms to his wide girth. I’ve always felt most protected from this cruel world when I’m in my father’s arms. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. I promise you, this is the best possible means to an end.”

      “Snookums!” Lynette’s witch-like cackle of a voice demands we come inside. “Oh, Bradley Poo! It’s time to gather ’round the sofa!”

      “Bradley Poo?” The bile rises to the back of my throat, and I desperately want to vomit.

      “Come on, sweetheart.” Dad drops a sweet kiss to the top of my head. “Give me a chance to spill the beans. Once we’re through, you’ll be walking on sunshine, I promise.”

      We head inside, and Lynette snatches my father from me, dragging him to the front of the television where most every eye is glued. She snaps up the remote and kills the TV, filling the room with a lethal brand of silence.

      Sabrina rocks on her heels, her mouth frozen in some fake square smile that’s giving me the creeps. Trixy looks back at me, most likely because I’m the only sane person in the room—and I am, at least up until the point I start throwing sharp objects at her brother. Trixy, Knox, and Rex—Triple X as I’ve come to collectively call them, all have the same dark thicket of hair, same strange alien-like glowing eyes and comely features. I wish they were from another planet, and that Lynette here was about to announce their need for an abrupt departure. With my luck, she’d snatch my father right along with her, and I’d never see him again.

      “Now that we have your attention”—Lynette drags that last word out just enough to lose it—“we have a little announcement!”

      “Me first! Me first!” Sabrina jumps up and down with her hand in the air, doing her best impersonation of someone who both desperately needs to use the restroom and is dying to blurt out the answer in class. “Duncan and I have a bit of news ourselves.” She pats her lips shut for one brief moment. Lord knows you couldn’t stitch those things shut if you tried. She’d simply rip herself free and keep on yapping, bloodied, shredded mouth and all. Come to think of it, all of that vamp red lipstick she insists on wearing sort of offers up the bloodied lip effect all on its own. My sister is beginning to disgust me on all sorts of levels.

      Rex leans in from behind, and I can feel the heat, the weight of his body without it ever touching mine. “What’s up with the announcement?” he whispers.

      “Probably filling us in on the bedroom scoreboard,” I tease. “She likes to out sex everyone in a ten-block radius at any given time. She’s sort of a dirty little whore that way.” Mostly true.

      He pushes out a quiet laugh that strums over my shoulder, and a shiver runs up and down my spine.

      “Duncky”—Sabrina pulls him in, and he offers a nauseated smile as if he’s on a boat, the RMS Sabrina, and doesn’t quite have his sea legs—“why don’t we tell everyone on the count of three?”

      What can my sister and Duncan ever have to tell anybody in tandem? And why is Duncan’s skin turning a sickly shade of green?

      “One—two”—she gives a coy look to my ex-partner in crime, and it hits me. She’s going to out Rex and me. My father will think I’m bumping uglies with Whitney Briggs’s premier ugly bumper, and he’ll never be able to look at me the same again.

      “Oh my God,” I hiss just as my sister hits that fated number. “I’M STILL A VIRGIN!” I shout at the top of my lungs just as Duncan and Sabrina shout out something about being engaged.

      The room stills. Every single body in this cabin does their best imitation of a wax figure.

      My sister’s eyes spring wide in my direction. “Scar Scar?” Her fingers do this funny little dance toward her lady business.

      Dad steps over to her with tears streaming down his face, seemingly oblivious to my declaration of purity. “Is my little girl really getting hitched?”

      Sabrina’s eyes remain locked with mine as if the ultimate deception had just taken place. Then things turn on a very thin dime, and the room breaks out into congratulations and overall merriment as my father and Lynette shower Sabrina and Duncan as if they were the very first couple on the planet to commit to the idea of wedlock.

      “Congratulations,” Rex whispers, and I turn to find that shit-eating grin spreading wide and greedy over his sharp as broken glass features. If that football thing doesn’t work out, he could easily consider posing for one of those underwear spreads that takes over skyscrapers in Times Square.

      “I couldn’t care less about my sister and her dunker doodle tying themselves into a big angry knot.” My stomach ties itself into a knot of its own as if to contest the idea. Duncan and I may have never gone all the way, but he was my first real boyfriend. Sabrina knows that part, and now the rest of the free world is in on the chaste story.

      “I meant congratulations on keeping yourself sealed shut.” He folds his obnoxious tree trunk like arms across his chest and shrugs.

      “Sealed?” Gross. “Never mind. I know what you’re trying to grunt out in caveman speak. I get it. You think it’s hilarious, don’t you? That’s all women are to you, a container of some sort that unscrews itself open for you. Oh, wait, you do the screwing, don’t you?” I turn a hostile shoulder to him and face the music once again. Sabrina and Duncan stand off to the side, stunned. Both Knox and Lawson have their heads twisted away from me as if I were some sort of sexual leper they want no part of, and Trixy keeps sneaking me glances. It’s creepy the way she looks just like Rex with long black hair. She’s stunning, though, yet another creepy element in the Toberman family cookie-cutter attributes.

      “Okay!” Lynette claps her hands together. “It seems several of our family members had very important announcements.” Her thin lips stretch eerily into a strange combination of a grimace and a smile. Lynette is thin, sporty for a woman of age, pretty if you’re into that peroxide-hair, blue-eyed combo, porcelain skin, although she’s been cursed with deep-welled marionette lines. I’d like to think my mother would be pleased to know that, pleased to be made aware of all of Lynette Toberman’s flaws both physical and emotional—God knows that fifty-year-old cheerleader routine is grating on my very last nerve. Well, maybe not my very last nerve. I do believe that red pulsing nodule of agitation is reserved for the boy standing before me licking his lips like I just morphed into a USDA choice cut of prime.

      Lynette jumps from foot to foot clapping and whooping. “Duncan, welcome to the family! We’re so very glad to have you.”

      Rex and I exchange a curious glace. Who the hell is she to welcome anyone to my family? I study Rex for a moment who seems just as ticked at his dear old mom as I am.

      “And Sabrina”—she stretches out my sister’s name painfully, psychotically slow—“I would be honored to shop for bridal gowns with you. I think a girls’ trip to NYC is in our future!” Trixy claps up a storm as if she approves of the Big Apple bridal stomp. And who the hell says N-Y-C? Which funny farm did my father pluck this woman out of? “Of course, we can’t forget our Batter Bits.” Her emotions temper at the drop of a hat. Lynette turns her attention to me, thus directing the remainder of the room to do the same. “I think everyone in this house can learn something from a young lady of such distinctive upstanding virtue.” Dad wraps his arm around her shoulder, his tearful gaze never leaving mine. Dear God, is that pride in his eyes? Sadly, I don’t recall a single moment in my life that my father has looked so distinctly proud of me. Who knew keeping my knees shut would bring such glory? My face burns like fire, and I wish to God I would combust to put me out of this awkward virginal dilemma.

      Lynette cocks her head in an effort to continue. “Scarlett Amethyst Kent is a testament—”

      “Amaryllis,” Dad gently corrects while lovingly patting her hand, and now I’m not sure what has me embroiled in silent rage more at the moment—my spontaneous confessional or the fact my father insists on treating this woman as if she actually means something to him.

      “Amaryllis?” Rex huffs a dull laugh, butting his shoulder into mine, and I swiftly take a step away.

      Lynette clears her throat, tears sparkling in her eyes. “I’m just so proud of our baby girl.” She looks to my father, and they share a brief kiss.

      Our baby girl? This woman needs to be committed, and fast.

      Rex leans in. “This is getting weird,” he whispers. “You want to start throwing knives and shit? I think maybe we should have that horrible breakup now, liven up the mood.”

      I glance to my sister, and she’s still beaming that same smug grin of satisfaction ever since she officially claimed my ex as her own. As if I give a rat’s ass. My stomach does a quick revolution as I spot their conjoined hands.

      “We’re not breaking up,” I whisper.

      “What?” Rex steps in, allowing his chest to warm my back, and my heart thumps straight into my ears.

      Dad presses a kiss to the top of Lynette’s head. God, if I see him pawing at her, swapping spit with her one more time, I might just throw knives at random just to lessen the pain for everyone involved.

      “Lynette and I have a special announcement of our own.”

      Here it goes. I bet she talked him into selling Kent, billed it as retirement, and now our family will be thrust into financial ruins. Sabrina, Lawson, and I will have to team up just to boot her off Kent Island.

      Dad grins at Lawson, my sister, and then me. I knew it. This is proprietary to our family, and the Toberman tribe is listening in where they don’t belong. “Knox, Trixy, Rex.” My father looks to them each in turn. Ha! He’s going to boot them right out on their matching pointy ears. “I’ve asked your mother for the privilege of her hand in marriage, and she said yes.”

      “What?” Rex and I cry at the same time.

      The room breaks out into an odd mixture of shock and awe.

      “We’re going to be one big happy family!” Lynette shouts while pulling Sabrina and Duncan in an awkward tangle of limbs. “Group hug, everybody. Let’s go! Up on your feet! You’re not losing a mother or a father. You’re gaining one and then some. Come on, give your new siblings some love! In just a few short weeks—the Toberman and Kent families will unite as one, forever!”

      “Oh my shit,” I whimper as Lawson and Knox slap one another an unenthused five. Trixy leaps forward, and her mother is quick to swallow her into the growing blob of flesh.

      Rex growls while glaring at his mother. He looks to me and grunts as if I were spearheading this wedding endeavor.

      “No,” I say as if anything that came from my mouth mattered, as if anyone could hear me over the irresponsibly growing glee in the room.

      “Yes.” Rex narrows those dark brows my way. His cutting gaze slices right through me. “Welcome to the family, sis.”
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* * *

      A week floats by with all of that unnatural trauma and drama still clotting up both my head and my heart. Rex and I slept on opposite ends of the bed and left bright and early the next morning without exchanging a single word on the long drive back to Hollow Brook. I’ve been avoiding him like the unwanted plague his family has become. I’ve also been avoiding Sabrina and her incessant text messages claiming she needs to have a serious sit-down with me and my “virginal” behind. As soon as she put virginal in quotes, I knew she didn’t believe me. Not that my unbroken hymen or I really care one way or another.

      Daisy and I head into the Black Bear on this oven-heated Friday night. The music pours in loud from the overhead speakers, and the thick scent of cologne mingling with scarves of flowery perfume greets us at the door. Although the coeds and the frat brats are out and about, a good portion of the student body has dispersed, taking off for Caribbean blue pastures and other summer friendly getaways, so the population isn’t quite as dense as it’s known to be.

      My own friends and I are staying put this summer. Daisy is working down at Stilettos as an exotic dancer, sans the nudity. Cassidy has a waitressing gig right here at the bar.

      We wave to our perky blonde friend before taking our traditional seats near the back.

      Piper is seated with Roxy who I happened to spend the entire afternoon with on a marathon delivery run. I rode shotgun as we made our way to the four corners of the mountain. She says I can fly solo starting next week, and, sadly, those words sent a bone-chilling shiver down my spine. I can’t see how I’m going to get away with avoiding the highways. I’d ask a friend to help out, but they’re all so busy with their own lives. I hate that I’m psychologically unable to do what comes naturally to everyone else on the planet.

      Baya is seated next to Roxy, and their friends, Laney and Izzy, are there as well. Baya and Laney are best friends. Baya’s husband owns the Black Bear along with a few other bars, and Izzy is Laney’s sister. I met them all through Piper at her psychotic birthday party a few months back. Roxy is the one that made the chocolate confection for that little firecracker of a birthday cake. Boy was that a cake to remember. Cassidy dumped it all over Sammy Spears’s head for trying to steal her man. It was an unfortunate disaster that was just as hard to witness, as I’m sure it was to live.

      Rex catches my eye at a table not too far away with Owen and their friend, Jet, who happened to gift me one of my favorite tattoos, my only tattoo, that of a raven with its wings in flight right over the back of my neck.

      Wait—Rex!

      For a fleeting moment, I imagine Rex and me in his truck with a stack of cake piled high in the back. On second thought, I should take a cue from Cassidy and shower him with one instead.

      I shake the thought loose as I take a seat between Piper and Daisy. Cassidy comes over, offering to take our orders with that sing-song twang of hers.

      “Not so fast.” Piper pulls her into the seat across from us. “We’re plotting trouble. I think we need your input. Trust me, nobody knows how to stir up some good old-fashioned shenanigans like Calamity Clayton.”

      I wince. I’m pretty sure that’s not the verbiage she’s looking for. “What’s with the shenanigans?”

      Baya leans in. “Annie and Marley are getting married next weekend, and we’re plotting their final soirée as single women.”

      Marley growls out a laugh. “More like plotting our destruction.”

      Laney leans in with her petite frame and cute, pinched features. “They made us swear we wouldn’t pull any stunts. They just want to hang out.”

      I scoff while looking to Roxy. Surely, she’ll be the voice who can withstand all of the reason running amuck, but she simply shrugs.

      “Et tu, Roxy?” I gag for a moment on the flood of words trying to evict themselves from my throat. “Surely, you of all people understand that her shenanigan days as a single woman are fleeting.” As are Roxy’s, considering the fact she’s practically hitched herself. Speaking of hitched, my father has forecasted the biggest mistake of his life will happen this coming August twenty-seventh. I glance over my shoulder and catch Rex casually leaning against the wall with three tall blonde cheerleaders ready and willing to leash their long, svelte ponytails to any part of his body. His eyes snag on mine, and he gives a friendly nod, but I turn back around, landing my attention right where it belongs with my shenanigan-plotting friends. My stomach burns with heat, and it takes a moment to catch my breath. I’m not sure why, but ever since we shared mattress real estate, he’s had all sorts of erotic thoughts churning in my head—mostly when I’m sleeping, i.e., out of my right mind.

      “I think she’s right.” Izzy pulls a strand of dark hair under her nose like an elongated mustache. Laney and Izzy are sisters, and as much as I find it endearing, there’s a kernel of jealousy in me. Why can’t Sabrina and I be that close in proximity without wanting to claw one another’s eyes out? God knows if my sister’s hair were that long, I’d noose her with it. “Shenanigans should be had,” Izzy stresses. “In fact, I plan on entertaining any and all shenanigans right up until my own wedding day this August, so I say let the plotting of trouble begin.” She gives a cheeky grin, and the table begins to buzz with a flood of ideas.

      “Excuse me,” a deep voice emanates from behind. The rich, spiced cologne hits me before I can turn around, intoxicating me to whoever this might be. I jump, only to find Rex and the look of rapid concern blooming on his face. “We should dance.” He pulls me up before I can protest, before I can formulate a single thought as to why this might be happening. Rex leads me by the hand, weaving us in and out of an entire thicket of limbs, only to bury us somewhere in the middle of the dance floor, his arms finding a home around my waist.

      “What the hell has gotten into you?” I slip his hands off my hips, and they spring right back.

      He cocks his head, and that sarcastic lopsided grin makes its reprisal. “You’ve gotten into me.” His hand rides up and down my back as the smile slides off slowly. “She’s coming.”

      “Who’s coming?” I struggle to remove him for a moment before spotting an all too familiar face who, although I’m quite used to seeing, still looks foreign to me at the Black Bear.

      “Sabrina!” I pull Rex in tight until his body adheres to mine, the girth and width of his chest demands my attention in far too many erotic ways for me to process at the moment. He’s so solid, I can’t help but touch him.

      “Here you are!” my sister squawks over the music. Her hair is pulled into a tight bun, her lips heavily pigmented in magenta. There’s a garishness about her I’m not used to. Sabrina has always been a natural beauty, the one who wore her hair wild and free while spending her days in blue jeans and a T-shirt. I glance down at her leather mini skirt, her oddly geometrically shaped sweater with little pink sequins sewn into it.

      “Working the streets later?” I give a little wink.

      “Never mind that.” She yanks me free from Rex and drags me toward the entrance where the noise level is slightly subdued. “You two can’t be doing this anymore.”

      I glance up at Rex who has dutifully followed us over and frown, because for one, I’m actually loving the out she’s about to offer us. I know just where this familial train is headed, and, for once, it’s in the right direction.

      “We’re going to be siblings,” Sabrina scoffs at Rex with a clear look of disgust. “Now that the branches of the Toberman-Kent family trees are touching, you’ll each have to bark up another drunk coed trunk.”

      “I object.” Rex lands his arm around my waist in an act of clear defiance. Judging by that disgruntled look on his face, he’s putting on a pretty decent act.

      “You can’t object.” Sabrina wastes no time in plucking me free from his grasp once again.

      “She’s right.” I bite down on my lip in an effort to keep the smile from bouncing right back where it wants to be. He shakes his head, just barely as if to ask the question, and I give a little shrug in response. “I’m afraid, now that our parents are making it official, we’ll have to call it quits.”

      “Just like that?” he flatlines. His lips twitch, but overall he’s pulling off quite the convincing act. Apparently, Rex Toberman is an Oscar-worthy force to be reckoned with. Maybe if that football thing doesn’t work out he can hit Hollywood.

      “Just like that.” Sabrina pulls me next to her and lands her arm where Rex’s was warming my body just a moment ago.

      “Wait a minute.” I step out of her grasp and land next to my fake ex. “What brings you to the Black Bear?” This is by far Sabrina’s stomping ground. She and Duncan are at another private university in the next town over where she’s busy majoring in every foreign language known to man. Speaking of Duncan, where the hell is he? A thought comes to me, and I gasp. God, she’s set her sights on Rex now, too. That jealous look in her eye should have clued me in. “Is that what you came for? Are you here ensuring my unhappiness?” Now it’s me wrapping my arm around Rex’s waist. Crap. This boy’s body is solid as iron. “Well, I’m not having it. If Sexy Rexy and I want to continue seeing one another, there’s no way you’re going to stop us.”

      “Ugh!” She covers her ears a moment. “Really, Scar Scar? Sexy Rexy? He’s practically your brother. This is wrong. Lynette and Daddy will be beyond disgusted.” Her body goes rigid. Her fists dig into her hips. “You’ll have to keep it under the covers.” She smirks at the double entendre as if relenting. “Oh, that’s right. According to your little announcement last week, you’ve technically never been under the covers with anyone.” Her nose wrinkles with disdain.

      She’s right, though. Lynette and my father are so social conscious they would probably die on the spot if they knew their soon-to-be stepchildren were knocking boots—or in my case, jumping on mattresses like six-year-olds. If word ever leaked that their newly blended family was quasi-incestuous in nature, that little bit of news might be tantamount to social suicide. Surely Lyn Lyn hasn’t spent the last thirty years subjecting herself to hoity-toity thousand dollar a plate dinners and fashion-based white parties to be ousted on her ear, no thanks to the fact her son can’t keep it in his pants.

      Me likes where this crazy train is headed, and I look to Rex. “For as long as I can remember, my sister has tried to malign any sort of happiness I try to muster—case in point the fact she stole Duncan Wormier right from under me. And now she wants to disembowel my relationship with you?” I openly glare at Sabrina. It feels good, warranted, and a long time coming. “Well, I’m not letting her. This relationship is, and will, be kept under the covers.” I pull Rex in by the collar as a forced grin comes to me. “There’s no reason our parents need to find out. It’s not like a wedding is imminent.” I glance to my sister. “Unlike some people, I don’t plan on chaining myself to the first serious boyfriend I have. Oh, wait, you side-swiped the first serious boyfriend I had.”

      “Now, now.” Rex pulls me in, his warm, thick hands finding a home over my back again, that budding grin of his struggling to take over. “You can’t be too broken up over that loser taking off. If he were still in the picture, we would never have made our way to one another. Ain’t that right, Muffin Top?” He brushes his finger over the tip of my nose.

      Sabrina gasps at the not-so idyllic nickname lover boy here thought up on the fly. Apparently, spontaneous acts of cognition are not his strong suit.

      “That’s right, Goober.” I smear that last word with a genuine grin I’m proud to call my own.

      “Muffin Top? Goober?” Sabrina seems equally affronted. “What is this, the insult hour? You two are just kidding, right?”

      “Nope.” I wrap both arms around my own personal Netflix and chill partner in adulterating crime and give him a life-threatening squeeze. “The Goobs and I are head over heels in love with one another. It’s just something Daddy and Lynette will have to get used to—yourself included.”

      Sabrina lets out an exasperated breath, her hand pressing into her chest as if she might fall over. “You know Daddy has had a rough time ever since Mom remarried. Why can’t you give him a little slice of peace? Stop this madness, or I’ll tell you off in six different languages. We both know you and what’s-his-name are never gonna last.” She’s right back to glaring at him.

      “It’s Rex,” he corrects. “Your soon-to-be brother.” That smug grin of his finds a home over his face once again.

      “Aaaargh!”

      A dull laugh pumps through my chest. “Is that ‘I approve’ in Swahili?”

      Sabrina lets out a series of incoherent words, expletives in six different languages I’m assuming, as she speeds out the exit.

      Before I can enjoy a moment of Sabrina-free silence, Cassidy pops up.

      She jumps back once she spots our limbs still entwined, and we quickly free ourselves, lest Cassidy surmises the worst. “Oh my word. What in the?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing.” I wipe down the top of my thighs as if Rex were beach sand I was looking to be rid of. “We were just—”

      Cassidy clicks her tongue with delight. My countrified best friend would like nothing more than for Rex and me to be the real deal. She’s already convinced we’re traveling in that direction. Obviously, her couple’s radar is way off the mark. “I know what you two are up to!”

      Cade, Cassidy’s other, far saner half, comes up and wraps his arms around her from behind. “What’s up?”

      “These two are up.” Cassidy wastes no time in outing us—albeit falsely. At this point, it’s just rumors and speculation. Although, I’m guessing Cassidy will be the last to accept the truth. “I saw them locked at the hip, wrapped up in one another’s arms, and just about to share a hot, wet kiss!”

      “Nope!” Rex holds up his hands in protest. Apparently, my fake other half has his limits.

      “No way.” I’m quick to join in on the protest. “Besides, our parents are getting married in a few short weeks.”

      “What!” Cassidy shrieks so loud both Daisy and Piper appear by her side with a look of fight-or-flight. “So, like, you’re going to be related?” Her blonde curls spill to the side as she tries to put the misshapen family pieces together.

      “Yes,” I assure her. “So you can see why it would be totally disgusting for Rex and me to ever—”

      “Date,” he finishes for me.

      I give a tiny wink his way. I may not be Rex Toberman’s biggest fan, but I can appreciate his understanding in keeping the blurred lines of our fictitious relationship way the hell off the radar.

      “We’re just friends.”

      “And hardly that,” he grunts while folding his arms tight across his chest, and my panties melt at the bicep-laden sight.

      Damn, he gets me every time with that. I shoot him a look that could slice his balls off for merely inducing the sexual response in me.

      “Okay”—Cade rubs his hands over Cassidy’s arms—“so the two of you are friends—soon-to-be stepsiblings. You should at least get along. We’re headed out.” He gives a casual wave as he steers Cassidy toward the door, but that look on her face lets me know this conversation is far from over.

      Daisy and Piper come up behind them as Rex heads over to Owen.

      “We’re taking off.” Piper waves back at Owen, and he heads this way.

      “And I’m off to Stilettos.” Daisy checks her reflection in the mirror adjacent to the entrance. “I’m on in an hour. You’re welcome to come with if you want,” she tosses out the offer just as I spot Rex slapping his friend Jet five as if he’s leaving himself.

      “I’ll think I’ll stick around. Hey—what did we decide for the bachelorette party?”

      “We’re going to a strip club!” Piper shouts as she and Owen disappear into the night.

      “It’s tits and tails.” Daisy scrunches her nose as she follows them out. “You’ll be at Stilettos with me!”

      The night begins to swallow her up, and I take a step outside. “Wait! I demand a recount! I want to see men! I need naked men in my life!”

      “All right, Muffin Top”—that familiar cologne enwreathes me once again—“I’ll make all of your naked dreams come true. No need to beg. It’s a good look, though.” I turn to find cockier than hell Rex Toberman holding up his hands in surrender. “I’m kidding. I walked into it. I couldn’t help myself.” He circles safely around me. “I’ll be leaving now.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” I grab ahold of his shirt and pull him in close. “You’re having coffee with me.”
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      Scarlett Kent is a ball of pent-up aggression, and as much as my brain screams run the fuck away, something else, something decidedly stronger insists I follow her like an obedient dog all the way to the Hallowed Grounds coffee shop.

      We put in our orders and sit out front in the cool night air. It’s still hotter than hell, and it feels appropriately so with this devilish redhead blowing steam through her nostrils at me.

      “Let’s just go through this rationally.” She shakes her head, those neon green eyes piercing through the murky darkness like distress signals, beautiful signals, but distress is the operative word. “It’s not like either one of us wants this to happen.” She pulls a small plastic tube out of her purse and begins disinfecting her hands. She motions my way with the tiny bottle, and I’m quick to refuse. “No offense to your mother, but my father isn’t ready for any kind of commitment.”

      “Why’s that?” I spin my iced coffee until I get a nice backbeat going. I completely agree with her, but at the same time, I’m amused as hell that she went there.

      “He’s a free spirit. Always has been. Besides, his kids still need him.”

      “You’re grown.” Not sure why I feel suddenly moved to play devil’s advocate, but I can see the flames rising in her eyes, and I’m in the mood to stoke them.

      “Not really, my brother is a year younger than me. We still need his full attention. Anyway, the same can be said for your mom. The twins are still in high school. She’s still in full mom mode. A marriage is something serious.”

      “And binding,” I lament right along with her. It’s true. Knox and Trixy still very much need her mothering skills, but more so than that, my father still needs her—he just doesn’t realize it yet.

      “Right—binding. Legally now and forever.” Her voice grows small as she runs her finger over the rim of her cup over and over. “I guess everything I just said sounds pretty ridiculous.” Those serious eyes of hers fall to mine, and I hold them there, make them stay right where I want them. There’s something about Scarlett’s all too serious eyes that makes me want to linger. The urge to soak her in overpowers the urge to run like hell. That’s what I’ve been doing—correction, we’ve been doing for the last solid year that our parents have been seeing each other. For whatever reason, the more our parents’ mutual attraction grew, Scarlett and I have experienced a repelling of sorts. Normally, I would have found her attractive, in all honesty I still do, but the fact my mother is determined to land her father as her man, any inkling of acting on that attraction I feel toward Scarlett has efficiently been canceled out. Or, in the least, I’m hoping it will be soon.

      “I don’t think your argument will hold up in a court of law.” I wink as I chug my coffee. It feels good going down, cold and sweet, and right about now, I’m craving my bed. A brief visual of Scarlett’s naked body lying on top of mine, her neck arched back, that waterfall of blood red hair dripping down her back, her hips bouncing over me, sweat trickling between her tits, riding me hard as if trying to punish me with her—

      “Are you stoned or something?” she snips, physically irate over the idea I might be lost in a chemically altered state.

      “No.” I try to shake that visual out of my head, but she’s still there, bouncing, bouncing, bouncing.

      “Okay, well, knock it off. I don’t like it. You’re creeping me out. If I’m being honest, the entire lot of you Tobermans creep me out. No offense to Knox and Trixy, but that thing they do where they communicate without speaking? It’s a little creepy, a little too sci-fi for me. And your mom?” She shakes her head. Her eyes dart into the darkness as if she’s truly perplexed by the woman, and she should be. “There is just something about her. She’s nice enough—I just can’t put my finger on it.”

      “You don’t think she’s good enough for your father?” It comes out inquisitive more than it ever does accusatory, but her eyes round out as if I’ve just declared war.

      “I never said that.”

      “But that’s what all of this protest is getting at, right?” I don’t know if it’s my growing fatigue or some real need to cut to the quick, but a part of me wants to call her out on it. “You think your father deserves someone better. It can’t be your mom because she’s been remarried for years.” A hot bite of acid detonates in the pit of my stomach. For the life of me, I don’t know why I’m nailing her to a wall—maybe because the more that pornographic fantasy plays out in my mind, I really do want to nail her to a wall. I can still see her there, grinding out a heated rhythm over my dick, switching it up and landing her sweet ass right over my face.

      She takes a sip and laughs a dark, fatalistic warning. “Leave my mother out of this.”

      “Why should we? My mom is in it. Fair is fair.”

      Her head cocks to the side, those glowing green orbs narrow down to nothing as she slits my throat with her stare. “Anybody ever tell you you’re a dick?”

      “Rexy! You lucky, lucky guy!” a female voice shrills from behind, and I turn in time to catch Savannah Anderson as she lands on my lap. When I first met Savannah, I was convinced she was a blonde cheerleading goddess, but as time went on, I’m convinced she’s a blonde cheerleading gnat that I can’t seem to shake. Her obnoxiously loud laugh explodes in my ear. The vodka radiates from her like heat off a summer sidewalk, and I turn my head away to avoid the blast. “Let’s blow this place.” Her finger finds a home over my lips as she bites down on a dirty grin. “Then we can blow each other.” Another round of intoxicated giggles goes off. “It’s been two whole weeks.” I shoot Scarlett a nervous glance, and her mouth rounds out in disgust. “I’m getting rusty, and your little man is getting dusty. I need to sharpen my skills.” She giggles into my neck, and I feel those good vibrations right down to my happy-to-see her balls.

      “Little man?” Scarlett’s brows hike with amusement.

      “She’s drunk.” I shake my head. “Trust me, there’s nothing little about me.”

      “Oh, come on, Goober.” Scarlett gives a deep growl of a laugh, and, shit, here we go. “We both know it’s not the size of the ride. It’s the motion of the ocean. And, wow”—she bleats with that sarcastic drawl of hers she loves to inflect—“two girls inserting your dick into the conversation on the very same night? You are a lucky, lucky guy.”

      My eyes snag on the pissed-off redhead sitting across the table, and all hope, all desire to have my dick sucked off by the cheerleader volunteering for the position has vacated the premises.

      “Not tonight.” I give Savannah a gentle tap on the thigh until she dismounts, sticking the landing on her feet as if they were springs.

      That dimple in her cheek goes off as she continues to flirt mercilessly. I’m familiar with all of Savannah’s flirtatious rules of engagement. Both my dick and I have been entranced by them a time or two. She’s heated my sheets on a few occasions. Nothing more than that.

      “Since when does Rex Toberman turn down a solid proposition?” She swings her ponytail from side to side as her fingers brush over my face. “Oh, I get it.” A dark laugh strums from her, the exact same one she lets off just before she gets down and dirty. “You want to do that thing where you’re the big bad attorney, and I’m the—”

      “No, no.” I hold up a hand. Dear God, anything but that.

      “Yes, yes!” Scarlett leans in, suddenly enthralled by the blonde bombshell in our midst—the very same one I’d like nothing more than to be rid of at the moment. “By all means, do go on. What was your role in the raunchy legal drama? Wait—let me guess. You were the lonely housewife looking for a divorce and a quickie? Or maybe you were the call girl who accidentally wandered into the wrong office? Either way, I bet you got a chance to sharpen those skills of yours. Isn’t that right?”

      Savannah steps into the light and squints at Scarlett as if trying to place her. “Like who the hell are you?”

      “I’m Rexy’s future attorney. We were just going over payment plans for all the sexual harassment suits he’ll have pending. I’m thinking monthly installments.” She extends her hand for a quick shake, but Savannah’s not budging.

      “Oh, that’s cute.” Savannah lacks the proper enthusiasm to back such a claim. “At first, I thought you were trying to scam off my man.” She gurgles a husky laugh that I’ve only heard once before, and I try to evict the scene from that “one time” right out of my perverted mind. “But then, this is Rexy—Whitney Briggs’s own prized possession.”

      “Prized perverted possession,” Scarlett corrects, and I cut her a death stare. As much as I want to laugh, as much as I think it’s cute as hell that she thinks she has me pegged, I won’t give her the satisfaction.

      “My prized perverted possession.” Savannah blows me a kiss. “Shoot me a text, and we’ll pick up where we left off. And you do remember where we left off.” She hops around and juts her bottom at me before taking off.

      That’s right. If I recall, I was on an exploratory mission that involved K-Y Jelly and a box of glow-in-the-dark condoms.

      “Hmm.” Scarlett watches pensively as the blonde ponytail fades deeper into campus. “Looks like you’ve got a busy night ahead of you.”

      “I don’t have a busy night ahead of me. There’s nothing going on between the two of us.” Don’t know why I went there. Who the hell cares if Scarlett thinks I’m bedding that chick? It’s probably better that way. I don’t want to give her the wrong impression. The last thing in the world I want is for my new redheaded almost-stepsister to think I’m into her.

      That image of Scarlett’s head thrust back in lust goes off in my mind like a grenade. Yes, that would feel like heaven.

      “Hello? Did you hear a word I said?” She snaps her fingers in front of my face. “Never mind. You’re too busy mentally outlining the plot for your next skin flick with Miss North Carolina.” She jumps out of her seat so fast it tips backward, hitting the sidewalk with a clanging fury. Fifty people turn to gawk at us. “Don’t let me stop you. In fact, if you leave now, you might catch her before she blows one of your teammates into oblivion. Everyone knows Savannah Airhead Anderson does nothing but blow hot air!” she shouts so loud she’s actually managed to hold the attention of a small crowd passing by.

      “Hey, don’t get so worked up.” I pick up her seat and motion for her to get back in it, but she makes a face like she’s about to get sick. “Please, sit down. We didn’t finish that conversation we were having. And I want to.” I’m pleading like a pussy. I’m not sure why I feel the need to make nice with this girl—perhaps because she is indeed about to become my stepsister in a few short weeks. Perhaps because I’m a glutton for punishment. “Sit.” It comes out a little sterner than anticipated.

      “Nobody tells me what to do with my body!” she thunders so loud an entire crowd of girls from the next table gasps in horror.

      “I wasn’t telling her what to do with her body.” God forbid I have my tires slashed by morning.

      “Yes, you were!” She snatches her drink off the table with a marked aggression—I’m expecting to wear it any minute now. “Liar, liar, nose as long as a telephone wire! You and your entire family!” Her face is just as red as her hair against this dark, moonless night. “You’re going to pay for this!” she screeches as she takes off toward Cutler Tower.

      “Pay for what?” I’m both perplexed and frightened of what exactly I’m about to pay for. “You’re a nut job just like your father!”

      A large iced mocha coffee, coconut milk, decaf—her order, comes tumbling from the sky and narrowly misses my temple.

      “Shit!” I touch the side of my head as if it had struck me.

      One of the dudes who works here comes at me with a broom and dustpan, ready and willing to clean up her mess.

      “Sorry.” I pick up her cup, the loose lid, and straw that rolled under the next table just to help the guy out. “She’s a little psychotic.”

      He chuckles while sweeping up the ice. “The good ones always are.”

      “She’s not a good one. Trust me on that.”

      But my stomach wrenches, and my boxers twitch like maybe she is.
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* * *

      Is there something going on with Scarlett? Sabrina hinted at it. She mentioned it would be very upsetting but wouldn’t give details. Any information you could get would be valuable. Bradley is losing his mind. He says she can be a firecracker when she wants to. Please watch over her. She is practically your sister!

      I stare at my mother’s text for a little longer than necessary. It’s early afternoon on Saturday, and I’ve trekked to the outskirts of Hollow Brook where my father traded his Bel Terra mansion for a split-level with wall-to-wall carpeting, an act my mother found both humiliating and repugnant.

      I’ll see what I can find out. I fire off the text and get out of my truck, taking in the scent bleeding from the pines mixing with the hint of something floral drifting in this heated, early summer air.

      I happen to know exactly what is up with that little firecracker. It’s me. It sounds as if Scarlett’s scantly engineered plan of getting her sister to think we’re going at it has crested its first wave, ready and willing to crash over us at any moment. I’ll bring it up to her and see what she wants to do. I get it. She’s hurting. The pain in her eyes last night was palpable. A part of me wanted to let her know that it will all work out, that no matter what the outcome, we would survive this. But I also happen to know how much divorce hurts and how the wounds never seem to heal, and lastly, and pathetically so, no matter how old you get, you still have that underlying craving for your parents to fall madly back in love and stitch your family up again. And, ironically, that’s exactly why I’m here.

      I head up the driveway to the sunny yellow house with its chipped brown trim. Knox’s truck and Trixy’s Beamer are parked in the driveway, so I know they’re home. Just as I’m about to give a wallop over the front door, it glides open, and I’m greeted with my father’s smiling face—a mirror image of my own if you add about twenty-eight years.

      “Hold your fire,” he teases, pulling me in. “Saw you walking up the driveway, kiddo.”

      He feels strong, safe, is wearing the same cologne I’ve known him to since the day I was born, and everything about this one simple physical exchange makes me miss him a hundred times more.

      “You don’t have to be such a stranger, you know.” He leans back, his hand clasping over mine as he leads me inside.

      “I don’t want to be.” But I have been. The last three years have been the toughest. First, there was the divorce—an axe that drove itself through the forehead of my family—then my mother’s far more painful spiral, the nails securely set in the Toberman family coffin. No thanks to the questionable moves of my father’s business partner, Toberman Global has disbanded and is no longer a viable entity. But he’s rebuilding his life, one dollar at a time, and my mother is rebuilding her life with Bradley.

      “Your brother and sister are in the pool. You can borrow a suit if you like. I was just about to join them.”

      “Maybe I will.” I swallow hard as I spot them splashing at one another in the water, having a good time, and I want them to. Knox and Trixy clung to our father during that hellish era of our lives. My mother seemed so isolated and alone that I seemed to favor her in that time, trying to help her navigate her downfall from being a socialite to social parasite back in Bel Terra. Even at home, the three of us were forced to favor one parent over the other. It felt like battle lines were drawn, sides were being taken, and now that the nightmare is in the rearview mirror, relations are still strained. We never fully recovered. We may never do so. I’m not sure if that’s entirely Bradley Kent’s fault, but I damn well know he isn’t helping us heal.

      “So, what brings you to my neck of the woods?” He smiles over the rim of his glasses while holding up his coffee. “Would you like a cup?”

      “No thanks.” We take a seat at the kitchen barstools and watch as Knox and Trixy slow their playful game of trying to drown one another. I can hear them speaking between themselves, trying to make out where we might have gone in the house. Scarlett was right when she said they were so close it’s creepy, but I like it, and I’m glad they’re close. In fact, one of my goals this summer is to mend the bridges I might have burned down in an attempt to support my mother.

      “How’s school? Are you still on target to graduate on time?”

      “Yes. Finals went well. I just got my grades back—straight A’s this time. Next semester should be a breeze. Law school should be happening for me before we know it.”

      “Sounds like you have it all figured out.” He smiles so hard his eyes disappear in half moons. That’s the great thing about my father. It takes so little to get that genuine response out of him. He’s always been happy-go-lucky, rolling with the punches no matter how hard the beatdown. “So, how’s your mother?”

      No matter where our conversations start off they always end up at the same maternal destination.

      “She’s great. Perhaps a little too great,” I grunt.

      “The kids told me about the engagement. Can’t say I didn’t see it coming.” His forehead wrinkles into a million lines, his eyes gloss over, and the pain in them is just as undeniable as it was with Scarlett last night. “She’s happy, though. That’s the most important thing.” His left eye twitches as if calling out the lie. Of course, at the end of the day, it most likely isn’t a lie, but my father and mother were in love. They were the perfect couple until they weren’t. They enjoyed each other. That’s the one truth I know. Then, in a span of six weeks, the news went from bad to worse, and my mother cursed up a storm at my father whom she blamed for taking her down with him. The horror of what came next is exactly the straw that broke the proverbial camel’s back. She openly declared their marriage a sham, but we all knew she was speaking from her pain—at least that’s what we chose to believe. She hasn’t spoken to him since, outside of a few words regarding my siblings and me.

      “She seems to be content. How about you? You happy about this?” My voice pitches with frustration without meaning to. Our eyes catch on one another as my percolating rage meets up with that forever look of sorrow embedded in him. I wish I could shake him. I wish I could make him tell me exactly at what point he gave up on the woman he once vowed to cherish and decided she wasn’t worth it anymore.

      “I’m not happy about how any of this worked out, and you know it.” His voice is tense, his expression hard, but those watery blue eyes of his show a far more delicate side.

      “Then why are you letting this happen?” I swipe the newspaper off the counter in an adolescent fit of frustration. “Fuck!” I slam my palm down onto the granite just as Knox and Trixy scuttle in, wrapped in towels, dripping over the hardwood floors until they reach us.

      “What’s happening?” Knox steps between Dad and me as if to contain the situation. I once threw a punch at my father and landed it square on his jaw. He needed x-rays, but thankfully wasn’t hurt. I swore then and there I’d never hit my dad again, but, honest to God, I just came close.

      “Nothing’s happening.” Dad tugs at Trixy’s hair just as she dives over me with a sopping wet hug.

      “Did you talk to Mom? Is she still going through with it?” Her words come out in a childlike wail.

      “Yes. I mean no. I didn’t ask her if she’s really going through with it. You know she is just as much as I do.” I glance over to my father one more time with his tired eyes, that beaten down look on his face, and my chest bucks with emotion. “Are you even going to try to stop her?”

      The three of us look to Maximillian Toberman, a shell of the superhero he once was in our eyes. Once upon a time, our father was infallible. We were wealthy beyond measure, we knew nothing but the best, student loans were something we read about on the Internet, and now here we are living out some bad suburban fantasy, watching in horror as our mother readies to walk down the aisle with another man—watching in horror as she creates a whole new family, and it hurts like hell to witness.

      “Well?” My sister’s voice wobbles as tears burn down her cheeks.

      “No.” His hands clasp together as he tries desperately to force a smile to come and go. “I can no sooner stop her from marrying anyone she pleases than suggest what she might order off a dinner menu. I’m not her husband—and, her choice not mine—I’m no longer considered her friend. Am I thrilled to watch her do this? No. But I’m not about to stop her. If she’s found a shred of happiness, for God’s sake, I want her to steal it. I’m not too impressed with what I’ve done to her. I’m downright ashamed.” He turns his head away a moment. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to get some things together before heading to the office.” He takes off for the den before turning around. “Don’t be such a stranger, Rex. Nobody is angry with you. I miss you.”

      We watch as he disappears down the hall, and Trixy wraps her arms around me once again.

      “I don’t care about all of this bullshit anymore. I just want us to be a family again. If Mom and Dad can’t pull it together, I think at least we should.”

      “I agree.”

      Knox groans while staring me down. He’s been a bit harder on me than Trixy these days. As much as I’ve tried to protect our mother, he’s fiercely guarded our father.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I plead with him. The three of us were always close. I’m with my sister. Enough of this bullshit already.

      “Like what?” He gives an indifferent shrug. His biceps bulge as he flexes. He’s grown out of that lanky little boy body and has beefed up enough to where he could play for WB when it’s time. He’s already starring on his high school team. I’ve told him so a dozen times already, but he keeps refusing. Knox loves football as much as I do, and I have a feeling the only thing keeping him from pursuing football at WB is me.

      “Stop looking at me like you hate me.” There, I said it. I cut that wound open with the serrated, rusted blade of the truth, and it feels damn good even if I understand that we might die from the infection.

      “Then stop acting like you hate the rest of us,” he barks back. “Dad didn’t do anything to Mom on purpose. He didn’t set her up for the fall like she thinks he did. He feels bad about what happened.”

      “Then try to open up to her. She says you both give her the cold shoulder. She can’t get but a couple of words from the two of you. Somebody has to show her the affection she deserves.”

      Trixy buries her head in her hands a moment. “I will. I don’t want to be like this anymore. I miss her. Even though we physically see one another, she’s right. I’ve pulled away. I’ve let all of this bullshit poison me.” She pulls me into a deep embrace. “I’ll change.” The chlorine from her hair stings my eyes, and I welcome the burn in an effort to shelter the tears.

      “Thanks. I know she’ll like that.” I nod over to my brother. “We’ll get together soon. Everything will work out. You’ll see.”

      “It will,” he says it stern as if he doesn’t really believe it.

      I’m not so sure I believe it either.

      I hop into my truck and stare at my phone a moment before shooting a text off to Scarlett. We were in a study group together last fall for Spanish II, thus the number exchange. She was the redheaded señorita all of the boys couldn’t stop drooling over. We didn’t say more than a few words to each other because at that point it was painfully clear our parents were an item. In fact, we’ve spent the rest of the school year being less than friendly toward one another for exactly that reason.

      Where are you? We need to talk. I wait a few minutes, and sure enough, she fires right back.

      Deep in the woods. Don’t bother looking for me. We have nothing to say.

      This doesn’t surprise me. Scarlett is obsessed with archery. I learned this first from my mother’s intro last summer, and I’ve witnessed it a few times during the unpleasant forced gatherings we’ve had thrust upon us.

      In the woods. Huh. Near the Witch’s Cauldron? The least she can do is give me a hint.

      Maybe.

      I start the engine and head out in that direction. “All right, Little Red. I’m coming to find you.”
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* * *

      No sooner do I hit the Witch’s Cauldron than I spot Scarlett’s black Jeep tucked in a clearing not too far from the start of the trailhead. I hop out as the blazing sun baptizes me with its fiery glory. The sharp scent of jasmine and the woodsy evergreens takes over my senses, and that alone has the power to make me feel lighter than air. The thousand-pound burden of my parents’ nightmare magically releases from my shoulders as if this elevation has the power to cure anything that ails me.

      “Shit.” The hiss of a female voice comes from my left, so I make my way around a couple of scrub oaks, only to find Little Red herself reloading an arrow onto her compound bow. The light hits her just right, illuminating that wild mane of hers into strands of burning flames. Her skin is piqued with color, the apples of her cheeks a rosy shade compared to her naturally pale complexion. Scarlett is fierce and strong in every capacity. Her bare arms show off a sinewy muscular structure that redefines itself as she tenses over her bow. Her physique is far more toned than any other girl I’ve seen.

      Scarlett Kent is damn beautiful. There, I said it. It feels as if another weight has just been lifted. Deep down, I’ve always wondered what would have become of us if I simply saw her in that Spanish class for the first time. Last summer when my mother gathered us together at some greasy Chinese restaurant for the big intro, I groaned inwardly when I saw her. She and her sister were waiting impatiently near the front, and I remember thinking, please, God, don’t let it be her. Even then, I was far too attracted to her to ever want my mother to date her father, let alone to make her my new sister.

      I wait until she lets another one fly before stepping out of the shadows.

      It lands just above her target and embeds itself firmly into the trunk of a pine.

      “Nice shot.” I step forward, and she pivots on her feet, pointing her arrowless bow in my direction.

      “Stand still while I reload.”

      “Funny.”

      She’s squinting hard, sizing me up as her new favorite target with her lips knotted up in a ruby bow. I can’t tell if they’re red from lipstick or not. All I know is every last bit of this girl is cherry red at one time or another. My gaze dips to the deep V of her T-shirt as my mind strips her clean of all clothing, her blushing nipples staring me down. Then it occurs to me that if her hair is that red on her head—

      “My eyes are up here.” She relaxes her bow at her side. “What’s so important that you’ve sacrificed your Saturday to track me down? You need me to spot you while another cheerleader pole vaults onto your penis?”

      “You’re pretty sick, you know that?” I swipe the spare bow she has lying on a pillow of pine needles and position it over my arm. “Give me one of those,” I say, plucking an arrow off the basket hanging off her back. Knox and I used to have a membership down at the archery range in Bel Terra. That was back before our world fell to shit.

      “You’re welcome. I may be pretty sick, but you’re just flat-out rude.”

      I fire my shot and hit the bullseye near the top.

      She moans as if I’ve mortally wounded her. “Okay, you’ve proven your point”—she pulls another arrow from her sheath and repositions herself for her next shot—“you’re good.” She fires and lands her arrow in the target, dead on. “But I’m better.” She steps over, the sweet scent of her floral perfume dusts by in her wake. “Don’t you ever forget that.” Her eyes shine bright, a clear turquoise, and for a solid minute, I lose myself just taking in their glory.

      “So, what gives?” She takes the bow from my hand and lands it back where it came from in the shade of the pine. “You come up here so I can kick your ass?”

      “I came up here to let you know this.” I show her the frantic text my mother shot off this morning, and Scarlett lets out a dark laugh.

      “Well, well, my future brother, my very false Romeo, it looks like it’s time we take the next step in our non-existent relationship.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We’re going on our first, and hopefully, last double date. Once they see us pawing all over one another, they’ll want to vomit in their salad. Any fantasy about becoming husband and wife will long have dissipated before they ever bring out dessert. There’s no way my father is going to want me falling madly in love with my new stepbrother.” A smile twitches on her lips. “And, trust me, a socialite like your mother? She’d rather hang herself than see us mopping up each other’s faces with our tongues.”

      “Tongues, huh?” Now it’s me twitching a smile.

      Scarlett takes a step in, that look of discontent that can slit my throat open is right back, and this time I do smile. After all, this cutthroat version is the one I know and love.

      “Calm down, Agent Orange. No use in getting yourself all worked up right now. You’ll get plenty worked up after I kiss you.” My lids hood a moment. “And, believe me, I do know how to use my tongue.”

      “Ugh! You can wipe that smirk off your face, Toberman. This isn’t the football field, and I’m not some entranced cheerleader ready and willing to squat over your lap on command. This is my turf, and once this little game our parents are playing disbands, I don’t want to ever see your face again.”

      She gathers her things in a huff and takes off, leaving me in a plume of dust in her wake.

      I’m pretty sure it’s not me she’s pissed at, but I get it. She’s transferring the pain to the closest person she can, and right now, that person is me. Scarlett may not want to see my face when this is through, but I’m not sure I feel the same. I’m hoping when the time is right she won’t either.
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      I’m not terribly big on the dating scene, thus my honorable yet virginal status. And dating Rex Toberman? Pfft… I’d rather shoot arrows into my feet all day long than subject myself to that brand of torment, but seeing that my father is about to make the biggest mistake of his life, I’m willing to take one for the entire Kent team. Speaking of team, I’m sure once I’m through with “Sexy Rexy” for the evening, he’ll come home to find an entire harem of ponytailed cheerleaders queued up at the foot of his bed. I can hear them now, Give me a D. Give me an I. Give me a C and K! What does it spell? Rex Toberman!

      “Look at you!” Daisy steps back to admire me in our tiny two-man dorm that can hardly afford to house us. Even with our twin beds jammed against the walls, two small desks, and a television, there’s hardly room to walk past each other on the way to the restroom. I’ve managed to squeeze a hotplate and a microwave in the corner, although I’ve exhausted all of my enthusiasm for those two appliances. The dorms are far more accommodating on every other floor, which would explain the fact that once finals were through, most every room on this level quickly vacated. In a few short weeks, ironically at the same time my father is fated to legally bind himself to Lynette Toberman until death do they part—not that I’m buying into that matrimonial fantasy after what my parents went through—an entire new slew of unsuspecting freshmen will populate the floor once again.

      “I do look amazing, don’t I?” I tease, doing a little twirl. I’ve donned my little black dress, requisite for seduction and yet classy enough for dinner with my father and his insignificant other. A pair of gold heels is pressed to my feet, adding that metallic splash all the fashion magazines are touting as the indispensable accessory. Classy enough to qualify as timeless, and, yet, trashy enough to qualify as FMs. Every girl in the Western Hemisphere has the right to own a decent pair of Fuck Me’s—especially should the need arise to parade around town with her stepbrother. Already the four-inch lift is killing my arches, but I’m willing to suffer through a little bone disfigurement if it means getting my father’s neck off the chopping block or altar as it were.

      “So, where are you headed?” Daisy pulls her wild curls back into a ponytail and grabs her gym bag—a clear signal she’s headed to Stilettos for her shift. Daisy just started dancing at the club a few months back, and already she’s made enough to lease her very first car. It’s nothing too flashy but gets her from point A to point B without having to rely on public transit or me. Not that I ever minded helping her out so long as it didn’t involve the interstate.

      “We’re dining at The White Orchid. It’s that new Asian fusion restaurant in downtown Jepson. I’ve been dying to try it out, so this works perfectly. Hey, you want me to drop you off at the club, and then I’ll swing by tonight to pick you up? I’ll bring Piper and Cassidy, and we can make a night of it. We can even hang out at the Black Bear after.”

      “No can do.” She spritzes herself with her perfume from head to toe, effectively gassing up the room in a cloud of floral vapors. “I’m actually pulling a double, so I’ll be dancing in the late show as well.”

      “That means you won’t be back until after one in the morning.”

      “I know. It’s perfect.” She dabs some gloss on her lips and blows herself a kiss in the mirror. “As soon as school starts up, I’ll be stuck with my old schedule, but this way I’m making almost three times as much as I usually do because the late night customers are much better tippers.”

      “That’s because they’re much better drinkers. They’re tipsy tippers.” I wrinkle my nose without meaning to. Daisy knows I’m not crazy about the fact she’s strutting her stuff in front of innumerous inebriated strangers, but I also know it’s something she’s completely comfortable with. She’s not nude, but still, there’s an awful lot of skin movin’ and groovin’ when she’s out on that stage. A thought comes to me. “Have you ever thought about what might happen if, you know, Mr. Right walks into the club one night?”

      I can feel my face heating as soon as I ask the question. For whatever reason, a small part of me is forever trying to rescue Daisy from that carnal club. I would never say it out loud, but it’s a bad idea from start to finish.

      “Well”—Daisy checks her phone before blowing out a heavy breath—“if Mr. Right is going to be as judgmental as you are, then I’m not interested in his opinion.” The smile fades from her face.

      “Okay.” I raise my hands in surrender. “I’m sorry.” Everything in me softens to her. Daisy is my best friend, and the last person on the planet I want to make feel bad in any way. “You’re right. I’ve been nothing but a judgmental bitch this entire time. I just wish I could help.”

      “You’re not a bitch.” She pinches my chin, looking up at me with those thick lashes she’s been gluing on for the last half hour. “Okay, you can be sort of a bitch.” We share a quick laugh. “But the whole point is, I don’t want anybody’s help. I’m perfectly capable of powering through this thing called life all by my lonesome. And don’t worry”—she adjusts my neckline with a seamless tug—“this is just temporary. I get what you’re saying. If I did have a man in my life, I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t want me doing cartwheels in my G-string while other men whistle with approval. I promise, I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.” Her crystalline blue eyes water on cue. “But I’m not hunting for him right now. After law school, when I catch my breath maybe, but, until then it’s you, me, and this God forsaken foxhole we’re stuck in until graduation.”

      My phone buzzes in my hand. It’s a text from Rex. Downstairs.

      “Sounds good to me.” I pull her in, and we share a quick embrace. “Stay sane. And if you need me, don’t hesitate to call! I have a hot date with my brother, and I don’t want to be late!” I laugh all the way down to his truck.

      Rex sits with his elbow perched against the frame of his window. His lids are hooded; his dark hair is slicked back, glossy and thick, still damp from the shower, and my stomach clenches with heat. He’s donned a fitted black suit that has every girl in a mile radius craning her neck just to get a look. Holy hell. And that blue silk tie? Rex Toberman is dangerous tonight.

      My heart begins to race, drumming hard and fast all the way up to my throat, and suddenly, the thought of holding his hand, touching him in any inappropriate way, kissing him makes me feel as if I’m about to faint.
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* * *

      We drive in silence all the long way to Jepson, making that thirty-minute drive feel like thirty years. Every now and again, I sneak a glance his way. I’ll admit, Rex Toberman is looking mighty fine in just about every way tonight, but there’s something about that suit that disintegrated my panties the second I saw it. Honestly, I wasn’t expecting him to go all-out in the fashion arena tonight, but when I asked my father if I could bring my new boyfriend to meet him for the very first time, he insisted only the finest, and predictably most formal restaurant in Jepson would do. I can just imagine the shock on his face when he sees me with his soon-to-be stepson—walking hand-in-hand no less! My father will drop right to the floor. His face will bleach out of all color, and both he and Lynette will need a stiff drink to recuperate. At least that’s my dream scenario. It could go far better than I imagine, and Lynette will simply drop dead. Although, I shrink in my seat a little, I feel like an ass getting any sort of glee at the thought of Rex’s mother biting the big one.

      We pull into the parking lot, and every last cell in my body comes alive. My heart makes the leap from my throat to my ears, and my entire body pounds, sweating with a biting heat, shaking at the prospect of what’s to come. You’d think I were headed to the electric chair, and just knowing that a very public display of affection with Rex Toberman is about to commence, I’d say it’s about the equivalent.

      Rex comes around, seemingly cool as cucumber. Of course, he’s cool as a cocky cucumber. He’s used to molesting the hell out of his dates on a nightly basis. Tonight isn’t merely an exercise in method acting. It’s perpetuating a serial habit. I try to recall the last time I ran my hands over the male form and come up empty. God, first base is about as far as I’ve ever gotten, and that letdown of a tongue twister was with Duncan. I’ve dated a few guys since, but those dates amounted to less than dinner and a movie.

      My fingers shake as I reach for his, and instead, I flatten my sweaty palms over my thighs.

      Shit!

      My entire body gyrates with nerves, and right about now, I want nothing more than a toilet to sit on. Out of all the biological reactions Rex Toberman has induced in girls, I bet he’d be surprised to learn he’s actually summoned the power to loosen my bowels. Actually, my overactive nerves harnessed that power long ago. If I’m not mistaken, it correlates right around the time I made my first freeway blunder.

      “We’ll go in holding hands,” I stammer. The early evening sun lands in my eyes, turning him briefly into a tangerine shadow.

      “Sounds good, sweetheart.” For whatever reason, the sarcastic inflection in his voice puts me at ease. Rex takes up my hand and carefully interlaces our fingers, calm, cool, and irritatingly collected.

      Why do I have to be a shivering bundle of nerves in this equation? Why can’t I be indifferent about the fact our flesh just experienced a Chernobyl-worthy meltdown upon impact?

      That’s it. I’m taking the sexual bull by the horns. Rex Toberman and his tailor made Italian zoot suit are mine. Bowels be damned. I’m turning up the heat, and if my father and Lynette don’t like the Sexy Rexy show, I suggest they do more than look away, because this risqué review isn’t leaving town until we’ve severed the knot they’re trying to form.

      I leap toward the entrance, and Rex gently reels me back. “Hey”—there’s a softness in his voice that I haven’t heard before as his eyes tender to mine—“it’s going to work out.” He gives my hand a slight squeeze, and my stomach pinches in tandem.

      I swallow hard, trying to come up with the right snide remark, and nary a sarcastic word is willing to travel up my throat so I simply nod like a doltish child.

      Rex leads the way, holding open the door for me like a perfect gentleman. It’s cool inside, a little too cool, quickly turning my sweat-riddled body into a shivering cube of ice.

      “There they are,” he whispers hot over my temple. The heat emanates from his chest to mine, and my entire body warms. The waitress comes over. “We’re with Bradley Kent.” He says my father’s name so kind and polite, something about the civility of it all melts me.

      We follow the waitress through the crowded establishment, thick with its tangy, spiced scents, the dark atmosphere with cobalt candles flickering in the heart of every table. It’s a perfectly romantic setting. A perfectly twisted setting for this day in my life in which I had never even considered a possibility, the day in which I publicly declare a sexual affinity for my quasi-brother. Not Lawson, of course, thankfully not Lawson because he happens to be the real deal. Not that I would even consider this lunacy with my baby brother. That would be beyond disgusting, and those are the exact same feelings I’m hoping to evoke in Lynette and my father. They should be fuming, nauseous, and, of course, rudely awakened to the fact a legal union of any type should never happen between the two of them.

      Rex leans in, tucking his lips close to my ear. “It’s go time,” he whispers hot against my neck, and an electric shiver runs through me.

      Daddy sits whispering something to Lynette, and she guffaws as if it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. It’s a fake laugh, of course. A part of me is convinced she’s taking my father for a ride, and I don’t mean of the carnal variety. Her copper sequin top glitters in this dim light, and it looks as if she’s breaking apart at the molecular level.

      Daddy spots us and rises. “Batter Bits!” He embraces me, effectively breaking any hold I had on Rex’s hand. He pulls away, and the smile plastered to his face morphs into curiosity. “Son, is that you?” He socks Rex on the arm, and they hug it out man-style.

      Lynette opens her arms wide. “Darling, you look magnificent! Where is this boy you’re dating?” She looks behind me for a moment before looking to her son. “Are you bringing a date as well?” She shakes her head, clearly stymied by the fact we’ve opted to show up seemingly stag.

      The four of us take our seats with both Rex and me scooting our chairs closer together. For all the touching, loving, squeezing we plan on doing, we’ll have to close the distance as much as humanly possible. Lynette scoots in close to my father, creating a dizzying effect with her ensemble. Note to self: never wear sequins to a dimly lit establishment lest you run the risk of disorienting the rest of your party. Hey, maybe that was the point?

      “Actually”—I clear my throat, scooting my seat just a touch closer to the man of the hour—“I did bring a date.” I lay my hand over the table, and Rex once again interlaces our fingers, reigning over me with his cheesy smile. “Mom”—I look to Lynette as I try out the newly minted moniker—“I hope you don’t mind me calling you that. I mean, once you and Daddy marry, that’s what you’ll be to me.” I swallow hard. Definitely not the direction I hoped we’d swing in.

      “Not at all!” Lynette claps as if she’s just won the lottery. “I was hoping you’d ask! And how sweet that you’ve taken a liking to your new brother. Neither Bradley nor I have ever experienced a blended family before. But I just knew deep down inside that you’d start to feel that special sibling bond.”

      “Oh, we’re feeling it.” Rex leans in and kisses the back of my hand, and I see nothing but the whites of their eyes from across the table.

      “That’s very nice, dear.” Lynette motions for Rex to let the hell go. “No need to cause a scene. Let’s save the displays of endearment for holidays and such.” She offers a little wink my way. “So, where’s this boy who’s stolen your heart?”

      Dad leans in. “Your sister has made it sound as if you’ve lost your mind. Give me the heads-up before he arrives. What’s his name? Have we met before?”

      The only boyfriend of mine my father has met has been Duncan. It was Sabrina who brought another boy home every other week.

      “Oh, you know his name well, and, yes, you actually have met before.” My skin prickles, my heart does its best to crawl right out of my throat and take a peek at what all the fuss is about out here.

      Here it is, the moment of our redneck reckoning. “Mom, Dad”—it takes balls to do what I’m about to, and if this entire experience has taught me anything, it’s how to grow a pair—“I’m in love with my soon-to-be stepbrother.”

      The two of them sit blank-faced, blinking quietly while looking from Rex to me.

      Dad is the first to clear his throat. “We’re thrilled the two of you have such an affectionate fondness for one another. But perhaps you should stop holding hands.” He shakes his head and slits his throat with his finger.

      The waitress pops by and lands four glasses of water onto the table.

      “One more thing!” Dad catches her before she takes off. “We’ll need two extra seats.”

      “Will do!” she bleats before taking off.

      “No can do.” I look to Rex, perplexed at how wrong this is going so fast. “Do something,” I hiss.

      “We won’t be needing those extra seats.” Rex looks straight into my father’s eyes with a hint of laughter buried in each. “I am your daughter’s date for the evening—for every evening. Scarlett and I are madly, deeply, oh so foolishly in love—sexual love.” Oh, wow, that was good and yet slightly uncalled for. I run my knee approvingly over his. Props for kicking it up a sexual notch. “This is serious, and it’s only getting worse.”

      Okay, slight deduction for making it sound like an infectious disease.

      Both Lynette and Dad gasp in horror. Their eyes jet out from their skulls like softballs.

      Bingo! I give Rex’s hand a squeeze of approval.

      My poor father’s eyes have rounded out with a look of sheer agony. Lynette’s mouth has squared off in some rendition of a silent scream. For all practical purposes, it’s mission accomplished, and here we’ve yet to warm our seats for five solid minutes. I’m a genius if I don’t say so myself.

      Lynette leans in hard, her short yellow hair frames her face like a hay-riddled pyramid. “What do you mean you’re in sexual love?”

      “You know, doing it.” Rex lays the unnecessary inflection on those last two words, and I kick him under the table, more of a reflex than a punishment—although in this case it’s sort of both. The point has been made. I see no good reason to shovel out my father’s grave.

      “Doing it?” Dad’s voice hardens as he rises out of his seat with a special brand of rage, and Lynette is quick to pull him back down to Earth.

      This is getting good. If I’m really lucky, my father will rip Rex Toberman’s balls off for even thinking of doing it with his daughter, and we’ll be rid of the Tobermans altogether. My stomach jackknifes as if protesting the idea.

      “What do you mean by doing it?” Lynette gags as she says the words. The waitress comes by with the spare chairs, and my father growls until the extraneous staff disbands from our presence.

      Rex shrugs. “We’re getting busy beneath the sheets.”

      Lynette’s mouth turns into a perfect oval, but my father simply stews. You can see the steam streaming out of his every facial orifice. He’s going to blow to smithereens and take Rex right along with him.

      “You mean you’re doing the horizontal mambo?” Lynette presses her hand to her chest, her eyes receding into the back of her head as if she’s about to pass out.

      Rex gives a slow, morose nod. “And we dance all night long.”

      “Shit!” My father slams his hand over the table. “For crying out loud.”

      The waitress comes by again and insists on taking our order.

      Lynette orders the special of the day without bothering to inquire what it might be, and my father, Rex, and I all follow suit. Once she takes off again, both Lynette and my father glue their distraught gazes in our direction.

      “Batter Bits,” my father pleads with a disparaging look of heartbreak. “But we thought you were pure?”

      Lynette exchanges her disappointment for something far crankier as she wrinkles her nose in disgust at the two of us. “Your father was so pleased to hear it. He bragged to all of his golf buddies what a rarity his little Batter Bits was.”

      “Oh, but I like totally am still a virgin.” And, apparently, a Valley Girl. My face heats so hot I can qualify as my own solar surface. “I mean, Rex and I do everything but the actual deed.” My body temperature spikes to unnatural, unsafe levels. I’m pretty sure there’s not a person on the planet who willfully discusses their “horizontal mambo” with their father for fuck’s sake. What the hell was I thinking?

      The color begins to return to his face, and for the first time all night, he’s actually breathing again.

      I glance over to my partner in abstinence to find Rex shaking his head ever so slightly at the fact I’ve essentially set our plan in retrograde.

      “Well, that’s a relief.” My father relaxes in his seat. Obviously, he’s not cut out for that kind of news. It was on the verge of causing a cardiac episode. And one thing is for darn sure—I refuse to kill my beloved father by way of rumors concerning my vagina, pristine as it may be.

      “But I won’t be for long.” I pull Rex in even closer until our shoulders are crammed up against one another. His breath tickles over my cheek as he looks to me for what might come next. “I mean, we’re planning on doing the deed very, very soon.” I sweep my gaze to the floor when I say it. There’s no way in hell I’m looking my father in the eye while filling him in on the fact I’m devising a cherry popping party in the very near future.

      “What do you mean you’re planning it?” Lynette spits the words out as if there were nothing so vile.

      Rex and I exchange glances. Neither one of us anticipated this disarray of indelicate details to take place. This entire night has become a clusterfuck.

      “I’m saving myself.” When the going gets tough, I’ve always doubled down on logic.

      “For your wedding night?” Lynette nods as if encouraging me to admit to what might amount to the only detail that will set my father’s heart at ease.

      I can see where’s she’s going with this. As long as Rex and I aren’t sleeping together, then we’re as wholesome as apple pie in her eyes. She’ll convince my father of the same, and they’ll practically be skipping down the aisle come August.

      “For your wedding night actually.” Crap. So not what I had anticipated popping out of my mouth.

      The entire table lurches as my father engages in a spontaneous coughing fit.

      “Shit.” Rex runs his fingers through his hair in what I’m assuming is an attempt not to lose it. As soon as one of us breaks, they’ll realize this is all a big act and resume their happily-never-after status. We can’t lose it now. Everything is at fucking stake.

      “That’s right.” I grab ahold of Rex’s hand once again. “We’re building up to the big night right along with you. It just so happens to be our one-year anniversary as a couple. It’s simply a coincidence.” I lean into Rex and smear a greasy grin. “Isn’t that right, Goober?”

      “That’s right, Muffin Top.” He grimaces in lieu of a smile. “Once the two of you cut that cake, we’re hitting the sheets. So, where are we staying anyway?”

      “We?” Dad’s jaw becomes physically unhinged. “Your mother and I are staying at the cabin. We were thinking of having a lakeside wedding in the afternoon. That will give the rest of you plenty of time to head back home.”

      “The Happy Squirrel!” My voice pitches to unnatural levels. “That’s fantastic! You and Mom can have the downstairs, and Rexy and I will take the second level.” I bounce in my seat while swooning at the boy I’ve completely lost my sanity for quite literally. “We’ll try not to make too much noise.”

      “Scarlett!” Dad hollers so loud half of the restaurant goes quiet. “There’s no way in hell I’m inviting you along on my honeymoon.” He shakes his head, perplexed at how far we’ve veered outside of sanity’s realm. “You can’t be serious about this boy. You hardly know him.”

      “I’ve known him exactly as long as you’ve known Lynette.” I invoke her proper name in the event he needs a reminder at this point which mother I’m referring to.

      “That’s not the same, and you know it.” His voice dips into its lower register as he gives me that I’m-in-charge-here-young-lady look. “You and Rex need to think long and hard before pursuing any kind of sexual relationship. You are brother and sister, for all practical purposes. Think of your siblings, how hard this is going to be for them, how embarrassing to have to explain this away.”

      “Does this embarrass you?” I look to Lynette first. No need to wait for an answer—she’s beet red, cresting toward purple. This doesn’t just embarrass her. It’s shaved ten years off the back end of her life.

      “It’s simply torturous.” She pleads to Rex with watery eyes. “Bradley and I have true love. I’ve found what I never thought I’d find again, something even purer than that. What we have is real. We’re both ready to live normal lives once again. And this, this thing between the two of you—it’s just not going to work. I understand the fact you’re both young adults, practically the same age. Of course, you found one another attractive, but I’m glad we’re able to nip it in the bud before it led to rather awkward places.”

      Dad gives a furtive nod. “Now that this is behind us, we can all move on. Rex, I have a friend who has a daughter your age—med student. A real knockout, if you know what I mean.” He gives a hard wink and offers up the “okay” symbol. “I’ll have her meet you for coffee. You won’t regret a thing.”

      Lynette waves me off with a flick of the wrist. “And don’t you worry, Batter Bait. We’ll find you a coffee mate soon enough. Before you know it, you’ll forget all about this little foible. A year from now, we’ll all have a laugh!”

      The waitress comes by with four plates of glistening, glibbering…vaginas on a half shell?

      “What exactly is this?” Lynette squawks at her meal as if it were about to attack.

      “Steamed conch.” The waitress gives a little wink. “It’s rather bland if you ask me. Tastes like chicken!” she sings before taking off.

      “Like chicken.” Dad’s lips make a myriad of shapes. “I’m all for trying something new.”

      Rex leans in as our parents start in on the questionable feast. “Where’s the rest of the body that was attached to this thing?”

      “I don’t know, but I get the feeling we should file a missing person’s report.”

      We share a quiet laugh, and both Dad and Lynette look up in dismay.

      Rex picks my hand up and places a tender kiss to the back of it, and we share a private smile.

      There’s no way in hell we’re backing off, giving up on our budding non-relationship in exchange for “coffee dates.” Rex and I already have what we need—the disapproval of the two people we love the most.

      I predict, come August, all four of us will be free agents once again.

      I pick up my drink and toast Rex.

      Unhappily ever after for all.

      He gives a knowing nod and clicks his glass to mine.

      Sometimes, teaming up with the enemy is a very good thing.
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* * *

      A week drifts by, and to my shame all I can think about is the way Rex Toberman’s hand felt against mine. It’s so childish, such a schoolgirl fantasy, it makes me want to vomit. But no matter how hard I profess to have loathed the physical aspects I was forced to commit that night—hand-holding being the limit—I can’t help but heat up with the fire of a thousand nuclear blasts. To say Rex Toberman has me in flames is the understatement of the millennium. I fully blame my lack of sexual adventure on that little incandescent issue. In truth, it’s not really turning me on per se. It’s just the opposite. Rex Toberman is vexing me both in and out of my dirty carnal dreams. I hate that it’s come to this. I hate that I have to lie to my father, fake a relationship with a boy who very well might be my brother. It’s demoralizing and dehumanizing and whetting my sexual appetite like never before. There, I said it.

      “Whoa!” Roxy comes into the kitchen and holds her hands out as if trying to stop a steamroller bent on destruction. Actually, I am rolling, pin rolling this bright blue fondant into submission. I’ve been at Roxy’s apartment for the better half of the day helping her bake, frost, and package up her tiny little confections for a bat mitzvah later this evening.

      “You’re doing great. Just be sure to keep it a fourth of an inch all the way through.” She inspects her blue hands and runs them under the water one more time, but it’s no use. We’re both stained as blueberries from trying to get this electric blue concoction just the right hue. It’s for a special client’s baby boy who gets a three-tiered cake for his very first birthday. Roxy usually doesn’t do cakes, but since it’s his first, she’s going all-out. “Oh, and bad news, I can’t make that run to Carlton, so would you mind doing the delivery for me?”

      My body temperature spikes. “No—not at all.” Mentally, I try to calculate street routes all the way out to that miniature metropolis, but every one of those leads straight to the highway. My heart lets out a few wild wallops at the thought of hopping onto that super highway and merging my way to the other side of existence. In the least, I’ll get into a massive pileup, and all of Roxy’s precious confections will go flying. If the interstate doesn’t kill me, Roxy will for sure.

      “Great. Baya is having her final fitting for her matron of honor dress, so Laney and I are tagging along. The brides will be there, too, so this way I get a sneak peek at all that satiny splendor.” She wrinkles her nose. “When Cole and I get hitched, I’m wearing black—something smoking hot, not too matronly. I’d elope, but both my brother and Laney would kill us.” She fishes a key from the junk drawer and hands it to me. “You don’t need to leave for another hour, so if you have to make a quick pit stop back at your dorm feel free. Just lock up when you leave.” She scoots to the exit and snaps up her purse. “The address is sitting there on top. Don’t work too hard. See you tomorrow!”

      The door slams shut, and I snatch the directions off the stack of boxes set for delivery.

      God, God, God! What am I going to do? I stare blankly at the word Carlton printed boldly at the bottom of the rather vague map and break out into a biting sweat. Carlton is all the way out in Timbuk-fucking-tu! Why the hell do people in Carlton need cupcakes?

      “Shit!” I fumble for my phone and put a call into Daisy. Of course, I breathe easy for a moment, but it goes straight to voicemail. “Crap.” Nobody picks up their damn phone anymore. What the hell am I thinking? I send a group text to Daisy, Piper, and Cassidy asking if anyone would mind driving out with me to Carlton, citing lunch would be on me! Little do they know they’ll actually be doing the peddling. I’ve spent a lifetime coercing unsuspecting friends and family to take me where I needed to be should my final destination warrant a jaunt on the turnpike of terror.

      One by one they text back, each with a very valid excuse. Piper has a hot date with Owen—literally hot, they’re about to boil one another at the Witch’s Cauldron, a cesspool of coital encounters if you ask me. I’d be terrified to dip my toe in it in fear it’d fall right off. Cassidy and Cade just got back from a quick trip to Tennessee and are exhausted. Daisy is already at Stilettos trying out a new routine.

      “I’m fucked.” I glare up at the tower of boxes, each with their dozens of cute little pink cupcakes drizzled with a rainbow of classic sprinkles. I thought they were so darn adorable when I was putting them together, and now they’re all glaring at me like a coven of pink demons. I hate the damn things. I’m going to die in a fiery crash, and it’s all because of those over iced confections.

      Rex pops into my head, and I don’t hesitate putting in a text.

      Where are you? No, wait. Delete, delete, delete. Sounds too demanding. I need to come across as kindhearted and friendly—two things I find it very hard to be around Rex Toberman. In fact, if I can elicit a little sympathy, it might work in my favor.

      I knock my foot into the baseboard and wince.

      Hey, Rex! Friendly enough. Are you available in the next hour? I hurt my foot and sort of need a quick ride to Carlton. Scratch that last part. Delete, delete, delete—Carlton equals Timbuk-fucking-tu equals a swift rejection from my soon-to-be stepbrother the jock. A quick ride across town.

      I hit Send, and the dancing ellipses pop up on the screen, assuring me he’s busy responding. A tense knot builds in my stomach at the thought of another rejection. Good God, who the heck am I going to mooch a ride off if Rex falls through? I suppose I can try Sabrina or Lawson, but they’re both well aware of my fear of the freeway. I’d have to endure a half hour of lectures both coming and going.

      I’m at practice. Sorry.

      “What?” I give an audible groan as if I’ve just landed on the wrong end of a kitchen knife. This is not good. This is not good at all.

      His text bubble illuminates once again. He’s making the ellipses dance, and I nod as if willing it what to say.

      Just finishing up. Do I have time to hit the shower?

      A swell of relief fills me.

      Yes! But make it fast. I’ll meet you outside of Cutler Tower in an hour. Thanx, Goober. I add that last term of false endearment just to let him know we’re still at an emotional arm’s length away. As much as I appreciate the effort, in no way does this signify that I’m actually falling for the quarterback of Whitney Briggs’s football team. That in and of itself is a cliché I want no part of.

      Ha! Rex Toberman is a cliché. I’ll have to remember that the next time he has me hot and bothered.

      I somehow manage to lug all of the boxes filled with yummy hot pink goodness across the street and in front of Cutler Tower in time to see the cheer squad warming up—decompressing, whichever, out on the lawn. I spot Savannah with her long slender ponytail, her matching svelte legs, and swelling breasts that are currently trying to escape her all too tight sports bra. I hate girls like that with perfect bodies and perfect faces and perfect bitchy attitudes to match. It’s not that I’m trying to be masochistic to my own kind, but an equally bitchy part of me can’t help it. Something about that girl in particular twists my guts into a barbed-wire pretzel, and I simply can’t stand her.

      Just as I’m about to send another quick text to my friendly unsuspecting chauffeur, the scent of a fresh Irish spring meadow envelops me.

      “Hey, little sister,” a deep voice rumbles from behind, and I can’t help but give a crooked grin.

      “Hey, big brother.” I turn just in time to see Savannah leap onto his shoulders.

      “What’s this? Are you two, like, related?” Her upper lip hitches into her cheek on one side as if a fisherman is about to reel her in.

      “Yup.” Rex gives me a little wink, and something about that small act sends a fireball rolling through me. I can’t help but notice the water beading over his freshly slicked hair, that clean soapy scent of his skin, the understated cologne, and the hint of minty toothpaste all clue me in on the fact that I’ve got a freshly scrubbed Rex Toberman on my hands, or more accurately in Savannah’s hands. “Our parents are about to bite the big one, so we’ll be steps come August.”

      Crap. Why did he need to go and fill her in on that fun tidbit? Worse yet, why did he need to speak that sentence out loud, and put it out in the universe like a fact? Everyone knows you don’t mess with that crap. Once you’ve loosened something so affirmatively into the heavens, it’s as good as done.

      “No shit?” She snaps a pretty pink bubble in my face. “Well, I guess there’s no need to see you as competition.” She gives a cackling laugh, and for a second, I wonder if I missed the joke. “Rex and I are sort of a thing.” She gives a lazy shrug while draped over his chest, and in every way they look like sort of a thing. A jock-cheerleader cliché of a thing, but nevertheless a very real thing.

      My stomach stews in its own acids, and I nod into this as if agreeing with her.

      “Come on, Goob,” I snap. “We’ve places to go and people to feed.”

      “What?” He follows blindly as I hand him seven boxes of cupcakes and head toward his truck. “What the hell are these? Holy shit, they smell good. Never mind what they are. How many can I eat?”

      “Zero.” Which happens to be exactly how many fucks I give regarding that cheerleader he just peeled off like a coat. But my stomach tenses, my blood begins to boil as if calling me out on the lie.

      We pack up and hit the road. I give him directions to Carlton, and he doesn’t bat a lash as the highway approaches.

      “It’s my summer job,” I explain. “I have to make deliveries, but today, I wasn’t really able to.” Totally not a lie. I’m completely unable to. In fact, if you carefully analyze my level of fear, I’m downright disabled from ever getting these confections to where they need to be. “By the way, there’s no way in hell I’ll even let you look at one of those cute little cupcakes.” Because, honestly, they would totally be toast. They really are that delicious. I had about six myself. A thought comes to me. “But I have a very creative way to pay you for your troubles.”

      Rex glances at me a second, his hands flexing over the steering wheel as if getting a better grip. “If this involves you, me, a bed, and our parents hovering in horror, you can forget it. Every day this week, my mother has called making sure I haven’t deflowered her ‘daughter’. Do you even understand how wrong that sounds?” He winces into the road up ahead.

      “Oh, totally. My father texted and said he’s back on his anxiety medicine. He’s sort of waiting for affirmation that the two of us will never knock boots.” I frown at the sexual side street we just went down. “But, no, my older yet no wiser perverted brother, this in no way involves an incestuous flesh exchange. Although it does involve something sticky sweet with a hole in it that I’m betting you’d be happy to stick your tongue in.” I let him stew in his perverse frame of mind for a moment. “Donuts. I pay in donuts.”

      “Donuts.” His head arches back, and he closes his eyes briefly before getting back to the task of keeping us both alive. “Hell yes. Donuts.”

      We finally make it to Carlton, to the exact venue where the bat mitzvah is taking place. Rex helps me haul in the boxes of bakery treats to the kitchen where he’s bombarded with the girl of the hour along with about a dozen of her pre-teen friends, all gawking over how cute the delivery boy is. A paparazzi worth of pictures is snapped by the teen scene, with some of the girls boldly asking to pose with him.

      Once we manage to escape the underaged mob, we hop into the truck and head back on the road. I pull out my phone and do a quick search for the nearest donut shop and pull it up on my map app.

      “They got an Auntie’s Donuts about three miles down if you get off on the second exit.”

      “Auntie’s? That’s my favorite.” A wistful look crosses his face as he makes the necessary lane change.

      “It’s my absolute favorite. I hit the one in Hollow Brook every Sunday, and it’s a donut-fest from sun up till sundown.”

      “Really?” His brows knit into one long black wiggle worm across his forehead as if the thought of me voluntarily clogging my arteries gave him reason to worry.

      “Yes, really. I get up early and ride my bike over. I bring back two boxes and leave one in the commons room because I’m nice that way.” I make a face at myself in the passenger’s side mirror because I think we both know I’m not all that nice. The fact I’ve chosen to outwardly deceive my father can testify to that. I can’t help it, though. Lynette Toberman has mistake stamped all over both her and that beach bag of a Louis Vuitton purse she demands to cart around.

      “That is nice.” He inches his head back as if this act of carbohydrate kindness stumped him on some level. We get off the highway and thread through traffic until I point across the street at the gleaming green and white building.

      “Oh my God, it’s huge!” I marvel at the sheer expanse of the business and silently wonder if this is the flagship store.

      “I love it when girls say that.” He shakes his head as if reliving a memory.

      “Could you stop being a pervert for like one second? I’m talking about the building. I know my way around a donut shop, and that’s like the Taj Mahal of deep-fried ooey gooey goodness.”

      “Ooey gooey goodness?” Now it’s his turn to make a face as he pulls into the nearest parking stall.

      “Let me guess. Another little quip you like to hear in bed?”

      “Now who’s the pervert?”

      We head inside, and, to my satisfaction, I was right. This is the biggest, baddest donut shop in the East, because not only is it large enough to house every donut ever consumed by humankind but the deep fryer runs along a plate glass window, allowing the customers a peek into the mysterious donut making process.

      “Where do we start?” He bounces on his heels, and I can’t help but note the fact he looks boyishly intrigued, which at the moment is a good thing because the thirteen-year-old in me is just as eager to be on this spontaneous field trip.

      “How about in dough town?” We head over to where the proofers are set up near the front and follow along as raw donuts are spit onto a conveyer belt of a fryer. About halfway through, the donuts flip over, and finally down at the end, each golden brown confection runs under a waterfall of warm, sugary glaze.

      “Shit,” he whimpers, and about three different mothers give him dirty looks. Of course, those dirty looks morph into wide-eyed come hither, lip-licking forms of sexual advancement. All of which I’m sure Sexy Rexy here is used to.

      We head up to the counter, and I put in an order for two-dozen fresh, hot, glazed.

      “Add two more,” Rex says, pulling out his credit card.

      “Four dozen boxes coming right up.” The young, lanky boy behind the counter doesn’t even blink. I’m betting he hears such ludicrous orders all the livelong day, and why not? They practically have you hypnotized to make absurd purchases after subjecting you to their entrancing conveyer belt voodoo.

      “That’s right.” Rex pays for our purchase before I can protest.

      “Hey—I’m supposed to be paying for these. I’m making restitution, remember? I feel like I’m ruining your Friday night.”

      “Oh, you’ll pay for this, all right.” We step aside as we wait for our boxes.

      “If this involves you sticking your tongue into a sticky, sweet hole that happens to be attached to my body, you can forget it.”

      A whole new crowd of mothers turns around and sizes up both Rex and me. The shorter one with a bob gives me a sly thumbs-up. Perverts, all of them. But I give her a little wink back.

      “I was thinking something a little more creative—and wholesome.” He gives a tight smile to the peanut gallery before returning those serious eyes back to mine. “A movie at my place.”
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* * *

      After successfully scarfing down one box of hot, glazed donuts, and many miles later, we pull into the driveway of a small clapboard scholastic retreat otherwise known as Rex’s place.

      “So this is the sex lab,” I say as he unlocks the door and lets us in.

      “This is where the magic happens.”

      The scent of stale coffee and a thin trail of his cologne are the first to greet us.

      “If by magic you mean disillusionment and cheesy sleight of hand, then I believe you.”

      “All right, Queen of the Donut.” He takes the boxes from me and sets them onto his coffee table. It’s surprisingly clean inside, considering he had no clue company was coming. Dark wood floors complement the sparse white walls, save for the overgrown television taking up the entire north side of the house. “Make yourself at home.”

      “I love it.” I gasp at how aesthetically clean the place looks. The dark floors have nary a footprint on them, and there aren’t any notable dust bunnies lurking in the corner. I know for a fact dark floors are the hardest to keep clean because the slightest bit of dust creates snowy tracks before you know it. His furniture looks new. Espresso-colored leather sofas and a black coffee table all add to the modern clean look he seems to be shooting for. There’s an expensive appeal to his furnishings, yet they’re understated and not too showy, a lot like Rex himself. As much as I’ve wanted to peg him as the spoiled rich boy, he’s broken down just about every stereotype I tried to shove him in.

      Rex points the remote at the one-eyed beast against the wall, and it flicks to life, raining a supernova of light over the tiny living room. “Let me guess, chick flick?”

      “I was thinking more dick flick. I prefer the shoot ’em up action movies to sappy rom-coms. If there’s archery involved, it’s an added bonus.”

      “Cool.” He disappears into the kitchen and comes back with a tall glass of—

      “Almond milk?” he offers. “I gave up moo juice. It’s all I’ve got.”

      “Perfect. It’s all I drink.” We take seats on opposing ends of the sofa as he scrolls through the movie selections until we both settle on Braveheart.

      “So, what gives?” He cracks a custard-filled buttermilk donut in half and offers me a piece. We splurged and purchased a box of mixed delights in the event we experienced a glazed burnout.

      “What gives with what?” I take it from him and indulge in a moan-worthy bite. “It’s still hot, and the cream is warm, too. I love custard filled.” My eyes roll into the back of my head a moment before I spot that perverse grin of his blooming on his face. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re sick.”

      “You’re sick, sister. You’re the one who said it.” He lands his feet over the coffee table, and we watch the remainder of the movie while gorging ourselves on the carbohydrate-fest. No sooner do the credits roll than my stomach does the same with nausea. “God, I never want to see another cream-filled delight for the rest of my life. I don’t think I can swallow another drop of that ooey gooey goodness.” I blink up at the ceiling a moment before glancing to Rex. I led him right to the door with that one. If he doesn’t take it, I’ll begin to question his true intentions.

      “If you were only the first girl to utter those words within these walls.”

      And there it is. Rex and I break out into sugar-induced hysterics over my ill choice of words, appropriate as they were.

      “I’d better get going.” I hop up and gather my purse, still wiping the tears from my eyes. It’s pretty easy hanging out with Rex—almost, well, brotherly in a way. Almost.

      “Let’s do this again.” Rex gets up lazily and stretches before snatching his keys off the table.

      “Oh, I don’t need a ride.” I feel bad enough I clogged up so much of his time already. “It’s a nice night. I don’t mind getting some fresh air.”

      Rex walks me to the door, and just as I’m about to exit, he blocks it with his tree trunk of an arm. My eyes trace out his perfectly formed bicep—those long, green-blue veins that pop to the surface and rope around his forearm, twisting all the way up to his shoulder. Rex is tall, well-built, and far too handsome for it to ever be fair. His T-shirt is rumpled, his jeans slung low and tight in all the right places, and for a second, I envision what he might look like without all of those clothes on. His chest would be a wall of contours, sheer girth and muscles, his arms rock-hard as his—

      “My eyes are up here, sweetheart.” He bleeds a dry smile.

      His chest sits inches from mine, and the slight scent of his cologne inebriates me—makes me crave a man, not particularly this one, but still, that scent sets my ovaries on fire. Damn the cologne industry to hell for infusing those bottles with pheromones. It’s hormonal warfare at its finest. They really don’t fight fair. Those lucent eyes of his meet up with mine, and for the first time I’m close enough to inspect them for color, a strange mixture of blue-green with flecks of brown near the iris. Robin’s egg blue. I’ve never seen a color like that before. Every last bit of me wants to get lost just looking at them, examining them, memorizing them, so I can pour over their delicate details late into the night.

      “You never answered my question.” He blinks and pulls me out of my trance. “What gives?” He glances down at my shoes. “You said you hurt your foot, and yet I haven’t heard you talk about it, haven’t seen you limp.” He tilts his head knowingly. “Admit it. You didn’t hurt anything.”

      “Are you accusing me of being a liar?” Quite frankly, I’m aghast, affronted! But mostly I’m just flummoxed to be so proficiently called out on my bullshit.

      “Oh, sweetie”—a dark laugh gets buried in his chest—“I’m not accusing you of being a liar—I’m well aware you are one.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. My face burns with heat. I know full well when my cheeks heat up as if they’ve been stuffed with live coals that my face is practically glowing. I hate that something as benign as my complexion gives away my intentions. My Irish heritage can be such a brutal traitor.

      He frowns. “I’m accusing you of having two perfectly good feet, and I want to know why you asked me to come with you.”

      “I like your leather seats.” Gah! That’s the best I can do? I like your freaking leather seats? “They smell nice.” At least I didn’t say that he smelled nice. His brows rise in amusement. Crap. He’s going to think I’m psychotic. There has to be a better reason. “And if we’re going to play the part of a couple—we should be doing things as a couple.” God, where is this going? And where the hell is the shut-off valve to my vocal cords? And why the fuck aren’t my feet working so I can run the hell out of here? “You know, like kissing.” I stutter my way through that last word because for the life of me I can’t recall the last time I kissed a set of human lips. “Plus, I don’t really want you spending your Friday night with your lips buried in some sticky, sweet hole when I fully know where they’ll be in two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” His lips twitch as if he’s holding back a laugh. “Yes, Saturday after next. My dad says they want to get us all together for dinner and discuss the final details of the wedding.”

      His eyes bear into mine as if he’s holding me hostage with them, and he might be. “And that’s when we’ll do the things that couples do?” Rex leans in until his searing breath rakes over my mouth. “Like kissing?” I can tell by that mocking smile, those hooded eyes, that he’s relishing the moment—to ridicule it for later no doubt.

      My heart stomps its way out of my body with such efficiency, any minute now I expect to see it lying at my feet. People will ask how I died, and the answer will be I had a brief and fleeting desire to test out my kissing skills with my future stepbrother of all people. Of course, rumors do love exaggeration. It’s the hog the tick feeds off to get nice and bloody fat.

      “Yes, we will kiss if we have to.” I brush past him and into the cool night. The scent of jasmine perfumes the air, and I take it in like a necessary elixir to calm my fragile nerves. The closer Rex Toberman inched to my body, the more I felt I was about to detonate.

      “Maybe we should practice!” he shouts after me like a taunt, and I let out a raging scream that’s been building in me for as far back as that first night at the Happy Squirrel.

      “You wish! I bet you can’t wait to stick that sick tongue of yours into my mouth!”

      Someone lets off a catcall from across the street.

      “I was thinking of a hole that’s a little stickier and sweeter!”

      That’s it. I cover my ears and run all the way across the street to Whitney Briggs.

      No sooner do I get into my dorm and jump into bed than my phone buzzes. It’s a text from the sticky, not-so sweet pervert himself.

      Sorry. You bring out the best in me, Muffin Top. ;)

      A dull smile comes and goes as I text him back. No problem, Goober. You bring out the donut-loving, dirty little stepsister in me. Thanx for keeping it real. Be ready to initiate a full and total takedown in two weeks.

      He pings right back. I’m all in. Get ready to have your tonsils invaded.

      A warm shiver rides down my spine right to my quivering thighs. Quick, I need something sarcastic and snappy to lop right back, or he’s going to think I’m actually meditating on the idea, blushing from head to toe as I envision how it would feel to have Rex Toberman invading my oral personal space in such a passionate manner—not that there would be actual passion, just your garden variety knockoff version specifically designed to spook our parents. My heart gives a few unnatural thuds at the thought of Rex invading my anything.

      Crap. I shake my phone. “Say something.” I begin typing without giving it too much thought.

      Every sticky, sweet orifice of my body is ready for your invasion. Let’s give them a show they’ll never forget. I hit Send then stare at my phone in horror for a solid five minutes before burying it beneath my mattress.

      It goes off again, but I spare myself the misery.

      I try to go to sleep, but sleep never comes. All night long I think of a thorough and complete bodily invasion.

      I can’t seem to get Rex Toberman out of my head.

      I don’t seem to want to.
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      Saturday night at the Black Bear lends its own unique energy to life, but a Saturday night at the Black Bear in the middle of June is a bit thinner and sparser than it is the rest of the year. Seeing that the Black Bear caters to a trifecta of universities in the area, most people went home or simply away for the summer. It’s still plenty busy, plenty of bodies bustling—scantily clad bodies, which is understandable since we’re embroiled in a hellish heat wave at the moment. I spot Jet and Owen near the back. Piper’s brother, Cade, is with them. He’s managing the bar for the summer as a part of his work-study program. His girlfriend, Cassidy, is waitressing here, so it’s a sweet setup for him. Any minute I’m expecting to see Owen’s girlfriend pop up with her friends. Scarlett happens to be one of them, and I know for a fact she’ll be here because Owen mentioned something about a bachelor-bachelorette party taking place tonight. Piper’s brothers are both getting married soon, and tonight’s the last night of unabashed freedom for all involved.

      “Dude.” Owen slaps me five as I take a seat and nod over to Jet. “You ready to let loose?”

      “I’m already loose.” I grin over at Cade. “Rumor has it you’re the best man to both grooms. You ready for the big day?”

      He grimaces. Cade and Piper share the same dark hair, same features. In some ways, they look more like twins than Knox and Trixy. “All I have to do is stand there. It’s going to be a short and sweet ceremony at the overlook. The reception is right here at the bar. They’re closing off the back.”

      “Cool. So, what’s on the agenda for tonight? You and the boys headed to Jepson? Owen can give you a tour of the red-light district.” I offer a shit-eating grin. Owen used to take his clothes off in order to earn a living, and none of us have ever judged him for it. We’ve razzed him about it, but we get the fact the guy needed to do whatever he could to survive. Thankfully, he’s got a decent job at a marketing firm owned by his brother, Wyatt, and his buddies.

      “Nope.” Cade frowns at the bar. “My brothers have decided to lay low. We’re having a round of drinks, shooting some pool. Blake’s band is on in a couple of hours, and that’s how we’ll end the night.”

      Cassidy pops up behind him. “That’s not how I’m ending my night.” She presses a kiss to his ear. “And neither are you, sugar.” Not sure why Cassidy and Cade hid their relationship for so long. Owen mentioned it had something to do with the scar Cassidy has on the side of her face. He said it made her insecure, that she didn’t think someone like Cade would ever want anything serious with her, and that broke my heart. Cassidy is one of the nicest girls I know. I’m glad it worked out for them.

      Piper and her friends pop up as expected—the blonde, Daisy, and Scarlett.

      My dick twitches in my boxers, the first to acknowledge my soon-to-be stepsister, and that goofy grin I wore a second ago diminishes.

      “What’s up?” I offer her a private nod, and she rolls her eyes. For the life of me, I can’t seem to read this beautiful redhead. It’s as if just because our parents are dating, any kind of friendship, any kind of civility is strictly off limits. I know she’s hurting. And I’m also aware of the fact she doesn’t know me well enough to hate me, although hate is a strong word—strongly dislike covers it.

      “We’re leaving for greener pastures.” Piper strangles Owen with a hug until he stands, and before I know it, each one of us is on our feet.

      “Where to?” Cade looks to Cassidy with a playful look of suspicion.

      “The girls and I thought we’d take the brides-to-be and show them a real good time. Someplace dark and loud, and very, very sexy.” She wiggles her hips when she says it.

      Owen groans, “Do people traditionally keep their clothes on at sexy places like that?”

      “Nope,” Cassidy answers with a hop. “Oh, relax, boys. Don’t get your boxers in a bunch. We’re dragging the girls to Stilettos for the evening. My sister is on tonight, and so is Daisy. Any of you boys want to hop along for the ride?” She pinches Cade’s cheek.

      “I’m manning the fort.” Cade lands his lips over hers, and my gaze drifts to Scarlett. I wonder what it would feel like to hold her right here in the open, land a kiss over her mouth, and have it welcomed. Not that we’d ever want anything like that, but for whatever reason, the visual sticks. “The boys and I are just hanging out.” He looks to me and Jet. “You guys should go.”

      Owen leans in. “I’m going.”

      “What for?” I hold back from socking some sense into him. Owen has Piper. He doesn’t need to stick his nose in a titty bar with or without his girlfriend by his side. At least that’s my opinion. If I had a girlfriend, I’d be careful, mindful to what her needs are. I’d pamper her, let her know that she was the singular most important part of my life. I glance to Scarlett, and her eyes snag on mine. For a brief moment, it’s just the two of us in the room—no people, no music, no raging conversation revolving around titty bars.

      “Marley and Annie asked me to,” Owen continues. “When Piper suggested they go—demanded they go—they asked if I’d be their bodyguard for the evening.”

      I can’t blame them. Stilettos isn’t exactly in the nicest part of town.

      “And that’s why you two stooges are coming along.” He looks from me to Jet. “I can’t surround myself with that much estrogen. I’ll buy a round. It’ll be fun.”

      “Who knows?” Piper leans toward Jet and me. “You might even find the girl of your wet dreams and fall madly in lust. A happy ending just might be had by all.”

      Piper and Daisy burst into laughter.

      Jet folds those beasts he calls arms over his chest. “Yup. One look at her tits, and I’ll know if she’s the one for me.” More laughter erupts. Jet is tatted from head to toe quite literally. He owns and operates a tattoo parlor in downtown Jepson. I’ve known Jet Madden all my life. His mother was our family cook for years. Of course, I was only privileged with her meals in the summer when I was home from school, and that’s when she’d bring Jet and his sister, Lucky, by to swim and hang out, so we grew pretty close. “How about you, pretty boy?” Jet loves to put me on the spot. A mutual appreciation for humiliating each other has been the nexus of our friendship for years. “You looking to land yourself a happy ending? Or are you getting tired of that nightly ritual?”

      Scarlett openly grunts at the idea.

      “I’m good. But I’m in. Any night that ends with a beautiful naked woman dancing in front of me is a good one in my book.”

      Scarlett grunts again as if I’ve openly offended her, and I can’t help but give a dirty grin. A part of me likes offending Scarlett. It’s as if a part of me lives to do it. And that grunting—a visual of her lying beneath me as I pound into her tight little body flashes through my mind.

      Our small crowd dispenses as everyone figures out who’s going with whom, and I step over to Scarlett. Her hair is wild in the wind. There’s something about her presence tonight that looks supernatural, and not only are my boxers ticking in approval but the rest of me is spellbound.

      “You need a ride?” I offer up a sheepish grin. Things got a little raunchy last night with those texts. If I remember correctly, I promised to invade her tonsils the next time we were near our respective parents. That was pretty ballsy of me, but, then again, judging by how fast my heart is racing it’ll be pretty ballsy for me to initiate the maneuver as well. I squint into her as if now were the perfect moment to initiate such a move, and her face heats oven red. A dull laugh brews deep inside me. There’s something about making her sweat that I do enjoy on a primal level, probably the asshole in me.

      “I’m driving,” she snips. That snarl clues me in on the fact she’s probably read my dirty grunting mind.

      I glance down at her feet, bound and gagged, in a pair of sky-high heels. They both look perfectly functional as I assume they were last night.

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

      Her mouth opens to say something, and her friends shuttle her out the door.

      “Come on, dude.” Jet slaps his hand over my back. “You can tell us all about it on the way over.”
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* * *

      We hop into Owen’s truck with Jet in the backseat.

      “So, what’s up with you and Kent?” Owen asks as he waves the girls to pass us up.

      “This August she’ll be my shiny new stepsister. It looks like my mother is off to the races again. Once she gets her mind set on something, there’s no stopping her.”

      Owen squints into the road. “Piper says Scarlett’s the same way. She mentioned she’s not thrilled her dad is getting hitched—something about desperately wanting to stop the wedding. You’re not taking any part in this, are you?”

      “Nope.” I think on it a moment. “Okay, so maybe a little. She’s concocted some scheme to make them believe we’re dating. She thinks that might be off-putting enough to toss a monkey wrench into any wedding plans they have.”

      “Is it working?” Owen glances over, amused.

      “A little. My mother told me to knock it the hell off, and so did her dad. She wants to give it another go later this week when we all get together for a big family sit-down.”

      “Dude,” Jet groans from the back. “Leave your mother the hell alone. If she’s happy, let her be. I know your parents have had a shit ride, and I know you and every other six-year-old with divorced parents wants them back together so you can all go back to Chuck E. Cheese’s as one big happy fam, but she’s cast her lot, and it’s not with your dad. Your mom is a grown woman. And you’re a grown ass man. You let her worry about who she’s going to lay down next to at night, and I suggest you find someone to lay next to yourself.”

      “He’s right.” Owen looks baffled by this. “Have a heart-to-heart with your mom and let her know how you feel. Get it all out there and move on. You can’t force your parents together, and Scarlett shouldn’t be trying to break them up either. I’ll have Piper talk some sense into her.”

      “No, let me.” Deep down, I know they’re right, thinking with level heads and open hearts, but for some reason, some very juvenile reason, a part of me wants to side with Scarlett on this. “I’ll let it go for another week.” My lips twitch with the hint of a smile.

      “No,” Owen says it sharp like a threat. “No fucking way. You mess with my girl’s best friend, and you’ll have Piper to deal with. It won’t be pretty. I’d hide the boys if I were you.”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Jet grumbles from the back. “I saw him talking to her tonight, more so the way he was looking at her. This dude’s not messing around. He’s fucking sunk.”

      Owen nods in agreement. “He’s falling hard. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

      Jet and Owen share a laugh as we slide into the parking lot just outside the brick building that houses all of those dancing naked women. They file out, and I sit there a moment. I’m not sunk. And sunk over Scarlett Kent? No way, no how.

      My gut grinds as if to contest the thought. I groan as I spot her getting out of the car from across the street, and my heart lets out an atomic boom.

      Crap. I shake myself out of this ridiculous stupor.

      Nope, still not sunk.
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* * *

      Inside, Stilettos reeks of old cigarettes and booze. A slight perfumed breeze crosses our path as we’re led into the dimly lit great room that houses a runway lit up with florescent lights. Six girls line the length of it, swaying their hips to the slow music, teasing the crowd by touching their shorts as if threatening to take them off. Rows and rows of wasted guys patronize the frontlines. Owen, Jet, and I join the girls in a huge lounge area in the middle of the club.

      “Welcome!” Baya shouts while holding a plastic bullhorn to her lips. Next to her are the brides-to-be as their T-shirts and wedding veils draped over the back of their heads suggest. A few other women are with them, all knocking back fruity colored drinks. I’m still not sure why they’d opt to come to a strip club of the female variety, but if I were the groom, I’d be pretty glad they didn’t opt for the male revue.

      Baya stands and knocks her drink with another glass to get our attention.

      “I want to thank everyone for coming! As everyone knows, our good friends, Marley and Annie, didn’t want to offend their future mates by heading across the street, so we settled on a wild night at this fantastic female-laden establishment. What they don’t know is that Laney, Izzy, and I have made provisions for a little penile surprise.” A few of the girls cackle up a storm, but the brides-to-be sit shell-shocked by the news. “I hope you’re hungry because there’s going to be inches and inches of beefcake tonight!”

      The girls all break out into wild screams—Scarlett being one of them. She lands in the seat next to mine with Owen and Piper next to her. Their friend, Daisy, seems to have done a disappearing act while the rest of the girls watch the stage with listless enthusiasm down at the other end of the table.

      “Beefcake, huh?” Piper leans her shoulder into Owen’s. “You’re not reprising your role as stud extraordinaire, are you?”

      “Nope. I’ve passed my crown down to Jet and Rex.”

      Scarlett lets out a cutting laugh. “So, are you two the all male revue for the evening?” She looks to me when she says it and ironically when she laughed, too.

      Jet leans in. “Sweetheart, if you ever want to see what’s under these clothes, I can arrange a private show.”

      I shoot Jet a look that lets him know his balls are in peril for even suggesting it.

      The music picks up with a quicker beat, and the lights go on and off in a pink rainbow of colors as the announcer takes the stage.

      “Dude”—Jet socks me in the arm and leans in to whisper—“you’re into her. That pissed-off look on your face affirms it. Make something happen.”

      I glance back at Scarlett to find both her and Piper whispering between themselves.

      “She’s practically my sister. I don’t know. It’d be weird.” I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to having some kind of feelings toward her, mostly irritation at this point. “We’re just friends. She came over last night, and we hung out.” I shrug.

      “She did?” His brows hook into his forehead. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing really. She’s a cool chick. We ate donuts and watched a dick flick.”

      “Dude.” Jet blinks at me, amused by the confession. “Did you just say she flicked your dick?”

      “What?” I glance back to Scarlett to make sure she’s not listening. “No. No dick flicking took place. It was totally innocent.” Those late night texts where I threatened her with my tongue come back to haunt me. The lights cut out to just about nothing. Scarlett glows like an angel, pale, candescent like some ethereal being who is clearly out of place in this den of disgrace.

      The announcer steps out into the limelight, a roided out, heavily tanned gym rat of a man with arms like meathooks and fingers like bananas.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a very special guest talent here this evening. Gracing us with their presence from the Dungeon”—the girls in the crowd scream their heads off, and both brides-to-be drop their faces into their hands—“Rocky Silver and the Stud Hammers!” The crowd goes ballistic as three beefy males strut down the long tongue of the stage. They’re all still perfectly gift wrapped in breakaway pants and torn-up T-shirts. I turn to Jet and shake my head. Figures. We head to a strip club and end up watching dudes on display.

      “I’ll need a couple of volunteers for the evening,” the guy in the middle burps out at the crowd, and our end of the room lights up like a firecracker display. The brides-to-be outright refuse to take part in the sexual debauchery, so Piper hauls Scarlett and Cassidy up on stage with her.

      My chest lets out a few hefty wallops as Scarlett struts those long pale stems in the direction of Rocky Silver himself, the brick house in the middle, I’m assuming. Her hair shines down her back like crushed rubies, her short skirt does its damnedest to show off her best assets, those creamy thighs, and my gut wrenches as the guys in the peanut gallery start whooping it up again. Piper and Cassidy end up with the guys in the back, and as the music starts up, the dudes begin swaying their hips into the girls. Rocky takes his meaty paws and places Scarlett’s hands over his chest, using her to help rip off his already shredded T-shirt, and I smirk. Greasy jackass.

      They amp up their routine, strutting around the girls as if laying claim to them, and once the crescendo hits, they whip off their pants, revealing a hammock cradling their manhood. They’re oiled from head to shiny toe, and the girls laugh and sway to the music while the dudes continue to grind up against them.

      Jet takes a picture of Cassidy and the douche she’s with and shoots it to Cade. “Just letting him know she’s safe with us.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      A few of the patrons try to get the girls’ attention by waving dollars at them, and since Scarlett is so close to the edge of the stage—no thanks to Rocky and the miniature junk in his trunk needing all of the damn attention—they’re grazing her ankles with bills.

      I hop up and head over, just making sure no one falls off the stage and lands on an inebriated idiot. Cade isn’t here, and I know he’d do the same. The last thing I want is Scarlett impaling herself on some drunk fuck who’s looking to cop a feel.

      Owen pops up on my side as the stage routine drones on forever.

      “You need a better look at the big boys, darlin’?” He crosses his arms, glaring at the dude grinding up against Piper. “I know these assholes.” He shoots the one manhandling Scarlett a thumbs-up.

      “Come on, sweetie!” An inebriated jackass next to me tries to swipe at Scarlett’s ankle and nearly catches her heel.

      I shove my hand in his chest without thinking twice. “Listen, fucker, you’re going to land her on the floor if you do that. She’s not a part of the show. Chill out, man.”

      His buddy jumps up and sits at the foot of the stage, his eyes crossing as he gets a good look up her skirt, and I lunge to get him the hell away. But in an effort to deflect me, he leans back, sending Scarlett flying. I’ve caught every pass ever thrown my way at Whitney Briggs. When it really counts, I haven’t dropped a single thing. There’s no way in hell I’m letting Scarlett touch the floor.

      Scarlett lands with a hearty thud right into my arms just as I fall back and knock the entire front row right out of their stools like dominos.

      Her chest rises and falls just as hard as mine. Her face is piqued bright pink, making those lime green eyes of hers shine like sirens.

      “You okay?”

      Her brows do a little dance that looks so cute it makes my stomach knife with pain. “I’m fine.”

      “You want to blow this place?” I may not have a car, but I know she drove. I’d leave with her if she wanted me to.

      “I’d love to, but it just so happens that my roommate is in the next act.” She wrinkles her nose, looking cute as hell, and the growing problem in my boxers starts to rise in her honor. “I sort of have to stay.”

      “Daisy?” I glance to the stage as the men trot off, leaving a greasy trail in their wake.

      “It’s sort of her thing. Nothing nude. Just enough shaking of the hips to pay her bills.” Scarlett struggles to stand as I land her on her feet. “You mind getting me back to safety?”

      “Sure thing.” I wrap an arm around her shoulders, and her soft hair touches over my skin like a fire as we make our way back to the table. Owen and the other two girls fall into their seats, laughing like there’s no tomorrow.

      The lights go crazy, and Cassidy claps, getting the table’s attention. “My sister, Caila Jace, is up next! And my bestie is with her!”

      The music starts in nice and cheesy, a porno preview if I’ve ever heard one, and true to Cassidy’s word, a girl who looks just like her struts out in heels a foot high. Cade mentioned Cassidy had a twin who worked here, and up until this moment I forgot that tidbit. The fact Caila Jace is identical to Cassidy makes me squirm a little in my seat.

      Scarlett leans in. “Yes, they’re identical. You’re practically going to see your best bud’s girlfriend naked. I bet that’s not what you thought you were signing up for.” A satisfied smirk takes over as she blinks into me.

      “Nope.” I give a wistful smile. “Didn’t plan on seeing your red lace panties either, but that sort of happened, too.” It’s true. I caught a glimpse as I dove for the lunatic trying to take her down.

      “Oh my shit!” She slaps me over the chest, and I catch her hand.

      For whatever reason, the music, the screaming crowd, the glowing cocktails that dot the vicinity like candles all seem to melt into one big warble of white noise, and it’s just Scarlett and I, her hand in mine, her arms lying over my chest even if it is in an effort to beat the shit out of me. But something in me warms at the thought of her here with me, our skin touching, those violent four leaf clover eyes bearing hard into mine.

      “Oh my shit,” I parrot in a whisper. Jet and Owen are right. I’m falling hard for Scarlett Kent, and I didn’t see it coming.

      The girls on stage do their thing, and soon enough, Cassidy’s lookalike is taking it off, shaking the girls for all to see. Cade would be blind with rage if he could hear half of the guys in here. The girls at our table cheer as Daisy hops and skips to the music in the background, thankfully with her top on or I’d have a hard time facing her at school. But I’m not too entranced with what’s happening up on stage. I’m too busy feeling the heat sizzle from Scarlett’s leg to mine, her shoulder still hotly glued over my chest. I’m too busy stealing glances at the porcelain goddess that has me entranced.

      I’ve fallen hard for Scarlett Kent.

      And if our parents tie the knot, come August, she’ll be my stepsister.
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      The overlook adjacent to the Witch’s Cauldron is beautifully adorned with a latticed arch interwoven with wisteria and an entire Garden of Eden’s worth of flowers gracing it on either side. Both Piper and Baya are standing up for Annie, and Marley will have her sister, Jemma, stand up for her. I’ve witnessed Jemma lose her shit about ten times in the last half hour—needing to smoke a “damn cigarette.” The ceremony is due to begin any moment. The seats are brimming with friends and family. Technically, I’m neither, but Piper begged both Cassidy and me to come. She asked Daisy, too, but she’s stuck at the club all day. She mentioned that the other night when we were all there for the bachelorette event gone awry that someone slipped a waitress a two-hundred-dollar tip to give her. To add to the mystery, the waitress said it came from someone at our table. And for as much as I accused Piper of doling out the big bucks, she denied it. Besides, the waitress mentioned that it was gifted by a very handsome guy—real good-looking. A part of me wonders if that very handsome guy might have been Rex. Everyone knows the Tobermans are loaded. Rex logged time at a ritzy boarding school that specializes in pumping out heads of state and Nobel Prize winners. Everyone also knows that scholastically fencing your kids in full-time from the ages of five to eighteen doesn’t come cheap. And good-looking? Ha! Rex has those other boys beat by a handsome mile. It must have been Rex.

      My heart sinks at the idea.

      I’m not sure why, but I can’t stop thinking about him. It’s like he’s haunting me both day and night. My mind races at the prospect of touching him, for show, of course, at the prospect of kissing him—a sport I’m not looking forward to. Okay, so maybe I’m looking forward to it just a little, but only because I’m curious on some level if his tongue really is forked as I suspect.

      He’s here today at the wedding of all places. Of course, he is. Rex Toberman is like a bad rash I can’t get rid of. Yesterday, I had a cross campus delivery for Roxy, and sure enough, there he was sweating in the sun in the name of Whitney Briggs University’s football team. I was practically forced to watch as I crossed the periphery of the field on my way to the athletics department. Rex was sporting shoulder pads that made him wide as a car, and those dark smudges of grease under each eye made him look animalistic as he charged head-on into the blocking sled. I may have paid extra attention as his muscles redefined themselves as they flexed, their dark contours looked as if an artist outlined him in charcoal. Rex is built for speed. I’ll give him that. And, thankfully for Whitney Briggs, he knows how to use it. Nevertheless, he’s here as a guest of Owen’s, which seems like a stretch, but Owen has a big heart, and so does everyone I’ve met so far in Hollow Brook.

      A trio of violinists starts in and fills the mountainside with a blissful rendition of “A Whole New World.” I happen to be a Disney fanatic, so I happily swoon to the romantic melody.

      “What’d I miss?”

      I turn to find Rex seated by my side, his dark hair makes those robin’s egg eyes of his stand out like stars, and every girl in a ten-seat radius sighs at the sight of him. My stomach tenses as he leans in farther. His sharp features, his broad face, he’s pretty much your textbook all-star handsome, very good-looking quarterback. Honestly, it’s as if the drama department cast him for the part—type cast. Young, hip, all-American perfection made to melt panties nationwide. It’s sickening the way he demands my thighs quiver for him. Not that my thighs are allowed to quiver for him. It’s strictly an involuntary act of biology. And everyone knows biology can be a damn bitch when she wants to.

      “You missed your manners.” I hold my finger to my lips. “They’re starting now.” Owen walks Piper down the aisle before taking a seat up front. Piper looks stunning per usual in a strapless gown in a funny shade between lavender and green. Cade walks Baya down the aisle, and they both join Piper up on stage. Marley’s sister, Jemma, walks herself down the aisle, and the faint scent of smoke trails her as she passes me by. It looks as if she finally got that cigarette—or more to the point, the entire pack. She reeks like a walking hookah shop for God’s sake.

      The music switches up a bit, and the two grooms appear at the altar, both looking calm and relaxed, dapper to the nines with their matching black suits. The crowd stands and faces the rear, and we see them—Marley and Annie stand there both in luscious satin gowns. They’re beyond beautiful, and just the sight of these pristine, very much in love girls has the power to take my breath away. The gowns themselves are nothing too frilly, yet they both manage to look like Greek goddesses descending Mount Olympus. Marley has her hair up in a messy bun with a spray of baby’s breath sprouting from it. Annie has her long hair down and wears a wreath made of braided miniature roses. They both look like storybook brides, the kind that make you want to weep and die on the spot because you’re filled with so much heartfelt admiration. I pull a tissue from my purse and ball it up into the corners of my eyes as they pass me.

      “Hey”—Rex lands his hands over my arms as if he were allowed—“you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m okay,” I snap back. “Can’t you see I’m at a wedding?”

      He frowns at my frank analysis, and we join the rest of the crowd in taking our seats. The minister speaks to the four of them as if they were one while gifting the couples with a special blessing. Annie and Blake read their vows first, nothing too lengthy, just your standard I-promise-to-love-you-forever-and-then-straight-into-eternity.

      Izzy steps up to the altar, holding their son, passing him off to Blake, and the water works start again. I pull out another tissue and shove a wad into each eyeball as I boohoo with the best of them. Annie, Blake, and their sweet son form a holy huddle as the minister moves his attention to Marley and Wyatt, aka Barbie and Ken. The two of them look like a pair of cake toppers come to life as they exchange their vows. Once they’re through, Jemma shoots the lucky couple a thumbs-up, inciting a soft roll of laughter from the crowd. I’m sure if that were Sabrina she would have given me an alternate finger, thus inciting gasps of horror from my wedding guests. Come to think of it, when Sabrina and Duncan tie the knot, I might be tempted to do the same.

      The minister asks if there are any objections to these holy unions, and the crowd stills for a moment.

      Rex leans in and whispers, “I don’t get why they do that.”

      “Neither do I, but in about a month and a half, if things go very, very badly and we find our parents babbling half-truths about eternity, we’ll be damn glad they do.”

      A quiet burst of laughter comes from him just as the minister allows the grooms to kiss their brides. The entire crowd goes wild as if we were witnessing the most important lip-locks in human history—and in a way we are. These sweet pecks earmark the first day of the rest of their lives as a family. This right here, is the beginning of everything they will ever be as a happily married couple.

      The minister nods to the anticipatory crowd. “It is my privilege to introduce to you for the very first time, Mr. and Mrs. Blake Daniels, and Mr. and Mrs. Wyatt James!”

      A thunderous applaud breaks out, and even the warm perfumed breeze kicks in as if lauding their efforts. The happy couples run down the aisle, and I spot Annie’s brothers, Bryson and Holt, up front wiping tears from their eyes. Piper and Cade embrace at their brothers’ shared union, and even they have glistening tracks down their cheeks, and I lose it. I plop my face into my palms and weep for the happy couples. Their joy is almost too much for me to take in.

      A warm arm finds itself around my waist, and as much as I’d love for that to be Cassidy or Daisy or even Piper stealing a moment from her familial bliss to comfort me, I know it’s none of the above. I struggle to pull it together and open my eyes to Rex Toberman holding me with the backdrop of the mountain behind him, just a wall of granite dotted with sprays of yellow honeysuckle. His dark hair, those serious eyes demand I pay him attention.

      The crowd has all but dispersed, moving out into the clearing where a huge line forms to congratulate the happy couples.

      Rex brushes the trail of tears from my cheeks with his thumb and nods to the cliff side. “You want to head to the overlook?”

      “Sure.” He helps me make my way over the patchy grass in the suicide heels I thought it was a great idea to don, and we head straight for the altar. It feels like magic stepping underneath the wisteria rainbow above us. “Wow, I almost feel like a bride.” A swell of anticipation rears in me for something I had never imagined I even wanted. “I’ll probably make a hideous bride. I’m pretty sure I’ll wear black on my wedding day, and knowing my hair, the entire nightmare has Halloween written all over it.”

      Rex belts out a hearty laugh at the thought of my future bridal disaster.

      “You’re going to make a stunning bride no matter what you wear.” His eyes narrow into mine, still squinting with their silent laughter. “You can show up in the nude, and you’d out stun every girl on the planet.”

      My mouth opens as if to say something, some sarcastic retort, anything to decry what he just suggested, but quite frankly, I’m too shocked to think he believes this to be true.

      “I bet you’d love nothing more than a nude wedding.” I roll my eyes. “Come to think of it, that’s probably your favorite pastime—picturing people in the nude. Is that the first thing they teach you in Football 101? Imagine your opponents in the buff, and you’ll no longer find them intimidating?”

      Any trace of a smile drops right off his smug mug, and a sense of satisfaction fills me, because let’s face it, my work is done. “I have never, nor will I ever envision a team of sweaty dudes in the buff.” He looks me in the eye, and that snide smirk of his reprises. “Now the cheerleaders, that’s a different story.”

      “Ugh, you’re such a pervert.” Savannah and her long, slender ponytail comes to mind, and for a fleeting moment, she bounces through my mind in the nude, her perky little boobs taking turns swatting her in the eyes. I’d like to give her two black eyes myself. I don’t think I’ve ever had anyone annoy me more, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why. “And never mind me as a bride. I’m never getting married. Marriage is a joke,” I spit the words out like they were a mouth full of antifreeze.

      “Whoa.” He glances over his shoulder. “Keep it down. There’s an entire fleet of cameramen present capturing every nuance of this magical day. It just so happens there are at least four people here who believe in that ‘joke,’” he says the last word in air quotes.

      But something in me warmed when he said nuance. A dull smile rides on my lips. I admit the fact Rex doesn’t come across as your textbook dumb jock does please me on a cerebral level. In the least, it makes the time I’m forced to spend with him a little less painful. I’m sure his mother is proud of the fact he’s both well-mannered and erudite. I’m sure his father is pleased with his all-star jock standing, and perhaps his standing—or lying down as it were—with the cheerleaders, too. Too bad they couldn’t combine their pride and stitch back together that family they ripped asunder.

      “Did you ever talk to your dad? What does he think of my father stepping on his terrain?”

      “His terrain?” His chest bucks with a silent laugh, and he leads us closer to the railing. The sun lies silent over Hollow Brook, whitewashing it like an Impressionistic painting. “My father has relinquished my mother into the wild. Those who chose to can devour her at will.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. “Are you saying my father is a wild animal?” My father is anything but. He’s a gentle soul, one far too kind to ever step on any other man’s terrain. Too bad my mother decided to turn a blind eye to his wonderful attributes.

      “I’m saying your father is a nice guy.” He winces as if it pained him to admit it. “As much as I want to find fault with him, I can’t seem to. He’s been pretty great to my mom and pretty great to my brother, sister, and me.”

      “Wow. I feel like an ass now. I haven’t exactly made a secret of how I feel about your mom. I mean she’s cordial to me. Sabrina and Lawson really seem to like her, too, but”—a mean shudder drills through my spine—“I don’t know. I think I’d better stop while I’m ahead.”

      “No say it.” His hand finds its way over the small of my back, but in a rarity for Rex Toberman the act seems anything but sexual. His gaze presses into mine as if I’ve come to the precipice of some dirty family secret of theirs, and he’s beckoning me to fumble my way into it.

      “Oh—I can’t.” I shake my head, glancing around at the diminishing crowd. Half of the guests have already left for the Black Bear. The sun is beginning to set as the wedding party poses at the distal end of the cliffs for those last few romantic shots of the day. My lips play with the idea of a smile. “Look at that,” I whisper. “Wedding pictures are the kind of things that haunt hallways and living rooms for decades to come.” I glance down at the ground, suddenly blinking back the tears already clinging to my lashes. “My dad finally took his down last summer, right around the time he started dating your mom. It felt like the final painful incision—his way of extracting my mom from our lives for good.” My chest hiccups with grief. “Of course, she’s eight years deep in a brand new family. My sisters, Chrissy and Gini, are pretty great. I just don’t really know them like I do Sabrina and Lawson. I would definitely trade Sabrina for them, though.”

      We share a laugh.

      “I’m sorry.” He leans in until we’re a breath away. There’s something about the manly girth of his body that makes me crave to wrap myself around him.

      “What in the world do you have to be sorry for?”

      “That you’re hurting.” He wipes the lone tear that’s managed to fall with his thumb and presses it to my lips. My stomach cinches like a tension wire, and my body catches fire from that small, kindhearted act. Our eyes seal over one another as if there were a magnetic force securing us, and there’s not a place on this planet I’d rather be right now than lost in Rex Toberman’s river blue eyes.

      “Excuse me,” a photographer calls to us, breaking the spell, and we look past him to see the entire wedding party making its way in this direction.

      “I guess I’ll see you at the Black Bear.” I blink myself back to life as I struggle to find Cassidy in the crowd.

      “I guess you will.” Rex pulls me in a moment with his strong, thick arms. His cologne blankets me like a testosterone charged reassurance. “It’s all going to work out,” he whispers directly into my ear. “I promise.” He takes off before I can respond, before my body can fully clamp on to his the way it wants, and I’m left shivering there in the late afternoon heat, longing to hold a boy who moments before I could hardly stand to look at.

      What the hell is happening to me?
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* * *

      The Black Bear is festooned with paper wedding bells both out front and inside, but the deeper in you venture, the more elegant the affair becomes with the entire back of the restaurant draped in white linen and miles of tealight candles giving it a fairy-tale appeal.

      Cassidy shuffles us to the bar where a skeleton crew mixes, shakes, and stirs to the patrons’ delight.

      “Two piña coladas. Make ’em rough and dirty.” She winks my way. “Just the way it’s gonna be the second you and Sexy Rexy fall into the sack.”

      I frown into this rough and dirty fantasy of hers. First, there is something disarming about Cassidy’s wide-as-a-Tennessee-sky accent that makes no matter what she says come across as the most benign news on the planet. And second, this is one of those rare unforgiveable instances where no matter how deep she dips herself into that country batter I will never find those words acceptable.

      “I don’t drink, but I can see that you’re already tipsy as evidenced by your delusions of grandeur.” Not that there would ever be anything grand about me landing horizontal with “Sexy Rexy.” My soon-to-be stepbrother would be missing two very valuable balls if he ever attempted it.

      “Oh, hush, you.” She waves me off as the bartender slides our drinks over, and she shoves one my way. “I saw the two of you out there, chitchatting, holding one another, him wiping the tears from your eyes. Please, you were practically Romeo and Juliet. All those sparks you were shedding, it’s a shocker that altar didn’t erupt in flames.”

      “I suggest that you, my lovely childhood friend, is the one who hushes.” I take a long smooth drag from my white frothy drink and marvel at how well coconut is able to mask the disgusting taste of alcohol. Any and all liquor is sort of what I imagine nail polish remover to taste like. Nothing I would ever seek out willingly. “This is how rumors begin, and I’m all about keeping myself drama-free.”

      “Speaking of drama.” She nods to the middle of the room where Savannah and a few of the girls from her slutty little pep squad skip over in our direction.

      “Hey, Scarpette!” Savannah lunges over me with a spontaneous embrace, and for a moment, I’m trapped between her sweaty yet baby fresh armpit and a sea of blonde hair. “So, like, where’s your brother?” She and her sidekicks do a quick scan of the area.

      Cassidy and I exchange brief glances as I choke on my next words. Just as I’m about to say something, anything to get her bouncing cleavage out of my face, Rex steps into the room with Owen.

      “Actually, it’s Scarlett,” I correct. “And he’s right over there.” I give a friendly wave in his direction, and he offers a pleasant smile back before his eyes round out once he spots his own little personal cheer-bot bopping over in his direction.

      “Is she for real?” Cassidy clucks her tongue as she takes her next sip.

      “As real as silicone comes.”

      “Is she datin’ him?” She gawks as Savannah hops up onto his waist and dry humps him for all to see.

      “Who the hell cares?” My stomach swims in its own juices as if the sight of the two of them makes me want to hurl.

      “Oh, hon”—Cassidy bumps me with her shoulder as we watch Rex pluck the dumb blonde off his body like prying barnacles off the bottom of a boat—“the sooner you stop denying your attraction to one another, the sooner the real party begins. Until then, you’re going to have her little slutalicious behind trying to storm your man.”

      “My man?” I mumble, baffled by Cassidy’s insistence that I’m attracted to Rex, let alone ready to claim him as my anything.

      The rest of the wedding party ambles in to raucous spontaneous applause, and Cade sweeps Cassidy off to the back to continue the celebrations. The music starts up again, loud and aggressive, as if the party were merely getting started, and Savannah begins swaying her hips over Rex’s. Her lips brush over his chest as if she were laying claim.

      “Quite a show.”

      I glance up to find Piper watching the debauchery right along with me.

      “Although”—she grunts as we spy Savannah trying to dig her paws into the back of his trousers—“he is trying his best to evade her.”

      Rex gives a nervous laugh as he brings her hands back to the front and tries to deposit them onto her lap, but Savannah’s tentacles are too busy moving and grooving all over his stately frame.

      “So”—Piper nudges her elbow into my ribs—“what were the two of you discussing today out by the altar? It looked pretty serious.”

      “Life and his mother. My general dislike for her, and why I can’t seem to pinpoint what exactly it is about her that I can’t stand.” I wrinkle my nose in his direction. “It actually wasn’t that abrasive. He was pretty nice. He seems really understanding of how I feel.”

      “Is Operation Drive a Hatchet into Your Father’s Wedding Plans still a go?”

      “Yup. Next week we’re meeting at my father’s stuffy old country club. I’ve no doubt once their geezer friends spot Rex and me shoving our tongues down one another’s throat it will sink them straight to the bottom of the social totem pole.”

      Piper balks. “You think that’s all they’re in this for? Some slimy social circle? Don’t you think what they have is real?” She waves her hand in front of my face in an attempt to capture my attention.

      “No, I don’t,” I say, craning my neck so as not to miss a minute of the Savannah takes Toberman hour. Dear God, according to that disgusting look on her face, she’s moments from dry humping herself into a bona fide orgasm. Sure, Rex looks physically uncomfortable as he tries to carry on a conversation with Owen as if the blonde anaconda wasn’t about to wrap herself around him and strangle the life out of his penis, but still, my money says he takes her home at the end of the evening, and, that, right there, draws the bile to the back of my throat.

      “Geez, Scarlett.” Piper steps square in front of me. “You look like you’re about to be sick. Come on, I’m not letting you torment yourself like this.” She scoots me to the back of the bar where the wedding party is toasting through tears while Bryson and Holt take turns saying nice things about Annie. Both Cade and Piper step up and say a few words about their brothers, and before I know it, my eyes are running like a damn faucet again.

      “There’s a drought in California.” Rex lands in the seat next to me and tosses me a napkin.

      “I bet you’d like to get rid of me.” I dab the tears from my eyes with such violence it wouldn’t shock me to wake up to two black eyes in the morning. “Is that what this is about?” I scoff at his meager attempt to make me disappear. “Once I break that spell your mother put over my poor unassuming dad, you can bet the entire lot of us will be out of your hair.”

      His head ticks back a notch. “Are you calling my mother a witch?”

      “If the broomstick fits.”

      Rex gapes at me as if I’ve just initiated a war, and so what if I did? It’s been a long time coming.

      “I’m willing to overlook that because I know you’re hurting.” His eyes lock with mine, and as much as I may not like it, the words reek of sincerity. “But for your own good, stop acting like a child and admit to the fact you’re in pain instead of resorting to name calling. It’s not a good look on you.” His eyes soften. “You’re better than this, Scarlett. You’re a good person with a broken heart, and, believe me, I know how you feel.”

      “Do you know how I feel?” Now it’s my turn inching back with righteous indignation. “Or do you know how Savannah Anderson feels pawing all over your body as if you were her new favorite chew toy?”

      “So that’s what this is about. You don’t like Savannah?” A snide grin springs to his lips. “Or is it that you don’t like me with Savannah?”

      I suck in a sharp breath, so fast and hard, I almost inhale my own tongue.

      Dinner gets underway as Piper, Owen, Cassidy, and Cade sit down with us at our small round table. Owen engages the three males at the table in a snooze-worthy conversation regarding how valuable Rex is to the WB football team. And when he or Cade isn’t putting us to sleep singing Rex’s prize fighting praises, Piper and Cassidy fill them in on what a skilled huntress I am—completely incorrect because archery and hunting are literally two different animals—pun intended—and, on top of that, Daisy bops by and adds to the conversation telling everyone what a magnificent GPA I’ve managed to amass my first year at uni, and also regales our male guests with the fact I hardly snore at all.

      The brides and grooms all file out toward the dance floor, and the room evacuates right along with our friends. Soon it’s just Rex and I staring one another down.

      “So, what do you think of that hour long infomercial on all my best attributes?” The words drift out far angrier than I intended. Oh hell, I don’t know what I intended. Rex has my emotions hopelessly tangled like a necklace.

      He pushes out a sleepy grin. “I think I’d much rather listen to you snore than meet up with you in a dark alley and risk an arrow to the heart.”

      “Oh, come now”—I lean toward him as the heady scent of his cologne pulls me in—“I’d aim for far more creative places.”

      We share a heartfelt laugh as the music switches rhythms, something hopelessly romantic that affords a lifetime’s worth of first dance memories.

      Rex ticks his head toward the exit. “You want to hit the dance floor?”

      “Sure thing. You’d better get out there before that Savannah cat drags you off to her twisted den. I’m pretty sure cheerleaders aren’t allowed to snore, but, then again, I’m sure the things you two do in private involve very little sleep.” That lemon chicken I just inhaled does a clucking revolution in my stomach at the thought of what Rex and his sex kitten might be doing behind closed doors.

      “I meant dance with me.” He helps me up and lands his warm arm over my back as he leads us out to the bar proper.

      “You mean I get to dance with the boy who scored the winning touchdown for every single winning game WB has ever had going back from the dawn of time?” I bat my lashes up at him as we make our way through the tangle of bodies.

      Rex laughs as he lands his arms around my waist, and we begin to sway to the music. “They did lay it on a little thick, didn’t they?”

      I bite down on a smile as I lock eyes with this tall, handsome boy that my father is determined to add to my sibling roster, and, for the first time, it doesn’t seem fair. But what doesn’t seem fair? I’m baffled by my own defenses. I don’t want Rex in my life as my brother or my anything, do I?

      “I guess they like the idea of us getting along.” I swallow audibly, but thanks to the volume of the music, Rex isn’t privy to my “embarrassment.”

      He shakes his head. His face inches closer to mine, and my entire body freezes solid as an iceberg. “You and I both know they’re gunning for a little more than that.”

      My heart races as his lips hover inches from mine. Everything in me demands to lunge in and land my mouth over his for a moment, just to see how it feels in an effort to quell this dull ache in the pit of my stomach. That sweet spot between my thighs goes off as I indulge in a series of mini orgasms.

      God, this is going to be one for the family album—the day I climaxed sixteen times in my new stepbrother’s arms. Our family Christmas cards are going to be rife with alarming secrets. My present orgasmic state of existence is a prime example of why my parents should never have divorced to begin with. Everyone knows that stepbrothers are off limits, and whatever could have been between Rex and me is forever forbidden no thanks to yet another unwanted benefit of my father’s new familial arrangement.

      A hard tap falls over my shoulder, and I turn to find Savannah and her frosted powdered donut lascivious smile just waiting to devour Rex in three easy bites.

      “Hey, Starla, can I have this dance with your big brother?” She bats her lashes at him, but Rex’s hands only secure themselves tighter over my waist. It feels amazing with him holding me, with his strong protective body wrapped around mine, but this feeling was never really meant for me. I may as well relinquish him right here and now to the vapid skank by my side. They’ll probably end up together one day, and I’ll have an entire lifetime of watching Savannah enjoy Rex Toberman’s perfect body. The urge to weep comes again. This time it’s all for me.

      “Not now.” Rex twirls me around so that he’s the one next to Savannah. “I need to talk to my little sis about a few things.”

      Her eyes fill with instant rage at the idea of a rejection, and a tiny inkling of joy swims through me. Who knew watching WB’s best and not-so-brightest cheerleader experience her very first shutdown had the power to turn my mood around?

      Savannah might have to face the fact she’s not finishing up this song with him, but, knowing my life, she’ll be finishing up the night with him.

      Her girlfriends float up around her, and soon they’re swaying to the music right alongside us, glaring as if I’ve personally pissed into those glowing drinks in their hands.

      “So, what’s the big family discussion about?” I’m still biting down that grin that’s dying to take over my face. Not only did Rex gift me the privilege to witness his obvious disdain for the queen of Whitney Briggs, but, as an added bonus, I had the opportunity to participate.

      His chest expands, touching over mine. “About us.”

      “Us?” Every cell in my body leans in to get a better gander at whatever is about to pop from his lips.

      “Yes. In a few days, we’ll have to turn up the heat if we’re going to repulse our parents into rethinking their nuptials.” His Adam’s apple rises and falls as if whatever comes next has the power to rattle him on some level.

      “Turn up the heat,” I say it right back like some robotic moron, but, the truth is, I’m too far gone, losing myself in those ocean deep eyes. I’m drowning, losing myself in Rex Toberman in the very worst way. Maybe it’s the frosty drink Cassidy poured down my throat, maybe I listened a little too long while Owen and Cade tried their best to sell me on the Rex Toberman lifelong commitment plan, or maybe it’s the fact that smelly alley cat and those stray kittens she flanks herself with are giving me the evil eye, but, God Almighty, all I want to do is test drive this boy’s lips. “How would we do that?” It comes out breathy as I hike up on my tiptoes.

      Rex leans in. His lids hood low. His eyes glaze over as the smile dissipates from his face. “Like this.”

      Rex lands his feather soft lips over mine and doesn’t pull away.

      Dear God, he’s done it!

      I press in, careful at first, then hard and demanding, not daring to open up and let him in, not daring to pull away and end this blissful moment either. A sharp electrical jolt travels from his mouth to mine, spraying throughout my limbs, through every muscle, bone, and nerve. This is explosive, unsettling in an earth-shattering way.

      A series of gasps break out all around us.

      “Holy shee-it!” That would be Cassidy.

      “Eww, what the hell is wrong with you?” That would be Savannah. “That’s your fucking sister!”

      The word sister circles around the dance floor as Rex presses his hand over the back of my neck, and we indulge in a meandering kiss that lights me up from the inside with an inferno that burns ten times hotter than the sun. The music comes to an abrupt end, and I pull back, gasping for breath, holding my hand over my mouth in horror.

      Dear God, what have we done?

      I scuttle backward until I’m swallowed whole by the crowd and find myself outside in the warm night air as the streetlights and the laughter from drunk girls slap me back to life. My feet keep moving until I’m running across the street and toward Cutler Tower.

      What did I just do, and why the hell did I enjoy it so damn much?
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      “This is a bachelor pad if I’ve ever seen one.” Trixy balls her fists into her hips as she cranes her neck past me to the kitchen. I’ve just given both her and my father the grand tour. Knox has been here once before, on move-in day to be exact. First and last time. My brother and I haven’t fought too hard to mend that bridge we burned down years ago. “I bet the girls really love that big giant bed.” She sticks her finger down her throat and pretends to gag, and for a brief moment, I envision Scarlett on that big giant mattress, her dark hair flowing down her bare back, her tits pointed at me like an offering, her legs spread wide with promise—

      “Get your head out of the gutter, kid.” Dad ruffles up her hair.

      “I’ll be a senior this year. I’m hardly a kid. I’ll be at Whitney Briggs before you know it.”

      “You’re coming to Briggs?” I hand both my sister and my father a bottle of water from the fridge. It’s late Friday night, and the two of them just endured a grueling hike with me up past the lookout where Scarlett and I had that private chat. My heart broke for her as I wiped away her tears. That kiss we shared has gone off in my mind like an echo ever since our lips touched Saturday night. Although it doesn’t seem to have meant too much to her. I shot her a text the next day and asked if she was up for breakfast, but it went unanswered. Tomorrow night’s our big and perhaps final performance at the country club. It’ll be interesting to see how things go.

      “That’s right.” Trixy pulls a bag of cookies out of the cupboard and helps herself. “Knox said not to tell you, but I couldn’t care less about the beef he has with you.”

      My stomach turns just hearing my suspicions confirmed out loud. I glance to our father. I was hoping it would be just he and I today at the trails. I was ready to push hard for a reconciliation even if deep down I know it’s futile. As much as I don’t quite approve of Scarlett’s hostile takeover tactics, the little boy in me demands to play along. But Trixy wanted to join us this afternoon, and I wouldn’t miss an opportunity to hang out with my favorite little sister. I wish she brought Knox along. Now that she’s flat-out told me he’s harboring resentment, I think it’s time I make a larger effort to mend fences between the two of us.

      “There’s this big thing at Bradley’s country club tomorrow night.” Just saying his name in front of my father feels like a betrayal.

      His chest expands with his next breath. “I know. Your mother is happy.” He shakes his head, confused as to why I would even bring it up. “Don’t worry about me. I’m one hundred percent supportive of this.”

      Trixy scoffs, and something in me feels a small glimmer of victory. If Trixy sides with me, if she works as hard as Scarlett and me to help stab our mother’s new relationship to death, there might be hope for our family yet.

      “You just reminded me that I have like nothing to wear.” She offers a quick peck to my cheek. “We’ll see you there. I’ve got a million things to do to get ready. Hair, nails, I might need new shoes to go with whatever dress I’m about to buy.” She looks to my father as she gathers her things. “Do you mind if I hit the mall in the morning?”

      “Not at all. Have fun.” He smiles over at her as she makes her way to the porch, but a frown takes over as he looks back to me. “What’s really going on here?”

      “You’re really going on here. Why aren’t you fighting for her?”

      His eyes bear in to mine, hardened with a slight level of rage before softening to something just this side of pity. “I know this is going to be very hard for you to hear, son, but I don’t want her anymore. Not like that.” And there it is—the shot to the heart. “I want her as a friend, as someone who works with me to help shepherd you and your siblings through life. What we shared as a couple is over. It melted away with the web of lies and deception we lost ourselves in. We tried to hold on. Hell, the last seven years we were scraping along by the skin of our teeth.”

      “You took vows. You promised to love each other forever.” My voice breaks. “Was that all a lie?”

      “Not at the time.” He turns away as if he were slapped. “Okay, I still love her. Is that what you want to hear? I still care about her. On occasion, I wonder what it would be like if we were still together as husband and wife.” It’s his voice that’s wobbling now, and my gut says run. Put both of us out of our misery and end this carnival of grief.

      Trixy shouts from the outside for the two of us to hurry up, and we make our way to the door.

      Dad turns to me as we hit the porch and pulls me in for a quick embrace. “Don’t worry about your mother and me. We’re both exactly where we want to be in life. She’s happy, and I’m happy, too. I don’t need a plus one in my life to be content.” He pulls back with his eyes glassy with tears. “We’re all going to make this work. In fact, I’m meeting up with her and Bradley next week for drinks.”

      “What?”

      “Relax, we just want to discuss a few things before they make it official.”

      “Such as?” My chest wallops as if a baseball bat were striking against it. “Does he know? Are the two of you going to tell him?” All I can think about is how livid Scarlett will be once she finds out she was right about my mother. She’ll think she’s a snake in the grass, a gold digger, and that’s the furthest thing from the truth.

      “That’s on her. I’m just heading over to discuss the kids, holidays. In truth, I want to have at least one sit-down with the man who’s about to become a second father to my children.”

      I shake my head, our eyes latching one more time. “There’s not a man on the planet who will ever replace you.” I pull him in hard and hold him like that. My chest bucks as I fight back tears.

      No sooner do Trix and Dad take off than my phone buzzes, and I fish it out of my jeans.

      It’s a text from Owen. I’m at the movies. I need a date, sweetheart. Death Blow Five starts in an hour. You in, pussy?

      I text right back. I’m in.

      I hit the shower and drive off to the Hollow Brook Cineplex.

      Death blow is exactly what’s happened to my family. Ironically, the movie will be just the respite I need to step outside the drama of life if only for a moment.
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* * *

      The first death blow of the evening is spotting Owen and Cade with Piper and Cassidy. I try to piece together how I’ll break it to them that I’m suddenly not up to seeing the movie as I make my way in their direction. Obviously, Piper wants to spend the evening with Owen. And they most likely just ran into Cassidy and Cade, so it makes the perfect double date. There’s no way I’m tagging along on this quad rigged for romance.

      “What’s up?” I slap Owen five before the first excuse has a chance to burp from my lips then I see her, and the pieces of this devious dating puzzle fall right into place.

      Scarlett stops short with a tub full of popcorn in her hand. Her hair sits in a wild mess on top of her head, her low-cut lace top does its best to showcase the girls, and I’d be lying if I didn’t say she looked sexy as hell.  Her lips are stained a ruby shade of red that makes my mouth water just looking at them, natural no doubt. If Scarlett is anything, she’s a natural beauty. That heated kiss runs through my mind, and my dick twitches in my boxers at the memory. In my entire mouth puckering history, I don’t think I’ve ever had a kiss that didn’t involve my greedy tongue, and, yet, that chaste closed-mouth kiss was hotter than anything else I’ve ever partaken in. I’ve been with girls. I’ve done outright embarrassing things, outlandish, physically challenging things with girls that should only be relegated to gymnasts and acrobats, but that kiss by far surpassed them all as the most erotic, dick-wagging event of my lifetime. If that’s what a wholesome kiss with Scarlett feels like, then a wild night beneath the sheets might just have the power to kill me.

      “What the hell is this?” Scarlett struts over and hugs that tub of popcorn in her arms as if protecting it from my deadly clutches.

      Cassidy’s shoulders rise to her ears. “I think we just figured out those seating arrangements you were so worried about!”

      The four of them head off to the ticket counter, and I shake my head at the feisty fireball in front of me. “Come on, I won’t bite.” I help myself to her popcorn, and she growls at me. “We’ll shore up a few logistics about tomorrow night, and then we can ignore each other for the next two hours.”

      I purchase our tickets, and we head on in without a single word. Both Owen and Cade are seated in different sections with their girlfriends. Scarlett heads to the nearest aisle, and I follow her like an obedient puppy. My heart starts racing, and my palms sweat up a storm as if this were an actual first date. We take our seats, and the lights dim just enough for some stupid quiz to replay on a loop on the screen.

      Scarlett leans in. Her honeysuckle sweet perfume grazes over my dick like cool fingers and leaves it aching for some attention. “So, what’s the plan for tomorrow night?” Those glassy green eyes of hers dance over my features, and a knot builds in my stomach because I know she’ll never be mine.

      “I think we should go together. As soon as we get there”—I trace her lips with my gaze—“I’ll follow your lead.” God knows my body is begging to devour her in twelve different ways. Scarlett has been the star of my wet dreams now for weeks. I can’t really blame myself for something I have no control over, but I won’t deny I haven’t enjoyed the hell out of them.

      “My lead.” Her lips part just enough as we lock eyes, and her fingers fumble over her mouth a moment. “Um”—she clears her throat—“is there anything off limits?” Her eyes rake over the length of my body as if she were sizing up her next meal.

      A dull laugh penetrates my chest, but I won’t give it. “You have an all-access pass to everything you see.”

      A crowd of girls moves in from behind her, and I groan. Tucked in the middle of the crowd are Savannah and her shrew crew.

      Shit.

      “Hey!” Savannah gives a wild wave and lands in the empty seat to my right. She leans over to Scarlett, her hand landing over my crotch as if to stabilize herself, and I gently remove it. “Sorry if I acted like such a bitch the other night. Rex totally explained that you had a little too much to drink and got carried away with the music.” Crap. I may have uttered those words, but only to suppress any raunchy rumors she and her rumor mongering friends were about to spew all over campus. It’s bad enough there was a choir of he’s making out with his sister! going off around us. “And when he said you were lonely, it just broke my little glass heart to pieces.” She sighs for effect. “Trust me, I’ve got a whole list of guys that are just as desperate as you are to get into the dating pool. I’ll set you up first thing!”

      I sink in my seat a notch before slowly shifting my gaze toward Scarlett.

      “Oh, is that so?” Scarlett bleeds a black smile my way that suggests I hold on to my nut sack because she’s a damn good shot with that bow, and everybody knows it. “Why, I look forward to meeting up with guys just as desperate as myself. In fact, I’m just dying for you to make this happen.” Scarlett throws me the death stare.

      No sooner do the lights dim to pitch than Savannah’s hand finds a home on my knee. I’m quick to remove it. Casually, I shift as the movie gets underway and find myself pressed up against Scarlett’s side of the theater. Her knee hits mine as if telling me to scoot the hell away, but I’m not budging. Her shoulder presses to mine as if to physically move me to the other side, but I give her a run for her muscular money. For the next two hours, Scarlett and I press in so tight you can’t squeeze a dime between us. I couldn’t tell you what the movie was about, but for the next one hundred and twenty minutes, Scarlett Kent’s body adheres to mine, hot as a fire—and burning alive never felt so good.

      By the time I get home, I’m shaking like a virgin as I throw myself into the shower. All I see is Scarlett, all I can think about is what it would feel like to be deep inside her, with my face buried in her tits, her bottom seated on the throne of my lips.

      Holy hell, I’m too far gone. I come hard thinking about having her in a hundred different ways, but there’s no satisfaction, no relief. And there won’t be until I’ve got the real deal. The only problem is, that little detail is never allowed to happen.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Hollow Brook Country Club is smaller, far less opulent than the one in Bel Terra, but then, Bel Terra has always been far bigger than life, far too opulent for its own good and that of its patrons. Perhaps that’s the real reason my mother and father couldn’t make it work. They wiped the shine off that phony town and saw right through the grime underneath. All that glitters isn’t always gold, and neither was their partnership. As much as I hate to admit it, there is a level of peace that’s taken over in the years since their split. Before those dark days, there was a lot of yelling, a hell of a lot of shouting matches that preceded the main event, that preceded my mother’s personal living hell. My heart breaks just thinking of the ways my parents tormented one another. They’re both good people who just so happened to have their relationship meet with a tragic end.

      The country club’s house band plays light jazz, adding a touch of casual elegance to the otherwise stuffy environment.

      “There they are.” Scarlett presses her tits to my chest while keeping her eye on the table that seats our family. Crap. My balls ache at the touch of her skin. As soon as Scarlett stepped into my truck tonight with that tiny red dress hugging every sinful curve, I knew I was in far too deep to ever admit. Tonight is the night Scarlett and I have committed to going for the proverbial gold, and I’ve already made the decision I’m not holding back.

      “Listen to me.” She pinches my chin and forces me to look at her. “I want a performance that will make a ten-dollar whore blush. You got that?” Ironically, it’s her face that’s lit up like a stop sign.

      “You sure about that?” There’s a dare in my voice, and as soon as she picks up on it, her eyes widen like lily pads.

      “I’m sure.”

      A dark laugh rattles my chest. “Hold on to your skirt, sweetheart. Things are about to get heated.” My arm finds a home over her waist as I shuttle us over to the table set dead center of this decrepit establishment.

      Bradley and Mom rise as soon as they see us, and those smiles they were wearing long before we ever arrived at the table quickly diminish once they pick up on our body language.

      “We’re so glad you could make it,” her father grunts, shooting me a warning shot with those tired eyes.

      “Yes.” Mom rakes up all of the fake enthusiasm she can muster. My mother is a lot of things, but enthused to see me with my arm around my future stepsister she is not. “Please take a seat.” She points to either side of Knox, and I grimace. Not one thing I have planned for Scarlett tonight involves my brother.

      Sabrina and Duncan rise to scoot down to make room for the two of us. Scarlett’s sister stares at me as if she’s seeing me for the very first time. Her eyes slowly raze over my features, and I can feel the uncomfortable burn. She’s wearing a hot pink low-cut dress that might as well come down to her navel, and already she’s leaning over in an effort to introduce the girls.

      Duncan tilts his head over at Scarlett with that mournful look I’ve seen a thousand times before in guys who woefully regret the decisions they’ve made. Of course, he regrets cutting Scarlett loose. She’s beautiful and smart and a hell of a good person. I’d include nice, but that might actually be a lie. Nevertheless, he’s a douchebag who deserves the twisted sister he’s chosen because his cheesy ass isn’t good enough for Scarlett to begin with. I scowl at him until both he and Sabrina find their way into their new seats. It’s me who lands next to Scarlett’s ex, and I want it that way in the event he decides he wants to play games with her feet or any other part of her body. I’m not giving this idiot another chance to break her heart. What kind of fucker dumps a girl just to go for her sister? And now she has to put up with the fact this idiot might be sticking around for a lifetime? I’m just as pissed as she is, if not more. I nod to Lawson to move it, and one by one our siblings scoot over until Scarlett and I have the two seats closest to the couple we soon hope to evict from their happy thrones—our parents.

      “So, is this still a thing?” Bradley’s finger drifts from his daughter to me.

      “What’s a thing?” Trixy leans in with her eyes sprung wide as if she’s about to hear the juiciest bit of gossip, and she is.

      “Yup.” I wrap an arm around Scarlett, and both of my siblings’ jaws unhinge. I don’t dare look at Lawson because if there’s anyone at this table who can take me it’s him. “Scarlett and I are happening.” I nod to our siblings. “The cat’s out of the bag. We’re officially together.”

      “What?” Lawson rumbles, glancing to his sister with a stone-sober look that spells out the fact he’s gearing up for a beatdown more than he is a round of congratulations.

      “Relax, Law.” Scarlett widens her eyes at him with a veiled threat. “We’re in love.” Her fingers thread through mine, and that simple act has the power to satiate something deep inside of me. Both my dick and I know that it will take a little more physical contact than that to quell this ache building inside of me, and that physical comfort can only come from Scarlett herself.

      Mom leans in, wild-eyed. “Can you hold off on the physical affection until later—much later?” She’s speaking through her teeth, batting her eyes manically as an elderly couple comes over and are briefly introduced as Dr. Muller and his wife, Ruth.

      “What a lovely brood you’ve got here.” Dr. Muller beams as he takes us in as a group.

      Bradley puffs with pride. “Team Kent-Toberman is enthused to make it official. Both Lynette and I have always wanted a large family, and now we’ll get a supersized one at that.”

      Ruth nods over at Scarlett and notes our conjoined hands. “And all of the significant others that come along with it! The holidays are going to be something special to behold.”

      “They’ll be special all right.” I plaster a grin to my face as I look deep into Scarlett’s turquoise eyes. “My new sister is something to behold. The holidays will be great.” I peck a quick kiss to Scarlett’s lips, and her entire face lights up magenta. “I already know who I want to find in my stocking come Christmas morning.”

      “What the fuck?” Lawson belts it out so severe I half expect a kidney punch, but I’m not taking my eyes off my new spitfire of a loving sis.

      The Mullers scoot off in a fit of gasps and sputters.

      And I turn back to find every eye at the table affixed on us.

      Knox has his brows hiked into his forehead as if he’s not buying it. I knew he’d be the hardest to convince.

      Lawson calmly places his palms over the table. “Dude, take your hands off my sister, or I’m going to have to kill you.”

      Scarlett and I amicably disband as the waitress comes by and takes our orders. A strangled silence seeps in again once she leaves.

      Trixy leans in with a stunned expression that makes me feel like an ass for dragging her into this mess. “So, like, is this even legal?” She flicks her finger from Scarlett to me. “I mean, I’m not the only one who thinks it’s kind of gross, right?”

      “Sure, it’s legal,” Sabrina answers for us. “But, believe you me, gross or not, it’s temporary. Scarlett wouldn’t know how to hold on to a man if her life depended on it. Someone like Rex here needs a real woman, one who’s been around the block to show him a good time. Isn’t that right?” She gives a little wink, and the heel of a shoe rides up my leg, causing me to jump in my seat.

      Shit. I knew this chick was coming on to me.

      Scarlett grunts at her sister’s lunacy, “My life doesn’t depend on a man. Never has, never will.” I give her waist a squeeze, and she straightens. “With the exception of my sweet Goober.” She manufactures a grin and pulls me in with the strength of a gorilla. My mind goes straight to the mattress, and for a second, I picture a nude wrestling match, her pinning me down, me pinning her down in far more practical ways.

      Mom leans in with a scowl on her face that’s usually reserved for my father. “It’s legal, but it’s not right. The only thing that’s right is Sabrina.”

      Scarlett sucks in an audible breath.

      Shit. Did she really just go there? I know that Scarlett has a hard time trusting my mom, and once my mother’s dirty laundry is aired out, it will be that much more difficult to regain any trust, but to trash her future stepchild enrages even me.

      “The two of you are simply infatuated with one another.” Mom softens toward the two of us, and something in me settles down a bit. “You’re both young and beautiful. The attraction was bound to be there, but for God’s sake that doesn’t mean you need to act on it. I suggest the two of you cool it for a time.”

      “Date other people.” Bradley offers a furtive nod, and it’s starting to feel as if they’ve rehearsed this little break-up number. Ironic that while Scarlett and I are plotting their unified demise they’re off doing the very same thing.

      Sabrina strums her blood red nails over her water glass. “Scar Scar has never been good at testing out the waters. She’s a clinger. She finds a poor guy, deems him ‘the one,’ and sticks to him like glue.” She says the one in air quotes. “I think something deep inside of her has fractured, and she simply doesn’t think she’s good enough to find anybody else.”

      Scarlett growls at her older not necessarily wiser sister. “I’m about to fracture something.”

      The two sisters initiate a stare-down.

      Sabrina offers up a flick of the wrist. “I suggest we make a game of finding Scar Scar her very own Mr. Right.” She gives a hard wink to her baby sis. “And as for you, big boy, I have a feeling those estrogen floodgates never stop surging. I wouldn’t be surprised at all if you had somebody new by your side later this very night.” Her foot rides over my leg once again, and I widen my knees, allowing her to fall to the floor with a thud. Sabrina nearly lands her face in the table in an attempt to keep her balance.

      The food comes, and Bradley offers up a special blessing for his growing brood. It’s so heartfelt and kind I almost feel bad for contesting their union so soon in the game. Almost. The truth is, unless my mother comes clean, this coupling will fracture long before it ever adheres in the name of all that is legal.

      Dinner wears on, and an entire procession of Bradley’s country club friends strut by with their tall, blonde, orange-stained trophy wives, all of which look as if they could be attending Whitney Briggs with me. It makes me wonder why Brad here didn’t trade up and become a platinum blonde silicone rewards member like his buddies. I watch as he holds my mother’s hand. The way he brings it to his lips for a casual kiss, the way he looks lovingly into her eyes as if she’s the only woman he sees. That, right there, is the way I wish to God my father had treated her all those years she sat faithfully by his side.

      The waitress comes by to clear the dishes, and we watch as couples migrate to the dance floor. An entire new slew of the wealthiest couples of Hollow Brook stroll on by, and to each and every one I make it painfully clear that I very much find my new sister hotter than a kitchen fire. In fact, I’d heat things up significantly if I weren’t sitting so damn close to Lawson. I’m convinced if Scarlett and I turn up the furnace he’ll stab his fork through my balls with my next move.

      Mom clears her throat while glancing lovingly up at Bradley. “So we’ve had a change of heart concerning the venue for the wedding.” Mom pinches her smile as if she’s unable to contain her joy, and my heart breaks a little for my father. Not once have I ever seen her brim with happiness around him the way she is now. “We’ve decided to host it right here at the country club!” she sputters as if announcing the fact they’re having a bouncing bundle of joy, and in a way they are, each other.

      Sabrina wiggles in her seat. “I’ve always dreamed of a country club wedding!” She nudges Duncan hard in the ribs. “Of course, we can’t have one now that the two of you will be here. We’ll go with the marina instead. A sunset wedding with a twilight cruise around the harbor.” She brays like a hyena. “Scar Scar will be my matronly of honor, of course.”

      “Scarlett’s not matronly.” It comes out stern like a warning. I don’t mind piping up to defend her. I’m sick of Sabrina’s blank check to destroy her sister any way she pleases. “Scarlett is anything but. She may not cover her face with war paint the way some people choose to or wear loud clothing that sirens out look at my most beloved assets, but she doesn’t have to.” My brows rise as I look to Sabrina because she’s the war paint princess with the dress that’s showcasing her tits. “Scarlett is a natural beauty.” I pull her hand to my lips and hold it there a moment. “Not to mention the fact she has a big heart.” It’s true. She only wants the best for her father, and right now, she’s not convinced that my mother is it. “Besides, you’re marrying her ex. It wouldn’t surprise me if she didn’t want anything to do with the wedding.”

      Sabrina gives a few blinks of disbelief at the audacity that anyone actually spoke up against her lunacy. “Scar Scar loves both Duncky and me. Isn’t that right?”

      “That’s—right.” Scarlett deflates as if there were about a dozen other answers, but she wasn’t able to give them. “I’ve moved on to much greener pastures.” She rubs a small circle in the palm of my hand with her thumb, and my heart gives a few violent kicks because it just so happened to be a private gesture she gifted me.

      Does Scarlett want this? My heat index spikes at her touch, at the thought of Scarlett having a change of heart toward me. God knows I’ve done a one-eighty when it comes to her. I try to plaster on a smile in an effort to keep the charade going, but there’s something in me that wants to stay right here in this sober moment and not cloud it up with any false pretenses. The feelings Scarlett Kent evokes in me are very much real.

      Her thigh rubs over mine, and my dick perks to life.

      Crap. If she keeps this up, the only one acting around here will be her. Scarlett is pulling me in, reeling me into her heart with those crimson locks and that pirate smile. I’m glad she seems genuinely happy for Duncan even if he is ending up with her batshit sister. I’m glad she’s over her ex because I don’t want her pining over him. Deep down, I want her pining over me.

      The idea hits me like a bus.

      Holy shit.

      My gaze drifts to hers, and I swallow hard at this Irish princess that’s swooped in and stolen my heart.

      “I’ve really fallen for you.” My face lights up with heat when I say it. I’m not sure why I said it out loud, despite the fact this is exactly what I promised I would do tonight.

      “What?” Her chest rises and falls as a slight look of panic takes over.

      The music relaxes to an easier pace, and an entire herd of couples drift to the dance floor.

      “Batter Bits”—Bradley stands and plucks his daughter out of her seat—“why don’t you and I indulge in a little father-daughter dance? I’d like to have a few words with you.”

      “Same,” Mom strums the word out without the slightest bit of amusement over my most recent confession. I’m betting her newfound rage has to do with the fact she realizes how heartfelt my last sentiment was. I had always suspected my mother would see through our act, but now that there’s no acting involved, at least on my end, she’s in full panic mode.

      I hold my mother at an arm’s length as we follow Scarlett and her father to the dance floor.

      “Why do you insist on doing this to me?” Her eyes beg me to stop whatever the hell I’m up to. And, in the mother of all ironies, I could have never predicted, there’s no way I can get off this redheaded crazy train.

      “I’m not doing anything to you.” I glance to Scarlett, who seems to be having an equally animated discussion with her father, and I want nothing more than to head over, take her in my arms, and make her mine in every single way. For whatever reason, the girl I couldn’t quite stand months ago has come to make me feel like I’m on top of the world when I’m with her. “Can I ask you something? How does Bradley make you feel?”

      “Excuse me?” Her entire body shakes with irritation. The lines around her eyes struggle to cut into her delicate skin, fighting the Botox, the army of expensive serums she and my father once argued over. My parents had the power to make even the most insignificant detail the most newsworthy, war-worthy event. But that was after their fall. Prior to that, there was no wrong, no fault, no error they could find in one another. I suppose that’s where the real heartache lies, in the abrupt betrayal of it all.

      “You heard me right. How does he make you feel?” I glance over to Bradley. He’s tall and stately, dapper, too, all of which I suppose captured my mother’s eye. And as much as I don’t want to admit it, he seems like a pretty decent person.

      “I don’t know—great, free, and easy. I feel lighter, younger, happier in general around him. I can’t stop thinking about him when we’re not together, and, when we are, it never feels like enough. Honestly, half of the time I can’t breathe when he’s not close by.”

      My gaze drifts to Scarlett, and I meet up with her lighter than air spring-green eyes, that whiskey smile twisting on her lips that begs to tell of the secret the two of us hold. But something is shifting in me. I’m not playing games anymore. I’m done. I’m all in. Whatever this is between Scarlett and me has tilted on its axis, and all of the things we’re pretending to have, I want the chance to make them real. I excuse myself and drift from my mother, stepping over to Scarlett just as she lands in my arms.

      “Did you mean what you said back there?” Her lips quiver as she asks the question. The lights from above enwreathe her, and Scarlett glows like an otherworldly being, far too beautiful to ever be human.

      The words narrow in my throat, and I can’t seem to get out exactly how I feel, so I offer up a silent nod instead.

      “I—” Words struggle to dislodge from her as well, and she shakes her head, unable to get a single one out.

      My finger lands over her lips, our eyes never breaking our stare. A part of me is afraid I won’t want to hear what she’s about to say. I’ve never been big on rejection. Instead, I offer a peaceable smile as I bow down closer. My lids hood over as the room melts away in a blur.

      Scarlett jumps up on her toes, her red lips part like candy, and I can’t hold back another fucking minute. I do the only thing I can do—close my eyes and crash my mouth to hers.

      A hard moan emits from her throat, and I swallow it down. Scarlett Kent’s lips adhere to mine. Her mouth opens just enough as she feeds me her tongue.

      I pull her in with a marked aggression, and she hikes up, wrapping her legs around my waist. Scarlett and I go at it, kissing one another as if an all-out war broke out in our mouths—as if this were the very last kiss humankind would ever experience. I’m loving her with my tongue, fucking her with it. I’ve never been so far gone, so pulled out of reality than I am now, and I’m not interested in going back. Her moans increase as she claws at my chest, at my arms in an effort to climb me. I press her body to mine as whatever this is between us blossoms into something animalistic in nature.

      A strong tug pulls me back from behind, and I open my eyes to find Scarlett being pried away by her father. Someone spins me around, and I catch Lawson Kent’s fist in my jaw as the world around me begins to wobble in and out of existence. Lawson backs up and ramps up that baseball mitt of a fist once again, this time aiming for my eye.

      Nope, reality isn’t at all where I want to be right now.
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      There are very few moments in life that have the power to capture and freeze time, to impress themselves as both the best experience and best memory at the very same time. For me, that kiss Rex and I shared was it. I will never forget how alive I felt when he touched me with his lips. And when his tongue mingled with mine, my entire body shook as if a nuclear explosion went off in every single cell in my body. Nope, I will never forget that blessed-by-God magic. I will also never forget the fact my father is currently holding me back as if breaking up a street fight.

      “Lawson!” I scream at my brother as he throws his fist into Rex’s poor face, time and time again.

      Knox jumps my brother from behind, and soon my father is caught up in the brawl. Bodies fly, limbs flail, and just as quick as it started, it ends in a quiet hush as all parties cease at once.

      Security shows up in droves, escorting Rex and Lawson to the exit, and the rest of our party follows them out.

      “Good Lord!” Lynette cries into the warm night as she delicately presses her palm to Rex’s face. “He’s bruising!” she barks it out with enough enthusiastic fervor for one to assume she meant hemorrhaging. She looks to Lawson and snarls a moment before regaining her stoic composure. “But I don’t blame you, sweetheart. Rex and Scarlett have been asking for trouble all night long.”

      “What?” I hop to Rex’s side now that his own mother is siding with the enemy, even if the enemy is my own brother. “Rex and I are in love.” I wince when I say it, considering we’ve hardly rounded first base, both emotionally and physically. “You can’t just freak out whenever we decide to show a public display of affection.”

      “Yes,” Rex agrees, interlacing our fingers once again. “I’m going to hold her hand. We’re bound to kiss again.” Rex offers a quick squeeze as if reassuring me privately of this fact, and my insides explode with heat. I’d be more than happy to offer Rex Toberman’s tongue a home for the night—for display purposes, of course.

      My body slaps with heat from head to toe, because let’s face it, I’m in this for far more than just public displays of affection. Rex has made me feel things no other boy has even come close to. And now, there’s a nagging ache deep in my gut that says what started as an act is about to blossom into the real deal, at least on my part.

      “Don’t fucking kiss her around me.” Lawson’s chest heaves as if he were ready to initiate World War Three again.

      “Or me.” Dad offers an apologetic shrug to Rex. “I get it. You’re smitten, but for the sake of the family, would the two of you mind toning it down a bit? You went off like a dog in heat, Rex. This is the country club for cripes’ sake.” He takes a step toward me. “Batter Bits, are you okay? Did he leave bite wounds?”

      “Bite wounds? Dog in heat?” Lynette’s eyebrow does its best to wriggle free from the Botox prison she’s imprisoned her flesh in. “I beg to differ. I saw the whole thing. Your little Batter Bits practically threw herself on Rexy, and he simply did what he does best—caught a falling object. She’s the one who jumped his bones, as the kids would say. It was her legs wrapped around my poor, sweet son. And no thanks to your wild brood, he’s nursing a black eye.” Her hands float to Rex’s cheek once again.

      “Lynette!” Dad balks, and just like that, the two of them go at it.

      Rex and I exchange guilt-riddled grins.

      “Excuse me.” Sabrina shuttles me off all the way to valet parking. “I knew this was all a ruse!” she snipes in my face so fast her spittle lands in my eye.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I touch the corner of my lid with my pinkie in an effort to blink away my sister’s physical disdain. She always was a spitter. I’m sure Duncan has long since discovered this little bit of salivary trivia. I hope he’s geared up for a lifetime of verbal sprayings. Not only will he have to listen to her bullshit, he’ll have to wipe it from his face.

      “You and Rex.” She shakes her head as if pitying me, and that alone is the single greatest dislike of mine in the world. Sabrina has made feeling sorry for me a sport, and I loathe that more than I loathe that boob-baring dress she’s wearing. “You’re faking this to drive Dad and Lynette apart.” She glances over her shoulder as the two of them continue to riot in one another’s faces. “And I hope you’re satisfied. It looks as if you’ve gotten your wish.” She clucks her tongue. “And to think that man actually had a modicum of happiness in his life for a moment. Face it, Scar Scar. You just aren’t happy unless everyone is as miserable as you. I thought you were better than that. Honestly, I don’t know what you’re thinking.”

      “What?” I shriek so loud all faces turn in our direction. “I’m afraid that’s you, Sabrina. You’re the one who tries to control everything and everyone.” Rex comes over and stands shoulder to shoulder with me, and I like it. I like the camaraderie. I simply like Rex. “What were you thinking when you swooped in and began hitting on Duncan while we were still dating? Yes, that’s right. He outted you before you ever made him yours. He wondered why my airheaded sister was always touching him under the table, sending him inappropriate suggestive texts, and accidentally on purpose landing her lips over his! Yes, he called you an airhead among other things that I’m too much of a lady to repeat. I bet he’s uttered those things to your face, and you just misinterpreted them as dirty talk. You had no regard for me at the time, just like you have no regard accusing me of doing such a vile thing to our father. You pretended to be more than my sister. You pretended to be my friend. You had me confide in you all of the things Duncan liked, and then you altered your world to make them his reality. You were a snake in the grass, and I didn’t realize it until you took a fatal bite out of my relationship! Well, you can have him because I have someone a million times better. Someone who would never leave me for my untrustworthy sister or fall for her ridiculous schemes. What Rex and I have is real. We are in love, and we, unlike you or Duncan, will last forever.”

      I snatch Rex up by the hand, dragging him off to the parking lot as we make a break for it.

      My mind spins, just trying to keep tally of all the half-truths I just spewed. When did I become this person who lies to my family? The person who tries to hack down my father’s happiness like a six-year-old because I’m not getting my way?

      Rex and I navigate over to his truck, and he pulls me in by the waist. The country club is thankfully out of sight so we don’t have to worry about Lawson putting Rex in a chokehold from behind.

      “Are you okay?” he says it so sweetly, so genuinely I want to cry.

      “I’m fine. Are you?” I wince at his swollen jaw.

      “Better than ever.” We share a laugh at the irony. “What I said was true.” His Adam’s apple rises and dips. “I’m falling for you.”

      “So my evil plan worked.” I meant for it to come across as comical, but it sounded a bit desperate in nature, swollen from all the feelings I’m genuinely having for him.

      “You up for coming over?” He hitches his head toward the open road.

      “There’s no where else I’d rather be.”
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* * *

      Rex Toberman’s rental house might be small by some standards, but it’s a castle in comparison to the thimble I’m forced to share with Daisy.

      “Has anyone told you lately that you live in a palace?” I marvel as we step inside. There’s a slight hint of lemon cleaner, and the floors gleam as if they’ve just been swept. As much as I’d love to give Rex credit for the polish that’s taken over this place, I’m betting there’s a housekeeping fairy at the other end of this glistening shine.

      “A palace of persuasion maybe.”

      “That sounds about right. I’m sure it’s the truth.” My face heats at the thought of Rex propositioning girls by the dozens. At least he left the bedroom out of it. “You want to watch something?” I clear my throat, nodding to the giant beast of a television. I mean, he did invite me over, and really? What else is there to do? That kiss comes back to me, and I’m melting all over again.

      His jaw pops as he shakes his head. There’s a thread of disappointment in his eyes. Maybe the thing he wanted to do back here was each other. I said it myself— propositions are his specialty. I’m just far too virginal to pick up on the sexual cues when I’m getting one. Rex has been around the sexual block, and I’m basically a preteen still trying on kisses for size. His fit the best, by the way.

      “I thought maybe we could talk.” Rex pulls me in, his arms wrapping effortlessly around my waist. “What happened back there?” His brows furrow as he scours my face for any traces of what could be the truth.

      My throat tightens. “I think maybe we succeeded in Operation Parental Takedown.” I bite down hard on my lip. “And I’m worried about what might happen next.”

      He gives a slight nod. “I’m feeling pretty worried myself. Honestly, I didn’t think we’d put a dent in the armor.”

      “Me neither. And now I feel like an asshole.”

      “I feel like a ten-dollar whore’s asshole.” He winces as he lobs my words from earlier in the evening back my way.

      “Another goal I set for the evening that I’m beginning to regret.”

      We share a quiet laugh, our eyes locking as my chest adheres to him. Rex Toberman is made from one solid sheet of steel.

      Rex takes a breath, and I rise and fall with his chest. “Can I kiss you?” he whispers so sweetly my stomach and knees dissolve, weak as water.

      “I think you probably should. You know, just to see if we can replicate the magic.”

      A slight smile plays on his lips, and my body burns to have him land his mouth over mine once again.

      “Did you think it was magic?”

      “More like sorcery.” My teeth graze over my bottom lip. “You have a reputation for making the girls fall for you. I’ve often wondered if there were sacrificial goats involved.”

      He thunders out a laugh as his grip secures over my waist. Each finger that presses against my flesh feels like a branding iron. For the life of me, I can’t imagine what bedding Rex would feel like. I may not have any previous experience to juxtapose in that arena, but a part of me instinctively knows that committing such a carnal act with him would be deliriously mind-bending. My heart riots in my chest at the thought, ricocheting throughout my ears and skull as if just the thought of sleeping with him could cause a cardiac malfunction.

      His nose inches closer to mine. “Believe me, I’ve never needed a goat to get where I wanted to be, but, for you, I’d sacrifice an entire herd of livestock if I had to.” Rex comes in soft at first, his lips barely brushing over mine with a feathered touch. His chest expands in girth with his next breath as his lips crush over me, hard and demanding, as he takes full command of my mouth. Rex parts my lips, enters my mouth as if he were penetrating me with an intimacy ten times deeper than what I felt at the country club. His tongue carefully strokes over mine before committing an onslaught of an assault. My body begs to collapse from its own weight. My heart continues to pound out its death throes. A heightened state of arousal hits me right in that sweet zone, and I’m right there. Rex Toberman’s level of dedicated aggression makes that tender part of me between my thighs buzz with a carnal excitement that it has never known. If it’s possible to orgasm off one simple kiss—not that this kiss is simple in the slightest sense—then I might just break a record for multiple climaxes during a non-coital encounter. And then I lose it. My body trembles as I detonate right there in his arms.

      A part of me demands to die of embarrassment over the fact my lower half is bucking away to completion, but another part of me finds it fascinating that Rex has the power to make me come hard with no more than a kiss. Dear God, I am done. I never imagined that a boy who had so much power to frustrate me over the last year could have the power to reduce my body to pleasure-filled tremors in all the right places.

      A hard moan rips from my throat as I struggle with the buttons on his shirt. Rex helps evict it from his body, and my fingers glide over the heated granite of his chest. My hands adhere to the hard cut ridges of his abs, the width of his pecs, all the way down his bulging biceps. Rex is a work of athletic art. It’s no wonder every girl at WB venerates him. He’s earned his dues. Rex doesn’t need to relegate to sorcery to get the girls. He simply has to ditch the stitches.

      My hands wander down, unbuckling his belt.

      Rex catches my hands and pulls back a notch, his forehead pressed to mine as our noses bump and our breathing picks up. “We can take it slow. It’s okay.”

      “Slow?” I pull back, amused. “I’ve known you for over a year. This is hardly a one-night stand.” My fingers work quickly to unbutton and unzip until his blue boxers appear underneath.

      His dimples go off as he winces again. “I know, but, what I mean is, we can build up to it. We don’t need to go for the gold tonight. We can get there when we’re ready.” His mouth stays open as his line of vision strays. I can taste the regret in his words before he even senses it himself.

      “What if I’m ready tonight?” I reach back and unzip my dress, shimmying it off my body until I step right on out, revealing my lace panties and bra. Honest to God, this is the nicest set I own. I usually opt for my sports bra on almost all occasions, but I made the effort for the country club, and, after what’s transpired between Rex and me, I’m damn glad I did.

      “Scarlett”—he backs us up until he lands on the couch with me sitting square on his lap—“as much as I want this, I don’t want to regret moving too fast.” He glances down at our conjoined hips. The muscles in his jaw pop as if he’s wrestling with his own morals—sudden as they might be. “You’re special.” His eyes harden over mine. Those slight commas dip in on either side of his mouth as he gives the faintest grin, and my stomach bisects with heat. “Yes, I said it, and I mean it.”

      A dull laugh sputters from me. “I think you’re special, too.” I bite down on my lip to keep my face from exploding with heat, but it’s no use. My skin prickles as if it’s about to blister. My Irish genes afford very little room for emotional error. “And you’re being way too nice to me. Why do I get the feeling any of the other girls who have sat on your lap didn’t get the kid glove treatment?”

      “That might be true, but you’re not just any girl. You’re you.” He gives my waist a slight pinch. “You’re right. This wouldn’t be a one-night stand.” He swallows hard because here it comes. “But I want your first time to be perfect.”

      My neck arches back as I let out a hearty groan. “Rex, you have a hard-on the size of a foot long. It feels painful just digging into my thigh, and you want me to just head back to my dorm?” I swing my hair around and let it drape over one eye in a last-ditch effort to seduce him. “Let me help you with that. I may not be as experienced as the cheer squad, but I’m a quick learner and competitive as hell.” I rake my nails lightly over his bare chest, and my body weeps for him. “I’ll make sure this is the best night of your life, and thoughts of all other skanks you’ve bedded will dissipate like a bad dream.” Not exactly the most romantic sentiment. Probably not exactly the truth, either. If I would have told my thirteen-year-old sexually obsessed self that one day when I finally get around to doing it that those would be the words I uttered, I’d probably find a way to claw through the porthole of time and slap my future self. And as much as I hate to admit it, Rex is probably right.

      His hands float over my back, heavy and heated, and that tender place at the base of my body begs for his touch to wander a little farther south. “You’ve already made it the best night of my life.” His eyes glisten in the light, and I can make out the flecks of color in his eyes with perfect clarity. “Let me make what’s about to happen between the two of us special.”

      A hot swell of emotion pulses through my veins at the thought of Rex caring enough to make it special. I bow down and seal my lips over his. Rex rolls me over and lands on top of me with his weight spread over his elbows. He kisses me with urgency, with careful control, and everything in between. I reach down and pull his hard-on from his boxers, and he lies over my belly, riding up and down over me as his breathing picks up. His chest pounds hard over mine as if demanding to be let in. Rex groans as he unleashes in quick, hot bursts over my bare skin. His fingers roll over my bra as if that laced sensation were enough for now.

      “Sorry.” He lands a light kiss to lips, looking down at me with a wry smile, a softness in his eyes that I’ve yet to witness. “But turnabout is fair play.” He glides his hand over my panties, and my body jumps with pleasure.

      “No need to apologize.” I lean up and take a nibble out of his bottom lip. “I wanted to help you out of that hard situation.” We share a quiet laugh. “And I’m a big believer of fair play, so let’s see if you can take it home.”

      “Oh, sweetie”—his chest rumbles as he lies back over me—“we’re not going anywhere until I’ve returned the favor.”

      “In that case”—I reach down and slip his hand into my panties where a heated slick already waits for him—“I was able to touch you—fair is fair.”

      The smile glides right off his face as his lids flutter. We both let out a fierce groan as his fingers move over my wet folds.

      My body shakes as his thumb moves over the most sensitive part of me in slow, deliberate circles. Yes, Rex Toberman knows exactly how to please a woman. In no way does it bother me that this isn’t his first rodeo. In fact, my body is penning a thank you note for all of his diligent practice.

      “Shit,” he grunts. “You drive me fucking insane. You know that?”

      “Anyone ever let you in on the fact you have a dirty mouth? But I’m loving the dirty talk.” My breathing picks up pace as I grind my head into the sofa. Holy shit. If Rex Toberman’s hands aren’t insured for millions, they should be.

      “That wasn’t dirty talk. That was a heartfelt sentiment.” His glazed eyes hook into mine while his hand continues to work me into a frenzy. “I’m saving all the dirty talk for when I lick your pussy.”

      And just like that, I detonate. My body curls into his, and I clutch on to him hard, nails digging into flesh, as I ride the convulsive wave he’s induced in me.

      “I hope you enjoyed it.” Rex pulls back, wiping his thumb over my lips before licking my mouth. “That’s just a preview of the things I have planned for you.”

      My thighs clench ten times harder with the not-so veiled threat, and I give a dark smile.

      “I might just have a thing or two planned for you as well.”
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* * *

      All the rest of that week, Rex and I get together, replaying those heated moments as if it were a live performance we were obligated to adhere to—and let me tell you the matinée is just as ticket-worthy as the dinner show. Also, all week I’ve read every Cosmopolitan I could get my hands on, every dirty sexed-up blog with tips on how to please your man, listened in on a few racy conversations taking place in the commons room. I’ve even gone off the peep show deep end and watched a couple of skin flicks—albeit with my fingers spread over my eyes. As much as I hate to admit it, I’m pretty much a prude. Rex asked if I’d go away with him to his family’s cabin up at Mirror Lake next week, and I’m more than sure that’s when the big IT will happen—not that what we’re indulging in doesn’t qualify as some sort of it in certain parts of the world, but, technically, I’m still a virgin, and for whatever reason, Rex is determined for me to hear a hallelujah choir at the moment he tears through my hymen. He’s a gentleman that way. Although he’s more of an ex-con when he’s working me into a frenzy. Dirty talk or not, Rex Toberman is a bad boy through and through.

      But this morning, Daisy and I amble into Hallowed Grounds, groggy from a late night study sesh on all things coital. Daisy might be taking it off in public—thankfully, not all the way to her birthday suit—but she’s only been with her steady boyfriend back in high school. As soon as graduation came, they amicably broke up, and she’s still searching for someone to smooch with. She’s practically shaking with glee at the thought of Rex and me unleashing on one another. It’s as if she’s been in solitary confinement for the last six months, and living vicariously through me will somehow quell the tension.

      Speaking of tension—let’s just say that Rex’s threats to impale me with his long, prehensile tongue get me where I need to be each and every time. I never dreamed that I would appreciate hearing the P word coming from my boyfriend’s mouth, but, in all honesty, I silently beg to hear those hot, cunnilingus-based threats.

      Piper and Cassidy wave us over once we pick up our coffee, and we join them in the back.

      “How’s summer treating you?” Cassidy pulls the words out with her sweet country drawl. Every now and again mine tries to surface, but I’ve spent so many years sequestering it, all traces of it have all but depleted.

      Daisy leans in so far her boobs ripple up to her neck. Daisy has what most women wish for, and other women pay for, a perky size D that looks perfectly silicone on her tiny frame. But they’re a far cry from plastic—she swears on her stack of vintage Louis Vuitton purses. In fact, everything about Daisy is real, including her self-proclaimed obsession with all things retail. She’s sort of a shopaholic by nature, but not even the very real prospect of being crushed by an avalanche of handbags can make me dislike her.

      “Guess what!” Daisy squawks with such a fervor that even I’m prickled with anticipation at what her squawk-worthy news might be, and I’ve been with her every single day for a year.

      “What?” Piper barks it out with an aggression that stomps right over Daisy’s enthusiasm, and it suddenly feels as if I’ve been thrust into an alternate shouty universe.

      “Scarlett and Rex have been knocking boots all week!”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” I crane my neck around wildly to see just how many people heard the ludicrous announcement. “Have not!” I chime just as loud. “Geez.” I scoot my seat in and bang my iced drink against the table as if calling this coital court to order. “Rex and I have not been knocking boots,” I hiss at the three of them. “We’ve been getting to know each other.” By dry humping. Of course, on certain occasions outright masturbation has taken place, but I think they’d be surprised how much you can learn from a person by the way they strong-arm their junk—not that Rex has anything about him that qualifies as such. He’s more a treasure trove of sexually explicit secrets. Like for instance, that boy is hung.

      Daisy snorts back a laugh. “More like getting each other off.” She strums her blue frosted nails between Piper and Cass. “She’s gearing up for her first time this weekend.”

      “Next weekend,” I correct, cringing at how easily Daisy’s roped a confession out of me. “We’re headed to his family’s cabin. Nothing sexual was promised.”

      Piper chokes on a laugh. “And nothing sexual was not promised, I’m assuming. Scarlett, this is huge.”

      “Like really huge.” Cassidy’s face clouds over with a harsh bite of reality. I so hate reality. It’s really not a good look on her or just about anyone else. “Is this what you want? Is this who you want it with? Isn’t he destined to be your big bro in a few short weeks? Oh, hon”—she tsks over at me and effectively kills all of the budding excitement I have brewing over the main event—“you’d better be sure this is the real deal. Honestly, if it were anybody else, I’d be over the moon for you,” she says it sweet enough, but I can feel the final blow coming. “But, you know, this is a person who you’ll be seated at the Thanksgiving table with for the rest of your life. If things don’t end well between the two of you, it might make some awkward exchanges with his future wife.”

      Future wife? Suddenly, I’m enraged at both Rex and his “future wife.” Savannah Anderson pops to mind, and I envision her staunchly by his side with her perennial ponytail, a giant sparkler weighing down her finger—in bubble gum pink knowing her.

      “First, I don’t believe in destiny. And second, this isn’t exactly fly by night. Rex and I have known each other for over a year.” Exactly a year and three days. I can’t help but do the giddy girlfriend math. Not that I’m his girlfriend, but technically, I think I am. Hey! “I’m officially dating my future stepbrother.” There, I said it out loud because I know they’re all thinking it. “Come on, it’s not like he’s a priest or a pedophile. It’s not incest. We just got caught in the wedding web spun by our parents. It’s not like we actually grew up together.”

      Piper wrinkles her nose. “Cassidy is right. This is serious. Once you cross that line with him, there’s no going back. It becomes a part of your history. Your kids are going to be like cousins. Your husband is going to go ballistic if he ever finds out Rex landed you horizontal. I sense hostile waters up ahead. Enter at your own risk.”

      “What?” I balk, scooting my seat back an inch. “What Rex and I have is real. I can’t believe you’re just dismissing it like it’s some summer fling engineered to infuriate our parents.” I bite down hard on my bottom lip. “Okay, so it may have started that way.”

      Both Piper and Cassidy gasp in turn. Daisy, of course, is totally indifferent because she’s been apprised from the very beginning.

      “But that doesn’t discount the fact Rex and I have very real feelings for one another.” Right? I’m so confused I’m half-tempted to bolt and run all the way to the overlook in hopes to collect my thoughts. It’s as if the night Dad and Lynette unleashed their big news on the world both Rex and I collectively lost our minds.

      Daisy snickers into her coffee. “She especially likes the way he feels.”

      “Would you hush?” I elbow her arm right off the table. “Yes, for the record, Rex Toberman does feel good, but he’s also one of the smartest, nicest, best looking guys on the planet. At the end of the day, I really truly believe that Rex and I are meant to be together.” An electric current runs through me in a tiny jolt of confessional execution. Did I just say those words out loud? Huh.

      “Like forever?” a pinched female voice calls from behind, and I turn to find Savannah looking as green as her iced tea. “Like, that’s totally disgusting. Incest is illegal—and not just in North Carolina, but in all fifty of our great states. If you want to bop your brother, that’s your sick and twisted business, but don’t go shoving it down the rest of our throats. I’m reporting you to the student incidents department for indecent behavior.” She and her two bookend lookalikes stride out of here as if they had a serious fire that needed putting out.

      “I’m not worried about it.” I glance around at the stray faces still poised in my direction. “And I’m not dating my brother!”

      “So, next weekend, huh?” Cassidy tries a false smile on for size, but her voice drips with disapproval.

      “Never mind. Forget all about next weekend, would you? In fact, if any of you don’t approve, you can forget about me, too. I don’t need this bullshit.”

      I jet out the door and cross Founder’s Square on my way to Roxy’s apartment where she has deliveries for me that reach the ceiling. Rex already volunteered to help, and, of course, I promised to pay him in donuts among other creative means.

      My phone bleats for attention. It’s a call from my mother, and my adrenaline spikes for a second.

      I pick up, breathless, and share a brief hello. Mom segues right into small talk regarding school, my “cute little summer job at the bakery” as she refers to it, and seemingly benign questions about my siblings. How are Sabrina and that boy you dated? Has Lawson been captured and bound by a gaggle of girls? She’s almost right on that last count. I’ve seen the way girls swoon over my brother. Suffice it to say, he has his pick of the litter when it comes to the kittens clawing at him for attention. He’ll be at Whitney Briggs next year, so I’ll get to witness the carnage for myself.

      “So that brings me to my next question—” Her voice drags painfully slowly, and I take a seat on the benches across from the field in anticipation. While the chance of Savannah phoning my mother and informing her that I’m about to bed my big bro is slim to none, after the way my summer is unspooling, this wouldn’t necessarily shock me.

      In the distance, I spot the football team warming up on the field, and a goofy grin comes at the thought of one of those hard bodies being pressed tight to mine later tonight.

      “Is everything okay with your father?”

      Her question wipes that goofy grin right off my face. My adrenaline kicks right back up again at the thought of anything happening with my father.

      “Yes—as far as I know. Why wouldn’t there be?” My heart thumps unnaturally as if she’s about to deliver some life-altering news.

      “I don’t know.” She snows up the line with a heavy sigh. “He called this afternoon to let me know about Lawson’s summer schedule, and, well, he sounded a bit down. When I asked him how things were going with Lynette, he brushed it off and said it wasn’t anything I needed to worry about.”

      “Well, it’s not.” My heart sinks right down to my feet because that little fact should have been enough for me to reconsider any plans I had on destroying what happiness my father’s found.

      “Of course, it is. Even though your father and I aren’t together, it doesn’t mean I don’t want to see him fulfilled with someone else. What kind of a monster do you think I am?” she puffs incredulously into the phone.

      “No, of course, I don’t think that.” I would be the monster in question. “I’ll talk to him and see if there’s anything going on.” I’m pretty sure I don’t need to ask. I already know. I wrap up the conversation with my mother just as a pair of strong arms encases me from behind.

      Rex drops a kiss to the top of my head. “You have any plans after we make those deliveries?”

      I spring up into his arms and marvel at this dark-haired boy who makes my heart go boom. “I thought we were eating donuts, and you were going to whisper naughty things into my ear until we landed ourselves in a sticky situation?” I flick his chin, and he rumbles a quiet laugh. “Why? What did you have in mind?”

      “I thought maybe we could drive up to Mirror Lake a little early.” He tries to give an indifferent shrug, but his lips are curling at the tips, and his eyes have hooded over in that same way they do right before he loses it.

      “I’d like nothing more.”

      “Really?” He inches back a notch as if to assess my sincerity.

      “I swear it. Cross my heart, hope to lose my virginity.”

      Rex laughs and spins me, peppering my face with kisses. “We can play it by ear. No pressure. It’s all you. I just wanted to test out a new compound bow I bought for my girlfriend. Maybe you can tell me if she’ll like it.”

      My mouth falls open with fury at first, quickly melting to endearment as I realize that Rex Toberman just called me his girlfriend for the very first time. It feels official. It feels perfect.

      All of the smart-ass comments that beg to vomit from my throat are quickly encapsulated by the fact I’ve got better things to do with my mouth, like kiss my newly minted boyfriend.

      My lips touch his, and Rex and I indulge in an explosion of a kiss that makes me dizzy with lust for him. Rex might have given me the sexual out if I want it, but every last part of me knows what’s going to happen later tonight. Rex Toberman is going to have me in the most intimate way. I’m not worried about any future spouses. I’m not worried about our siblings, or even our parents. Tonight is about being with this beautiful boy and making him mine, and not just for a few brief hours. A part of me wants what Rex and I have to last forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      If Lake Avalanche had an opposite persona to its laid-back, casual, family-friendly atmosphere, Mirror Lake in all its stately pretentiousness would be it. After six deliveries for Sprinkles Cupcakes, that actually required six different highways, lots of death-defying merging and hostile lane changes, Rex and I load up on four boxes of Auntie’s glazed donuts. I figured what we couldn’t stuff our faces with we’d shove in the freezer and live off of for the rest of the week. Rex and I each went home to pack a bag after meeting up on the lawn. But that phone call of my mother’s has ricocheted in my head like an unwanted echo ever since.

      “Wow,” I marvel at the long line of luxury vehicles in front of us as we make our way through the double arch enwreathed in antlers reading Welcome to Mirror Lake, where friends and family become one! “They know us well.”

      Both Rex and I share a nervous laugh. There’s an official chalet, and an entire row of pricey boutique stores that would have Daisy begging to stop for a quick look-see. Lake Avalanche is more Piggly Wiggly to this William Sonoma atmosphere. I remember my mother once lamenting about the fact they should have bought a cabin at Mirror Lake instead, and now I see why. It’s much more to her liking. Even though my father is well-to-do, my mother had her hopes pined on much higher tax brackets, and to her credit, she’s landed in them.

      Rex drives us up a back road that leads to a sweeping estate fashioned of thick, fat, honey-colored pine trunks. As much as it looks as if a five-year-old armed with a tub of Lincoln Logs could have pieced it together, the giant wraparound deck, the oversized bay windows, and the ten-foot high wrought iron doors beg to differ.

      Rex grabs both of our bags. “Last one up has to do the dishes.” He bolts for the door, but I beat him by a hair.

      “I win!” I pant through a smile. “God knows my hands can’t be submerged for any length of time. My delicate skin has a tendency to chafe when doused in hard water.”

      “I promise to be gentle to your delicate skin.” He pumps out a crooked grin. “I’d do dishes for you every day of the week.” He pulls me in by the back of the neck and lands a searing hot kiss over my lips. Rex fumbles with the keys as the donut boxes bounce between us, and I catch them as he lets us into the overgrown home.

      The old me struggles to the surface as I take in Lynette’s grand masterpiece. The Toberman home is full of regrettable décor choices. White canvas seating? Sure, it looks pristine, but Ding Dongs and coffee happen. Just one look at this place and I’m surprised my father didn’t run for the hills. Vases in the shape of shards of glass. The entire back wall of the living room is plastered with red, white, and blue seagulls in an arresting pattern. It’s a patriotic bundle of nerves guaranteed to sponsor a seizure. A bloated shag rug takes up a majority of the living space, making it both a challenge and a hazard to navigate with heels. And can you really vacuum that? I bet if you dug deep enough you’d find a small pet hiding out in there.

      I’m quick to submerge the older, far more bitter version of myself. Of course, my father didn’t run for the hills. He’s in love. And Lynette is free to decorate her family getaway any way she likes. In fact, the entire birds of America theme is growing on me.

      “How many platoons bunk here?”

      “Just the Toberman infantry.” He gives a quick wink, takes the boxes from me, and I follow him into a kitchen that rivals any top restaurant in size and appliances.

      “Holy wow,” I marvel, bumping my fingers along the stainless steel. “I’ve died and gone to Viking heaven. The damage I could do here would stun your taste buds. Please tell me we have an open invite to come back whenever we want.”

      “Are you kidding?” Rex picks me up and lands me on the counter, bringing my face to his sweetly for a kiss. “We can live here all summer.”

      “Except for the tiny details of my job and your football practice, it would totally work.”

      “We work. That’s all I care about.” Rex takes me by the hand and offers up a quick tour of the palatial estate. Lined against the hall are a series of family pictures, and I pause, taking them all in. So many happy faces stare back at me. So many memories encapsulated in print. A large candid portrait of the Tobermans catches my eye—it’s their wedding portrait. Mr. and Mrs. Toberman look longingly out at us with his large toothy grin, her heavily squinted smile. They look so happy framed in the middle of the family boneyard. Another large portrait sits to its right. This time with the entire Toberman crew. There they all are, outfitted in the latest skiing fashions. Lynette has her arm draped around her then-husband’s shoulder, a seemingly happy grin on her face. Knox and Trixy are about half their sizes, but Rex looks as boyishly sexy as ever.

      “You still have that outfit lying around?” I tease, trying to wipe some of the trauma off the situation. “I can strip it off you with my teeth later if you like.”

      “Nope. Nothing in that picture is around anymore unless you count the people as individuals.”

      I wrap my arms around him, as the air grows serious around us. “You and your brother and sister still have each other.”

      “I guess. But Knox and I still have a long way to go. My dad and I are still close.”

      “Have you talked to your mom recently?” I duck as the words come out because the last thing I want is for our parents to get in the way of our perfectly romantic getaway. And the logical side of me won’t even try to grapple with all of the bad karma I might have inflicted on the two of us. It’s pretty obvious Rex and I have gotten off to a rocky start.

      “No. Is something wrong?”

      “No. I just, you know, wondered.” I shrug it off as if it were nothing. “So, why did she and your dad split?” I look at the picture with a little more scrutiny. “He looks like a really nice guy. Like, literally if there was a picture of the term nice guy in the dictionary, he might even win my own father out for the spot.”

      “He is a nice guy.” Rex shakes his head. “But as far as he and my mom go, it’s a long, horrible story. I guess it’s not that important at this point.”

      And we leave it at that.

      Rex takes me to the extra large suite that is precisely the size of the entire student union, and I gawk, slack-jawed, at the oversized bed, the showy Persian rug, and meticulously crafted tapestry depicting a herd of elk in a forest that sits framed against the entire north wall. It looks more like a museum than a bedroom. A part of me does a quick sweep of the vicinity for velvet ropes and a well-dressed docent ready to lead us through the rest of the Toberman exhibit. For the life of me, I can’t envision getting down and dirty on the bed Lynette once soiled with her husband. I’m pretty sure this room is a no-go.

      “Not here,” Rex says as if reading my mind and leads me down the hall. He swoops in and picks me up off my feet, leading me into another oversized room. Although markedly smaller than the Taj, it has a sweeping view of the lake that expands forever.

      “In here?” I ask, perpetuating our secret Morse code for love shack.

      “This would be the place.” Rex lands me on a queen-sized bed with its bulky patchwork quilt and a mattress that feels as if it were made to mold to the shape of our bodies.

      “Oh, this is heaven. I could fall asleep right now. I’ve never felt a bed so comfortable in all my life.”

      “You could totally sleep.” Rex holds up a hand as if conceding to the idea that some shut-eye might in fact take place.

      “And I will.” I bite back a smile. “In approximately three days, when you wear me out.”

      “Three days? Try a solid week.” Rex takes a playful bite from the side of my neck. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you for what?”

      “For being so sweet and beautiful.” The moment grows serious. “I meant it about the new bow. It’s yours. Hope you like it.”

      “So, that wasn’t just a lure to get me to the lake?”

      Rex growls as he runs a soft line down my chest. “You’re the lure. You got me hook, line, and sinker.”

      “I like that.” My face catches fire, and for a moment, I’m convinced I see flames. “I have a confession. You had me hook, line, and sinker as far back as last summer. Remember that Chinese place in Jepson? The big intro where our parents brought us together for the very first time?” He gives a somber nod. “I knew that day I would never be able to get you out of my head. But with everything in me I wanted to. I genuinely gave it that old college try my entire sophomore year. It was impossible. You were everywhere I looked, starring on the football field, bumping into me at the Black Bear. I wanted to know you even then, but something in me put on the brakes, and I ran in the opposite direction.”

      Rex pulls my hand to his lips and kisses it. “You just outlined the entire last year of my life perfectly.” He swallows hard. “And, while we’re swimming in the deep end, you’re a pretty brave, kick ass girl, and I’ve wondered if there’s a thing in this world that you’re afraid of.”

      “Afraid of, huh? This really is the deep end.” I dig my fingers into his ribs, and he bucks with a laugh. “You first.”

      “My biggest fear is being tickle tortured by you.” He lets out a heavy sigh. “That and having to come to terms with the fact my family will never return to normal.”

      “All ye children of divorce abandon all hope.” I land a sloppy kiss to his cheek. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      “Okay, so we share the same big fear. Makes sense. We’re practically the same person in that sense. How about you give me one more? Something goofy. I told you about my tickle torture. And that’s a very real thing by the way. Now it’s your turn.” His fingers strum over my sides, and now it’s me bucking with a laugh. “And you can’t say tickle torture.”

      “Okay. Actually, there is something equally as goofy.” I cover my eyes with my fingers before peering between them. “I’m terrified of driving on the highway.” I bury my face in the pillow a moment.

      “What?” Rex tosses the pillow across the room and pulls me closer to him. “Is that what all those fractured foot, low tire, a bear might eat me excuses were about?”

      “You figured me out. I’m just a big baby who’s terrified to pack eight thousand pounds of steel at sixty miles an hour.”

      “Anytime you need a ride, you know where to find me. No excuses needed.” He tucks a kiss just under my ear.

      My phone goes off in my pocket.

      “And we owe this interruption to”—I pluck out my phone. “My father.” I shrink a little in his arms.

      “Why don’t you take that, and I’ll haul up those donuts you owe me?”

      I say a breathless hello just as Rex leaves the room.

      “Hey, Batter Bits, just wanted to see what you were up to. I thought maybe we could grab a quick bite. That is, if you don’t have any plans.”

      “Actually, I do have plans. I’m with Rex up at Mirror Lake.” My face heats. Why the hell did I say that? Am I going to fess up to the fact I’m about to gift him my virginity over a patchwork quilt? That a very fair exchange has been made for a shiny new compound bow? I think not. I hope not. God knows my mouth has had a mind of its own for the past few weeks.

      “With Rex? Are Lynette and the twins with you? What a wonderful time you’ll have.” His voice lifts with hope as he rounds out his thoughts.

      “Um, no, not exactly.” This oh-so comfy mattress suddenly feels like a bed of nails, sharp and hard as the truth I’ve just shoved in my poor father’s face.

      “Oh, I see. Uh-huh,” he grunts out a few unintelligible words. Probably something only fathers who are faced with the fact their daughter is about to turn in her V-card understand.

      “Isn’t Lynette with you?” Another foolish thing to fly from my mouth because it’s pretty obvious at this point.

      “No, actually—she’s, well, I don’t know exactly where she is. We haven’t spoken in a week. I’m afraid it’s over.”

      “What!” I sit up straight, startled by my own voice. “You have to find her. Talk to her. She makes you happy. And if she’s able to bring that much joy to your life, then that’s someone I want you with for a very long time.” A trail of hot tears trickles over my cheeks. The bed depresses, and I look up to find Rex beside me, wiping down my tears with a grievous nod. “Look, we’ll get together some other time, but I promise you, everything will work out with Lynette. It will. I know this.”

      “I wish I had your assurance.” We say our goodbyes, and Rex pulls me over his body and holds me a very long time before either one of us says anything.

      “You think we can undo the damage we’ve done?”

      I press my face into the warmth of his neck. Not only is Rex gorgeous, but his heart is the size of the planet.

      “You were never really all for pulling them apart, were you?”

      “You thought it was a good idea.” He dots my nose with a kiss. “I might have, too, in the beginning.”

      “I can’t believe how childish I was. I was just determined to find something disturbing about your poor mother. I’m sorry. Can you ever forgive me?”

      Rex opens his mouth and stagnates on what to say next. “There’s nothing to forgive. How about we focus on us for now? We can resume Operation Wedding Bells once we get back.”

      A dull laugh ripples through me. “It’s hard to believe how far we’ve come.” My fingers slip into the front of his jeans. “In every capacity.”

      “Here’s to progress.” Rex reaches back and holds a donut between us. We devour that glazed confection in less than a few bites before we move on to far sweeter pastures, each other. A tug-of-war of clothes ensues as we evict every last stitch between us, a first for me. The sun sets over the lake, illuminating the room with its salmon glow, masking the fact I’m blushing from head to toe.

      “Your hair.” Rex buries his face in it a moment. “It glows like fire in the light.”

      “You make me burn.” It would have been a cheesy sentiment if I hadn’t meant it with so much conviction. Rex takes me in with those speckled eyes in one long sweep, and I feel the heat of his scorching stare right down to my feet. His mouth finds mine, and we explode like tinder, his hands holding my arms open wide. His skin adheres to mine, and we groan at the same time. Rex’s hot flesh melts against me, and my skin quivers as if drinking him down. His kisses drift south as he lands his hot mouth over my breasts, swallowing my nipples whole, and I groan hard at the overwhelming ache he induces in me. Rex spends hours loving me that way. It feels as if time had given up, simply ceased in honor of what the two of us are experiencing. His mouth trails to my belly, and he twirls his tongue in it a moment before looking up at me. That dirty frat boy grin of his blossoms from ear to ear then dissipates as quick as it came as he presses my knees apart and sinks farther down the bed.

      “It looks like I finally get something sticky sweet that I’m happy to stick my tongue in,” he says it flat. Matter-of-factly.

      I gasp and cage him in with my knees without meaning to. “That’s what I said to you the first time you did a delivery with me, only we were talking about donuts.”

      “We’re not talking about donuts anymore unless you have one stashed somewhere in your body.” That dirty grin comes and goes once again.

      My chest palpitates at the prospect of what’s about to happen. My breathing grows erratic, and I’m slowly deafened by the thumping shooting through my ears.

      “I might have a donut stashed somewhere creative.” I swallow hard. “Maybe you should do a thorough search and see what you come up with.”

      A dark laugh strums through him, and he thrusts himself back up to my lips to offer up a kiss. “That’s why I love you.”

      “You do not either.” A laugh gets caught in my throat, and my entire body singes at the prospect of Rex having such strong feelings about me.

      “I do.” A strangled moment drifts by as our eyes lock, and we try to work out with our hearts what the words really mean. “You don’t have to believe me.” He gives a little wink. “It’s true.” Rex sinks back down on the mattress, landing his hot mouth over that tense knot that’s been building in me all day for him, and my body bucks right off the bed. A cry gets lost in my throat as Rex does a thorough and heated search for any hidden contraband. Rex licks every last inch of me. He runs his tongue with fever pitch until I’m clawing at the sheets, at his shoulders. He takes his time and brings me to the brink as my body spasms in deep convulsive waves, stronger than anything he’s ever elicited in me before. My knees lock over him as a hard moan evicts from me. Rex swims back up and lands his mouth over mine, kissing me slowly, making me taste the sticky sweet of my own body.

      “I do love you,” he says it in a searing whisper right over my lips. “Was that good?”

      “Yes.” I bury my face in his neck a moment. My heart lets out a few baritone thumps. I pull back and get lost in Rex Toberman’s eyes. This is it. The moment I’ve been thinking about nonstop for the last few weeks solid.

      From seemingly nowhere, he holds up a condom for me to see. “Are you okay with this?”

      “Yes.” I sit up on my elbows and watch as he rolls it on over his long, hard protrusion. My body pounds with a heady level of excitement that I’m pretty sure could kill me if it wanted to. For a brief moment, I try to remember all of the tricks and seemingly dangerous positions those articles suggested. I’ve memorized Cosmo’s kinky suggestions like they were Bible verses, poured over hours of perverse footage as if grad school depended on it. But this is the real deal. God, I should have made Cassidy and Piper give me a play-by-play of what this would feel like. Obviously, Daisy was no help. Her advice to me was so banal my mother could have spouted it. Do what comes naturally. That might be a nice sentiment to stitch on a pillow, but there’s nothing natural looking about that glistening ribbed condom strapped over Rex’s throbbing fifth limb.

      “I’ll try not to hurt you.” He presses a kiss to my ear.

      “I’ll try not to bleed so much.” Words every guy longs to hear just before penetration.

      “Okay,” he grunts with a quick laugh. Rex guides himself to the entry of my body while I stare up at the wall of his chest. I’m not sure why I thought his face would be right here next to mine, experiencing this entire horror with me. I claw at his firm abs a moment like a nervous child. “Is it in yet?”

      Rex swoops down until his eyes are just a little over mine. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Yes, totally.” I give his thigh a swat. “You’re just taking forever, that’s all.” Crap. I’m pretty sure bitching at a guy before he deflowers you is never a good idea. Tears start to come to our little pornographic party, and I blink them away. What kind of idiot cries her first time?

      Rex glides down again and lands a sweet molten kiss to my lips. His lashes flutter over my cheek, making me giggle, and I turn my face away.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Making you laugh so you can relax.” Rex pulls me in close until our naked stomachs touch, and my skin swims in the sensation. “If you want, we can stop.” He grimaces. “I’ll jack off in the shower, and if you’re good, I’ll let you watch.”

      “Don’t make me spank you. I want you in me now, Toberman.” I lie on my back and part my knees, bracing myself as if I’m about to be hacked in two by a power tool. “I’m ready.” My gaze stiffens over the ceiling.

      “This isn’t a war. I’m not going in for battle.”

      A strangled laugh escapes my chest, and I pull his stubbled cheeks toward mine. “That’s why I love you.”

      “You do not.” His brows dip down into a seductive, sharp V.

      “I do, too, and I don’t really care if you believe me.” I bite down over my bottom lip. “How does it feel to have your own words thrown back at you?”

      “As long as they start with I love you, I don’t really care what follows.” Rex and I make love with our mouths, with kisses that defy gravity, time, and space. He pulls his body over mine, and this time I navigate him to where he needs to be. Rex presses in slowly, initiating a burn I hadn’t accounted for. A pressure builds inside me as he continues to push his way inside. He groans as he slowly tears and rips until there is no farther to travel.

      I suck in a sharp breath, digging my nails into his back, and Rex holds me like that a good long while with his chest walloping over mine as if our hearts were high-fiving.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      “I love you, too.” He bows down, landing a kiss over my forehead before rocking over my body with a slow and steady pace. I had envisioned my first time happening in many ways over the last few years. First, with a faceless boyfriend, then with Duncan, then with a faceless frat boy, an entire string of faceless frat boys, but not once did it involve something beautiful, something spiritual yet tangible. It never once involved a thing called love. Rex gave me everything I wanted and then some. In this imperfect world, we accidentally stumbled upon something people often strive for and never achieve, perfection.
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      All night Scarlett and I wrestle it out. Scarlett Kent is as impressive on the mattress as she is off. We fall asleep with her curled in my arms, her tiny body dwarfed in mine. The last thing I remember is burying a kiss into the back of her hair and tumbling into a seamless slumber in which my bones, my mortal soul, find unspeakable rest in. It’s as if with Scarlett here with me, I’ve finally found that fabled place I’ve been chasing ever since my parents split up, home.

      In the morning, a seam of sunlight cuts through my lids, forcing me to land a pillow over my head. My arm rakes over the bed to find Scarlett and come up empty.

      I sit up, groggy, to find her walking back to bed in my dress shirt, unbuttoned down the front, looking sexier than anything I’ve ever laid eyes on in my life.

      “Morning, Goober.” She lands on the bed and swats me lightly with my pillow.

      “Morning, Muffin Top.” I try to pull her over by the fingertips, but she lets me slip through her hands.

      “Don’t be mad.”

      “What?” I glance around, trying to scrap for anything that I might be angry about. “Why would I be mad? Did you set the kitchen on fire?”

      She averts her eyes with that smirk I’ve grown to love. “I know my way around a fifteen thousand BTU burner, Toberman.” She winces. “But I guess I don’t know my way around a bed.” She pulls back the comforter to reveal a trail of bloodstains on the pristine white sheets.

      “Shit, are you okay? Did you start your period?”

      “I’m fine—mostly. And no to Aunt Flo. This is actually a marker of yet another milestone in my life, the end of my innocence.” She falls into my arms as she says those last few words, and despite the gore, there is something decidedly poetic about it. “In the Middle Ages, this would have served as valuable evidence of my virginity. Of course, we would have presented it to your parents as exhibit A, and in return, I would have received my full dowry.”

      I groan, pulling her up until she’s seated between my thighs. “So, what are we looking at? A goat and three pigs? Maybe a couple of wool blankets?”

      “Ha!” She takes a generous bite out of my shoulder. “You wish. Try a stable full of stallions and a herd of llamas. A treasure trove of emeralds to match my eyes and a pearl necklace just because I look good in it.” She gives a sly wink, and we share a deep, warm laugh.

      “You’re not kidding about the emeralds.” I kiss each of her lids in turn. “You are so fucking beautiful.” I wrap my arms around her tight and get lost in the sound of her breathing for a moment. “But you’re worth more than a few horses and llamas. We’d probably have to beef up the dowry with a few bows and arrows. You into any other sports I’m not aware of?”

      “Oh, wow, let’s see.” She rakes her nails over my chest and looks up at me with those cut glass eyes. Emeralds should be envious of Scarlett’s eyes. “I could easily kick your ass in tennis, basketball, and track. I might even give you a run for your money on the football field.”

      “Oh, really?” My chest strums with the laugh. I pull her high onto my lap until my growing hard-on lands against her thigh. As much as my hand begs to wander down south, I won’t let it. I don’t want to hurt her any more than I already have. I’ve been injured enough times to know that blood usually indicates pain. The last thing I want is for Scarlett to have to tough it out for my sake. That’s not what this is about. It’s about us. “Maybe we should get a few teams together from the Black Bear. Girls against guys.”

      “And this will be touch football, I take it?” She spreads her palms wide over my chest, and I growl in response to the feel-good sensation.

      “It’s always touch when it comes to you and me.”

      “So?” She straddles my hips on either side, her tits swaying in front of me like the proverbial dangling carrot. “You up for round two?” Her finger glides down my chest until she clasps her hand around my dick and glides over it with ease.

      I suck in a hard breath through my teeth. “How about we take a shower and go out and shoot for a while? I want to give you a little break.” My lips find hers and indulge in a lazy kiss. “But not a long a break.”

      “Okay to the shower.” She wrinkles her nose, pulling me off the bed and toward the bathroom. “But we’re not taking a break. At least not you.”

      Scarlett runs the water and strips off her shirt. Her perfect body glows incandescent in the early morning light. Her nipples blush a deep shade of crimson that matches her hair and that triangular shadow at the base of her hips. I help her step into the shower, and we let the water rinse off the night’s sweat, the ripe scent of one another’s bodies. Scarlett’s mouth covers mine with an aching hot kiss that I drink down to the dregs as we try to make it last forever. I take my time shampooing her hair, running my tongue over her neck, her chest, sucking down each of her sweet tits. Scarlett drops to her knees and lands her mouth over my hard-on. It takes less than five minutes for those honey lips to take me where I need to be. I don’t know how I lived without Scarlett Kent in my life or why it took so long to appreciate how amazing she is. One thing I know for sure is, we are never going back to that desolate place. From here on out, it’s Scarlett and me, together for all time. I don’t see a future without her. I don’t see my next breath without her by my side.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Black Bear has felt like a second home ever since I landed at Whitney Briggs. It’s a place I hang out at with Jet and Owen, and Cade now that I know him better. It’s a place where the team comes to chill after a game and hook up with both cheerleaders and sorority girls alike. But mostly it’s been a place where I’ve spent the last year eyeing the daughter of the man my mother was dating, wondering why in the hell fate twisted its crooked finger and took Scarlett off the short list of girls I wanted to land by my side. There was no way in hell I ever thought we could work after the forced family our parents tried to shove us into. But tonight, everything between Scarlett and me will officially be out in the open. After four blissful days of playing honeymoon up at the cabin, we’ve decided to let our friends in on the fact they’d better get used to seeing us together because we’re not going anywhere. Scarlett said she’d meet me here with her friends, which is a typical Friday night for them so no one will suspect anything unusual.

      “Dude”—Jet slaps me five as I meet him and Owen at our usual table—“you’ve been a ghost. I was starting to think the worst.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” I slap Owen five before taking a seat.

      “I thought some chick had you tied up with her ponytail, making you live off popcorn and pussy.”

      “You’re sick.” I wad up a napkin and toss it at him.

      Cade comes over with a round of beers and takes a seat at the table. “So, where are the girls?”

      “Jet scared them all away.” I kick his foot out from underneath him. “But they’ll be back. Scarlett says they’re almost here.”

      Owen straightens a moment. “Scarlett says? I thought you couldn’t stand that chick?”

      “I can stand her.” And sit her and spin her. A goofy grin takes over, and I don’t bother to stop it.

      “That’s where you were.” Jet nods like the know-it-all he is. “So, is she good?” That chiding look lets me know he’s just trying to crawl under my skin.

      “As good as your mother.”

      Jet pulls his fist up and grunts out a smile. “Dude, you are lucky that I like you.”

      Owen shakes his head. “He’s not lucky. He just slept with the girl who’s about to become his stepsister. In the event you need the Cliff notes, this doesn’t end well.”

      “Why doesn’t it end well?” I suck the foam off my beer in one easy swoop.

      Cade groans as if the idea alone pained him. “You’re too close to the wall. Back up and you’ll see the writing. Once your parents tie the knot, you can’t escape her. This is a lifetime of seeing one another. And if it ends badly, it’s a life sentence you can’t get out of. There are so many other fish in the sea.” His cheeks puff up as he blows a slow breath. “Where do you think you are?”

      “We’re solid.” I glare at Jet a moment who’s busy giving me the finger with a grin. Sometimes, Jet feels more like my brother than Knox does. “Don’t you have a tattoo to fuck up somewhere?”

      He nods at someone over my shoulder. “Not tonight. I’ve got front row tickets to the Rex Toberman takedown event. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      I glance back in time to see Scarlett land a soft peck to my lips. Nobody said subtlety was her strong suit.

      Cade lifts his brows in amusement. “So, this is happening?”

      “What’s happening?” Cassidy and Piper flank Cade on either side.

      Scarlett sinks onto my lap, and their jaws root to the floor.

      I lean in and whisper, “I take it you didn’t tell them.”

      “I’m much better at show than I am tell.”

      “Well, look at this”—Cassidy digs her fists into her hips, looking equally livid and amused—“it looks like we’ve got a case of homemade sin brewing hotter than sweet tea.”

      Piper grunts, “This fling official? No more closet dry humping?”

      “Crap,” I whisper. Leave it to Cade’s sister to say what’s on her mind and then some.

      “Nope.” Scarlett wraps her arms around my neck while beaming up at her friends. “We’ve moved on to the real deal.”

      “I knew it!” Cassidy screeches so loud her voice howls over the riotous music. “You went on that getaway to Mattress Lake, and you let that boy go cherry picking!”

      Scarlett moans as if she might be sick.

      “Mirror Lake,” I correct, but no one seems to hear.

      “Oh my shit!” Piper grunts it out while eyeing me as if I just hacked off Scarlett’s ruby locks. “You took her virginity!”

      Fuck. I glance around to see if an angry mob is growing. I shoot a pleading glance to Jet and Owen.

      “Relax.” Owen pulls Piper in, and she conforms to his body. “He didn’t hurt anyone. Besides, this is what they want.”

      Cade nods as if agreeing, but that frown is still plastered to his face. “It’s what they both wanted. Make it last, you two.” He offers a knuckle bump before heading back to the bar with Cassidy in hot pursuit.

      The band starts in on a slow song, and Piper evicts Owen from his seat as they head to the dance floor.

      “You want to do this?” I take a quick nip of Scarlett’s ear, and she jumps to her feet, taking me with her.

      Jet stands and pulls me in, pretending to sock my gut. “If you’re happy, I’m happy. I’ll catch you later.”

      “Where are you off to?”

      “I’ve got a tattoo to fuck up.” He gives a sly wink as he heads for the door. Jet knows I didn’t mean it. He’s the best tattoo artist on the East Coast as far as I’m concerned.

      Scarlett leads me by the fingers to the beating heart of the dance floor. I wrap my arms around her, and we begin to sway to the lethargic rhythm. Her perfume sways around us like a poem. I can get lost in Scarlett for a thousand years if she’d let me. And even then, it wouldn’t be enough. She hikes up on her heels and touches her lips to my ear.

      “I checked in with my dad again. He’s pretty down.”

      “You think it’s too late to save the day?”

      “Never say never.” She shrinks a little in my arms, her bottom lip tugging to the side. “I even enlisted Sabrina to help.”

      “Desperate times call for desperate sisters. I’ll talk to my mom in the morning. Maybe we should take them out to dinner. I’m pretty sure we can straighten this whole mess out before dessert.”

      “I’m glad you think so. I just want to see my father happy again.”

      “I know.” I press a soft kiss to the top of her head. “I want that, too.” My eyes close as we rock slowly to the music. I never thought for a minute Scarlett and I would be the obstacle that threw my mother and Bradley off course. I thought for sure all of those skeletons in my mother’s closet would be the ones to derail her impending romantic future. If my mother truly wants happiness, I think she needs to come clean as much as Scarlett and I do.

      I’ll talk to her in the morning, all right.

      She just won’t like what I have to say.
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* * *

      After a long night at the Black Bear, our group disbands, and I head back to the house alone. Scarlett said she wanted to change before she came over, and I’ve been walking on air ever since, tidying up, making sure my boxers aren’t strewn around like confetti. Cade and I use the same housekeeping service, so the place is usually spotless, but since this will be my first night at the house with Scarlett spending the night, I want it to be extra special. Our crew of friends down at the Black Bear bounce through my mind. Not only do I feel lucky to have Scarlett in my life, but I’m feeling pretty stoked to know the entire lot of them. It’s pretty cool the way we’re breaking off into pairs—and happy about it at that. I feel bad for Jet now that he’s the odd man out. Owen has Piper, Cade has Cassidy, and I have Scarlett. It feels nice to know that Scarlett and I fit so well, not only with each other, but within the neat matrix of couplings. Come to think of it, there’s an odd girl out of the mix, too—Daisy. I’ll have to ask Jet what he thinks of her. She’s a beautiful girl, and Jet’s a great guy. Suddenly, I feel like a matchmaker—which is usually Owen’s specialty.

      I turn on the TV and scan through the channel guide until I hit up a smooth jazz music station. Smooth jazz? I flip around a little more until I hit soft rock. That’s something Scarlett might appreciate a little more. A dull smile comes to me, and I don’t fight it. I want to please Scarlett Kent in every single way. I want to know every nuance about her so I can have her needs met before she even realizes she has them. Scarlett and I are about to prove every single one of our naysaying friends wrong. We’re in it to win it. Scarlett has become my singular need. Even this house feels empty without her.

      My phone buzzes and spins over the glass table before I pick it up. It’s a text from my mother.

      I glance down at the time, ten forty-five. I can’t remember the last time my mother contacted me past four-thirty. Something must be wrong. Maybe it’s Dad.

      Just wanted to give you the heads-up. The cat is out of the bag.

      My brain works overtime trying to piece her ambiguous message together.

      What’s out of the bag? No sooner do I shoot her the text than it hits me what exactly that fat incarcerated cat is.

      “Shit,” I hiss into the phone and start texting once again.

      Who knows what? And when did they find out? I hit Send and hold my breath.

      She shoots back. Bradley. I don’t know how he found out, but it couldn’t have been hard. I’m surprised he didn’t find out sooner. I suppose it’s really over now.

      “Fuck.” Why didn’t you tell him right off the bat?

      A lengthy pause ensues before she texts back.

      I tried at first, then as time passed, it grew more difficult. I thought he might think I was trying to hide it from him until finally I was doing just that. I guess I’m a terrible person.

      I text back without hesitating. You’re not. You’re a great person with a big heart who just so happened to get caught up in some terrible things. Let’s do breakfast in the morning. Does that sound good?

      She texts back. It sounds like the best thing I’ve heard all day.

      The phone sits cradled in my hand a good long while as I try to make sense of what this means for my mother and selfishly for me. I know exactly how she feels because I just so happened to delay telling Scarlett the truth for the very same reason. And now that we’ve been together, joined at the hips literally for the summer, she’ll wonder why I waited so long, why I was trying so hard to hide it.

      A nasty bite of anxiety boils in the pit of my stomach. This will all end well. For my mother and for Bradley. For Scarlett and for me. It has to.

      An aggressive knock rattles the door, and I head over. I glance through the peephole to find a mane of red hair that I’m dying to bury my face in. I swoop the door open and pull her in.

      “Your mother—”

      Scarlett heads right in that direction, but I crash my mouth over hers and try to douse the damage away with a hard, aching kiss that says I’m sorry, I don’t want to lose you, I don’t know what the fuck else to do.

      “Rex Toberman!” a female shrieks from the lawn, and I pull back to find—

      “Scarlett?” I jump back from the girl in my arms to find Sabrina as the recipient of that apologetic kiss I just doled out. “Crap.” I close my eyes a moment.

      “Not only is your mother a gold digger, but you are an asshole!” Scarlett jumps back into her car and speeds away while I stand there stunned like the asshole I’ve just become, watching as the night swallows her whole.

      “Well, that was rich.” Sabrina heads inside without waiting for the invite.

      “If you’re looking for more of the same, you can leave. I didn’t realize it was you.”

      “Oh, I’m well aware of the conundrum that wet and wild tongue of yours just landed you in.” She gives a little wink as she sits and spreads her arms wide over the back of the sofa. “I’m not interested in sloppy seconds.” Her eyes narrow in on mine, her features sharpen hard as flint. “I’m not leaving until you fill me in on everything I need to know about Lynette Toberman. Who is she really? And is she even your mother?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Bitter…It’s What’s for Dinner

        

        Scarlett

      

    
    
      I’ve encountered deception and betrayal before, mostly at the hands of my sister. I was spoon-fed heartbreak and bitterness after my parents’ divorce, but not through any fault of theirs directly. But this? Rex keeping things from me about his mother? And to think I let that boy have his way with my body, repeatedly, in any and every pornographic manner.

      “Tell me again what you think you saw?” Daisy strokes my hair with caution as if I’ve gone feral.

      The door bursts open, and Piper and Cassidy pile in.

      “I’ll kill him.” Cass swoops onto the bed and wraps her arms around me. “I’ll take one of those fancy hunting knives you’ve got lying around, and I’ll lop his balls off.”

      Piper sits across from me and picks up my hand. “You can hang them off your rearview mirror like a pair of shriveled up ornaments. He obviously doesn’t have any use for them.”

      “Lock the door,” I grunt to Daisy. “There’s no way in hell I want to see his face.”

      “What the hell just happened?” Cassidy barks it out, loud and demanding.

      “I don’t know. I went over and saw him with my sister. They were kissing at the door.”

      Cassidy clucks her tongue. Her head inches back a notch. “You think they got a thing going?”

      “No. God, I don’t know. It just caught me off guard. I freaked out and ran. It’s Duncan all over again.”

      Piper gives my hand a violent tug. “Who the hell is Duncan?”

      “That’s her ex.” Cassidy knows all my ins and outs, and even though we were separated for a time, she’s still up on the highlights and lowlights that life has brought my way. “He was a moron. Never really loved her.”

      “Cass!”

      “It’s true, Scarlett. If that boy had an ounce of true affection for you, he never would have done the sister switcheroo.”

      Piper stiffens. “What sister switcheroo?”

      Cassidy nods as if affirming their worst suspicions. “Sabrina is older and far more wicked. She snatched poor Duncky from right under Scarlett’s nose, and now that idiot is bound and gagged to marry the wench.”

      “What a bitch!” Piper is ready to smash a bottle over my sister’s head, and I don’t blame her. I’m right there with her.

      “For our entire lives, Sabrina treated our relationship like some ridiculous competition. We’re sisters. We shouldn’t have to compete, especially not for men. It’s as if she never got the memo.”

      “Oh, hon.” Cassidy’s voice softens. “It wasn’t all your lives. You and she were thick as thieves up until your parents split.”

      A dull laugh strums through me. Cassidy remembers my life with better clarity than I do.

      “She’s right.” I clear my throat. “Sabrina and I were best friends up until the battle lines were drawn. She always felt as if I sided with our father, and once my mother remarried and moved away, the rift between us grew. She hated that I was close to our dad. She tried to make him angry with me, and, when that didn’t work, she conceded that I was his favorite. Of course, she thought my brother got preferential treatment, too, just for the simple fact he’s a boy. But me? My dad and I are close, but neither one of us has ever shut Sabrina out. If anything, she’s done it to herself.”

      Daisy shakes her blonde tumble of curls. “And now that you’ve moved on to bigger and better men, she wants to take him off your plate, too. Talk about your backstabbing shenanigans. I’m so sorry you have to go through this.” She leans in and offers up a heartfelt, rocking hug. Daisy’s perfume engulfs me, sweet as cotton candy. This entire last year of rooming with her has been like living at the fairgrounds.

      “That’s not quite what happened.” Cassidy pulls my hands forward and looks me dead in the eye. “I know you’re hardwired to stubbornly believe what you want, but I’ve got another theory. That little witch of a sis of yours showed up and tricked him into thinking she’s you!”

      Daisy is quick to nod into this theory. “It’s almost pitch-black on that street. He probably took one look at that red shag the two of you share and dropped a wet one on her without hesitating.”

      This new line of thinking has the weight of Sabrina’s strumpet of a body lifting right off my chest.

      “I suppose it’s logical. But why was Sabrina at his place to begin with? And why hasn’t Rex called or pounded down the door yet?”

      No sooner do we immerse ourselves in thought over Rex’s indiscretion, along with his stranger decision not to fall at my feet and beg forgiveness, than someone pounds at the door with the right amount of grief.

      “Finally!” Piper hops up and swings it open, revealing a rather pale looking Rex Toberman. There he is in all his quarterback glory, the width and girth of his body taking up the doorframe. “You’d better have a damn good excuse, buddy.”

      The three of them look ready to draw and quarter the poor guy.

      Rex dares lean into the room, his eyes already pleading with mine. “Can we talk?”

      “Go ahead.” I meant for it to sound confident and slightly pissed, only it came out weak as a whisper and wounded.

      “Alone?” Rex is begging me for the honor, and, as much as I’d like to, I can’t seem to give it. Besides, it’s best we get the misunderstanding cleared up right here with my friends in the room. Not only will it save me the trouble of having to explain everything, it gives me backup in the event Sabrina the Seductress has struck again. Not that I could even begin to wrap my head around that.

      “So tell me. Is she a good kisser? Should I phone Duncan and tell him he’s got competition?” I’m not sure why sarcastic bitch mode seems to be my safe haven. Not to mention the fact it seems to be a gear I’m comfortable in around Rex.

      His chest thumps with the idea of a laugh. His serious eyes settle over mine with a mixture of disappointment and horror in them.

      “No,” he flatlines. “And”—he grinds his palm against his eye a moment—“I kissed her. She didn’t kiss me.” He staggers forward with a look that pleads for forgiveness. “I thought she was you.”

      The room breaks out into cheers, and Rex straightens as if caught off guard. It’s not every day you have a peanut gallery around while pouring your heart out trying to explain a major goof.

      “I called it!” Cassidy and Piper high-five. “So go ahead.” She offers up a spontaneous applause. “Kiss and make up so we can call it a night.”

      Daisy pushes me forward a notch. “And then we’ll leave you alone so the two of you can really kiss and make up.” My three best friends sway as a group at the thought of it.

      “Actually.” He slaps his hand over the back of his neck. “There is something you need to know.” The whites of his eyes turn into railroad tracks of crimson. “There’s something I should have told you a long time ago.”

      My three best friends gasp as a group in the background.

      “Dear God, here we go,” I hiss under my breath as I brace myself for whatever comes next. “Sabrina sponsored nightmare number two is already underway.”

      “No.” Rex steps in and takes up my hands, and I let him. I like the way he feels, warm and strong. Just the heat of his touch is enough to make my heart thunder like a shotgun blast. “It has to do with my mother.” He shakes his head as if struggling to get the words out, as if sorry he ever has to say them. “There’s something you should know—your sister and father just found out themselves.”

      “What is it? Is she sick?” My voice pitches, I spit it out so fast. For the first time in the history of ever, I’m suddenly very concerned about Lynette Toberman’s welfare. “We can go to her. I’ll leave with you right now.”

      “No.” His brows furrow. Rex glides his hands over my bare arms, and I shiver as he washes me in his warmth. “She did something, a long time ago. She went to prison for it, Scarlett.” His eyes bear into mine, and suddenly, his gaze burns like acid. “My father lost his fortune. He’s trying to rebuild his life. My mother left him.”

      “Oh my God.” I back away from his touch. “She’s a con artist, isn’t she? Don’t answer that. I think we both know where your loyalty lies.”

      “Not true. They lie with you.”

      “Some people will say anything to get what they want—your mother included. Get out.”

      Rex steps in with his chest expanding with his next breath, his watery eyes pleading for mercy. “There’s more.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard enough. You had months to fill me in on this little tidbit of information!” My voice riots throughout the tiny chamber. “An entire year in which you and your mother chose to pull the wool over my father’s eyes, and he just found out tonight? Shit, Rex! You’re like a bunch of scam artists. Get the hell out, and don’t come back!” I make a dash for the bathroom and lock myself inside.

      The rumble of his voice vibrates through the walls then the sound of the door closing with a pronounced click. I slide down to the floor and crumple into tears.

      I thought Rex and I had it all.

      The only thing we truly had was one big ball of lies.
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* * *

      My father doesn’t feel much like speaking to Lynette just yet either. He’s declared a moratorium on the relationship, affording them both a time-out. His words not mine. We steal away for a few days and head up to the Happy Squirrel along with Sabrina and Lawson. It’s a time-out all of our own. My father and Lawson barbeque while Sabrina and I immerse ourselves in one Netflix marathon after the other. None of us talk much about the incident, at least not after the initial verbal vomit where each of us spilled what little we knew. I suspect my father knows a touch more, but isn’t into throwing Lynette fully under the bus just yet. This entire nightmare has to be a blow to his ego.

      Rex has texted and called at least fifty times. He’s diligent—I’ll give him that. He wants to talk. He misses me. He needs to hear my voice. All things are true on my end in reverse, but in reality, I don’t have the stomach to dig deeper into the Toberman web of deception. And to think he was going to help me reinstate our parents as a couple once again. What a joke. I had probably fallen into his trap all along. I bet he and his mother were laughing at me the whole time—at my entire family. All it took was a little digging from Sabrina to bring to light all the darkness the Tobermans tried so hard to disguise. Worse yet, they weren’t disguised so well. A simple Internet search or two could have diverted this entire nightmare about a year ago. Lesson learned. Google the shit out of anyone you even think you know—especially if turning in your V-card is involved—or your father’s impending future and fragile heart.

      A foolish part of me believed what Rex and I had was real. The way his body moved over mine, in mine, he put on quite the convincing act. I close my eyes and relive that moment. How could I have mistaken any of that for magic? For true love? If the Tobermans aren’t laughing at us all, they should be.

      On Sunday, as we pack up to leave, Sabrina comes over and offers up a firm embrace.

      “What’s this for?” I’m still a little skeptical of any show of kindness my sister might throw my way. Chalk it up to a decade’s worth of bruised hearts, one stolen boyfriend, and one stolen kiss.

      “For putting up with me all these years.” She pulls back with tears glistening in her vibrant eyes. I’ve always thought Sabrina’s deep aquamarine-colored irises were far more elegant than my algae-riddled lenses, and now that they’re illuminated with tears, they glow a peculiar shade of neon. “I’m not with Duncan anymore.”

      “Really?” My heart thuds to a stop as if this were genuinely disconcerting. In a way it is. Sabrina as a free agent has generally been a dangerous thing.

      “Yes, really.” Her smile crumbles a moment, and I see myself in her features, knife-sharp like a mirror image. I’ve often wondered what Duncan saw in her—in the least he saw a vague image of me. “The truth is, I’ve always been jealous of you. I’ve always wanted what you’ve had. I was never that into Duncan. And don’t hate me, but I wanted to try to steal Rex away from you, too. Deep down, I’ve always felt like everyone gravitated to you, and all I ever wanted was a piece of that affection. Can you ever forgive me?”

      “Sabrina.” I pull her in, and her chest bucks over mine.

      “I’m ready to bury the past with an ice pick,” she whispers.

      “You mean hatchet?”

      “No, trust me, when you really need the job done, you always go with an ice pick.”

      We share a hearty laugh, a sisterly laugh. She hugs me hard, and I hug her back. For the very first time in forever, it feels as if something has been restored. Even though I’ve lost Rex, I’ve regained my sister.

      I guess you really can’t have it all.
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* * *

      August comes with a searing heat that turns my hair to whiskers of hay, my skin to dry scales, thirsty for a cocoa butter bath. But it’s my heart that’s shriveled ten sizes too small, no longer able to care for the rest of me. I want nothing more than to curl up in a ball and sleep through the rest of this thick, polemic heat wave that summer has become. But it’s not the heat that’s got me wishing I could escape reality for a week or ten. It’s the boy who reached into my chest and squeezed the life out of my beating heart. I’ve successfully avoided Rex, dodging into the bathroom for an hour straight when I accidentally bumped into him in the library. My entire body clapped with an electrical jolt. I shook like a dog at the kennel as I sat fully clothed on that toilet seat. Not my finest moment, but by the time I paroled myself from my self-imposed restroom exile, he was nowhere to be seen.

      He’s all but stopped texting me, so there’s that. A part of me misses the barrage of electronic missives that bordered on cyberstalking as much as I miss Rex, or at least the version I thought I knew. Then finally—and much to my relief—the football team disappeared off to some boot camp for the last two weeks. It was as if I could finally move about campus without fear of bumping into him, landing myself on another toilet for far longer than any clothed tushie was ever meant to sit on it. But now he’s back, and I’m right back to dodging. With the exception of this very minute, I’m not dodging anyone. I’m frosting at a million miles an hour.

      Roxy and I have stood side by side for the last four hours straight, frosting cupcakes for one of her best friend’s wedding. I’ve met Izzy around the bar, and, of course, Holt practically runs the place himself with his brother, Bryson. Roxy’s been on edge all day trying to get every little detail right. The cupcakes of choice are red velvet with cream cheese frosting. Half of the cupcakes have a pink ballerina slipper made of melted sugar because Izzy owns her own dance studio, and the other half are adorned with a chocolate martini glass to represent the bars that Holt owns.

      “These are totally adorable,” I reassure her as I box up the last of them. There are fifty boxes, a dozen in each box, which makes for one serious cupcake feast for everyone at the venue. Not to mention the fact, Roxy’s cupcakes are huge, more muffin-like than anything small and dainty. I sniff hard while stacking the boxes for Cole to carry downstairs. I’ve already studied the route to the Electric Lights Dance Company as if it were the LSATs. It’s way out in the boonies, but with a little fancy, yet time-consuming maneuvering, I can totally get there on side streets.

      “Hey.” Roxy places her hand on my shoulder and carefully spins me toward her. “Things still in the shitter?” Her dark cherry red hair is a touch more pronounced than mine, and her makeup is amazing, albeit Goth-inspired with heavy kohl liner ringing her eyes. Roxy is gorgeous and a badass baker chick who doesn’t take crap from anyone. She would never have had her boyfriend stolen by her sister or gifted her virginity to a con artist. Over the last few weeks, I’ve filled her in on life in “the shitter.”

      “It hasn’t been easy.”

      Cole swoops in and kisses Roxy from behind as he helps load the boxes into a thermal soft cooler. They would have brought the cupcakes themselves since they’ll be attending the wedding, but they still need to get dressed, and the cupcakes need to be meticulously arranged at least an hour in advance since this is basically their wedding cake.

      “What’s not easy?” Cole glances from me to Roxy as he stacks the last of the boxes.

      “None of your hot business.” Roxy is forever flirting with Cole. She’s a little on the abrasive side, but he seems to get a kick out of it.

      “No, it’s okay.” I’m not in the mood to hide my less than favorable disposition. “The guy I was dating—”

      “The asshat she gifted her virginity to—” Roxy cuts me off.

      “Right.” I frown at Cole a moment. So much for it not being any of his hot business. “Anyway, things didn’t end exactly how I thought they would, and loading the cupcakes sort of reminded me of the cute nickname he used to call me—Muffin Top.”

      Cole inches back as if the moniker offended him personally. “You sure he liked you?”

      Roxy swats him. “Get this down to the car.”

      “Sorry. Will do.” He grabs the cooler and heads to the elevator.

      “Don’t worry about this guy.” Roxy pulls me into a tight embrace, a display of affection I’m not used to with her. She takes a step back and nods as if I should know what she’s about to say next. “Sometimes, things have a funny way of working themselves out, and, if they do, I totally take back the asshat comment.”

      We share a quick laugh. “It would take an act of God for things to work out between us.”

      “If it’s meant to be, trust me, you’ll find yourself in an act of God sooner than later. Hold on to your skirt. It might just be a bumpy ride.”

      I think on her cryptic words all the way down to my car where Cole entombs the cooler into my truck.

      He hands me the keys with a pained smile. “I just remembered they’re doing roadwork out by 57th. You’ll have to hang a right off Central and take the highway about a few miles. Just a small detour. You’ll get there quicker, too.” He heads back toward the building. “I’ll see you at the dance studio!”

      “Right,” I whisper mostly to myself. My heart palpitates unnaturally. My entire body breaks out into a sweat. “The highway? I can’t do the highway.” I sink into the driver’s seat and turn the engine, hoping to God it’ll idle and I’ll be forced to have Roxy and Cole take the damn things. “Oh God, oh God, oh God!” I hit the street and drive as far down toward the south end of town as possible until I hit that roadwork Cole promised. The highway is coming up ahead, and my entire body gyrates as I tense into a giant bundle of nerves.

      “I’m not the same person,” I mutter under my breath as I try to will myself to change lanes. It’s true. The old me wasn’t just afraid of highways, I was afraid of just about everything—losing my mother, my father, my sister, and brother, losing myself in the midst of a horrible trial by fire my family went through. I was afraid to know Rex. Then I was afraid of falling in love with Rex, which morphed into my fear of sleeping with Rex, and then finally my fear of Rex flat-out leaving me. I suppose in a small way all of my fears came true. Damn my fears. Damn Rex.

      The car behind me lays on its horn as I startle back to reality. Heaven help me. I have a trunk full of six hundred cupcakes. Izzy and Holt are depending on me to make sure their wedding day goes off without a hitch. I’m a big girl. I can’t call Cole and Roxy to rescue me. Besides, knowing the kinky two of them, they’re in the shower together right this sexed-up minute.

      Another agitated honk comes from behind.

      “All right, you asshat, I’m moving!” I shout while attempting to traverse three entire lanes in order to cut off a bus that’s picking up speed. I glide right onto the on-ramp and—holy shit—off I go. It’s only a few miles. I can do this.

      The cars around me zoom by all too fast. My heart picks up pace. My chest tightens, making it that much harder to breathe.

      God, I’m going to have a cardiac episode and die right here on the interstate. No wonder I’ve been so damn afraid of it all my life. Deep down, I knew it would cause my untimely demise!

      Another horn goes off, this one coupled with a finger, as I struggle to merge into traffic, and a black SUV narrowly clips me on the passenger’s side.

      I grip my hands over the wheel as I barrel along with the flow of traffic. My body drips with sweat. I can’t catch my breath, and the sun hits my eyes and blinds me to the road.

      What the hell did I get myself into?

      One thing’s for sure. It’s going to take an act of God to get me out of it.
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      Once the busses rolled back onto the Whitney Briggs’s campus, last night at eleven fifty-nine p.m., I was more than tempted to bolt straight to Scarlett’s dorm. She wanted space, and I gave it to her. Now it’s my turn to get to say my piece. Of course, my piece involves copious amounts of begging, some degrading groveling, and ends with an incessant plea to let me kiss her feet one last time. It also very much involves spewing the truth as fast and high as Old Faithful. What my mother did was wrong. Hell, what I did was wrong. There is no easy way around this. I don’t know if she’ll forgive me. The only thing I know for sure is that I need Scarlett in my life. I need us to work. We have to. I’m in love with the girl. Those feelings don’t just fade away, not overnight, not over time.

      Saturday afternoon, after some fast talking, her roommate begrudgingly sent me to Briggs Apartments where Cole Brighton, the bartender down at the Black Bear, answers the door.

      “She’s not here.” He’s decked out in a suit as he struggles to adjust his tie.

      “Where is she, man? I need to speak with her. I swear that’s all I’m going to do.”

      “Don’t you dare!” a female voice comes from the back, and Cole winces.

      “Dude, I think you’re cool. You’re one of the good guys.” He shakes his head and cuts the air with his hand. “The wedding is at the Electric Lights Dance Studio. Roxy’s been baking up a storm for the past few days.” He gives a slight wink.

      “Dude, I know where Roxy is—” I stop short. I get it. Someone has to get those sweet treats to the dance studio, and I know just who it is. “Thanks, man.” I slap him over the arm. “I owe you one.”

      The elevator is three floors from where I need it to be so I fly down the stairs. I jump into my truck, punch the studio into my GPS, and take off for the fastest route that leads to Scarlett. The interstate is crowded, which exemplifies the fact there are far too many people in this world. I squint into the sun as a semi glides into my lane from the left, nearly clipping my front end. I circle around him, ready to gift the guy the finger or lay on my horn, both if I’m lucky until I spot a car up ahead wobbling from side to side. A black Jeep that looks startlingly familiar sprays little rubber birds into the air as a tire shreds on the driver’s side.

      “What the—shit, that’s her.” I cut the semi off and land to her left, honking my ass off while carefully forcing her onto the shoulder. Scarlett comes to an abrupt stop, and I swoop my truck in front of hers before jumping out.

      “Rex?” She slams the door and runs in my direction. I meet her halfway and collapse my arms around her, dropping a hard kiss to the top of her head. Her heart drums so hard and fast against mine I can taste her fear. I walk us over to the passenger’s side of my truck, away from the speeding cars around us, away from the rest of the world. Her eyes lock with mine, and I bring my lips close to hers, and she gives the slightest nod. My mouth crashes over hers the way I’ve wanted to for the last few weeks, the way I’ve dreamed of, fantasized, wished for right down to the bone. I’m not leaving her. I’m not letting go.

      Her chest bucks as she kisses me back, her tongue determined yet soft against my own.

      “Rex.” She pulls her lips across my face and pants hard into my ear. “How did you know I was here? What happened to my car? It’s like it was possessed!”

      I cup her face in my palms and steady my gaze over her beautiful features. I’ve been so thirsty for her, to hold her, to see her, and now all I can do is drink her down.

      “You have a flat. Cole hinted at where you might be. Roxy might kill him if she finds out.”

      We share a quiet laugh.

      “She won’t kill him. In fact, I’ll bake him his favorite treat.” Scarlett hikes up on her toes and wraps her arms around my neck. “In fact, I’ll bake you yours—only I have no clue how to make donuts. How about we hit Auntie’s and we can talk?” Her mouth rounds out. “Oh my gosh, I almost totally forgot. I have a delivery for a wedding, and I need to be there like now.”

      “Then let’s get there like now.” I steal a kiss off her lips before pulling back. That pained look in my eyes takes over again because I never want to cause this beautiful woman one ounce of pain. “I love you. Please, forgive me for being an ass. My life without you is a dark, cold place that stinks of old sweat socks and body odor.”

      “So, basically, without me, you morph into the men’s locker room?”

      “Exactly.” My lips find hers once again. “Let’s get this cupcake show on the road.”

      We take the cooler from her car, and I drive us down to the dance studio while Scarlett calls the Auto Club to tow her car to the nearest shop.

      “What were you doing on the highway?” I ask as I help her set the display before the guests arrive, which according to the wedding coordinator, spazzing like a fire alarm, is any minute.

      Scarlett shrugs. “Getting over my fears. And, apparently, gaining new ones. I’m officially petrified of ever getting a flat again.”

      “Don’t be. It’s a rare event, and you pulled over to the shoulder like a pro.”

      She crimps a smile. “Like a pro being rammed to the side by a hot quarterback. I’d say that was an act of God if I’ve ever seen one.” Her mouth opens wide. “Hey! That totally was an act of God!” She bites down on her bottom lip, still holding a perfectly frosted cupcake in her hand. “Do you think we’re meant to be, Rex? Like, you know, destiny and all of those good yet slightly unbelievable things?”

      “Yes.” I don’t hesitate. “When our parents introduced us last summer, I thought to myself they have it wrong. They shouldn’t be dating. We should.” A deep sigh expels from my chest as I help her set out the very last row. “We were meant to be, Scarlett, but it’s not because some silly fortuneteller whispered it into my ear or I read it off the palm of my hand. I know we’re meant for each other because I can feel it right here.” I bury my fingers in my chest. “My heart whispers it every damn day. I know this much is true.”

      Scarlett gives a slow nod, her eyes never leaving mine. She wraps her arms around me, and we share a kiss that has the ability to turn each one of those pearly white cupcakes a blushing shade of pink.

      She pulls her lips over to my ear. “I love you, Rex Toberman. I really do.”

      We clean up quickly and move toward the front of the establishment where the wedding is underway. Standing at the front of an elaborate floral arch are Izzy and Holt all decked out in their wedding finery. Her dress is full and wide like a cartoon Cinderella with the bell hoopskirt and tiny waist.

      “God, she’s so beautiful!” Scarlett whispers, pulling us behind the last row of ladder back chairs as we watch the nuptials taking place. “She looks like a fairy princess. I totally want a baby’s breath wreath at my wedding. And Holt looks like Prince Charming. I’m dying here.”

      “Don’t die,” I whisper hot into her ear. “I’ll need to see you with that wreath in your hair.” I give a little wink. “I’ll be standing next to you, of course, so I’ll have the best view in the room.”

      “It’ll be outdoors.” She winks back. “There will probably be a compound bow or two involved.”

      “I’m not wearing an apple on my head.”

      A woman seated in front of us turns around and lands a finger to her lips. I give Scarlett’s waist a squeeze, and we strum out a silent laugh. We watch as the minister announces the two of them as husband and wife, and they happily trot down the aisle.

      “That was beautiful.” Scarlett sniffles as tears glisten in her eyes. “So?” She nods up at me, and I have a feeling I know where this is going. “You want to head to the nearest donut shop and you can try to talk your way out of this sticky hole?”

      My gut twists just thinking about how to do just that. “No,” I flatline, and her eyes grow wide by a mile. “I think we should head to the Black Bear for dinner. And I think I know just who we need to invite to join us.”
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* * *

      The Black Bear is back to its pre-summer population now that school begins in two short weeks. I’m pretty psyched about the games, but I’m even more excited about spending time with the gorgeous redhead I’ve somehow coerced back to my side.

      Scarlett called her father and asked if he would meet her for dinner. I did the same with my mother, and shortly, we’ll have two unsuspecting parents to deal with. Neither of us bothered to mention there would be two additional people joining the party.

      I haven’t said one word in defense of my mother or myself to Scarlett. I figure my odds of digging myself out of this hole are better with another person by my side pleading my case. If anyone would have ever told me, that one day, I’d recruit my mother in helping to save my relationship, I would have accused myself of going off the deep end. I did, of course, right into an ocean of emerald green eyes. Scarlett Kent has the power to drive any man to the brink of insanity.

      “He’s here!” Scarlett jumps and waves her father over. He’s all smiles until he spots yours truly then that happy-go-lucky grin glides right off. “Batter Bits.” He leans in and kisses her on the cheek. “Rex.” He nods amicably my way. “Everything all right?”

      “Rex?” My mother pops up, and poor, unsuspecting Bradley turns in horror. His shoulders sag as if he’s acquiescing to the situation. “What’s going on?”

      “We’re going on.” The words slip out a little harsher than necessary. “Why don’t we take a seat, grab a quick bite, and get everything off our chests?”

      Bradley and my mother enter a quiet standoff before he breaks into a peaceable smile. That kind heart of his pours right through his eyes. “Please, Lynette. I would love to spend the evening with you.”

      She gives a quiet nod, and we each take our seats. My mother and I on one end and Scarlett and her father on the other. Team Toberman versus Team Kent, nothing any of us wants to see. Ironic that Scarlett and I are here bidding for unity, where as far back as a year ago we were anything but.

      Cassidy skips over and stops cold once she spots the four of us. “Um, uh”—she sputters and coughs until Scarlett gives her a nod—“can I take your orders?”

      Scarlett and I order the house nachos to split, the grande version that comes on a platter. Mom orders the salmon—a dish I had no clue they served at the Black Bear, and Bradley gives a thumbs-up as he requests a cheeseburger. Something about his humbled dinner selection makes me like him that much more.

      “So here we are,” I slay the silence once Cassidy takes off. “Let’s start at the beginning and land somewhere near next week at the country club where the two of you will tie the knot.”

      Scarlett reaches across the table and picks up my hands with an approving nod. Who knew we’d practically have to force our parents into walking down the aisle? Of course, we won’t really twist anybody’s arms. We’re just hoping against hope that this wrinkle can somehow iron itself out.

      Scarlett clears her throat. “Should we start at the beginning?”

      My mother takes a breath and closes her eyes. “I was jailed for a time for supposedly giving fraudulent loan information—and, apparently, back taxes owed.” She shakes her head as she blinks back to life. “I was unaware of both. I made restitution and every red cent has been paid back in full both to the bank and the IRS. I spent nine months at a minimum security correctional facility, and I’m here now.” She lifts her chin in defiance. My heart wrenches just thinking of that horrid correctional facility that caged my mother in like an animal. But that’s all water under the bridge—all restitution has been paid in full. I visited her every weekend that she was there, but my father wasn’t as diligent, and since both Knox and Trixy were underage at the time, they didn’t exactly see her for those dark months either.

      “I survived.” She swallows hard. “Although that was a painful time in my life”—she bears hard into Bradley’s tear-filled eyes—“I seem to have caused myself just as much pain, if not more, by letting so much time slip by between now and the first day we met.”

      Bradley’s chest rolls with a sad laugh as he reaches across the table and picks up her hands. “I suppose it’s not the ideal ice breaker on the first date.”

      Her fingers curl tight over his. “But by Christmas, you should have known. It was one excuse after the other with me. I was so thrilled to have your company, and then the holidays were coming, then we went on that ski trip to Aspen. Turks and Caicos was on our heels, and the next thing I knew there was another holiday coming up, and soon enough you proposed. I wondered at that point how I would ever get it out.” Her fingers fumble over her lips a moment. “I foolishly thought I’d tell you a week before the wedding. For some reason, I justified that late date with the fact you wouldn’t let anything get in our way. It felt like such a hiccup—nothing at all that I was trying to hide. We had already signed the prenups, so I knew you wouldn’t think it was your money I was after.” Her other hand finds a home over his. “It was simply you I was after, Bradley Kent. From the moment I met you, I only wanted you.”

      Scarlett buries her face in her hands.

      “She cries at weddings.” I shrug. “You can find out for yourselves next week.” I blink a smile over at my mother.

      “Rex, please.” She closes her eyes.

      “I’ve heard enough,” Bradley says it pleasant enough, but for whatever reason, the words demand our attention. “I mean it.” He brings my mother’s hand to the back of his lips. “I’ve heard all I want or need to hear.” He nods toward Scarlett. “I hear she cries at weddings. I think perhaps we should find out firsthand.”

      “Aw!” Scarlett hops up and hugs her father. Before I know it, my mother finds her way into Bradley’s arms, and I come around back and enclose them all in a strong embrace.

      “Would you look at this?” Cassidy swoops in, landing a heaping tray of nachos on one end of the table. “Y’all look like one big happy family.” She grins wide at the four of us.

      “One big happy family,” I say with a question in my eyes as I look to Scarlett.

      “I guess that’s what we are.” She shrugs as our parents plant one on each other.

      I pull Scarlett in, and we step away from the two of them for a moment. “I think we did good.” We glance back at the happy couple.

      “I think we did better than good.” Her glittering eyes give their approval. “We saved our family.” She shrugs as if giving in to the idea.

      “I know what I’m about to say might sound wrong, but I really mean it in the very best way.” My arms cinch tight around her waist. Scarlett and I melt into one another as if it were the only thing in the world left to do. “You’ve always felt like family to me.”

      We share a simple kiss and linger, assuring ourselves of what’s to come. Scarlett, then me.

      Exactly in that order.
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      I’ve seen a heartbreak darken my life like a demon’s shadow. I’ve seen families torn apart, sister against sister, daughter against father. I’ve lived it. And, now thanks to Rex, I’ve seen the rainbow that comes after the storm, the quenching dew of forgiveness that swells up within me, strong enough to kick-start my beating heart. Rex has done exactly that. I’m alive again. I’m vibrantly aware of this electric heat between us. More than that, I’m happy. I’m happy with me, and I’m happy with Rex. That’s the way it should be, first fulfilled from within, then my cup runneth over with the outpouring of his love.

      “It’s going to look like hell.” He runs a line of kisses up and down my neck. “I’ve missed the shit out of you,” he grunts as he opens the door to his humble home and lets us into the darkened living room.

      “It can’t look like hell because you have a housekeeper. My dorm looks like hell. At least my half. If you want to see what the grief of missing you looks like, you’re free to venture over—and help clean the mess if you like.”

      A growl emits from deep within him as he shuts the door with his shoe.

      “I’ll lick the damn place spotless.” His lips seal over mine with a sopping wet kiss. “In fact, why don’t I start with you?”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      Rex lands us on the sofa, and we wrestle with our clothes, laughing, panting as we disrobe at lightning speed. His hands roam over my body in long hot tracks, his hard-on lays over my stomach, heated and heavy as lead between us. Rex plunges his fingers deep inside me, and I catch my breath and hold it. He’s loving me with his kisses, with a furious velocity that in every way seems incomprehensible. This is frenetic love, ravenous affection, the acts of a starving man with a feast of wild proportions.

      He kneels on the floor, pulling my knees over his shoulders in a fit of spontaneity. His mouth finds a home over that tender part of me, and I’m craving his oral affection. This feels like years in the making, decades of anticipation encapsulated in this one fierce moment where opportunity meets passion in the most desperate way. My hips grind into him, and he lets out a groan as his tongue rides me with ferocious greed. My fingers weave through his hair as his feverish mouth takes me to where I need to be.

      “Rex,” I pant as the room begins to spin. My body bucks as I press his face deeper into me, and I hit that zenith, riding the spasm of his affection in sharp, violent bursts. My knees cage him in, as he trails kisses to my belly.

      “Was that good?” he murmurs as his mouth covers mine with equal enthusiasm. Rex fumbles for his jeans and rolls on a condom so quick, a part of me feels he should be extolled for such a feat.

      “That was good,” I groan as he rolls me onto his lap. Rex sits while I impale myself slowly over his body. A soft cry evicts from my throat as if I’ve never experienced such a sensation before, and in truth, I haven’t. This position, this night, this maddening wine of make-up sex are all unfamiliar territory that taste bittersweet, an exotic delight in its own right. But I would never want to go through hell like that again to get here. I think I’ll savor the momentum, the sparks of our love as they electrify the air, the dangerous current of grief rippling just below the surface.

      Rex places his hands onto my waist and pounds me over him like a ragdoll, my head thrusts back just enjoying the ride. My nails dig into his sinfully rock-hard shoulders as we make the night our own. Rex lets out a heated roar as he thrusts me over his hips one last time. His entire body convulses and trembles as he comes deep inside of me. He gives my thigh a gentle tap, and I fall over him, my lips cradled between the heavy cords of his neck. I take in his earthy scent, the musk of his cologne mingling with sweat, and I memorize it. Rex Toberman has me so completely, our lives have transposed over one another in the most beautiful way. Something that felt like a curse months prior feels like nothing short of a blessing now.

      “We did it,” he whispers into my ear with a pulsating kiss. “They’re back where they should be, together.”

      “And so are we.” I sit up just enough to see his skin glow silver from the moonlight. “I wish we had this—what we have right now, a year ago. I guess what I’m trying to say is, I wish we didn’t waste any time.”

      “We didn’t, I promise.” Rex offers that heartfelt smile, anguish mixed with pure joy. “It all worked out exactly how it was supposed to. Our parents, you and I—this is our new world. I wouldn’t worry about the old. There’s no going back.” He pulls my finger to his lips and dots it with a kiss.

      “No going back. I like that.”

      Rex and I kiss, shower, repeat.

      It’s a long, sleepless night, and neither of us would have it any other way.
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* * *

      The final week of summer tumbles by in a blur. Daisy and I head down to meet with Piper and Cassidy at Hallowed Grounds for a cup of coffee, effectively ending the season the same way it began. The four of us sit outside in the fresh air and sunshine as the last whispers of a heat wave emulsify the oil from the pines.

      “You guys ready for next week?” Piper leans over her straw and sucks away without holding on to her drink. Piper’s summer was spent with Owen where they hung out at Briggs most of the time. They went back to New York for a few days in July, but they’ve spent the last week and a half showing Owen’s little sister, Ava, around campus.

      “I’m ready.” Cassidy thumps her hand over the table. “Bring on the new year—school year. Cade just finished up his work-study at the Black Bear, so I’ll have my man back at night. I’ve decided to stay on part-time—less than part-time, actually, but it’ll work with my schedule.”

      “I’m ready, too.” Piper rolls her eyes before glancing over her shoulder. “Don’t get me wrong, Ava is my new best friend, but Owen is freaking out. Yes, she’s beautiful. Yes, she’s really into boys. I kind of feel sorry for the first guy who tries something with her. Plus, she’s just seventeen.”

      “Seventeen?” I tick my head at the idea. “Wow, she’s pretty young.”

      “She skipped her senior year,” Piper grunts at the idea. “Thanks to summer school, she had enough credits to graduate early, and her guidance counselor helped pull a few strings to get her into WB.”

      Cassidy strums her fire engine red fingernails along the table, her face twitching with that devious smile she’s known for. “Sexy and seventeen? Owen Vincent is going to need a defibrillator to get him through the next four years. Should we pass the hat to make this happen, or are you gonna get him one for Christmas?” She winks at Piper.

      “I feel sorry for Owen.” I take a sip of my iced tea to drown out my laughter.

      “I feel sorry for Ava,” Daisy pipes up. “Believe you me, I know exactly what she’s going through. I’ve got two big brothers who made sure any boy who even thought about looking my way regretted it. I’ll give her a little talking to—cheer her up and show her the bright side.”

      “Would you?” Piper lights up. “I swear, I think she holds back around me because she knows it’ll get back to Owen. I feel like some horrible spy, but I swear I’m not.”

      “Consider it done.” Daisy pats her hands together. “I’ll be the big sister she never wanted.”

      “Good.” Piper flicks her straw. “Because her real big sister is in prison.”

      That’s right. Aubree Vincent went away for killing some poor girl, then trying to kill Baya Brighton. Piper filled us in on the entire nightmare last fall when she first started dating Owen.

      “How about you?” I look to Daisy. “You keeping your summer job?”

      Daisy is beautiful by anybody’s standards, a blue-eyed blonde with enough assets to outfit four girls comfortably. God was in a generous mood the day he was designing Daisy Pembrooke. I just wish Daisy wasn’t so generous in gifting the opposite sex a peek-a-boo.

      She smirks into her drink. “I’m vacillating. Things are complicated.” She shrugs without elaborating. I know this girl inside and out. She’s hiding something. “What about you, Scarlett O’Red-haira? It seems you and ‘Sexy Rexy’ finally found out that you can’t live without one another.”

      My face burns with the intensity of that fire Rex and I lit up between us last night. “Damn straight, we can’t.”

      The table breaks out into laughter, and Piper lifts her drink. “To one long, hot, damn good summer.”

      “To a long, hot, damn good summer.” We toast.

      And it has been exactly that.
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* * *

      Saturday afternoon, at the Hollow Brook Country Club, my father stands under a rose-laden arch awaiting his new bride with tears in his eyes. The crowd is small but enthused to witness this new partnership, the formation of our new family.

      Both Rex and Knox walk their mother down the aisle, both looking dapper in formal black tuxedos. But Rex—Rex knocks the wind out of me with his hair slicked back in wet ropes, his broad chest, that come-hard-for-me dirty smile that makes my sweet spot quiver on command. His watery blue eyes meet up with mine, and my heart bursts, fluttering around the room with the flurry of a thousand sparrows.

      Lynette takes her rightful place next to my father with her pale blue dress, the delicate lace showcasing her natural beauty. Yes, Lynette is beautiful, and I can say that with an honest heart. After this entire treacherous year, I’ve come to accept her for the treasure my father already knew she was. And now, she’ll be my stepmother. I’m looking forward to the two of us growing closer. I know we will.

      Trixy waits at the altar along with Lawson who is standing up for my father. I brim with a smile over at the man of the hour. My father is in rare form, completely speechless and stunned, as he takes in his beloved by his side.

      Rex and Knox take their seats up front next to Sabrina and me. Rex falls into the empty seat by my side and takes up my hand. We watch with sober attention as the minister asks our parents to share their vows. My father’s promise to love and honor his precious bride makes my chest heave with joyous grief.

      Rex pulls the handkerchief from his breast pocket and gifts it to me with a spreading grin, tears in his own eyes that match mine. I lean into the boy I love and dab my tears away, then his.

      Lynette and my father exchange rings, light the unity candle, and embrace one another just before the minister looks to the crowd.

      “Are there any among you who wish to say something against this couple? Speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      Something in me enlivens, and before I know it, I’m on my feet. “I would!” The entire room fills with gasps.

      Rex jumps up by my side, giving my hand a quick squeeze. “Everything okay, Muffin Top?” he whispers from the side of his mouth like a bad ventriloquist.

      “Yes, Goob.” I give a little wink. “Just doing what we should have done to begin with.” I clear my throat, looking straight ahead where a wide-eyed Lynette and my stunned father look pale as toothpaste. Crap. Watching them pass out on their wedding day was not my intention. “I just wanted to say that I can’t think of two people more perfect for one another, and I’m thrilled right down to the deepest chamber of my heart to have you together. Thank you, Lynette, for blessing my father with your love.”

      The room breaks out into titters as a perturbed look washes over the minister’s face. “Very kind of you.” He motions for the two of us to be seated. “Anyone have a genuine grievance they would like to air before we send these kids on to their honeymoon?” A light circle of laughter bounces through the room.

      Rex lets out a heavy sigh as he raises his hand. “Actually, I do have a grievance.”
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      The room stills to nothing as if breaking the sound barrier in reverse, and I settle into this impossibility as my mother shoots daggers at me with her horrified stare.

      “My grievance is that I didn’t see the beauty in the coupling of these fine people until it was far too late.” I swallow hard, trying to keep from all-out bawling. “Bradley, I’m so very glad that you made your way to my mother. I can’t think of two people who deserve to be happier. I haven’t seen my mother smile so hard, love so deep, and laugh so much in years. Thank you for giving her that gift.”

      Scarlett and I take our seats once again as the minister openly frowns at the two of us. I get it. Our proclamations of love for our parents were probably better served for a champagne toast than causing a stir at the diciest part of the service, but, after what Scarlett and I put our parents through, I think we snuck in our heartfelt sentiments just in time.

      “It is with the power vested in me that I have the honor to introduce to you for the very first time—Mr. and Mrs. Bradley Kent.”

      Something in me loosens when I hear their names. They share a quick, yet slightly far too prolonged for my liking kiss before beaming back at the crowd and waltzing down the aisle. My mother waves like a pageant princess while Bradley carefully escorts her into the dining hall next door.

      “Well done.” Scarlett leans in. Her mouth sears over mine like a furnace until my bones melt to dust and ashes. This girl has me so completely. There’s not a day on this planet I can end without her. “I love you.” Her leaf green eyes shine bright as the sun.

      “I love you, too.”

      We head next door where the band fills the room with smooth jazz, my mother’s favorite. There’s a line of well-wishers that winds around the room, and we make our way over.

      Knox and Trixy meet up with us, each with a drink in hand.

      “It’s official.” Knox blinks a dry smile at Scarlett. “How about you two?” His brows furrow as he inspects our conjoined hands. “This is the real deal?”

      “It wasn’t always,” a female voice chimes from behind as Sabrina swoops in next to her sister minus her Duncan—an improved look if you ask me. Lawson flanks her and offers a simple nod. “Or was it?” She pinches Scarlett’s cheek, leaving a pink impression in her wake. “I knew you two were the real thing. That first night at the Happy Squirrel? You may have thought you were fooling me, but I saw right through it—two people pretending to be together who really couldn’t stand each other but were secretly hot under the proverbial collar?” She cackles out a laugh. “I need me a drink. Welcome to the family, children.” She winks at Knox and Trixy as she bypasses us on the way to the bar.

      “She pretty much hit the nail on the head.” I cinch Scarlett in close as my sister and brother inspect us through this new lens.

      “Why the fake relationship?” Knox wants answers. He’s always been black and white, detail orientated by nature.

      “To break them up.” Scarlett shivers as if it were deplorable to think about, and in a way it is. “Then, when we saw the error of our ways, we did our best to bring them back together.”

      Trixy’s pink mouth falls open, and I feel the weight of my own shame. I’m not proud of what we set out to do. I’m just glad we came to our senses. “And on the way you fell in love?”

      “The real deal.” Scarlett wraps her arms around me as the music turns up in volume and couples drift to the dance floor.

      I lean toward Lawson. “Are we good?”

      “We’re good.” He offers up a knuckle bump.

      “You better be good,” Scarlett chides. “You’re looking at Whitney Briggs’s new premier basketball star.”

      “Congratulations, man.” I slap him over the shoulder. “You won’t believe how many jersey chasers there are at that school. You got it made, dude.”

      “Watch it, you.” Scarlett bounces a kiss off my lips.

      Mom and Bradley appear from nowhere, and Knox and Trixy are the first to congratulate them.

      “Lynette!” Scarlett steps in. “You are a beautiful bride. I can only hope to shine half as bright on my wedding day.”

      Mom tosses her head back and laughs with unabashed joy. “I know for a fact you’ll outshine the stars, and I for one can’t wait to see it.”

      “Thank you.” She blushes a beautiful shade of rose, emulating her hair in every capacity. “And you look amazing, Daddy.” She thrusts her arms around him. “Thank you for finding the perfect woman to complete our family.”

      I hug my mother and Bradley in turn. “Take good care of each other. I know you will.”

      Mom looks up at Bradley as if his chariot ran the sun across the sky, and, for the first time in a long while, I feel as if she’s not so alone anymore. She has someone securely on her side, fully devoted to all her needs.

      “Shall we let them eat cake?” She touches her nose to his.

      “Cupcakes,” he corrects.

      Roxy and Cole delivered a mountain of white frosted confections just for the occasion. Scarlett helped with the baking, so there’s love in the mix.

      Mom and Bradley head over to the display, and the entire room turns their attention to the two of them.

      Bradley picks up a cupcake, and my mother does the same.

      “To true love.” He toasts his bride with the tiny treat.

      “To true love,” she counters.

      The room breaks out with applause. Scarlett and I clap the hardest, the longest, with as much heartfelt affection as we can muster.

      This is the happily ever after they wanted.

      The happily ever after they deserved.
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* * *

      Scarlett and I head to the Black Bear after what Trixy dubbed as the early bird wedding. The 12 Deadly Sins rock the stage, and the sorority girls and frat boys are out in droves. Summer has all but tapped out, and the last school-free weekend is upon us.

      Owen waves us to the back, and we head on over.

      “So, it’s official?” He nods to Scarlett. “You’re dating your brother?”

      Piper slaps him over the shoulder. “Stepbrother!”

      Savannah Anderson struts by and does a double take in our direction, her face stunned into submission before her friend pulls her away.

      “That’s disgusting!” she shrieks.

      “Is not,” I say, laughing mostly to myself. “It’s official. I’m in love with my stepsister. I enjoy kissing my stepsister. And, yes, in the event inquiring minds want to know, I enjoy fu—”

      Savannah cuts me off, gagging like she has a chicken bone lodged in her throat. “You’re a bunch of dirty backwoods whores!” she cries as they dive into the crowd.

      “Nobody calls my girlfriend a whore but me,” I tease, my eyes never wavering from Scarlett’s.

      “Shut up and kiss me.” Scarlett silences me with her lips, and suddenly, I’m craving some alone time with my new stepsister.

      She pulls back with her eyes dancing into each of mine. “You’re such a goober. Some things are better left unsaid, you know.”

      Jet comes up from behind and wraps an arm around Scarlett and me. “Congratulations, you two.” He looks to me with that familiar snide grin. Deep down, Jet is still the person I knew him as growing up. That’s what I like about him. He stays true to himself no matter how many years drift under the bridge. “Nobody deserves to be happier than you, man. If I had a stepsister this hot, I might break a few rules myself.”

      “Speaking of sisters, how’s Lucky settling in?”

      He winces. “She’s roomies with Owen’s little sister. So far so good. But I’m not letting her out of my sight. No Black Bear. No frat boys for my kid sister.”

      “Dude, you’re going to suffocate her.”

      “That’s my job.” He slaps me over the shoulder. “That is my job.” He offers a playful wink before heading for the bar.

      I glance to Owen. “We need to do something about him.”

      “Odd man out.” Cade frowns over at Jet as a few coeds inspect his intricate tattoos. “He’s got it handled.”

      “He needs someone good”—I grunt—“someone as permanent as that ink all over his body.”

      Cassidy lays her head against Cade’s shoulder. “I think I might know just the right girl.” She looks a few feet over to where Daisy chats it up with a few guys from the team.

      Scarlett shakes her head. “She seems to be handling it herself. Besides, if Jet and Daisy are meant to be—it’ll happen.”

      Piper reaches over and gives one of Scarlett’s red ringlets a tug. “So, you finally believe in destiny?”

      Her arms tighten their grip around me. Scarlett and I fought against everything—the winds of change and destiny included. “It’s hard not to when it takes you where you need to be.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.”

      The band switches it up to a slow song, and one by one we make our way to the dance floor.

      “You ready for another year at WB?” I drink down this beautiful woman in my arms, my boxers already twitching to get her home.

      “I’m ready for another year with you. Only this time I think we can gear our energy in more creative ways.” She bites down on her poppy red lip. “My body’s aching for some attention, and there’s not a person in the room qualified to give it except you. You think you can take on this dirty whore?”

      A dark laugh thumps through me. “Only if you can handle this outspoken goober.” My thumb brushes over her nipple a moment. “Do you know what today is?”

      “Um—yeah, the day my father and your mother said I do and forever altered the state of my mental wellbeing because I’ve just become that girl who openly sleeps with her stepbrother. If we ever have kids, they might have issues.”

      I bark out a deep belly laugh that feels as if it’s been imprisoned for weeks. The thought of having kids with Scarlett warms me to my feet. I’ve become a sap, and I can’t help but love it.

      “We’ll have at least five.” I press my lips to the tip of her nose.

      “Why stop at five? I’m in for ten.”

      “That’s a lot of bows and arrows.”

      “And footballs.” She gives a coy little shrug, and I go in for the kiss. I want this girl now and forever. Ten kids, twenty, I really don’t care. The only thing in the world that matters is that Scarlett and I remain staunchly by one another’s side through the thick and thin.

      “So, what’s today?” She pulls back and cocks her head as if calling me out.

      “One year ago today, my mother dragged my siblings and me to a greasy Chinese restaurant in the middle of Hollow Brook to meet the family of a man she swore she’d marry someday.” I swallow hard just memorizing the way her hair lights up like a magnificent flame. “It’s the day I met the love of my life. That’s you, Scarlett Kent. I knew right then you were the one for me.”

      She sucks in a quick breath as her body tenses next to mine. “I took one look at you, and for the first time in my life, I silently cursed my father.” We share a warm laugh. “I knew it, too, right then and there. I was a goner. I couldn’t look at another boy all year no matter how hard I tried. And I fought it. I fought us. But this is one war I’m glad I didn’t win.”

      I pick her up and spin her a moment. “Let’s get out of here. My bed is calling, and I’m going to make sure you win round after round.”

      “That’s the beauty of sparring beneath the sheets, Rex Toberman.” She jumps up and crashes a kiss to my lips. “We both win.”

      We head out of the Black Bear, ready to celebrate the night that is officially the one-year marker of the making of us.
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* * *

      The moon shines like a quarter as it bleeds its beams over the porch. I scoop Scarlett into my arms and carry her over the threshold while she bubbles with laughter, her voice the only thing I ever care to hear.

      I close the door and carry her straight to the bedroom. “Don’t tell my mother, but you outshined the bride this afternoon—in fact, you outshined all four brides at all four weddings. You’re too beautiful to believe.”

      “Technically, it was three weddings.” She giggles like a schoolgirl as she crawls onto my lap. “And that’s very kind of you to say, but we should probably keep that to ourselves or we’ll have half of Hollow Brook after us with torches and pitchforks.”

      “Or in the least three angry grooms.”

      “You mean four.” She caresses my cheek with her cool fingers.

      “I mean three. I’m betting your dad would agree with me.”

      “Doubt it. It’s his bride you started this war of beautiful words with.”

      “Speaking of beautiful, I have something for you.” I reach into my pocket and pull it out slowly. I hold up the luminescent string of pearls, and they catch the moonlight and trap it in their orbs.

      “Oh my God.” Scarlett’s chest expands with her next breath as she rides a finger along the edge of the beads. “Rex! What’s this?”

      “Your dowry.” I land the delicate string of beauty over her neck and secure the clasp. “Stunning.” A smile curls on my lips. “But you always are. The pearls are nice, too.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” Her voice breaks. “Thank you.” Her fingers fumble for it as she bumps over the rim of the necklace. “I suppose the horses and llamas are on backorder.”

      “I’ll have them shipped to Cutler Tower in the morning if they’ll make you smile.”

      “You make me smile.” She laughs as her mouth covers mine. Her fingers fumble with the buttons on my shirt, and she glides her hand over my chest. “You came into my life and shined your warmth over me. It was under your love that my heart finally bloomed.”

      A thousand like sentiments try to break free, but a lump the size of this wild summer has lodged in my throat. Instead, my palms clasp over her soft face, and I feel the fire exuding from her like only Scarlett can.

      I clear my throat in an effort to pull it together. “You ready for a magic carpet ride that ends with you screaming?”

      Scarlett takes my hands and lands them over the curves of her chest. “I’m ready to take you wonder by wonder, Goober.”

      I wince. “That’s not really going to stick, is it, Muffin Top?”

      She groans as I drop the moniker. “Fine. I’ll revert to your original nickname—Sexy Rexy.” Her chest ripples as she giggles. “Cassidy might have coined it, but I totally agree.”

      “Well, if Cassidy coined it, it’s completely acceptable.” I contemplate my next move. “Bambi.”

      “What?” She swats me over the chest three times fast. “Bambi is sexist and belittling and all the way wrong for me.”

      “All right, all right. Hold off on the beatdown. I was just teasing—Kitten.”

      “No.” Her body jolts, and she lands square on the hard problem brewing in my boxers.

      “Yes.” My hand slips up the back of her dress, and my fingers curl around her lace panties, riding lower to that sweet, sticky place I long to bury my tongue in. “You happen to be the owner of my favorite”—my finger glides into home, and she gasps.

      “Kitten!” She jumps a little when she says it. “Kitten it is. Thank you for keeping it G.”

      “Thank you for keeping it warm and wet.”

      She falls over me, and our mouths lock tight, our tongues wrestle out our affection. My lips edge their way to her ear, and I take in her soft lilac scent a moment. “Take my heart, Scarlett. Don’t give it back.”

      “I couldn’t if I tried. It’s stitched to mine.”

      Scarlett and I lose our clothes, lose our minds, and lose track of time, loving one another as the night gives birth to a brand new day.

      Scarlett has had my heart for an entire year already whether or not she knew it.

      Our love is only destined to grow.

      The best is yet to come.

      We just get better.
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