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      Oliver - Now

      

      Another season, another group of girls ready to be molded by yours truly. I have to admit I’m a little bit nervous.  My younger sister, Elle is not leading the team, but my general awesomeness should be enough to pull us through.

      I twirl the whistle around my finger as I pace along the bleachers and watch my mediocre crop of senior girls run sprints. There’s less than three weeks until our first meet so I better see a drastic improvement if I have any shot at ranking this year.

      “Relax,” Hunter says from behind me. “It’s only the first week. They’ll find their rhythm.”

      I face my best friend with an incredulous look. “Rhythm? Elliot could run laps around these girls without even breaking a sweat.”

      Hunter laughs. “Well, not everyone can be like your sister. She’s one of a kind.”

      The look of admiration on his face when he speaks her name almost makes me nauseous. That’s what love does to you. It makes you weak. Once you submit to those feelings it’s all over. You slowly turn into a shell of your former self and are somehow convinced you’re happy about it. Well, not me—at least not ever again.

      I shift my attention back to my team. “Okay, that’s enough for today. Take a lap and you can be done. Practice resumes tomorrow at four o’clock sharp. Don’t be fucking late!”

      A series of nods and grunts echoes from the field and I smile. I turn back to Hunter. “So, what do you say? You up for some wings and drinks at The Roost?”

      Hunter looks thoughtful for a moment. I know he wants to come, but I have a feeling he’s thinking of a way not to disappoint me.

      “Elliot has—"

      I hold my hands up. “No, dude. You can’t keep bailing on me now that your dirty little secret with my sister no longer comes with a stint in the slammer.”

      He runs his hand through his hair and sighs. “I’m sorry. She’s been busy with track at WVU. This will be the first night all week we get to spend together.” He stands and clasps his hand on my shoulder. “You understand, right?”

      I nod. “Yeah, yeah. I hear ya.”

      Hunter grins. “Rain check,” he calls over his shoulder.

      At this point, I’m not sure there’s enough days in the year to cash them all in. I start shoving the equipment into my bags as the girls begin to slowly make their way off the field. I catch a glimpse of Principal Bellamy walking toward me out of the corner of my eye.

      “Mr. Monroe,” he says with a grin. “It looks like you have quite the team this year.” He gives a pointed look to the athletes jogging off the field. Truth be told, they look more like cheerleaders than serious runners, but who am I to say what a track star looks like?

      I sling the bag over my shoulder as I stand. “Yeah, I’m seeing a lot of potential, sir.”

      He scoffs. “I bet you are.” He flips his sunglasses on top of his head before he meets my eyes. “That’s not why I’m here. It seems our little problem from last year resolved itself without any major complications. I would like to think we won’t be having any repeats, if you catch my drift.”

      I swallow hard. “No, sir. Absolutely not.”

      He laughs once. “I like you son, but you and I both know you’re full of shit.”

      “Mr. Bellamy, I assure you, everything will be by the books this year. No drama for me.”

      His laughter is louder this time. “One step at a time, Oliver.” He pushes his sunglasses back down and pauses. “There’s a faculty meeting tomorrow morning at seven-thirty before homeroom. I expect you to be there. We have several new additions  I would like to introduce, shouldn’t take longer than fifteen minutes.”

      “Sounds good.”

      He gives me a wave before walking back toward the field house. It’s no secret Hunter and Elliot were the reason for the scandal last year. With the help of myself and a few unlikely sources, we were able to keep it under wraps until after graduation—barely. Even though they could never prove what happened, they’ve taken an extra special watch on the younger staff, which most definitely includes myself. No more one on one practices for me, I guess.

      It’s not like I would ever take advantage of my position as an educator. I know I’m attractive, that’s obvious—but it doesn’t mean  I’d allow myself to fall for one of these girls. I’m smarter than that.
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        * * *

      

      As I’m driving down my road, I notice several cars lining the driveway of the Reed house across the street. This wouldn’t usually catch my attention, but the house has been vacant since Mrs. Reed passed away several months ago. A part of me still feels guilty for skipping that funeral, but I had more than one reason to avoid it.

      I do my best to brush it off as I pull up my winding driveway. The houses on the street are far enough apart that even your closest neighbors can’t be seen very well from your own property. Ours is the largest. The crown jewel of Cherry Grove, if you will. I’m sure a lot people think it’s easy to live a life like mine. They would be wrong. It’s not easy always falling short of your family’s expectations. That’s why I don’t even try anymore.

      The sight of Elliot’s car in the driveway makes me smile. Even though she’s only twenty minutes away at WVU, it’s been weird not to have her around all the time.

      When I enter the house through the side door, she’s seated on the floor in the living room with stacks of clothes piled around her. I pause in the archway and lean against the wall.

      “What are you doing?”

      She looks up at me with a confused expression. “Laundry. What does it look like I’m doing?” She continues folding a pair of jeans and I nod.

      “Yeah, but someone does that for me. They fold it and everything.”

      Elliot throws her head back and laughs. “That someone is mom.” She shakes her head. “You seriously need to learn how to do things for yourself.”

      I shrug and walk over to take a seat in the large chair beside her. “Nah, I think she enjoys it.” I smirk, but she’s not amused.

      “What are you doing tonight?”

      “A whole lot of nothing. I asked Hunter to go out and he said he already had plans.” I give her a look and she continues to be amused.

      “You can come, too. We’re just going to dinner.”

      I scoff. “Oliver Monroe is not a third wheel.”

      She finishes folding her last pair of jeans and shifts herself to face me. “You’re not a third wheel, Ollie. We can all hang out together. We always did before.”

      “Yeah, but it’s different now.” I scrunch my face in disgust. “You didn’t kiss each other and call each other gross fucking pet names before.”

      She smiles wistfully and I almost throw up in my mouth. They’ve been laying it on thick now that they don’t have to hide anymore. I guess nine months of pent up public displays of affection are all coming out at once.

      “You know,” she says, her lips curling into a more sinister smile. “It would be nice if you found someone to settle down with. Then we could have a double date and you wouldn’t feel like you were intruding.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “Now you’re just talking crazy.”

      “Come on. I’ve never seen you give anyone even half a chance.” She stands up, picking up one of the baskets as she moves. Her eyes lock on mine. “How will you know if you never even try?”

      Her words penetrate to the deepest part of my chest. The part I usually ignore completely. I have tried before, maybe not my greatest effort, but I gave it a fair shot and it still wasn’t enough. So, instead of showing her I actually do have a heart buried in there, I press my lips together and pretend to be oblivious.

      Elliot nods to the other basket on the floor. “Well, could you make yourself useful and help me carry these out to my car? Hunter is waiting for me.”

      I do as she asks and follow her out into driveway. My eyes remain fixed on the fence lining our property. I can’t see the house from here, but it doesn’t stop me from trying.

      Elliot pops her trunk and I set the basket inside. “Hey, did you see all the people at the Reed house today?” I ask as I nudge her arm.

      She tosses her long, brown hair over her shoulder with a small laugh. “I don’t make it a habit to spy on the neighbors. Why?”

      I shrug. “No reason. It’s just I haven’t seen people there in a while and I was wondering what was going on.”

      “Maybe they’re selling it.”

      I shove my hands in my pockets and take a few steps down the driveway. “Maybe.”

      “Why do you care?” she asks from behind me.

      I don’t turn around. I can see their driveway from here and my heart picks up a few notches. “Curious, I guess.”

      When she comes up beside me, I’m so caught up in my thoughts I almost jump. She raises an eyebrow. “You seem awfully concerned.” She crosses her arms and gives me a quizzical look when I glance down.

      “Charlie might be there,” I say without thinking.

      “Do you still talk to her?”

      My stomach knots, twisting my insides into a familiar lump. Elliot has no idea what she’s asking. Not a lot of people do, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      “Nope,” I say casually and then turn back to the house. “Tell Hunter to give me a call when he stops being a little bitch.”

      She laughs and then calls after me, “Will do.”

      I don’t break stride until I’m all the way in the house. I pause in the kitchen and lean over the island with my palms flat on the granite countertop. The coldness of the stone does nothing to soothe the fire that has started to burn inside of me.

      I still remember the way she tastes and the breathy way she used to say my name. I used to be able to close my eyes and picture every smile she ever gave me.  It’s not like that anymore.

      Now when I do it, that’s not what I see. What I remember the most is the last time I ever saw her. That’s the face that haunts me and I’d do anything to never see it again.
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            Not Today

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte - Now

      

      My comforter is still lying on my bed exactly the way I left it almost five years ago. For the longest time I felt guilty for not coming back to visit, but I couldn’t. Being in this town reminds me of all the mistakes I made and all the heartache I left behind. Maybe I’m a coward, but I think I have a good reason to be.

      Coming back is temporary and I have to keep reminding myself that while I pack up the rest of my Gram’s belongings. It shouldn’t have taken me this long to get everything settled. She passed away unexpectedly almost four months ago. After the funeral I went straight home to New York. Back to the life I made for myself and far away from one I’ve long forgotten.

      That’s a lie actually. I think about it every day.

      My sister Scarlett’s been keeping a watchful eye on me since we got here this morning. I don’t know what she’s so worried about. It’s not like I’ll actually see him. He’s probably long gone by now. Someone like Oliver Monroe doesn’t settle for small town life. It would never satisfy him. I’m not sure anything would.

      With an armful of hangers, I carry another load of clothes down the old wooden stairs and lay them with the others on the dining room table. On impulse, I step toward the window and draw the blinds back once again as another loud truck rumbles past the house. I hear a snicker beside me and I turn to see Scarlett covering her smile with her hand.

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing,” she says. Her smirk gets wider. “You just run to the window every time an obnoxiously loud truck drives by. Expecting someone?”

      I let the drapes fall back with a huff. “No.” I stalk past her and go back to sorting my Gram’s clothes for Goodwill. But my sister was never one to let things go. She walks over and stands beside me, her arms crossed.

      “Are you going to talk to him?”

      I laugh. Not out of amusement, but out of the sheer absurdity of her question. “Absolutely not.” My folding becomes angry, shaky fingers fumbling with the hem of a shirt. “I’ll bet he’s somewhere far away from here, surrounded by everything that he loves.” I shoot her a pointed look. “Himself.”

      “Okay,” she says, holding her hands up. “I’m just asking.”

      I shake my head and turn back to the table, irritation coursing through me. “He didn’t even come to the funeral.”

      “Maybe he was afraid.”

      “Don’t defend him,” I snap, speaking over my shoulder. Her eyes widen, but I keep talking. “There’s no excuse for being a shitty person. He has to grow up sometime.”

      She nods, tucking a strand of platinum hair behind her ear. “True,” she says, her voice softer. “But he did mow her lawn for the past five years.”

      “He probably paid someone to do it.”

      She shakes her head. “No, he did it himself. She told me.” I swallow the lump in my throat and turn to face her. “He did a lot of things for her.”

      My eyes start to burn. Not because I’m touched by his generosity. I’m not. Ollie never does anything that doesn’t benefit him the most. He’s inherently selfish to the core. But I’d be lying if I said it didn’t bother me to know he did that. Why would he?

      I sniff once and plaster a fake smile on my face. “Well, I don’t care what he did. I’m over it.”

      Scarlett doesn’t look convinced, but thankfully doesn’t press further. She simply pats me on the shoulder and walks toward the kitchen without another word. I get lost in my thoughts for a moment, my mind drifting to a place I never like to go. That’s when the bass from a car stereo vibrates the windows again. This time I don’t run to the window. I focus on the task I came here for and refuse to look back, no matter how much I want to.
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        * * *

      

      Scarlett and her husband Evan decided to sleep at one of the hotels in town while I opted to stay here. I needed a few nights in this house to say goodbye. This is where I spent most of my childhood. Almost every memory, good and bad, happened here.

      My Gram was the one who raised us after our parents were killed in a car accident right before I turned seven. Scarlett is ten years older than me, so for longest time it was just me and her. Those are the times I miss the most. Late nights on the porch swing, sharing stories of life and her giving me the kind of advice I’ll cherish forever. She taught me to be strong and to fight for the things I believe in, and I’ve never wavered from her guidance. No matter how hard it’s been to hold onto, I always fight for what I feel is right. I’ll never regret doing that.

      Now the house is too quiet. I find myself walking through the rooms, memorizing the smells, listening for her laugh—but it’s silent.

      When I make my way back to the kitchen, I reach for the kettle and place it on the stove. I take a seat at the small table by the window while I wait for the water to heat up. I try to distract myself by scrolling through Instagram, but the sound of a basketball echoing through the open window catches my attention instead.

      I stand up from my chair even though I know I shouldn’t. There’s only one reason to hear that sound. I walk over to the stove and turn it off quickly before continuing toward the front window. It’s hard to see clearly from this far away, but there’s no mistaking who’s throwing three-pointers like his life depends on it. My heart starts pounding again. He is still here.

      I watch him for another couple of minutes until I find my nerve. Before I can change my mind, I reach for my sweater and throw it on over my T-shirt.

      Each step I take off the front wraparound porch is a struggle. A struggle to move forward and a struggle not to turn back. By the time I cross the street, Ollie finally misses a shot and lets off a string of profanities as the ball comes bouncing in my direction.

      I bend down and pick it up. “I’d say you’re a little off your game these days.”

      The smile that lights up his face makes my heart feel like it could explode. Some things never change, I guess.

      He plants his hands on his hips and breathes heavily. “Well, maybe if I had a partner, I wouldn’t have to work so hard.”

      I twirl the ball on my finger. “Where’s Hunter? Isn’t he usually attached to your hip?”

      Oliver laughs. “These days he’s more attached to Elliot.” His face scrunches at his own words. “That sounds fucking terrible, I take that back. They’re dating now.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Really? I’m surprised you’re so chill about that.”

      He shrugs and takes a step toward me. The way his T-shirt sticks to his body from his intense workout makes my stomach flip. He’s certainly nailed the art of always looking sexy.

      “Hunter’s my best friend, I couldn’t have asked for a better person to take care of my sister.”

      I toss the ball at his chest and he catches it. “Good to know.”

      “You wanna play?” he asks, nodding over his shoulder.

      I glance down at my flip flops and then back to him. “I’m not dressed for basketball.”

      He makes a lap around me slowly, bouncing the ball as he walks. I bite the inside of my cheek to hide my smile. “You may be right,” he says when he comes to stop in front of me. “Doesn’t matter what you wear though, you’ll never beat me.”

      He gives me a cocky grin and I laugh. “I seem to remember beating you in a particularly heated game of horse.”

      Oliver scoffs. “The only reason I lost is because you cheated.”

      “I cheated? How?”

      He points a finger at me. “You wore a tank top on purpose. How was I supposed to focus with all of that going on?” He swirls his hand around my chest and I cross my arms defensively.

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “I’m a man, darlin’. You can’t hold me responsible for the way my dick responds to your half-dressed body.”

      “You’ll never change, will you Ollie?”

      He’s quiet for a moment, bouncing the ball slowly. “Probably not.”

      It’s easy to forget how much I hate him when we’re standing this close to each other. This casual conversation is bullshit, and we both know it.

      “I wanted to come,” he says suddenly. When I don’t say anything back, he takes a breath. “To the funeral. But I didn’t think you’d want to see me.”

      “Well, it wasn’t about me.” There’s an edge to my tone I can’t hold back. He senses my hostility and shifts his weight from one foot to the other.

      “I know that, but I was…” His voice trails off and his jaw gets tense. He can’t finish that sentence and I know why. Oliver will never admit something scares him. He’s too proud for that.

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter, okay? It’s done, and we’re putting the house on the market this week.”

      His eyebrows rise. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. What am I supposed to do with it?”

      He shrugs and then tosses the ball into the grass. “I don’t know. It’ll be weird having someone new over there.”

      His smoky hazel eyes bore into mine and I know I’m on the verge of breaking. He does that to me. No matter what Ollie does, one little look is all it takes for me to forgive him. He’s been doing it since we were seven, and I’m sure that’s another thing that won’t change.

      But I’m not about to tell him that.

      “Things change, I guess.”

      He keeps his gaze locked on me, pinning my feet to the pavement. I don’t know why I came over here. I don’t know what I expected to feel when I saw him, but right now I’d do anything to take it back. To be standing in the kitchen, sipping tea, and not staring back at every reason I stay away from this town.

      Oliver looks over my shoulder for a moment, the muscles in his jaw working again. He looks back to me.

      “How long are you staying?”

      “Not long,” I answer quickly.

      His chest rises and falls with a harsh breath. “Okay, well can I see you before you go?”

      “See me?”

      “I mean, like take you out for dinner or something.” He takes a step closer. “It’s been a long time.”

      It’s my turn to take an unsteady breath. Every vein in my body is pulsing and willing me to turn away from him. To run back to the house and pretend I was never stupid enough to walk over here in the first place. But he’s still looking at me with a sadness in his eyes I’ve seldom seen.

      I pull my sweater tighter around me, shielding myself from him. “I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      The corner of lips curl up slightly. “You love bad ideas.”

      I laugh under my breath. “Not anymore.”

      I turn away from him before he can pull me back again. I’m not sure how I find the strength to walk away, but I don’t stop until I make it all the way to my old bedroom. That’s when I let the first tear fall.

      On my hands and knees, I crawl under my bed and reach blindly for the box I know is still there. With my hand, I brush off the years of dust that have accumulated on top before I peel the lid back. I sit cross-legged on the floor, sorting through various photos of my adolescence until I find the one I’m looking for. It’s the only one I have like it, and it can never be replaced.

      Having that conversation with Ollie would be too painful for both of us. No matter what we say, we can’t change it. It doesn’t matter that I’ve spent the last five years searching faces for one that could compare to his. It doesn’t matter that I left my heart here with Ollie and he still has it. All that matters is that I keep moving forward. The moment I let myself be dragged back into the memory of us is when I fall apart again, and this time I’m not sure I would survive.
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      Oliver - Then

      

      Mud flies over my head and a disgruntled squeal sounds behind me. Charlie tightens her grip around my waist when I take a sharp turn up the dirt road that lines the orchard. It’s been raining for most of the summer, so I’ve been amusing myself by taking her through every mudhole I can find during our ride.

      Her nails dig into my side once more and I let off the gas and roll to a stop at the end of the road. I need to slow down and wait for Hunter anyway. He probably pulled off the trail somewhere to fool around with Jess. They’ve been dating for about two weeks now, and she’s only let him feel her up once, over her tank top. Totally lame.

      I put the four-wheeler in park and glance over my shoulder with a smirk. “Was I going too fast?”

      Charlie punches me in the shoulder and then pulls her helmet off with a scowl. “I’m completely soaked.”

      The whine in her voice and her choice of words takes my mind to a dirty place. She may be my best friend, but I think about her naked quite often. I can’t help it. Her body is perfection. Lithe, toned legs; flat stomach; long shiny blonde hair. That face, though—and those greyish blue eyes that turn darker when she’s angry. Kind of like they’re doing right now. So fucking hot.

      I remove my helmet and set it down on the fender in front of the handlebars. “I’m sorry,” I say, holding in a laugh. I reach out and run my hand through the tangled, mud-streaked strands of her hair. “But this is a good look for you.”

      She scoffs and slaps my hand away. “You’re stupid.” She swings her leg over the seat and hops to the ground. “I need to get off that thing for a minute. I think you gave me whiplash coming up the hill.”

      I grin, sliding off to stand beside her. “Never, darlin’. You’re always safe with me.”

      She rolls her eyes.  “You’re also full of shit.”

      My grin widens and I throw my arm over her shoulder and pull her into my side. I tip my head down to speak close to her ear. “Come on now, Charlie. You know I’d never let anything happen to you.”

      She melts into me, her arms wrapping around my waist so casually. It doesn’t take long for those plump, full lips to morph into the smile I’ve been waiting for. The one she only gives to me. After another moment, she laughs and shoves me sideways.

      “You better not,” she says, her hands messing with her hair again. Her expression shifts into something less playful and more serious when she locks eyes with me again. “I have a date tomorrow night.”

      I pretend to appear disinterested, but my heart beats a couple extra times. Even though I would never cross that line with her, I still hate to think about anyone else doing it.

      “With who?”

      Her eyes shift away while she continues to work a large chunk of mud out of her hair. “Liam Nickles.”

      “Nope.”

      This gets her attention and her eyes jump back to mine. “What do you mean, ‘nope?’”

      “Exactly what I said.” I step past her and reach for my helmet. She follows me, clearly expecting more of an explanation. My fingers mess with the straps and she moves to stand in front of me.

      “Ollie.”

      I shrug, leaning back on the seat. “He’s a douchebag.”

      “Not a good enough reason. You say that about everyone.”

      “That’s because I know what a douchebag looks like, acts like, talks like—and you know what they say.”

      “Takes one to know one?”

      I laugh, although it’s forced. “Ha-ha. Very funny, but no.” I level my gaze at her. “Pick someone else.”

      Her lips press together. I can tell her patience is running thin, but I need more time. She can’t fall in love yet.

      This time when she speaks, her voice is small. “Liam is nice.”

      I shake my head more firmly this time. “No, he’s not. He’s a second string, wannabe fuckboy, who will break your heart.”

      Charlie laughs. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”

      “Whoa!” I say, holding my hand out in protest. I cock my head. “Oliver Monroe is never second string. Let’s get that shit straight right now.” She bites her lip to hide her amused smile, but I keep going. “And most importantly, I would never break your heart.”

      The smile fades almost instantly. “You can’t promise that.”

      “Of course I can, darlin.” I lower my voice and take a step toward her, abandoning my helmet on the seat. My hands frame the sides of her face so I have her full attention. “You and me are forever. I would never let some bullshit relationship come between us. At the end of the day, if you need me—I’m yours. No questions asked.”

      “Same goes for me,” she says and her chest rises and falls a little faster. Her tongue darts out and wets her lips. “You come first.”

      I’m staring at her mouth, the words she’s saying jumbling together and not registering properly. All I can think about is how much I want to kiss her. How I want to throw her down in that mudhole and make her come first for real.

      An engine roars loudly in the distance and I reluctantly turn my head. The front of Hunter’s four-wheeler ramps the dirt pile at the cusp of the hill before landing precariously on one wheel. I take a step back from Charlie when he comes tearing up the road and screeches to a stop beside us. The blonde on the back has a death grip on his T-shirt and his own golden locks are blown back from the wind and sticky with thick mud.

      “Where’s your helmet?”

      Hunter smirks, looking behind him and then back to me. “We lost it.”

      I laugh once. “How?”

      “Long story.” He nods to the trail ahead of us, that shit-eating grin giving away the story he’s not telling. “She’s cold. We need to get back.”

      That girl is not fucking cold. It’s late August and hot as hell today. I was half-tempted to dive into the old pond just to cool off.

      But I’ve never been one to cock-block my best bud, so I simply nod. “Okay, I need to get Charlie into some dry clothes, anyway.” I tickle her side and she tries to squirm away from me. “She’s all wet.”

      Hunter shoots me a questioning look, which I pretend to ignore. He’s always on my shit about supposedly having ‘secret’ feelings for Charlie. I hate to break it to him, but I’m stronger than that. I won’t let a girl get me all twisted up inside. No matter how fucking cute she is when she laughs. Or smiles. Or breathes.

      “I’ll meet you back at the house,” I say to him before turning to Charlie. “Well, you gonna drive us home or what?”

      Her eyes light up and something weird swells in my chest.

      “You’re really gonna let me drive?”

      To be honest, I like to be the one in control when a motorized vehicle is involved. Call me old-fashioned, but it’s my job as the man to protect her from potentially dangerous situations. I’ve only had my actual drivers’ license for three months, but I’ve been riding since I was old enough to stand up straight. At least I can take comfort in the fact that I’ll be right behind her if shit gets real.

      “I trust you.”

      I toss her the keys and she excitedly puts her helmet back on. I wait for her to get on first before climbing on behind her. My hands rest on her slender waist while she turns the key and revs the engine. She yells over her shoulder, “You ready?”

      I barely nod before she takes off down the trail, following the cloud of dust left by an impatient Hunter. I cling to her, my thighs pressing firmly against her hips. Her ass rubs along me a little too good from time to time, but I’ll chalk that up to her lacking the ability to steer properly. My hands, however…well, let’s just say that her waist is so tiny that sometimes I find myself grabbing parts of her that have some added fullness. Completely accidental. Simply guided by my instinct to survive this ride in one piece.
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        * * *

      

      We make it back to the house in record time. I consider punching Hunter for driving so fast. I’m pretty sure Charlie’s competitive instinct was motivating her to keep up with him. That thought passes quickly though, when she steps off the four-wheeler and picks at the shirt sticking to her body.

      The brown-tinged fabric is completely see-through and clinging to every single curve. She lets out a breathy sigh and my pants get a little tighter. “I need a shower.”

      “I can help you out with that.” I smirk at her and she slaps me in the chest.

      “You’re ridiculous today, you know that?”

      Nope. This is pretty much what I think about all the time.

      Instead of saying that, I wink at her. “My bad.”

      She looks down the driveway and then back to me, chewing on her bottom lip. I know she wants to talk about it again. Her fucking date. I’m not sure why, but she’s always seeking my approval when it comes to guys. My heart isn’t developed enough to tell her I don’t want her to date anyone. Period.

      “Ollie,” she says hesitantly. “I really wish you’d be happy for me.”

      There it is. How does she not know that’s what I want more than anything? Easy—because I don’t tell her. I don’t tell her that every single one of my thoughts begin and end with her. I don’t tell her that every time she smiles at me, I try to memorize what I did so I can do it over and over.

      I don’t say any of those things because I know I’ll never allow myself to be with her. Even if she would have me, I know inevitably I’d fuck it up. I’d ruin the only relationship that truly matters to me and then I’d have nothing. I can’t picture a world where she isn’t part of my life.

      I force a smile. It must be convincing, because she smiles back. Without a second thought, I lean in and kiss her on the forehead.

      I pull back just enough to see her eyes. “I am.” She wraps her arms around me, and I rest my head on top of hers. “I’m happy if you’re happy.”
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            I Don’t Want To

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte  - Now

      

      Memories are subjective. We choose to remember certain things the way we want to. In the past, the martyr in me always wanted to rationalize specific behaviors that were harmful. I’m not sure I’ve changed much. The moment I saw his face, that cocky smirk I didn’t realize I could miss so much—I almost broke. All of a sudden I was seventeen again and I was standing in front of the boy I so desperately loved.

      But then I remembered.

      Ollie and I were never easy. We were messy and lacked boundaries, and most of all we never said what we were truly feeling. I could blame it on being young, but if I’m being honest, I would blame it on fear. The fear of rejection is paralyzing when your world is that small.

      We lived in a small town, we had mutual friends, and we had everything to lose. If we gave it a shot and it didn’t work out, we would’ve been lost, unable to escape the inevitable heartache that would surely follow. When your connection is as strong as ours you’re destined for failure. Nothing that perfect is meant to exist forever. It wouldn’t be fair to everyone else.

      I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think about him often. I’m thinking about him right now while I try to pry this old trellis off the side of my Gram’s house. The insurance company said I need to fix any distressed structures on the property, including all of the chipped and peeling paint. Scarlett and Evan had to go back home already to return to work, but I took a short leave of absence from school. I’d miss the beginning of term, but I needed a break anyway, to clear my head. It’s hard to fix all the broken things when you’re still broken yourself.

      This trellis has seen better days. Ollie had been climbing it to get to my bedroom window since we were twelve. The sleepovers got more frequent once we became old enough to truly appreciate them. It explains why it appears to be on its last leg.

      With a huff, I give it one final tug before it comes sailing off the siding and lands in the grass below. I blow back the hair that falls in my face and cock my head to look up at my old window. I should have torn this trellis down a long time ago. Maybe then I wouldn’t have to hate him so much.

      “What are you doing?”

      The shocked voice from behind me is still as smooth as warm honey, and that pisses me off even more. I turn around to face him.

      “What are you doing here, Oliver?”

      He ignores my question and steps past me toward the discarded framework. The lines in his forehead crease when he bends down to inspect it.

      “What did you do to it?”

      “It’s broken,” I say, moving to stand beside him. “I have to fix it or take it down. It’s easier to just get rid of it.”

      His gaze swings up to me with a measured look for a second, and then he shakes his head. “Nope. I can fix it.”

      My teeth clench together. “I don’t want you to.”

      He stands up beside me and invades me with his familiar scent. I can’t fully describe it, but it reminds me of fresh water and warm wood, and it comforts me in a way I don’t expect. I can’t help but lean into him a little to get an extra whiff.

      Ollie tilts his head down to me, the corner of his mouth tipping up. “I want to.”

      I’m starting to struggle with my earlier irritation. I don’t want to see him, or smell him, or be distracted by the intensity is his eyes. I want him to go back across the street and stay there until I leave.

      I cross my arms. “I don’t need your help. You don’t owe me anything.”

      His eyebrows pull in. “Charlie, that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Then why?”

      He runs a hand through his perpetually disheveled brown hair. “I don’t know.” His eyes lock on mine again. “Because I haven’t be able to stop thinking about you. Because I’ve already stopped myself twenty times from walking over here since I got off work and it’s only been like fifteen minutes.”

      I don’t let the gravity of his words affect me. Inwardly my heart is beating faster, but I keep a slight scowl on my face.

      “It was a mistake for me to walk over there last night. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      He laughs. “I think I do.” He inches closer and the pounding in my chest intensifies. “They’re the same thoughts I’ve been having. That I can’t stop having now that I know you’re actually here.”

      “I won’t be here for long. As soon as the house is ready, the realtor will take over and I can go home.”

      His confidence fades when I mention home. It’s been a long time since I’ve thought of this place in that way.

      He shoves his hands in the pockets of his khaki pants and takes a breath. “So, let me help you while you’re here. I can come over in the evenings after work.”

      For the first time since he strolled over here, I notice the polo shirt he’s wearing. It’s embroidered with the emblem from our old high school.

      I motion to his chest. “Why are you wearing that?”

      He smiles. “I’m a teacher. Strange, isn’t it? I gave them so much shit while I was there, and now I’m the one trying to maintain peace and harmony and all that bullshit.”

      I sputter a laugh. “A teacher?”

      “Well, not a real teacher, I guess. I teach physical education and I coach after school.”

      Now I’m even more surprised. “You coach football?”

      His perfect face falls a little and I immediately regret my question. Even though it had a lot to do with our downfall, football was still something he truly loved, and I know how hard it was for him to lose it.

      He shakes his head. “No, I coach track.” He shrugs casually and gives me another grin. “I’m awesome at so many things, I figured I’d spread the wealth.”

      “You certainly haven’t lost your confidence.”

      I expect him to immediately defend his epic greatness, but he remains somewhat humble. “Not about all things I guess.”

      “I thought you’d be working with your dad.”

      Ollie laughs bitterly. “Yeah, not so much.”

      His reaction doesn’t surprise me. They never did get along too well. I think it was his dad’s expectation that Ollie had to be perfect all the time that really got to him. To be honest, nobody’s perfect, and I don’t think I’d want them to be. Flaws are what gives a person character.

      Although some have more than others.

      He’s staring at me when I look over at him. I don’t know what it is about the way he looks at me, or his face in general, but I could never say no to him.

      I sigh. “You can help me if you want to.”

      This time I don’t get a cocky smirk. Ollie gives me a genuine smile, and my heart almost explodes. Loving someone I shouldn’t is my biggest flaw—and loving Oliver Monroe has always been my weakness.
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        * * *

      

      Ollie isn’t wearing a shirt. I’m not surprised, but it makes it difficult to concentrate with all those perfectly sculpted muscles glistening in the sunlight. I squint up at the ladder from my spot on the front porch. He came over right after work, just like he said he would, and has been fastening the old trellis back onto the side of the house.

      I’m impressed with how nice it looks. It’s so perfect that I’m not convinced he didn’t go down to the lumber yard and buy a new one. He catches my gaze and smirks down at me.

      “Does it look good?”

      I swallow hard. He has no idea.

      When I don’t respond right away, he nods at the trellis. “Is it straight?”

      “Yep,” I say quickly, and then avert my eyes.

      I dip the paintbrush back into the can and swirl it around. It doesn’t take long before I hear the clanging sounds of Ollie descending the ladder. He steps onto the porch and stops above me.

      “You need help with that?”

      I shake my head, but don’t look up at him. With an angry scrape to the side of the can with my brush, I go back to fixing the patches on the railing. “Nope. I’m almost done.”

      He kneels down beside me, the muscles in his stomach flexing as he squats. I take another breath when he his mouth is a little too close to mine.

      “It would go faster if we did it together,” he says, and I can practically taste the mint from the gum he’s chewing. My mouth becomes dry.

      “I only have one brush.”

      He nods toward his house. “I have plenty of them in the shed. I’ll go grab one.”

      Before he can stand up, I reach out and grab his wrist. He looks at me with a smile. “I don’t mind, seriously.”

      “No, that’s not it,” I say, as I release my hold on him. I set my paintbrush next to the can and sit down on the nearest step. “I don’t want to do this with you.”

      His eyebrows rise and he takes a seat beside me. “Do what?”

      I laugh once. “Sit here and pretend like everything’s okay between us. It may seem cute to act all normal and stuff, but it’s not. That doesn’t work for me anymore.”

      He gets quiet, a solemnness clouding his features. He rests his elbows on his knees and looks straight out into the front yard. “I know, but I don’t know how to say what I need to say right now.”

      “You don’t need to say anything—”

      “Yeah, I do,” he says firmly, cutting me off. He releases a long breath. “Maybe you’ve found some kind of closure over the years, but I sure as fuck haven’t.”

      It still breaks my heart to see him experience pain in any way. It’s obvious on his face. Regret is written all over it.

      I sigh. “Look,” I say, folding my hands in my lap and turning my head to face him. “I’m sure a lot has changed since then. We’re different people, we have our own lives. There’s no need to rehash every painful thing from our past. We can’t change it.”

      “Maybe we can change it enough that you don’t hate me anymore.”

      “I don’t hate you,” I whisper.

      Ollie searches my face for a moment, his own expression so painfully sad. “Then why do you look at me like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you wish you never met me.”

      I want to tell him he’s wrong, but I’m not sure I can. It would be easier if I never knew what it was like to know him. To be consumed by him. I can try to forget all I want—but I’m not sure my heart ever will.
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            What Goes Around

          

        

      

    

    
      Oliver - Now

      

      I arrive at the school early for the first time since, basically, ever. My truck was one of the first vehicles in the faculty parking lot. I couldn’t sleep last night. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw the look in hers.

      Charlie hates me.

      The worst part? I don’t think I can fix it. The damage I caused us isn’t something that can be erased with a sexy smirk and few well-timed lines. I can’t charm my way back into her life as effortlessly as I did the first time. I’m not sure if I should even try.

      Hunter pulls in beside me and gives a lazy nod. He’s not a morning person at all. It always amazed me when he would get up at the crack of dawn to run with Elliot, but for obvious reasons it’s no longer a mystery. I zip up my jacket and step out of my truck to meet him.

      “Hey, man,” he says with a smile. “You’re early.”

      I shrug. “I couldn’t sleep. I ran almost ten miles this morning, and I’m not even tired.”

      He shoots me a skeptical look. “I think I know why.”

      I maintain my total calmness. It’s a skill I was obviously born with. I have an innate ability to appear aloof in serious situations. I’m not sure if it’s because it’s easier to act stupid when I’m afraid of something, but it’s what I do.

      “Why?”

      He slings his messenger bag over his shoulder and starts walking toward the building. I fall into step with him and he smirks at me.

      “Elliot may have told me something. Something you probably don’t want me to know.”

      I grit my teeth. “What makes you say that?”

      I don’t even need him to answer—I know my sister. She loves to get all up in my business when she thinks a girl may be involved. Especially one that I would keep around for longer than a night.

      Another knowing smile crosses his face. “Because I swore to you on the bridge that night we’d never speak her name again.” He gives me mocking look. “I think we signed that oath in blood.”

      I give him a shove sideways and he laughs. He almost stumbles into the Algebra teacher standing in the entranceway of the main building, and has to side-step to miss her. He gives a quick apology and I hold the door open for him with a smirk of my own.

      “Asshole,” he mutters under his breath on his way past.

      He’s still chuckling when I catch up to him. “Sorry.”

      “It’s cool. I know how you get when you’re all up in your feelings.” He pauses when we make it my office door, and turns back to me. “It doesn’t happen too often, but I know what it looks like. You wanna know the last time I saw it?”

      I shake my head and reach for the doorknob. He puts his hand on my chest to hold me back. “I’m gonna tell you anyway. It was about five years ago.”

      With a scowl, I shoulder past him and pull the door open. I stalk toward my desk and he follows, closing the door behind him.

      I keep my back to him and toss my bag into the corner. “I don’t want to talk about it, okay?” I wave my hand in the air. “I don’t need to talk about my feelings and shit.”

      “So, you admit to the feelings?”

      My shoulders tense. Every muscle in my body tenses along with them. Even that elusive one in my chest. That’s the one that’s been throbbing uncontrollably since yesterday.

      I take a calming breath and turn around to face him. I keep my features neutral. “I’m totally fine.”

      Hunter makes a show of rolling his eyes and walks to the chair in front of my desk where he plops down heavily. He grins up at me like he has no intention of leaving until I talk. Well, I hate to break it to him, but my innermost feelings are locked up tighter than a felon on death row.

      I cross my arms. “Drop it, Graham. I meant what I said on that bridge.”

      He chuckles into his fist but then a light tap on my door startles us both. I clear my throat. “Come in.”

      As if I didn’t have enough to deal with, Liam Nickles strolls into my office with a douchey grin on his face. His smile turns smug when my eyes drift to newly stitched embroidery on his button-down. The staff meeting we had on Monday was to introduce him as our new athletic director. Unfortunately, I couldn’t be bothered to get up early on a Monday. Probably explains why the promotion wasn’t offered to me.

      He nods to Hunter who regards him with a scowl. It’s the warm and friendly gesture I expect from them. He sizes me up next, coming to a stop in front of me. I take in his fancy grey slacks and the matching tie around his neck and almost laugh.

      He thinks he’s here to piss on his territory as my new boss. Sorry ‘bout his luck, but I answer to no one, especially not some pretentious asshole who wears a fucking tie to work in the athletic department. I have a whistle. Now who’s winning?

      “Liam,” I say curtly. “What can I do for you?”

      He keeps the grin plastered to his face. “I see it’s like old times in here.” He motions around the room with his hand. “Oliver Monroe and Hunter Graham fucking off while the rest of us do all the work.”

      Hunter stands up from his chair with a dark laugh. For the life of me, I can never understand why anyone would want to antagonize him, especially Liam. He got the brunt of Hunter’s barely-contained rage a few times back in school.

      “What work did you do?” Hunter cocks his head toward him. “How hard could it have been to sit on a bench for four years?”

      The smile melts from Liam’s face. “Well, it obviously didn’t do wonders for you either. You’re both still here.”

      I shrug, completely unaffected by his weak attempt to show dominance. “We like it here.” I lean into him with a wink. “Everyone else likes us, too.”

      “I’ll bet they do.” He huffs a laugh. “It doesn’t surprise me that you’re coaching the girls’ track team.” He glares at Hunter. “Or that your new girlfriend is barely legal.”

      Hunter clenches his fist and I step in between them with an uneasy smile. Again, it’s no secret my dear friend likes to hit people. I don’t need to clean up another scandal so early in the school year.

      I turn back to Liam and force a smile. “Look, we don’t want any problems. We’re all adults now. No reason to be hostile.”

      Liam gives me a hard look and then glares at Hunter again, who’s now grinning for some reason. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing,” Hunter says casually. He takes a step closer to Liam, his grin widening. “Since you like bringing up the past so much, I was just trying to remember how many fingers I had buried in your girlfriend after Fall Festival senior year.” He scratches his chin, a thoughtful smirk playing on his lips. “I think it was three.”

      Liam’s neck turns red and I give Hunter a light shove backward to put some distance between them. I take a moment to chuckle under my breath.  I don’t care how serious this situation could turn out—that shit’s funny.

      I collect myself and direct my focus to Liam again. “Seriously, knock it off.” I then give a pointed look to Hunter. “Both of you. We all have to work together, whether we like it or not.”

      Liam meets my eyes with a hard stare. “I’ll be watching the two of you. That shit you used to get away with in high school isn’t going to fly now.” He squares his shoulders and I almost burst into laughter again.

      But I’m a grown-up now. So I wait until he leaves.

      The moment he stalks out of my office Hunter and I both lose it. “What a fucking tool,” Hunter says, pointing at the door Liam just stormed out of.

      I wave my hand dismissively. “He’s still a loser and he knows it.”

      “Yeah, but I bet it won’t take him long to find out that Char—”

      “Don’t,” I growl, cutting him off. I point my finger at him in warning. “The rule still stands.”

      He holds his hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. I won’t talk about her.” He starts walking toward the door, but I hear him chuckle lightly. “You will, though.” He turns back to me, his hand on the doorknob. “It’s only a matter of time, man.”

      I grit my teeth and throw the foam ball that’s sitting on my desk at his head. He ducks and laughs again, and slips out my door.

      When I’m finally alone in my office, I lean back against my desk with a sigh. It’s starting to feel a lot like high school again, and this time I don’t like it. I no longer have my girl, and Liam is my fucking boss. It’s like I’m trapped in a nightmare where I’m on the losing end of absolutely everything.

      That doesn’t happen to me. I never lose and I’m not about to start now.
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        * * *

      

      Elliot eyes me from across the table. I regret asking them both to come to the house for dinner. She has a way of sensing my mood and nagging the shit out of me until I confess. It’s kind of cute, but also annoying. The joys of having a sibling, I guess.

      She points her fork at me. “What’s your problem, Ollie? I’ve only seen you eat three pieces of chicken and it’s your favorite.”

      I lean back from the table and cross my arms. “Nothing. It’s just been a long week.”

      “It’s Tuesday,” she deadpans.

      I throw my arms up. “Well, it feels like at least Thursday.”

      Elliot laughs and leans into Hunter, whispering something in his ear.

      “Don’t start that shit,” I say harshly. “You two don’t need to be fucking shady anymore.”

      Elliot rolls her eyes. “We’re not the ones being shady. Now come on, we tell each other everything. You’re not being fair.”

      She pouts her lips at me, and I crack a smile. That little brat always gets her way. She knows I love her too much.

      “Okay, fine if you must know.” My shoulders slump with an exasperated sigh. “It’s about Charlie.”

      Elliot’s eyebrows float up. “Our old neighbor Charlie?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose with my fingertips for a moment. My head already feels like it’s going to explode. “We kind of had a thing before she left.”

      “So, you two used to fuck?”

      “Geez, Elle. Who taught you to be so vulgar?” I ask in admonishment.

      She shoots me a look like I’m an idiot. Fair point.

      She motions for me to continue. “What else happened?”

      I exchange glances with Hunter. He knows I don’t want to talk about it which explains his silence.

      He pats her hand. “Baby, why don’t you ease up on him a bit? He’s clearly upset right now.”

      She leans over and kisses his cheek and I almost gag. “Okay, baby.”

      I toss my napkin onto my plate. “All right, I need some air. You two are disgusting.”

      Elliot’s laughter follows me as I walk out onto the driveway. I go down to the gate and immediately notice Charlie’s car isn’t there. After five years, what she’s doing shouldn’t bother me, but it does. The last thing she said to me before she left was that she loved me, and I didn’t say it back. If she said it right now, I would. I loved her then and I still do, even if it doesn’t matter anymore.
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      Charlotte - Then

      

      I’m licking cotton candy off my fingertips while glaring in Ollie’s direction. He’s being obnoxious tonight. Well, more  than he usually is.

      Against my better judgment, I allowed him to choose where Liam and I have our date. It just so happens to be the same place everyone else is tonight. It’s the annual Fall Carnival, and for the past hour or so I’ve been watching Ollie win every prize the various carnies have to offer.

      What’s even more nauseating is the fact that there’s a girl clinging to his side. Carson Weaver. By all accounts, we should be friends. We’re both cheerleaders and run in the same friend group, but she’s an entirely different girl than me. Her nasally voice and high-pitched giggles are beyond annoying. She does it after pretty much everything he says. Don’t get me wrong, Ollie’s funny—but nobody’s that damn entertaining.

      He’s clearly enjoying the added attention, smirking down at her and sucking her face off every other minute.

      I shove another wad of sugary goodness into my mouth as Liam comes up beside me. He gives a weak smile and holds up a small pink teddy bear.

      “I tried, babe. Promise.”

      The look of disappointment on his face is adorable. I smile over at him and then plant a kiss on his cheek. I pull the small stuffed bear from his hand and hold it to my chest. “I love it. It’s exactly what I wanted.”

      The corner of his lip tips up a little more. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” I say and then hug myself to his side. When I glance back at Ollie, he throws his hands up in triumphant victory while yet another over-sized, plush animal is handed over to him.

      He shoots me a smirk while that stupid twit, Carson, claps in excitement. “You’re so good at that, baby.”

      Baby? They’ve been hanging out for like three seconds. But I guess it didn’t bother me when Liam called me babe a few moments ago. Or when he said it as he helped me onto the Tilt-A-Whirl earlier. Maybe it’s just weird when someone says it to Ollie? She’s not good enough for him. She doesn’t have the right to speak like she has a claim to him.

      As if sensing my inner turmoil, Ollie starts walking in my direction. His summer tan hasn’t faded much yet, and the gleam from his perfect teeth is blinding when he flashes me a smile. He steps up close to me, pushing Liam back a bit.

      “I got this for you, darlin’.” He leans down to my ear and his lips brush my neck. I’m pretty sure it was an accident, but it still sends shivers all the way to my toes. “I know penguins are your favorite.”

      A blush creeps into my cheeks and I smile up at him. I have to wrap both my arms around it to hold it to my chest. “Thank you.”

      He shrugs. “No problem.” He pats Liam on the shoulder with a smirk. “You did good, bro.” His eyes drift to tiny bear dangling from my hand. “She won’t have a problem carrying that around.”

      Liam glares at him, but Ollie keeps an amused smile on his face. He takes the penguin from my arms and shoves it to Liam’s chest. “Be a gentleman and take it to the car for her.”

      I offer an apologetic smile in an attempt to ease some of the hostility on Liam’s face. It works, because he smiles back down at me. “I’ll be right back.” He shoots Ollie one last look of disdain before heading toward the parking lot.

      I give Ollie a shove. “Don’t be rude.”

      He laughs, but I see Carson is now shooting daggers at me as she stands with Hunter and his date over by the gyro hut. Ollie looks over his shoulder and then back to me, that smirk continuously playing on his lips. He steps forward, slings his arm over my shoulder, and starts to walk us forward.

      “Some guys can’t handle a little competition.”

      My eyebrows float up as he directs us through the crowds of people. “What are you competing for?”

      “Nothing,” he says casually. He winks down to me. “I always win.”

      I pinch his side and he laughs again. “Never lacking any confidence, I see.”

      “Never, darlin’.”

      My stomach flips when he calls me that. I know it’s just the way he speaks, but I haven’t heard him say it to Carson. I hate the way he makes me feel sometimes. You shouldn’t look at your best friend and wonder how soft their lips are, or what they taste like.

      But every time his teeth graze across his bottom lip or his tongue darts out to wet them—I do. I’m not sure when I started looking at him differently. When holding his hand started to make my chest ache because I knew he’d eventually let go. That I wasn’t ever going to be the girl he kissed breathlessly at the end of the night. I was his friend. Nothing more.

      As if on autopilot, his hand drifts between us and he casually laces his fingers with mine. I let out a sigh and glance over my shoulder. Yep. She’s still watching. I hope we don’t do anything too interesting this week at practice. If I end up at the top of a pyramid, I have a strong feeling I may be dropped.

      Ollie gives my arm a tug and then nods to the Ferris wheel. “Ride with me?”

      I pull us to a stop and scan the parking lot. I make out Liam’s tall figure striding toward the main gate. Guilt surges through me. I came here with Liam, and now I’m holding Ollie’s hand and about to get on a moderately romantic ride with him. It’s no secret why most couples our age go there: if you’re not making out by the time you reach the top, you’re firmly in the friend-zone.

      I’m torn when I turn back to Ollie’s expectant gaze. I never tell him no, but it makes me feel guilty to basically ditch Liam for him.  Even if it’s only for a few minutes, I know how guys are.  If there’s the slightest reason to get jealous, they’ll find it.

      “I don’t think I should leave him all alone.”

      Ollie scoffs. “You act like we’ll be gone forever.” He leans down closer. “Besides, we’re at a fucking carnival with half the town here. He won’t be alone.”

      “You know what I mean.” I lower my voice. “And you have someone here with you, too. She’ll be pissed.”

      He stands upright and laughs before waving his hand dismissively. “Fuck her. She’s nothing, Charlie. I only brought her because Hunter wants to bang her friend.” He nods to the blonde draped all over Hunter and grins. “I think it’s working. He’s about to get laid.”

      I groan in frustration. “Is that all you two losers care about?”

      Ollie looks offended and puts his hand on his chest. “No, of course not.” He reaches for my hand again, his eyes gleaming with sincerity. “I want to take a few minutes with my very best friend to hang out alone. I haven’t talked to you all day, and I want to hear about your date.”

      He pretends to gag on the last word and breaks his stare. He’s laughing and I can’t help but join him. My laugh isn’t fake, though. Ollie may be an ass, but he makes me laugh more than anyone I’ve ever met. He does a lot of things to me nobody else can. I could be raging mad at him, and somehow all it takes is one pouty stare and a sad look in his hazel eyes. Even though he’s trying to act pathetic, it’s sexy as hell. I cave every time.

      I punch him weakly in the chest and he laughs. “Very funny.”

      His look turns more serious. “Come on. It’ll be fun.”

      I nod to Carson. “She looks pretty pissed. How would you feel if she got on a ride with another guy?”

      He sputters an incredulous laugh. “Darlin’, I wouldn’t care if she sucked Hunter’s dick in the parking lot. I already told you that.” He gives another nod in her direction. “Besides, you think she actually likes me for me?” He shakes his head when I don’t answer. “Nope. She wants to be seen with me, she wants to hook up with me so she can run and tell her friends. It’s not about me at all.”

      “You’re super terrible sometimes, you know that?”

      He shrugs. “I’m honest. Most people can’t handle honesty.”

      I can’t argue with that, I guess. Ollie is brutal most of the time and nobody ever questions him. I’m pretty sure they expect it.

      He’s still looking at me, now with a slightly irritated expression on his face. He hates waiting for other people. He’ll be late for his own funeral, but if you make him wait? It’s like the end of the world.

      “Fine,” I say with a sigh. He grins back at me and tugs me toward the short line in front of the Ferris wheel.

      Liam has joined Hunter and the others by the gyro hut. I shoot him another look of apology and then nod to the ride. He plants his hands on his hips, as he stands next to an equally pissed-off Carson. They’re definitely mad. Ollie is unaffected, and leads me through the metal gate and into the swinging car.

      He steps in first and offers his hand back to me. I sit down beside him and fasten the nylon belt around my waist. The ride jerks to a start, and we slowly ascend around in a circle. It only takes a moment for his hand to find mine again. I relish the warmth of his fingers for a second before sighing and pulling my hand back.

      His eyebrow arches in confusion. “What?”

      I shake my head and cross my arms. “You can’t do that anymore.”

      “Do what?”

      “Hold my hand.”

      He laughs once. “Why not? I always hold your hand.”

      I motion angrily to our friends on the ground below us. “I’m here with someone else. It’s not right.”

      His eyes harden. “You’re right. It’s not.”

      Now I’m confused. He has a strange habit of getting all possessive when I get interested in a guy. He has no problem making out with every girl that shakes her ass or bats her eyelashes at him—but when I do it? It’s suddenly an issue. It makes no sense.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I already told you I don’t fucking like him.” He turns away from me and drapes his arm on the side of the car, looking over the edge. “You didn’t listen me.”

      I laugh loudly. “I’m supposed to listen to you?” When he doesn’t answer, my laugh gets more bitter. “You’re not my boyfriend, Ollie.”

      His head jerks back to me, but his gaze is still dark. “Yeah, and I’m not about to let you date someone like me.” He shifts his body in the small compartment to face me. “I share a locker room with that motherfucker. I know the shit he says and the lines he uses to get into girls’ pants.” His jaw ticks. “I’ll be fucking damned if I hear him brag about you.” His fist clenches between us. “I swear to fucking God, Charlie. I’ll hurt him.”

      My eyes widen with his words and I lightly grab his arm. “Geez, Ollie. It’s one date.” I take a breath when his face softens a little. “He’s seriously been nice to me, and I swear you would be the first to know if he ever isn’t.”

      “I better be,” he mutters and then leans back in the seat.

      Silence falls between us as we start to crest the top. This is when he’s most infuriating. It’s not lost on me that he practically spelled out the fact he has no intention of ever being with me. His concern is sweet and all, but the over-protective, big brother bullshit is irritating. I feel bad for his sister Elliot when she gets older.

      Despite my brewing anger, I look at him and sigh. He’s brooding pretty heavily right now, and I hate when his face looks like that. It brings me peace when he flashes that cocky smirk and is his charming, slightly offensive self.

      I nudge his shoulder with mine, and he looks over at me. I offer a smile. “Thanks for looking out.” Even though I know I shouldn’t, my hand finds his again and I slip my fingers through his. This finally earns me the self-assured smile I’ve been longing for. “You’re important to me.”

      He leans over and kisses my cheek. His lips linger on my skin and then move to my temple. He presses his forehead to the side of my face. “Well, you’re the most important person to me.”

      Ollie leans back and settles beside me, as if not realizing his words made my pulse skyrocket. Sometimes when he’s like this, I forget how selfish and masochistic he can be. I forget about all the times he left me waiting or forgot about me completely.

      At the end of the day, he always finds his way back to me. I know that without a doubt, no matter what it was, if I really needed him—he would be there. But my trust in him has limits.

      One day he’ll grow out of this phase where he needs to have it all. I just hope I’ll still be around to see it.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      Charlie isn’t one for social media. I’m not ashamed to admit that I’ve stalked her online a few times, and the only account I’ve ever come across is her Instagram.

      Surprisingly, it’s not private, but she doesn’t post much. A few pictures of her sister and her family, posts about ballet, and a couple of her with some guy. The two of them appear to be a thing, so I search the tags on their pictures. His name is Jared Townsend, and they apparently went to NYU together. The last post including him was back in February, so I’m holding out hope that whatever they had is now over.

      I close my laptop with a sigh, and run my hands through my hair. I’m still sitting in my office and practice has been over for almost an hour now. But I can’t go home yet.

      It’s not like I don’t wish her happiness—I do—but the part of me that’s still very selfish wants her to miss me. I know that’s probably out of the question, but I can’t be the only one who’s been comparing every single relationship to what we had. Or what we never got a chance to have.

      Charlie was never my girlfriend. I’m not sure I would use that word to describe her if she was. I’ve never felt so connected to someone like I was with her. When she left, it was like part of me died that day. I spent months drinking myself stupid, sleeping with any random girl that would have me—well, not any girl. I still have standards, after all.

      But that’s not the point. I was trying to fill the void she left behind, and my seventeen-year-old brain couldn’t formulate any other plan. It seemed simple—fuck her memory away. Because that’s what I’m good at right? Fucking everything in my path until I’m left with nothing but regret and an empty soul.

      God, I sound like a pussy right now. It’s been years since I’ve been this low. I almost talked to Elliot about it but stopped myself before I revealed too much. It’s not that I don’t want her to know I actually do have a beating, functional heart, it’s because it hurts too much to feel all of that again.

      Charlie was the only girl I ever loved and I couldn’t even tell her.

      I’m a fucking coward.

      I pause from wallowing in my self-pity when my phone buzzes with an incoming text. I groan after swiping the screen.

      Hunter: Where are you?

      He’s been like a nagging girl ever since Elliot told him Charlie is back. I guess it makes sense considering he’s the only person who’s ever seen me lose it. Like really lose it. He stayed all night on that bridge with me after she disappeared. He saw me break down and spill out every emotion I’d been holding in, and never once judged me for it.

      That’s how I knew he was truly my best friend and that’s how I know I can trust him to take care of my sister. He’s loyal as fuck.

      But right now, I don’t feel like being open and honest with him. I don’t want to talk about what will happen when she leaves again. Because she’s going to leave. We only have one last project to finish up before the house can officially be listed. Tonight could be our last night together.

      I swallow down the strange lump that forms in my throat and shoot him a vague text back. With another long sigh, I stand up from my desk and shove my phone in my pocket. I was never good with goodbyes and I have a feeling this one will be the hardest.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie is sitting on the front porch swing when I pull into her driveway. Just the sight of her makes my heart clench. It’s hard to believe that after all I’ve put her through, she still doesn’t turn me away. She has every right to tell me to leave and never come back.

      But she doesn’t. Sure, she has voiced concerns about being around me, and maybe I’ve caught some vibes of hesitation more often than I would like, but I’ve never been one to accept defeat. It’s not in my nature. Winning has been drilled into me since birth, and up until now, I didn’t realize how truly lost I’ve been without her.

      She smiles at me when I get out of my truck, but it’s still guarded. It’s not the easy, sexy smile I used to get. I’d be an idiot to expect that, but it doesn’t make it sting any less.

      I hold up the pizza box triumphantly as I step onto the porch. “You hungry?”

      She nods and gives a knowing smile when she sees where it came from. I used to drag her down to the small Italian restaurant in town at least twice a week. I’m pretty sure she got sick of eating pizza so much, but I’m also positive it didn’t matter. She always did things she knew I liked because it made me happy. I wish I offered her the same in return.

      She stands up from the swing and takes the box from me. I take a moment to admire the way her dark jeans hug the curves of that perfect ass even better now than they used to. Her body was always flawless, but I appreciate the way it’s filled out a bit more since the last time I saw it.

      “I’m starving,” she says, and walks toward the front door.

      I hold it open for her, and she thanks me before stepping inside. The dining room table is still in the same spot I remember it, but that’s about the only furniture still left in the house. All the pictures that used to line the walls are gone, and a handful of boxes are still scattered around the empty rooms.

      It hits me harder than I expect. A part of me feels like this was my house, too. So many memories from my childhood were formed here, and it will be a shame when someone else moves in.

      Charlie sets the box down on the table and nods to the kitchen. “I still have some plates out. What do you want to drink? I made some sweet tea earlier.”

      I flash her a smile. “That sounds perfect.”

      The one I get in return is polite and subdued. When she disappears into the kitchen, I decide I need to kick this up a notch. She’s not turning me away, but also not really saying anything at all. Nothing important, anyway.

      I’m not gonna lie, it took some convincing on my part to even get her to have dinner with me. I think she would have been fine with leaving tomorrow without even telling me.

      I push those thoughts aside when she returns with two glasses and a stack of paper plates tucked under her arm. “I guess I did pack them after all,” she says, and hands me one of the glasses.

      “Paper plates are classy.” I lean down and wink at her. “I think they make the pizza taste better.”

      She sputters a laugh and those grey eyes finally light up enough to make my pulse race. “You say that when it’s square, too.”

      “Hey, now.” I point my finger at her with a serious expression. “Don’t make me order the big pizza so I can prove you wrong again.”

      She rolls her eyes, but the smile remains. “Just eat. I know you probably wanted to steal a piece on the way over.”

      I laugh because she knows me so well. I’d hate to see what would happen to my body if my metabolism ever slowed down.

      We both grab a slice and sit down at the table. Silence fills the air around us and although I’m busy shoving cheesy deliciousness in my mouth, my mind is spinning. It feels like there’s too much to say, and I’m running out of time.

      But I’m afraid to ruin the evening by pushing her, so I take the easy way out. My eyes drift to one of the few remaining photos stacked on the edge of the side table by the window. The toe-headed little girl in the purple tutu makes me smile.

      “You still dance?”

      Her shoulders stiffen for a moment and then she nods. When she finishes chewing the food in her mouth I expect her to elaborate, but she doesn’t.

      I take a breath. “I’m really glad to hear that.”

      Something flashes in her eyes and she reaches for her glass. They remain locked on mine while she takes a drink. If I’m not mistaken, she looks mad.

      She sets her glass back down and sits up straighter in her chair. “Listen, Ollie—”

      I sense the brush-off in her posture before she even opens her mouth, so I hold my hand up to interrupt. “Stop it.”

      Her brows furrow. “Stop what?”

      “Stop trying to keep me from saying what I need to say.”

      She scoffs, flicking her hair over her shoulder. She shakes her head, but then meets my eyes again. “What do you want to say, Oliver? Tell me.” When I hesitate, she motions forward with her hand. “Come on. I’ll give you a free pass. Say whatever you want, and I won’t try to stop you.”

      This feels like a test. Like I need to pick the exact thing she wants me to say or she’ll never speak to me again. I say a small prayer and take a breath.

      “I’m sorry.”

      She laughs and then her eyes abruptly narrow. “Get out.”

      Okay, wrong answer, I guess. I stand up from my chair, but don’t move in the direction of the front door. I move closer to her.

      With each step I take, she poises herself more to bail. I hate to break it to her—but I’m still faster. I’m fully prepared to chase her anywhere she tries to run.

      “It’s true,” I say, my voice surprisingly strong. I stop in front of her. “But that’s just one thing I wanted to say. You didn’t say I could only say one thing.” I cock my head at her. “You said I could say whatever I want.”

      “I’ve changed my mind,” she whispers.

      I want to be pissed right now and demand she listens to me, but now she rips my heart out all over again and starts to cry. I curse under my breath, pull her up from her chair, and into my chest.

      To my utter amazement, she doesn’t push me away. She wraps her arms around my waist and I squeeze her tighter. I press my lips to the side of her head. “Please don’t cry, baby. I can’t fucking stand it when I make you cry.”

      She sniffs once and then lifts her head to wipe under her eyes with her finger tips. This time, she does shove me away. “Just go, okay?”

      I shake my head firmly. “No. Not until you tell me why you’re so upset?”

      With a bitter laugh she faces me with anger again. “You know why.”

      I take a tentative step forward and gauge her reaction the entire time. She doesn’t step back, so I decide it’s okay to speak. I’m so fucking confused right now.

      “Charlie, I swear to you I don’t.” I reach for her hand, but she pulls it back. I let mine drop with a sigh. “Please talk to me. Hear me out and then you can leave knowing that you know everything.” I take an unsteady breath. “And then maybe I’ll be able to sleep at night knowing that you do.”

      Her body remains rigid and her eyes search mine. She’s looking for an excuse to say no. For some reason she doesn’t want to hear what I have to say. It’s almost insulting that she clearly doesn’t remember me very well.

      I’m still stubborn as fuck.

      And I’m not leaving until she listens.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Ollie’s right. I won’t say those words out loud, though. It wouldn’t do me any good to give him the satisfaction.

      I don’t want to hear what he has to say. No matter what it is, it won’t change anything. It will only make a difficult situation harder, and I’ve spent years trying to distance myself from feeling that way.

      It didn’t work obviously. My failed engagement is a prime example. I’m still trying to clean up that mess as well.

      The silence continues to cling to every bit of air between us and I suddenly feel like I’m suffocating. Without an explanation, I turn away from him and head straight for the front door. My lungs inhale the cool, fall air as soon as I step outside and walk over to the railing. I grip the edge and take another deep breath.

      Ollie’s footsteps echo on the wooden boards of the porch behind me and the screen door squeaks closed. I brace myself for what’s about to come out of his mouth.

      But I bet it won’t be what he should say.

      “I didn’t come here to upset you.”

      His voice is soft, and I close my eyes at the sound. It used to be so calming to me. Now it makes my stomach twist in knots to the point I might throw up.

      God, why does everything about him have to be the same? The way he smells, the way he speaks to me. All of it makes me want to turn around and jump into his arms and tell him that I’ve missed him every second I’ve been gone. That I’ve never let myself love another person the way I loved him.

      Because damn it if I didn’t try. I tried so hard to replace his memory with someone else. But when I finally turn around to face him, I remember exactly why I never did.

      Ollie has his hands shoved into the pockets of his worn jeans, and his threadbare grey T-shirt clings to his sculpted biceps. But his face is sad. He looks as wrecked as my heart feels, and it makes me so angry. It also makes me sad, but anger seems to be overtaking everything else at the moment.

      I pull my thin, tan sweater around me and lean back against the railing. “It’s not entirely you,” I say finally. “All of this is a lot to deal with without adding more heavy shit on top of it.”

      He nods. “I get that.” He takes a breath. “But I just want to know you again. It doesn’t make sense that I’ve gone this long without you in my life.”

      “You seem to be doing just fine.”

      “How do you know?” he asks, anger tinging his voice. “How do you know how I feel if you won’t let me talk to you?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t need you to.”

      “What about what I need? Maybe I need to say it.”

      A bitter laugh escapes me, but I can’t seem to formulate a response. I’ve always put his needs ahead of mine. He may have promised to always be there for me, but when it came down to it, when I needed him the most—he wasn’t.

      He’s still waiting for my answer and I let out a heavy sigh. “I’m leaving soon. What good would it do to dredge up everything when none of it would matter anyway?”

      “It matters to me.”

      “It should have mattered before now.” I laugh once. “Because if it had, maybe we wouldn’t be here right now.”

      A dark cloud swirls through his eyes and it catches me off guard. Is he seriously getting mad?

      When he takes a step closer, I don’t try to move away. “It did matter. I wouldn’t be here if it didn’t.” He laughs bitterly. “You’re the one who ran away without giving me a chance to explain.”

      I throw my arms up in frustration. “Explain what? You made yourself perfectly clear.” I narrow my eyes. “Many times.”

      He shakes his head, still unwilling to accept responsibility. “That’s not fair. I had no idea it was some kind of ultimatum that night if I didn’t say exactly what you wanted to hear.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. The threat of impending tears is fading with his words. He hasn’t changed one bit, and I don’t think he ever will.

      “If you think that’s what this is about, then you really are clueless.”

      His jaw ticks, and he looks away from me for a moment. It’s strange to see him hesitate with his responses. He always used to say the first thing to come to mind without a second thought. Because he didn’t care if anyone liked his answer or not.

      Now I think he does. When he locks eyes on me again, they’re different. They blaze back, with an intensity he seldom shows.

      “I have no idea what that was about.” He takes a step closer, invading my personal space again. “Because you fucking left. You left without giving me a chance to explain myself properly. You can’t spring shit like that on someone and not give them a chance to process it.”

      A scoff bursts out of me. “Like you didn’t know.”

      “Maybe I did, but it doesn’t mean I knew what to say back when you finally said it.”

      “Why?” My voice breaks when I ask the question, but I swallow it back and push through it. “Because you didn’t?”

      “No,” he says harshly. “Because I didn’t know how to live up to what it meant.”

      I laugh and take a step back. I arch an eyebrow in warning when he tries to move with me. He takes the hint and angrily shoves his hands in his pockets.

      I take a breath. “What does that even mean?”

      He throws his hand out in exasperation. “I was a piece of shit, Charlie. I did every terrible thing you could possibly imagine, and still—you never left me. How could you love someone like that?”

      It’s typical for him to say something like this. Every time he ever screwed up—which was a lot—it was never actually his fault. That’s just the way he is, right?

      “So, you’re saying that instead of trying to be better, you just decided to keep being an asshole because it’s what you were good at?”

      Ollie’s eyes widen a little and he lets out a low whistle. He’s clearly taken aback by my hostility. I used to forgive him rather easily.

      “You think I was always an asshole, then?”

      “No, but I think you didn’t try very hard because everyone accepted that was who you were.” I lower my voice. “I knew a different version of you, and that’s the person I loved.”

      He stays quiet for a moment, the muscle in his jaw working overtime. “So, you don’t anymore?”

      “Don’t what?”

      “Love me.”

      He says the words simply, like there’s an easy answer. He can’t see the way my heart is pounding in my chest, begging me to give in to him. When I don’t answer quick enough, he presses further.

      “It’s a yes or no question, Charlotte.”

      I don’t have enough time to think about what I really want to say. Of all the times I envisioned this conversation between us, none of them compares to what it feels like to be standing in front of him now.

      “No.”

      He laughs, but not out of amusement. His eyes harden. “I guess it doesn’t matter what I have to say after all.”

      The lump in my throat keeps growing, but I refuse to cry again. Not in front of him, at least.

      “I guess not.”

      My voice is barely above a whisper and he visibly flinches. It’s also not like him to accept defeat, but the wounded look on his face says it all. With Ollie, if something is hard, he tends to take the easy way out. He makes light of serious situations when he should face them head-on, or even worse—he avoids them altogether.

      He nods once and then starts to walk toward the stairs but stops beside me. “I meant what I said.” His eyes shift down to mine and I force myself to look at him. “I really am sorry.” He takes a shaky breath. “For everything.”

      I don’t offer a response and I don’t try to stop him when he walks away from me. Instead, I close my eyes until his truck roars to life and pray that I never have to hear that sound again.

      Even though I try to fight it, my tears start to fall anyway.

      I wish I could go back to the day everything changed. The day I lost my best friend and fell in love with the only guy that’s ever been capable of breaking my heart. It’s inevitable when you only give it to one person and never get it back. You carry that hurt with you through every single relationship, no matter how hard you try not to.

      The mistakes I made with Jared are a direct reflection of that. He didn’t deserve to be compared to a man who never put me first. He didn’t deserve to feel like I didn’t love him back when I tried so desperately to allow myself to.

      One more day. One more day, and I’ll never have to see him again. I can go back to New York and start to rebuild the life I’m supposed to have.
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      Oliver - Then

      

      Charlie watches me from her seat on the grass while I school Hunter in the art of basketball. She’s wearing a rather short pair of distressed denim shorts as she sits cross-legged next to Daisy Decker.

      I can tell she’s somewhat annoyed by her, but hasn’t said anything about it. Even though I’ve been busy dunking all over my best friend, I still found time to watch her out of the corner of my eye.

      It’s always so obvious to me when she’s acting sweet for the sake of being nice. The smile on her face is forced and her causal laughter is fake as fuck. I know when she thinks something is funny. She gives me that melodic giggle that plays in my head long after the sound is gone. It’s weird that I like it so much, but I do.

      There’s another reason I’m trying so hard today to defend my masculinity. Liam is also on Hunter’s team. Normally Hunter and I team up, but Judah Holloway came to the job site with his dad today and he’s an incredible athlete. The kid’s only fourteen, but he’s got five inches on me and is already dominating on the JV football team. Clearly we’re going to be good friends.

      The way Judah’s been looking at my sister isn’t lost on me, though. Elliot never hangs around when we’re down at the courts, but lately she’s been showing up dressed like Taylor Swift after a break-up.

      I’ll have to keep my eye on her, but right now she’s not my biggest problem. Liam. Charlie’s been dating that sneaky motherfucker for almost seven months. Because I’m such a nice fucking guy, I allow her to talk me into hanging out with him more often than I’d like.

      And by often, I mean never. I hate everything about the kid—but she likes him. I think she likes him a lot, actually. This is the longest she’s dated someone and I’m pretty sure it’s about to take a big step forward. I don’t know why, but it’s a feeling I have.

      A part of her is distant from me. We still hang out almost every day, but I don’t feel as close to her as I did before. She even looks at me differently. That’s why Daisy is here. Is it petty to try and make her jealous? Yeah, but it’s the card I like to play. If you think you can do better, let me show you that you can’t—or something like that.

      It doesn’t seem to be working, though. Charlie cheers for Liam when he makes another basket and I give Judah a shove.

      He looks at me in surprise. “What?”

      I motion to Liam angrily. “You’re supposed to be blocking.”

      He gives me a goofy grin, and I grit my teeth. I should have stuck with Hunter.

      “Sorry, dude.” He reaches down to the pavement and picks up his water bottle. “He’s actually pretty quick. I’m surprised he doesn’t start much.”

      I laugh once. He doesn’t start because I’m the captain of the team. Coach doesn’t want to piss off his star player, and I made it fairly known I can’t stand the guy.

      Also petty, I know—but I like to have things how I want them, and Liam needs to learn that he can’t have it all. That’s a privilege reserved for yours truly.

      Hunter dribbles over to us with a cocky smirk. “You ready to accept defeat?”

      I scoff. “You’re up by two. That will change.” I motion forward with my hand to taunt him. “Come on, hotshot. It ain’t over yet.”

      Hunter laughs and tries to dart around me. I smack the ball from his hand and run full tilt down the court to the other basket. After easily getting the lay-up, I toss the ball at Liam and turn to grin at Charlie.

      She seems mildly amused but doesn’t smile quite as convincingly as she usually does. Something is off with her. I need to get her alone later and find out what it is.
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        * * *

      

      Getting rid of Daisy was a lot harder than getting rid of Liam. I had to make out with her for at least twenty minutes before she would get in her car. She kept trying to get me to go in the pool with her and whined that it was too early to go home and get ready for the party tonight.

      It’s true that it’s only four in the afternoon, but I can’t go to Jimmy’s Saturday night kegger without talking to Charlie first.

      She left the courts to go home and take a shower about a half an hour ago. I’ve been pacing along my driveway since she left, trying to come up with what I’m going to say. I get so angry when I think about them together. I’m not talking like as a couple. That’s mildly tolerable. What fucking destroys me is the thought of her sleeping with that douchebag.

      I know for a fact that Charlie is a virgin. We played a rather informative game of never-have-I-ever and I learned a few secrets she kept to herself. One of which is the fact that she’s never taken that step. She said she wants to be in love.

      That tells me one thing. If she does sleep with him, if she gives that to him—then she loves him. I won’t be able to accept that.

      It may sound hypocritical coming from me, and I know that, but having sex and being in love are two entirely different things. Sure, I fuck around a lot, but I’ve never uttered those words. I’ve never come close to feeling them. Not with anyone I’ve had sex with, anyway.

      There’s something about the way she’s acting lately though. It terrifies me to think she’s leaning toward love. I haven’t had enough time yet. She can’t fall in love without me.

      Instead of sitting in a quiet space and thinking rationally about this, I drink half of a fifth of Jack and stroll over there like I know exactly what I’m doing.

      When I stumble slightly on the last step to her bedroom, I second-guess my plan. Her door is closed, but I enter anyway, without knocking.

      She gasps when the door bursts open and turns around to scowl at me from her seat at her vanity. She’s gripping a funny-looking sponge extra hard now.

      “Jesus, Ollie. Can’t you knock?”

      I smirk at her and pull the door closed. “Why, darlin’? Didn’t you want me to see you naked?”

      Yep, divert all emotions to sexual innuendo. Always my go-to plan.

      On cue, she rolls her eyes and spins back to the mirror. She proceeds to apply an obscene amount of various shades of the same pasty liquid on her face until she looks like she’s ready for a secret, pre-party rain dance.

      I take a step forward, awestruck. “What in the fuck?” I streak my finger down her cheek and she slaps my hand away. “What are you doing to your beautiful face?”

      Charlie laughs. “This is why I have such a beautiful face.” She eyes me in the mirror while blending the cement-like mixture vigorously into her skin. It looks like it hurts, and I cringe.

      “Anyway, why are you drinking already?” She goes on like nothing’s happening. “I thought you said you wanted to drive tonight.” When I don’t respond, she arches an eyebrow. “That’s why you said Liam had to drive himself. Because it was more fuel efficient.”

      I can’t help but laugh. It was a really fucking dumb excuse, but I had to come up with something. That moron fell for it, so it’s still a win.

      “Oliver,” she presses.

      I release a heavy sigh and then sit down on the edge of her bed. I run my hand roughly over my chin and then let out a long breath. “Because I needed to talk to you.”

      “Okay,” she says. “About what?”

      She asks the question casually yet has no idea there’s nothing casual about it. I have no right to do this. Charlie is happy and I want to be happy for her. I promised her I would be.

      But I guess I lied.

      “It’s about Liam.”

      I pause to gauge her reaction. She’s moved on from working on her face to her eyelids, and appears to be unaffected by my words, so I continue.

      “Is he the one?”

      She laughs. “What in the hell do you mean by that?” She sets her brush down and spins around in her chair to face me.

      I would laugh at the fact that she only has one pink, sparkly eye, but I’m actually feeling kind of sick right now. I take another breath.

      “Do you love him?”

      She stills for a moment and then shakes her head. “I don’t know. I like him a lot, but neither one of us has said it yet.”

      I release the breath that I took and forgot to blow out. Thank fucking God.

      “Okay,” I say, a little calmer. “I just wanted to make sure that you weren’t…” My voice trails off when she starts to scowl. “…You know.”

      She laughs again, but this time she’s clearly not amused. A dozen emotions cross her face, starting with confusion and finally landing on anger. She folds her arms. “Are you seriously asking me if I’ve had sex with him?”

      I shrug and apparently that was the wrong reaction. The noise that comes out of her sounds like a growl. “I hate when you act like this.”

      She stands up with another huff and starts to pace in front of her bed. She’s like mad, mad. I decide to stand up too, and walk over to reach for her arm. She irritably shoves me away.

      I throw my arms out, because I’m confused as fuck. “Act like what?”

      Charlie stops pacing and brushes her long, blonde ponytail over her shoulder. Her eyes narrow. “Do you know what I had to listen to all day?”

      I shake my head.

      “Daisy explained to me in great detail about the blowjob she gave you this morning and then proceeded to tell me exactly how big your dick is.”

      This catches me off guard, but it gives me pause.  I purse my lips for a moment before asking the obvious question.

      “How big did she say it was?”

      Again, this is the wrong response. This time Charlie punches me rather hard in the arm. “You’re fucking disgusting.”

      I rub the spot she pummeled and continue to feign innocence. “What? I didn’t ask her to tell you that.”

      “That’s not the point,” she says through clenched teeth. “You’ve slept with so many girls I’ve lost count.”

      She was counting? Now that has to count for something.

      I don’t say that though. I take a step toward her and place my hands on her arms, looking her straight in the eye. “It wasn’t about that for me. I know when you do it, it will mean something.”

      She laughs once. “If you’re insinuating that I mean something to you, then you have a fucked-up way of showing it.”

      “How can you say that?” I flinch away from her like she burned me. It’s absurd to me she wouldn’t know.

      “Ollie, I am literally last on the list of girls you want to fuck.”

      My eyes widen. Is she seriously pissed I haven’t tried anything with her? I’ve only jacked it to the sound of her voice like a thousand times before. Doesn’t mean a thing.

      I rub my hand down her arm gently. “You can’t possibly be upset that I never put the moves on you?” I search her face for the tell that she’s lying, but she remains stoic. “You’re so much better than that.”

      She huffs a laugh and tries to push me away. I don’t let her, and move my hands to her waist, pulling her closer.

      “You’re just saying that,” she whispers.

      “No, darlin’. I’m not.” I lean down and kiss her once. Her lips are buttery soft, and I almost go in for more, but I manage to stop myself.

      The look on her face when I inch back kicks my heart into overdrive. There’s a lust swirling in those grey eyes I’ve never seen before. Maybe she feels it, too?

      I take another deep breath. “I’ll never be the one to break your heart, because I’ll never let myself be with you. You may not believe it, but you’re something so special to me that I refuse to fuck it up.” She opens her mouth to protest, but I don’t stop. “And I’ll do everything in my power to protect your heart, because I have to. I don’t want anything to ever hurt you. Especially me.”

      Her eyes get watery around the edges and then she leans into me, pressing her face into my T-shirt. I wrap my arms around her when she sighs.

      “I’m not going to sleep with him,” she whispers. Her arms tighten around my waist. “I’m not in love with him.”

      Even though this is technically a victory, it doesn’t feel like one. At the end of the day she’s still with him. There may come a time when she can’t say she’s not in love with him. It won’t matter how much I try to manipulate her into waiting for me. Her heart will belong to someone else.

      And I’ll only have myself to blame.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          

      

    

    







            Suffer

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte - Now

      

      I’m rushing down the sidewalk to get to my appointment, my face buried in my phone, so I don’t see where I’m walking. Normally I have the ability to walk and text at the same time, but obviously not today. My heel gets stuck in a crack in the cerement, and I trip forward into something firm.

      A deep chuckle washes over me and strong hands grip my arms. “Whoa there, sweetheart.” I peek up into familiar green eyes. “Slow down before you hurt yourself.”

      I take in a sharp breath when I right myself and stand face to face with Liam Nickles. It’s been almost five years since I’ve seen him, and the hometown reunions are starting to take their toll on me.

      “Sorry,” I say, still flustered. I smooth out the hair that fell into my face and smile. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      He smiles back, and his warmth surprises me. We didn’t exactly end things on good terms in high school.

      Liam cocks his head and gives me an appreciative once-over. “Damn, Charlie. It’s good to see you. You look—well, you look really good.”

      My cheeks flush. “Thank you.” I motion to his chest, which is much bulkier than the last time I saw it. “You look good, too.”

      He nods. “Thanks, I just moved back from Tennessee over the summer. I got a job offer I couldn’t pass up.”

      “Oh, yeah? What’s that?” I ask the question even though I don’t want to get into a deep conversation right now. I’m already late and my main focus is to get this done and get out of here.

      “It’s at Central, actually. I’m the new athletic director.”

      A laugh sputters out of me before I can stop it. His eyebrows pull in and I quickly backpedal. “I’m sorry, that was rude.” I reach out and squeeze his arm. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just thought it was funny you work with Ollie.”

      The casualness diminishes from his features and his lips form a scowl. “You still keep in touch with Monroe, huh?”

      The fire is back, burning its way down my neck. I shake my head. “It’s not like that. I only saw him briefly while I was getting my Gram’s house ready to be put on the market.” I nod to the brick building we’re standing in front of, which is my attorney’s office. “That’s why I’m here. I have a meeting with the lawyer, to finish up with the estate.”

      His expression softens. “I was sorry to hear about her.” His hand lands on my elbow and he gives it a small squeeze. “I know how important she was to you.”

      I nod, swallowing down the residual hurt I feel. It doesn’t matter how much time passes. It’s always hard to lose someone you love.

      “Thank you, Liam,” I say, adjusting the strap of my handbag on my shoulder. I glance at the ornate double doors and the back to him. “I’m sorry this is so short, but I need to get in there.”

      “Right,” he says, pulling his hand back and then running it through his thick, brown hair. His hair is styled better than Ollie’s. Ollie’s is longer on the top and shorter on the sides, but there’s something about the unplanned messiness that I find myself attracted to.

      Liam is silently staring at me now, and I curse myself for thinking about Ollie in the first place. I flash another smile.

      “It was nice to see you. I’m glad you’re doing well.”

      He opens his mouth to reply but closes it again before speaking. After another moment he takes a breath. I brace myself for what he’s about to say next.

      “We should have dinner while you’re in town.”

      There it is. I shuffle around on my feet, searching for a quick answer. My time here has been messy enough.

      Liam senses my unease and smiles. “No pressure, Charlie. I’d just like to catch up with you.” He laughs once. “You kind of disappeared after high school.”

      Yeah, there was a reason for that.

      I don’t tell him that, though. He doesn’t need to hear some story about my broken heart that involves the very guy who stole me from him in the first place. Actually, Ollie didn’t steal me—I was always his. It’s just that no one knew.

      I take a breath. “I’m only in town for a day or so longer, or I would. I mean that.”

      “Sure,” he says casually before turning around to open the door for me. “I’ll be around, if you change your mind. It was good to see you.”

      With another friendly smile, I step past him into the law office. “You too,” I say and then make way toward the reception desk.

      After exchanging pleasantries, I’m led into the same small office I was in three months ago. It seems larger this time. I remember feeling like the walls were closing in, and how it felt like a struggle to breathe. I was thankful Scarlett was with me, because I’m pretty sure I didn’t hear a word of it.

      “Charlotte,” he says, standing up from his desk.

      He walks across the room to meet me and extends his hand. I offer mine in return. “Craig, nice to see you again.”

      “You as well. Please, have a seat.” Craig smiles and motions to a plush chair in front of his desk before retaking his seat. “I’m glad you were able to come in so quickly. When I heard you were listing the property, I wanted to make sure you were clear on the stipulations.”

      My eyebrows furrow. “Stipulations?”

      He pulls a paper from his desk and hands it to me. “Yes, your grandmother made a rather peculiar request when it came to the sale of her property.”

      I take the stack of pages from his hand and my eyes hurriedly scan the words. It all looks standard—until I get to the last line. The paper crinkles at the edge when my fingers contract.

      “Six months?” I exclaim. “What does this mean?”

      Craig gives an uneasy smile and folds his hands on the top of his desk. “That’s correct. You have to maintain residence in the home for six months before you’re allowed to put it up for sale.”

      I shake my head and utter a stunned laugh. “That’s ridiculous. I can’t live there.” I give the paper a toss onto his desk and his eyes widen. “I have a life in New York to get back to.”

      “She allotted a portion of the inherence for expenses while you reside at the property, so long as you stay the entire time.”

      I let out an indignant huff. “And if I don’t?”

      He shrugs. “Then you get nothing.”

      My initial reaction is to tell him to keep the money. It’s not like I’m the one who needs it. I’ve made a decent income off dancing while I was in college, and the studio I work for in New York has been more than generous over the years, but the money isn’t for me. It’s for Scarlett.

      She and Evan have been struggling for years to have a child, and fertility treatments have depleted the majority of their savings. This was going to take away that burden and allow them to have the family they’ve been dreaming of for so long. I can’t be the one to take that away from them.

      With a heavy sigh, I lean back in the chair. “Why is she doing this?”

      A smile appears on Craig’s face and he reaches for the stack of paper again. He turns to the last page and hands it to me again. “I’m not entirely sure, but perhaps this might make sense to you.”

      I take a breath and read the words that are damning me to repeat a part of my life I thought I had left behind.

      
        
        
        “When it’s gone, you’ll know what a gift love was. You’ll suffer like this. So go back and fight to keep it.” – Ian McEwan

      

        

      

      Internally I want to scream because I know exactly what this means. My Gram always believed that Ollie and I were soul mates. She said we were too young and foolish to admit it, but one day, when we were wise enough to realize what we had, we’d come back to each other.

      I guess she wanted to make sure I followed through, even though she wasn’t here to see it.

      “Well?” Craig prompts.

      I look up from the paper, tears clinging to the corners of my eyes. “I’ll see you in six months.”
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        * * *

      

      The For Sale sign in the front yard mocks me when I pull into the driveway later that day. I stare at it from inside my car for so long my eyes start to blur.

      Being here isn’t something I had planned on. I know myself. I know how easy it is to fall back into old patterns, to get lost in something I should stay away from. My Gram’s heart was in the right place, but I’m afraid my own heart is too battered to listen.

      I force myself to get out the car and walk directly over to the sign. With a strong tug, I pull it from the lawn and carry it to the small shed beside the house. Once it’s safely locked away, I turn around and look across the street to the gated driveway.

      A million memories flash in my mind at once, all of which, I want to forget.

      I don’t want to remember what it felt like to love Oliver. I’d be insane to want that. Over the years I’ve seen what a relationship should be like. I was loved and cared for and put before anything else, and still—it wasn’t enough.

      No one else ever made my stomach flip when they smiled at me or made every cell in my body catch fire when they kissed me.

      He ruined me for every other man, and now I’m forced to live across the street from him again. It’s the cruelest form of torture and all I can do is pray that I’m strong enough to survive it.
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      Oliver  - Now

      

      The For Sale sign is noticeably missing from Charlie’s front yard and my stomach drops. That could only mean one thing—she sold the house already.

      My brain surges into panic mode and that strange thumping in my chest resumes. Once again, I’ve run out of time. Only this time will be different. She’ll never have a reason to come back now. There won’t be that slim fucking chance I’ll catch sight of her during a visit.

      Not that it’s ever happened before. If she did ever come back for a holiday or a random occasion, I never saw her anyway. She’s been a ghost for the past five years. Sometimes it was like I could sense her presence, but never saw her with my own eyes. It was the worst feeling. Wanting her to be here, but at the same time knowing I was the reason she wasn’t.

      I wish I could say I’ve matured since then. In a lot of ways, maybe I have—but my coping mechanisms remain the same. It’s nine o’clock on Saturday morning, and I’m already half lit. Actually, I’m probably still drunk from the night before. It doesn’t help that I’m sitting on my pool deck drinking a beer while I wait for Hunter.

      Elliot is home for the weekend and apparently, it’s now acceptable to have co-ed sleepovers in the main house.  Our parents aren’t home much, but late last night my father was lurking around in the kitchen. He didn’t bat an eye when Hunter followed her upstairs after she picked us up from the bar downtown. He’s being surprisingly chill about their relationship, all things considered.

      She got a half smile from him, while I got a terse nod and look of judgment when I stumbled down the hallway. I guess any parent would feel some type of way about their grown-ass son still living at home and doing the same shit they used to do in high school.

      I polish off my beer and reach into the small cooler beside me for another when the pool gate swings open. Hunter is dressed properly for golf at the Lodge, but his attitude appears to be subdued. He’s more than likely hung-over as well. I’m just better at performing like a champion than he is.

      I tip my bottle to him with a grin. “I’m ready.”

      Hunter sits down next to me with a huff. He leans forward and rubs his hands down his face a few times. “I feel like shit. I barely got any sleep last night.”

      My face scrunches up in disgust. “Dude, no. We’re tight, but I don’t want to know any details about nights you spend with my sister.”

      He laughs, shaking his head. “No, it’s not like that.” He shifts in his chair for a moment but doesn’t elaborate further. He nods to the bottle clutched in my hand. “Guess I have to drive.”

      With a wink, I toss him my keys. “I’ll let you drive my new truck. It’ll be fun.”

      Hunter doesn’t argue. He knows better than that.
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        * * *

      

      The golf cart soars down the path along the ninth hole, garnering us a few glares from some of the regulars down on the green. Hunter grabs onto to the handrail and shoots me a look.

      “Dude! You know you can still get a DUI on a golf cart, right? Maybe I should drive.”

      I laugh, pressing the gas pedal further to the floor while tilting my beer back. “Don’t be a pussy.”

      He scowls. “I don’t think my desire for personal safety makes me a pussy.”

      The breaks squeak as I bring us to a stop. “That’s exactly what it means,” I say, smirking at him.

      Hunter gives me a look of disapproval as he exits the cart. “You’re a little extra today, my friend,” he remarks, grabbing a club from his bag.

      Brushing it off, I finish my beer and reach for another one. “I’m just having fun. What’s wrong with that?”

      “I can tell when you are trying to compensate for something. Last night you practically closed the bar down singing karaoke with those women that were at least twice your age.”

      The memory makes me smile. He’s exaggerating. They were in their late thirties, tops. I grab my club and swagger onto the green. I’m still three under par, but it hasn’t been my best game. I always strive for excellence, no matter what I’m doing.

      I set the ball on the tee and line up my shot. “You’re just jealous,” I say over my shoulder. “I’m not stupid enough to strap myself down in my prime.”

      I hear him laugh as I send the ball soaring through the air. “Yeah, that’s what it is,” he says with heavy sarcasm. He walks up beside me and sets his ball. “You’re gonna have to talk about it sometime, and you know I’m the one you’re gonna talk to when you do.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re a shitty liar. Must be something you passed on to your sister.”

      A whistle escapes my lips. “Ooh, someone sounds bitter.” I step closer to him and give his shoulder a shove. “And you never did tell me what you were arguing about.”

      His jaw twitches slightly before he takes his swing. The ball veers far left, and he curses under his breath. At least I’m able to maintain my awesomeness under pressure.

      He cocks his head at me. “Did you know that Elliot is pledging a sorority?”

      “Yeah, but she doesn’t have to pledge, she’s a legacy.”

      “Don’t you think that’s something she should have discussed with me first?”

      I pat him on the back and then start walking back to the cart. “It’s not a big deal. Our mother did too, when she went to WVU. It’s tradition.”

      He’s on my heels as I reach into the cooler once more. They’re going down a little too smoothly this morning.

      “That’s nice and all,” he grumbles, “but it also means she’ll be going to frat parties and washing cars in her bikini.”

      I let out a loud laugh. “Oh, Hunter. Do you remember the shit we used to do in college?”

      He nods emphatically. “Yes, I do. That’s why I’m worried.”

      “It’s a rite of passage. You can’t expect her to limit her experience just because you’re excessively jealous over basically everything she does. You have to trust her.”

      “I do trust her,” he protests, grabbing a beer for himself. “I don’t trust drunk college guys trying to take advantage of her.”

      I lower my sunglasses from the top of my head and shrug. “I’m taking neutral ground on this one.”

      He slumps down in the passenger seat and sighs. “I guess it’s something I have to get used to. There’s a lot of things she’s going to do that I’ve already experienced before. It would be wrong of me to expect her to skip all the fun stuff.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s the most logical thing you’ve ever said.”

      “I love her. I know we have shit we’re going to need to work on, but it’s worth it to me.”

      That strange feeling returns to the pit of my stomach. Recently I’ve started to have similar thoughts. The major difference is, the girl I love doesn’t return those feelings. It was easier when she was gone. Finding ways to distract myself from actual emotions was fairly simple. Now that she’s back, all I can think about is how much I screwed up, and how much I wish I could find a way to fix it.

      I pause with my hand on the wheel, my eyes cast downward. “Charlie’s leaving again.”

      Hunter remains quiet for a moment, so I glance over at him and catch the sympathy on his face. It makes me angry. I don’t want anyone’s pity. This is my fault and I’m not too prideful to admit that.

      “Did you talk to her?”

      I grunt angrily and lean back against the seat. “Yeah, but it didn’t fucking matter.” I look over at him again. “She wouldn’t let me talk, and when she did, it wasn’t about anything important. She hates me.”

      “She doesn’t hate you.”

      “How do you know?” My words come out more forcefully than I intended, and he shrinks back. I sigh. “Sorry, okay? I’m just really fucking frustrated right now.”

      “I get that,” he says calmly. I’m about to interrupt and tell him that he doesn’t, but he keeps going. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but you need to tell her how you feel.”

      I laugh. “She doesn’t care how I feel.”

      Hunter turns in his seat and looks me directly in the eye. “Ollie, if you love her, you need to tell her. I don’t care if you’re afraid or want people to think you’re too much of a man to have feelings. I know you do.”

      I scoff and reach for my beer again. He groans when I tilt it back until it’s empty. I don’t respond to him. After tossing the empty bottle in the back of the cart, I punch the gas pedal to the floor.
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        * * *

      

      We didn’t talk about Charlie for the rest of the afternoon. He didn’t even make a humorous comment when I puked off the side of the deck when we were having lunch. I apologized to the waitress, but she seemed more concerned than anything else. I’m just going to chalk it up to going too hard. It has nothing to do with me being out of control and unable to handle my emotions. Nothing at all.

      Now I’m running so fast my lungs bleed. Each breath burns like hot flames, but I don’t stop. My feet pound the pavement, and each step brings me no closer to clarity. Snippets of my life with her flash in my mind and every scenario I try to change brings me right back to where I am now. Alone.

      I can’t be the only one who feels this way. I know she feels it too. It was in her eyes. The longing that’s kept me from sleep more times than I can count. We were never supposed to be apart. She belongs with me, and I belong with her. I know that.

      When I slow to a jog down the road from her house, I notice all the lights are off. By the time I make it to her driveway, I can already feel myself losing the internal struggle in my head. She doesn’t want to talk to me. She doesn’t care how I feel about her.

      I say this over and over again until I find the strength to walk up my driveway and away from hers. Tomorrow she’ll go back to New York and probably never think of me again, and I need to find a way to accept it.
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            Kissing Is The Easy Part

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte - Then

      

      I’ll bet Ollie can feel my glare from across the street.

      He’s currently getting ready to head to the lake for his annual end-of-school-year party. I’m sitting on my front porch playing cards with my Gram, refusing to go. After the stunt he pulled last night, I’m shocked he still expects me to.

      My Gram has been huffing and muttering under her breath the entire time. She has the ability to sense when there’s any discord between us. Lately, there’s been a lot.

      “Come on, Charlie. Out with it.”

      She speaks without looking up from her cards and I lean back in my chair, frowning.

      “What?” I ask, feigning innocence.

      Her eyebrow arches. “You and Ollie. Why isn’t he over here with an excessive amount of cologne on, sweet talkin’ you off this porch right now?”

      “I ain’t goin’ nowhere with Ollie.”

      She laughs. “I’m glad to see that public school education is giving you excellent grammar skills.” Her head nods over her shoulder. “I should have paid to send you down to St. Margaret’s. No boys there to make you look so miserable.”

      I fold my cards and shake my head. “Nope. I’m not miserable. I’m pissed.”

      “Well, what’d he do now?”

      I take a breath, pausing for dramatic affect. “He kissed me last night.”

      She snorts. “So? I bet he’s done it before.”

      “Not like this.” I lean back in my chair and cross my arms. “He was way out of line to kiss me like that.” I huff indignantly. “I have a boyfriend.”

      She scoffs. “He’s just your arm candy. That’s all Liam is.”

      “Ollie would argue that he’s arm candy, too.”

      Her head shakes and she gives me a serious look, leaning forward slightly. “No, honey. Ollie isn’t arm candy. That boy is liquid candy.”

      I laugh again. “What does that even mean?”

      “He spreads his love around to everyone. It’s like a force that can’t be stopped.” She smiles at me. “Then there comes a certain point when that love starts to coagulate, and it just lands on one person.”

      My mouth drops open. “That is the craziest thing anyone has ever said.”

      She shrugs, shuffling the cards in her hand. “It’s the truth.” She motions toward me. “You’re that person, dear.”

      I press my lips into a firm line and my eyes drift back across the street. Headlights are coming down the driveway and I have a strong suspicion which direction they’ll go. When they keep coming straight across the road, my Gram plants her hands on the arm of her chair and stands.

      “I’ll be inside, watching my program.” She nods to Ollie’s idling truck. “You put that poor boy out of his misery and quit being so stubborn. You can’t fight fate.”

      Before I can argue against her logic, she shuffles to the screen door. Ollie is walking up the sidewalk. I stand up with a sigh and walk to the edge of the porch.

      He shoves his hands in his pockets at the foot of the stairs, the bill of his cap pulled down low on his head. “Can we talk?”

      The refusal I had rehearsed in my head goes out the window when I see his face. He looks so sad my own heart clenches.

      “Yeah,” I say with resignation in my tone. I walk toward the stairs. “We can talk.”

      I follow him down the driveway until he stops beside his truck with his back to me. “I know I was out of line last night. I should have asked.”

      “No,” I say, stepping closer and grabbing his shoulder. He turns around to face me, his features guarded. “That’s not what I’m pissed about.”

      His eyebrows furrow. “Then why? If you wanted me to kiss you, then why are you freaking out?”

      “It was the way you kissed me.”

      He laughs. “Are you seriously insinuating that I’m a bad kisser?”

      The shocked expression on his face almost makes me laugh. Leave it to Ollie to somehow take this to a shallow place. It’s so much deeper than that.

      I shake my head. “No. That’s not what I mean.”

      This catches his attention, and the cockiness dissolves from his posture and morphs into doubt. “Then, what?”

      “It’s not fair of you to kiss me like I mean more to you.” I take a quick breath, blowing it out and meeting his eyes. “Like you actually love me.”

      Ollie’s own chest rises unevenly and he hesitates with an answer.

      “I do.”

      But that’s not what he says. Ollie would never imply that he’s capable of developing feelings such as love. That would be too much.

      After a moment he steps forward and reaches for my hand. When I let him take it, he tugs me forward until I’m up against his chest. He leans down close to my face. “I’m sorry I got carried away, but sometimes I can’t help it…” His voice trails off as he brushes his lips over mine. “I’ll try to control myself.”

      I close my eyes for a second, replaying his words in my mind. I want to be caught up in this moment, to pull him closer—deeper—but I can’t. I lift a hand to his chest, pushing him back a few inches.

      His lips are still slightly parted, waiting to assault me again with their firm softness. But that’s not even what gets me the most. It’s the throaty, low-pitched groans he makes while he’s kissing me. I don’t even think he realizes he’s doing it, but it’s the sexist sound I’ve ever heard.

      I have to put a stop to this.

      Ollie’s staring down at me, anxious. “What’s the problem?”

      I sigh. “You can’t kiss me like that anymore.” I stand straighter, crossing my arms. “You can’t kiss me at all anymore. I have a boyfriend. It’s not right.”

      He scoffs, making a lewd gesture with his fist. “Fuck that douchebag. He’s lucky I’m being so chill about it in the first place.”

      Something like a growl bursts out of me and his eyes widen. I ball my fist at my side, anger searing through me. “You have no right to say things like that, if we aren’t anything to each other. I’m not your girlfriend, you don’t belong to me.”

      He laughs, but it holds no humor. “So that’s what you think, huh?” He steps closer. “You think just because I don’t give you some title, that you don’t mean anything to me?” His head shakes firmly. “No. You don’t get to decide that.”

      My heart’s beating faster and I’m watching his mouth as he speaks. I wait for him to finally admit what we are to each other and quit making me pretend I’m not in a relationship with someone that I love.

      He doesn’t say that either.

      His jaw ticks and he shifts the direction of the conversation entirely. “We made a promise that some bullshit relationship wouldn’t come between us. That ‘we’ came first.”

      I shake my head, frustrated again. “I’m not letting him come between us. It has nothing to do with him and every fucking thing to do with you.”

      “Me?” His puts his hands on his chest like he’s completely blown away by my assessment. “What did I do? All I did was kiss you. If you didn’t want me to, you should have said so.”

      My eyes squeeze shut and I rub my temples with my fingertips. He’s infuriating to the point I want to scream. He talks in circles when he’s trying to avoid a subject he refuses to acknowledge. I know arguing with him will get me nowhere, and I’m going to end up going to his stupid party anyway—so I lie.

      “Fine,” I say, dropping my arms at my sides in defeat. “I don’t care if you don’t care. Let’s go.”

      I don’t even make it one step toward the truck before he grabs my arm. When I turn back to him, his features are soft again. “Tell me you don’t.”

      My mouth gets dry, so I wet my lips. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t want to kiss me.”

      Oliver has perfected that smoldering stare. He’s giving it to me right now and instead of melting into a puddle at his feet, I want to make a point.

      I inch forward until our lips are almost touching, and then turn my head so I’m speaking close to his ear. “I don’t want to kiss you,” I whisper. I give his cheek a light slap when I pull away, and continue to walk around the front of the truck.

      He jumps into the drivers’ seat a few seconds after I get in, but there’s a slight smirk pulling at his lips. I think he knows I’m full of shit, but I’m thankful he isn’t calling my bluff.
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      Oliver  - Now

      

      My face hurts. It’s probably because I passed out on the bedroom floor in the guest house last night, but I’m not willing to open my eyes yet. The room was spinning last time I did.

      The pounding in my head is amplified by a door slamming, and I flinch. With a groan, I attempt to push myself up from the floor, but my hand is stuck to something. I peek one eye open and sputter a laugh when I see the problem. It’s resting comfortably in a pizza box next to the bed. I forgot about my late-night snack.

      I pull my hand out of the box, and curl back into the fetal position, draping my arm over my eyes. Whoever is coming for me will more than likely open the blinds, and I’m not ready for light of any kind.

      Heels click loudly on the hardwood floor in the hallway and I brace myself for what’s about to come.

      “Ollie?”

      Elliot’s voice is laced with worry, but it fills me with relief. Thank God it’s her. She won’t yell at me. She loves me too much.

      The clicking stops and I hear her gasp. “Oh my God, Oliver. This has got to stop.”

      I squint up at her when she steps over me and walks directly to the fucking window, shoving the curtains back and allowing painful rays of sunlight to sear my retinas. I cringe, reaching for a blanket and pulling it around me as I sit up.

      “Jesus, Elliot. Could you give me a minute to adjust? Fuck.”

      She stands above me with her hands planted on her hips. Her current attire is more formal than usual, and it confuses me. Was I supposed to be somewhere?

      “You missed church.”

      Oh yeah. I laugh. “I think I’m beyond saving at this point.”

      “What’s going on with you? I’ve never seen you like this.”

      I shrug and she eyes the pizza box on the floor next to the bed with disgust. “Seriously, Ollie. What can I do?”

      While I admire her concern for me, I doubt she can help. No one can. The girl I love is a hundred feet away from me and it doesn’t matter what I do, she’s going to leave. My current plan is to drink myself stupid until I can forget she ever existed. To be honest, it didn’t work last time I tried, but I’m willing to give it another shot.

      Elliot kicks a T-shirt out of the way and sits down on the floor beside me. We stay silent for a moment, our backs resting against the bedframe. When she turns to me, her eyes are weary.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she says in a small voice. “You’re the one who helps me. I’m not used to seeing you this way.”

      The pain she feels for me makes it worse. I don’t want Elliot to worry. This isn’t the first time I’ve felt this way, but it is the first time I’ve allowed it to hit me this hard.

      I ruffle my hair with my hand and sigh. “I’m sorry, okay? I wish I could explain it to you better, but I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “It’s about Charlie though, right? She’s the girl you loved.”

      My throat closes up when she mentions her name so I just nod.

      “Does she know that?”

      I shake my head. There’s no point defending why she doesn’t. It doesn’t even make sense to me.

      “Then tell her, Ollie. I have to believe that maybe she came back for a reason. Do you want to make the same mistake twice?”

      When my eyes meet hers, the sincerity in them strikes me deeply. For someone like my sister to believe in fate, it has to mean there’s hope for me too.

      “She barely speaks to me. And when she does, it’s like she’s just trying to be nice.” I look over and meet her eyes. “She hates me, Elle.”

      Elliot puts her hand on my shoulder. “That can’t be true. Who could possibly hate you?”

      She winks at me and I laugh a little. “This may come as a shock to you, but I can be a real dick.”

      She bursts into laughter and my eyebrows rise. “How’s that funny?”

      “Oliver, you’re always a dick.” I frown and she stops laughing. “That’s part of your charm, though. Somehow it’s acceptable coming from you.”

      “Okay, but maybe I don’t want to be like that anymore.” I turn to face her. “At least not with Charlie.”

      “Then you need to show her. You can talk about it all you want, but actions speak louder than words. Make her see you’ve changed.”

      “What if I haven’t?”

      Elliot shrugs. “Then do it now. Be a better person, if that’s what she needs.”

      I groan, leaning my head back against the bed. “I wish it were that simple.”

      She laughs. I reach for the pizza box, but when I bring a slice up to my mouth she gasps and pulls it from my hand. “Ew, don’t eat that.” She tosses it back in the box with a look of revulsion. “Come to brunch with us at the Lodge. You’ll feel better.”

      She gets up from the floor and looks down at me expectantly. French toast and strawberries does sound tempting, but putting on a clean shirt doesn’t. I’d rather just wallow in self-pity all day and then hit the bar downtown for happy hour.

      I chew on my bottom lip. “I don’t know.”

      “Come on,” she says and then flashes a megawatt smile. “They’re having the crepe station you love so much.”

      I start to smile slowly. “Warm pastries do make me feel better.”

      She laughs. “See, you’re going to be fine.” She nods to the bathroom. “Get a shower and meet us out front in twenty. Hunter’s coming, too.”

      Elliot disappears around the corner and I release a long breath. It is probably a good idea that I pull myself together. For my sister to see me struggling speaks volumes. I need to find a way to chill and think about this rationally or I’ll lose her forever.
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        * * *

      

      Spending time with my family was nice, but when I get home later that evening, the emptiness returns full force. I think that’s why I surround myself with people all the time. I don’t have a chance to get lost inside my head, trying desperately to change the things I know I can’t.

      There are no do-overs. You get one chance to define a relationship, and what you choose to do with that chance is up to you. The only thing left to decide is whether or not the damage you caused is something that can be fixed. That’s where that one chance comes in. It’s the only time you’re given the opportunity to change the other person’s mind. Make them see you can be better, and that the future isn’t necessarily already written. We can create a new ending, if that’s what we want.

      I know I want that with Charlie. It doesn’t matter how long she’s been gone; I’ve compared every set of lips to hers since the last time I kissed her. I’ve searched faces in every crowd for one that looked like hers, but I always came up short. I even went to see her one night but was too much of a fucking pussy to say anything.

      As I pace around the end of my driveway, I think of that night. I memorized every detail so I could carry them with me. She looked happier without me.

      I stop walking abruptly, a sudden ache crushing the air out of my lungs. Through the gate, I can see Charlie’s car is still in the driveway. It’s like a cruel joke that I don’t know how much time I have left. In the past, I always felt like I had a lot of it. I remember hoping she would wait for me. Not wait for me to love her, I already did that. What I needed was time to get my shit together so I could be someone she deserved. I know I need to stop making excuses and tell her everything.

      With a newfound sense of purpose, I stop staring at her driveway and start walking toward it. I’m rehearsing in my head what I’m going to say, but I know it doesn’t matter. As soon as I see her all rational thought will go out the window.

      My footsteps sound heavy on her porch steps and my pulse starts to quicken. What if she sees me and won’t even answer the door? She was pretty upset last time we spoke and I doubt anything has happened to make her feel any different.

      But I can’t worry about that right now. I take a deep breath and knock on the edge of the screen door. I don’t exhale until the wooden door behind the screen slowly opens.

      Charlie is wearing sweats and has her platinum hair in a twist on top of her head. Her eyes seem tried when she looks at me, like she’s dreading what I’m about to say.

      “Ollie, you okay?”

      Her question surprises me. The last time I was standing in front of her, she couldn’t care less how I felt. I must look like shit if she’s worried now.

      This time I don’t lie. “No,” I say with a quick shake of my head. I grip either side of the doorframe and eye her through the screen. “I’m fucked up over this and I can’t accept how we ended our conversation last time.”

      Charlie releases the door handle and crosses her arms. Her walls are firmly in place and I start to second guess my ability to win her over.

      “I don’t know how to make it more clear to you. I’ve already accepted it for what it was. There’s no point in reliving a past we can’t change.” She huffs a laugh. “Besides, it’s been five years and you’ve gotten along just fine without me being around.”

      I shake my head more firmly this time. “That’s not true.” She rolls her eyes, but I don’t let it stop me. “I’ve thought about you—about us—more than I’ve thought about anything else.”

      Her expression is thoughtful for a moment and a flicker of hope sparks within me. But then she frowns.

      “Just go home, Ollie.”

      The door closes, but I refuse to walk away until she hears me. I press my face close to the screen, speaking louder.

      “You were wearing a blue dress. Your hair was darker than you usually keep it, and you looked nervous. I could tell because you were chewing on a fingernail. You always do that when you’re worried about something. You were trying to hide from the crowd before the show—but I saw you.”

      It’s silent inside the house, but I know she can hear me, so I keep going.

      “You danced to Adele and I held my breath the entire time. You smiled when you got a standing ovation, but I could see the tears in your eyes. You were relieved because you always doubt yourself. You could never see how perfect you are.” My words get caught for a moment and I clear my throat. “But I always knew.”

      I pause for a second and still nothing.

      “I waited for you after the show, but someone else was waiting, too. I don’t know who he was, but it was obvious what he was to you. I couldn’t bring myself to ruin one more thing for you if you were happy.” My palm falls flat on the sides of the doorframe, defeat rising in me once again. “I wanted to be happy for you. I tried so fucking hard.”

      I close my eyes and wait.

      Five seconds.

      Ten.

      Twenty…and then the door finally creaks open.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Leaning back against the door, I think I can hear Ollie breathing. It’s either that or it’s my heart beating so loudly in my chest that’s ringing in my ears. He’s wrong about me being happier. He didn’t know the ring was missing from my finger because I seldom ever wore it. Every time I put it on it felt like a lie, and so I avoided it as much as possible.

      It’s not that I didn’t love Jared—I did. I still do, but it wasn’t enough. He didn’t make my chest ache like the guy pressed up against my front door right now does. The one admitting for once in his life he made a mistake.

      I take a deep breath before turning around and pulling the door back open. Ollie lifts his head and stands up straighter. Instead of his usual smirk, his expression remains serious.

      “I mean it, Charlie. I missed you every day since you left. I went looking for you and when I found you, I found you with him—that guy from your Instagram.”

      My eyes narrow, easily slipping out of sympathy mode. “You stalked me online?”

      He shrugs, giving me half a smile. “Of course, darlin’. How else was I going to see your beautiful face?”

      Even though I don’t want it to, my stomach flips at his words. I think it’s the way he looks at me. It’s always equal parts possessive and lust, no matter what the situation. It’s like an electric current between us that never goes away. In a lot of ways, I think it got stronger. The urge to kiss him, to run my fingers through his hair, is almost unbearable. I’m used to touching him any time I want and it’s weird not to be able to.

      I push those thoughts aside and lean on the door frame. “Jared and I broke up.”

      He nods like he already knew that. I’m sure he could have probably pieced it together from his internet research, but Ollie’s not always the most observant person. It wouldn’t surprise me if he didn’t know.

      “Any particular reason?”

      Because he’s not you. “It just…didn’t work out. Not the right time.”

      Ollie remains quiet, shifting from one foot to the other. It’s a nervous habit he doesn’t usually possess. Oliver Monroe isn’t afraid of anything. He’s a champion. Champions never feel loss because they always win, right?

      His chest rises and falls heavily. “I miss you.”

      “Ollie—”

      He steps forward and grabs my face, cutting me off. “I’m allowed to feel that way, Charlie. I won’t let you pretend I don’t.” He takes a breath, his lips mere inches from mine. “And it’s okay if you’re mad at me. I’m mad at me, too.”

      I put my hand on his chest and push him back a little. His hair is sticking up more than usual, and he’s wearing a faded Central track T-shirt that I’m almost positive is from when we were in high school. He’s different, but in a lot of ways exactly the same. That’s not what gets me the most, though. It’s the ache in his voice that stabs me in the heart.

      Placing my hands on his waist, I give him a shake to get him to look at me. “Hey.” I wait for his eyes to meet mine before I continue. “You don’t carry all the blame. I made a choice, too.”

      I expect him to argue, but instead he wraps his arms around me and pulls me against his chest. He hugs me hard, and I relax my shoulders and melt right into him. It’s comforting to be in his arms. He still feels like home to me.

      My eyes close only for a moment and I force myself to open them again so I don’t fall too deep. I pull back again and his eyes flick down to mine.

      “You look like shit.”

      He laughs and the sound vibrates through me in the most wonderful way. “I’m still cute though, right?”

      A smile tugs at my lips. “Yeah, Ollie. You’re still cute.”

      “At least we can agree on something.”

      I slap him in the chest with the back of my hand and he grins. It lights up his entire face and illuminates a flash of the boy I used to know. The one who made me laugh more than he made me cry and never worried about anything. This version of him is melancholy and uncertain. It makes me feel guilty, even if I shouldn’t be, but it kills me to know I took away the brightness that used to shine from inside him.

      He may be able to hide it from everyone else, but I can see how broken he is. I just don’t think I’m strong enough to fix him.

      The room gets too quiet, and the heaviness creeps back into my chest. I’ve let him come this far; I might as well get it over with.

      “You hungry?” I ask, nodding to the kitchen.

      Ollie cocks his head, shooting me a look like I’m an idiot. “That’s was the dumbest thing you’ve ever asked me.”

      I laugh and reach out to tug at the front of his T-shirt. “Come on. I can at least feed you. You smell like you’ve been on a liquid diet.”

      Ollie pulls the front of his shirt up and sniffs. It snaps back and his shoulders shrug. “Must be seeping out of my pores. It’s been a long week.”

      My lips press into a hard line and I don’t respond. I’m well aware of the way Ollie avoids things. He calls it his coping mechanism, but I say it’s what he does when he wants to hide. A person can’t get caught if they’re never found.

      “Is that a yes?”

      He nods and flashes me another smile. I pretend it doesn’t make my pulse jump into my throat and head toward the kitchen.

      “You still have things here to make food?” he asks, following behind me.

      My stomach drops. I don’t want him to find out about this estate stipulation my Gram came up with. It wouldn’t be right to give him hope about something I’m not even sure can happen.

      “Yeah,” I say, as casually as possible. I walk toward the cabinet and scan the contents. Nothing but the bare necessities. “I can make spaghetti.” I glance over my shoulder. “The sauce will come from a jar and the noodles from a box, but it could be all right.”

      Ollie smiles as he slides onto a barstool at the counter. “You know I’m not picky.” He winks at me. “Whatever you make will be just fine.” He bites his lip and his eyes light up. “Do you have that twisty garlic bread you bake in the oven? That shit is bomb with spaghetti.”

      I laugh. “I doubt it. I can butter you a piece of sandwich bread.”

      He shakes his head. “No, that won’t work. I can call my mom to run some over.”

      “You’re joking!”

      “No,” he says, completely serious. “I know she keeps a stockpile in the freezer downstairs. She like fucking hoards it or something.”

      Setting the box of noodles down on the counter, I start to laugh. I can’t help it. “You haven’t changed much, have you?”

      The question wasn’t meant to be malicious, but his face falls a little anyway. He tries to brush it off with a short laugh. “Yeah, I guess not.”

      Silence falls between us once more, so I turn to the stove and get the water boiling. I stare into the steamy pot until his voice cuts through the air again.

      “Did you sell the house already?”

      My body stiffens with the subject I desperately wanted to avoid. I hate lying but telling the truth doesn’t feel right either. So I shoot for somewhere in between.

      “It’s not ready yet. There’s a lot of paperwork involved, and we have a few more steps to get through before it can go on the market.”

      “Are you going to stay here until it does?”

      Yes. “I’m not sure. Depends how long it takes.”

      “Can I see you while you are here?”

      This makes me turn around, the pot bubbling behind me. “What do you mean by that? Like, you want to fool around?”

      “No,” he says immediately, his brow creasing. “Not like that at all.” He puts his hand on his chest. “When I said I miss you, it’s you I miss. I want to spend time with you, talk to you. That’s what I want.”

      I turn back to the stove to momentarily ignore him. I need a second to process what he’s asking. After stirring the noodles into the water and adjusting the burner, I take another breath before facing him.

      “So, you want to be friends?”

      “Well, yeah…I guess so. That’s how it started before, and I thought maybe this time we could do it right.”

      I laugh once. “And what would ‘doing it right’ mean to you?”

      “Simple,” he says, and then his voice dips lower. “At the end of it, you’re still mine.”

      Despite every attempt to not let his words affect me, my mouth goes dry. “What if I never let you be more than a friend? What if that’s as far this goes?”

      Ollie studies my face for a moment, and I pray my uncertainty doesn’t show through. He can’t know how weak I already am, and we’ve barely spent any time together at all.

      After another beat, he shrugs. “I’d rather have you in my life as my friend, than be nothing and never see you again.”

      He sounds sincere and it makes me less hesitant than I was a second ago. But I need to set boundaries.

      I lean closer and point at his chest with a serious expression. “If we’re going to do this, we need to have some ground rules.”

      “I get that.”

      I sputter a laugh. “Do you? If we’re going to be friends, then we need to act like friends. A lot of what we used to do will be off limits.”

      “That’s fine,” he says and then smiles. “But I want you to know that I routinely make out with my friends. So that’s probably going to happen.”

      I huff. “You’re still ridiculous.”

      “It’s true.” He nods back to his house. “Ask Hunter, he’ll tell you.”

      This makes me laugh harder. “You probably do make out with Hunter. It would explain a lot.”

      Ollie pretends to be offended. “He wishes.”

      As amusing as this conversation is, it’s already making me question considering this deal. Acting the way we did is what got us in this situation in the first place, and I know from experience how easy it is to get lost in him.

      I shake my head. “I’m serious, Ollie. If you want to do this, we can’t cross any lines. At least not until we’re both on the same page with what it means.” His lips curl up, but I raise a finger and continue. “And I’m not saying that’s what’s going to happen. I’m not promising you anything.”

      He rises from his stool and walks around the counter. His arm reaches behind me and shuts off the burner on the stove, before taking my hand.

      He takes a breath and then looks me dead in the eye. “Charlie, I swear I’m capable of respecting any kind of boundaries you need to set with me. I’m just asking for the chance to show you I’ve changed.”

      Even though this is probably the worst idea ever, I nod anyway.

      “Yeah?”

      The hopeful smiles on his face breaks away any speck of resolve I have left, and I smile right back at him. “Yeah.”
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      Oliver - Then

      

      It’s the last summer before senior year and it’s going way too fast. I’ve been busy with football, which took a lot of time away from what I really wanted to focus on—Charlie.

      As far as I know, she and Liam still haven’t slept together. I’m sure it’s ridiculous to even be worried about it, considering the things that I do, but I can’t help it. I don’t want that experience to happen with him. With someone she doesn’t actually love. I want more for her, even if I can’t be the one she has it with.

      I have practice twice a day until our first game, and the guys are starting to notice I’m distracted. We’ve been running the same play for over twenty minutes now, and I can’t seem to get the ball in the right place. I clamp by jaw down on my mouth guard and set up for another run. Jimmy Wilson, my running back, gets in position, and I take a deep breath before bending down.

      “Green eighty! Green eighty! Hut-hut!”

      The ball flies into my hands, and I grip it tightly before drawing my arm back to throw a pass. Jimmy takes off down the field and hits his mark, but the ball falls short, and once again the whistle blows.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, and catch Hunter looking at something off the field uneasily.

      My eyes follow his and my stomach instantly drops. Someone is standing beside coach and it’s obvious he’s angry. That someone happens to be my father.

      Typically, parents aren’t allowed on the field during practices, but no one questions Mason Monroe. Once a star quarterback himself, he takes football as seriously as he takes his business—in a lot of ways, maybe more. Since he’s convinced himself football is the only thing I’m actually good at, he’s a little more than pissed at my current performance.

      I can feel the glare from behind his aviators when he crooks his finger at me. With a heavy sigh, I level a helpless look at Hunter before jogging over to him. He grabs the facemask on the front of my helmet when I get close enough, and drags me toward him.

      “What are you doing out there, huh?” When I don’t answer quick enough, he slaps the side of my helmet. “Answer me.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m just a little distr—”

      “Don’t give me that bullshit,” he seethes, interrupting me. “You want to ruin your ride? Scouts will be here in a few weeks. Do you really want to fuck that up because you’re worried about shit that doesn’t matter, when you need to get your head in the game?”

      You know what also doesn’t matter? My ride. This isn’t about money, it’s about winning. It’s about being the best at something because status is more important than happiness. If I don’t get recruited next year, I’ll still go to college. Fuck, my father could pay my tuition to any school in the country without batting an eye. But I know better than to question him.

      I shake my head quickly. “No, Sir.”

      He points his finger at my face. “You need to focus. I’ve seen you run that play flawlessly a million times.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again.

      He laughs once. “Don’t give me sorry. Get out there and fucking do it right.”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He gives a stiff nod toward the field. “Go. Don’t embarrass me.”

      My jaw is clenched tight and the adrenaline that usually runs through me is replaced with rage, but I don’t argue. I turn to rejoin my team and I don’t let the anger show on my face. Living up to perfection is what I’m supposed to do. Monroe’s don’t lose, and they never show weakness. Anger is a weakness, fear is a weakness—love is a weakness. Those are all emotions that you’re not supposed to feel. So I don’t.

      Hunter watches me carefully, waiting for the freak out. But I don’t let it come. I calmly call the play again, and this time, I don’t fuck it up.
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        * * *

      

      Almost every night, I spend my evenings with Charlie. Sometimes she comes over to swim or we go for a ride on the four-wheelers, but tonight I’m too exhausted for any of that.

      My body is drained after I shower and change into a T-shirt and a pair of basketball shorts. I take my time walking down to her house and even use the front door because I’m not sure I have enough energy to climb up to her window.

      She’s lying on her bed, scrolling on her phone, when I knock on her half-open door. I peek my head inside and she smiles. Her entire face lights up like I’m the most important person in the world. She has no idea how much that means to me. To feel like I’m important to someone. It’s not something I’m used to.

      “Hey,” she says brightly. She sits up and scoots to the edge of the bed, tossing her phone on the nightstand. Her expression shifts to concern when she eyes my posture, and she frowns. “Practice was brutal, huh?”

      I let out a bitter laugh and step inside the room, closing the door behind me. “You could say that.”

      “You want to watch a movie?”

      I nod, flopping down on the bed beside her, and leaning back to rest on her pillow. “Just let me close my eyes for a sec.”

      The sound of her laugh fills the room after my heavy eyes drift shut. I reach out my arm blindly for her. “Lay with me. Watch whatever you want while I rest for a minute.”

      The bed dips beside me, but she stays out of reach. “You could have stayed home and slept if you’re tired. I feel bad you came over.”

      I peek my eyes open and give her a look. “Get over here and relax with me.” My fingers inch across the comforter until they reach the bottom of her cotton shorts. She smiles at me before sliding over and curling into my chest. I tilt my head down and smirk at her. “See? Comfy, right?”

      She buries her face into my chest and then sighs, turning so she can watch the television. The theme song of some realty show starts to play, and I let my eyes close once more. When her hand begins moving through my hair, my body gets tingly and every over-worked muscle relaxes. She feels like home to me, and it brings me peace.

      

      The next time I open my eyes, it’s dark outside. The room is silent and a slight breeze blows through her open window. I watch the way the cool air makes the skin on Charlie’s bare leg prickle while it’s wrapped around me. Sometime after I fell asleep, our bodies became entangled. I’m not complaining, but I remember what happened the last time we crossed a line. I’m not willing to risk my friendship over some intense cuddling.

      I pull back a little and rest my head on the pillow facing her. It only takes a second for her lips to curl up around the edges, her eyes still closed.

      “Oliver, why are you watching me sleep?”

      I laugh softly and brush her hair behind her ear so I can see her entire face. “I’m sorry I passed out so hard. I really wanted to hang out with you last night.”

      Charlie’s eyes flutter open and her hand reaches over and laces with mine. “You did.”

      “Yeah, but I was sleeping.”

      “That’s okay,” she whispers. “At least you were here.”

      My eyes drift down to our hands and I rub my thumb along hers. “Good, because I really miss you. Football is fucking intense right now.”

      “I’m sure you’re doing amazing. You always do.”

      I shake my head, still not meeting her eyes. “No, I’m not. My dad’s been riding my ass about it, too.” When I look up at her, she has that perceptive look on her face. She knows when I’m fucked up about something without me needing to say it. “Scouts will be here soon, and I want to play for LSU.”

      She smiles. “Then you will. There’s no way they’d pass you up. You led the team to win State last year.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean anything. I can still fuck it up if I play like shit.”

      Charlie leans over and grabs the sides of my face so I have to look her. “You won’t fuck it up, Ollie.” Her lips catch mine briefly before she pulls back. “I believe in you.”

      Her declaration is nice and all, but I can only focus on one thing—she kissed me. I decide I can’t let this go. When she releases her hold on me, I hook my arm around her waist and draw her closer.

      Her eyes are wider when I lean down to her face. “I thought I wasn’t allowed to kiss you anymore.”

      She looks down for a beat and then back to me. “I know, but you looked like you needed it.”

      She seriously has no idea how true this is.

      I’m not usually one to take advantage of a situation, but I don’t want it to stop. I gently run my hand down to cup her chin and inch my face closer to hers.

      “You’re right. I do.”

      Her breath hitches before she leans the rest of way in and presses her lips to mine. She kisses me slow at first, pecking lightly over my lips. When she slides her tongue in my mouth, I lose the rest of my composure.

      My hands threads through her hair, drawing her into me as close as she can get. I kiss her breathlessly for so long my jaw begins to ache. I’m not sure what made us so vulnerable in this moment, but I don’t regret it.

      I know we’ll eventually have to talk about what this all means and where it’s supposed to go. But right now, I’m exactly where I want to be.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      “So, how many times have you let him kiss you so far?”

      Scarlett laughs after asking the question, and I stifle a groan. She called while I was getting ready, and now I’m sitting on the front porch swing waiting for Ollie to pick me up. It’s been four days since I agreed to try and be friends again, and this is the first time we’ve made real plans to hang out. I also made the unfortunate mistake of disclosing this information to my sister.

      “He hasn’t kissed me at all.” My voice is distant, and I twist a long strand of hair around my finger while staring across the street. “I think he’s wanted to, though.”

      She laughs again. “Of course he has. To be trying so hard means he obviously still has feelings for you.”

      “Is he trying though? I mean, yeah, he’s sorry, but that doesn’t mean he’s changed. He was sorry a million times. It never meant shit.”

      “True, but you guys aren’t seventeen anymore. Guys take longer to figure things out. It usually doesn’t happen until after high school and after four drunken years in a frat house. That’s how they discover the meaning of life and learn to start appreciating what they have.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “And when does this happen? During a beer pong tournament?”

      “I think so.”

      “Okay,” I say with heavy sarcasm.

      I stand to check my hair in the reflection of the window, suddenly feeling nervous. Ollie didn’t tell me where we were going. He just said to dress casual because there’s a possibly of getting dirty. I could feel the smirk through his text. He thinks he’s so clever.

      “You worried?”

      Scarlett must be able to read the anxiety in my silence and there’s concern laced in her voice. I sigh deeply. “Yeah, I’m freaking out. This is a mistake.”

      She pauses for a beat. “You don’t have to do this for me. If this is going to hurt you, then I want you to come home. Evan just got a pay bump, so I think we may be able to swing it in a couple months.”

      I shake my head even though she can’t see. “No, you don’t need to feel that way. It’s not the only reason I’m doing this.”

      “Do you mean that?”

      My chest tightens. “Yes. I’m already second guessing myself, but I can’t deny how good it feels to see him. My heart missed him way more than I’d like to admit.”

      “I think you just did.”

      Before I can discredit her comment, the loud rumble of an engine roars in the distance. I can’t help but smile because I know exactly what he’s doing. Moments later, Ollie comes riding across the street on two wheels, and screeches to a stop in the center of my driveway with a grin.

      “You ready?” he calls to me, the grin on his face spreading wider.

      I hold up a finger and lean into the phone. “I gotta go, Scar. I’ll call you later, okay?”

      She laughs. “Have fun.”

      I end the call without responding and shove my phone in my back pocket. When I start walking toward him, Ollie reaches back for a helmet and hands it to me when I make it to the edge of the sidewalk.

      “You wanna take a ride with me?”

      The glint of mischief in his eyes is so heartbreakingly familiar. It makes my chest squeeze. I nod and take the helmet from his hand and then strap it on. When I climb on behind him, my heart beats faster as I wrap my arms around his waist.

      His hand closes over mine and he tilts his head back to me. “Comfy back there?”

      I smile, nodding. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

      He heads out slowly around the back of my house and to the trail that leads into the woods. He picks up the pace, gliding through the trees and down the hill toward Cherry Bridge. It’s the only part of the road we have to cross before we reach the orchard.

      It’s a place we used to go to often when we were young. Before Ollie was old enough to drive a four-wheeler, we took our pedal bikes along the path and chased each other under the trees until the sun went down. When we got older, the days usually progressed with roaming hands and stolen kisses beneath the moonlit sky.

      We had a way of getting locked in our own little world where nothing else mattered but us. We didn’t take our cell phones and didn’t worry about anything daunting in those moments. It was just me and Ollie, and I can’t remember a time when I’ve been happier.

      He slows down again as we approach the archway of low-hanging trees that ends at the clearing by the pond. Ollie pulls over and cuts the engine, removing his helmet and turning his head to face me.

      “You still good back there?”

      I laugh once. “Yeah, you’re driving skills are still acceptable.”

      He grins, hopping off the quad and reaching his hand up to help me down. “I’d use a different word to describe my skills, but I’ll take it.”

      I roll my eyes, grab his hand, and climb off onto the grass. After setting my helmet on the front rack, my gaze drifts to the large tree behind us. The names we carved when we were ten are still there and it makes me smile. There are no hearts and promises of forever. Just the names of two kids who thought they could have it anyway.

      Ollie’s watching me carefully as I turn back around, gauging my reaction. Nerves tug at me hard and I wrap my arms around myself. “Do you still come here a lot?”

      He shrugs, his hands planted in the front pockets of his worn jeans. “Sometimes. If I need to be alone.”

      “So, you never brought anyone else here?”

      I ask the question even though I’m not sure I want to know the answer. I’d be lying if I said it wouldn’t bother me if he had. But he shakes his head.

      “Nah. This is our place. You’re the only person I’d ever bring here.”

      His answer makes the tension inside of me ease a little more. It’s stupid to feel jealousy over other people when we’ve been apart for so long, but I was never okay with some other girl touching what’s supposed to be mine.

      I don’t tell him that. Instead, I nod to the large bag strapped to the back of the quad. “What’s that?”

      He smiles, his smoky eyes lighting up once more. “It’s a surprise.”

      Ollie steps around me and opens the bag, pulling out a blanket and small Tupperware container. When he turns back to me, I can’t help but smile too.

      “Are we having a picnic?”

      “Something like that,” he says with a smirk. “You know I always like to have snacks available.”

      I help him lay out the blanket under the tree and then sit cross-legged on one side. He opens the lid of the container and the scents of chocolate and vanilla fill the air. “Elliot actually bakes pretty good.” He hands me a cookie before shoving an entire one in his mouth. His eyes close and he groans in satisfaction. “Mmm. So good.”

      I take small bite, nodding. “These are good.” I chew for a moment and shift my body so I can face him. “Does Elliot still dance?”

      “Um, no actually,” he says with a shake of his head. “She got serious about track sophomore year and put all of her focus into that.” He shrugs, reaching for another cookie. “She’s like that, though. Once she finds something she’s passionate about, she’s all in.”

      “Sounds familiar. I’ll bet some of your competitiveness rubbed off on her.”

      He gives a half smile before leaning on his side and stretching his legs out. “Yeah, it definitely did, but she’s a better person than me. Despite my best attempts to fuck her up, she turned out rather well.”

      I scoff. “I’m sure you wouldn’t have fucked her up. She idolizes you. She always did.”

      Ollie laughs. “Yeah, that’s what worried me. I’m not exactly the best role model.”

      I hate when he talks poorly about himself. No matter how confident he comes across on the outside, his insecurities always seem to be bubbling beneath the surface. Nobody can maintain that level of perfection all of the time. It must be exhausting.

      Without thinking, I reach my hand out and place it on top of his with a small squeeze. “That’s not true. You’re an incredible brother to her. Your heart is always good.”

      Something flashes in his eyes when he looks at me, but he turns his head quickly before I can decipher what it means. He stares toward the pond. “I try to be.”

      I pull my hand back and rest it in my lap, following his gaze. The silence that falls between us is heavy with so many things left unsaid. I’m not even sure I want us to talk about everything that went wrong. We’d be better off trying to start a new chapter instead of trying to rewrite the old one.

      But his face is still clouded with a sadness I just can’t take. With a comforting smile, I reach over and tug at the sleeve of his T-shirt. When he finally looks at me, his eyes are guarded. I think Ollie’s nervous, too.

      “You want to know what I think?”

      He nods. “Always, darlin’.”

      Heat creeps into my cheeks and I resist the urge to turn away. “I think you’re a good person, with a big heart, and you don’t give yourself enough credit. Even if it comes off wrong, you always have the best intentions.”

      When he smiles up at me, the urge to touch him again is too much, and I run my hand through the hair that falls on his forehead. He catches my wrist and tugs me to him, my hand falling to his waist.

      He wets his lips before he speaks and my stomach clenches. “You wanna know what I think?”

      “What?” My words are breathier than I intend them to be, but I always forget to fill my lungs with enough air when I get this close to him.

      “I think you give me too much credit, but I’m thankful that you do.” His finger traces my bottom lip. “And you better not kiss me right now, because if you do, I won’t be able to stop.”

      The aching in my chest is almost painful at this point, but I can’t allow myself to make the same mistake twice. I can’t fall this hard for him this fast. The momentum will shatter me into a million pieces.

      Instead, I turn my head to kiss his cheek and pull back with a smile. “Good thing one of us has self-control.”

      It’s a lie—but he doesn’t need to know that.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      I’m not gonna lie—for the past few days, you couldn’t beat the smile off my face with a stick. That’s how much of an improvement being with Charlie has on my mood.

      Many would say I’m a high-spirited person. The one who makes jokes all the time and never takes anything seriously. Because why should I? My life is already perfect, right? There’s nothing I should have to worry about.

      Sadly, that’s not the case. Being positive all the time is harder than feeling normal, human emotions. It’s a front I put out so everything I’m afraid of doesn’t leak through. I’m far from insecure—I know I’m fucking awesome—but I also know I have a few things I still need to work on.

      Being humble is also hard.

      Hunter senses my sudden spike in energy and grins at me from across the counter in the faculty lounge. I take a sip of my coffee and reach for more sugar packets, shooting him a questioning look.

      “What’re you so smiley about?”

      He grins wider. “It’s starting.”

      I shake my head immediately. “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes it is, you fucking pussy.” He walks around the counter and punches me in the arm enthusiastically. I glare at him because not only is he wrong, but it also kind of hurt.

      I rub my bicep with my hand roughly. “It’s not funny, dick.”

      He nods. “Oh, I think it’s very funny. You’ve been hanging out with Charlie for less than a week, and you’re already losing your shit.”

      “No, I’m being smart about this.” Hunter throws his head back and laughs shamelessly and I grit my teeth. “I’m fucking serious. I’m going to do it right this time with her. I won’t lose Charlie again.”

      “Charlie, huh?”

      My head snaps to the voice and my anger hits a new level. Liam strolls casually into the lounge with a knowing smile. Eavesdropping motherfucker.

      True to form, I remain calm when he steps in front of me and pulls the carafe from the coffee maker. He cocks his toward me while he pours. “You talking about Charlie Reed?”

      A smirk crosses my face and I lean on the edge of the counter. “I’m sorry, Nickles, but that sounds like none of your fucking business.”

      He continues to look smug although I’m not sure he has any reason to be. Or at least, I hope not.

      “I saw her last week. She said she doesn’t talk to you much.”

      I laugh once. “I do enjoy that you spend your time with her talking about me. Must seem like old times.”

      His grin morphs into a scowl and I know I’ve hit a nerve. “Speaking of old times, I see you two signed up to chaperone Fall Festival.”

      Already tired of the interrogation, I cross my arms. “So? Elliot’s passing her crown, of course I want to be there.”

      He huffs a laugh. “That explains why Hunter wants to be there.”

      I put my arm out before Hunter even takes a step. I laugh darkly. “I’d watch yourself. Make one more comment about my sister, and I’m letting him go.” I step closer to him and lower my voice to a muted growl. “And if you’re still conscious after he’s done with you, I’m taking what’s left.”

      Liam stiffens. “Well, I hope Charlie’s smarter this time around. It doesn’t appear that you’ve changed.”

      I grit my teeth and my jaw tenses. “Like I said, it’s none of your fucking business. Stay the fuck out of it.”

      There’s no point in arguing further and I think he knows that. We remain in a heated stare for several more seconds until he takes his mug and stalks out the door.

      My fist slams into the cabinet door and it springs back from the hinges, bouncing twice. “I fucking hate that guy.”

      Hunter steps toward me and places his hand on my shoulder. “Easy, there. Destruction of school property is almost as bad as hitting him.”

      “Yeah, well it doesn’t feel as good, that’s for fucking sure.” I shake out my hand and motion angrily to the door Liam just strutted out of. “I know what he’s going to do.”

      Hunter scoffs. “He’s not gonna do shit.” He gives me a small shake before releasing me. “She didn’t care about him then, and she doesn’t care about him now.”

      “What if she doesn’t care about me either?”

      “Come on, Ollie,” he says, slightly exasperated. “I know I like to complain when you act like an arrogant asshole, but I kinda want to see some of that right now.”

      I clench my teeth harder. “I know I’m better than that guy.”

      “So start acting like it. You’re always on my shit about lacking confidence and here you are walking around like you don’t know exactly what you need to do.”

      I shrug. “I don’t.”

      A short growl escapes his lips and he smacks the side of my head. I release a grunt of my own and he laughs. “Yes, you do.”

      Nope. Still nothing.

      Hunter shoots me a look. “Be yourself. Remind her of the reason she fell in love with you in the first place.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “I was an asshole. She left because I acted like myself.”

      He shakes his head. “Be a better version of that. Don’t fuck her around and act like you don’t care when you really do. Show her you can be someone she can rely on. Someone she can trust.”

      Trust. Can I trust myself not to fuck this up? I honestly don’t know.
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        * * *

      

      My evening run does nothing to calm my nerves. I’ve been trying not to be aggressive with Charlie since she agreed to try the friendship thing again. I think most of my problem is I’ve always been a little too much. I don’t want to push her away by being too forward too soon.

      After grabbing a water from the fridge, I head down the hallway to the stairs. My father’s voice coming from his study stops me as I’m reaching for the railing.

      “Oliver. A word.”

      His tone is stern, and I take a deep breath before turning around. I start to rack my brain for anything I could have done that might have pissed him off. Honestly, I think I’ve been fairly good lately, and that makes me more nervous.

      I give him my brightest smile. “What’s up?”

      There are schematics laid out on the desk he’s standing behind and he’s wearing his reading glasses. It must be a big deal, because he rarely puts them on. He thinks they make him appear old and getting older means that you’re getting weak.

      He motions me forward with his hand. “Come in here and take a look at this.”

      My eyebrows rise. “Me?”

      I mockingly look over my shoulder to see if there’s someone else behind me, and he sighs in frustration.  “Yes, you. I need your help.”

      I consider faking a small heart attack but decide that would be too much. Although my father does enjoy my twisted sense of humor, he’s actually being serious with me about something he never has before. I’m intrigued.

      “What is all this?”

      “Plans for the new addition to the resort. I want to expand into more warm weather activities than just golf.” He plants his hands on his hips, staring down at the plans strewn all over his desk. “I think it will increase occupancy.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      “It’s still in the early stages of planning, but I want to build an adventure park in the vacant wooded area beside the slopes. You know, like a zip line and a rope course. Kids love shit like that.”

      I nod, a genuine smile spreading across my face. He’s absolutely right. That sounds fucking awesome.

      “Yeah, dad. That would be cool.”

      He points to the center of the resort property where the lodge is located. “Unless we also expand and build another building for lodging, all of the activities must be easily accessible from here.” He slides his glasses off and looks me in the eye. “I want you to help me do it.”

      I almost laugh but catch myself just in time. I’m not trying to be a dick, but my father doesn’t ask me to do anything I could possibly fuck up. That definitely includes his business. Instead, I take a breath before asking my next question.

      “Help you do what?”

      His atypically calm demeanor starts to crack and the lines in forehead start to get deeper. “With the addition, Oliver. I want you to help me run it.” When I don’t answer fast enough, he cocks his head and gives me a measured look. “Unless you have better things to do.”

      I shake my head quickly, unwilling to let my sarcastic ass ruin this moment. “No, I totally want to help. I want to be a part of this.”

      “Good.”

      That’s the only response I get. He gives his attention back to his blueprints and I start to walk away. When I’m almost to the door, his voice stops me once again.

      “I look forward to working with you, son.”

      I stand motionless for a second, the gravity of his words truly hitting me. My whole life I’ve always felt like a walking disappointment. Never serious enough, never good enough to do the right things. And now I have the chance to change that. Not only for my father, but for Charlie, too.

      For the second time today, I find myself at a loss for words, but I somehow I manage to speak. “Me, too.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Fireworks (Part I)

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte - Then

      

      A loud shot goes off and I flinch. I can’t see down through the yard from my spot on the second story of the back deck, but I’ll bet Ollie is close to running out of dynamite to set off.

      I’ll never understand guys’ fascination with explosives when they’re drinking. Seems like an accident waiting to happen, if you ask me. I guess everyone is going a little hard tonight though.

      It’s the last full weekend before senior year starts, and Ollie is throwing yet another party at his parents’ lake house. He said it would be a small get together, but the three-story complex is filled to capacity, and there’s quite a few faces I’ve never seen before.

      Liam has been distant for most of the evening, and I’m thankful for that. He really dropped a bomb on me earlier, and I still haven’t given him a response. I can tell it bothers him. I’m leaning on the railing of the deck, watching him play beer pong with a couple of the guys from the football team. Ollie won the last round and is obviously trying to distract them by blowing shit up every two seconds.

      Another startling bang explodes into the night and I turn around and grip the edge of the railing, shouting down to him. “Knock it off before you blow yourself up!”

      A laugh rings out and I see two figures slowly walking up the yard side by side. Hunter comes into view first, amusement and intoxication written all over his face. Ollie points up to me with a grin and then walks in the downstairs entrance. With a sigh, I turn back to Liam who is now glaring at me.

      It’s no secret he’s uncomfortable with the relationship Ollie and I have. I can’t really blame him, considering the things we sometimes do when we’re alone, but he doesn’t know any of that. His hatred comes from a deeper place. He’s jealous of Ollie without even knowing why.

      I’ve kissed Ollie three times since I’ve been with Liam. Once was my fault, but the other times were totally him. It makes me feel all kinds of twisted up inside. Guilty for basically cheating on my boyfriend, and ashamed for wanting Ollie too much to care. It’s a line I thought my conscience would never let me cross, but here I am.

      When Liam misses his next shot, he mutters under his breath and takes another drink. It’s his sixth beer in the past hour and I know he’s about to get out of control. Fighting with him when he’s wasted sucks, and always happens when we’re at one of Ollie’s parties. So it’s more than I’d like.

      I set my cup down on the bench and walk over to him, lightly placing my hand on his back. “You okay?”

      He doesn’t look at me. “I’m great.”

      I pull my hand away with a sigh. It’s probably not the best time to get into it with him, but I know how far inside his head he gets when he drinks. I also know how Oliver gets when Liam drinks too much and tries to pick a fight with me. Either way, this night is on track to end in disaster. I just hope the next explosion doesn’t come from Ollie’s fists.

      As if he could read my thoughts, Ollie comes swaggering out of the sliding glass doors with Hunter, the two of them still cackling to each other. The guys at the table raise their cups in a salute, cheering some drunken bullshit I can’t understand. Ollie grins and walks over to stand beside me, throwing his arm around my shoulder.

      “You like the show?”

      “Anyone can blow shit up. I thought you said you were setting off fireworks.”

      “I am,” he says with a laugh. “Later, though. I’m working up to a grand finale.”

      Liam visibly tenses at my current position. We’re standing right next to him, and Ollie doesn’t give two fucks if touching me like this will piss him off. I decide that I do, though, and slip out from under his arm. He gives me a look and then mouths to me, “What?”

      I narrow my eyes and discretely nod to Liam, who has his back to us. Ollie rolls his eyes, never one to care about boundaries. I step toward Liam.

      “If you’re still mad about earlier, then we should talk about it. Getting drunk is only going to make it worse.”

      Liam slowly turns his gaze to me without saying a word. He glares for a second and then finishes the rest of his drink in one large gulp. He slams his cup down on the table and heads for the door, muttering on his way past me, “I’m going to take a piss.”

      I start to follow him, but Ollie grabs my arm. My eyebrow arches. “What?”

      He releases me and laughs. “Does he need your help? Stay here with me.”

      “No, I can’t do that.”

      Ollie looks offended. “Why not?”

      “Because he’s mad at me.”

      He scoffs and makes a mocking gesture with his hand toward the door Liam just stormed out of. “Fuck him, Charlie. He’s a little bitch.”

      As much as I want to agree with him right now, Liam has a right to be pissed at me. With a sigh, I grab Ollie by the shirt sleeve and pull him away from the rest of crowd to stand in the corner of the deck.

      I lean back against the railing and take a breath. “Liam told me he loves me.”

      Ollie’s entire body stiffens. “What does that mean?”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. There’s no way I can tell him what it really means. So I settle for a version of the truth.

      “I didn’t say it back.”

      And just like that, all of the tension in his posture releases at once. He shakes his head, laughing to himself. “Oh my God, you fucking scared me.”

      “Why?”

      He laughs again. “Because I thought you were going to be fucking him right here in my house.”

      Now I’m angry. “So, you’re saying that as soon as someone tells me they love me, I’m going to jump their bones, just like that.” I snap my fingers to accentuate my point and he flinches.

      “No, I don’t mean that at all.”

      I cross my arms, refusing to back down because he’s looking at me the way he is right now with those sad, deceiving eyes. As if he actually has real feelings inside of him.

      “Then what? Why would it scare you if I did?”

      He takes a step back, lacing his hands on top of his head. “I don’t know. I just don’t like it.”

      “That’s not a good enough answer.”

      Ollie drops his arms and throws them out to his sides, clearly frustrated. “What do you want me to say, Charlie?”

      His voice is louder than I would like and several people at the beer pong table look our way. I look back to Ollie and he’s genuinely confused—or at least he’s good at pretending to be.

      I roll my eyes, already done with this conversation. “Nothing. It’s whatever.”

      When I move to pass him, he steps in my path. “No, it’s not whatever. Say what you mean, or don’t say anything at all.”

      I laugh bitterly. “Really, Ollie? That’s what you’re going to say to me?” I step closer to him and lower my voice. “You’re one to talk. You’re turning this around on me so you don’t have to talk about it at all.”

      Ollie growls under his breath, his irritation peaking. “Talk about what?”

      “Exactly.”

      This time I make it all the way around him and storm inside the house to find Liam. I’m shaking with anger while I search all the bathrooms on the second floor. It takes until the third one for me to finally find him.

      He’s leaning over the sink with his hands gripping the edge of the counter when I walk up to the half open door. I push it all the way open and his eyes meet mine.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice hoarse. He stands up straight and leans back against the vanity. “I’m just so fucking tired of coming in second to him.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not true—”

      “Don’t even try to deny it,” he bites back, cutting me off. “I’m not fucking stupid.” He laughs to himself. “Or maybe I am. At least, that’s probably what everyone thinks.”

      Guilt returns and I wrap my arms around myself in the doorway. “You’re not stupid, Liam.” My voice is small and I’m afraid to look him in the eye. I don’t want him to see the indecision on my face. I take a shallow breath and slowly raise my eyes to his. “About what you said earlier, or, what I didn’t say, I…”

      He shakes his head. “I know why you didn’t say it.” I open my mouth to respond, but he keeps going, taking a step toward me. “Because of him.”

      “Ollie has nothing to do with this.”

      It’s a blatant lie, but I don’t want to have this fight here.  Not with all of the alcohol-fueled guys itching to jump into a fight—and Ollie would start one if he heard Liam speaking to me the way he is. I swear they love drama as much as they claim girls do.  It couldn’t be an ‘epic’ night unless someone gets punched.

      Liam’s laugh is louder this time, darker. He takes another step, pushing me out into the hallway. The music from the party echoes through the house, but here it’s muffled from behind a double door that lead to the stairs.

      He backs me up against the wall and cocks his head. “It has every-fucking-thing to do with him. You’re probably fucking him, aren’t you?”

      My face contorts in disgust. I give him a shove away from me and he stumbles back. “You’re out of line. We can talk about this when you’re not completely wasted.”

      I don’t get one step before he grabs my arm. “No, we’ll talk about it now. I want to hear you say it.”

      “Say what?”

      I try to pull away from him, but he pushes me back against the wall again. His lips form a cold sneer as he speaks, his face mere inches from mine. “That you’re fucking him.” He says the words slowly, enunciating every syllable for me. “Because that’s the only explanation I can come up with. Unless he’s the one you actually love.”

      I close my eyes tight and try to calm the racing feeling in my chest. This was eventually going to happen. It was only a matter of time before it got too out hand. I search for the words to say, but come up short under pressure.

      When I open my eyes again, he’s staring down at me expectantly. “I don’t want to talk about it anymore, okay? Especially not like this.”

      He blocks my path once more, but he doesn’t stay there for long. Without warning, Hunter comes around the corner and grabs Liam by the throat before slamming him into the closed door behind him.

      “You wanna put your hands on a girl? Why don’t you put your hands on me, huh? You’ll see what I do to you.” He squeezes tighter and Liam gasps for air. “Doesn’t feel good, does it?”

      My pulse skyrockets and I frantically scan the hall for Ollie. I expected it to be him that would get in the middle of this, but he’s nowhere to be seen.

      Liam tries to shove Hunter back, but his struggle has no effect. There’s a darkness in Hunter’s eyes that I’ve never seen before. He presses Liam’s head against the wall roughly, spitting in his face as he speaks.

      “She said she was done talking, so that’s your cue to walk the fuck away. You understand?”

      Liam growls something back that I can’t quite make out. It might have something to do with his cheek being smashed against the drywall.

      I’m so stunned by what’s happening, I haven’t moved. Several guys come barreling down the hall to intervene, but none of them are the one I want to see. They run past me and get in between Hunter and Liam, separating them to opposite sides of the hallway.

      Liam’s chest is still heaving with exertion, but now he won’t look at me. One of the guys from the team, Jimmy, says something in Liam’s ear and he nods. I remain quiet until they start to walk away.

      Hunter turns to me when they’re out of earshot. “What the fuck was that about?”

      He looks as confused and angry as I feel, but I can’t tell him. Not until I talk to Oliver—but I don’t know where he is.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      The canary yellow bikini Charlie’s wearing is fucking killing me.

      I can’t get up from my chair right now. I’m not complaining, but damn, my beer is getting low. Hunter is standing over by the grill, and I motion to him with my bottle. He rolls his eyes at me and reaches into the cooler. I grin and turn my attention back to Charlie.

      I somehow convinced her to come over to the house and have dinner with me, Elliot, and Hunter. Part of that included bathing suit attire, but she seemed surprisingly cool with it. Behind the protection of my aviators, my eyes drift back to her tits.

      A part of me has changed, yes—but there’s also a larger part of me that loves boobs a whole lot.

      I cock my head. “You having fun, darlin’?”

      She smiles, reaching up to mess with her ponytail again. Girls always hate to get their hair fucking wet. It doesn’t make any sense to me. Long, messy waves are sexy as hell. Pretty much everything she does reminds me of sex. It’s been about a minute since I’ve been laid, too—so there’s also that.

      “Yeah,” she says, and her reply pulls me from my salacious thoughts. “I haven’t seen your sister in such a long time.” She pauses to take a drink from her beer and then shrugs. “Except for on Instagram.”

      I laugh once. “So, you follow my sister, but you never followed me?”

      Her shoulders stiffen and I regret asking the question. I was doing so well.

      She shakes her head after a moment, her eyes distant. “I’m sorry, I honestly just didn’t want to see you. I didn’t want any reminder that you existed.”

      I grip my chest like she shot me. It kinda feels like she did. “Jesus, Charlie. Don’t hold back or anything.”

      Her eyes cast downward for a beat before looking up at me again. “There’s no point in lying to each other this time around.” Her finger traces absently along the top of the table. “It never did us any good before.”

      I hold my hands up with a smirk. “Full disclosure—I stalked the shit out of you.” She laughs and I lower my hands back to the table. “I’m fucking serious. I was constantly checking to see what you were doing. You don’t post much, so it was hard to tell.”

      Her chest rises unevenly. “Hard to tell what?”

      “If you were happy or not.” I say the words casually, but it visibly affects her. She sits up straighter, her back more rigid. “All I ever wanted was for your life to be satisfying.”

      She sputters a laugh bordering on bitter. “Satisfying?”

      “Yeah,” I say slowly. “I always hoped that your life felt complete.”

      Her lips press together and she shrugs. “All I ever wanted was a life with you in it.”

      My heart almost fucking stops and I struggle with my next breath. She said the words so casually, as if it was something I should have known all along. Like I didn’t suffer the past five years trying to survive a life without her.

      I swallow hard and prepare to make words come out of my mouth again when Hunter loudly sets my beer down in front of me. “Here ya go, bud. I know your legs are broken from kicking around like Michael Phelps earlier.”

      He grins down at me, but I can’t find the will to get offended. I just nod and reach for the bottle, tilting it back until it’s halfway gone. My eyes start to focus again and I try to remember what I was going to say.

      But I can’t. I can honestly say I’m at a loss for words. I lean forward and rest my elbows on the table, passing the bottle back and forth between my hands. I can feel Hunter looking at me, but I keep staring at the label as it swirls past.

      “You ready to eat then?” he asks, patting me on the back.

      I nod. “Yeah.” I push up from the table and reach for my beer. This time I finish it in one gulp and start walking toward the grill. “Let’s fucking eat.”
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        * * *

      

      We don’t bring up the subject anymore at dinner, and for that I am fucking grateful. I need this time to think. But while I take time to think about it, I start doubting myself. Maybe her statement doesn’t mean as much as I think it does. I could be overthinking this, and stressing myself out for no reason.

      Elliot and Hunter are back in the pool again—splashing around and being disgusting—and Charlie and I are sitting on the edge at the opposite end. Our feet are dangling in the water, but she has a hoodie zipped over her bikini top now. It’s nearly dark, and I know I’m running out of time to say something.

      “I think they’re so cute,” she says, breaking the silence.

      I look across the water to see Hunter lift Elliot into the air and toss her into the deepest part. When she emerges again, she laughs, and there’s something about the way he looks at her that makes my own heart twitch. It’s like she’s his entire world. I know exactly what that feels like.

      “Sure,” I say dismissively. “I’m actually glad they ended up together.”

      Charlie gives me a sideways glance. “Really?” She shakes her head and laughs. “I’m surprised you’re so chill about this.”

      “I trust him more than anyone. He’ll take care of my sister, and that’s all that matters to me.”

      Her foot swirls in a circle, making small waves in the water. “That’s good. It’s nice to be with someone that makes you feel secure.”

      I can’t help but take her comment personally. It’s no secret I had quite a few selfish habits back in the day. I’m starting to wonder if it’s too late to change her perception of me.

      Silence falls between us again and Hunter and Elliot are getting out of the pool. He wraps a towel around her, and they walk over to us.

      “We’re going to call it a night,” Elliot says, tightening the towel around her waist. “I have an early class tomorrow, so I have to get back to campus.”

      Charlie smiles. “It was nice to see you. We should do it again sometime.”

      Elliot smiles back, and then turns toward me. I think she’s happy I’m actually trying to have a relationship with someone.

      Hunter pats me on the back and gives me a wink. “I’ll text ya later.”

      I give a wave behind my head as he’s walking away. “Later.”

      Charlie lifts her feet out of the water, shifting to me. “I should probably get going, too.”

      My pulse quickens and I reach for her hand. I don’t want her to leave yet. This is the first time we’ve been alone all night, and I still haven’t said anything important.

      “You don’t have to.”

      She looks down at my hand on hers and then back to my face, indecision clouding her features. After a moment, she pulls her hand from mine and stands.

      “I really should.”

      I push up from the pool deck and stand in front of her. She’s messing with the strings of her hoodie—my hoodie—still unsure of what to do. I can’t help but get a primal feeling inside of me, seeing her in my clothes. There’s something about it that makes me want to get all caveman and claim her for my own. I actually claimed her a long time ago, but now I need to figure out a way to keep her.

      A smirk plays on my lips and I nod to the opposite end of the pool. “We could go in the hot tub.”

      She smiles a little, finally meeting my eyes. “Probably not a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      I give her my most innocent smile and she bites her lip. “You know why.”

      I step closer to her and lean down. “Charlie, I’m not going to kiss you, so you can stop trying to tempt me.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “You don’t have to,” I say, my voice low. I reach over and run the pad of my thumb along her bottom lip. “Every time you look at me like that, I want to.”

      She takes an uneven breath. “Like what?”

      When I lean in, she shakes her head and turns away from me. “Ollie,” she says in warning. “Don’t.”

      I pull back, slightly wounded. “What?”

      “Because if I let you kiss me, I won’t be able to stop.” She levels a hard look at me. “And I said we could be friends. I don’t know if that will be enough for you, but right now it’s all I’m willing to offer.”

      She turns to walk away, but I gently grab her arm. “Charlie, wait. There’s a few things I need to say.”

      I can tell she wants to argue, but instead she wraps the oversized sleeves of my hoodie around her and gives a nod for me to continue. I take a breath.

      “First of all, I need you to know that I really am sorry. I never wanted you to hurt because of me. That’s the last thing I ever wanted, and I know that you did.” I put my hand on my chest. “Being friends with you isn’t settling for something less. I would take having you in my life in any form, rather than not having you in it at all, because all I ever wanted was a life with you in it. It doesn’t matter how, I just want you to be here.”

      Her expression softens and her lips puff out with another sigh. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up, okay? I missed you too, and I’ve enjoyed the time we’ve spent together so far.”

      This makes me smile, even though my stomach is twisted into fifty different knots. I can’t let her see how difficult this is for me. Not until I can make everything right.

      “I’m happy if you’re happy, okay?” I pull her into a hug, and she doesn’t push me away. Her arms come around my waist and I sigh. My lips brush the side of her head. “That’s all that matters.”
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      Charlotte  - Now

      

      It was hard to say no to Ollie last night. Not because I’m not used to it, but because I didn’t want to.

      My heart was screaming to give in, rip his clothes off, and fuck his brains out in the hot tub. But I’m more rational than that.

      I know what taking that step would mean. If we give in, we’d be practically ravenous toward each other. Both succumbing to blinding fits of jealousy and mind-blowing, out of our minds with madness, sex. Like, all the time. Ollie can go for hours without stopping. That’s why I never laugh when someone jokes about his stamina. He’s got it for days.

      My cheeks are no doubt flushed when I step inside the diner downtown. I’ve been feeling kind of stir crazy in the house all day. Not working or dancing isn’t something I’m used to. My life was constantly moving without even the slightest interruption to give me free time. Now it’s silent. All I do is think. All I do is relive every memory I’d locked away when I left. It hurts terribly when I don’t. That ache I have for Ollie. I missed him more than I ever imagined.

      Every breakup is hard, and I knew that—but this was insufferable. I spent the biggest part of my life loving him with every ounce of my soul. Separating myself from him was like severing a part of my own body and desperately wanting to forget I ever knew what it felt like to have it.

      The lady at the counter is staring at me, tilting her head in annoyance. I suddenly realize I haven’t said anything and I have no idea how long I’ve been lost in my thoughts.

      I flash quick smile. “Pick-up for Reed.”

      The smile she gives back to me is forced, and she snaps her pad of paper closed. “It’s almost ready. Can I get you something to drink while you wait?”

      “Just a water, please,” I say, sliding onto the vinyl barstool at the counter.

      She gives me a nod and turns back toward the kitchen. I hold my purse in my lap while I wait, my eyes scanning the walls I used to know by heart. When Ollie wasn’t forcing me to eat pizza made into squares, he was bringing me here.

      We’d sit in the back booth for hours sometimes. He’d eat a couple burgers and still finish the rest of my root beer float. I used to think we talked about everything. It always felt that way. I know for a fact he told me things he never told anyone else. Probably not even Hunter.

      But that’s how Ollie was. He became a completely different person when we were alone.

      “Charlotte!”

      It’s a high-pitched voice that can only belong to one woman. I turn to see my old dance teacher from when I was little. I start to smile and stand up from my stool. “Jen. How are you?”

      She throws her arms around me and brings me in for a hug. “It’s so good to see you.” She pulls back to hold me at arm’s length. “I think the last time was in New York, at Lincoln Center. That showcase was beautiful, simply brilliant.”

      My cheeks flush again. I never was one to take a compliment without getting embarrassed. “Thank you.”

      She smiles, adjusting her purse strap on her shoulder. “Well, what brings you home? Will you be here long?”

      The knot in my stomach twists every time someone asks me that. I don’t want Ollie to know, and this is a small town. Gossip travels fast.

      “I’m taking some time off to clean up loose ends with my Gram’s estate. Last season was so busy I was thinking about taking a break, anyway.”

      “Oh, well we all need a break sometimes. I’m actually looking for another instructor to help prepare for the fall and winter showcases coming up. Missy’s on maternity leave until the beginning of the year, and it’s been a struggle finding what I’m looking for.”

      I nod, silently praying she doesn’t ask me. I don’t need another reason to stay here longer than I have to. “I’ll ask around,” I say quickly.

      The waitress returns with my food and I reach in my bag for my wallet. I lay several bills on the counter and turn back to Jen. “It was nice to see you. I’ve been running into a lot of people since I’ve been back. It feels nice.”

      She pats my shoulder. “You too, dear.” She leans in closer. “I do hope you’ll drop by the studio soon. It’d be nice to have you around.”

      “Sure.”

      My response is sincere, but I grab my order and turn for the door so I don’t have to elaborate further. When I make it to my car, I sit with the engine idling for a moment, my hands on the wheel. Everything’s starting to feel so familiar and it’s scaring the shit out of me. I need to tread carefully with Oliver.

      I need to remember why I left in the first place.
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        * * *

      

      It’s Sunday and I’m doing laundry when I hear a tap on my window. I listen for it again and right on cue, there’s another ping. With a sigh I walk down the short hallway to my bedroom and pull the curtain back. Ollie grins up at me, holding a plastic bag in his hand. I lean down and raise the window.

      “What are you doing, Ollie?”

      He lifts the bag up. “I brought snacks.”

      “For what?”

      “To hang out. I know you want to watch the new episode of the Kardashians with me.” He laughs once. “Can’t believe that shit’s still on.”

      I laugh too, but then bite the inside of my cheek nervously. If I let him in my window, he’ll be in my bedroom. Nothing good starts with that combination.

      “It’s late. Don’t you have school in the morning?”

      He smiles. “That sounds like something you’ve said before. I think I’ll be fine.” He shifts around on his feet for a moment. “Are you going to let me up or not?”

      If I’m not mistaken, Ollie looks nervous. That’s definitely a trait I’ve rarely seen in him.

      Before I can change my mind, I slide the window the rest of the way up. I glimpse his cocky grin before I step back into my room and take a seat on the edge of my bed. Several seconds later, he climbs inside with a skill he mastered when we were twelve.

      He tosses the bag to me. “I got all your favorites. Twizzlers, gummy bears, and that cheap popcorn that tastes better than the expensive stuff.”

      I hold the bag in my hand, motionless while he looks around my room. He takes everything in and then flops down next to me. “It still looks the same.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t change much.”

      Ollie is quiet for a moment and then he turns to me and smiles. “Well, I like it.”

      Nervous energy flutters inside me and I reach around him for the bag of snacks, seeking a distraction. I pull out the packet of popcorn and hold it up. “Still like it burnt a little bit?”

      He’s smiling, but it’s subdued. “Yeah, I do.”

      

      An hour later there’s a half-empty bowl between us and about a dozen various candy wrappers. We’re lying side by side on my bed. Ollie has one arm resting behind his back, and I’m somewhat curled on my side, as close as I can get without actually touching him. Cuddling is a gateway drug. Once you get a taste, it’s only a matter of time before you’re begging for the hard stuff.

      We watched the new episode of the Kardashians, with minimal commentary from Ollie—which is weird because he loves mocking people, and now some movie has started to play. I’m trying to figure out if I’ve seen if before, but Ollie’s behavior is distracting me. I’m discreetly watching him out the corner of my eye, gauging his mood.

      He’s chewing on the tip of a Twizzler, his eyes distant. “I could’ve played football sophomore year.” He looks over at me. “At WVU. I got cleared to play, and they wanted me.”

      I give half a smile, wondering where he’s going with this. “That’s good. Why didn’t you?”

      He shrugs, turning away to face forward again. “I didn’t want to. It’s not because I couldn’t. My knee’s perfectly fine now.” He shoves the rest of the Twizzler in his mouth and reaches into the bag for another one.

      I sit in silence for a minute, processing his words. It’s like he’s always inside his head, and never says quite what he means. I’m not sure I want him to be clear. My own clarity has been hazy since I got back.

      I push up on my elbow and nudge his side so he looks at me. “Ollie, I’m not sure what you’re talking about. I never said anything to make you feel bad about it, did I?”

      He shakes his head. “No, but I just wanted you to know that I’m not completely broken.” His eyes land on mine. “If that’s what you were worried about.”

      “I’m not worried.” I smile and give him a wink. “I know you’re a champion.”

      This causes a small laugh to bring some brightness back to his eyes. “If you think so.”

      He looks away from me again, his attention moving back to the television. I can’t focus on this movie anymore. Not that I could anyway, because now I’m lying against him and his hand is drifting further and further down my back.

      His fingertips dance slowly along my spine until he rests his hand on my waist. Every few moments his fingers lightly tickle my back inside my T-shirt, and run along my bare skin. It practically lights my body on fire.

      To be honest, it was my fault we took that step in the first place. I pushed our boundaries way further than he ever did, and he never tried to get me to stop. Ollie was always very eager to be intimate with me. I used to think that it was because he was like that with every girl. Always sleeping around with anyone who said yes, not thinking twice about it.

      But now I’m not so sure.

      I slide my arm around his waist, resting my head on his chest. He stiffens at first, but then his lips press to the side of my head and he squeezes me tighter.

      It doesn’t take long for my eyes to get heavy and drift closed. I haven’t been able to sleep very well since I got back, but right now I’m completely calm.

      I don’t care if I wake up tomorrow and he’s still beside me. It couldn’t possibly hurt as bad as when he wasn’t.
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      Oliver - Then

      

      Her back is pressed up against the door and my tongue is in her mouth. She kisses me eagerly, small moans clawing up her throat and straight into me. When her hand travels down my pants, I think we may have a problem.

      Sophie Hudson is from one district over and has been eyeing my shit since sophomore year. Their athletic department is far less superior than ours, so you can hardly blame her. She caught me in the hallway outside the bathroom about twenty minutes ago. I didn’t think twice before taking her to my bedroom after she whispered in my ear and grabbed my cock. I like a girl who knows what she wants.

      But now I can’t get into it. She’s sucking on my neck and stroking me at the same time and my dick’s not giving a single fuck. I barely have half a chub even though this girl is seriously hot. Long blonde hair, short tight jean skirt, and—of course—a lovely little cropped tank that accentuates her perfectly round tits. I should be shoving my face in them right now, but my mind is elsewhere.

      I keep thinking about the argument Charlie and I had not even half an hour ago. I get it—Liam’s her boyfriend, but he’s a fucking douche. If she could give me one decent reason she wants to be with that guy, then I’ll be happy for her.

      But she can’t. All she ever says is he’s nice and he cares about her. That doesn’t sound like love to me. It sounds like safe.

      I think Sophie’s getting frustrated, because her hand starts to slow. She tilts her head back and breaks away from my mouth. “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing,” I say, my breathing slightly labored. It’s been exhausting trying so fucking hard to get fucking hard. I lean down and kiss her roughly before pulling back. “I’m great.”

      “You don’t feel great,” her voice trails off and she nods her head at the space between us. “You don’t like this?”

      “No, baby. I love it.” I grip my hand over hers and squeeze, moving up and down with her. I close my eyes. “Just like that.”

      When she leans in and moans beneath my ear, I think we might be getting somewhere. My thoughts start to cloud together, but then a firm series of knocks startles us both.

      “Ollie, you in there, motherfucker?”

      Hunter’s voice growls through the solid oak door and I clasp my hand over Sophie’s mouth. I pull my hand back and put a finger up to my lips for her to be quiet.

      “Yeah. What you need?”

      He laughs darkly. “I suggest you put your dick away and get out here.” There’s a pause and I hold my breath. “Charlie and Liam just got into it in the hallway downstairs. I thought you’d want to know.”

      Any last chance of getting an erection goes out the window, and I take a quick step back as I button my pants. There’s a pout on Sophie’s face when I look up at her, but she doesn’t say anything.

      “I’ll be on the deck,” Hunter says, and then I hear him stomping down the hardwood floors outside the door.

      It’s quiet again and I run my hands through my hair. “I’m sorry,” I say and nod to the door. “I have to take care of that.”

      She nods, adjusting her skirt to a less obscene length. “I figured. You seem like the kind of guy who would cheat on his girlfriend.”

      I sputter a laugh. “Excuse me, what?” I motion to the door again. “That’s not my girlfriend.”

      She shrugs, unaffected. “Whatever. I’m just saying you have a reputation.”

      It shouldn’t surprise me she’s telling me this. If I’m known for being a fuckboy, I earned that shit. But right now, it sucks to hear. Now’s my chance to really be there for Charlie. Maybe by some fucking miracle she might want me, too. I don’t deserve her, but I can’t stand to see her with other guys anymore.

      I look back to Sophie and flash a smile. She doesn’t need to know my moral struggles. That’s not hot. “Maybe some other time?” I lean down and kiss her cheek. “You’re sweet.”

      She giggles in my ear and my work is done. She’ll go to school on Monday regaling her friends about hooking up with me and how sweet I was for caring about my friend. No harm, no foul.

      They don’t need to know I’m an actual person, too. That I have feelings and shit. They just stay inside, where they belong.

      I’m rushing down the stairs through the long hallway that spans most of the second floor. The walls are open on one side, a balcony down to the floor below. My eyes scan back and forth, searching for Charlie. Tucker Vaughn, a guy from baseball, nudges my arm when I’m at the top of the stairs, halting me.

      “What’s up?” I ask, appearing casual.

      He grins. “Dude. I was just gonna ask you the same thing.” He takes a sip from his plastic cup and leans into me. “Everyone’s talking about Hunter choking Liam. What the fuck’s that about? All the girls are in the kitchen.”

      I think my heart gets lodged in my throat. He choked him? I need to know what happened right fucking now.

      “Excuse me,” I say in a clipped tone, shoving past him.

      I take the steps two at a time and round the corner to the stone archway that leads to the vaulted kitchen. As he said, two dozen cheerleaders are gathered around the large granite island, whispering and sipping cups of punch spiked with moonshine. The only thing scarier than large groups of girls is large groups of shit-faced girls. Especially after a boy fight. They love drama.

      Twenty sets of eyes turn my way as I step into the kitchen. Charlie’s seated at the edge of the counter and her eyes widen when they meet mine. She stands up from her stool and I quickly close the distance between us.

      My hands run down her arms, my eyes surveying her closely. “Are you okay?” I pull her closer and grab the sides of her face. “Did he fucking hurt you?”

      “No,” she says, pulling away from me. “Hunter seriously overreacted. It was nothing.”

      “It was not nothing,” Britney Collins chimes in from the island. She flinches when Charlie glares at her over her shoulder. Then she looks at me. “He had her shoved against a wall in the hallway, yelling in her face. He deserved it.”

      My jaw tenses and I clench my fist. “Is that true?”

      Charlie doesn’t falter, her posture remaining rigid. “No. He had every right to be mad. He didn’t hurt me, I wasn’t afraid.”

      I shake my head, my nostrils flaring. “It doesn’t fucking matter.” I point my finger at her. “He shouldn’t get in your face like that.”

      “Ollie—"

      I spin around to go after the motherfucker, but Charlie lunges forward and clings to my arm. She tries to hold me back and even though I could easily get away, I stop. “I’m not going to let him treat you that way.”

      She grunts and lets go of my arm. “It doesn’t matter. Jimmy took him home twenty minutes ago.” I face her and she shrugs. “And anyway, five minutes ago he texted me, and it’s over.”

      Now I really do forget how to breathe. Or at least it feels that way. I take a step closer to her, unaffected by the audience of gossip-crazed girls behind us.

      I swallow the lump in my throat, desperately wishing I had a beer right now. “Is that what you wanted, or did he—”

      “I did,” she says, cutting me off. “He asked me to come to his house and talk to him, but I told him I was done. I can’t do it anymore.”

      For some reason, I laugh. Not because any of this is funny, far from it. It’s just so crazy to me that this girl could possibly have feelings for someone like me. I don’t think it’s narcissistic for me to assume this. Why else couldn’t she love him, if she doesn’t feel something for me instead?

      She looks confused, so I reach for her hand and walk her into the hallway. The eyes follow us until we disappear around the corner. When I turn back to see her face again, she still looks upset.

      “What?” I ask innocently.

      Her brows furrow. “Why was that funny?”

      I shake my head and wrap my arm around her, bringing her to my side. “It wasn’t funny, darlin’.” I kiss the side of her head. “I swear, okay?” I wrap my other arm around her and hug her tighter. “I’m just glad you’re okay. I should have been there. I’m so sorry.”

      She buries her face into my chest and doesn’t say anything for a moment. I continue to hold her, my heart no doubt thumping so hard she can feel it. This is when I need say it. I have to say something.

      I run my hand down the back of her hair and pull away to see her face. My mouth opens to speak, but she beats me to it.

      “Ollie, he had every right to be mad, and I lied to him when I said it wasn’t about you,” she says, looking up at me. She takes a shaky breath. “It’s always about you.”

      Her words crush me from the inside out, and I lean back. I release a heavy sigh before leveling her a helpless look.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      My words are a strangled whisper against the music still pulsing in the background. The house is filled to the brim with people, and I never imagined we’d be having this conversation here.

      Charlie appears frustrated and that makes my stomach dip lower. I don’t want to say the wrong thing. I want to tell her to be with me. But the words keep getting caught in my throat, no matter how hard I try to force them out.

      If we get together and break up, that would be the end. We could have one stupid, meaningless fight and everything we ever had would be over. How could I ever accept that?

      Fear starts to overpower my emotions as she steps closer to me. Her hands land on my waist and she tilts her head up to look me in the eye.

      “All I want is for you to only be with me, and I’ll only be with you. We don’t have to define it any further than that. But I don’t want to pretend anymore.” Her hands grip me tighter and my dick suddenly remembers what its purpose is. “I want my first time to be with you.” She leans up on her tiptoes and presses her lips to my neck and my entire body shivers.

      It doesn’t take a genius to decipher the meaning behind her words, and I don’t question her. I thread my hands through her hair and draw her face to mine, kissing her shamelessly in the middle of the hallway.

      People stumble past, snickering or murmuring words of encouragement. They could throw things at us and I wouldn’t stop.

      All I want is to kiss Charlie anytime I want, and to be the only one who gets to do that. If she gives me more, then it’s bonus. Getting her all to myself is all I ever wanted.

      And now I have everything.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      Charlie’s still in my arms the next morning when I open my eyes.

      Sometime during the night, she curled up closer and pulled a blanket over us. Her leg is hooked around mine, our bodies half facing each other. I turn my head on the pillow and watch her. I watch the way her lips are slightly parted and the gentle breaths she takes. The concern she had on her face last night is noticeably gone.

      I’m sure it doesn’t make sense to her, but I worry about what she thinks of me. I didn’t go off to school and become some football legend, get drafted into the NFL, or any attain any other glory I thought I was destined to achieve. She didn’t expect me to still be here. I feel like I’m a disappointment, in more ways than one.

      That’s why I’m determined to make my father’s adventure park project work. However, my current outlook isn’t optimistic. He has the exact same attitude as I do, so maybe we’re too similar. But I know that’s not the real problem. He doesn’t think I can be serious. I’ve shown him time and time again that I’m more than capable of fucking shit up and not giving a single fuck. That could be the problem.

      I don’t get to stay lost in my thoughts for long because the next time I look over at her, she’s staring back at me. I tuck her hair behind her ear. “Good morning.”

      She smiles, but there’s something shy about it. “Good morning.”

      A light blush illuminates her cheeks and my heart starts to beat faster. There was always something more intimate about lying in bed with her, fully clothed, wrapped in each other’s arms. My lips ache from wanting to kiss her so badly. It’s been so long that my willpower is rapidly fading.

      She’s waiting for me to say something. I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind.

      “I’m sorry I stayed.”

      Charlie laughs, and it vibrates along the parts of us that are still pressed together. “No you’re not.”

      “Yeah, I’m not.” I wink at her and she pulls her leg from between mine.

      She turns onto her back and sighs. I’m anticipating some kind of speech about how we shouldn’t have done this, and what a mistake it was for her to let me be here. But she doesn’t say anything.

      After another beat, she turns her head to look at me. “Don’t you have school?”

      I chuckle softly and rest one arm behind my head. “Yep, I do. It’s Fall Festival week so we keep having these stupid meetings about teen drinking and being safe.” I use air quotes to emphasize my disgust, and she laughs. “It’s so fucking stupid. You know they’re gonna drink and do all kinds of other illegal shit no matter what we do. Everyone does dumb shit when they’re young.”

      I half expect her to argue with me, but she doesn’t. She just shrugs one shoulder. “I had a lot of fun at Fall Festival. I got to be queen.”

      My stomach drops. The memory I’m having isn’t the same as hers. She’s picturing how good it felt to be crowned. What I remember is how bad it sucked when the crown got passed to the runner up. I remember the smug smile on Carson’s face when they gave it to her after winter break. When Charlie transferred out for the last half of our senior year.

      “I knew you would be,” I say instead.

      She gets quiet again, and it makes me nervous. That night changed so many things for us. It wasn’t just some high school dance. It was the beginning of the end.

      After another moment, she throws the covers back and sits up. “I have a lot to do today.” She glances over at me. “You want breakfast?”

      My lips turn up at the mention of food and my stomach growls as if on cue. She laughs and gets out of bed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I nod as she pulls a long-sleeved shirt on over her tank top. A flurry of emotions surge through me all at once while I watch her get dressed. I’m overwhelmed with gratitude that she’s allowing me into her life again. I have to keep reminding myself that she may never let me become more than just her friend. It’s easy to get caught up in the familiarity that we have with each other. Now I have to make sure I don’t take it for granted this time.
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        * * *

      

      My day drags on for what seems like an eternity. All of my thoughts are consumed with Charlie and how I’m going to convince her to give me another chance. It isn’t until practice is nearly over until I realize what needs to be done. I just have to work up the courage to do it.

      After I get home, I take the longest shower ever—and a shot for good measure—and I walk outside to my truck. Elliot appears at the garage and calls my name before I can jump in.

      “Hey, wait up a second,” she says jogging over.

      “Make it quick, Elle. I have to pick up supplies.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Supplies for what?”

      “My epic date with Charlie. I need to remind her why she fell in love with me in the first place.”

      It’s obvious she wants to make a witty comment, but she just smiles at me instead. Sometimes, even Elliot can’t be a dick when she knows I’m excited about something.

      She squeezes my arm. “Okay, I hope it works out for you.”

      “Is there something you wanted?”

      She nods. “Yes, I need a favor.”

      My initial reaction is to cringe slightly. If Elliot wants my help, it’s probably because she already has, or is about to do, something stupid.

      “All right, let me have it.” I close my eyes as if I’m afraid, and she punches me in the chest. I release a huff of air and she laughs.

      “It’s not that bad…"

      Her voice trails off and I know that’s a lie. “Tell me.”

      “I need you to take Hunter out next Saturday.”

      I glance back to the house and then at her, leaning in as I speak. “Elliot, I swear, if you’re cheating on him—"

      This time she punches me harder. It almost hurts as I rub my now throbbing arm. “This violence from you is troubling,” I say with a smirk.

      “You’re being an ass, as usual.” She crosses her arms. “Of course I’m not cheating on him. I have a mixer next weekend that I have to attend for my sorority, and I need you to distract him. If he sits at home all night brooding, I’ll feel guilty the entire time.”

      I grip her shoulders. “Take him with you.” I give her a small push backward. “Problem solved.”

      “No. Not problem solved, Oliver,” she protests, taking a step toward me again. “He won’t come, I already asked him. And even if he did, he’ll put the first guy that looks at me with the slightest bit of interest in the hospital. Do I need to remind you what he did to Judah?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, well, you were also dating Judah, so I think that situation was a bit different.”

      Her fists ball at her sides and she grunts in frustration. “Dammit, Ollie. It wasn’t like that and you know it. Hunter’s been giving me shit about this since the beginning of the semester.” She takes a breath and continues after calming down. “This is important to me. It’s a tradition that I would like to carry on, and hopefully pass on to my daughter one day.”

      For some reason, my breath hitches in my throat. Elliot is still so young, yet she already seems to have everything figured out. The idea of children and forever doesn’t terrify her like it does me. Hearing her speak so confidently about her future strikes me hard. I try to keep my features even, but obviously fail miserably.

      Elliot grabs my arm gently. “Ollie? You okay?” She studies my face. “You look weird.”

      I inhale deeply through my nose. “I’m fine. Things are kind of intense right now, that’s all.”

      “I’m sorry for always putting my shit on you,” she says sadly. “You’re probably tired of it by now.”

      She turns to walk away, but I pull her back. “No, Elle. I’m sorry. I’ve been letting this whole Charlie thing throw me off. I’m not being a good brother. Of course I’ll help you.”

      She smiles and throws her arms around my neck. “You’re always a good brother. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

      I hug her tight and can’t help but smile. Of all the people in my life that I’ve disappointed, Elliot’s never been one of them. I’ve had her back since day one, and that will never change. For some reason, she always sees the good in me, even if I don’t deserve it.

      The second she heads toward the house, I start to second guess my plan. Orchestrating cute little dates and having sleepovers is fun and all, but it’s not going to get me what I want. She needs more from me, and I’m not sure I know how to give it to her.

      There’s one person who I know can help me. Someone who lost the only girl he ever loved, and now knows a thing or two about what not to do. I pull out my phone and scroll to his number.

      Judah answers on the second ring.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Even though I promised myself that I wouldn’t, I went to the dance studio today. It’s hard to describe the feeling dancing gives me. I can’t stay away from it. Jen was beyond excited to have me on board after I offered to help. But I know it’ll make it harder to leave in a couple of months. That’s why I haven’t decided if I’m going to tell Ollie or not.

      He’s making the boundaries I’ve set already seem muddy. I probably have a lot to do with that, too, but it’s because of the way he’s acting. It’s like he wants things to be the way they used to be. As if they weren’t completely unhealthy and toxic for both of us.

      I know I shouldn’t have left the way I did, but I knew if I didn’t, I never would have. I’d have stayed here and held onto to someone who would never do the same for me. He would have remained selfish, and never had a reason to change. I still don’t know if he has. Everyone appears redeemed when they’re desperate.

      That’s why I’ve been trying to stay busy. For most of the afternoon I’ve rearranged the remaining furniture in my Gram’s living room so I could set up mirrors and clear a space to practice. There wasn’t much to begin with, but now I can do a full turn without knocking over a floor lamp.

      My primary style of dance has always been contemporary ballet. It’s not exactly something you can slack on. I’ve always had to be very strict with my body and it hasn’t been easy. Especially with a best friend like Ollie. He’s like a professional snacker, and still maintains an absurd five percent body fat. He can’t be human.

      I’m in middle of stretching when the doorbell rings. Immediately I glance down at my yoga pants and sheer tank top. It’s going to be hard to keep Ollie from touching me while I’m wearing this outfit. He used to love my dance costumes. There was a time when it was my favorite way to celebrate a successful recital.

      With a deep breath, I walk toward the door. Confusion creases my brow when I open it to reveal a face I wasn’t expecting.

      “Liam. What are you doing here?”

      He gives me an uneasy smile, shoving his hands in his front pockets. “Uh, I heard you were still in town. I thought I’d stop by.”

      “Yeah,” I say, my smile guilty. “I was meaning to get ahold of you. It was unexpected.”

      “I guess so. You looked like you were expecting someone else just now.”

      When I pause, the look on his face makes me feel guilty. But before I can speak, he laughs.

      “I’m sorry. This is stupid, right?” He shakes his head and takes a step back. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      “No, it’s not stupid.” I push the screen door open and step out onto the porch. “I was just surprised to see you. I’m sorry.”

      He glances away for a moment. No doubt remembering the proximity of me and a certain someone who’s also trying to rewrite the past.

      Liam blows out a breath. “Look, I’m not trying to start anything with you. I know you don’t live here anymore, but I would like a chance to talk with you. It’s been a long time, and I don’t like the last conversation we had.” His pauses, anguish flashing in his eyes. “It still doesn’t sit well with me.”

      It’s horrible of me to admit, but I barely remember having a conversation with him. That night will never be about us. It was one hundred percent about me and Ollie.

      “I get that,” I say after a moment. I take a step closer and cross my arms. “I wasn’t trying to blow you off. I honestly didn’t plan on being here.”

      “Then why are you?”

      His question snaps back at me instantly and I know what he’s thinking. I shake my head. “No, it’s not about Ollie.”

      Liam rolls his eyes, which usually makes me mad, but he’s kind of right. It does have to do with Ollie, but not in the way he assumes. If I had a choice, I would have left the moment the For Sale sign hit the yard.

      “It’s not, okay?” I reach out and place my hand on his arm and his eyes meet mine. “Things are complicated for me right now.”

      I give his elbow a squeeze before dropping my arm. He still looks pensive, and the guilty feeling in the pit of my stomach returns. I’ve always been oddly protective of his feelings. It’s not like I didn’t love him. It just wasn’t in the way he wanted. I could never be in love with Liam, because I was madly in love with someone else. I still probably am.

      “Yeah, it’s fine.” He smiles. “Seriously.”

      “Liam, we can totally go out one night as friends. As long as you know that’s what it is.”

      He nods once. “Of course. I didn’t have any other intention, I swear.”

      “Okay, good.” I say, and my shoulders start to relax a little. The last thing I need is added tension from Liam to complete the trifecta of fucked up situations I have to deal with.

      “How about next weekend, I’ll take you to that bar downtown? They still have the best wings across three states.”

      I laugh. “That’s what they say. No one’s ever disputed it.”

      He shrugs. “I think they’re decent.”

      The thought of being able to have a drink does sound tempting. I find it easier to navigate through awkwardness when armed with a slight buzz.

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      He smiles again, but this time I see the dimple in his cheek. Sometimes I forget how adorable his face is. In another life, I could have been very happy with him. He always made me feel special. Like I was the most important thing to him in the entire world.

      I think that’s what made it the hardest. It’s one aspect Ollie never measured up to.
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        * * *

      

      It’s almost ridiculous that I’m nervous to tell Ollie about having drinks with Liam—but I am. It’s making me act weird because he’s been staring at me more than usual.

      We’re watching a movie, on the couch this time, and my feet are lying across his lap. His hand is resting on my leg, and every once in a while, it drifts along my thigh, making small circles with his fingertips. It’s distracting, and I can’t focus on what I want to say to him. All I can think about is his hand moving farther up my leg, and not wanting him to stop.

      I take in a sharp breath when his fingers reach the edge of my shorts, and I sit up to grab his hand. He gives me an innocent smile. “What?”

      “You know what.” I give him a stern look and shove his hand away.

      He laughs. “Sorry.” His hand goes back to my knee with a gentle squeeze. “Better, darlin?”

      I let my head rest back against the pillow and nod. He grins, but for some reason it makes me more anxious. I have to tell him. If he finds out—which he always somehow does—I know he’ll get the wrong idea. Not that I owe him anything. Friends don’t have to tell each other when they’re going out with another person. That’s probably why we were never really friends.

      I take a deep breath. “Ollie, I have to tell you something and I don’t want you to freak out.”

      He groans, shaking his head. “I hate when you say that.”

      “I didn’t even say anything yet.”

      “Yeah, but you’re going to say something that’s going to piss me off.” He locks his eyes on mine. “Just tell me. I won’t freak out, I promise.”

      “Okay,” I say calmly. “Liam asked me to go have a drink with him, as a friend—and I said yes.”

      Ollie’s posture goes rigid, but he tries to hide it and appear casual, turning back to the television. “Cool. When?”

      I fold my arms and watch his face for signs of distress. “Next weekend.”

      He nods, but the muscle in his jaw is working. “Where at?”

      “A bar downtown.”

      “Which one?”

      I purposely remain quiet and it only takes a second for his head to turn back to me. “Charlotte. Which one?”

      I laugh. “Charlotte, huh?” I slide my legs from his lap and sit up on the couch, facing him. “Why do you want to know, Oliver?”

      He chuckles, but there’s a tinge of sarcasm to it. “It’s not funny.”

      “Are you jealous?”

      He nods.

      “Why?”

      Ollie’s face scrunches up, disgusted by my question. “I’m not seeing anyone else. I don’t want you to, either.”

      “We’re not together. You know that.”

      “Yeah, but it still doesn’t mean I want to see you fucking around with him.” He runs a hand down his face and laughs again. “I can’t do it.”

      Scooting closer, I place my hand on his back. He looks over at me, and the sadness in his eyes causes my chest to seize. Without thinking, I lean in and kiss him.

      His lips press against mine for only a moment, and they burn when I pull back. He raises an eyebrow. “Um…”

      “I don’t feel that way about him,” I say quickly. “That was the only way I could think to prove it to you.”

      The corner of his mouth turns up with the beginning of a smile. “I don’t think it was convincing enough.”

      I scoff and give him a small push, but he grabs me by my waist and tugs me onto his lap. My arms instinctually fall around his neck, and he cups my ass with his hands, bringing me closer.

      His tongue darts out and wets his bottom lip before he inches forward. “Prove it, baby,” he whispers. He brushes his lips over mine, feather light, before pulling back.

      He’s waiting for me to take this further. I’m not sure if that makes me in control or not, but it definitely makes it my decision. My brain is currently arguing with my heart while all of my blood seems to be rushing straight to my core. Being pressed against him like this is difficult. I can feel how much he wants this through the thin fabric of my shorts. God, I’ve missed him.

      It doesn’t matter though. This was going to eventually happen, anyway.

      I don’t hesitate this time when I kiss him—and I don’t think he minds.
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      Oliver - Then

      

      Chickens shit a lot. This is a fact I was previously unaware of. If you want to get technical about it, there’s forty chickens and one rooster. He seemed to be very close to them so I didn’t feel comfortable leaving the poor guy all alone.

      We stole—I mean, borrowed—them from Jake Parker’s farm. He’s the leading defenseman on the team, and an integral part of the most epic senior prank in Central’s history. Actually, the whole team is an important part. Naturally I’m the brains of the operation, but I didn’t anticipate how much damage a few birds could cause.

      We’re taking a huge risk. Last year the seniors weren’t very smart. Long story short: they flooded the science lab and caused about ten grand worth of damage. Beakers and other nerd shit don’t come cheap. Administration and Coach Hudson gave several talks about how any incidents this year would lead to serious consequences.

      I’m calling their bluff.

      My confidence is forced because I’m already starting to get nervous. The winged savages have taken over the main hallway, clucking around and spewing feathers and excrement all over everything. It’s fucking hilarious, but the clean-up is going to suck. That’s why we have to make certain we don’t get caught.

      Jimmy is chasing a bird toward the stairwell while Jake stands back and laughs. He nudges my arm, his body shaking. “Look at him trying catch that thing. They run fast.”

      I scoff. “He needs more hustle. He’s running like he does on the field.”

      Hunter gives a mocking look from beside me. “Get of it, Ollie. This is fun, not football.”

      “Football is fun,” I say with a serious expression. I point my finger at him. “If you do it right.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Hunter says dismissively. “You’re a champion. We’re all peasants compared to you.”

      I wink at him. “Damn straight.”

      He looks like he wants to snap at me, but Jake’s laughter distracts us both. We turn to see what’s so hilarious.

      “Hey, that one’s trying to lay an egg.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “That’s the rooster.”

      He rolls his eyes, clearly missing the point. “Okay, smart guy. That rooster is trying to lay an egg.”

      I’m about to explain to him the basic concept of reproduction, when Hunter shakes his head at me. “Dude, don’t bother.”

      We exchange a look, and both start laughing. The kid grew up on a farm and is still as dumb as box of rocks when it comes to poultry. It’s a good thing he’s such an excellent defenseman. Everyone needs at least one solid skill to get through life.

      Lucky for me—I have many.

      Hunter laughs, but then concern shows on his face as he takes in the havoc the chickens are already wreaking. He leans into me again. “We need to catch these fucking chickens and trap them in this hallway. They’ll tear shit up if we let them run wild.”

      I nod, my eyes scanning the clusters of clucking chickens. “Yeah, I think you’re right.” I glance at Liam. He’s standing off to the side and messing with his phone, not really paying attention. Typical.

      “Hey!” He looks at me with a subdued glare. We’re obviously still not buds. “Help Jimmy close all the doors by the stairs. We’ll get the ones near the auditorium.”

      He gives a terse nod and stalks off down the hallway. I nudge Hunter, and we walk toward the gym. He waits to speak until we get out of earshot of the others.

      “You think he’ll rat us out?”

      I scoff. “No, why would he? He’s a part of this, too. Coach said we’ll all get benched if he hears about any kind of prank.”

      Hunter taps his forehead. “Exactly.”

      This gives me pause, and I stop walking for a moment. My dad will literally murder me if I get suspended before Friday night’s game. It’s the season opener, and the last one of my high school career. That could be really bad.

      But then I decide I don’t care. What the worst that could happen?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The following day at school, the chicken scandal is full blown. Speculation is coming in from all angles and all of them are leading back to me. I’ve been popular for many reasons but doing crazy shit and not giving a fuck is what I’m known for. It makes me the obvious choice.

      The prank was fucking amazing. Several of the chickens broke into the band room and pecked the shit out of the instruments. In hindsight, we probably should have fed them first, but you live and you learn, I guess.

      I’m digging through my locker when Hunter comes up beside me. His locker is right next to mine, but he doesn’t open it. He just stands there, staring at me.

      “Something I can help you with, dear?”

      His jaw tenses. “It’s not funny, Ollie.” He leans down to whisper harshly. “We’re seriously fucked. Those chickens wrecked some expensive shit. They’re talking like thousands of dollars’ worth of damage.”

      “So?”

      “So?” He laughs once. “I’m sorry, but not all of us can be so fucking causal about money.”

      “Don’t worry. If shit goes down, my dad will pay for it.”

      “What if we get suspended? You may not need a scholarship to go to college, but I sure as fuck do.”

      I stop my search for my missing calculus notebook and look over at him. His face is turning red and I can almost see the smoke about to pour from his ears. He’s seriously pissed.

      I place my hand on his shoulder. “Dude. It’s going to be fine. Trust me.”

      He shrugs me off and levels a dark glare. “That’s what you said last night. When you assured us no one would find out.”

      “No one did find out,” I counter, slightly frustrated. “Did you hear any names being thrown around by the faculty?” I shrug. “It’s all just speculation at this point.”

      My words spew into the air like a premonition. I don’t have time to hide my surprise when I see Coach, the principal, and my fucking old man walking our way. Even Hunter looks scared, and that doesn’t happen often.

      They stop in front of us and Coach Hudson nods at his office. “Let’s go, Ollie. We have something we’d like to show you.”

      Somewhere deep down, I regain the ability to appear aloof. “Uh, sure.” I grab my bag and sling it over my shoulder. “I have class, though.”

      My father glares at me. When I look at Coach, he places his hand on my shoulder. “It will only take a minute.”

      I shoot a look back to Hunter and follow them across the hall toward Coach’s office. I try to think of how to lie my way out of whatever it is they think they have. I need to prepare myself for anything.

      He nods to the seat in front of his desk and my father sits beside me. Principal Bellamy stands behind the desk in front of the window and Coach takes his chair.

      I wipe my palms on the legs of my jeans. “What’s up?”

      Coach pulls his phone from his pocket, scrolling on the screen for a moment. He turns it around and sets it on the desk in front of me.

      “Care to explain this?”

      Leaning forward, I keep my features neutral as I stare back at photo of me standing in the hallway last night. It was when we first got there and I’m holding a chicken with both hands, laughing while it tries to flap it’s wings hard enough to escape. It’s a good pic, actually. But I don’t say that.

      I cross my arms and lean back in the chair, feigning innocence. “I’ve never seen that chicken before in my life.”

      My father rolls his eyes. “Don’t act stupid, Ollie. I know you did this.”

      Coach Hudson and the principal remain quiet, momentarily muted by my fathers’ dominant presence. When he speaks, everyone listens.

      I cast my eyes downward, slouching a little. There’s no point in lying. Photographic evidence is hard to dispute.

      “It was supposed to be funny. We didn’t mean for it to get out of hand.”

      “Who’s ‘we?’”

      I can feel them all staring at me. I look up, realizing my mistake. It’s one thing to get caught. It’s quite another to take everyone else down with me. I ain’t no snitch.

      I sit up straight, plastering a look of confidence onto my face. In reality, the only thing I’m confident about is the amount of trouble I’m about to be in.

      “It was just me.”

      Principal Bellamy cocks his head like I’m full of shit and Coach Hudson folds his hands on his desk with a skeptical expression. “You mean to tell me that you got forty chickens into the school, after hours, all by yourself.”

      I raise a finger. “And one rooster.”

      My father slaps my arm with the back of his hand. “Don’t be a smart-ass. Answer the question.”

      I turn back to Coach Hudson. “Yeah, just me.”

      He purses his lips, disappointment lacing his features. “Ollie, I warned all of you what would happen if you got involved in any kind of senior prank. After last year, administration established a zero-tolerance policy.” He gives my father a look and then turns back to me. “I’m sorry, but I have to suspend you.”

      My stomach drops. “For how long?”

      “Three days and at least one game.”

      Dread surges through me when I remember how important this week’s game is. It’s not like I forgot—I know how crucial this season is—but I guess I never thought I’d actually get caught.

      “You can finish out the day and then you’ll be gone until Monday.” He stands up and gives a regretful nod. “I’m very sorry about this. But we have to set an example.”

      “Fuck,” I mutter, which earns me yet another glare from my father. “Sorry,” I say, standing up from my chair. “For everything.”

      Everyone appears satisfied with my apology, with the exception of my father. He nods to Coach. “Give us a minute, will you? I’ll meet up with you to discuss payment for the damages later.”

      They all shake hands and Coach and Principal Bellamy head for the door, leaving my father and me alone. I’m more nervous now than I was before. He closes the door and turns to me with a murderous look. I swallow hard.

      “You think this is what I work for?”

      I’m not stupid enough to think he’s actually asking me this question, so I shake my head and he laughs darkly before taking a step closer.

      He cocks his head toward me, inches from my face. “You think I like taking time out of my day to come down here and clean up your fucking mess?”

      I shake my head again.

      “It’s all a big joke to you, isn’t it?”

      He eyes me hard and I shrink under his glare. Somehow I remember how to speak and decide it would be a good time to say something.

      “No.”

      He pokes his finger into my chest, anger creeping up his neck in a fiery patch of red. One thing my father hates more than anything is being embarrassed. Being called down here in the middle of a workday was strike one. This? This is strike two. I’ve never made it to three and I don’t think I want to.

      “You may think it’s funny to do dumb shit and make everyone look at you like you’re some kind of hero, but it’s not. You’re the one who’s going to pay for acting like an idiot, and I’ll be damned if I let you ruin your future because you’re too stupid to know when to quit.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He laughs under his breath and then runs hand through his hair. “Sorry doesn’t mean anything to me until you can prove that you can do something right.” His eyes lock on mine again. “Football is something that you do right. Don’t fuck it up.”

      All I do is nod because now I’m not scared anymore. My fear is replaced with anger and I’m afraid I’ll say something stupid if I let it show. At the end of the day it’s all about appearances—and I’m a master of disguise.
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        * * *

      

      The one person I can always count on to make me feel better is Charlie. That’s why I’m climbing through her window the moment her Gram’s light goes off.

      She’s lying on her side on the bed, her homework sprawled out in front of her. Her hair is twisted into a sexy bun and she has those glasses on that make her look like a naughty Librarian. I suddenly forget why I was even upset.

      Her eyes are filled with concern when I step onto her bedroom floor. She sits up straighter, her pen falling onto her notebook. “Are you in trouble?”

      I slump my shoulders and put on my most pathetic look. “Yeah, I’m grounded.”

      She laughs. “Seriously?”

      I sputter a laugh of my own before flopping down on the bed beside her. “No. Does that like really happen?”

      Charlie shuts her notebook and gives me a sideways glance. “Um, yeah. Most adolescents are supposed to follow the rules set by their parents.”

      “Guess I’m not one of them.”

      “Guess not,” she replies dryly.

      I inch my fingers over to her hand. Her skin is always so warm and soft. My eyes drift to her tank top and I think about shoving my face in between…

      “Ollie?”

      I look up at her and flash an innocent smile. “What?”

      She gives me an irritated look for a moment and then her eyes soften. “Are you upset?”

      I keep my gaze focused on her hand as I run my fingers along the back of it. “About what?”

      She sighs. “Missing the game on Friday. I know it’s important.”

      Her fingers lace through mine and I close my eyes for a moment. Nothing ever feels bad when I’m with her. Especially now that I can kiss her anytime I want.

      Instead of answering her question, I pull her over to me so her lips are inches from mine. “I don’t feel so bad right now.”

      She pulls back, and I groan. “Can’t you be serious for one minute? I know you’re upset.”

      “I am,” I say, tugging her back to me. “I’m sad, so you need to kiss me right now and make it better.”

      She smiles and grabs the sides of my face, holding me away. “You’re stupid for taking the fall for them. They couldn’t have suspended all of you.”

      I try to move forward, but she holds me out of reach. I sigh. “I’m loyal. What can I say?”

      “You promise?” she whispers back.

      There’s something about the way she says it that makes me think it’s not about the prank, or the team. She’s talking about us. We haven’t set any kind of boundaries or put a label on what we are, but that doesn’t matter. She belongs to me and I belong to her. Period.

      She releases me and I quickly lean in to catch her lips. I fight the urge to deepen the kiss, and instead pull back to see her face.

      “I’m yours, Charlie.” I kiss the side of her head and tug her into my side, wrapping my arms around her tight. “That’s a promise.”
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      I can hardly breathe. Ollie’s gripping the back of my neck, his tongue working inside of my mouth as if to taste every corner, every crevice. All the years of built-up tension, all of the unspoken words, are all being poured out in this one amazing, never-ending kiss.

      I don’t ever want it to stop. I’m grinding my hips over his erection, knowing full well what it’s doing to him. Deep, throaty groans vibrate into my mouth every time I move, and it makes me want to do it more. I’m greedy for him. It’s been so long, and I’ve spent so many nights with his name on my lips and my hand between my thighs.

      Just one last time. That’s all I need to get him out of my system. It will be the closure I so desperately need.

      My fingers are threaded through his hair to the roots while his hands continue to roam my body. First my ass, then up my sides, landing on my breasts. With a groan, he finally breaks away, practically gasping for air.

      His eyes search mine for a moment, indecision written all over his face. His chest rises and falls roughly. “We need to stop.”

      “Is that what you want?” I cock my head, twisting his hair in my fingers tighter.

      He looks taken aback. I’m pressuring him even though I know he’s trying to go slow with me. I know he thinks it will somehow fix everything, and he’ll find his way back into my heart. The truth is, he never left it, but I’m not willing to let him destroy the only piece of it that remains.

      “No,” he says, breaking my train of thought. His eyes drift between us and then back to mine. “—but if you keep doing that, I’m going to fuck you.”

      I should be offended by his words, but I’m not. They excite me. I enjoy being wanted by him. He’s rock hard beneath me and it brings me a certain satisfaction to know I can still affect him so much. Being desired by the one everyone wants is still an achievement, even if it’s a hollow victory.

      In the back of mind, I know I should put a stop to this. If we keep going it will blur the lines even further and make it harder to leave. But another part of me wants one last taste. I lean in again and this time, he cups his large hand to my cheek, holding me in place.

      My lips part once more, and he doesn’t waste any time slipping his tongue back inside and sending pulse waves straight down to my core. If I’m being honest, my entire body feels that way. The ripples flow through every vein, every muscle, until I’m practically a live wire.

      He lets out another deep groan and my stomach clenches, the butterflies nervously fluttering to the point where I fear I might explode. I’ve never wanted someone so badly and my body won’t let me forget it.

      I angle my head to deepen our kiss and he grips my waist tighter. My breasts are pushed up against his solid chest and I swear I can feel his heart pounding into mine. Of all the times that I’ve kissed him, I can’t remember one that felt this important. Reluctantly, I pull back.

      His hand remains on the side of my face, his thumb gently trailing my cheek. “You okay?”

      That’s a loaded question. Physically I feel amazing, but my heart? I’m not so sure.

      I shake my head, but don’t offer an explanation. Worry creases his forehead. “You want to stop?”

      My head shakes again. This time more confidently. His eyes turn molten and he rolls me onto my back, supporting his weight by resting on his side. His hand trails down my stomach and his lips find mine again. He kisses me slower now, exploring my mouth with his. My body reacts to his touch, every inch of skin tingling where his hand grazes. When he gets to the hem of my shorts, he traces circles below my belly button with his fingertips.

      Feeling bold, I grab his hand and push it lower. He doesn’t break contact with my mouth as he starts to slide his hand under the waistband of my shorts. His finger trails down the center of my panties and he gives me another throaty groan.

      He breaks our kiss and presses his face against my neck. “Do you want me to touch you here?”

      The husky tone of his voice makes the question more erotic than it should be. There’s something about the way he speaks to me when we’re being intimate that sets me on fire.

      My hips act on their own volition, rocking against his hand. He chuckles near my ear, sending shivers down my neck. His lips brush my skin and then he whispers, “I’ll take that as a yes.”

      I nod reverently, clutching the bottom of his T-shirt when he slides the small strip of fabric to the side. His finger gently probes through my folds, dragging the wetness back up to my clit and swirling it in a circle. I’m already on the verge before he slides his finger back down and slips it inside of me.

      The moan it causes would almost be embarrassing, but the look on his face makes me feel otherwise. His eyes are darkly hooded while he watches my face, slowly dragging his finger in and out. He pulls them to his mouth for a moment, wetting them and then adding a second. I’m not sure he even needed to do that considering how turned on I am right now, but it was sexy as hell.

      A few seconds later, I’m shamelessly riding his hand in search of a release. Ollie now looks kind of like he’s in pain, although I’m sure he’s not. I bite my bottom lip and then inch my hand over to his belt buckle. He stills and his eyes shift to mine.

      “What are you doing?”

      I lean up to his lips and kiss him once. “Maybe I want to touch you, too.”

      Ollie’s eyes widen, but I continue and make quick work of his belt and then unbutton his pants. The moment I take him in my hand, his breathing picks up. His lips find mine again as I start to make slow strokes along the smooth skin of his shaft. When I increase my grip, his breath hitches and he breaks our kiss, pulling back.

      He presses his forehead to mine, breathing heavily. “I’m not sure how long I’ll last if you keep that up.”

      I nip at his bottom lip with my teeth. “I thought you could go all night.”

      He smiles, but there’s something nervous about it. He pulls his hand from between my legs and rests it on my hip. “I don’t have anything with me, and uh…” His voice trails off and he looks away for a moment. When his eyes return to mine, they’re guarded. “Should we do this?”

      I answer him with another kiss and opt to reply to only one of his questions. “It’s okay. I’m good.”

      The smirk I expect to see doesn’t come. He continues to look reserved and I still have my hand wrapped around his dick. The Ollie I used to know would already have twisted me into a pretzel without a second thought.

      But he’s still thinking. Deep lines form along his forehead and he sighs, sitting up on the couch. I pull my tank top down and sit up beside him. My eyes drift to his erection, still straining against the band of his boxers. Only Ollie could be in the middle of a moral dilemma and still maintain a hard on.

      “What’s the matter?” I ask softly.

      He shoots me an incredulous look. “You said I couldn’t even kiss you and now—” he motions to his crotch. “—Now I can’t think straight.”

      I give half a shrug. “It’s just sex.”

      His eyes narrow slightly, anger flashing in them. “Not with you. Never with you.”

      My throat closes up and I struggle to take my next breath. Am I really the one doing the pressuring right now? Ollie is known for one-night stands and casual sex. If I meant that much to him, he would have shown me by now.

      Instead of causing an argument and completely breaking the spell, I lean over and place my hand on the side of his face. When his eyes meet mine, I smile.

      “Do you want me?”

      He laughs once. “That’s a stupid question.”

      My smile turns coy and I reach down and wrap my hand around him once more. He hisses through his teeth, closing his eyes. I give him a few firm strokes before standing up and sliding my shorts and panties off. His eyes pop back open, and glaze over at the sight of my half-naked body.

      His lips part as he leans back against the couch cushion. I remove my tank top and unsnap my bra with one quick movement. I cock my head, brazenly staring him straight in the eye.

      “Still want to ask questions?”

      Ollie shakes his head slowly and pulls his shirt off. He kicks his pants off next and then crooks his finger at me. I don’t hesitate, stepping forward and straddling his lap. Rocking my hips, I rub along him for a moment while he places open-mouthed kissed on my neck, his hand firmly planted on the small of my back.

      With a shaky hand, I reach between us and guide him inside of me, slowly inching my way down. I take a sharp breath at the sudden fullness and he rasps something unintelligible. When I sink all the way down, his hands dig into my sides.

      “Fuck,” he growls. He takes a few shallow breaths and then says, “Go slow.”

      I grab the back of his head, bringing his lips back to mine and start move at an easy, rhythmic pace. A few seconds later, he unleashes a desperate sound and I smile.

      “What?” he pants.

      I lean forward, swiping my tongue inside his mouth before pulling back. “Are you going to come?”

      “No.” His voice is smooth and deep, his golden eyes hazed over. “But I need a distraction.”

      The strain is his voice makes me smile wider and I press my lips below his ear. “Think about something else.” I kiss his cheek next and sit up straighter, resuming my leisurely pace.

      He nods and then his eyes close tight. “It’s the bottom of ninth, bases are loaded…” His voice trails off again and he hisses through his teeth. “Fuck.”

      I start to move even slower, but it’s actually working against me. My clit is rubbing his pelvis in the most delicious way. I’m in danger of coming before I finish torturing him. “Are you thinking about baseball?”

      “Yes,” he breathes. His eyes pop open and lock on mine. “It’s not working.” He thrusts up into me forcefully and an unexpected moan bursts out of me. His hand moves from my waist to cup my breast. “You’re so fucking tight and I’m not wearing a condom.”

      My stomach clenches and I know I’m getting dangerously close to losing it myself. I’m nearly breathless when I lean forward and poise my lips over his. “We can always go for extra innings.”

      This time Ollie does smirk. Before I have a chance to catch my breath, he flips me onto my back again. He centers himself between my legs, bending one back and gripping me hard behind my knee.

      His lips descend onto mine once more, and for the first time tonight I stop thinking. I stop trying to plan how this is going go and just submit to him. It wouldn’t be the first time, and I have a feeling it won’t be the last.
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            What Would Judah Do?

          

        

      

    

    
      Oliver - Now

      

      I’m so confused right now. Last week Charlie and I had sex—which was fucking amazing, but now she’s acting like nothing happened. I even woke up in her bed the next day and all she said to me was “good morning,” and then muttered something about having an appointment to get to. It felt a lot like a morning-after brush-off. Which has never fucking happened to me before. I don’t know how to feel about it.

      Since then, she’s been weird. Not exactly distant, but not overly affectionate either. I haven’t even kissed her again since I’ve been inside of her. We skipped over every step we were supposed to take and went straight for the good stuff—except it doesn’t feel good. I’m sure I sound like the ultimate pussy right now, but I can’t help it. I want everything we should have had all along, and I’m not willing to be patient. Too much time has already been wasted because I was afraid to be real with her. That ends now.

      I’ve decided that the best way to get some clarity on the subject is to discuss it with someone who has experienced it first-hand. In the end, Judah didn’t get the girl, but he did learn a valuable lesson. One that I still have a chance to avoid.

      I’m sitting inside the bar at the Lodge, watching Judah and Elliot involved in what appears to be a heated discussion on the sidewalk out front. The large wall of windows not only provides a scenic view for guests, but it also makes it easy to people watch while you drink. It’s an activity I usually enjoy, but Judah’s attitude is notably subdued when we walks inside the bar.

      He pulls his ballcap farther down on his head and sits at the barstool across from me. “What’d I miss?” His tone is casual as he grabs the pitcher from the center of the table and fills his glass. “Did they kick off yet?”

      I shake my head, watching him carefully. “No, we still have five minutes.”

      He nods and takes a long drink, refilling his glass before returning the pitcher. I arch an eyebrow. Judah has been making a valiant effort to reduce his drinking since returning to campus this year. I’ve watched him nurse the same beer for an entire night recently, and now he’s tipping them back as fast as he can pour them.

      I sigh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know she was going to be up here.”

      Judah looks over at me, his brow furrowing. “No, it’s totally fine. I talk to Elliot all the time.”

      “Yeah, but that looked weird.” I motion to the sad, dumb look that’s still on his face. “You still look fucking weird.”

      Judah shakes his head, his expression surprisingly serious. “No, it’s not that.” He looks away from me for a moment, his jaw working. “I don’t know. Sometimes it’s not easy to be friends with her.” He turns back to me and shrugs one shoulder. “Sometimes it’s really fucking hard.”

      “I get it. You’re allowed to feel that way.”

      My words are sincere and uncharacteristically supportive. Typically, I would call him a pussy and tell him to suck it up. Then I’d suggest fucking one of her friends to make himself feel better —but I’m not like that with Judah. He may be a beast on the field, but underneath it all it all he’s a sensitive little lamb. To be honest, we’re more similar than I would like to admit. Hunter is one hundred percent my best friend. He’s my ride or die, homie for motherfucking life—but there are some things I can’t talk to him about.

      Judah flashes a smile, lightening the tone. “I’m just inside my head at the moment. It doesn’t really have to do with her.”

      My ears perk up. “A new girl?”

      He laughs. “No. Well…I’m not sure. It’s complicated.”

      The way he’s stumbling over his words makes me even more interested. I motion with my hand for him to continue, but he shakes his head.

      “We don’t have time to sort through the tragedy that is my love life.” He nods to me. “I’m here for you. What’s going on with Charlie?”

      A heavy sigh racks through me and I tip back the rest of my beer. I meet his eyes. “We had sex.”

      “And?”

      “And that was it. She’s still acting like we’re ‘just friends’ and it’s making me crazy. I want to tell her I want more, but I’m afraid it’ll push her away.” I rub my hand over my jaw, irritated by the thought. “It feels like a loss no matter what I do.”

      Judah shakes his head. “No, you’re missing the obvious.”

      I laugh like his statement is ridiculous. Nothing gets past me.

      But still, I tilt my head closer. “What’s that?”

      He smiles. “Tell her how you feel.”

      His words are simple, but at the same time, so fucking hard.

      “She knows how I feel,” I say instead.

      Judah snorts and then takes another drink. “If she did…” his voices trails off and he motions between us. “We wouldn’t be having this conversation right now.”

      I release a frustrated grunt. “Fuck. You’re right, okay?” I lower my voice. “I just, well, I don’t know how to say it.”

      “Easy,” he says with a shrug. “Just say, ‘I love you.’”

      My teeth clench together, and he grins. “It’s not easy, dick. I’ve never said it to anyone.”

      “Not even Elliot?”

      “That’s different,” I scoff. “She’s my sister.”

      “It’s not, actually. You either love someone or you don’t.”

      His casual demeanor is pissing me off. What’s more serious than love? Those are three words that are thrown around way more than they should be. You’re supposed to not only mean them, but uphold their meaning. I’ve never been in a position where I felt I was capable of doing that. Maybe I’m not all the way there yet, but today was another step in the right direction.

      I made it through an entire morning plotting for the new building with my father. Despite a few choice words, I think it went well. If I’m going to get Charlie to take me seriously, and show her I can take care of her, then I’m going to have to start taking myself seriously as well.

      Judah’s staring at me, waiting for a response I don’t have. I blow out a forceful breath. This is why he’s here, so I should make the most of it.

      “Okay, what do I do?”

      He smiles again. “Just tell her, dude. Walk up to her, look her right in the face, and say those three little words.”

      “I can’t.” My words come out strangled and I clear my throat, sitting up straighter on my stool. “I mean, I don’t think I can.”

      “Sure you can,” he says encouragingly. He pats his chest. “Practice on me.”

      I sputter a laugh. “What? You’re fucking high.”

      “Come on, Ollie.” He tilts his head toward me. “Don’t you love me?”

      My fist clenches on the table. “You’re not funny. I’m being serious.”

      “So am I. Just say it.” My eyes narrow, but he laughs at me. “Once you get the first one over with, the next time will be easy.”

      The bar isn’t completely packed at the moment, but there’s enough people here that no one would actually hear me. Not that I’m uncomfortable with expressing male bro love, but it’s not my style. I was taught to keep that shit on the inside where it belongs.

      Judah’s still grinning at me when I down the rest of my beer. I lock eyes with him after setting my glass on the table, my jaw tense.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Just say it, pussy.”

      An incredulous laugh bursts out of me and I arch an eyebrow. “Oh, really? I’m a pussy.” I square my shoulders and look him dead in the eye. “Judah, I love you.”

      He stays quiet for a moment and then a large grin spreads across his face. “Aw, Ollie. I love you too, man.”

      With a growl, I reach for the pitcher and fill my glass to the brim. “You’re a dick.”

      Judah laughs as I take a few large gulps. “You feel better though, don’t you?” I look up at him and he shrugs. “Now you can tell Charlie.”

      My mouth still goes dry, even with all the liquids I’ve been consuming. Can I tell her? Can I stand in front of the girl that I’ve loved for so long, and actually tell her? Maybe I am a pussy.

      I don’t say that though. Instead, I chose to remain humble.

      “All jokes aside, I appreciate you taking the time to talk about this with me. I know you’re busy this year.”

      Judah waves me off. “Nah, it’s no problem, dude. I still consider you a brother, no matter what.”

      This makes me genuinely smile. It’s true that I have love for that stupid motherfucker. He’s been around for a long time, and in a lot of ways, I feel like I had a hand in raising him too. The advice I had wasn’t always the best, but we have a bond that can’t be broken just because things didn’t work out between him and my sister. Judah is family to me, and having his support means a lot.

      I raise my glass to him. “Well, I hope that this new girl is what you’re looking for. You deserve to be happy, too.”

      He bumps his glass with mine, but his smile isn’t as wide as it usually is. All relationships are hard, and I have a feeling his new one is no different.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, I’m still lacking some much needed confidence. After grabbing a fairly expensive bottle of whiskey, I pour myself a drink. In my head, I go over a dozen different ways to approach her before I even realize I’m three drinks in. I’m starting to understand why Judah drank so much when he was trying to win Elliot back. Love fucks with you in ways you never thought possible. I’ve never been more twisted up inside. Since Charlie came back, she’s all I can think about. Nothing makes it better, and every time I see her the feeling only gets worse.

      The more I drink, the more Judah’s suggestions seem rational. I even find myself wondering what he would do right now. Grand gestures work all the time in movies, right? Maybe he was onto something.

      When I’m positive I can’t wait one more second to see her, I make my way outside. The walk down my driveway seems to take forever as I let the words play over and over in my head. Mapping out my game plan is becoming increasingly difficult as the alcohol flows more freely through my veins.

      By the time I cross the street, my whole plan is basically out the window as I stare up at hers. The light is off, and I glance at my phone quickly to check the time. It’s already after ten. I spent more time plotting my epic declaration than I realized.

      I bend down, pick up a small rock, and throw it at her window. It bounces off the glass, barely making a sound. I reach for a bigger one. It makes a louder ping, but the light still doesn’t flick on. Frustrated, I grab an even bigger one. In hindsight, I should have known this was taking it a step too far. This rock doesn’t make a sound—it shatters the window.

      The light finally comes on and I stagger backward. I may be drunk.

      Charlie has a look of alarm on her face when she pokes her head out of the now broken window.

      The alarm shifts to anger when she takes in my stance. “Oliver!” she hisses. “Are you out of your fucking mind?”

      I manage a shrug. “I wanted to talk to you.”

      “You’re ridiculous, you know that?”

      “Maybe, but I have something to say.” I take a breath. “I love you.”
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Shock, followed directly by unspeakable anger, are the emotions I’m feeling right now. Oliver loves me? I call bullshit.

      He’s still staring up at me like I’m supposed to say something. How am I supposed to respond to that? I love you, too? Not happening. The way he’s stumbling around trying to remain upright is a clear indicator that he’s wasted.

      I grit my teeth. “Don’t move. I’ll be right down.”

      Oliver gives me half a nod and laces his fingers together on top of his head. I almost feel bad for him. The sadness in his eyes is apparent even from this distance, and it makes my stomach flip. I’m not heartless. Despite what he did to me, the last thing I want is to cause him pain.

      Carefully I lower the window and step around the shards of glass scattered on the hardwood floor. I make a mental note to grab a broom when I come back upstairs.

      I throw on a long grey sweater over my T-shirt on my way out the front door. Oliver has his back to me as I approach him.

      “You proud of yourself?” I ask, taking another step closer.

      He shakes his head as he turns around to face me. “I’m sorry about the window. I’ll fix it, I swear.” He staggers forward and reaches for my hand. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. I was just trying to get your attention.”

      I laugh. “Well, you got it.”

      “I love you,” he says again.

      I give him a shove backward and he trips over his feet a little. Balance isn’t his friend right now. “Stop saying that.”

      His eyebrows rise in surprise. “I can’t,” he slurs. “I should have said it the first time I felt it, because let me tell you something, darlin’,” He leans closer to me and draws his hand to his chest. “I fucking felt it. I’ve loved you for so long I can’t even remember how it started. All I know is in that moment I was terrified.”

      The whiskey on his breath is masking the sincerity in his eyes. I don’t believe him, but I also don’t want him to stop talking.

      “Why?” I ask finally. “Why would that scare you?”

      Ollie releases a sound of anguish. “Because.” He flings one arm out to his side. “I knew it would end like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “With you hating me.” His eyes close for a moment and then he shakes his head as if to erase his thoughts. He takes a breath and then opens his eyes again, practically burning me with his gaze. “Because that’s what happened isn’t it? You didn’t want a reminder that I ever existed.”

      My stomach drops. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it that way.”

      Ollie laughs once. “No, I think you did.” He takes a step closer, placing his hands on my arms. “I deserve that. I do.”

      “You don’t,” I whisper.

      His eyes drift to my lips for a beat, but he doesn’t lean closer. Instead, he looks me straight in the eye. “I love you. I didn’t think I needed to say it for you to know that I felt that way. It’s fucking stupid, and I was too dumb to realize what I was doing.”

      I take a shaky breath. “You know that’s not the reason, right?”

      He nods.

      When Ollie nods, it doesn’t necessarily mean he understands. It means he thinks he understands what you’re talking about. That was always a huge part of our problem.

      With another shallow breath, I continue. “Your actions didn’t tell me that you cared. I was always there for you. Willing to be anything for you. I was your best friend, the one you told your secrets to, and I wanted to be the one you gave your heart to.”

      He laughs. “Are you kidding me right now?” His laces his hands on top his head again and takes a step back, shock on his face. “How can you even say that? Who else would have it?” His hands fall heavily to his sides. There is accusation in his tone and it makes me angry.

      “I was only good enough for you when football was no longer an option.”

      “That’s not true—”

      “Bullshit!” I cry, cutting him off. His eyes widen, and I keep going. “You were going to leave, and you didn’t care where I was. You would have been perfectly fine without me as long you got to be the center of attention.”

      He’s shaking his head, but it means nothing to me. He can deny it all he wants. I remember it very clearly, if he needs a reminder.

      His eyes drift to the ground for a moment. This less confident Ollie is still foreign to me. “I was fucking stupid.” He looks back to me again. “I don’t have a better excuse than that. I know it’s bullshit, but it’s all I have.”

      I’m biting down on the inside of my cheek, willing myself not to cry. Typically, I’m not this emotional around him. Or at least I never used to be. It used to be easy for us. I was never afraid to tell him something. Now every conversation we have seems to be so important. Like one of us is about to say something that will change everything.

      Maybe that’s why he’s here now. But I’m still not sure.

      “What do you want from me?”

      He runs his hand over his head, his expression conflicted. My heart pounds in my chest anticipating his response. He usually doesn’t take this long to make a point. Ollie was on a mission when he came over here, but I’m not convinced he thought everything through.

      He tents his hands around his mouth for a moment before dropping them and stepping closer. “Look, I’m not trying to make this about me.” He pauses to take a breath. “But you’re still here. You could have sold the house and left—but you didn’t.”

      His hands are in my hair before I have a chance to process it and my breath hitches in my throat. He softens his voice. “I can feel that you want me to be around. You wouldn’t have to try so hard not to kiss me and you wouldn’t let me spend the night. Those aren’t things you do with someone you don’t want around.”

      I try to pull away from him, but he holds me steady. “Ollie, of course I feel that way around you. It doesn’t just go away.”

      “Doesn’t it? If you fall out of love with someone then all of the other feelings go with it. You wouldn’t still be holding on, waiting for something to change.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat. “Is that what you do?”

      “Every day.”

      His response is automatic. Effortless. He expects me to believe that he’s spent the past five years waiting for my return. If he really feels this strongly, I wasn’t hard to find.

      I reach up and remove his hands from the sides of my face. “I’m not ready to be that way with you again. I don’t trust you, and forgive me if I’m not convinced you’ve even changed.” Ollie flinches at my words, but it doesn’t stop me from continuing. “And just because I’m still here doesn’t mean it’s because of you. I don’t know what’s going to happen. I told you that I wouldn’t make any promises about the future.”

      Most of my words are true, but the reason I’m still here is a lie. I don’t want Ollie to know about the stipulations in the will. There’s more than one reason for that. All of which I’m  not ready to consider.

      When I look into his eyes, my chest tightens. He may be drunk, but the pain is so evident in his features. The sad eyes, his hands shoved in his pockets like he doesn’t know what to do. It’s a far cry from the confident Ollie that I’m so accustomed to.

      After another beat, he nods and his throat bobs. “I know that. I know.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Which one?”

      “What do you want from me?”

      He looks away, huffing a laugh. His eyes shift back to mine. “I don’t want to miss you anymore.”

      The conviction in his voice makes me falter. I don’t want him to be sad anymore, either. But I also know the effect he has on my heart. I’m not a masochist.

      I make the mistake of looking in his eyes again. Maybe I am.

      “I don’t regret the other night.”

      My words are quiet and he moves closer, his hands landing on my waist. “All I want is to be close to you again. I don’t need anything physical.” He takes a shaky breath. “I just want to be beside you.”

      A heavy sigh racks through me and I reach up to smooth a messy piece of hair from his forehead. He looks wrecked. “You should go get some sleep. I know you work in the morning.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t want to sleep. I don’t even think I could if I tried.”

      Even though it’s a bad idea, I can’t stand for him to stay up drinking all night because of me. I know he’s trying to be responsible and I’d hate for him to derail all of his progress.

      I tug on his T-shirt. “Come on. I’m tired and you’re too drunk to talk about this, anyway.”

      He opens his mouth to protest, but I cover it with my hand. “Don’t argue.” He tries to talk through my fingers, so I pull my hand back and narrow my eyes. “I mean it. If you want to talk about this, we can do it when you’re sober.”

      Instead of trying to make his case, he nods. “Okay, we can talk tomorrow.”

      I don’t offer a response as I start walking toward the door with Ollie on my heels. He follows me quietly up to my bedroom and I shut the door behind us. He crawls onto my bed as my eyes drift to the glass still scattered on the floor. I decide to clean it up in the morning. I take off my sweater before pulling the covers back.

      It’s already after eleven, and the amount of sleep I will get now is going to be minimal. I promised Jen I’d be at the studio early all week to get ready for the winter showcase. On top of everything else, I’ve committed myself to a huge project. I was hoping for a distraction while I’m here but dealing with Ollie might have been all I can take.

      Ollie sits up beside me and pulls his shirt over his head. I take a breath. No matter how many times I see him this way, I’ll never get used to it. When he moves to his pants I cast my eyes away. The last thing I want is for him to catch me staring and think he has a chance at taking this somewhere we shouldn’t.

      When he’s finally undressed, he slides under the covers next to me. I pull the covers up to my neck and pray he doesn’t move closer. The amount of will power I have when it comes to him in this setting is lacking and I think he knows that.

      Surprisingly he keeps his distance for the moment. I almost think he fell asleep until he speaks again, cutting the silence surrounding us.

      “I want you to know that I meant what I said. It has nothing to do with me being drunk.”

      His words stab through me like a knife. I know it’s not lost on him that I didn’t say anything back. It’s not that I’m trying to be petty. I honestly don’t know what to say.

      “Did you say it because you thought it would change my mind?”

      There’s a pause before he answers. “No.”

      “You don’t seem confident about that.”

      He shifts onto his side and I can feel his eyes on me. “It’s part of the reason, yes. But it’s not the most important one.”

      I mirror his position and he reaches between us to take my hand. His thumb brushes over my knuckles.

      “What’s the most important one?” I whisper.

      His eyes manage to pierce through me, even cloaked in darkness. “Even if you don’t feel that way anymore, I wanted you to know that I always did. That I still do.”

      My stomach clenches with guilt. So far, he’s been very honest about the way that he feels. I can’t say that same.

      I take a breath. “I lied to you when you asked me before.”

      He slides his hand around my hip and pulls me closer, almost flush against his chest. “Then tell me now.”

      The lump in my throat grows bigger and I struggle to swallow it back. I lean in and kiss his cheek before pressing my lips below his ear. “I love you, Ollie.”

      He doesn’t say anything in return. He just hugs me closer and buries his face in my neck. I wrap my arms around him, and he squeezes me even tighter. Even though I can’t see his face, I can feel his tears fall on my skin. I’ve never seen Ollie get emotional, and it literally breaks my heart. For all the tears I’ve cried, I never wanted his.

      It stays quiet for so long my eyes grow heavy. Just before I start to fall asleep, he whispers, “Don’t leave. That’s what I want from you.”
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      Oliver - Then

      

      Charlie got nominated for Fall Festival Queen today.

      It’s not a surprise. Anyone can see she’s fucking gorgeous. Not only that, but she’s a genuinely kind person. Those are two qualities you don’t usually see paired together—or so I’ve been told.

      The guys in the locker room were drilling me this morning about who I’m taking to the dance. Liam made it a point to declare that he was taking Missy Collins, and I had to hold in my amusement. I know for a fact she’s been texting and trying to get on Hunter for weeks now. He’s been on a single kick since the beginning of the summer and hasn’t really dated anyone. Well, not for longer than a weekend.

      But that’s not the point. My silence was perceived to be about something else. Speculation about my relationship with Charlie has been the topic of conversation since my party a few weeks ago. We never made anything official and there’s a reason for that. Despite how happy I am to finally be with her, I don’t want our relationship to change. We’re perfect the way we are, without adding pressure to it.

      By the time lunch period rolls around, I can’t avoid it anymore. I’m flanked by Charlie and Hunter, with Jimmy and Jake sitting across from us. We were talking about the game this Friday, but dumbass Hunter decides to bring it up again.

      I pretend not to hear him and take another bite of my sandwich. He nudges my shoulder.

      “Ollie, what should I do? She keeps texting me.” Hunter holds his phone out to me to demonstrate with a frown. “She’s going to Fall Festival with Liam. I’d feel like a dick if I fuck around with her.”  He pauses, a half smile playing on his lips.  “I think.”

      Jimmy laughs. “Yeah, Monroe. You should know all about being a dick.” He nods to Charlie. “You have his girlfriend, and Hunter’s fixin’ to bang his date.”

      The guys all laugh, so I keep the mood casual and chuckle as well. “She’s not my girlfriend,” I say calmly, and take an even bigger bite.

      I don’t look in her direction, but the look on Jimmy’s face tells me that Charlie isn’t pleased with my response. It gets awkwardly silent for a moment and then Hunter clears his throat.

      “Maybe I’ll just hook up with her after the dance.” He nudges me again with his elbow, a grin spreading back across his face. “I’ll let him think he won something for a minute.”

      “Yeah, man. Good call.”

      Guilt creeps up my neck in a hot wave and I keep my eyes away from hers. I know I fucked up. I’m just hoping she gives me a pass on this one.
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        * * *

      

      My prayers clearly weren’t answered when I stop with Charlie at her locker after lunch. I attempt to distract her by trying to sneak my hand up her skirt, but it isn’t working. She keeps swatting my hand away and giving me the look. The one where you know you’re in trouble and yet you keep doing it anyway. I’m used to being able to charm my way out of most situations with a little sexual persuasion. I don’t think it’s going to work with her.

      Charlie stops digging for her notebook and stands up straight to face me. She puffs a breath out in frustration. “I can’t find it. I know I had it last night when we were studying.”

      I smirk and lean into her. “I don’t remember studying too much.” My finger runs down her cheek to trace her bottom lip. “Actually, I remember doing something much better.”

      Instead of giving me that heated gaze, her eyes narrow. She opens her mouth and then closes it before slamming her locker shut.

      “Whatever,” she breathes, slinging her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll find it later.”

      When she tries to step around me, I grab her arm to stop her. She’s acting weird and it’s making me uneasy. She stiffens but doesn’t try to move forward. I drop her arm with a sigh and lean into her. If a girl says “whatever”, it’s a bad thing. I decide to feign innocence.

      “What’s going on? You’re weird.”

      “You’re fucking weird,” she spits back at me. My eyes widen, but she keeps going. “What do you care, anyway? I’m not your girlfriend.”

      A lightbulb flickers in my head. I should have seen this coming.

      I run my hand over my jaw and laugh once. “Yeah, I figured you’d be pissed.”

      “Don’t you think I have a right to be?” She motions to the space between us. “Or are you and I just nothing?”

      Her words make me angry and I grunt in frustration. “Of course not. You’re never nothing to me.” I step closer and lower my voice. Our conversation has already piqued the interest of several students loitering at their lockers. “How could you say that? You know how I feel about you.”

      Instead of softening toward me, she laughs. “Really? Because you tell me how you feel all the time.” Her pale eyes darken. “You’re so full of shit.”

      I shake my head. “That’s bullshit right there.”

      “I find it hard to believe I’m the first person whose ever told you that.”

      Although her words are true, they still sting coming from her. I don’t even know how to explain it properly. The truth is, I’m not ready for any of this.

      I take a breath and grab her hand. “Look, I know it’s going to sound like bullshit, but I’m sorry. I was caught off guard by their question, and I honestly didn’t know what to say. We’re so much more than that.” I squeeze her hand in mine, but she pulls hers back.

      She comes within inches of my face, her glossy lips twisted into a sneer. “No matter how sweet your words are, they still sound like a lie.”

      This time she gets past me before I have a chance to stop her again. I lean back against the locker, my heart pounding, while everyone around me moves quickly through the halls to their next class. I decide to give her the rest of the day to cool off before I approach her again. She’s seriously pissed, and I better have my shit straight the next time I open my stupid fucking mouth.

      Easier said than done.
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        * * *

      

      Charlie’s getting into her car across the parking lot when I exit the double doors. I have five minutes before I need to be on the field and I still need to get ready. She already changed into her dance clothes and is putting her bag in her trunk.

      “Fuck it,” I mutter and then start to jog toward her.

      She glances over her shoulder with a look of disgust before walking swiftly to the driver’s side door. I make it in time to stand in front of her. She grips her keys in her hand as she scowls.

      “I don’t have time for this, Oliver. I’m going to be late and have a very important recital coming up.” She huffs a humorless laugh, flicking her long ponytail over her shoulder. “You would know that if my shit actually meant something to you.”

      I’m still half out of breath and it’s not from running twenty feet. My heart had been beating too fast since she left me in the hallway earlier. Hearing how she thinks I feel fucking kills me. How could she not know that she’s literally everything to me?

      “Charlie, please. Talk to me first.”

      She shakes her head, her posture tense. “I don’t want to talk to you right now.” She motions to the field. “Plus, you have practice and you’re already on thin ice. Your dad will kill you if you get in trouble again.”

      “I don’t fucking care.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      I lean back against her car, crossing my arms. “Nope. I’m not leaving until you talk to me.”

      Yeah, I actually do care if I get in trouble, but my stubbornness is stronger than my concern. I won’t make it through an entire practice if I’m worrying that she’s upset because of something I did. Our new relationship is already consuming me, and I can’t focus.

      After another long pause, she sighs. “Fine. Two minutes, and then I have to go.”

      I stand up straight, taking a calming breath. “Okay, thank you.”

      “Start talking.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I say nodding. “About what I said earlier, I wasn’t trying to hurt your feelings. You’re taking it the wrong way.”

      “How should I take it?”

      I step closer to her, lowering my voice. “Once everyone knows we’re a couple, everything we do will be scrutinized. Girls will try to break us up, guys will give me shit for settling down…putting labels on things complicates them. I don’t want that for us.”

      She huffs another bitter laugh. “So, we’re only an ‘us’ if nobody knows about it.”

      I shake my head. “No, obviously people are going to see how we are with each other and make their own assumptions. I never hide how I feel about you.” I reach out and tug her toward me. Her hands land on my waist and I cup the back of her head. “I just don’t want anything to come between us. If I say you’re my girlfriend, then that means if we break up, we can’t be friends anymore. You won’t want to be.”

      “That’s how relationships work, Ollie. There’s no magic loophole to get around it.”

      “No,” I say, my lips close to hers. “You and I are different. We’re supposed to be in each other’s lives.” I pause, taking a shallow breath. “All I’m asking is that you be patient with me. I have a lot going on right now and you’re literally the only thing in my life I can count on. I don’t want that to change.”

      “It won’t,” she whispers.

      “You say that now, but what if I do something that pisses you off?

      Charlie cocks her head and gives me an irritated look. “That could happen even if you weren’t my boyfriend.”

      “It’s not the same,” I counter, and lean down and kiss her once. “You’ll hate me after.”

      She looks like she wants to argue so I kiss her again. This time I slip my tongue in her mouth and make it last a little longer. When I pull back, she smiles.

      “You can’t do that.”

      “What?” I ask softly before catching her lips once more.

      “That,” she breathes.

      I answer her with another kiss, nipping her bottom lip with my teeth when I pull back again. “I think you like it.”

      She laughs and then presses her hand to my chest, putting some space between us. “I do, that’s the problem.”

      My eyes drift to her lips and down her tight, black tank top before focusing back on her eyes. “I don’t see a problem, darlin’.”

      Charlie looks hesitant again, the playfulness dissolving from her eyes. “It did suck to hear you say it.”

      The knot in my stomach clenches and I whisper, “I’m sorry.”

      She sighs heavily and leans into me a little. I wrap my arms around her and bring her tightly to my chest.

      “I’m going to make you happy, darlin’. I promise.” I pull back to kiss her temple, and take her face in my hands. “I just need some time to figure this all out. I don’t want to make any mistakes with you. I’d never forgive myself.”

      Instead of responding, Charlie leans in and kisses me this time. Her lips are soft, and I hold her to me and make it last longer than I’m sure she intended. When I finally inch back, all traces of her anger are gone and I’m think I’m forgiven—for now.

      “Go to practice,” she says, giving me a playful shove back. “We’ll talk later.”

      “I’ve got to go, baby.”

      I give her one last peck on the cheek before jogging to the field house. If I run really fast, I’ll only be five minutes late. Coach will ride my ass the entire practice, but it’s worth it.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      When I think back on all the reasons I’ve loved Ollie, I tend to forget all the reasons I shouldn’t have. It was easy to forgive the bad parts of him because the good parts were so much better.

      I know he never had bad intentions. His heart is the part of him I love the most. He cares too much what people think about him, and not enough about himself. That probably sounds crazy considering how cocky he is, but most of it is to compensate for his lack of confidence. It doesn’t always show through, but every time it has, he’s been with me.

      That’s why I needed to tell him the truth. I didn’t think it would be fair of me not to be honest when he was baring his soul to me in my driveway. Yes, he waited five years too long, and yes, he was wasted, but I know he means it. There’s also the fact that he’s texted me every morning since, to remind me that he does.

      And on his lunch breaks.

      And when he gets home.

      And basically every free moment he gets throughout the day. Or every time he eats. I haven’t exactly figured out his pattern yet, but it’s a lot.

      So, I’ve taken the most logical next step. I’ve tried to distance myself from him this week, even though I can tell it bothers him. It’s only been a month since I’ve been back, and I already don’t want to leave him. The more I see him, the harder it will be and I’m still uncertain what to do next. Just because I love him doesn’t mean that I think we can actually be together. I still have reasons I don’t want him to know.

      That’s why I’m completely on edge as I get dressed to go to the studio. Dancing usually gives me a sense of calm. I’m able to forget about all the uncertainties in my life and focus on something I love.

      I have one hand on the door when my phone rings inside my purse. Not a lot of people call me instead of text, so it gets my attention. I set my bag down on the side table and search through my purse. My stomach drops when I see the name on the display.

      Blowing out a long breath, I swipe the screen to answer the call. “Hey.”

      “Hey, yourself,” a deep, familiar voice says in return. “I haven’t been able to reach you. Sorry if you’re busy.”

      “No, it’s okay. I have been busy, but I should have answered your messages.”

      There’s a pause and then Jared sighs. I brace myself for what he’s going to say next. I can’t take another proclamation of interest from an ex.

      “The townhouse sold last week. I need your keys.”

      Oh. Not what I was expecting. Maybe being around Oliver so much is making me arrogant by association.

      “That’s good,” I say with enthusiasm. “I can drop them at the post office this afternoon.”

      “You’re not in New York?” I don’t get a chance to answer before he fires his next question. “Are you still in West Virginia? That was almost a month ago.”

      Immediately I get defensive. “That’s none of your business.”

      Jared laughs once. “Fine, Charlotte. I didn’t call to fight with you. I just wanted to let you know that the house sold and now there’s nothing left to hold you here.”

      “Nothing was holding me there. I wanted to be there.”

      “Not as badly as you wanted to be somewhere else,” he mutters.

      Bitterness has seeped into his tone. It wasn’t a secret that my heart was never mine to give. I knew Jared for most of college, and before we became a couple, he spent many drunken nights with me. More than once they ended with confessions of my regret for having left home. Even after Ollie’s injury, I still didn’t reach out to him. I wanted a clean break but I guess I never got one.

      I let the silence fall between us while I search my brain for something to say. Something that won’t make this more awkward than it already is. But he beats me to it.

      “I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t be petty.” He takes an audible breath. “I want you to be happy. I hope he’s changed.”

      There isn’t a need to clarify the ‘he’ in his statement. Although he’s never met Ollie, his presence in our relationship was palpable. A man knows when you’re thinking about another man. It’s not something you can hide.

      “I’ll send the keys this afternoon. I won’t be back for a couple more months, so if you need anything else, just call.”

      He pauses for a beat. “I should be good. Take care of yourself, Charlotte.”

      Jared ends the call before I can say anything else. It’s probably better that way. The less I have to explain at this point is what’s best for all of us.

      After taking a moment to get it together, I push the front door open only to be greeted by a lopsided grin.

      “Going somewhere, darlin’?”

      My heart flutters in my chest, unable to hide its excitement when I see his face. Ollie’s eyes are twinkling with some kind of mischief that I’m not sure I want to know about. Either that or he’s equally happy to see me.

      I smile and turn away to lock the door behind me. “Yes, actually.” I toss my keys in my bag before facing him. “I have to be at the studio in twenty minutes.”

      His eyebrows pull in. “It’s Saturday. Who works on a Saturday?”

      I can’t hold in my laugh. His work ethic sure hasn’t changed. “A lot of people do, Oliver.”

      “Anyway,” he says, brushing it off. “I wanted to take you for lunch, but if you’re busy we can grab an early dinner.”

      A pang of guilt clenches my stomach. I already promised Liam I’d meet him for drinks this evening. I’d been avoiding it since he asked. Not just because of Ollie, but also because I don’t think it’s a good idea. The way things ended are fine with me, but I have a feeling he has a different opinion on the matter.

      “I can’t,” I say quickly, and then step past him.

      He follows close behind, the gravel crunching under his shoes. “Why? You have a hot date?”

      When I don’t answer, he reaches for my arm. “Charlie, I was kidding.”

      I glance over my shoulder at him and he releases me. With a sigh, I turn around. “I have plans with Liam tonight. Maybe tomorrow.”

      Although my tone was causal, Ollie’s face twists into a dozen different emotions. Not surprisingly, it lands on irritation.

      He shakes his head. “I thought we’ve been through this already.”

      “Um, I told you I was going, and you demanded to know where. That was the extent of it.”

      “I also fucking told you that I didn’t like it and then you kissed me.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but he holds his hand up so I can’t. “And I don’t think I need to remind you what happened after that.” He steps closer, lowering his voice. “But if you do need a reminder, I’ll be happy to take you inside and make you late for your dance practice. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      I laugh and give him a shove back a step. “I remember. It doesn’t change anything. I made these plans with him, as friends, and I intend to keep them.”

      Ollie throws his arms out with a frustrated growl. “So what was the other night?”

      “What about the other night?”

      His nostrils flare. “Don’t act stupid, Charlie. That meant something. I know it did.”

      Ollie’s expression shifts to confusion when I smile. I can’t help it. He’s adorable when he’s angry. I step closer and wrap my arms around his waist, resisting the urge to completely melt into him.

      “Of course it did.”

      He sighs and his strong, muscular arms engulf me. “Then why are you torturing me?” His tone is filled with anguish, but then he smirks. “You know I don’t like to share.”

      “You’re not sharing me with anyone. I told you Liam and I are just friends, and that’s not going to change.” I arch an eyebrow, giving him a once-over. “You, however, are pushing your luck.”

      He laughs and it vibrates in my chest. “You already said you love me.” He leans down and kisses my forehead. “You can’t take it back now.”

      I can literally feel my heart splinter. If he was the one who was scared before, it’s me who’s terrified now.

      “I would never,” I whisper.

      Ollie presses his lips to mine softly and then pulls back to see my face again. “So, don’t go.”

      “You can stop by later, if it would make you feel better.”

      He laughs again. “I’m sure Liam would love that.”

      “I’m sure you can act like a grown-up for an hour if you really can’t trust me to be alone with him.”

      What am I saying? Ollie and I aren’t even together and I’m already allowing him to dictate the terms of my male friendships.

      He looks unsure, though, so maybe I didn’t completely hand over all of the control.

      “It might not be until late. I have to go with Hunter to a sorority party, and I’m not sure how long we’ll be there.”

      A scoff burst out of me and I slap him in the chest with the back of my hand. “And to think I felt bad and you’re on your way to get wasted with a roomful of eager girls dressed like prostitutes.”

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s not what you think. It’s Elliot’s sorority. I’m basically going to babysit Hunter so he doesn’t commit any felonies.”

      I laugh. “I think he may have his hands full with your sister.”

      “You’re probably right.” He pats the side of his face. “With looks like this, it’s hard to keep us tamed.”

      At least not all of his confidence is lost.

      With a smile, I lean up and kiss him once. “Stop by afterward. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      I pull away from him and walk toward my car, but his voice saying my name stops me. I pause with my hand on the doorknob and look back to him. “What?”

      Ollie grins. “I love you.”
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      Oliver  - Now

      

      When we pull up down the street from the sorority house I watch Hunter take a deep breath. The street is packed with stumbling co-eds on their way to drink themselves into a coma. I miss college.

      Being here is probably a mistake, but I couldn’t talk him out of it. At first, the plan was to go to the bar, get shitty, and forget about girl drama for one night. That abruptly changed when Elliot showed him the dress she’d be wearing tonight. I’m not convinced he won’t be joining his dad in prison after this.

      “Let’s go,” I say, unbuckling my seatbelt. “The longer we sit here, the longer you have to be inside your head.” I turn to him with a pointed look. “We both know how scary that can be.”

      I hear him mutter something under his breath and I laugh to myself. He’s so moody when they’re about to have an epic fight. This is exactly why I never had actual girlfriends. College parties aren’t known to be healthy for long-term relationships. They’re for hooking up and being irresponsible. It’s a bad combination for someone on the outside of it.

      We both exit the truck and catch the glances of several half-dressed girls congregating on the front porch. I flash a perfect smile to them on my way past and I swear I hear my name. I’m not surprised. My legacy was destined to live on through the years.

      As we enter the house, I’m suddenly transported back to five years ago, when I owned this row. No matter how many girls graced my bed over those four years, I never felt anything. Well, I felt a lot of things—but certainly not love.

      Hunter grabs me by the back of the shirt, halting me. I cock my head to him. “Yes, dear?”

      He rolls his eyes and nods to the bar set up in the back of the dining room. Elliot stands in the middle of several girls dressed in an extremely short black dress, even for her. Her hair is sleek and straight in a high ponytail, which is different from her usual messy, dark waves. The glitter from her eyeshadow glints in the lights flashing around the room. Typically, she doesn’t wear much make-up, but I have to assume this was all forced upon her. The blondes flanking her are also sporting enough glitter to rival a disco ball.

      “See,” I say to him over the music blaring through the room. “She’s surrounded by girls.”

      I watch his eyes harden and I realize I may have to eat my words. Several guys make their way over to her, and one of them leans in dangerously close.

      Hunter moves to step forward and I put my arm out to block him. “Easy now. Let’s get a drink before you murder someone.”

      His nostrils flare but he reluctantly follows me into the kitchen. If memory serves me right, there should be a table set up with shots by the back door. I smile to myself when I round the corner and see it in all of its glory, complete with two exceptionally hot girls to service it.

      I nudge Hunter forward. The brunette from behind the table eyes both of us with appreciation.

      “Haven’t seen you two around. Are you seniors?” she asks, tilting her head and pouting her overly plumped lips slightly.

      I laugh. “You could say that.”

      She holds up a bottle of tequila. “Shot?”

      “You read my mind. One for my friend here, too.”

      Her eyes drift to Hunter and her smiles widens. “Your eyes are amazing. That’s the most beautiful shade of blue I’ve ever seen.”

      She slides the shots over to us and Hunter tilts his to her. “Thank you, but I have a girlfriend.”

      The brunette laughs. “That must make you a good boy then. Being all loyal at a sorority party.” She focuses her gaze to me. “What about you?”

      I throw my shot back and lock eyes with her. “Oh, I’m a bad boy, darlin’. You couldn’t handle me.” I shoot her a wink before pulling Hunter back in the direction of the dining room.

      He’s still shaking his head as we fight our way through the crowd. “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “What?” I say with a shrug.

      “Flirting. You were totally flirting with that girl.”

      I scoff. “I was not.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “You’re either completely oblivious or it’s so natural to you it seems normal.”

      “You mean to tell me that you’re totally unaware of any other girl that isn’t Elliot?”

      He nods.

      I point my finger to his chest. “That doesn’t seem natural. Maybe that’s your problem.”

      “Whatever, Ollie. I’m going to talk to her. I’m tired of tiptoeing around this bullshit party.”

      He walks directly up to Elliot’s table, which is now fully surrounded by guys.  I follow close behind, but I’m still distracted by my own thoughts of jealousy. I hate the fact that Charlie is with Liam right now. I get that she’s trying to be nice, but he doesn’t need any sympathy from her. Maybe he does, but he doesn’t deserve it.

      It’s not like I took everything from him. He did get to be quarterback for half of our senior year, and play college ball afterwards. She never belonged to him. Charlie has always been mine.

      Elliot’s laughter travels over the crowd, pulling me out of my thoughts. I suddenly feel a pang of guilt. She’s clearly having a good time, and I know for a fact that’s about to end. That time would apparently be now. I watch in horror while one of the guys throws his arm over her shoulder.

      My ability to react quickly is hindered by all the people blocking my path to Hunter. I’m helpless as he lunges straight for the guy. Hunter’s hand grips the back of the unsuspecting frat boy’s neck, and he’s roughly pulled away from my sister.

      The look of alarm and confusion is written all over Elliot’s face as her she gasps in shock. Realization crosses her face next as her eyes shift from Hunter back to me.

      “Hunter!” she cries, stepping forward. “What are you doing?”

      Hunter grits his teeth, giving the frat boy a shove forward. “What are you doing? Who is this guy?”

      Elliot throws her hands up in resignation. “Nobody.”

      “Nobody, huh? Seemed pretty comfortable to me.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      Hunter runs his hand roughly along his jaw. “Oh, am I? How would you feel if I was draped all over some girl?”

      She rolls her eyes. “He gave me a hug, it was no big deal.”

      He gets inches from her face. “I’ll decide what’s a big deal.”

      “Okay,” I call out, stepping between them. “You two need to stop before you say something you’ll regret.”

      Elliot slaps my arm away. “What are you even doing here in the first place?”

      “Hunter wanted to come.”

      She turns back to him. “You didn’t want to fucking come when I asked you.”

      “I changed my mind.”

      She shakes her head. “No, you don’t trust me. You came here without me knowing hoping to catch me doing something.”

      He opens his mouth to reply, and I hold my hand up between them again. “Let’s go outside. People are starting to stare.”

      Elliot scans the party and lets out a huff before shouldering past us. Hunter and I follow behind as she stomps out onto the front lawn. Her hands are balled at her sides when she comes to a stop, turning around so abruptly we almost run into her.

      “Why do you have to act like this?”

      “I could ask you the same question.”

      Her eyes narrow at his words and I almost flinch. He’s pushing her too far.

      “I suggest you leave,” she says coldly.

      “You’re asking me to leave?”

      “Yes.”

      He lets out a bitter laugh. “If this is what you want, Elliot, then just say it.”

      She presses her fingers to her temples and closes her eyes for a moment. “I don’t even know what to say to you right now.” Her eyes snap back open and glare into his. “You show up at a party I invited you to and freak out because a guy talked to me. Do you even know how insane that sounds?”

      “I’m sorry if I don’t want my fucking girlfriend blacked out drunk in some frat guy’s bed.”

      “Dude…”

      My words are cut off by the sound of Elliot’s fist connecting with Hunter’s cheek. He brings his hand up to cup the side of his face. She’s not the type of girl to slap, I raised her, after all. “Elliot…”

      “No!” she cries. “I said go. You’re completely out of line.”

      He reaches for her arm, remorse clearly sprawled across his features. “Baby, I’m sorry.”

      She shakes her head and pulls away. “I honestly don’t care right now. I can’t even look at you.”

      Elliot steps around him, shooting me an icy glare. He attempts to reach for her, and I pull him back. “Don’t right now,” I say in a harsh whisper. “Let her cool off.”

      Hunter rips his arm away from me and growls in frustration, motioning back toward the house. “I can’t just let her go back in there now.”

      “That’s exactly what you’re going to do.”

      “No way, Ollie.”

      He tries to get past me again and I push him backward. “I’m serious. You know how she is. If you go in there now, it will get really ugly.” I lean in closer to him. “Is that what you want?”

      His eyes shift around for a minute as he contemplates his next move. I’m sure memories of last year are flashing in his mind. He clenches his jaw tightly. “Fine.”

      I throw my arm over his shoulder and point him in the direction of my truck. “Go sit in the truck and wait for me. I’ll go talk to her.”

      Hunter shrugs me off of him and stalks away without a response. I jog to catch up with Elliot. She’s almost inside again when I grab her arm.

      “Elle, wait.”

      She stiffens, and then turns back to me with a look of disgust. “Why did you do this? You knew this would happen if you brought him here.”

      I let go of her arm and run a hand over my head, blowing out a breath. “I’m sorry, okay?” I give her a once-over and arch an eyebrow. “But you’re not exactly helping.”

      Her eyes narrow. “What do you mean by that?”

      “Jesus, Elle. You have this Ariana Grande-looking ponytail and are wearing a dress that’s practically painted on. What did you expect?”

      If looks could kill, I’d be dead right now. She steps forward and gets in my face. “Are you seriously insinuating that I brought this on myself? That I’m just begging for attention by dressing like this?”

      I shake my head, suddenly panicked by her onslaught of anger. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all. But guys will look at you a certain way because of it.” I pull my hands into my chest. “I’m a guy, and I fucking remember what it was like at parties like this. I wouldn’t want my girlfriend—let alone my fucking sister—prancing around dressed like that, with a bunch of testosterone-filled dudes eye-fucking you all night.”

      She laughs once. “Well, you know what? You can both go fuck yourselves.”

      I don’t get a chance to fuck this up even further because Elliot turns on her heel and disappears back inside the house. I take a breath and curse myself for even trying to fix this situation.

      When I make it back to the truck, Hunter is pacing beside it. He looks up as I approach.

      “Let’s go to The Roost.”

      I stop in my tracks. “I’m not sure that we should.” I motion back to the house. “That was fucked up, and if I see Charlie right now being too close to Liam, I might snap.”

      Hunter smiles. “I don’t see a problem with that.” He cracks his knuckles. “With the mood I’m in, I’m looking for a fight.”

      He gets in the truck before I have a chance to protest. One thing’s for sure, I’m making a mental note not to act like a jealous psychopath when I do see Charlie.

      It’s apparently not as sexy as we think it is.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Liam has always been attractive. He has classic good looks. Light brown hair, green eyes, and the athletic body every guy strives for. I could never figure out what it was about him that I couldn’t completely fall in love with. But sitting across from him right now, it all makes sense.

      Every time he says something or he smiles, I compare it to a more arrogant one that’s consuming my mind. Liam isn’t Ollie. As much as I used to try and convince myself our fights were about something else, they were always about Ollie. Which confirms my point that guys can tell when you’re thinking about someone else.

      I’ll bet he can tell right now. I can feel his eyes on me while I twirl my straw around in my drink. Every once in a while I nod to acknowledge I’m listening, but what I’m actually doing is wishing I was in my driveway again. Only this time I would have told Ollie not to go out with Hunter tonight because I needed him.

      “…So, it wasn’t something I could pass up. After my most recent shoulder surgery, football isn’t an option anymore.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      My response is genuine. I do feel terrible he was injured in college. Being a quarterback is hard on your body. I can’t count how many times I held my breath on the sidelines after Ollie was sacked.

      Liam picks at the label on the side of his bottle for a moment, not meeting my eyes. “Are you still here because of him?”

      His question makes my stomach dip. I hate to lie, especially to him. The only problem is, my answer isn’t simple. Yes, I’m technically still here because of Ollie. But that hasn’t been entirely my choice. A part of me wishes I could have left already. Before I kissed him. Before we slept together. Before he told me he loves me.

      I really wish I left before that. He was right when he said it meant something. I’m just not sure if it meant everything.

      My shoulders shrug. “I don’t know. We’re talking.”

      Liam laughs once. “Talking? Sure you are.”

      The sarcasm in his tone makes me angry. I lean back in the booth and cross my arms. “Why do you care if I’m with him or not?”

      He looks at me like I’m crazy. “You were a mess after you two broke up.”

      “We weren’t together. Ollie was never my boyfriend.”

      Liam laughs louder this time. “Are you kidding me? Ollie was always your boyfriend.” He finishes the rest of his drink and locks eyes with mine. “I get that maybe I’m not supposed to care, but when I saw you on street last month, you looked happy.” He huffs under his breath once more and motions to me with his empty glass. “That’s not how you look now.”

      I sit up straighter, suddenly conscious of my posture. “It’s complicated. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Right,” he says in a clipped tone. “Because I couldn’t possibly understand what it feels like to love someone and not have them love me back.”

      His words cut through me like a knife. I spend so much time dwelling on the pain Oliver caused me, I guess I tend to forget what I did to him.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, reaching my hand across the table and laying it over his. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      He glances down at my hand and lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m not worried about me.” His eyes lock on mine. “I’m worried about you.”

      I pull my hand back and grip the side of my glass. “Why me?”

      “Because I remember the look on your face that night. I’ve never seen someone so broken.”

      I’m not sure how I must have looked, but I remember how I felt. I didn’t expect Liam to show up after I left Ollie on the bridge. He had no idea what was going on between us, but he knew something was wrong.

      “I was being dramatic,” I say casually.

      My attempt to brush the subject off doesn’t work. He leans in closer. “I didn’t know what you were talking about. You kept saying, ‘he doesn’t care about us.’ Who was ‘us’?”

      The knot in my stomach twists and I suddenly wish I could disappear. There’s even a melancholy country song playing in the background like a fucked-up soundtrack to my life. These are the kinds of conversations I’ve avoided having for a reason.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what I was saying.” My eyes start to burn as I relive the memory. “I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      Liam opens his mouth to say something back but closes it when a commotion by the entrance catches his attention. He rolls his eyes and then mutters something I don’t make out. I turn toward the chatter and see the reason for his discomfort.

      Oliver and Hunter are swaggering side by side through the bar, catching high-fives and appreciative hoots from several of the regulars that still live in town. My stomach clenches when his eyes find mine, and I force a weak smile.

      The grin on his face falls and he holds his arm out to halt Hunter. He whispers something to him and starts toward me with determination. Hunter walks toward the bar, but not before leveling a glare in Liam’s direction. He appears to be in a mood, but that’s not my main concern right now.

      It’s the hardened expression on Ollie’s face that has me worried. He knows something’s wrong, and I’m afraid he’ll get the wrong idea. I stand up from the booth and intercept him.

      My hands grip his waist and bring him to a stop, but he cranes his neck, trying to see around me. “What did he say to you?” He looks at me, searching my eyes. “You look weird. What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing,” I say quickly. “We were just talking.”

      Ollie isn’t convinced. “Your eyes are red. You look like you’re about to cry, and that pisses me off.” His nostrils flare. “I don’t care if he’s my boss or not—I’ll fuck him up, Charlie. I fucking swear I will.”

      “He didn’t do anything.”

      Hunter comes up behind Ollie, a beer in each hand. His eyebrows rise when he catches the distress that must be written all over my face.

      “What’s going on?”

      I look to Liam and then back to Ollie. “Can I talk to you outside?”

      His jaw ticks, clearly debating whether to cause a scene or not. Hunter tilts one of the bottles back, downing half of it before taking a breath. They both appear to be on edge, and the added tension from my previous conversation with Liam isn’t helping.

      “Ollie?”

      I tug on the front of his T-shirt and he finally looks at me again and nods. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      He takes my hand, leading me away without any further explanation to anyone. I look back to Hunter as he takes the seat across from Liam. Considering their history and the mood he seems to be in, the two of them sitting together makes me nervous, but Ollie’s walking too fast for me to get a good enough view of the booth.

      He leads us out into the parking lot and the cool air is a vast contrast to the stuffy environment of the bar. I still can’t breathe, though. I know I need to tell him, and I’m terrified of his reaction.

      Ollie stops walking when we make it beside his truck parked in the corner of the lot. He turns to me, holding my hand between us.

      “Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on.” He nods over my shoulder. “What did he say to you?”

      I shake my head, but he cups my cheek with his hand, forcing me to look at him. “Talk to me, baby,” he says softly, his thumb moving across my skin. “Whatever it is, I’ll make it go away.”

      My eyes squeeze closed. “You can’t,” I whisper, and then pull back.

      His jaw tenses. “I need you tell me what’s going on. I’m trying so fucking hard here, but I have no idea what I’m trying to make up for.”

      Taking a breath, I face the anguish on his face. “There’s a reason for that.”

      He lifts his arms and then drops them heavily at his sides. “Then tell me.”

      A tear slips down my cheek and I brush it away. Ollie looks horrified, but doesn’t move to comfort me. “It’s because you don’t know what you did,” I whisper. I take a shaky breath. “I never told you.”

      His throat bobs as he swallows. “Never told me what?”

      I close my eyes, unable to face him. “I was pregnant.”

      It’s eerily quiet for a moment, the crisp air blowing my hair across my face. I open my eyes and pull my jacket tighter. The chill traveling through my body.

      The wind tosses unruly strands of hair across his forehead, but Ollie stands motionless in front of me. The color drains from his face and his eyes stay unfocused for a moment. He rubs the side of face and then covers his mouth with his hand. “When?”

      “I’m not sure. Fall Festival maybe.” I mumble. “I wasn’t far along when I left.”

      “Were you ever going to tell me?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He blows out a forceful breath, dropping his hand to his side. He looks like I just socked him in the gut. It’s very similar to the feeling currently swirling in mine. Any pain I’m causing him ricochets back to me ten-fold.

      Ollie takes a small step, the gravel crunching beneath his shoes too loudly. His eyebrows pull in while he searches my face. “You were never going to tell me?”

      I shake my head. “I didn’t say that.”

      “Did you—” His voices trails off, not wanting to ask the obvious question. He takes a deeper breath. “What happened?”

      I tug on the sleeves of my sweater, not meeting his eyes. “I lost the baby shortly after I left.” I glance up and find him staring straight back at me. “It didn’t matter then.”

      “Didn’t matter?” His words come out in a strangled whisper. “How can you say that? How could I not want to know?”

      “You had a lot going on. I didn’t think it would do any good for you to know.”

      “That wasn’t your decision,” he growls. The muscles in his jaw ripple as the anger starts to take over. “I could have done something. Been there for you.”

      “That’s the whole point,” I say, and huff a bitter laugh. “You weren’t there for me. Not when I needed you. You wanted to leave and forget about me and anything that I thought we had. Telling you would have forced you to do something you didn’t really want to do. I didn’t want your pity.”

      He looks at me like I’ve grown two heads. “Pity? You honestly think that’s how I would have felt?” His fists slams against his chest. “You were pregnant with my child. My fucking kid and you think I wouldn’t care?” He runs his hand over his head, sputtering a laugh. “God, Charlie. Was I that much of an asshole?”

      “No.”

      “No? Then why?” His tone is too sharp and it catches the attention of a few people loitering outside the bar.

      I reach forward and pull him closer. He stumbles a few steps and I clench my teeth. “Lower your voice.”

      He shakes his head. “How can you expect me to be calm right now?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this here.”

      “When?” He gets inches from my face, tilting his head to me. “Huh? How long do I have to wait for you to finally be honest with me?”

      “I never lied to you.”

      “You didn’t tell me the truth either,” he snaps back.

      Red-hot tears prick my eyes. The lump in my throat grows larger, but I swallow it down and wet my dry lips. “I’m sorry. I should have told you.”

      “You’re damn right you should have.” He plants his hands on his hips, his chest heaving with a quick breath. “That’s not something you keep from someone you claim to love. That’s not fucking fair.”

      “I know.”

      It’s a lame response back, but it’s all I have for him. I know not telling him was wrong. I was trying to protect myself, and selfishly I knew it would hurt him if he ever found out.

      “So that’s all I get.” He laughs under his breath. “Tough luck, Ollie. You were a dick, and this is what you deserve.”

      “No,” I say, finding my voice again. “I regret not telling you.”

      He steps closer, his eyes narrowing. “And yet you’ve been back for over a month and still didn’t.”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “No,” he says, cutting me off. “I’m fucking sorry. I’m fucking sorry that my seventeen-year-old self wasn’t mature enough for you. That you still feel the need to punish me now, for how I acted when I was a stupid, fucking kid.”

      My heart thrums faster. “I’m not trying to punish you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” he laughs angrily. “What do you call this?” He grips his chest. “Rip my fucking heart out, darlin’. It’s yours to do whatever you want with. You fucking know that.”

      The wall of unshed tears breaks like a dam and several spill down my cheeks. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore.”

      He takes an unsteady breath and nods once. “Yep. Sounds about right.” He steps past me, but stops above my shoulder. “Run away. It’s what you’re good at.”

      Oliver’s footsteps crunch behind me until they disappear across the parking lot. I close my eyes, taking deep breaths through my nose. All the fresh air in the world couldn’t calm my heart.
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      Charlotte - Then

      

      I’m still wearing my crown.

      I already changed out of my dress and into a pair of faded, torn jeans and a tank top, but Ollie said I wasn’t allowed to take the crown off. He said I had to wear it all night like the champion that I am, and everyone had to bow down to his girl.

      He sounds like an idiot, but my cheeks hurt from smiling so much. He called me his girl.

      Everyone has congregated at Ollie’s family lake house, once again, for yet another epic party. Surprisingly, Liam came, but has been fighting with his date since before the dance. Rumor has it she disappeared with Hunter after Fall Festival because no one has seen either one of them since.

      But I’m not worried about that. I’m sitting on the counter in the kitchen and Ollie’s standing between my legs. The majority of our group is gathered around the large granite island in a heated game of flip cup. Ollie isn’t paying attention to that, though. He’s been distracting me by singing off-key versions of every pop song that comes on. He keeps yelling, ‘Alexa! Play something fucking good!’ but so far she hasn’t been too responsive.

      When the next song ends and morphs into one with a faster beat, he leans down to my ear. “You having fun, darlin’?”

      I nod as he tilts his head back to see my face. He grins and plants a quick kiss to my lips before reaching for his cup beside me. After taking a quick gulp, he wets his lips before setting it back down.

      His hands rest on the counter on either side of me, and the muscles in his biceps flex. He smiles. “What do you want to do now? Want to play beer pong on the deck?”

      I shake my head slowly, reaching my hands up to loop around his neck. I tug his face close to mine and he grins wider. “I like where you’re going with this.”

      “Take me upstairs,” I whisper across his lips.

      His eyes widen, but the grin remains. He feathers his lips over mine. “For what reason?”

      My fingers twist through his hair as I trail kisses up his neck, stopping beneath his ear. “I want you.”

      His body stiffens and I swear I feel him shiver against me. He brushes the hair from my face and meets my eyes, his gaze hesitant. “You sure?” he asks, his voice low.

      I bite my lip, suddenly shy about the way he’s looking at me. “Yes.”

      He leans in, pressing himself against me tighter, and kisses me hard this time. His tongue tangles with mine and my back arches into his touch when his hands wander along my spine. I lose track of where we are for a moment, succumbing to the warmth of his mouth moving over mine and not giving a single fuck if anyone sees.

      Ollie apparently doesn’t care either, as his hand slips down the back of my jeans. I give him one last kiss and break away, patting the side of his face. He gives me a confused look and I laugh.

      I lean in, pressing my cheek to his. “We don’t need an audience.”

      He grins. “You’re right.” Without another word he tugs me off the counter and leads me down the hallway. I catch a few comments and hoots from the people in the kitchen, but I don’t have time to think about it. Ollie stops abruptly after we round the corner and presses me back against the paneled wall in the hallway.

      He kisses me hungrily again, searching my mouth with his tongue, his hands roaming under my tank top. After only a moment, he breaks away, almost gasping for air.

      “Are you sure, Charlie?” He kisses me once. “I can wait as long as you want to.”

      “I’m asking, aren’t I?” I counter, while running my hand down the front of his jeans.

      He tenses and lets out a strangled groan when I wrap my hand around his bare skin. I try not to react to what it feels like to be touching him like this. For as many times as I’ve imagined being intimate with Ollie, I wasn’t prepared for him to have an actual reason to be so cocky.

      His eyes are closed when he presses his forehead to mine. “You can’t do that, baby,” he rasps. His eyes flick open and blaze back at me. “I’ll never make it upstairs.”

      I give him one last stroke before pulling my hand away and tugging him toward the stairs. We only manage to get up one or two of them before stumbling back into each other, kissing and touching every body part we can get our hands on.

      After tripping up the second flight, we land on the third floor. Ollie’s bedroom is the only room up here, and the door has a lock. The music from the party below is a dull hum inside the otherwise quiet loft.

      Calling it a loft would be an understatement. It’s more like the most amazing penthouse you’ve ever seen. Floor to ceiling windows line both walls giving the room a lakeside view. The king-sized bed on the other side of the room is made up with plush white linens. It’s much nicer than I expected it to be. For all the stories I’ve unfortunately heard, this is the first time I’ve been in Ollie’s room.

      I’ve never been in his bedroom at his main house, either. He’s the one that always comes to me. It’s kind of weird having it the other way around.

      He closes the door behind him with a click and then turns back to me. He steps forward, grabbing me by my waist and pulling me against him again.

      “Just because we’re here doesn’t mean you can’t change your mind,” he says softly. He kisses my cheek and then my lips. “I could kiss you all night and be completely satisfied.” His hand lands on my ass and he smirks. “As long as you wake up in my bed in the morning.”

      Instinctually I want to chastise him for being a perv, but I want that, too. I place my hands on his chest and start to slide them upward, over the ridges of muscle, along the soft stubble on his jawline. I keep going and run my fingers through his messy hair.

      “Only if we sleep naked.”

      My words cause a low growl to claw through him, vibrating into me. He grips my ass with both hands and lifts me off the floor in one quick motion. His mouth finds mine and he walks us backward through the room until my back hits the mattress.

      His hands move down my body until they land on the top button of my jeans. He kisses me once, twice, and then lifts his head to look at my face. “Is this okay?”

      I nod, my chest already heaving with labored breaths. I watch him unbutton my jeans and slide them down my legs. He licks and sucks a trail up my calf, landing on my inner thigh. His soft, wet kisses cause me to whimper and he gives a lop-sided grin before pushing himself back up to my mouth.

      “I want to go slow.” He nips my bottom lip and kisses me once. “I want you to tell me what you like.”

      “What do you like?” I ask instead, running my hands up his back.

      Ollie laughs. “Anything.” He nods to his arousal pressed between my legs. “You could touch me anywhere and I’d probably blow my load right now.”

      I laugh even though he looks completely serious. If he only knew how close I was, and I’ve never even had sex yet. I’ve waited so long for this moment. I’m not even worried about it being perfect. I just want him.

      “I want to touch you,” I say, my cheeks heating up with my admission.

      Ollie’s eyes turn darker and he licks his lips. With deft hands he lowers his zipper and releases himself from his pants. He strokes his hand up and down the shaft once, and then reaches for my hand, guiding it toward him.

      I wrap my hand around him, and he moves his hand over mine until I get to a rhythm he likes. He groans deeply and then grips the back of my neck, pulling my lips to his. He kisses me hard and it gives me too many things to focus on at once. His soft tongue melting with mine, the thickness in my hand getting harder with every stroke. But what’s most distracting are the sounds he’s making. The guttural moans and the harsh way he says my name is making it hard to concentrate on anything else.

      Despite the pleasure it gives me to see him so aroused, I’m nervous. Not because I’m afraid to have sex. I’m fully aware that the first time probably won’t be the most comfortable experience, but mainly it’s my lack of experience that I’m worried about.

      It’s no secret Ollie’s been around. Measuring up to his level of perfection is going to be difficult to do.

      He must sense my unease because his hand moves from clutching my hip to the side of my face. His chest is slightly heaving when he smiles. “You with me?”

      I nod, slowing my pace with my hand. Ollie places his hand on mine to still me, looking up into my eyes. “I really like what you’re doing, darlin’, I won’t lie. But we don’t have to go any further.” He kisses my lips gently. “I want your first time to be everything you imagined it would be.”

      My cheeks flush again and I’m not sure why. I’ve never been nervous in front of Ollie before. I mean, I’ve never been half-naked with my hand on his dick before—but still.

      He rolls onto his side, pulling back from me a little. His pants are still halfway on and he hasn’t taken his shirt off yet, so there’s still time to pump the breaks. But I don’t want to.

      Feeling bold, I roll him all the way onto his back and climb onto of him. My legs straddle his waist and his erection grinds against the part of my body with the most need. Heat surges through me and I slowly rock my hips over him to test the feeling. His eyes glaze over and fill with a lust I’ve never seen before.

      I grab the hem of his shirt, lifting it slowly and kiss my way up to his neck before he pulls it the rest of the way off. His hands are on my chest, palming me through the thin material of my tank top, before it, too, finds its way to the floor. He unclasps my bra next with a skill I’m not sure I want to think about.

      Now that I’m practically naked on top of him, the shyness I thought I’d feel isn’t there. It’s the way he’s looking at me. Like I’m the only girl in the entire world he’d ever want to have close to him. I like that feeling.

      I try to lean in and kiss him again, but he sits up and flips me onto my back before I get the chance. He pauses before kicking his jeans the rest of the way off and positioning himself above me. He places a soft kiss on my abdomen before sliding my panties down my legs.

      My breath catches at the sight of him at the foot of the bed. His statuesque body in all its glory, the sexy smirk on his lips. How could he not know that he’s all I’ve ever wanted?

      Slowly, he climbs back on top of me and I take a breath. He kisses my cheek and then my lips before pulling back, his eyes boring into me.

      “I wish I had a first to give you,” he says, his voice deep and smooth. He kisses me once more. “I’m just thankful you waited for me.”

      I’m afraid to answer because all of the emotions I’m feeling in this moment are too much. It would surely be a mood killer if I started to cry before he was even inside of me. So, instead I grab his face and kiss him hard. I put every ounce of love I have for him into it, and even that’s not enough. He’s my beginning and he’s my end. I’ll never want anyone else.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      This has literally been the longest week of my life.

      I haven’t spoken to Charlie since her confession at the Roost, and I’m not sure what I’d say to her if I did. For her to think I was a shitty boyfriend is one thing, but a bad father? That shit hurt.

      Obviously, I’m known for being an asshole. I never deny it, but it’s something I’ve been working on. Like real soul-searching type of shit. I think a lot of my arrogance stems from my inability to feel good about something when I do get it. It’s always an empty victory because I never quite feel good enough.

      It would be easy to blame my own father. Sure, he has his faults, but I know he loves me. There was a time when I wasn’t sure I could say that. When everything seemed so unattainable. The biggest being his faith in me.

      I fucked up a lot. I know that, but I wasn’t always trying to. Sometimes the pressure would just build and build, until my lungs started to burn. Each breath I took was harder than the last and I had to fight really hard against the hopelessness and doubt. With that said: if anyone ever asked me about it, I’d deny it to the bitter end.

      There’s no strength in weakness, only failure.

      Succumbing to the only weakness I’ve ever known is what’s causing me to fail right now. No matter what I try to do, it will never make up for something I didn’t even know I’d done. It’s like a punch to the gut, followed directly by a kick to the balls. There’s no time to remember how to breathe because the crushing pain is so intense you don’t even care.

      What’s equally tormenting is the fact that Elliot’s still angry with me. Sure, I feel bad for Hunter, but he brought that shit on himself. He showed that he doesn’t trust her. I’m not sure if it’s true or not, but I know trust is a very important part of any relationship. I think they can fix it with some good old-fashioned communication, but that’s not happening anytime soon.

      I’m surprised to see her doing laundry when I get home from the cross country meet. I think it was bullshit to schedule a meet the morning after Fall Festival, but what do I know. I just had a team full of hung-over girls puke and whine through an entire event. No big deal.

      Truth be told, I’ve started drinking already. I got a bottle at the liquor store on the way over and cracked it open as soon as I hit the driveway. I set it down on the end table in the living room when I see Elliot’s ponytail start to escape down the hallway. It triggers a very vivid memory of me—once again—acting like an asshole. Nothing new, but I can’t stand my sister being mad at me. It’s unnatural.

      I chase her into the kitchen. “Elle, wait,” I call to her.

      She stops in her tracks but doesn’t turn around to face me. “I have a lot of shit to do, Ollie.”

      “Can that shit wait?” I gently place my hand on her shoulder. “I need to talk to you.”

      She whips her ponytail around as she turns to look at me. Her eyes narrow. “You can tell Hunter I’m not talking to you about it either. I need time to think.”

      My brows furrow and I pull my hand back. “Whoa. Is it that serious?”

      Elliot shifts the laundry basket she’s holding to the opposite hip and shrugs. “If I allow him to act like this now, it’s only going to get worse. He can’t walk around assaulting every guy that looks at me for the rest of our lives.” She laughs once. “And if it’s because he doesn’t trust me, then we have a bigger problem.”

      I lean back on the counter and cross my arms. “So, why not have an actual conversation about it? Making him sit around and guess won’t solve anything. He’s a total mess right now.”

      She visibly flinches. “Seriously?” she asks, setting the basket down on the table.

      I nod and she bites her lip, clearly upset he’s so upset. I reach out and nudge her arm. “It’s not your fault. You have a damn good reason to be mad and honestly I’d be pissed if you weren’t.”

      Her brow arches. “Really? I find that hard to believe.”

      I shake my head and put one of my hands over my heart. “No, Elle. What we did was total bullshit and I’m sorry if I made you feel bad about it, too.” I let out a heavy sigh, the emotions of the past few weeks taking a toll on me. “I just know how guys think. All either one of us was trying to do was protect you from harm. It had nothing to do with not trusting you.”

      “He doesn’t need to act like that, though.”

      “True,” I say, flashing her a coy smile. “But you need to talk to him. He’s seriously lost without you, Elle.”

      She appears deep in thought for a moment, her brow creasing. I think I may have gotten through to her until the back door opens and Hunter comes strolling in. Elliot stiffens as he walks into the kitchen. His face is tense, clearly nervous as he comes to a stop beside me.

      He looks to me and then back to her. “I honestly didn’t know you were going to be here.” His eyes harden and he laughs once. “But since you don’t fucking talk to me it was kinda hard for me to know.”

      Elliot’s eyes narrow and it’s clear she’s equally ready to throw down. When they fight, it’s hard to watch. Both of them are so fucking stubborn it’s almost impossible to believe they stay together at all.

      But I think that’s the beauty of it. They have this unending passion that makes them act so fiercely one way or the other.

      “I’m not ready to talk to you yet,” she snaps at him, interrupting my thoughts. “I explained that to you very calmly the last time you asked me when I answered my fucking phone.”

      Hunter doesn’t miss a beat. “I called you at least ten times before you finally answered.”

      “Jesus, Hunter. Stalker much?” I chime in. He levels a glare at me and I grin. “Dude, let her breathe.”

      “Stay out of it, Ollie,” he growls.

      I motion to Elliot, who’s chosen not to respond. “She’s my fucking sister. I’ll be in whatever I need to be.” I put my finger to his chest as a warning. “You need to chill.”

      His nostrils flare. “You’re one to talk about staying chill.”

      “Well, I think I have a good fucking reason not to be.” I cock my head at him. “Don’t ya think?”

      “I’m not saying you don’t, but you have no right to tell me to be calm when I’m getting my heart fucking ripped out, too.”

      Elliot makes a strangled noise and we both turn to look at her. “What are you talking about?” She focuses on me. “Did something happen with Charlie? I thought it was going good.”

      Hunter laughs. “That’s what you’re upset about?”

      “Of course I’m upset you’re upset. How could I not be?”

      “You seem perfectly fine to me.”

      I’m starting to get a headache. All I wanted was to get drunk with my friends and stay away from all the relationship drama that’s been surrounding us lately. Not be stuck in the middle of my best friend and my sister’s epic blowout.

      Taking a calming breath, I’m about to step in when the back door once again flies open. Footsteps echo through the foyer until Judah’s lopsided grin comes into view. I smirk at him and Hunter growls.

      “What the fuck is he doing here?”

      “I invited him,” I say casually.

      Hunter leans into me and I could swear that for a second he considers punching me. Anger flashes in his eyes. “Why?”

      I grip his shoulder, looking him dead in the eye. “Because I need my second wingman. This was about me, remember?”

      Hunter blows out a forceful breath through his nose, nodding. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m being a dick.”

      Judah strolls into the kitchen sporting a backward hat, hoodie, and worn jeans. Typical. He gives me a pat on the back and nods to Hunter before stepping forward and hugging Elliot. I put my hand on Hunter’s arm just in case he tries to lunge, and he shoots me an irritated look.

      “I’m not that fucking stupid,” he whispers harshly.

      I wink at him because it’s obvious he is, but I don’t say anything. Judah turns back to us, completely oblivious to all of the tension in the room. “You guys ready?”

      “Where are you going?” Elliot asks, her eyebrows furrowing. “And all together? That’s weird.”

      “It’s not weird,” I say before anyone else can respond. I motion to Hunter and Judah who exchange awkward glances. “I need both of them. Obviously they have some experience dealing with fucked up relationships.”

      Elliot scoffs. “I’m taking that personally, considering I’ve dated both of them.”

      Her use of the past tense causes two very different reactions. Judah’s eyes widen and Hunter’s face turns so red he looks like he’s about to explode.

      “Did you guys break up?” Judah asks.

      Hunter laughs darkly. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you.”

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. “I wouldn’t.”

      Hunter rolls his eyes. “Still pretending to be the nice guy, I see.”

      “I am nice,” Judah growls back at him.

      The irritation on Elliot’s face is starting to spread to mine. I put my fingers to my mouth and whistle loudly. Everyone stops arguing and turns my way.

      “I’m done with this shit, okay?” I level a heavy look at both of them. “I spent the past year dealing with all of the drama you had in your relationships, and all I’m asking for is one night. Just one where I can try to get myself straight, and it would be nice if my two closest friends could fucking help me out with that.”

      Judah immediately looks remorseful and the anger from Hunter’s face subsides. He blows out a long breath.

      “I’m sorry, man.”

      “Yeah, dude,” Judah says, patting my shoulder. “We’re here for you.”

      Elliot throws her hands up in frustration. “I still have no idea what’s going on.”

      “You don’t need to,” I say and then toss my truck keys to Judah. He looks confused for a moment—not a surprise—but I sigh anyway. “You’re driving.”

      He nods and starts to walk toward the back door. Hunter hesitates beside me, his eyes locked on Elliot.

      “We didn’t break up, did we?” he asks, his voice subdued.

      Elliot’s eyes fill with tears and she shakes her head. “No, we didn’t break up.”

      I can tell he wants to go to her, so I give him a shove toward the door. He glares back at me.

      “Get moving,” I say, still shooing him in front of me. “You can talk to her later.”

      After one last longing glance back at her, he stumbles forward and mutters something under his breath. It makes me smile.

      That smile fades quickly though, when I walk out to my driveway. Charlie’s coming up the sidewalk and when our eyes meet, my stomach drops. She has the same worried expression as the other night, and I’m not ready to deal with whatever she plans on telling me next.

      It’s the last thing I need right now. What I need is alcohol—a fucking lot of it, and I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      My heart is beating so fast I’m afraid it will fly right out my chest. Ollie’s swaggering toward his truck like it’s just another lazy Saturday. He doesn’t appear to be distressed in any way. He’s accompanied by not only Hunter, but also by another rather tall muscular guy. He looks vaguely familiar.

      They both look at me and then back to Ollie. They look nervous, and something doesn’t feel right.

      I stop a few feet away from him and he keeps walking toward the passenger side door. Obviously he’s planning on getting shit-faced instead of actually talking about his feelings. Typical.

      I huff a frustrated sigh. “Oliver, don’t walk away from me.”

      He laughs under his breath and then turns to me, smirking. “Well, I’m sorry darlin’. I have plans with my friends today. I guess I should have cleared it with you first since you’re so transparent with me.”

      Instantly, I want to get angry. Fire claws in my chest and I want to scream at him. But I don’t. Instead I take a breath.

      “If you’re angry, that’s fine. You have every right to feel some kind of way about it.”

      His smirk morphs straight into a scowl and his eyes darken.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” He walks toward me as he speaks. “There is absolutely no excuse for what you did.” He stops within reach of me, but holds back. “I don’t care how terrible you thought I was, or how much you think it hurt—I fucking promise you it doesn’t feel as bad as this.”

      “I never wanted that.” I take a hesitant step and reach for his hand. He lets me hold it, but his arm is tense. “I promise you. No matter how bad you hurt me, I never wished the same for you.”

      He doesn’t answer. He keeps staring over my head, refusing to look at me.

      “Ollie, just talk to me. Please.”

      He takes in a sharp breath through his nose, his eyes still swirling with anger. “I don’t think we should talk right now. I know how I’m feeling, and I don’t want to say some shit I can’t take back.”

      Unexpected tears prick the corners of my eyes and I struggle to hold them in. He’s never been this angry with me before and it strikes me hard. I hate the tortured look on his face and the disgust in his tone.

      “Okay,” I say with a small nod. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      I pull my hand back and run it through my hair, turning away from him. Hunter and the other guy have discreetly walked up the driveway back toward the house, so at least our audience is gone.

      I don’t even take a full step before he tugs my arm and spins me back into his chest. I hug him hard, wrapping my arms around his waist and wishing that we weren’t fighting right now. That he wasn’t spending the night away from me because he can’t stand to look at me.

      I almost start to cry again but then his lips press against my temple. He pulls my head back with his hands and kisses my lips once. “I love you. That doesn’t change just because I’m mad.” He takes an unsteady breath before pulling his hands down. “I need a minute, okay? You had five years, I think you can give me one more night.”

      My throat gets clogged, so I just nod.

      He gives me one last look before turning around and walking confidently back to his truck. There’s no sign of hesitation in his step as he throws his arm up, motioning to his friends as he walks.

      “Tick tock, motherfuckers. Let’s go!”

      The tall guy moves quickly to the driver’s side, while Hunter glares at Ollie before getting in the back of the cab. Ollie doesn’t look at me again. They start pulling down the driveway before I even think about walking back to my house.

      My heart is still beating too fast, and for the first time I’m scared that he won’t talk to me. For so long I avoided him at all costs because it was too painful to face, and now the thought of being away from him terrifies me.

      “Charlie.”

      I turn my head to the sweet voice behind me. Elliot smiles at me from the door to the garage. “I have wine.”

      There are few things in life you don’t have to question. Drinking wine in the middle of the afternoon is one of them.

      “I’m in,” I say, making my way up the driveway toward her.

      She holds the door for me, and I follow her down the hallway into the kitchen. It’s been so long since I’ve been inside their house, I forgot how overwhelming it feels. Most of the ceilings on the lower floor are vaulted with large, distressed beams. All of the windows framing the walls bring in light to contrast the rich, dark wood. It looks more like the resort than and actual home. A stone archway leads into the kitchen where several bottles are already lined up on the massive granite island.

      Elliot grabs a corkscrew from the drawer and shoves it into the top of one of the bottles. Her face scrunches up as she twists. “I’m sorry you have to deal with my brother’s shit. I meant to send my condolences earlier.”

      I laugh, taking a seat on one of the barstools across from her. “It’s okay. I’m used to him.”

      She eyes me carefully for a moment. She pulls the cork from the bottle with a grunt, her nostrils flaring as she inhales deeply. “I love that smell.” She nods to me. “You like red?”

      “I’ll drink any wine.”

      She winks at me and my stomach clenches. Her features are so much like his. The way she laughs, her mannerisms, those exotic hazel eyes—she’s definitely the female version of Oliver.

      Mischief lights up her face before she turns and grabs two glasses from the cabinet. “I stole this five-thousand-dollar bottle of Merlot from my parents’ wine cellar after Hunter and I got into our fight.” She proceeds to pour two rather full glasses while I try to pick my chin off the floor. Five thousand dollars?

      She hands me a glass, grinning. “I’ve been waiting for the perfect moment to see what five grand tastes like. I think it will make me feel better.” She raises her glass and I follow suit, my hand shaking slightly. “Fuck boys and their stupid, underdeveloped brains that cause them to do dumb shit and fuck everything up because they were too stupid to realize how perfect it was.”

      I’m at a loss. Her toast was—well, it was specific. “Um…”

      Elliot clinks her glass with mine and takes a very large drink. I decide not to waste about thirteen-hundred dollars’ worth and take a small sip. I work hard to keep my face neutral, but the bitter taste makes it very difficult. This wine tastes like shit.

      “It’s good,” I say, swallowing gently.

      Elliot takes another large gulp and sets her glass down on the counter. “It tastes like shit, but it will get you drunk as fuck.”

      My eyes widen and I sputter a laugh. “Honestly, it’s weird seeing you this way. The last time I knew you, you were fourteen.” I wave my hand toward her. “And now you’re what, nineteen?”

      She nods. “Yeah, Hunter and I just celebrated my birthday together. We got to go out to dinner and everything.” Her fingers twist around the stem of the glass and she smiles. “I know it seems dumb, but that’s something we couldn’t do for so long. It felt perfect.”

      The smile on her face fades and she gulps down another mouthful. She and Hunter must have gotten into it bad. He did look at Ollie like he wanted to punch him, so I’m guessing he’s somehow also involved.

      “What happened?”

      She flashes a quick smile, wiping the corner of her mouth with her thumb. “It’s stupid. I’m probably being a bitch.”

      I shake my head quickly. “No, don’t do that.”

      Elliot meets my eyes with a huff. “Why not? It’s true, isn’t it? Every time Judah did something dumb it was because of how I acted or how I dressed. All guys thrive off jealousy.”

      I want to argue, but she’s kind of right. Ollie used to get mad when we weren’t even together. He’d take it a step further and go off on me even if he was with another girl. Totally ridiculous, but expected.

      “You’re wrong though, it’s not right for them to act that way.” She walks around the island and takes a seat next to me. Something clicks in my mind and I turn to face her. “Wait. That other guy with them, was that Judah?”

      She nods.

      “Seriously? Isn’t that weird?”

      She throws her arms up and laughs. “That’s what I said. But Ollie and Judah are actually good friends. They have been ever since he got hurt.”

      The mention of Ollie’s career-ending injury brings the guilt back to consume me. Tightness in my chest briefly cuts off my air supply. I take another drink.

      “How was he?” I ask in small voice. “I mean, how bad was it?”

      Elliot blows out a breath and flips her ponytail over her shoulder. “I won’t lie, he was a mess. He didn’t leave his room much for the first couple of months. My parents were worried he wouldn’t graduate on time, but after a while it got better. He started spending a lot of time with Judah, basically coaching him and pushing him to be what he  couldn’t. They bonded through football and became very close. Like brothers. Hunter was here the entire time, too. Both those guys have been there for him, and I’m so thankful he has support.” Her eyes cast away for a moment and then she takes another breath. “I never really had that, so I think he’s very lucky to have people who care about him.”

      I reach my hand over and place it on hers with a small squeeze. “Well, you have me. I’m right next door, and you can talk to me anytime.”

      “Thank you,” she says with a small smile. “But aren’t you leaving?”

      “I don’t know.” I pull my hand back and grip the bottom of my glass. “Things are so complicated with us. I have no idea how it’s going to end.”

      “I know he loves you.” I look up and meet her eyes, surprised. “He more or less told me a couple months ago when me and Hunter were going through some things. He didn’t say your name, but I could tell by how emotional he got that it was serious. I put two and two together after I saw how affected he’s been by your return.”

      My stomach dips again. “I’m not sure he’ll still feel that way now that he knows what I did.”

      She laughs like my statement was ridiculous. “What could you do that could possibly be worse than something my brother would do?”

      My stomach drops even lower. I feel like Elliot and I could be friends, but after I tell her, I’m not sure she’ll be so welcoming.

      I take an unsteady breath. “It’s a long story.”

      Elliot smiles and gets up from her barstool with purpose. “I love long stories.” She grabs her phone from the counter and starts scrolling. “What do you like on your pizza? I think we need snacks.”

      Even though I can feel the tears threatening to pour from my eyes, being here with her is making it so much better.

      It’s my turn to smile. “It’s doesn’t matter, as long as you get the square one.”
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      Oliver - Now

      

      I’m staring out of the passenger side window of my own truck. My eyes aren’t focused on anything in particular. I’m consumed in my thoughts while the trees whip by along the side of the highway.

      We have to go to another town so Judah can get served. He’s not twenty-one yet, and we need to go where no one knows us. It’s only about twenty minutes away, but it feels like it’s taking forever.

      Nobody has said a word since we left the house almost ten minutes ago. Hunter’s slouched down in the back, arms crossed, with a scowl on his face. I get it, I really do—but his shit with Elliot is an easy fix. She’s already on the verge of caving. I could see it her eyes. She’s just trying to prove a point.

      Judah’s quiet, which isn’t totally weird, but I’m seriously fucking hoping it’s not about Elliot. He said last time he was home that he met a girl. It’s shitty of me to do, but I hope his brooding is about her, and not about my potentially single sister.

      Even as I think it, I know it won’t be true. Elliot loves Hunter, and he loves her. They made it through some serious shit last year. If something like this breaks them up, then there’s no hope for the rest of us.

      I sigh a little too heavily and Judah glances over at me. He reaches for the radio and turns the volume down. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m cool,” I say quickly, still leaning my chin on my hand against the window.

      He doesn’t buy it. “She looked upset, too.”

      My stomach clenches as the look on her face flashes in my mind. I hated leaving her like that. Even though the sight of her makes me so fucking mad right now, I still want to be near her. I wanted to kiss her longer, tell her that it didn’t matter what happened before, and that I wasn’t going anywhere. But I didn’t.

      It’s not trying to punish her, either. I’m genuinely upset she didn’t feel she could tell me. Maybe I would have overreacted and got scared as fuck, but I never would have left her. I would have taken care of both of them no matter how hard it would have been. It’s not that she wasn’t my priority, it was because I wasn’t ready for what that meant. It was something I knew, and I couldn’t make a promise to her I wasn’t capable of keeping.

      I sit up straight in my seat as he turns off the exit and rub my hand over my jaw a few times. “Yeah, she is. I’m really fucking mad though, so I know I needed to step away.” I blow out a forceful breath. “I need to get my head on straight.”

      “What you need to do is be honest with each other,” Hunter chimes in from the back.

      I grit my teeth. “You’re one to talk, motherfucker.”

      He laughs. “I’m honest with Elliot. I tell her exactly how I feel, and that’s what I’m being punished for now.”

      “You’re being punished because you acted like an asshole and embarrassed her in front of her entire sorority.”

      He scoffs. “I didn’t embarrass her.”

      Instantly, my anger spikes. I turn around in my seat to glare at him. “Yes, you fucking did. Now everybody thinks that she has an unstable, possessive boyfriend who doesn’t trust her.”

      Hunter’s face remains stoic, but I see Judah twitch out of the corner of my eye. It’s always kind of awkward to get into it about them when he’s around, but we’re fucked up. He should know this by now.

      Hunter’s nostrils flare and looks away from me. “I know I fucked up.” He takes another breath and turns back to me. “I’m trying to fix it. Same as you.”

      I don’t say anything back and turn around in my seat as Judah pulls into the parking lot of the bar. He parks close to the back and shuts off the ignition. Silence falls inside the truck for a moment and then he looks over at me.

      “I know we all have shit going on right now. We’re probably not the best group of guys to sit around and throw out relationship advice, but here we are. Collectively we’ve seen our fair share of messed up shit and as men, we need to find a way to make things better for the ones that we love.”

      His speech is fucking cute and all, but it perplexes me. I raise an eyebrow. “Do you love that girl?”

      He stiffens. “What girl?”

      “The girl you talked about last time.” I shoot him a knowing look. “The one you said shit was complicated with.”

      Hunter, who’s been quiet for a minute, sits up in his seat.

      Judah clears his throat. “Yeah, well it’s still complicated, and I might love her.” I give him another look and he laughs nervously. “Okay, I do love her. But she doesn’t feel that way about me, so it doesn’t fucking matter.”

      Hunter leans between the seats and grips me by the shoulder hard. “Although I do enjoy sitting around with you two pussies and talking feelings, I’d like a drink, please.” He nods to the bar and reaches for the door handle. “Let’s go.”

      I want to say something clever back, but I can’t. That sounded like something I should have said. But I didn’t. Oh, my fucking God. I’m turning into Hunter.

      No, worse—I’m turning into Judah. My chest gets tight and I start to breathe heavier. Judah eyes me with concern.

      “You okay, dude?”

      “Yeah,” I say quickly and push the door open. “Let’s get a fucking drink.”
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        * * *

      

      The bar is relatively dead for a Saturday night. We’ve taken up shop at a booth next to the pool tables. Hunter’s been double-fisting drinks for the past hour or so, but Judah has been sipping his beer like he needs a nipple. I can’t seem to get drunk enough.

      It’s not helping like it used to. I used to be able to get shit-faced, hook up with a random girl, and all was well. It never took much to distract me from what was really on my mind. Now I can’t clear my head to save my life.

      Judah looks around the table for a moment. He locks his eyes on me, his expression uncertain. “Okay, I’m going to say something that might piss you off.”

      I laugh, and Hunter lifts his head up from looking at his phone. I’m pretty sure he’s been texting Elliot all night, but I’ve been afraid to ask.

      “Go ahead,” I say, and then tilt back the rest of my beer. “I’m used to it.”

      Judah leans forward. “I know Charlie keeping that from you was bullshit, I’m not disputing that—but I don’t think it came from a bad place.”

      Hunter scoffs. “You don’t even fucking know her.”

      I bite my lip so I don’t smile. He’s been doing this all night every time Judah opens his mouth.

      Judah’s jaw tenses, but he keeps going. “You’re right, I don’t, but I get where she’s coming from.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Hunter sneers. “You been pregnant before?”

      This time I do laugh, but quickly recover. I shift to face Hunter. “Dude, let him talk.”

      Hunter gives half a shrug and then reaches for his glass. He finishes it off before shoving up from the table. “I’m going to take a piss.”

      Judah glares at him and waits until he walks away before he continues. “He’s such a dick.”

      “He’s upset,” I counter. “You acted the same way when you and Elle used to fight.”

      His head shakes, anger flashing in his eyes. “Whatever. Make all the excuses you want. I still don’t like him.”

      “You don’t have to.” I wink at him. “It’s the price you have to pay to hang out with someone as cool as me.”

      Judah doesn’t laugh. “Anyway, the point I was trying to make is that Charlie was scared. You said it yourself you acted terribly when you were younger. It doesn’t make it right, but she was probably trying to protect herself.”

      “From me?”

      “Yes, from you,” he says simply. “She wanted you to show her she could be safe with you. That you could take care of her and the baby. Maybe they’re just words, but by not telling her how you felt, she assumed you didn’t care.”

      I lean back against the hard wooden booth, resting one arm on the table. My intention was never to make Charlie feel insecure. In my own way, I was working toward becoming better, being the type of man she needed, but my priorities at the time weren’t what they should have been.

      “I guess I’m upset because I thought she knew better. I thought I didn’t need to tell her that I loved her for her to know how much she meant to me.”

      Judah laughs. “Dude, trust me—they need to hear it. I’m having a similar problem.”

      I’m about to ask him to elaborate further when Hunter comes stumbling back to the booth. He has three shots balanced precariously in the palm of his hand and his face is flushed. We should probably stop pounding the hard liquor, but we won’t. We’re still using alcohol as a crutch when life gets too hard to face. Maybe one day we’ll grow up and stop avoiding the shit we need to deal with.

      But it won’t be tonight.
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        * * *

      

      We drop Hunter off at his apartment on the way home. It took some convincing, but as the night progressed, his level of intoxication did too. My parents are at convention for the weekend, so the house should be empty tonight.

      Judah follows me inside to grab the jacket he’d left behind. My eyes travel down the hallway that leads from the kitchen. The living room light is still on. As I get closer, I see Elliot and Charlie passed out on either side of the large wraparound couch. Tissues and empty wine bottles are strewn across the coffee table.

      I nudge Elliot and she shoves me away. “You should go up to bed.”

      She mumbles something incoherently into the couch cushion and I sigh. “She hates waking up down here.” I whisper to Judah.

      He steps in front of me and leans down to her. I can’t hear what he says but she wraps her arms around his neck as he lifts her up against his chest. I shoot him a look.

      “Don’t worry,” he assures me, readjusting his grip of her. “I’ll take her upstairs and I’ll be right back.”

      I point my finger at him in warning. “You have five minutes or I’m coming up there after you.”

      He laughs softly as he walks past me toward the stairs. My eyes drift to Charlie, curled up with her hair fanned around her face. I brush it aside and notice something clutched in her hand. Her eyes pop open when I try to pull it out.

      She holds my gaze for a moment before releasing her grasp. “It’s the only one I have,” she says softly.

      I can feel the pressure building behind my eyes as I look down at the photo in my hand. She reaches for me and I let her pull me down beside her. I don’t have the energy to fight it even if I wanted to. I lay my head in her lap and wrap my arms around her waist.

      I don’t say anything as she begins to run her fingers through my hair. Even though I still have so many questions I want to ask her, I can feel myself drifting further into sleep. I make a silent promise that when I do wake up, I’ll tell her everything, too.
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      Charlotte - Then

      

      This week was important.

      I should be excited right now. Like over the moon, on top of the world type of happy—but I’m not. Everything feels off now, and I don’t know how to fix it.

      Ollie and I have been talking about what we want to do after graduation since we were kids. It was always my dream to go to New York for dance, and he always want to play football for LSU. It was between that and Alabama for a while; he was never one to lock down one certain thing. Ollie likes options.

      When I told him about my acceptance letter to NYU on Monday, he barely got excited.

      It felt like a stab in the chest. To me, it was the equivalent of him winning State, getting recruited by LSU, or being drafted even. It was my Super Bowl, and he acted like he couldn’t give a single fuck.

      If I’m being honest, he’s been distant since my audition. Although he did get overly excited for me afterward, grabbing people on the street and telling them his girl was a champion, and yelling from the balcony of our hotel room in the city. He took every chance he got to try to embarrass me, but it was so adorable. I thought he was happy for me.

      What I didn’t realize was that it put distance between us. Not a lot, but enough to notice the difference. The past few weeks have been busy for him. I understand if it’s causing him stress, but I still expected him to at least pretend.

      We’re currently huddled in Jake’s garage, surrounded by space heaters. It’s almost too cold outside at this point, even with the bonfire blazing in the field. The guys are never deterred when it comes to a Friday night party, though, and have set up several tables for beer pong and one very intense arm-wrestling contest.

      If it were any other night, Ollie would be front and center for that one. He loves the chance to win something, but tonight he’s distant. I’m sitting on his lap and he still feels a million miles away.

      His hat is pulled down low on his forehead and an over-sized hoodie is zipped up over his T-shirt, obscuring half his face. He’s barely made a sarcastic comment since we got here. They won the game by fourteen points, so in true Ollie fashion, he should be running around shouting in people’s faces, reminding them how awesome he is.

      But he’s not. He’s slouched back in this chair with his arm locked around my waist like a vice grip. I’ve had to pee for like an hour, but I didn’t want to move. Something’s not right with him, and it’s driving me crazy.

      He’s also barely said a word to me since we got here. It started in the truck on the way over, and his strange mood has followed us here.

      I turn in his lap and clutch his wrist to get his attention. He lazily looks over at me and gives a nod.

      “I need to get up.”

      He moves his arm, his face stoic. “So go.”

      With a huff, I stand up and brush my hair back from my face. “What is your problem?”

      Ollie shrugs, unaffected. “I don’t have a problem.” He finishes the rest of his beer and crushes the can in his hand. With a toss to the metal garbage can, he nods to me again. “Get me another one on your way back.”

      He turns away from me, crossing his arms and focusing on the guys at the table in front of us. I’m so pissed right now I don’t say anything back to him. I hurry toward the small bathroom in the back of the garage. The lock on the door doesn’t work and the seat is always cold, but at least we don’t have to crouch down behind the barn or hover out in the woods.

      After washing my hands with the gross orange soap guys always seem to have in garages, I make my way back out to the row of refrigerators. The first one is usually stocked with hard seltzers and lemonades for the girls, and the last two have an assortment of beer. Depending on the night, they don’t always have a keg handy.

      I grab a can for Ollie, gritting my teeth at the way he asked me. He’s pushing his luck acting the way he is. I’m stressed too. It’s senior year—we all are. He doesn’t need to act like he’s the only one in the world that is having a hard time planning for the future.

      The sight of him standing and laughing over by the beer pong table stops me in my tracks. He could hardly muster the energy to demand I get him a beer, and now the moment I walk away he’s flirting with some girl. Hell no.

      Increasing my pace, I walk with determined steps and push myself between him and the unsuspecting blonde. She looks familiar, but I’m pretty positive she doesn’t go to our school. Most of the girls know by now he’s off limits, but it doesn’t stop them from trying.

      With a glare in her direction, I shove the beer into his hands and push it to his chest. He raises an eyebrow. “Thank you?”

      “Oh, you’re welcome Oliver.”

      I spin on my heel before he can say another word, and start walking toward the garage doors. He follows me, the stomping from his boots echoing behind me.

      “Charlie.”

      I don’t stop, walking faster as I step outside and onto the gravel driveway. His boots crunch hard behind me and he calls my name again. This time I do stop, but my entire body is shaking. He reaches for me and I flinch away.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      Confusion etches his face and he holds his hand up. “What is your problem?”

      “My problem?” The words barely make it past my lips in a rush. “You’re the one acting like you don’t even want me here.”

      He looks at me like I’m crazy. “How could you say that?”

      I motion angrily back to the blonde still lingering by the table. Several guys have swooped in, but you can tell she’s still craning her head our way, hoping for Ollie to once again grace her with his presence. Jealously is ugly, but sometimes it’s an unavoidable evil.

      “You said more to her than you did to me all night.”

      Ollie causally glances over his shoulder and turns back to me, still confused. “She was congratulating me on my win. Did you want me to be rude?”

      “Sure she was.”

      The sarcasm in my tone seems to make him angry, which surprises me.  As aloof as he pretends to be, he can’t be that stupid. I attempt to walk away from him, but he blocks my path.

      “You think I was flirting with her? Is that why you’re mad?”

      “No,” I spit at him. I try to side-step him, but he’s too fast. I almost stomp my foot in frustration. “Ollie, move!”

      His arms shoot out to his sides. “So, you’re just going to leave me here?” He huffs a humorless laugh. “Great. Fucking perfect.” He runs his hands through his hair, rocking back on his heels.

      My eyebrows rise, and it takes everything inside of me not to punch him in his stupid, arrogant face right now. But I’m not going to. We’ve already gained the attention of the half the party lingering in the field, and several of the guys from the team are discreetly staring at us, including Liam.

      Not that I care, but the last thing I need is for Liam to try and be a hero and get in between me and Ollie. I step closer to him and lower my voice.

      “You’re the one acting like an asshole.”

      “Why?” He cocks his head at me. “Because I didn’t give you enough attention? You were sitting on my fucking lap.”

      My fists clench at my sides and I release a frustrated grunt. “You’re trying to pick a fight with me because you don’t want to talk about whatever the hell is going on with you.”

      He takes a step back, his face passive. “I’m fine. Nothing is going on.”

      “So you’re just an asshole for no reason.” I nod once. “Good to know.”

      He rubs at his lips with his fingers, clearly frustrated. “I don’t know what you fucking want from me. I honestly don’t.”

      I laugh again, starting to feel a little bit crazy. “I want you to act like you give a shit. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I don’t even want to be around you right now.”

      His jaw hardens and his posture remains rigid. “Go, then. I won’t stop you.”

      The look in his eyes is conflicting. He appears angry, but I can see sadness lacing the edges. If he doesn’t want to talk about it, that’s fine—but this? He’s completely out of line.

      I take a step closer and lower my voice. “Don’t think you can come over later and I’ll forget this happened.”

      “Don’t think I’ll forget that you’re the one who left.”

      I huff another laugh. “Right. Blame it on me.”

      The apology I’m expecting doesn’t come. He stands motionless in front of me, the muscle in his jaw still working overtime. He wanted this to be a fight. He’s been pushing since I got my acceptable letter from NYU. It’s becoming more and more clear that our time together is temporary, and the possibility of staying together after graduation is getting smaller every day.

      This time when I turn to walk away from him, he lets me. I get into my car at the bottom of the driveway and he’s back standing with the group, laughing like he didn’t just jam a knife straight into my heart. The nausea swirls in my stomach again and I slam my car in reverse. With the bonfire in my rearview, I make a promise that if he does show up later, I’m locking my window.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      It’s still dark outside when I open my eyes. Charlie’s tucked in my arms, her head resting in the crook of my neck. My arms tense around her, keeping her close to me when she stirs slightly.

      Her eyes flutter open. “Good morning.”

      My chest tightens at the sweet sound of her voice. She isn’t angry in this moment and as much as I still want to be upset with her, I can’t. She loved a version of me that didn’t deserve it. I need to prove to her I’ve changed, that I’m capable of being the type of man she can spend her life with.

      I press my lips to her temple and rest my cheek on the side of her head. “Good morning.”

      She squeezes my wrist. “I need to get up.”

      I shake my head, wrapping my leg around hers. “Not yet. Give me a few more minutes.”

      Charlie gently places her hand on my face, rubbing her thumb across the stubble on my jawline. “I’ll be right back. I promise.”

      I close my eyes when she kisses my cheek. She’s not leaving. I didn’t say anything terrible last night to make her want to leave, and it surprises me.

      Reluctantly, I release my hold of her and sit up on the couch. I run my hand through my hair and take a breath as she stands and stretches.

      She lets out a yawn. “I didn’t plan on staying, but Elliot needed someone to talk to.” She pauses, biting her lip. “I guess I did, too.”

      “I still want to talk,” I say quickly. “There’s a lot of things I want to say.”

      Her eyes drift away from me for a moment and then she nods. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      I push up from the couch, walking over to her and kissing the side of her head once more. “I’ll make coffee. Go do what you need to do.”

      I shoot her a wink and she smiles before disappearing down the hallway toward the bathroom. The grin spreads across my face as I head into the kitchen and try to figure out the coffee maker Elliot got our mom for her birthday. Thinking about my sister brings the warm and fuzzy blood rushing through me to a cold stop.

      Gripping the countertop, I narrow my eyes on Judah’s truck still parked behind mine.

      “Mother fuck,” I growl.

      I take a calming breath through my nose before stalking toward the stairs. It would set a bad example if I’m the one who hits him. My blood pressure rises immediately as I’m about to intercept Judah at the bottom of the stairs. He gives me a sheepish smile while sporting some seriously messed up hair.

      “What the fuck, man?” I give him a shove to the chest and his smile fades.

      He holds his hands up, stumbling back a step. “Ollie, I swear we just talked. I fell asleep.”

      I clench my jaw. “I don’t fucking believe you. I had a feeling something like this was going to happen.”

      Judah pulls his hand into his chest. “I have a girlfriend. Elliot and I are still friends, she’s upset and I was trying to help. I don’t like it when she’s sad.”

      I lean into him slightly. “Don’t you think it would be more appropriate to have conversations outside of her bedroom?”

      “Dude, I know.”

      Elliot comes strolling causally down the stairs, pulling her hair into a ponytail. “He’s telling the truth, Oliver.”

      I point my finger to her. “Do you know how bad this looks? What if…”

      My words are cut short as the back door opens, and of course, Hunter walks in. Does anybody knock anymore? I pinch the bridge of my nose and whisper harshly through my teeth. “You are so fucking stupid, Elle.”

      The next few moments happen in slow motion. It’s either that, or I’m completely exhausted by all the drama currently surrounding us.

      Elliot instantly positions herself in front of Judah as Hunter makes short strides toward them. I cross my arms and lean back against the wall. I decide to let them kill each other.

      “I knew it,” Hunter grits out.

      Instead of her usual angry defensiveness, Elliot actually looks remorseful. “Nothing happened.”

      Hunter laughs, but his face turns a dangerous shade of red. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      Judah makes the unfortunate mistake of wrapping his arm around Elliot’s waist and moving her to the side. My stellar reflexes aren’t enough to stop the chaos that ensues next.

      The blur of fists flying from both of them distracts me for a moment until Elliot screams for them to stop. The fact that Judah’s fighting back this time is not to my advantage. Truth be told, he’s a rather large guy. I was impressed the first time Hunter was able to fuck him up.

      I manage to make my way in the middle of them right before Hunter lands a particularly forceful right hook to my temple. I let out a few mumbled choice words before the darkness consumes me. I welcome it at this point.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes flutter open to a pair of distressed grey ones. I attempt to sit up, but Charlie pushes on my chest to halt me. “Don’t,” she says, her voice gentle. “You hit your head pretty hard.”

      It takes me a minute to orient to my surroundings. I’m lying on my back in the middle of the hallway. Everyone is standing above me, staring silently. I bring my hand up to the side of my face. “What the fuck?”

      Hunter kneels down beside me, anguish on his face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you.”

      He offers me his hand, but I slap it away with a scowl. Charlie tries to keep me down again, but I push up from the floor and stand beside her. She keeps her hands on my waist to steady me.

      “You should sit down,” she says softly.

      Instead of arguing, I loop my arm around her shoulder and let her lead me into the kitchen. I feel perfectly fine, but the worry in her eyes is fucking cute—and I like having an excuse to hold onto her.

      Hunter steps in front of us, pulling out a chair at the table. “Dude, I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I lower myself onto the wooden chair. “It’s fine.” I motion to Judah, who’s standing off to the side. “I should have known better than to get in between you two.”

      Elliot’s chewing on her thumbnail, leaning against the counter. I’m honestly more pissed at her than anyone else. She knows how jealous Hunter gets, and I don’t care who you are, having a sleepover with your ex is a no-go under any circumstances.

      Charlie leaves my side, walking over to the refrigerator and pulling out the ice drawer. I sigh and then make the mistake of touching the side of my face again. The burn floods across my cheek where my fingers touch, and I hiss through my teeth.

      “How bad does it look?”

      Nobody answers right away and I start to panic. It’s literally my best feature. Charlie laughs from over by the sink while she continues to wrap a bag of ice in a towel.

      “You’ll be fine, Ollie. The swelling should go down in a day or two.”

      My pulse quickens and I motion to Elliot. “Give me a mirror. I need to see what I’ve become.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Stop being dramatic. I’m surprised you don’t get punched more often.”

      “Elle,” Hunter chides. She glares at him, but he keeps going. “He has every right to be upset.” He laughs once, locking his eyes on her. “So do I.”

      The distance between them isn’t much, but the tension is so thick the large kitchen feels stifling.  Her shoulder tense. “Or maybe you could talk to me before throwing punches?”

      “Talk to you?” he breathes, his tone incredulous. When he moves to step closer, I put my arm up. He looks down to me and then sighs, shaking his head. He looks over at her again, this time calmer. “How would you feel if I had some girl in my bed? Any girl, let alone an ex.”

      “It was wrong, I agree with you. But nothing happened. We fell asleep talking, that was it.”

      Judah, who’s remained quiet, clears his throat. Hunter’s eyes narrow at him.

      “She’s right,” he says. “We were just talking. It was a stupid mistake, and I honestly feel bad about it. I wouldn’t do that to you.”

      Hunter laughs. “Really? You expect me to believe that.”

      “You should believe me,” Elliot interrupts, stepping between them. She locks her eyes on Hunter. “This is the reason we’re fighting in the first place.”

      Charlie steps around them and over to me, gently pressing the bag to the side of my face. I snake my arm around her waist, and she leans her hip against me. My eyes continue to scan back and forth between Hunter and Elliot. This fight is stressing me out. I decide I need to put an end to it.

      “All right,” I say loudly. Three sets of eyes turn to me. “All of you are fucking wrong.” I pull the bag from my face and hand it to Charlie before standing. She gives a look of protest which I ignore and move to stand in the middle of them. I address Judah first.

      “You need to learn boundaries. If I were Hunter, I would have punched you, too.”

      Judah nods, remorse lacing his features. “You’re right.” He nods to Hunter. “I’m sorry, man. I really am.”

      Hunter’s jaw ticks, clearly not ready to the throw flag. I walk over and grip his shoulder overly hard, leaning into him to whisper harshly. “This is the point of the conversation where you also say you’re fucking sorry.”

      “Sorry for what?” he shoots back through his teeth. “He slept with my girlfriend.”

      “Yeah, but you’re a psycho and you need to learn how to express yourself without assaulting people.”

      “Fine.” Hunter blows out a forceful breath and then looks to Judah. “I’m sorry I hit you.”

      I nod, pleased with myself. I focus my attention to Elliot next, draping my arm around her shoulder. “As for you, say good-bye to Judah and talk to your boyfriend. The longer you two avoid this, the bigger this shit will grow.”

      Her eyes fill up with tears and she looks to Hunter. “I would never cheat on you,” she whispers. Her chest rises with a shaky breath. “You have to know that.”

      She pulls away from me and runs straight into his arms. He holds her tight to his chest and whatever she says next is muffled by crying. I risk a glance to Judah, who is now uncomfortable again. Poor bastard.

      I nudge his arm. “Come on, man. I’ll walk you out.”

      He gives a terse nod before starting back down the hallway toward the garage. Charlie walks up beside me, still clutching the bag of melting ice.

      “You should probably lay down for a bit,” she says, gently touching my arm.

      I lean down and kiss her once. “Only if you lay with me.”

      She smiles and if it didn’t hurt so bad, I’d smile back. Lounging in bed with Charlie is never a bad way to spend a Sunday. My only wish is that the conversation we need to have didn’t come with it. I’ve had enough drama for one day.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Ollie’s freaking cute when he’s injured. He’s probably a tad overdramatic, but I enjoy taking care of him. He’s more vulnerable this way, more real. Honesty is hard to hide when your defenses are lowered, and I couldn’t be more grateful for that right now.

      This is the time we need to be honest with each other. If we really are going to try and make this work, there can be no secrets between us. No one can hide from feelings they’re too afraid to feel or make excuses for doing the wrong thing. Both of us need to know where the other’s head is at.

      I’m lying on my side with Ollie on his back beside me. We’re not talking yet; I’m just lazily running my fingers through his hair. He made a few comments about other parts of him he’d like me to stroke, but I ignored those. The last thing we need is a distraction.

      He laughs and it stirs the parts of me pressed up against him. He turns his head to me. “You must think we’re crazy. I swear it isn’t usually this dramatic.”

      “Oh, I think it is,” I say with a small laugh. “Elliot told me all about last year and the shit you helped her orchestrate to keep her relationship with a Hunter a secret.”

      “I fucking had to,” he cries. “Hunter could have gotten locked up for messing around with his student. I couldn’t let my boy go down.”

      I ask the obvious question. “Why didn’t you just advise them to wait until she graduated?”

      Oliver gives me a stern look. “Charlie, obviously I fucking tried that. There was no talking them out of it.” He turns back to the ceiling with a dismissive sigh. “They were in fucking love.”

      “They still are.”

      His eyes cut back to me. “Yeah, they are, but they have shit to work on. Their age difference won’t level out until she’s through college.”

      I laugh. “Why?”

      “Because girls don’t mature until then.”

      This makes me laugh louder, pulling away from him to sit up straighter. “You’re kidding me, right?” His face remains serious and I laugh a little more darkly. “And when do you douchebags mature? It sure as fuck isn’t high school.”

      His eyes widen. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean—”

      “No, it’s okay,” I say, interrupting him. I huff a breath. “I need to stop blaming you for how you acted when we were seventeen. It’s not fair.”

      “You’re right though,” he says quickly, taking my hand. He kisses my palm and then my wrist. “I don’t know when it happens. I honestly think it’s something we’re forced to do.” He takes a breath. “I think something really bad has to happen, like scare us into manning up and making smart choices.”

      I lower my eyes from his. “And you think that happened for you?”

      He fingers touch beneath my chin, tipping my face up. “The only thing in this world I’m fucking scared of is losing you. What does that tell you?”

      My words get caught behind the lump in my throat, so I nod. I’m about pull away when Ollie lowers his head down and presses his lips to mine. He kisses me slowly for a moment and then pulls away and whispers, “I love you.” He kisses me once more. “I’m going to tell you every day for the rest of my life.” His lips brush mine again. “I won’t let a day go by where you don’t feel loved.” And again. “You will always know exactly how much you mean to me.”

      I lay my head on his chest so he can’t see my face if I start to cry. My fingers trace slow circles across the ridges of his stomach. “What would you have done if I told you?”

      He blows out a forceful breath, pausing with his answer. After another beat, his chest rises sharply against my face. “Probably freaked the fuck out. I would have said a bunch of shit that wouldn’t have been helpful and most likely upset you and made you cry.”

      “Sounds about right.”

      His hand pauses on my back. “But then I would have eventually came to my senses and tried to make up for acting like an immature asshole.” He shifts onto his side to face me. “Because I would have wanted that baby with you. Any part of you, especially one that’s a part of me too, I would have wanted.” He kisses my forehead and tilts his head back to meet my eyes. “That’s what I would have done.”

      The lump grows larger in my throat. “You would have wanted the baby?”

      “Of course,” he says, giving me a sad smile. “It would have been hard, like really fucking hard—but we had support. People that loved us and would have helped with what we needed.” He takes an unsteady breath. “I hate that you went through it alone. I would do anything to take that away from you. I should have tried harder.”

      “You didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, but I should have. I should’ve known something wasn’t right with you. I shouldn’t have given up and let you leave without a real fight.” He sighs, smoothing the hair back from my face. “I was a coward. When you left me, it was easier to pretend like it was what you wanted. I know now that it wasn’t.”

      The knot in my stomach twists tighter. For me to be completely honest, now would be the time to tell him about the will. But I look at his face again and I can’t. He believes that I’m still here because of him. Even though it’s true now, I would hate for him to know it wasn’t always that way. Especially when he’s trying so hard to make things right.

      So, I don’t say anything. Now who’s the coward?

      “I spent a long time trying to convince myself I could be okay without you. I was angry you left, and even angrier after I got hurt. It didn’t seem fair to lose everything when all I wanted to do was the right thing.”

      “How was pushing me away the right thing?”

      I lean up on my elbow when he doesn’t answer fast enough. I give him a look to start talking and he sighs.

      “No matter how I try to justify it, you’ll think it’s bullshit.”

      I narrow my eyes a little. “Try me.”

      Ollie bites his lip, choosing his words carefully. He scans my face and then exhales slowly. “I thought I was saving you.”

      “From what?”

      “From me.”

      I shake my head and sit up straight. His face falls when I pull away from him. “No. You can’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Use an excuse like that. You knew how I felt.” I tilt my head, meeting his eyes. “I was honest with you. You knew that I loved you, and that meant I was all in.”

      Ollie clenches his jaw and looks away from me. “This is why I didn’t want to talk about this.”

      I take a breath, already getting frustrated. “Listen, I’m sure you expected this conversation to go a certain way. I’d bet you thought telling me how you felt would erase every doubt you ever planted in my mind, but it doesn’t.” He glances back at me, giving me his full attention again. “As far as I can see, before I showed up here you were still acting the same way you always did. That’s not exactly comforting.”

      Instead of pleading his case, he concedes. “I know.”

      “So, I need a little more time to be sure.”

      He nods. “That’s fair.”

      Although this agreeable side of him is easier to deal with, the look on his face destroys me. I lean down and kiss him once.

      I pull back and meets his eyes. “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to try.”

      The corner of his lip tips up slightly. “Does that mean you want to be my girlfriend?”

      “I thought you didn’t like labels?”

      He shakes his head and reaches his arm over to tug me closer. I fall against his side and rest my hands on his chest.

      “You’re right, I don’t think they’re accurate. I didn’t think that calling you my girlfriend was ever enough.” He leans up and kisses me once. “You’ve always been everything, but if we need to start somewhere, we can start there.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, a coy smile playing on my lips. “You’d have to ask me first.”

      The playfulness I expect from him in return isn’t there. His expression remains serious—which is weird.

      “Do you want to be with me?” he asks instead.

      Even though I basically asked him to ask me, my stomach still flips.

      “Yes.”

      This earns me an actual smile and my heart beats faster in return. “Then be with me.” He grabs my hand and brings it to his lips before holding it between us. “Let’s do this for real this time. You and me, labels and all. What do you say?”

      I nod, choking back a fresh set of tears. I’ve never been so irrational and emotional in my life. If I cried now, he’d probably think I was actually crazy.

      He kisses my lips once and pulls me down to lay my head on his chest. I wrap my arms around him and squeeze extra tight. “I’d like that,” I whisper.

      His lips brush the side of my head. “Good, because I wasn’t taking no for answer.”

      I laugh and it relieves some of the tension in my chest. “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”

      “I’m tired,” he says with a yawn. He wraps his legs around mine, pinning me close to him. “You have to stay with me all day.”

      “I wasn’t planning on leaving.”

      Ollie sighs softly and then his breathing starts to even out. Right when I think he fell asleep he whispers my name.

      “Yeah?” I murmur, my own eyelids getting heavier.

      There’s a pause long enough that I think he fell asleep, but he then he speaks.

      “I love you.”
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      Oliver - Then

      

      Charlie is still mad at me. She hasn’t spoken to me all week and I swear she stopped cheering every time I took the field. Considering I’m the quarterback, it was like she wasn’t even at the game.

      We won, of course. We’re currently undefeated and there’s only one game left. The most important one. Now’s the time for me to be the most focused. I can’t let anything distract me and yet I’m completely twisted up inside.

      I’m standing on her front porch where I’ve been for the past twenty minutes. I didn’t try to ring the doorbell or even go to her window. Her light is on, so I know she’s in there, and I’d bet my life she knows I’m here too.

      But she hasn’t come down yet. I think I saw her Gram shuffle across the front room, but I’m sure she’s under strict instructions not to answer the door. She usually doesn’t listen, which makes me think Charlie must have told her something really bad.

      It wouldn’t be a lie. It’s true I’ve been a dick these past couple weeks, but it’s not because I want to be. I’m struggling with the uncertainty of next year. There will be so much distance between us. Anything could happen.

      I lace my hands on top of my head and close my eyes, breathing in through my nose. My head is pounding, and my heart isn’t feeling too great either. The squeak of the screen door catches my attention and my eyes pop open.

      Charlie narrows her eyes at me from behind the screen. “You’re three hours late.”

      She steps out from behind the door and closes it behind her. I pull my hands down and brace myself for her assault.

      I take a breath. “Will you talk to me?”

      “Why?”

      My eyebrows pull in. “What do you mean, ‘why?’”

      She laughs under her breath. “You made it pretty clear how much I mean to you. Why should I talk to you?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Of course you are,” she says simply. “You’re always sorry, it doesn’t change anything.”

      Her words make me feel like shit, but she’s right. I should have been here hours ago, but I stopped off at Jimmy’s party for a minute. I heard she wasn’t coming, but I thought it was bullshit. She always comes out, even if she’s mad at me. This was the first time she didn’t.

      I nod. “I know.”

      She lets out a frustrated sigh and steps closer, to get in my face. “So, why should I talk to you, Oliver?”

      I suck in a breath.

      Because I love you.

      “Because I can’t stand you being mad at me.” I reach out and grab her face. “I mean it, Charlie. It’s killing me.”

      She leans her cheek into my palm, her eyes already glossing over. “Then why are you acting like such a jerk?”

      She smiles a little and I lean in and kiss her once. “I’m sorry,” I say before kissing her once more. I pull back and take her hand. “Walk with me.”

      Charlie looks over my shoulder toward the road and back to me. “It’s cold now. If you had come earlier—”

      I cut her off, pulling my hand back and removing my jacket. I hold it out to her. “Here. I’ll make sure you’re warm.” Her eyes flick up to mine. “Please talk to me.”

      She still looks hesitant but takes the jacket from my hand and puts it on over her sweater. With a heavy sigh she lets me take her hand and I start to lead her down to the road.

      We’re silent, and the only sound is the crunching of our shoes on the gravel along the side of the road. The closer we get to the bridge, the faster my heart starts to beat. I’ve had this gnawing in the pit of my stomach I can’t seem to shake. This is why I didn’t want to start something with her. Not when I knew how it would end.

      I glance down, my jacket pulled tightly around her slender frame. Her hair is shielding her face, and for once I’m thankful. I can’t stand the way she looks at me now.

      “I was a total asshole this week,” I say, breaking the silence.

      She nods but doesn’t offer anything else in response.

      I take a shallow breath. “I’ve been stressed out and I’m sorry I took it out on you.”

      This causes her to stop just as we step onto the bridge. She jerks away from me and I take a step back toward the guardrail. “Don’t blame this on football, Ollie. What happened to, ‘if you need me, I’m yours’? Or does that only apply when it suits you?”

      I grunt in frustration and take a step toward her. “You know that’s not true.”

      She laughs once. “Really?” She crosses her arms, the oversized sleeves of my jacket bunching up around her wrists. “Then where were you? If you wanted to talk to me so badly, you would have been here right after the game.”

      “I know,” I say, my eyes pleading. “I needed to clear my head.”

      Her shoulders tense and she huffs something under her breath. I knew she’d be pissed if I were late, but I needed more time. I still don’t know what to say.

      “You’re right. I’ve been pushing you away.” She still won’t look at me, so I keep going. “I guess I’ve been trying to prepare myself for next year.”

      Her eyes flick up to mine. “What do you mean by that?”

      “I’ll be in Louisiana, you’ll be in New York.” I shrug. “It’ll be really hard without you.”

      Charlie’s face softens and I can take a full breath for the first time since I got here. She puffs a breath. “It’ll be an adjustment, but we’ll figure it out.”

      I shake my head. “It never works out that way.”

      Her eyebrows rise in confusion. She opens her mouth and then closes it again without saying anything. I move to her side and lean on the guardrail, and she flinches. She’s shaking now, but it can’t be from the cold. I’m the one who should be freezing, standing here in only a long-sleeved T-shirt, but I’m still warm from the shots I did at Jimmy’s.

      My hands grip the cold metal rail and I risk a glance at her. She’s staring at me, but instead of sadness, anger clouds her features once more.

      “Are you saying you don’t plan on being with me after graduation?” When I don’t answer quick enough, she opens her arms wide. “This just ends?”

      The knife that seems to be permanently lodged inside my stomach slices deeper. I don’t have a good answer, but I know what next year will be like. I’ll get busy, she’ll get busy. One of us will miss a call or two, and then we’ll fight. She could meet someone who will show her what a relationship is supposed to be like, and she’ll wonder why she ever bothered with me in the first place. Any scenario I can come up with in my head ends with her hating me.

      I swallow roughly. “It’s not like that.”

      “Then what’s it like?” she snaps back at me.

      My shoulders shrug, already feeling defeated. “I don’t know. I never planned on having a relationship before I left for school. This was my dream—the only thing I’m capable of doing well, and I worked hard for it. This is the way my life was supposed to turn out.”

      Charlie laughs but it’s more crazy than humorous. She walks down the road a few steps and then turns around and walks back. When she stops in front of me the hatred in her eyes makes me afraid to speak. I decide to be smart and keep my mouth shut for a moment.

      “Everyone has this idea of how their life is ‘supposed’ to turn out. It doesn’t always work out that way—it probably never does.”

      “It did for us.” I motion to her. “You’re going to dance and I’m going to play ball. It’s exactly how we planned it when we were twelve.”

      “But we didn’t love each other when we were twelve.”

      The beating in my chest comes to an abrupt halt. I’m not always the sharpest person to follow a conversation, but I’m pretty sure she just admitted that she loves me. Although it doesn’t surprise me, it’s the first time she’s kind of said it out loud.

      I’ve never said those words. They’re too important to throw around if you’re not ready for them. I’ve felt them, though. Every time I look at her, I feel it.

      I decide to change the subject and I attempt a smile. “We have the rest of the year to worry about what happens when we leave.” I reach out and grab her hand, pulling her toward me. “I don’t want to fight with you about something that isn’t going to happen for a while.”

      She pulls her hand back and I frown. “But it is going to happen.” She laughs again. “So, what? I just pretend to be your girlfriend for a few more months until you leave to go be a football hero?”

      “Charlie—”

      “Seriously, is that what you want? You can honestly leave and not give a shit how I feel.”

      I shake my head reverently and push off from the guardrail. I gently place my hands on her arms. “No, of course not. I care about you—you fucking know that.”

      “No, I don’t know that,” she says and to my utter horror, the first tear falls. She wipes it angrily away and sniffs once. “I love you. Did you know that?”

      The bile rises in my throat and I struggle to push it down. After a moment, I shake my head slowly.

      Her eyes search mine as if she’s already looking for the answer to her next question. “But you don’t love me, right?”

      I press my lips into a hard line, unable to lie, but also unable to make a promise to her I’m not sure I’ll be able to keep. Those three fucking words are more powerful than most people realize. They’re not something you can take back. I’m sure people do all the time, but I don’t feel that way. Right now my future is uncertain, and I refuse to subject her to the heartache of waiting around for me to figure it out.

      “Charlie.” I whisper her name and reach for her again, but I can see it in her eyes. She already hates me.

      She wipes under her eyes with the sleeve of my jacket and straightens her stance. “I guess I should have seen this coming.” She shrugs my jacket off and shoves it into my chest. “I hope you get everything you ever wanted.”

      When she turns to walk away from me, I don’t try to stop her. I know the anger she’s feeling won’t go away easily, but eventually she’ll understand. At least that’s what I try to tell myself.

      Hours go by and I still don’t move. I clutch my jacket in my hands, no longer shaking from the chill of the wind. My breath steams in front of face and still I feel nothing.  Over and over I try to convince myself I’m doing the right thing.

      I won’t be able to be the guy she needs while I’m so far away from her. I don’t know if I’ll ever be good enough, but I know myself enough to know that I’m not ready now.

      By the time I see the headlights of Hunter’s truck approaching, I’ve talked myself out of going after her a million times. He parks along the side of the road and walks over to me slowly. I can tell by the sympathetic expression on his face I must look pretty bad.

      For some reason I start to laugh, and he stops in front and waits patiently for me to stop. But I don’t. The laughter quickly morphs into something else entirely. Tears fall down my cheeks as my chest splinters and cracks. Hunter’s eyes widen, but it keeps coming.

      His arms come around me and I clench my fists. I want to punch him and anyone else who could possibly see me right now. Men don’t cry and they sure as fuck don’t sob so hard they can hardly catch their breath.

      But I am. Every emotion I’ve been trained to hide is flooding out of me, and I’m terrified it will never stop. He doesn’t let me go and he doesn’t say a word while I lose every ounce of my shit. I’ll never admit it, but I’m so fucking thankful he’s here.

      For the first time in my life, I completely break.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      Ollie is naked in my shower right now. Even though we spent most of the night engaged in physical activity, he still got up and ran five miles. His commitment to athletic excellence is impressive.

      The image of his shirt plastered to his body, accentuating his rock-hard chest and all the delicious ridges of muscle, is still clouding my mind. I decided not to get in the shower with him because he has a meeting with his father, and I don’t want him to be late.

      He’s showing a lot of effort to mend their relationship and building toward a successful working one. It surprises me. Oliver was always so against working with his father and being a part of the family business. I think in a way it made him feel as if he didn’t earn it. It’s his father’s empire so obviously he could be a part of it, but it wasn’t something he would need to work hard for. Pride tends to cloud his judgment and I would like to make sure he’s grown out of that.

      The shower is still running as I walk past the bathroom to the stairs. I smile to myself when I hear humming. He’s the most adorable when he’s happy. I’d also like for that to continue.

      The smile melts rapidly from my face as I glance out the front window and spy a car pulling up. My sister Scarlett gets out first and then motions to the trunk. She hurries up the sidewalk while Evan retrieves a bag. This is definitely a surprise visit.

      Scarlett waves at me through the screen door and then pulls it open with a flashy smile. “Surprise!” she coos before shuffling past me to the powder room. “I’ll hug you in a moment. I’ve had to pee for like two hours.”

      I hold the door for Evan who rolls his eyes. “She’s exaggerating. I stopped when we got into town.”

      He too, breezes toward the kitchen like they didn’t just show up unannounced while I have my ex—or current—boyfriend showering upstairs in my bathroom. Normally this wouldn’t be an issue, but Ollie and I are beyond complicated. I’m not prepared to answer fifty questions when I’m not sure I’ll have one solid answer. My head is still spinning.

      Before I can think too long, Scarlett comes barreling out of the bathroom, still holding the hand towel.

      “Guess what?”

      Her eyes are wide with excitement, and Evan is grinning in a weird way. They’re both super creepy right now. I shrink back a little. “What?”

      “I’m pregnant!” she cries, throwing her arms around me.

      I return her hug, completely stunned. “How?”

      She pulls away and places her hand on her still very flat stomach. “I don’t know, the doctor said once we stopped worrying about it that it could possibly happen. There was a slim chance, but it worked. I think it was the fact that we weren’t worried about the money anymore. Since you stayed here to fulfill the promise of the will, I haven’t felt the stress that I used to.”

      As much as I want to remain excited for her, there’s someone in this house that still doesn’t know about the will. The one whistling in my shower who is completely and utterly content right now.

      I flash a bright smile and bring her in for another hug. She happily accepts, because she’s all bright and smiley herself, and it gives me a chance to change the subject.

      “Good. How long are you staying?”

      She pulls back and leans on the counter. “Just a day or two. I wanted to be here in person in case you wanted to pack up and head back with us.” She motions to Evan and my mouth drops open. “We figured you’d need the help.”

      I scramble for a quick answer but come up short as Ollie strolls around the corner. Thankfully he’s dressed and appears blissfully unaware of the current conversation. He walks over to Evan first.

      “Hey, man,” he says, pulling him into the typical bro hug. He pats him on the back. “Good to see you.”

      Evan nods, but doesn’t get a word out before Ollie walks over to my sister. “Congrats, Scar,” he says and then squeezes her elbow. “You’re going to be a great mom.”

      Oh, shit. He heard us. My insides start doing flipflops. Then he leans in close to me. “I have to go meet my dad, but I’ll text you later, okay?”

      I’m staring at his lips as I nod, and he starts to smile. “All right, then,” he says, and kisses me once. “Love you.”

      He pulls back and heads for the door before I have a chance to say it back. With a wave, he swaggers out and everyone takes a collective breath.

      Evan speaks first. “Was that Oliver?”

      Scarlett steps in front of him, her eyebrows furrowed. “Did he just say, ‘I love you’?”

      Their rapid-fire questions come at me too quickly and I nod without thinking. “Yes, and uh—yes.”

      Scarlett throws her hands up. “Oh my God. I totally knew it.” She points her finger in my face. “You’re sleeping with him, aren’t you? You let him back in your bed and now it’s love?”

      My jaw drops a little and I huff under my breath. “You wanted us to get back together. You encouraged it every single time I was even close to this place, and now you’re judging?”

      She shakes her head. “No, Charlotte. I am happy for you, but you said you were going to take it slow. Last we talked about it you said you were just going to be his friend, and now he’s saying ‘I love you’? That’s crazy fast.”

      “How is it fast when we always felt that way?”

      “He never said it.” My stomach falls, but she keeps going. “He never told you he loved you and you thought that he didn’t. How does that all go away in a month?”

      “What?”

      “Years of doubt. How could he possibly prove to you that he’s changed in a month. That he wouldn’t bail on you when shit gets real again.”

      “He didn’t know,” I interrupt.

      Her head shakes again. “Doesn’t matter. He’s very charismatic, and that’s always been a weakness of yours. You fall for his shit and seem to be blind to everything else.”

      I huff a laugh. “I know him, okay?” I look her dead in the eye. “He means it when he tells me he loves me.” I sniff back an onset of tears, silently cursing the fact that I’ve been so oddly emotional lately. “I know it seems crazy, but it feels right to be with him.”

      Evan steps between us, looking equal parts uncomfortable and concerned. “I’m going to get some food. You two should talk.” We both turn to glare at him and he cringes back. “Any requests?”

      Scarlett sighs. “I’m in the mood for whatever.”

      Evan nods. “That’s a specific answer. No way for me to screw that up.” He turns to me. “Charlie?”

      “I don’t care,” I say dismissively.

      He nods again and laughs. “Okay, I’m sure this will go well.”

      When he turns and walks out the door, Scarlett moves closer. Her eyes soften. “I’m serious, Charlotte. I don’t want to see you like that again.”

      “Like what?”

      “Broken.”

      Her simple response makes my stomach roll once more and I’m suddenly in jeopardy of losing whatever’s left in my stomach from last night. I push the onset of nausea aside and continue to make my case.

      “I love him,” I say more firmly. “I know we still have a lot of things we need to work through, but it’s worth it to me. I’ve never…”

      My words trail off as another wave invades my insides. I take a breath. Scarlett eyes me carefully. “You okay?”

      I nod, but then immediately shake my head and run toward the powder room. I barely have the lid pulled up before expelling all of the contents of my stomach into the toilet. I can feel her standing behind me even though I’m still leaning over the porcelain.

      “Charlie.”

      She says my name like she knows something I don’t. I’m just pissed I’m throwing up. I can’t remember the last time I’ve been sick like this. I never get sick.

      I reach my hand out to grab a handful of toilet paper, wiping my face and then flushing the toilet. I stand on shaky legs and move to the sink, glancing over at her before cupping my hand under the faucet.

      “I’m fine,” I say and then take a mouthful of water. After swishing it around and spitting, I turn around and lean on the vanity for support. “It must be a bug.”

      She smirks. “A nine month one.”

      “No way,” I say, shaking my head. “I’m on the shot.”

      She cocks her head, unaffected. “Yeah, and when’s the last time you got it?”

      My brain counts back the months. It’s been a busy time for me. I remember making the appointment, getting things ready in New York so I could come back here, staying longer than I planned to…oh shit!

      I close my eyes, unable to look at her. “Shit.”

      Instead of the sisterly lecture I’m expecting, I hear her laugh. I open my eyes and immediately narrow them at her. “What could possibly be funny right now?”

      Scarlett continues to laugh and walks back to the kitchen. I follow her to the fridge, and she pulls out the container of sweet tea I made earlier. She pours two glasses and hands one to me. “Drink this and then go get ready. We need to go to the drug store.”

      My stomach lurches again, but I don’t argue. “Okay.”

      “Ollie must have some pretty powerful sperm. I’m sure he’s proud.”

      I laugh because I’m not sure of anything. I have no idea how Oliver will react if I’m pregnant. All I know is that this time, we won’t be able to run away from it.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      Young Ollie would be freaking the fuck out right now.

      He would have demanded to know what they were talking about and accused Charlie of lying and misleading him. He would have taken everything personally as if he were the only one that mattered. His feelings would have taken precedence over hers and he would have said a bunch of shit he didn’t mean.

      Good thing young Ollie isn’t in charge anymore. Maybe I didn’t grow up a whole lot, but what I did learn makes a big difference. The details aren’t clear, but I get the point—she had to stay.

      Charlie didn’t stay because she wanted to be around me. Even though it should offend me, it has the opposite effect. I feel lucky.

      I got a second chance to make things right and it doesn’t matter how it happened. It’s happening now and she finally knows how much I love her. The fact that she loves me too is just bonus. I’ll never feel deserving of her love, and that’s why I have to make sure she knows it’s forever.

      My hands are shaking while I sit in my truck. I’ve been staring vacantly at the lodge for about twenty minutes. This is a conversation I’ve had with my parents before. I’m not sure they believed me a hundred percent last time, but they were supportive regardless.

      A tap on my driver’s side window makes me flinch and I turn my eyes toward an amused Elliot. Her laugh is muffled until I lower the window.

      I give her an irritated look. “Jesus, Elliot. You like to sneak up on people? You scared the fuck out of me.”

      She continues to grin. “You’ve been sitting here for almost half an hour.” She nods to the large window at the front of the lodge. “I’ve been watching you.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Helping mom get ready for the event tonight. Some wedding.”

      My chest squeezes tighter. It’s weird to have a such a strong reaction to something you never thought you wanted.

      Elliot eyes me carefully, always able to sense a strange current in my mood. “What are you doing here? Dad said your meeting isn’t until this afternoon.”

      I nod, taking another shallow breath. “Yeah, I need to talk to mom first.”

      “Well, come help us move the rest of these tables. We’re two people short today.”

      She steps back as I open the door and get out. I blow out a breath and hit the fob to lock the truck. She starts to laugh.

      “What?”

      “You’re acting totally weird.” She gives me a shove. “Tell me, Ollie.”

      I start walking toward the sidewalk to the lodge and she falls into step beside me. “I’m going to do something.”

      “Which is?”

      I pause for a beat. “I’m not ready to talk about it yet.”

      She doesn’t push further. We enter the lodge and walk down the main conference hall. It’s already decked out in gold and rich greens, with lights twinkling from every corner of the room. I follow instructions from Elliot and work in silence as she has me move practically every table in the room.

      I’m almost breaking a sweat when I look back to her standing off to the side, her eyes scanning the room. Her lips purse and she motions to the table behind me.

      “Move that one three inches to the right.”

      I grit my teeth but comply, moving it at least five inches for good measure. It’s basically in the same fucking place it was before, but she smiles wide.

      “Looks perfect.”

      I give her a nod and walk over to the service station to pour a glass of water. My mother comes around the corner, kissing my cheek quickly before stepping past me into the room.

      “This looks amazing, Elle. Good job.”

      Elliot smiles brightly and I stifle a groan. She can have her moment, I don’t have the energy to protest my greatness right now.

      My mother does a lap around the room before finding her way back to me. I sit down at a table by the window, wishing my glass held more than just ice water. She smiles and takes the seat in front of me.

      “Your father’s excited about the plans so far.” She reaches over and places her hand on top of mine with a squeeze. “I’m very proud of you.”

      I shrug, brushing off her praise. “It was nothing. He did all the work, I’m just helping.”

      “That’s the whole point. All he wants is to be able to spend time with you, doing something you both enjoy. You don’t have to do anything, just be here.”

      I nod, still slightly uncomfortable hearing good things about myself. I’m used to people telling me how I awesome I am, but it’s always been about things that didn’t actually matter.

      “I’m glad to be here,” I say, meeting her eyes. I lean back in my chair with a sigh. “I thought I wanted out of here, that I was going to be something great and my life would be perfect. I don’t think that’s true anymore.”

      She gives me a knowing smile. “Would that have anything to do with the girl taking up so much of your time?”

      A grin spreads across my face before I can stop it. I can’t control it when someone mentions Charlie. She makes my heart smile.

      “Yeah,” I say and then take another drink. “I guess it does.”

      “Is there anything you need to tell me?”

      I nod.

      “I thought so.”

      My stomach flips and it has nothing to do with the fact that I skipped breakfast this morning. I was so nervous I couldn’t even eat. I’ve never had that happen before.

      I clear my throat, regaining my composure. “Things between Charlie and I are much better this time. I think I’m ready now.”

      “Ready for what?” My father’s deep voice startles me and I turn to see his expectant gaze. It’s a much easier task to convince my mom when I decide to make a big life decision. That’s why I always go to her first.

      She stands up from the table and walks over to him. I watch her fix his tie and whisper close to his ear. His eyes remain on mine and after a moment his eyebrow arches.

      “Is that so?”

      I can only imagine what my mother must have told him. She probably thinks I wanted to tell her that I’m in love. Even though it’s true, what I’m planning is much deeper than that.

      They have a brief exchange about catering, and then he turns his attention back to me. “You’re early. Did you eat yet?”

      I shake my head, although I’m still not hungry. My stomach remains twisted in knots and it’s been a struggle to appear normal. Obviously, I haven’t been doing a good job of it, and my father is the most perceptive of them all.

      “Join me in the dining room. We’ll have lunch and talk a bit.”

      It wasn’t a question, so I oblige, exchanging a look with my mother on the way out.

      We chose a table that overlooks the slopes. Immediately our water glasses are filled, and my father orders a whiskey. I order a double.

      He raises an eyebrow. “You having a problem, son?”

      “You could say that.” I unfold my napkin onto my lap, but don’t offer anything further.

      He laughs. “Things getting serious again with the Reed girl?”

      I nod.

      “I thought so.”

      This snaps me out of me silence and I scoff. “How does everyone seem to know how I’m feeling without me saying anything? Am I that transparent?”

      “No, but this is how you act when you care about a girl.” When I don’t respond, he keeps going. “You acted the same way in high school when you were trying to pretend you weren’t.”

      “Yeah, well you see how that worked out.”

      “So do it better this time,” he says simply.

      I grit my teeth, already frustrated. “Everyone acts like it’s so easy. That I never should have questioned the right thing to do.” I lift my hand, palm up. “Look at Elliot. She’s barely out of high school and already knows who she’s supposed to be with.”

      The server returns with our drinks, and I down it and order another. My father orders the special for both of us and gives me a look. “That’s the last one until you eat something. I don’t need you crying and causing a scene in that poor girl’s driveway.” He looks thoughtful for a moment. “How’s Judah doing?

      “He went back to school. Found a nice girl.”

      He nods. “Good for him. He would have made an excellent son-in-law, but I’m happy he’s found someone.”

      “You don’t like Hunter?”

      He pauses for a moment. “I like Hunter just fine, but he’s a bit intense for Elle. She’s young, and I worry he may pressure her into things she’s isn’t ready for.”

      I laugh. “Don’t worry. Neither one of them has any interest in marriage.”

      “But you do.”

      I almost choke on the piece of bread I just shoved in my mouth. “Excuse me?”

      He takes a sip of whiskey and eyes me carefully. “You want to marry this girl.”

      These are statements, not questions.

      I shove more bread in my mouth and nod.

      “Like I said, that’s what I thought.” He flashes a smug smile as our meals are placed in front of us. He cuts his prime rib and nods to server, who turns and leaves again.

      I, however, am still trying to remember how to swallow.

      “You want my advice?”

      “Yes.”

      He takes a small bite, chewing slowly. I still haven’t even picked up my fork.

      “Stop being a dick. You’re going to do things to piss her off and she’ll push your buttons right back, but you can’t retaliate every time. You have to pick your battles and fight for the important things, ignoring the small shit that doesn’t really matter.”

      I look down at my plate. “That’s what I’m trying to do.”

      “It’s hard, Oliver. You’re not a weaker person if you admit it.”

      “It is hard,” I say after a moment. “It’s harder than I thought it would be, but I’ve never wanted something so badly. She makes me want to be better.”

      “Then you’ll be better,” he says, winking at me. “I believe in you. Sometimes it takes a pretty girl to help motivate you, but you’re coming around.” He nods to the banquet room across the hall where my mother is still fluttering around with last minute details. His eyes practically twinkle when he looks at her. “I should know. I’m exactly the same way.”

      I laugh and pick up my fork, pausing before I take a bite. I cock my head at him. “How did you know I wanted to marry her?”

      He shrugs. “I know everything. The sooner you realize it, the better off we’ll all be.”
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      Charlotte - Then

      

      I’ve been sitting on my front porch for what feels like hours. It hasn’t really been that long, but I’m already wishing I didn’t give Ollie his jacket back.

      But I know it would have only made me cry harder. His scent still lingers on my sweater everywhere it touched. I hate that he always smells so good. I hate that the way he makes me feel overpowers every time he hurt me. I hate that I could never stay mad at him even though I should have. And most of all, I hate that I love him so much.

      Those words have been on my lips so many times I’ve lost count. I was afraid to tell him. I was afraid to complicate what we have with words I knew would terrify him. I knew it would be the end of us—and I was right.

      My hand drifts to my stomach, still flat and obscured. It’s quite possible I could make it to the end of the school year without anyone finding out.  I wouldn’t even have to tell Ollie. Not that he would care anyway. If he doesn’t love me, how could he love the baby growing inside of me?

      That’s not what hurts the most. It’s the fact that I wasn’t even an option. He never considered what it would be like to have a relationship outside of high school. I was a pit stop on his way to greatness, and a teen pregnancy scandal would only hold him back.

      Maybe he wouldn’t leave if knew. He might say he loves me and wants to take care of us, but it wouldn’t feel right. It wouldn’t be because he actually wanted to. We would be an obligation. Something he never wanted, but was forced to ‘deal’ with.

      I think we deserve better.

      I’m about to drag myself inside where it’s warm, when headlights flash in my driveway. A flicker of hope ignites inside of me and I curse myself for hoping he changed his mind. But I do. I want more than anything for him to come back and say he didn’t mean it.

      I don’t get my wish. The silver truck belongs to someone else, and I quickly wipe my eyes as Liam makes his way up the sidewalk. It’s a futile effort. I’ve been crying so long my eyes are no doubt puffy and red—the telltale signs of heartbreak everyone probably saw coming.

      His face falls when he sees me, and he quickens his pace. “Charlie.” He says my name in a whisper and sits down beside me on the porch. “What happened? I heard a bunch of guys talking at Jimmy’s, and I had to see if you were okay.”

      I laugh bitterly, not meeting his eyes. “Why? Did Ollie go back to the party?”

      When he doesn’t answer, I look over at him. It’s a mistake, because I hate the way he’s looking back at me. He feels sorry for me. For me. The heartless asshole who ripped his heart out and expected never to suffer because of it.

      After another pause, he shakes his head. “No, he didn’t.”

      I sniff and wipe my nose on the sleeve of my sweater. “Then what were they saying?”

      “That you guys were fighting. I wanted to make sure you were okay. You always come to Jimmy’s.”

      I laugh again and he looks at me like I’m crazy. Crazy people laugh when they’re slowly losing their mind.

      “Things change, I guess.”

      I risk a glance at him, and anger flashes in his eyes. He leans forward and rubs his hand on his jaw. “I fucking knew this would happen.”

      “What?”

      He throws his hand out. “That he would fucking hurt you. I knew that once you got together, he would be done. The chase would be over, and he’d leave you like all the others.”

      It’s no secret that Oliver parades through life trailed by a string of heartbroken girls. The ones who thought they could convince him they were special. As insane as it sounds, I never considered myself one of them. I thought what we had was so much more.

      A fresh set of tears starts to fall, and I let them roll down my cheeks. “He doesn’t care about us,” I say, my voice sounding foreign and hoarse. “I thought he did, but I was wrong.”

      Liam doesn’t say anything for a moment, and I realize my mistake. He’s studying my face when I turn to him. I don’t want anyone to know, especially him, so I think fast.

      “He doesn’t care about anyone,” I whisper.

      Liam shakes his head, taking my hand in his. “He’s an asshole, Charlotte. He never deserved you, I can’t believe you even dated a guy like him.”

      “I’m not a good person either,” I say, pulling my hand away. He looks wounded by my actions, but it wouldn’t be the first time. “I’m not.”

      “That’s crazy. You’re the sweetest girl I know.”

      This makes me laugh. “Sweet? I deserve everything I get for what I did to you. It’s the same, isn’t it?”

      He swallows roughly. “I never felt like you did it on purpose. I just assumed you loved him more.”

      “But then I shouldn’t have been with you in the first place.”

      Liam lets out what sounds like a growl and stands up from the swing. He paces in front of me for a moment and then stops, leveling a hard look down at me. “He’s manipulative. I don’t blame you for what happened. I blame him.”

      It’s easy to blame Ollie, though. He’s the guy who has it all. Every girl wants to date him, guys want to run as fast as him or throw a pass as far as he does—but I never looked at him that way. Maybe that was my problem. I gave him too much credit.

      I don’t say those things because Liam wouldn’t understand. Maybe I don’t even understand anymore. It’s hard to defend the person who just ripped your heart out.

      Instead, I stand up and face him. “I’m sorry, Liam. I’m sorry for everything, and I wish I could take it all back. I wish I never agreed to go on a date with you when my heart was already promised to someone else. Because that was never fair to you.” I take a shaky breath. “But most of all, I wish you didn’t feel sorry for me. I was selfish, and I deserve everything I get.”

      My body starts to shake and step around him toward the door. I can’t stand the look on his face and there’s nothing either one of us could say to make this better.

      By the time I get to the top of the stairs, he’s backing out of my driveway. I walk slowly past my grams’ room and listen at the door for movement, but I don’t hear any. Usually I don’t have visitors this late. Unless, of course, they come through my window.

      With that thought fresh in my mind, I stalk toward the window and close the latch at the top tight. I turn around and my eyes scan the wall of photos behind my bed. They make me angry because all of them feel like a lie.

      Who would feel sorry for the homecoming queen, the cheerleader—the quarterback’s girlfriend? I’m a walking fucking cliché and it disgusts me. I have everything everyone ever wants and right now I’m completely miserable.

      I want to cry and rip every photo off of my wall and curse this world that left me all alone. But then I remember I’m not.

      My hand drifts down to my stomach once more, and for the first time all night I take a full breath. I will be strong, even if I have to do it alone. No matter how hard it is or how much it hurts, I will find a way to get through this.

      I’m shaking when I reach for my cell phone and scroll to my sister’s number. Despite how empowered I feel in this moment, I know I can’t do it here. I need to be as far away from him as possible, and hopefully I’ll never look back.
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      Oliver - Now

      

      There’s a ring in my pocket.

      I have no idea how such a small piece of stone and metal can feel like it weighs so much, but it does. It’s important, and absolutely fucking terrifying.

      It’s like the feeling you get right before the snap. Your heart beats faster, anticipation trickles through every vein, every muscle, just waiting to make the pass that could change everything. That’s where I am right now. This is my Hail Mary pass.

      Charlie’s sister is still in town and although we’ve always gotten along, I’m sensing some hostility. I can’t blame her though. Charlie went to live with her in upstate New York when she left Cherry Grove. I can only imagine the conversations they had about what an asshole I was, and how she was better off without me. All totally warranted, but it still sucks.

      I’m sitting across from her at the dining room table, my plate still mostly untouched. I better get this shit under control soon because I’m about to start losing muscle mass. Who knew love could dick with your appetite so much?

      Scarlett looks very similar to Charlie. She has the same light blonde hair, but hers is now cropped in a silvery bob. I think it makes her look more severe and to be honest, I’m a little afraid of her.

      “So, Oliver,” she drawls, cutting her steak into unnecessarily small pieces. “I hear you and my sister are having sleepovers again.”

      “Scarlett,” Charlie warns.

      “What?” Scarlett says, shrugging her shoulders. She motions to me. “He obviously stays here with you. I just want to know what his intentions are this time.”

      Charlie looks like she wants to argue further, but I reach over and give her knee a reassuring squeeze under the table. “It’s okay,” I say to her. I look over and meet Scarlett’s expectant gaze. “I get that you feel the need to protect her from me, but I assure you I have every intention of making it work this time.”

      Scarlett doesn’t look convinced. She shuffles her food around on her plate for a moment. “And what was it that didn’t work for you last time? The commitment? Or were you just not feeling it?”

      Evan cringes in his seat beside her and shoots me an apologetic look.

      Charlie releases a frustrated sigh. “Seriously, that’s enough.”

      “I’m the only one left to look out for you. It’s my job to make sure you’re okay, and last time you were with him, you ended up not okay.”

      They lock eyes in a heated stare across the table and I start to sweat a little. If I propose to her tonight, it will seem like I was somehow forced into it. Talk about ruining a guy’s moment.

      “Look, I get it,” I say, breaking the awkward stand-off. I bring my hand to my chest. “I was a dick, a total fucking asshole. But I swear it’s the one thing in my life I desperately want to change. Losing her was biggest mistake I ever made, and I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to her, if that’s what it takes.”

      It feels weird to be talking about Charlie as if she’s not sitting right beside me, so I turn to her and wait until she looks at me. “I mean it. I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you.” I lean closer, grabbing the sides of her face and speaking close to her ear. “You and me are forever. We’ve always been forever.”

      Instead of reassurance on her face, when I pull back she starts to cry. I’m slightly horrified, but Scarlett looks mildly amused.

      “I’m sorry,” Charlie says, wiping under her eye with her napkin. She gives a small smile and sniffs. “I’m seriously fine. It’s just been a long day.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, and then kiss the side of her head. I stand up from the table, placing my hand on her shoulder. “I’ll get you a glass of wine or something. I need a drink.”

      “No!” Charlie and Scarlett both say in unison.

      Now Evan looks amused and I keep getting more and more confused by the second. There must some hormonal shift from her pregnant sister to her, because she’s acting weird. She never cries when she’s happy, and I thought that telling her that I want her forever would be a happy sort of thing.

      I hold my hands out in surrender. “Oookay. I’m getting a drink.” I nod to Evan. “You want one, dude?”

      He nods emphatically and I crack a smile. Poor bastard. Scarlett’s wound pretty tight tonight—even for her. I get that she’s ten years older than us and probably feels more like a parent than anything, but this third degree is getting on my nerves. The only people who get to weigh in on our relationship is Charlie or myself. Period.

      I stand against the counter in the kitchen, practically chugging my beer, when Evan comes around the corner. I toss him a can and he cracks the top with an appreciative sigh.

      “Sorry about that,” he says after taking a long drink.

      I shrug. “It’s whatever. I’m used to it.”

      “She’s just worried, is all. Charlie’s like her only family and her emotions are all over the place with this pregnancy.” He leans in closer. “She’s on this kick where everything in our house has to be completely organized at all times. I threw my socks next to the hamper last week and I literally thought she was going to stab me.”

      I chuckle and take a drink of my beer. “That does tend to piss them off.”

      He runs a hand through his wavy blond hair and looks around the corner to make sure she can’t hear before turning back to me. “Listen, I think you’re a good dude. Nobody makes the right choices when they’re seventeen—I know I didn’t. Me and Scarlett didn’t even meet until college. I highly doubt we’d even be together if we did, so I think that means something. You and Charlie get a second chance and I’m happy for you.”

      This makes me smile. “Thanks, man.”

      He nods, and his expression turns a bit more stern. “That being said, I’ll fuck you up if you do it again. We clear?”

      I nod, all traces of humor leaving my face. Not because he threatened me—because honestly, I could take him—but because I would never dream of hurting her again. I’d punch myself in my beautiful face before I let that happen.

      “Crystal.”

      “Okay, good.” He smiles again, patting me on the back. “Thank you again for booking us a room at the lodge. You didn’t have to do that.”

      “It’s the least I could do. I know most of the furniture’s gone and nobody should be subjected to a chain hotel.”

      He laughs. “True.”

      Scarlett peeks around the corner with a less intimidating air about her, she looks almost calm. “Sorry about that,” she says and then moves to stand beside Evan. She wraps her arms around his waist and leans into him. “I think I’m just tired.”

      “It’s cool. I’m used to being the bad guy.”

      She leans over and pokes me in the chest. “I want you to be the good guy, okay?” She pulls her hand back and finally smiles. “I know you can be.”

      Her sentiment makes my chest squeeze. I never understood other people’s ability to have faith in me. Especially when I haven’t earned it. I want more than anything to be a good father and hopefully husband.

      “Don’t worry,” I say, flashing a smile. “I’ll take care of her.”
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      After Scarlett and Evan leave, the tension subsides greatly. It’s almost too cold to be sitting out on the porch now, but I got Charlie a blanket to put over her lap. I need air and the burning in my pocket is starting to seem like a bomb. Time is ticking by and I still haven’t tried to say anything.

      I have a speech prepared, of course. This is one of those times where you need an actual plan. It’s a moment too important to get fucked up by allowing your brain to pull something off top.

      She turns to me first, her cheeks flushed from the bitter nip in the air. “I need to tell you something.”

      My stomach drops, but I don’t let it affect me. “Me too.”

      Charlie bites her bottom lip, looking away for a moment. More nervous energy stirs in my gut as my mind plays every bad scenario on a continuous loop. She’s being weird, and her sister’s here. Maybe she’s leaving?

      “Can I go first?” she asks quickly.

      I hesitate for a moment and then nod.

      Her hands twist in her lap and she won’t look me in the eye. My heart starts to pound and I count the seconds until she speaks.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” A tear slips down her cheek and I almost lose what dinner I did manage to eat.

      I take her hand and gives it a gentle squeeze. “You can tell me anything, darlin’.” I wait for her to finally look at me again before I continue. With my thumb, I wipe the wetness from her cheek and then kiss her lips once. “It’s you and me, remember? We’re a team.” I take her hand again, bringing it to my lips and then gently lowering it.

      I’m crawling out of my skin now with worry, and she still remains silent. I don’t want her to see me panic. I want her to be able to depend on me to keep a level head and stay calm in stressful situations. At least that’s what I want her to believe, because on the inside, I’m freaking the fuck out right now.

      With a heavy sigh, she brushes her hair back and meet my eyes. “I swear I didn’t do this on purpose.”

      Oh my fucking God. She cheated. She’s fucking Liam.

      My jaw ticks, but I keep my tone even. “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out. Just tell me.”

      She takes another shaky breath. “I don’t even know how to say this.”

      Please, God don’t let her leave me.

      This time I don’t say anything or offer encouragement. I keep her hand in mine and wait for her to tell me.

      Charlie wipes under her eyes again and I hold my breath. “Ollie, I’m pregnant.”

      That breath gets trapped in my lungs and I forget how to breathe entirely. I grab the sides of her face and kiss her hard. When I pull away she looks confused, but I can’t help but smile.

      “Don’t ever scare me like that again.”

      She laughs nervously. “What? I just told you I’m pregnant.”

      “And I thought you were going to leave me. You acted like what you were going to say was a bad thing.”

      I’m still cupping her cheeks and she puffs out another breath. “You think it’s a good thing?”

      I kiss her again. “Of course it’s a good thing. I want you to have all my babies, and we can start with this one.”

      She hiccups a sob. “I thought you’d be upset. Things are still so new between us—”

      I cut her off, shaking my head. “How’s this new? We’ve loved each other since we were kids. Whether I admitted or not, it’s always been true.” I press my lips to hers a few times, needing to be closer to her. “I love you and I want this baby as much as I would have wanted the last one.”

      She starts to cry again, and I pull her closer. I wrap my arms around her, engulfing her with every ounce of assurance I can give and then kiss the side of her head. I’m terrified to ask my next question, but I do it anyway.

      “You want this baby?”

      Charlie doesn’t hesitate with her answer. “Yes.”

      She presses her face into the crook of my neck, and I can feel the tears on my skin. I rub my hand up down her back and rest my cheek on the top of her head. She’s still shaking slightly and it’s so obvious how nervous she was to tell me.

      She still thinks I would bail. That I would leave her alone again and not give a shit what the consequences are.

      I need to change that. It’s clear to me what I need to do next. One last thing to lock this down and prove to her I’ve changed. She needs to trust I can take care of her and this baby.

      My next question can wait. She needs to know it came from a place where I didn’t feel obligated. So she knows she’s everything I ever wanted, and how much I wish I’d had the strength to do it the first time.

      I won’t make the same mistake twice. It just won’t be tonight.
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      Charlotte - Now

      

      I made an appointment for the baby later this week.

      Oliver is being surprisingly supportive and completely adorable, but I’ve been terrified. Not because I’m afraid to be a mother. I think I can handle that part. What scares me is the unknown. Fertility issues are prevalent in my family, and with my first miscarriage still so heavy on my mind, I can’t help but worry about every little thing.

      My sister went home yesterday. As much as I want her here to experience this with me, I’m happy to be alone with Ollie again. She makes things tense between us and I would like a calm environment.

      I do understand her concerns. I have them too, and I did promise her I would take things slow with him. Even before I came back, Scarlett and I had that conversation. At the time I was convinced it would never happen, but she always insisted it would. It’s like she knew the binds that tie me him to me were still strong, still so impenetrable even the greatest tragedy couldn’t pry us apart. He’s my person. Even when I hate him, he’s the one I want to die with.

      He asked me to meet him at his office so we could go to dinner. I’ve been uptown at the studio all day and the high school is only a short drive away.

      I get lost in my thoughts on the way over. My day was surprising, and I’m left with an option I never considered. Jen’s closing the dance studio after the winter showcase. She said the lease is up and she wants to spend more time at home. It breaks my heart to hear that all of those girls will lose something they love. I know how much dancing meant to me when I was younger, and I would hate to see how I would have handled the loss.

      It may seem crazy to think that way, but it’s true. Something you’re so passionate about begins to become a part of you. I miss dancing now even though I’ve only spent a short time away from it. This unexpected pregnancy will likely make my break longer, but to be honest—I don’t care.

      I want this baby and I want Oliver more than I want my next breath. Suddenly my dream of dancing on a grand stage doesn’t matter so much anymore. I’d be perfectly content to stay here and make a life with him, even if it meant I never danced again. I love him that much.

      As confident as I am, it scares the shit of me. My hands are shaking when I pull into the faculty parking lot behind the building. I smile when I remember how Ollie used to park back here when he wasn’t allowed to. No matter how many times they told him he couldn’t, he still managed to find a way to justify breaking that rule.

      It puts a smile on my face as I get out of my car and walk toward the entrance. Ollie’s office is on the other side of the building, but this is the only door unlocked after classes let out. I catch Hunter coming down the hallway and give him a small wave.

      “Hey,” he says, smiling and walking toward me. We stop outside of the Art room and he nods behind him. “Ollie’s not in his office.”

      “Where is he? We’re meeting for dinner.”

      Hunter hesitates and I start to get nervous. “He’s on the field.”

      I remain confused by his expression. “Is practice running late?”

      He shakes his head. “No, it’s been over for an hour now.”

      “Then what’s he doing?”

      “He had a rough day.”

      My heart picks up a notch. He’s stressed about the baby. He must be freaking out inside while acting like he’s totally happy. I take a shallow breath.

      “Do you know why?”

      He nods.

      “Are you going to tell me?”

      He looks down the hallway to make sure we’re alone and then sighs. “He got an offer to coach football next season. Our coach is taking a job at the university, and he wants Ollie to replace him.”

      The relief I want to feel isn’t there. I feel like an asshole for doubting him, but more importantly I know how hard he’s taking this. He would be perfect for that job but teaching something he couldn’t do himself would be too much for his pride. No matter how much he wants it.

      “He would be an amazing football coach,” I say instead.

      Hunter laughs. “He totally would. He’d be such a dick, but those guys would learn a lot.”

      I’m smiling because it’s true. Ollie’s competitive drive is contagious. He may come off brash, but he always wanted his entire team to win. He’s a born leader and I know without a doubt that I’d follow him anywhere.

      “I’ll talk to him.”
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        * * *

      

      The field is illuminated by bright lights contrasting the dark sky. It takes a moment for me to spot him, but then I see a shadow coming around the bend of the track at a brisk pace. Ollie jogs toward me wearing only a pair of track pants. His cheeks are flushed from the cold, and his breaths come out in large clouds when he stops in front of me. He plants his hands on his hips, his chest heaving.

      “Is it six already?”

      I nod, unsure how to broach the subject.

      “Sorry, I must have lost track of time.”

      I step closer, my hands landing on the ice-cold skin of his waist. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” he says, flashing a smile. “I’m totally fine.”

      I’m about to call bullshit, but then he sighs and takes a step back from me. He ruffles his hair with his hand. “Okay, I’m lying.”

      “I know. I was just waiting for you to admit it.”

      He smiles again, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. Instead of elaborating, he leans down and kisses me once before pulling away and walking toward the bleachers. I follow him to his gym bag sitting on the bench, and he reaches in for a hooded sweatshirt. I watch him pull it over his head and take a seat. He pats the spot beside him.

      I comply, walking over and sitting down. He leans forward, still breathing heavier than normal.

      “You talked to Hunter, didn’t you?”

      “I did.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think I can do it.”

      “Why not? You’re so talented. You could help those kids.”

      Ollie remains quiet, messing with his hair again. He opens his mouth and then closes it without speaking, so I nudge his shoulder with mine.

      “I know how hard it must be for you. I never wished for it to be taken away.” He finally turns to meet my eyes, so I keep going. “I mean it, Ollie. As angry as I was, I wanted you to live your dream.”

      His jaw tightens and he turns away, facing forward again. “I know it’s fucked up, but I blamed you.”

      His confession surprises me, but I don’t say anything to interrupt.

      “I needed someone to blame so I could feel better. I lost everything and that included you. I felt like you abandoned me without a fight.” He turns to me again, taking my hand. “It was wrong of me to be so selfish.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, giving his hand a squeeze. “You deserve this chance to do what you love again.”

      His eyes drift to our hands as he moves his thumb across my knuckles. “I can’t make this decision without you.” He looks up at me. “What if you want to go back to New York? I know you’ll still want to dance after the baby is born.”

      “Well, that’s something I wanted to talk to you about. Jen is closing the studio after the showcase, and I was thinking about taking over the lease.”

      His brows rise with shock. “Really? You want to stay here?”

      “Of course I do.”

      He pulls back, sitting up straighter. “But you worked so hard for this. I saw you on that stage in the city. That’s your dream.”

      His concern for me makes my heart swell. Only I don’t feel like that anymore.

      “That’s true, but I think sometimes dreams can change. I’ll still get to dance if I stay here, and more importantly, I get to have a family with you. That’s all I ever wanted.”

      He leans over and kisses me, allowing his lips to linger on mine. “That’s what I want, too.”

      His expression turns thoughtful for a moment as his eyes focus on the goalpost across the field.

      “I loved to watch you play.” I say, breaking the silence again. “And not just because it was you. It was like your presence was magnetic. People were always drawn to you, especially when you were on that field.”

      He runs his hand along the side of his face, smirking. “Are you sure it has nothing to do with this? I mean, you can’t deny perfection.”

      I shove him playfully in the shoulder and laugh. “I’m trying to be serious. You know you’re gorgeous.”

      His arms snake around my waist and he pulls me over to his lap. I snuggle into his chest, wrapping my arms around his neck.

      Ollie releases a breath, running his hand up and down my back. “I’m nothing compared to you, darlin.”

      “I will never believe that,” I whisper.

      He tilts his head to me and starts to kiss me slowly while cradling the back of my head with his hand. It’s not something I can control when his mouth is that close to mine. When those low groans emanate from his throat, I pull back. Only because I know if I don’t, we’ll be in the field house recreating some of my favorite post-game memories. Now’s not the time for that.

      “You really think I can do this?” he asks, running his thumb across my cheek.

      My eyebrows knit together. “You honestly think that you can’t? Ollie, you can do anything. I’ve never seen you be afraid.”

      “I am.” Hearing it out loud finally makes it seem more real. Honest.

      “I’ll be right here with you the whole time. We can navigate through this together.”

      His hand drifts to my stomach and a smile plays on his lips. “He’s going to be a champion, too.”

      I laugh. “How do you know it’s a boy? It could be a girl.”

      Ollie gives me a look like I’m crazy. “He was created from my sperm, which is basically pure testosterone.” He gives me a confident nod. “It’s a boy.”

      “If you say so.” I give him a quick peck on the cheek and slide off his lap. I lower my hand down to him. “Come on. I’m starving.”

      Ollie smiles, taking my hand and standing up from the bench. He slings his bag over his shoulder and then laces his fingers with mine. “Let’s go. My son’s probably hungry too.”
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      Oliver  - Now

      

      With the last piece of my plan finally in place, I take the short drive over to Charlie’s house. I’ve spent the past week putting all of this together, and it’s finally as close to perfect as it can get. I just hope she likes it.

      I told her we were going to dinner at the lodge and to dress casual. She’s waiting for me at the door, her hair pulled up in a messy bun and sporting a hoodie and sweatpants. She opens the door as I approach, an apologetic smile on her lips.

      “I’m sorry I’m not ready. I’ve been really sick today.”

      I lean in and kiss her softly. “That’s okay, darlin’. You can go like this.”

      She gives me a questioning look. “I look like I just rolled out of bed. I can’t go to the lodge dressed like this.”

      I smile. “We’re not going to the lodge.”

      “Then where are we going?”

      My grin widens. “It’s a surprise.”

      Charlie doesn’t look convinced and I start to panic. “Uh, maybe I should put some jeans on.”

      I take her hand and kiss her palm. “You look perfect, baby. It’s just going to be you and me.”

      She still looks hesitant for a moment, but then smiles. “Okay.”

      Grinning to myself, I lace my fingers with hers and lead her to the truck. After helping her into her seat, I jog around the front to climb in the drivers’ side.

      “You ready?” I ask, gripping the steering wheel with a wicked grin.

      She laughs a little. “As I’ll ever be.”

      We only drive about a mile down the road before I pull off to the side, right before the bridge that leads to Cherry Hill. She looks genuinely confused.

      “This is where we’re going?”

      I shake my head as I reach behind the seat and grab the wooden box I stashed there earlier. I set it gently on her lap and she smiles.

      “Don’t open it yet,” I say when her fingertips reach for the lid. “I need to explain first.”

      She bites her bottom lip and folds her hands on top of the box in a silent promise.

      I take a breath. “The first time you told me that you loved me was on this bridge. I should have said it back, but I let my irrational fears prevent me from doing that.” I reach for her hand. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know, Ollie. And I forgive you.”

      I kiss the top of her hand. “Now you’ll never have to question my feelings for you. Anytime you doubt my love for you, all you have to do is open that box and you’ll have your answer.”

      She smiles wider. “I can open it?’

      I nod as the contents of my stomach swirl around so fast I fear I may lose them.

      Tentatively she peels back the lid to expose hundreds of pieces of folded paper. She plucks the first one from the box and reads it slowly. “It says, ‘I love you.’” She digs deeper and pulls out another. “Do they all say this?”

      I shrug. “Most of them.”

      Charlie grabs one more and lets out a laugh. She turns it around so I can read it too. It reads, One free ticket for love.

      Leaning across the seat, I nibble on her earlobe. “Hey, there are many ways I can show my love for you.” I brush my lips along her neck. “And that one’s reusable. Just so you know.”

      She turns her head to catch my lips, kissing me softly. “I love it. Almost as much as I love you.”

      I give her one more quick peck. “Oh, it’s not over yet, darlin.” I readjust my position in my seat and crank the ignition again. “We’re just getting started.”

      Charlie is smiling and in this moment I feel complete. All of the things I thought I wanted no longer matter. I’m not sure they ever did. I think it was always meant to turn out this way. Despite all of the mistakes we made, all of the years wasted by being apart—we still burn for each other.

      The next stop is a familiar one, only this time, I found something we overlooked before. I drive past the old tree, going a little further down the dirt road. I see the confusion on her face, but she doesn’t say anything.

      When I pull to a stop, my heart begins to thrum in my chest. The key in my back pocket is practically searing through my jeans almost as much as the ring next to it.

      Charlie glances out the window and nods to the old shed, shielded by vines. “I never noticed that before.” She turns back to me. “Was it always here?”

      “Yeah, apparently the man that owned the orchard used to keep tools and old signs in there.”

      She smiles. “How do you know all of this?”

      It’s my turn to smile. I lean over her to open her door. “Because I bought the orchard.”

      Charlie clutches the wooden box in her hands, staring blankly for a moment. She takes a breath and turns to me. “What?”

      “I heard the family was selling it and I couldn’t bear the thought of someone else taking it over. I wanted to make sure we could always come here.” I take the box from her lap and put it on the back seat and then take her hand. “I want to build a life with you here. I can build you a big house, and we can fill it with as many babies as you want.”

      She laughs. “I think we should see how we do with this one first.”

      I kiss her cheek and then lay my hand on her stomach. “I think we’ll be amazing.” I move my hand up to her cheek and kiss her once. “Who loves each other as much as we do?”

      “I have no idea,” she whispers. “I dare them to try.”

      Pulling her closer, I deepen the kiss and slide my tongue in her mouth. She kisses me eagerly and I’m already losing track of what I’m supposed to be doing. Reluctantly I break the kiss and pull back from her lips.

      “I want to show you something.”

      I slide out of my seat and walk quickly around the truck to help Charlie out. Her eyes drift to pathway lined with round solar lights.

      “You ready?” I ask, holding my hand out to hers.

      She laces her fingers with mine and we take the short walk up to the door of the shed. It’s quite large to be considered a shed, because it’s more the size of a garage. It’s perfect for what I have planned, and my heart starts to pound faster anticipating her reaction.

      I stop in front of her, pulling the key from my back pocket. I shoot her a wink before sliding it into the lock and pushing the door back. I step inside first, pulling the string by the door. The room glows from all the lights I hung earlier.

      “Wow,” she breathes, taking in the twinkling lights that are strung from the rafters and are lining the walls. She makes a small lap around the room and turns back to me smiling. “You did all this?”

      I nod, the nerves trickling into my throat.

      She smiles and walk back to me, leaning into my chest. “It’s very romantic, Ollie.” Her lips brush over mine. “You’re very sweet sometimes.”

      “I hope so,” I say and then take a deep breath. Before I can chicken out, I kneel down in front of her. She gasps before I can say anything.

      Her hand flies up to her mouth. “Ollie…”

      “Let me plead my case first,” I say, cutting her off.

      She laughs. “Are you really doing this?”

      “If you let me,” I tease.

      “Okay,” she says, clamping her mouth closed. “Go ahead.”

      I smile up at her because she’s just as nervous as I am. It’s funny how something that seems so certain can fill you with such anxiety, but my heart is hammering so fast I can hardly breathe.

      I take a shallow breath. “Charlotte, I’ve spent my entire life searching for a reason to take the easy the way out. I was always so terrified of letting someone one down that I didn’t try very hard. I blew things off and didn’t take life too seriously so I could never fall short. I don’t want to do that with you. I want to be someone you can depend on. I don’t want your expectations of me to be so low that you’ll never get disappointed. I want you to push me to be better and hold me accountable when I’m not. If you’ll have me, I want to spend the rest of my life being the kind of man you deserve. I want to be the husband and father I never thought I could be.” I peel back the lid on the satin box, my hand surprisingly steady. “So, knowing all of my flaws and accepting that this journey together will never be an easy one, will you marry me?”

      She remains still for a moment, and a shiver of doubt rushes through me before a smile breaks across her face and then she nods.

      “Yeah?” I stand in one quick motion, picking her up from the floor and hugging her tight.

      Charlie presses her face into my neck and whispers. “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlie is lying with her head on my chest wearing only my ring and a blanket we found in the back of my truck. I didn’t anticipate how uncomfortable it would be in here if we decided to commemorate this moment with sex, but we found a way.

      I press my lips to the side of her head. “I can’t believe you’re going to be my wife.”

      She shifts in my arms and glances down at the ring on her finger. “You did good.”

      “I tried to give you that ring before.”

      Her eyes flick up to mine. “When?”

      “When I came to see you dance in New York. I was going for a grand gesture, but I couldn’t do it.” I run my hand along her arm. “I thought you’d say no.”

      “I might have,” she admits.

      Even though I expected her to say that, it’s still like taking a shot to the chest. “I wish I still did it though. I should have done it sooner, and not lost all of this time with you.”

      Charlie leans up and kisses me once, locking her eyes on mine. “I think it’s okay that you waited. I’m so proud of the man you’ve become, and everything feels so perfect. I don’t know how I stayed away as long as I did, I’m just thankful you were still here.”

      I wrap my arms around her and hug her tightly to my chest.  For the first time in my life, my heart is full and I can honestly say that I truly have everything.

      “I’m always here for you, darlin’. If you need me, I’m yours.”
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      Judah

      

      Strolling onto the field at Cornell University this year feels different.  I’ve already made a promise to myself that I would be all the way in this time.  I won’t let distractions from home keep me from achieving what I once had.  Elliot Monroe doesn’t own me anymore.  I’m free.

      At least that’s what I keep telling myself.

      I catch the eyes of several girls lounging on the bleachers trying to soak in the last remaining rays of summer.  Smiling at them, I don’t break stride until I reach the benches where several of my teammates are congregated.  Despite my unpredictable absences last year, I was able to make a few good friends.  This coupled with the addition of my best friend since grade school, Holden Parker, should make for a pretty decent year.

      Holden nods to me as I set my equipment down at my feet.  “Nice of you to join us.”  He looks at his watch mockingly.  “You’re only twenty minutes late.”

      I laugh.  “I told you I had to stay after class.  I really need to pull my grades up this semester if I have any chance at keeping my scholarship.”

      Holden scoffs, running a hand through his platinum blond hair.  “Oh please, Judah.  You and I both know you don’t need a scholarship.  Just call daddy and ask him for an advance on your allowance.”

      I shove him sideways slightly.  “Whatever, dick.  I need to keep my grades up if I want to stay in this program.  My dad will fucking kill me if I don’t come home an architect.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he chides.  “The only thing you have to do is stay far away from Ell…”

      I clasp my hand roughly over his mouth.  “Don’t even say her name.  It’s bad for my recovery.”  I release him backward and he laughs louder.

      He wipes fake tears from his eyes.  “Oh, man.  You mean to tell me you need some sort of rehab to get over that girl?”

      I nod.  “Basically.  I need to cut ties cold turkey or she’ll have me wrapped around her finger for the rest of my life.”

      “More like she has something wrapped around your balls.”

      I’m about to punch him when Coach Lafferty steps out from behind the bleachers.  I need to walk a straight line this year if I want to get back in his good graces.  With my suspension at the end of the last season it’s lucky I’ll still get to play.

      It’s my own fault for getting involved in something I shouldn’t have. I swear if it ever comes to blows between me and Hunter again, I won’t be caught off guard.  There’s no way he would have gotten the best of me if I had been fighting back.

      “Alright everyone, line up.”  He points to me with a serious expression.  “Get moving, you’re starting Friday night.”

      A large smile crosses my face and Holden nudges me with his elbow with an equally excited grin.  He jogs along side of me onto the field.  “Told you it would be okay.”

      “I don’t know how I’m getting another chance, but I swear, I’m not going to waste it.”
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        * * *

      

      Practice was brutal as usual.  After a quick shower, I walk across campus to my truck.  The bag slung over my shoulder feels like it weighs a hundred pounds as my aching muscles beg for mercy.

      A group of girls in tiny shorts intercept me as I’m stepping into the parking lot.

      “Judah,” the blonde croons.  She twirls a strand of hair around her finger as she eyes me seductively.  “Glad to see you back.  We missed you over the summer.”

      Recognition flashes briefly in mind as I give her a quick once over, not breaking stride.  I think I remember her from several parties my friends threw last year.  The ones I actually attended are blurry at best.

      “Oh, hey…uh…”

      My voice trails off and she giggles.

      “It’s Ainsley,” she says coyly.

      I turn and walk backward a few steps.  “Yeah, Ainsley.  See you around.”  I catch the disappointment on her face as I continue towards my ride.

      After tossing my bag into the back seat I reach in my pocket and pull out my phone.  I lean against the driver’s side door with my finger hovering over her name.  Elliot texted me earlier in the week to wish me luck on my upcoming season.

      She of all people knows how important football is to me.  It always has been and my actions last year almost ruined it forever.  I don’t blame her though.  I blame myself.  If I had only been honest with her before I left in the first place maybe we wouldn’t be here.

      I still don’t like Hunter.  It’s not just because he’s with the girl I still love, it’s because I don’t trust him.  There’s something not right about his behavior with her.  She’s more fragile than he realizes and it’s my instinct to protect her.

      Gripping my phone tight in frustration, I let out a groan and throw it on the passenger’s seat.  I can’t call her.  It would seriously derail my sobriety.

      As I’m pulling out of the parking lot, I reach over and adjust the radio to find something to drown out my thoughts.  It’s hard to do, but I have to try.  When I’m satisfied with my selection I drive the two miles to my off campus apartment.  It’s been a busy week with the new students moving into my building that I’ve barely had time to really meet any of them.

      I release a disgruntled sigh when I notice my usual spot is taken by a small, red coupe.  I’ve parked in the same spot for over a year now and it’s beyond frustrating to move.  I park three spots over and stomp angrily over to the entrance.

      Just as I’m pulling on the door, I notice the owner of the car throwing a large bag of laundry into the trunk.  I turn around to confront them.

      “Hey!” I call over as I walk toward her.  “That’s my spot.”

      She swings her long, brown hair over her shoulder, turning around to glare at me. “Funny, I didn’t see your name on it.  These spots aren’t assigned to anyone.”

      She turns away before I have a chance to respond.  This girl has a serious attitude.

      Not to be discouraged, I keep going.  “I’ve been parking there ever since I moved in.  Everyone knows this is my spot.”

      She laughs as she twists her hair up on top of her head in a messy bun.  The sun catches it just right and the subtle blonde highlights glow against the light radiating around her.

      Her eyes roll as she reaches into the pockets of her cutoff denim shorts for her keys.  “You’re one of those guys, huh?”  She locks eyes with me.  “Well, I don’t know you and I don’t care.”

      I let out a surprised chuckle.  I’m slightly taken aback by her hostility.  It’s also kind of turning me on.

      “Listen, babe.”  Her green eyes narrow, but I continue, leaning into her.  “I know you’re obviously new here, so let me properly introduce myself.”  I extend my hand to her.  “I’m Judah Holloway.”

      She looks to my hand and then back to my face with a mildly amused expression.  She takes my hand and gives it a firm shake.

      “Well, Judah, like I said this is where I’m parking so I guess you better get over yourself and accept it.”  She starts to walk away from me, but stops suddenly, holding her finger up.  “One more thing.”

      I smile.  “What’s that?”

      She moves closer and bites her lip.  “Don’t call me babe.”

      I watch her turn back around without another word, leaving me speechless.  I shake my head, laughing to myself.  Rule number one—no distractions.  This girl most definitely falls into that category and I don’t even know her name.  That coupled with the fact that she looks dangerously close to Elliot could only spell disaster for me.  I take my wounded pride and walk up to my apartment.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a party tonight at my teammate Brock’s frat.  He’s been a pretty decent friend to me since I’ve been here so I promised I’d make an appearance.  Keeping myself on the straight and narrow won’t be easy, especially when alcohol is involved.  For some reason every time I drink I drift back into a state of complete hopelessness.  Elliot isn’t the only thing I need to get some rehabilitation from.

      A small knock lands on my door before it’s pulled open.  Holden pokes his head in with a grin.  “You ready to go?”

      “Almost,” I say back, pulling on my shoes.

      He strolls across my living room to my fridge.  I hear the sound of a bottle opening and look up to see him tilting back one of the few beers I have on stock.

      “Impatient, are we?” I ask, standing up in search of my keys.

      He shrugs.  “I needed one for the walk over.”  He walks over and pats me on the shoulder with a wink.  “I might get thirsty.”

      I roll my eyes and shove my phone in my back pocket.  “Okay, now I’m ready.”

      Holden gives me a look and my eyebrows pull in.  He points in mock horror to the photo on my entertainment stand.  “What the fuck is that?”

      I turn around and spot the picture of Elliot and I at prom last year.  “A picture…”

      He shakes his head.  “No, that’s your problem.”

      I cross my arms over my chest and glare at him.  “And what’s that?”

      “You still have her all around you.  That’s not cutting ties cold turkey.”

      “It’s just a picture.  We’re friends.”  I attempt to step past him and he places his hand on my chest.  My nostrils flare slightly as I glare down at him.

      “Easy, man,” he says with a laugh.  “I would just like to have fun this year.  You’re not going to do that if you’re still stung up on Elliot Monroe.  She’s your kryptonite.”

      I can’t really argue with him there, but I like having things around that remind me of her.  She’s like home to me and nothing is going to change that.  Instead of arguing with him, I walk over and grab the picture and shove it in the drawer in the end table beside the sofa.

      “See,” I say, walking toward the door.  “Problem solved.”

      He laughs again.  “If you say so, man.”

      I follow him without another word about it.  One thing I do know, is that when I get home, I’ll move it to my bedroom where no one can see it.  One step at a time.
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