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			About the Book

			The moment she meets Spencer Cosgrove, Dawn knows she’s in trouble. Spencer is sexy. Funny. Charming. Just her type. Or what used to be her type, before she vowed to steer clear of relationships.

			Everyone gets hurt in the end, Dawn believes.

			Things only get worse when Spencer starts flirting with her, luring her in with his tenderness. But she turns him away. Because Dawn feels damaged. She knows what it’s like to trust someone with her heart, only to have them shatter it into a million pieces. Never again. The wounds are still too deep. But Spencer persists. And when Dawn finds out that Spencer is hiding his own heartbreaking secret, she realizes she can’t deny her feelings any more. Maybe, just maybe it really is possible for a broken heart to mend …
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			Chapter 1

			Such a stupid idea. As if I’d actually get any writing done in a coffee shop.

			Nope.

			I glance up to see a guy standing in front of me, staring with raised eyebrows, as if he was expecting an answer. What—was I some sort of lip reader? There’s no way I could’ve heard him, and that should’ve been obvious. My headphones are as big as doughnuts and weigh about ten pounds: they were expensive, and they block out all kinds of noise. Great for concentrating on my work. Even better for avoiding unwanted conversation.

			He was cute, no question about that. He had reddish hair and warm, brown eyes. Wearing jeans and a tight shirt that hugged his shoulders—not bad, not bad. So why was I feeling queasy?

			Slowly, I lifted the headphone cup from my right ear.

			“Did you say something?”

			The guy quirked a smile. “Yeah. I said you’re here on Fridays a lot. I’ve noticed you.”

			True. Even though it wasn’t exactly by choice. I’d rather spend Friday afternoons in my dorm at Woodshill University. But that wasn’t possible, since I shared a room with a nymphomaniac.

			“Yeah. The coffee’s good here,” I mumbled.

			He tilted his head and smiled again. “You don’t even drink coffee. You usually get hot chocolate. But it’s getting warmer out. Wonder what you’ll pick in the spring.”

			Wow, stalker? My palms were turning clammy, and I swallowed hard. This guy was getting scary. How long had he been watching me? Oh God, could he have seen what I was working on?

			“Inquiring minds want to know,” he said, dropping his voice an octave.

			Seriously? He was being playful, trying to pick me up, with his deep voice and bedroom eyes. With any other girl it might have worked. But not me. I’d been avoiding men like the plague for more than a year now.

			“Thanks, but no thanks,” I began, shoving my bangs to the side.

			“Come on,” he answered, grabbing a chair from another table and setting it next to mine. Straddling the seat, he rested his arms on the back. “I’m a good listener.”

			What on Earth made him think I wanted to talk? My eyes flicked toward my laptop. The font size was extra small and the brightness set low, so no one but me could read it. Still, I was itching to shut the screen. What I’d written was not for anyone to read—at least, not yet.

			And it was definitely not for the eyes of this unnerving stranger.

			“What are you working on?” the guy asked, nodding his head at my laptop.

			Trying to look casual, I closed the screen, picked up my bag from the floor and slid Watson inside. That was the name I’d given this clunker of a laptop: It had a huge screen and weighed a ton. It was practically vintage.

			The guy touched my arm gently. “Hey, I didn’t mean to scare you off. I’m outta here,” he stood up, now sounding almost shy. “You just looked so alone over here. And I thought I’d…” He gave an awkward shrug.

			Okay, he was starting to seem a little less stalker and a little more cute. But still. I couldn’t.

			“You seem nice—” Flustered, I wondered if he’d already told me his name.

			“Cooper,” he said, as if reading my mind.

			“Cooper,” I repeated with a smile. “You seem cool, but I have to go. I can’t concentrate right now.”

			“We could try another time, when you don’t have so much to do,” Cooper ventured.

			I suppressed a sigh and stood. “I’m not interested. Sorry.”

			Cooper’s eyes widened a bit. “Oh! I get it.” He nodded. “Not into guys, huh?”

			I blinked at him. “What?”

			“Nothing to be ashamed of.”

			My cheeks felt hot. “Not that my sexual orientation should matter, but just because I don’t want to hang out with you doesn’t mean I’m gay,” I hissed and pushed past him. Faster than I thought possible with this heavy bag, I fled outside.

			Brisk February air filled my lungs. It was still pretty cold; I exhaled a little cloud of steam. Wrapping my scarf around my neck, I considered my options.

			I couldn’t go back to the dorm. My roommate, Sawyer, was entertaining yet another guy, and I’d seen enough of her sexual conquests already. She was one of the reasons I’d invested in such expensive headphones.

			Now the Patriot Coffee Shop was off-limits. As long as that creep was still hanging out here, wild horses couldn’t drag me back.

			The school library was an option. But not for this project. Too many people passing by who might glance at the screen.

			Digging into my pockets, I touched something cold and metallic. Yes! The cloud hanging over me began to disappear.

			About two months ago, my best friend, Allie, moved into her new apartment, and she’d given me her spare key. Partly because I was the official surrogate mother to her cat, Spidey, and partly because Allie was well aware of Sawyer’s active social life. She’d said I could come by any time I was locked out of my place. So far I hadn’t taken advantage of her hospitality, but today I was out of other options.

			She didn’t answer my call, so I sent her a quick text about my plan to come over.

			Allie lived with her boyfriend, Kaden, in a charming part of town near a little park. It was only about 15 minutes from campus. They had a great view of Mount Wilson and the surrounding valley.

			A year ago I’d have sworn that Portland was the best place on Earth to live. But now the place was bound up with memories that I’d give anything to forget.

			I opened the door to Allie’s building and climbed the stairs to the second story. By now I knew the tricks and quirks of her place like the back of my hand. You always had to lift the door handle up a bit and then push the front door open. No sooner did I set foot in her hall, than Spidey trotted over to greet me.

			“Hello?” I called out.

			Silence, except for Spidey’s gentle purr as he brushed past my legs. Gently, I bent down to run my hand over his tiger-striped fur and smiled. Lifting my bag back onto my shoulder, I headed for the living room sofa, ready to get to work.

			But what happened next was worse than any worst-case scenario on my radar for today.

			Penis.

			It was the first thing that met the eye.

			A large penis, obviously ready for duty. Tearing my eyes away, I looked up at Kaden, who returned my gaze with an open mouth. The seconds ticked away, and I swear I didn’t want to look—but come on, he was naked. And my eyes just did what they wanted. Too late, I shut them tightly.

			If only I could disappear.

			“Kaden?” my best friend’s voice called out from the bedroom.

			That was probably my cue.

			I spun on my heels, stumbling over Spidey of course, because my eyes were still squeezed shut, and ran out of the apartment. Kaden called after me. My steps echoed again in the stairwell; the heels of my ankle boots clattering against the polished granite. I reached the landing, then turned to go down the next flight of stairs, when boom! I slammed full force into someone.

			The shock took me aback. A sharp pain shot through my face. My hand fluttered up to my nose. I staggered backward, flailing for support. There! I grabbed onto the guy with my other hand. But instead of catching me, he yelled out and stumbled just as much as I had. He twisted us as we fell, managing to ensure he wouldn’t fall on me.

			Ow! My nose must be broken. And my knee. And maybe a couple of ribs, too.

			“I’ve been wanting you to fall into my arms for a while now, but I didn’t mean it literally,” his voice came from under me, and I caught my breath. With one arm I brushed my tangled red hair from my face.

			Radiant, dark blue eyes met my gaze.

			Their amused, mischievous sparkle was more than familiar. Likewise the velvety voice, the upturned corners of the mouth, and the unruly black hair, which mostly did what it wanted.

			Spencer.

			I’d landed on my best-worst nightmare. This was the only guy who’d made me question my self-imposed celibacy since my breakup.

			“I think my nose is broken,” I moaned.

			His hand moved from my hip to my face and gently touched the aforementioned body part.

			“Nothing’s broken.”

			His certainty made me wonder. “How do you know?”

			He brought his hand back to my hip as if it simply belonged there. Familiar. Confident. I didn’t move.

			“I’ve broken my nose before,” Spencer explained, turning his head so I could see his face in profile. “See?”

			Lo and behold! There it was: a slight bump on the upper bridge. My gaze now traveled the strong line of his chin to his mouth, and back up again. Something stirred in my chest, and I finally broke out of my stupor.

			“Sorry.” Gingerly, I pressed against the floor and pushed myself up. “I didn’t mean to knock you down.”

			He stood up, too, still wearing that half-smile. “It was an honor, Dawn.” He looked down at me.

			Spencer was tall—much taller than me, which wasn’t saying much, given my lowly five two.

			“If you ever need your own private wall to run into again, just call. You have my number.” Now he was really flashing one of his brilliant, toothy grins.

			Again something shifted inside me; this time it was a dangerous flutter in the tummy.

			That damn Spencer Cosgrove.

			The first time we’d met, I’d mistaken Spencer with Kaden, who hadn’t been treating Allie very well back then. I wanted to stand up for Allie and let Kaden know he was being an asshole. Problem was, I’d gone off on Spencer instead. A crooked grin had spread over his face before I realized the mix-up. Shit.

			Allie cleared up the misunderstanding immediately. Actually, I would’ve liked to have stayed mad at Spencer a bit longer. It was a great excuse to avoid the obvious: Spencer was hot.

			Too hot for his own good. Not that I wanted to think about him that way. But even my jaded self couldn’t deny, let alone ignore it. Hard as I tried.

			“Dawn?” Spencer suddenly turned serious, bringing me back to the moment. “Everything okay? You didn’t crack your head too hard against my steely chest, did you?”

			Of course he was kidding, as usual. Spencer wasn’t particularly broad-shouldered. But that didn’t make him any less attractive. Quite the opposite. He had a perfect build, with the slim, sinewy frame of a runner. Not chunky, not skinny. Just in between. Just… mmmm.

			“I’m glad it was your strong body I ran into and not the wall,” I answered a bit too breathlessly, and looked around for my bag.

			“Were you just at Allie’s?” Spencer asked. He’d picked up Watson and was brushing some dirt off the bag before handing them over to me.

			Oh yeah: I’d nearly forgotten. My eyes widened in panic.

			“Don’t go up there!”

			Spencer frowned again. “Kaden and I were supposed to work on something.”

			“Kaden was naked when I barged in. I think the two of them are busy right now.”

			Spencer threw back his head and laughed loudly—a rough and resonant laugh. It filled the whole stairwell and sent a pleasant shiver down my spine.

			Why’d he have to go and do that?

			Frustrated, I sighed and set the heavy bag on the floor. “Today’s not my day.”

			“What do you mean?” Spencer asked, after his laughter had faded.

			“I have to get some work done, but I have no idea where to go,” I replied.

			“Why not just go back to the dorm?”

			“Sawyer is… busy.” I looked away. “So I went to a coffee shop, but I couldn’t concentrate there because this weird guy kept talking to me, so I came over here thinking Allie and Kaden weren’t home.”

			Spencer chuckled. “Don’t tell me you also walked in on Sawyer in the middle of…”

			“No!” I replied quickly, lifting my gaze to meet his. “Well, not today, at least.”

			“You could come to my place.”

			I was about to protest, but paused: I’d never been to Spencer’s place. We had a lot of friends in common and spent a lot of time together, but never on his turf. Actually, I was a little curious as to why he’d never invited us over.

			But still, now wasn’t the time. Something in me knew it wasn’t a good idea to be alone with him.

			“I don’t know.”

			He leaned in close. “Why not?” he asked, his eyes traveling thoughtfully over my face.

			My pulse began to pick up. Damned misbehaving heart!

			If I wanted to prevent the heat in my belly from rising up to my cheeks, I needed distance.

			As if reading my thoughts, Spencer picked up my bag and turned.

			“Hey!” I called out, throwing on my jacket. By the time I’d turned to follow him, Spencer had already descended one flight of stairs.

			“Give Watson back!”

			He stopped on the landing and looked up at me. “Watson? Like John Watson and Sherlock Holmes?”

			Nodding, I headed down the stairs while wrapping my scarf around my neck. Spencer tilted his head and watched me descend each step.

			“If you only knew how much I’d like to ask you out. Right here, right now.”

			I sighed. For the past six months, he’d been asking me out on a date almost daily—and my answer was always no.

			I didn’t date. I didn’t want to.

			“Spare yourself the rejection. You know my answer,” I said, stopping one step above him. Now we were at eye level.

			All I could see was blue. Blue eyes. So playful and yet so earnest.

			“But you’re coming with me anyway, right?”

			“Are you giving me a choice?”

			He turned and sprang down the rest of the stairs, with Watson held hostage under his arm.

			That was his answer.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Spencer drove a rusty red Volvo hatchback whose color matched my hair. As he navigated traffic, he drummed on the steering wheel to the radio. We chatted about this and that. College, movies we’d seen, the upcoming dorm party we didn’t want to go to. He was so easy to talk to.

			Spencer always had something to report. He was majoring in Creative Industries and had already changed his minor twice, because he couldn’t commit and was interested in everything. This semester he was focusing on Sexuality, Gender, and Queer Studies, something I’d considered as a major. In the end I’d picked English with a focus on creative writing—my favorite subject.

			As we talked, my anxiety about going home with him faded. He was a good friend, and as long as he didn’t make suggestive comments, I could handle it.

			His place was on the outskirts of town, but still somehow fairly close to downtown—like most of Woodshill.

			Spencer pulled up to the curb and stopped the car. I stepped out and took in my surroundings. This area was even nicer than where Allie and Kaden lived. Neatly built brick houses surrounded by green lawns and manicured front gardens lined the street.

			“Holy cow,” I mumbled and looked up at Spencer; he was already walking away from the car. Following close behind him, I stared at the trees and flowerbeds, where the first bulbs were beginning to poke through the earth, despite the chilly weather.

			Spencer headed straight for the narrow, hedge-lined path that led to a dark green front door with frosted glass. His shoulders seemed to tense up as he slipped the key into the lock, and braced himself against the door. It popped open and he stood aside, waving me in.

			“I’m not going to find anybody naked in here, am I?” I asked, crossing the threshold with an uncertain step. Spencer hadn’t said a word since we’d gotten out of the car. He was quiet. Too quiet. He wasn’t messing around any more. The only thing that still seemed like normal Spencer was that he was still holding Watson in a headlock.

			“No, I live by myself,” he said with a slightly cryptic smile. “And I only run around naked when the mood strikes me.” He raised his eyebrows, and I cracked a smile. Now that sounded like Spencer. He took my jacket and hung it in the closet before leading me down the hall to the living room.

			Wow.

			Gray walls, hardwood floors, and dark furniture with light accents filled the room. A huge L-shaped couch with patterned cushions divided the living room from the open dining area, which contained a large, rough-hewn wooden table with six chairs. I turned the corner and spied the kitchen. A groan escaped me.

			“How could you?” I spun around.

			He paused in the dining room, hands buried in his pockets.

			I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “You know how much I love cooking! How could you have kept this from me?”

			The new, built-in kitchen was the dream of any hobby chef—and the exact opposite of the dorm kitchen. A gas stove stood on the right side. On the polished countertop was a knife block that looked brand new. Above it hung a magnetic rail to which a metal spatula and other cooking utensils were stuck.

			“May I ask you something, Spence?”

			He lifted his eyebrows in assent.

			“How come I’ve never been here? I mean, sometimes we all squeeze into Scott’s tiny apartment for a weekend, but this place is huge!” I swept my arm around. What an understatement! I could fit three of my dorm rooms in the living room alone.

			He sighed. “The house belongs to my parents.”

			That didn’t explain much.

			“And?”

			He chewed on his lower lip. “They’re kind of well-off. A student living in a place like this might come off as an ass.”

			“You think we’d judge you because your parents have money?” I questioned him, incredulously.

			He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Whatever. I still want to go out for a run. There’s juice in the fridge, and I’ll get you some water from downstairs,” he said quickly. “I think I might even have some Reese’s. They’re your favorite, right?” He crossed the kitchen and opened a cabinet, searching the shelves with a frown.

			“Spence, it’s really okay.”

			“Next time I’ll be prepared.” He shut the cabinet door and rubbed the back of his head. “Watson is on the coffee table. I thought the couch might be more comfortable than a dining room chair. Make yourself at home.”

			He seemed restless, looking everywhere except at me. Then he turned and rushed out of the kitchen. His footsteps pounded down the stairs, and a door slammed shut. Stunned, I stared at the spot where he’d just been standing.

			I snapped out of it when he reappeared wearing his running things. He acted like I wasn’t even there. After putting a bottle of water on the coffee table for me, he headed out, pushing in a pair of earbuds.

			Only after the front door clicked shut did I dare to breathe again.

			Apparently I’d crossed a line. I, who always insisted on sticking to the rules. I, who hated it when people dug into my past, had crossed a line with one of my best friends.

			Dammit.

			It took a while for me to get used to the soft pillows and the new setting. My thoughts kept going back to Spencer, but I tried to focus on my work again. I needed to write a few more words in order to meet my monthly goal. After waking Watson out of hibernation and putting my headphones back over my ears, I got back to work.

			Jasper kept his hand on the back of my neck; his eyes were fixed on my face as he slowly pulled out of me and thrust back in. His hot breath hit my cheek, and I gasped as he ran his tongue along my throat. I pushed toward him, and he let loose a growl.

			Pressed against the wall, I gasped, arching my back. Jasper drove me crazy. With every thrust he conquered me again, lifting me to a higher plane, from which I could no longer see the abyss.

			Leaning back on the couch, I regarded my efforts. Almost done. A new story, almost ready for publication.

			I was beyond thrilled to be able to make a living with my favorite hobby. Some students had to work for a pittance in factories, and others became waiters or tutors, like Allie.

			But I wrote erotic stories.

			That probably wasn’t the first thing anyone would think of when they saw me. I’m kind of petite, with big, round eyes, so most people see me as an innocent little Bambi. Not someone who enjoys dreaming up kinky sex scenes all day long.

			Writing has always been my favorite pastime. Even in high school, my fantasies ran wild across the pages of my notebooks. It started out as a hobby. Then came the boom in erotic literature, thank you Fifty Shades. I took part in an anonymous writing competition for erotic short stories. Even though I didn’t win, I landed on the short list to be evaluated by the community of writers. The feedback was overwhelming. I’d never shown my work to anyone before, but doing it anonymously on the Internet was easier, because I didn’t feel the pressure of being judged. After lots of people urged me to keep writing, I started on my next short story, which was twice as long as the first. The readers in the forum were totally into it and started to send photos and casting suggestions for a potential film based on the story.

			And that was the beginning of my addiction: I spent my afternoons on my dad’s computer and wrote well into the night. Dad supported my hobby and even brought me food and drink if he saw me glued to the screen for hours on end. It was probably good that I never let him know my genre. After all, what father would want his daughter writing stories called Hot for You, whose plotlines were 90 percent sex?

			I was known as D. Lily—my middle name. But no one here knew my secret. Not even Allie. And as far as I was concerned, it should stay secret for the time being. I loved my friends and felt like I belonged here, really fit in, in Woodshill. No way did I want that to change. What if they found out and looked at me differently? What if they thought I was weird? Made fun of me, like Nate had?

			If they knew, I wouldn’t enjoy writing anymore. Now, it was still magical. I could concentrate fully on my characters. On their personalities. On their vices.

			Like right now. My fingers flew over the keyboard.

			Until Spencer plopped onto the sofa next to me.

			I yelped and startled backward so violently that my headphones slipped off my ears.

			“What the hell?”

			“Sorry, I thought you heard me,” Spencer said, rubbing his face.

			Holy shit.

			His shirt was stuck to his chest, revealing the muscles underneath. Quickly I looked up at his face, but that, too, turned out to be a mistake. With one motion, he swept his damp hair from his forehead. His cheeks were flushed, his face was covered with a thin layer of sweat and his chest was rising and falling faster than usual.

			I kind of wanted to be turned off by this sweat-drenched fellow, but some synapses in my brain were obviously not working right. Not after spending the last few hours writing about naked, writhing bodies.

			“Did you… already finish your run?” I asked weakly.

			“It was great. Damn cold, but still really nice.” He leaned forward, grinning, and reached for the water he’d given me. “Didn’t you drink anything?”

			I shook my head and rubbed my eyes. “I lost track of time.”

			“I’m going to take a shower. If you want to join me, I can show you how much prettier the bathroom is compared to the kitchen.”

			I lightly punched his upper arm. “No, thanks.”

			Spencer stood. His grin was so sexy that it should have been illegal. “Some day you’ll voluntarily accompany me to this bathroom, sweetheart. You know it, I know it, and the world has been aware of that since the beginning of time.”

			For a second I was speechless.

			Then I mustered up all my strength and looked back at my computer screen. “If you say so.”

			That’s how it was between Spencer and me. Every friendship needed some way to blow off steam and get back to normal. His comments were part of it. My dismissive replies were also part of it. So I was glad when flirtatious Spencer took a backseat and my good friend returned.

			Flirty Spencer often annoyed me, but he was preferable to the reserved Spencer, who wore an artificial smile, avoided questions, and simply disappeared.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Two days had passed since the penis incident, and I hadn’t heard from Allie at all—except for a WhatsApp chat with a little monkey covering its eyes with both hands, and three winking smiley faces.

			The very idea of looking her in the eye and apologizing for having stared at her boyfriend’s junk made me burn with shame. But I couldn’t put it off forever.

			At the first tentative knock on our door, my roommate, Sawyer, tied the laces on her Doc Martens and hoisted her backpack. With her long, blonde hair and the patchwork of tattoos on her arms, she looked dangerous. And hot as hell. It was no wonder she had such a busy schedule.

			“I’m off,” she murmured in parting.

			Sawyer usually took off whenever Allie dropped by to see me. They hadn’t gotten off to a good start, partly because Sawyer had been seeing Kaden when Allie rented the spare room in his apartment. You could say it wasn’t the best way to begin a friendship. On the other hand, Sawyer and I weren’t close either. She was pretty unapproachable and difficult. If we hadn’t ended up sharing one of the tiniest dorm rooms, she would have probably never talked to me.

			Allie smiled tentatively at Sawyer, but it was obviously forced. Sawyer returned the expression for a moment, then pushed past my best friend to leave the room.

			Before Allie could say a word, I leapt up and wrapped her in a big hug, my face buried in her sweater. That wasn’t hard to do, since she was about the size of a Victoria’s Secret model.

			“I didn’t want to look. I swear, Allie. But he was naked,” I blurted out. “It was just right there, waving in the wind.”

			She returned my hug. “I know. Kaden says you looked like a frightened chicken.” She laughed.

			I broke away from her. “And he looked like a deer caught in the headlights. A deer with a hard-on.”

			She pressed her lips together, trying not to laugh. Then she peeled off her coat and set it down on the old dresser next to my desk.

			I pointed to the chair that was waiting for her and shoved some chocolates and a bowl of chips in her direction.

			“I think Kaden was just as scared as you. Let’s forget it. And I’ll turn up the volume on my phone,” Allie offered.

			I nodded vigorously. “Yes, please. That sounds great.”

			“Then we can meet at my place next time, and Sawyer wouldn’t feel like she has to run away from me.”

			“You could just bury the hatchet and start over,” I suggested.

			“I don’t think she’d go for that.”

			“Oh, Allie.” I shook my head. “You don’t really have anything against Sawyer, do you?”

			She screwed up her nose. “Not really, except for the fact that she was constantly throwing you out of your dorm room and sleeping with the guy I wanted.”

			“To be fair, if I had a boyfriend I’d probably throw her out, too,” I said with a shrug. “She knew Kaden before you. After you moved in there, it was over.”

			Allie groaned, still not convinced.

			“We’re not in high school anymore,” I announced. “Next time you see each other, you’re going to make some small talk or something. I’m going to lay down the law.”

			“Oh, really?” Allie smiled skeptically.

			“Yes, really,” I changed the subject. “What are you and Kaden up to tonight?”

			Allie smiled dreamily. She was so in love, it was almost sickening. But since I adored the two of them so much, I could only be happy for her.

			“We have a date tonight. Dinner and a movie, and I get to pick the film.”

			“Which isn’t remarkably generous of Kaden, considering you have the same taste in movies,” I ventured. “If I were you, I’d also make him let you pick the music for the drive.”

			“I like you. I think I’ll keep you.”

			I grinned. “Thanks, ditto.”

			Allie shifted into a cross-legged position in her chair.

			“Anyway, what else is new with you?” I asked carefully and imitated her pose.

			“I talked to my parents yesterday. It was kind of… weird.”

			Allie’s parents had a screw loose. Knowing what they’d done to her, I wouldn’t wish them on my worst enemy.

			“Did they turn mean again? Should I sic someone on them?” I asked, pushing the bowl of chips back her way.

			“It was just weird, Dawn. They were actually… I wouldn’t call it friendly, but somehow more open than usual,” she answered with a frown. “It was nice for a change, not to get slammed with insults and accusations. Dad even asked about my classes, and Mom only snorted seven times.”

			“Wow. If that’s not progress I don’t know what is.”

			“Yeah, right?” She bent forward and grabbed a handful of chips. Sea salt and vinegar, my favorite. She sniffed at them, and her face beamed with joy.

			Watching Allie eat was the best. She got so excited about the strangest things, you might have thought she came from another planet. Her parents had deprived her of so much. But she was making up for it now, by trying anything and everything she could get her hands on. It was adorable.

			“Now that we’ve talked about my parents, let’s talk about your favorite topic, please,” she said through a mouthful of chips, a meaningful expression on her face.

			Even though she wasn’t exactly spelling things out, I immediately knew what—or who—she meant.

			Nathaniel Duffy.

			“I’d rather not.”

			“Dawn—”

			I sighed. “Okay. I’m glad he doesn’t have my new number.”

			“You’re avoiding my question.”

			Ugh. I really didn’t want to talk about Nate.

			“As your best friend I am responsible for bringing up sensitive topics. Talking is important,” Allie scolded me as she munched away.

			“Fine,” I sighed, slowly rubbing at the throbbing that began to grow in my temples. “He didn’t try to reach me again. I mean, I had to change my number to stop his calls in the first place, but everything has been great since then.”

			“Why do you think he was trying so hard to reach you?” she asked.

			I shrugged. “No idea. To be honest, I don’t care. We haven’t talked since Thanksgiving, and I hope it stays that way.”

			Before moving to Woodshill, I’d spent my days under a dark cloud, mourning my lost future. Everything Nate and I had planned that would never happen.

			Six. Damn. Years.

			Wasted.

			Sure, at 13 you shouldn’t expect to meet the love of your life, but with Nate and me… it was different. Special. Like what you read about in romance novels.

			We’d been friends since childhood. He got everything I had to give: my first kiss. My senior prom. My virginity. My past, my future, and everything in between.

			Girls always dream of happy endings—and I found mine in Nate. At least that’s what I believed until I caught him with Rebecca Pennington. She was a landscape architect from next door, with whom Nate apparently had more in common than I thought. The girl with the perfect body that I saw under Nate’s body in bed.

			In our bed.

			“Maybe you should tell your dad,” Allie suggested, and I stiffened.

			“No way.”

			“He thinks you parted on good terms,” my friend ventured. “What if he were to give out your number, meaning well? Then the switch to a new number and all that effort would be pointless.”

			“You sound like my voice of reason,” I groaned, collapsing into my chair. “I wish you’d just encourage me to go out again, introduce me to hot guys, and remind me how to get laid.”

			Allie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Is that what you want?”

			“Of course not,” I growled. Hell no, there was no way I wanted that.

			“Because if you do, I know someone who would definitely volunteer to solve the problem.”

			I looked up. “Did you just describe my vagina as a problem?”

			“No, I’m just dropping a hint that Spencer still has the hots for you.”

			I groaned. Not that again.

			“I don’t want Spencer. And I’m not so desperate that I’d jump the first guy to come my way.”

			“You don’t know what you’re missing.” Allie’s smile was mysterious.

			I picked up one of the chocolates and threw it at her. “Just because you and Kaden have… so much fun together doesn’t mean that you have to feel sorry for me.”

			“But I don’t feel sorry for you!” She leaned down to grab the candy from the floor and popped it into her mouth. “I just want the best for you.”

			“And that would be?”

			Her gray-green eyes sparkled. “Dawn, you are amazing. You should feel great about yourself. Forget that asshole and look ahead. You want my advice? You should go get laid, and preferably with our friend Spencer Cosgrove. But you are welcome to pick another member of the male species.”

			I stuffed a handful of those God-awful chips in my mouth just so I wouldn’t have to say anything else.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			I’ve never been a coward.

			Once, when someone stole my towel at the gym, I didn’t cower in shame, but instead walked calmly, dripping wet and naked as a jaybird, from the shower all the way to the locker room.

			Another time, when I accidentally scratched a mean old neighbor’s car with my bike, I pulled together all my strength and rang his doorbell to confess.

			Nope, not a coward.

			Repeating these words in my head, I stood in front of Allie’s apartment building.

			Usually I face unpleasant situations head on, instead of running from them. Which is why I was now going to talk to Kaden—I just hoped he would be wearing something this time. I was in no mood for a penis sequel.

			I pushed open the door to her building with my shoulder and bounded up the stairs to her place. Allie was already waiting at the apartment door. After hugging her, I peeled off my jacket and made a beeline for the living room.

			Kaden was sitting on the couch, game controller in his hand, his eyes fixed on the TV screen. Noticing me, he hit the pause button. Lines crinkled around his eyes as the corners of his mouth tipped up in an amused smile.

			“Hello, Dawn.”

			“What are you grinning about?” I blurted out and felt my cheeks burning. “Yeah, I saw you naked. It’s not the first penis I’ve ever seen. And I’d appreciate it if you’d stop looking at me with that dopey grin. Got it?”

			His smirk widened and he leaned back, not a care in the world, as if I hadn’t just mentioned his genitals. “To be honest, I was a kind of scared that you were going to take a bite out of me: your eyes were popping out of your head!”

			“Kaden.” Allie interrupted with a gentle warning, but I could also hear her amusement.

			“Honestly, Bubbles. If you hadn’t been here, Dawn probably would have eaten me alive.”

			“Your body isn’t that great, Mr. White,” I rolled my eyes.

			Kaden raised his tattooed arms over his head and stretched with a satisfied look.

			“Quit teasing Dawn,” Allie called from the kitchen.

			“Dawn’s here?” a voice called out.

			Oh, shit.

			The bedroom door swung open to reveal Spencer sitting on the floor. He was holding a plastic stick with a ragged, stuffed mouse dangling from a rubber band at the end.

			When he saw me, a smile spread across his face. “Hey.”

			My eyes were drawn to his hands. In the left one he held the plastic stick and with the other he was stroking Spidey. I’d never noticed how big his hands were. With long fingers and wide wrists—perfect for holding someone tight. His hand traveled slowly across Spidey’s silky fur, then his fingers curled under to scratch the cat under his chin. My gaze wandered along his arm, over the casually rolled-up plaid shirt, his shoulders, which today seemed a bit wider than I remembered, until I finally met his blue eyes again. Something stirred in me that had lain dormant for months.

			Heaven.

			Spencer Cosgrove was simply petting a cat, and it turned me on. No, no, no.

			“He’s gotten so big.” I cleared my throat and forced a smile.

			“Yeah, right? He’s also pretty mean now.”

			“Only with you, Spence,” Allie said behind me.

			I couldn’t resist: “Spidey’s pretty darn smart.”

			Spencer snorted. “With me he can try out things that he’d never dare to do with you. Right, my little friend?” Dropping the stick, he took the cat’s tiny head in his hands, using his thumbs to smooth the fur near Spidey’s ears.

			My stomach leapt again. Come on: why did the sight of a man petting a cute little kitty make my cheeks go hot? 

			Spidey took advantage of Spencer’s brief distraction by slipping between his hands, pouncing on the stuffed mouse, and biting it. Before Spencer could grab the stick again, the cat pranced into the living room, dragging the rubber band and stick behind him. When he reached me, he started purring and dropped his prey.

			“Thank you, Spidey.” I leaned down and stroked his soft, fluffy head. “That’s very kind of you.”

			“Bad move. Stop flirting with her, man.”

			I couldn’t meet Spencer’s eyes. Not when my body reacted so unpredictably. So I slid my hand along Spidey’s back to his tail one last time before rising to join Allie as she set up our workspace.

			For the next few hours, we focused entirely on our analysis of Sylvia Plath’s poem, Mirror, and her life story as a symbol and reflection of the women’s movement. At least we tried. Because it was almost impossible to block out Spencer and Kaden, who, at some point, began to fight each other on the sofa, which resulted in a lot of loud grunting and shouting.

			Thankfully, the two of them decided to order food for us later that evening.

			Over dinner, I only talked with Allie; we made up for lost time because we still had a lot of work to do for class. At some point Kaden started to massage Allie’s neck, and Spencer stood looking over my shoulder to see our work. Normally I would’ve hunched down and let his comments roll over me. I would’ve made some kind of ironic remark and gotten him to smile. But today that was impossible. All I could do was sit up straight and pretend to be totally immersed in my work as he stood behind me, his hands resting on the back of the chair.

			Maybe I was a coward after all.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			I spent the rest of the week trying to pull myself together, pretending that nothing had happened. Spencer was banished to a file in the corner of my brain labeled non-existent. Instead of thinking about him, I went to classes, worked with Allie on polishing up our essay, and—the minute I got home—returned to work on Hot for You, like there was no tomorrow. That was also why I’d turned down Allie’s invitation to come over Friday night and go out partying. That, and the fact that seeing Spencer again might well kill me.

			Non-existent.

			I’d just stay home and write. Or read. Or both. Anything but think about Spencer.

			Non-existent!

			When I returned to the dorm that evening the halls were buzzing with activity. Many students were heading home for the weekend, visiting their families or keeping up their long-distance relationships.

			Carrying my shoulder bag, some groceries, and a bag of new books, I stood for a second in front of my door, then knocked loudly a few times to warn Sawyer. Closing my eyes, I entered the room.

			“At the count of three, I’ll open my eyes. If anyone’s indecent, he or she should get dressed if they don’t want me to see them,” I announced loudly.

			The answer came in the form of a muffled sob.

			My eyes popped open, I dropped my bags to the ground. “Sawyer?”

			“Get out,” came the gruff answer.

			She was sitting by the window on her side of the room. Her blonde, tangled hair hung like a curtain in front of her face and she’d pulled her legs up to her chest.

			I pulled a second chair up to the window next to her and sat down. “What’s wrong?”

			“Go to hell, Dawn.” She was still looking at the floor.

			“I know, you’re not into people trying to help you,” I said. “But you sound like you’ve been crying for hours, and Sawyer Dixon just doesn’t cry.”

			Sawyer lifted her head and looked at me blankly. Her makeup was smeared; gray streaks ran down her cheeks.

			“Who should I kill? I know someone who owes me a favor,” I said.

			She snorted.

			“I hooked up with a guy a few days ago.”

			“What did the asshole do to you?” I asked, trying to sound calm. Inside, my stomach was churning.

			“We fooled around,” she began, clearing her throat.

			“My necklace got caught in my hair, so I took it off, and now… it’s gone.” Her expression went blank again. “He says he has no idea what I’m talking about.”

			“Is the necklace important to you?” I asked carefully, with a frown.

			She nodded. It was a short, choppy motion and I could tell how hard it must be for her to share anything with me.

			“It was my mom’s. It’s a pendant and…” She swallowed hard and briefly closed her eyes. Jagged breaths made her shoulders tremble, and I could hardly believe that this was my roommate.

			Sawyer never revealed her feelings and was so closed-off that I sometimes wondered if she was human. If losing a necklace made her this upset, it must mean a lot to her. And if so, I wanted to help.

			I dared to reach out and touch her arm. “Tell me where he lives.”

			She frowned. “I don’t need a guardian angel.”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know. You’re strong, independent, and fabulous, but sometimes it helps to have backup.” Our eyes met. “I’m going to get your necklace back for you.”

			She shook her head, a slight smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I don’t have a say in the matter, do I? You’re just going to do it?”

			Grinning, I nodded and stood up. She texted the address to my phone.

			Of course it was the frat house for jocks. Not that Sawyer would ever hang out with a mere mortal, someone who didn’t look like he could crush me with one hand.

			It was obvious from a distance that preparations were under way for a party. A couple of guys were hoisting beer kegs down from the back of a truck, while their friends were coming out the front door to form the next part of the chain to move the kegs inside.

			I was sure I’d been here before, a couple of months ago. Allie and I had let a couple of guys talk us into going to their party. It was a frat house, that much I remembered. In any case, the beautiful, old facade of the building seemed familiar.

			I squared my shoulders and headed past the beer keg guys, climbing the stairs to the front door. Trying to exude confidence, I tried to ignore the gawkers, hoping none of them would ask me what I was doing there. These frat guys were known for trying to pick up any girls they could. Tonight it was my turn. Undercover, don’t get me wrong.

			Sawyer’s instructions told me to go to the second floor, third room to the left.

			Easy as pie.

			Once upstairs, I strode down the corridor until I’d reached the door that I hoped would lead me to the necklace. Goosebumps prickled my arms; adrenaline surged through me, and every fiber of my being knew I was about to do something forbidden.

			This would work well in my next story.

			I felt like an undercover agent, mysterious… but unfortunately not invisible.

			“Hey,” a deep voice resounded in the hallway.

			Shit.

			I stood stock still, and felt my cheeks burning. If only I wouldn’t blush. Putting on my most casual expression, I turned around and ran my fingers through my hair in what I hoped was a flirtatious gesture.

			“Hi,” I responded.

			I looked at the guy leaning against a doorframe a few doors down, his arms crossed over his broad chest. Beautiful light green eyes returned my gaze.

			“What’s up?” he asked.

			“I’m looking for…” Damn: Sawyer had told me the guy’s name, but I couldn’t remember it for the life of me.

			Feverishly, I tried to come up with something. “… the snuggle bunny who lives here. We met last week in Professor Lambert’s lecture; he ran into me and knocked my things everywhere—they went flying into the aisles. Just like in the movies.”

			His mouth twitched and he took a slow step toward me. Automatically, I stepped back.

			“I’m Brix,” he said, holding out his hand.

			Something clicked in the back of my mind as our hands touched. We’d met somewhere.

			OMG. He was the same guy who’d gotten Allie so drunk a few months back that she ended the evening by dancing on a table.

			I hoped he didn’t recognize me.

			“It’s about time you told me your name,” Brix whispered.

			Yes! He had no idea who I was.

			“I’m Chelsea,” I said, picking the first name that came to mind.

			“Nice to meet you, Chelsea.” Brix gave me a half smile. “Your ‘snuggle bunny’ isn’t home right now, and he usually locks his room. But I’m pretty sure he’d be glad to meet you later downstairs. Why don’t we get you a drink?”

			I had a feeling he wouldn’t take kindly to rejection. There was nothing to do but go with Brix. He led me into the kitchen and filled a plastic cup with punch that he’d taken out of the fridge.

			I toasted with Brix, who’d opened a beer for himself. Then he pulled me over to a leather sofa in the middle of the lounge. I peeled off my jacket, wrapped it along with my scarf around the strap of my bag and set both at my feet. A few guys were already here for the party; they seemed to be frat boys, as well. A huge sound system was brought in and connected, which thundered bass through the whole house.

			Cautiously, I sipped the punch. Mmmm. The stuff tasted like fruity ice cream with a hint of vanilla.

			“Good, right?” Brix leaned in and put an arm on the back of the couch.

			I nodded. “What’s in it?”

			His expression turned conspiratorial. “My grandma’s secret recipe.”

			I laughed and took another sip. My weakness for ice cream was getting in the way of my mission—the punch tasted like a passion fruit milkshake. I didn’t intend to empty the cup, but it happened by itself while I kept Brix talking about himself so I didn’t have to think up more lies.

			When Brix saw that my cup was empty, he got up and pushed his way through the crowd to the kitchen to get me a refill.

			Now was my chance.

			I grabbed my things and stood up. Everything started spinning, and I had to lean on the back of the sofa with one hand and blink to make it stop. The sweeter the alcohol, the more careful you had to be. It was a rule I’d broken more than once.

			I squeezed past the makeshift dance floor behind the sofa and headed for the stairs. Tons of people were milling around already. The air was stuffy and smelled like pot.

			Excellent.

			I climbed the steps, clinging to the railing. The staircase below me seemed to sway, and it took all my concentration to stay on mission. Upstairs, hardly anyone noticed me. I saw a couple standing close to the wall, going at each other. As quickly as possible in my sorry state, I moved to the third door on the left and turned the knob. In a flash I had pushed through the small gap and closed the door silently behind me.

			Holding my breath, I turned around. When I finally inhaled again, the smell of citrus disinfectant penetrated my nostrils.

			I would kill Sawyer: where had she led me?

			After groping around for a moment, I found the light switch on the right-hand side of the door. Flipping it, I wished I could have thrown a tantrum then and there.

			Sawyer’s instructions had brought me right into the bathroom. That fucking idiot. Just as I was digging my phone out of my bag, the door behind me opened, and I was pushed forward. I spun around. Brix was standing in the doorway, eyes narrowed.

			“Did you find what you were looking for?”

			“I came for a friend,” I said quickly and raised my hands defensively. “She left her necklace here, and I wanted to get it back for her because it has sentimental value. There, now you have the boring truth about why I’m in your bathroom.”

			“Right, I get it. And I’m Jesus Christ.”

			In a split second he’d slammed the door shut. Outside, I heard the screech of a metal chair being dragged across the floor. He’d barricaded me in the bathroom with a chair.

			“Hey!” Grabbing the doorknob, I rattled it in vain. “Brix! Let me out of here right now!”

			He just laughed. “Over my dead body, Chelsea. You can go when the party’s over and you don’t find anything to snort.” His footsteps grew distant; I heard him descend the stairs.

			Grabbing the doorknob again, I shook it vigorously and slammed myself against the door. It wouldn’t budge. The bastard had actually imprisoned me in his bathroom.

			This couldn’t be happening.

			A hysterical giggle escaped my throat. I tried not to panic.

			Looking around the room, I realized my only escape would be through the window, which was between the bathtub and the toilet. Opening it, I poked my head out and looked down to see a bunch of trash bins way, way below. In front of them was a narrow, paved path, and then the lawn. I’d never survive a jump from here.

			With a frustrated sigh, I sat on the toilet seat cover and looked at my phone. There was a new text message. From Sawyer.

			Sorry, third door on the right. Not left.

			I wanted to bang my head against the bathroom wall and write back that it was too late now, thank you very much. Instead, I stared at my phone, turned it around in my hand, decided to swallow my pride and call Allie. What choice did I have, if I didn’t want to be trapped here all night? Slowly, I lifted the phone to my ear.

			“Hello?” There were voices and the sound of clattering dishes in the background.

			I cleared my throat. “Hey, Allie. I need your help.”

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I… I’m in trouble.”

			She inhaled sharply. “Don’t worry, Dawn.”

			“It’s not that bad, I promise. Someone just locked me up and…”

			“What!” she screeched. “Someone locked you up?”

			“Is that Dawn?” Spencer’s voice emerged from the din.

			“She’s in trouble, Spence. I think she…” Allie trailed off.

			“Where the hell are you?” Spencer barked into the phone.

			I pressed my forefinger and thumb on the bridge of my nose and collected myself.

			“I’m fine. I’m at that stupid frat house where Allie and I partied last semester and—”

			He cursed. “I’ll be right there.”

			There was noise on the line; then I heard Spencer and Kaden talking in the background.

			“Dawn, you still there?” Allie had picked up again.

			“Yes. Can one of you come get me?” I asked sheepishly.

			“Spencer is already putting on his jacket. I just have to find my bag and—”

			“No! You don’t have to drop everything for my sake. It’s perfectly okay if only one of you gets me. Please don’t make a big thing about it.”

			“But I feel weird about you being in that house with all those creepy guys,” Allie insisted.

			“Allie, come on. I’m a hundred times safer sitting here on this toilet seat than you were last time you were here. Please don’t interrupt dinner for my sake,” I begged. It was bad enough to embarrass myself in front of Spencer. Allie’s evening shouldn’t be ruined just because I was a lousy undercover agent.

			There was a brief silence. “Are you absolutely sure?”

			“Of course! Tell Spencer I’ll text him about what room I’m in.”

			It took another ten minutes for me to convince her that I was not in mortal danger.

			After we hung up, I felt both relieved and nervous to know that Spencer was on his way.

			To calm myself, I took a book from my bag and flipped to the last chapter. But I couldn’t concentrate.

			It felt like it took forever, but eventually I heard heavy steps heading in my direction. Please let it be Spencer, not Brix, I thought.

			“Dawn?”

			“Spence?”

			“I’m going to kill that bastard,” he said. Suddenly, I heard the chair being dragged away and the door flew open.

			Spencer was standing there; a wave of relief washed over me.

			“You’re the best,” the words flew from me. “Thank you so much.” It was all I could do not to throw my arms around his neck.

			“You’re going to have to tell me the story behind this,” was his response. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes angry. 

			My eyes traveled across his shoulders, down his arms to those hands.

			No.

			I slammed the file in my brain shut. Stay strong. After holding out for an entire week, managing to ban such thoughts from my mind, I wasn’t about to cave now, just because he’d rolled up his sleeves, and I couldn’t take my eyes off his arms and hands. I looked away and cleared my throat.

			“Thanks for getting me out,” I cleared my throat. “But I promised Sawyer I’d get something she left here, so I can’t go home yet.”

			“You think I’m going to leave you here alone? You’ve got to be kidding, Dawn.”

			Looking down at my feet, I avoided his gaze. But I couldn’t help noticing that he’d stepped toward me.

			“Sawyer lost her necklace. I’m not entirely sure which room it’s in,” I said, glancing behind him to the hall. “But it’s got to be here somewhere.”

			“Good, I’ll help you,” he said.

			“Okay. Thanks.” Could this get any more embarrassing?

			I walked past him and opened the door across from the bathroom. It was the room where Brix had caught me. I pushed the door open and flipped on the light switch. Spencer followed me and closed the door silently behind him.

			“What kind of asshole steals girls’ jewelry?” I asked, surveying the messy room.

			“Someone who wants to earn a little something on the side?” Spencer answered, close behind me.

			So close, that his breath tickled my neck. Telltale goose bumps crept over my arms. I tried to move forward, but he grasped my hand and spun me in a circle to face him.

			“Why are you avoiding me?” he whispered.

			My eyes closed. His hand was sure and solid on mine; his body was radiating such warmth that my knees grew weak.

			“What’s wrong with you, huh?” His voice was a bit gruff and hearing it made my stomach do strange things.

			Slowly, very slowly, his hand traveled up to my forearm. My skin started to tingle.

			Stay strong. Stay strong.

			How could a mere touch from him shake me this way? Was it because I’d been attracted to him for months already and refused to admit it? Because he was so stubborn about pursuing me? Because I secretly longed for physical contact? Or was it the alcohol that made me feel so weak around Spencer?

			“Look at me, Dawn.”

			My inner walls were quaking, and I could swear a few cracks were forming. I opened my eyes.

			Crazy. This entire situation, this moment. It was totally nuts and totally surreal.

			My throat was dry. Spencer was so close to me, I could have counted his thick, black eyelashes. Or the sprinkling of freckles on his nose. Strangely enough, now that I knew that it had once been broken, I could actually see that.

			“Your nose is crooked,” I whispered.

			One corner of his mouth twitched. He wrapped a strand of my hair around his finger. “Your hair is chestnut red.”

			“I thought you liked it,” I mumbled as if to myself.

			“That’s not all I like.”

			I grabbed the hem of his shirt to keep from swooning. Spencer sighed. He came even closer, until our faces were only a hair’s breadth apart.

			“Dawn…” He whispered my name as if he were suffering from torments that only I could heal. “I find it very hard not to kiss you when you look at me that way.”

			It was the same for me. The air between us seemed so thin, I could barely breathe. If our lips didn’t meet now, it would be the end of the world. The planet would simply disappear, taking me with it. That wasn’t what I wanted, and apparently Spencer didn’t either. He lowered his head toward me the same moment that I rose on my tiptoes to him.

			He pressed his mouth against mine, and I melted on the spot. His lips were firm and warm, soft and gentle. I clenched his shirt tighter in my hands and pulled him to me. The heat in my chest spread in all directions.

			Spencer moaned softly and wrapped his arms around me. He lifted his mouth briefly from mine and gasped. Then he kissed me again.

			I could have died, it felt so good. I opened my lips for him, and his tongue met mine. I sighed and then he pushed me away.

			He stared at me in disbelief, holding me at arm’s length. “You’ve got to be kidding, Dawn.”

			“What?” I asked, confused by his sudden hesitance.

			Spencer released my shoulders abruptly and backed away from me. Then he let out a shaky laugh. “You’re drunk.”

			“No I’m not,” I said sheepishly. “I mean, I just drank a little punch.”

			Apparently I’d said the wrong thing; Spencer turned and walked a few steps farther into the room, running his hands through his hair. He dropped his arms and clenched his hands into fists.

			“Spence…”

			“Fuck!” With full force he kicked Brix’s laundry basket, knocking it over and spilling its contents everywhere.

			I held my breath and wrapped my arms around my body to keep it from shaking. I’d never seen Spencer angry before.

			He whirled around and just stared for a few seconds. Obviously he was thinking hard about something. He opened his mouth to speak, but thought the better of it. Instead, he swallowed and looked at the ground.

			“Not like this,” he shook his head.

			My ears were buzzing. Everything was upside down; I felt strangely hot, and my head was starting to throb. I touched my fingers to my lips. They were tingling like crazy. Then my hands turned to fists. How could I have let this happen?

			“I’m sorry. I’m just a damn lapsus,” I groaned.

			Spencer stared at me, confused. “Lapsus?”

			“Latin for mistake. My dad always says it, but with him it’s more like a curse.”

			His eyes softened. “I think it sounds like a little animal. With long floppy ears.”

			I smiled weakly, though I wanted to cry. Spencer returned my gaze for what felt like a small eternity. We looked at each other until I couldn’t bear the silence and dared to take a step in his direction.

			“I’m sorry,” I offered. I didn’t know what to say that would make him look at me like he had before.

			He nodded slowly, took another deep breath, and then something in his face changed. I knew what he was doing. He was hiding his feelings, locking them behind his carefree exterior. The amused sparkle returned to his eyes.

			“I’m sorry, too, little lapsus.” He rubbed the back of his head. “And sorry I yelled at you. I’m even more sorry about that than about kicking that disgusting dirty laundry on the floor.”

			“Oh, that’s no big deal,” I mumbled and bent down to pick up Brix’s clothing, stuffing it back in the basket.

			Spencer squatted across from me and joined in. “Admit it. You liked my little tantrum.”

			I chuckled, appreciating his attempt to lighten the mood—even if we were just pretending. “It was very masculine.”

			“So did it boost my sex appeal? Just a little?”

			“Well, I was a little worried that you’d broken your foot.”

			“I have steel feet.”

			“Like your nose?”

			“My nose is the only soft part of my body.”

			I let out a relieved laugh. We were back in the swing of things. Everything would be fine.

			I picked up another of Brix’s shirts and saw a flash of gold under it on the carpet. Carefully, I reached for it.

			“Look at this,” I said, dangling the necklace in front of him. “Unbelievable.”

			The locket gleamed under the overhead light. I’d never seen Sawyer wearing it. Turning it over, I saw two ornate letters engraved on the back.

			E. D.

			D as in Dixon?

			“Is that Sawyer’s?”

			“It must be. She said it was a locket. Mission accomplished.”

			“That was surprisingly easy,” said Spencer. “We’d make great detectives.”

			“Actually, it was your steel foot that did the work.”

			He didn’t smile and his movements seemed rushed as he stuffed the laundry back into the basket. “Let’s get out of here before Brix comes up with some even dumber ideas.”

			He held out his hand. I took it and let him help me up. With a painful twist in my stomach, I realized that the tables had turned: instead of me trying to look away, now it was Spencer.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 6

			The saga with Brix and the necklace seemed to weigh on Sawyer, even days after the fiasco. She hardly left the dorm, and sometimes I’d find her sitting at the window just staring into space. She dismissed my attempts to help her snap out of it, and she didn’t want to talk, either. After a few days, I gave up trying and started just leaving chocolates for her, which she didn’t even touch.

			I was ready to call it quits on even that small gesture when she came home from class one afternoon, tossed her backpack in the corner, and faced me, arms folded.

			“I need a model for my photography class. Are you game?”

			And so I found myself sitting on a park bench in the middle of campus, while Sawyer held her huge SLR camera to her face and repeatedly asked me to look angry. Apparently the assignment was to shoot a collection of portraits showing various emotions. So she ordered me around for more than an hour.

			“You look like you have a grasshopper in your mouth.”

			I wrinkled my nose. “Yuck.”

			She snapped another picture.

			“Of course: yuck. But you shouldn’t look like you just ate something nasty, but like you’re really upset.”

			She let the camera dangle for a moment and gave the perfect demonstration of an angry frown with narrowed eyes.

			“See what I mean?” It was clearly a look she had mastered.

			I really tried; I wanted to frown, but only managed to make my hairline move up and down.

			Sawyer sighed. “All right, let’s skip that one. Now look erotic and dreamy.”

			I raised an eyebrow. “This is part of my job? To look erotic and dreamy?”

			“Emotions are my project. It was my choice,” Sawyer answered and took a few photos of me staring at her with open mouth. Those would be flattering.

			She knelt and adjusted one of the countless dials on her camera. “Close your mouth a bit more. Now think about—I don’t know—your favorite actor leaping naked through a meadow or something.”

			“Like Harry Styles?” I asked hopefully, trying to picture my favorite boy-band star.

			“Wonderful, Dawn. Perfect,” Sawyer said. She looked at me contentedly and took a few steps back. “Think about that slimeball in tight pants.”

			My cheeks got hot. “Did you just call Harry Styles a slimeball? In my presence?”

			I jumped up and stretched out my hand toward the lens as Sawyer backed away onto a section of grass. She snapped some pictures and didn’t care to look where she was going.

			“Oh, that’s good, Dawn! You look funky and angry at the same time. Wow! And now give me that grasshopper look again.” She grinned at me.

			I surged forward, while Sawyer toppled backward. She tripped on her own feet and landed on her back. Unfortunately, I was moving so fast that I almost landed on top her. Just in time, I was able to angle myself to the side—and landed face first on the soft, wet grass.

			Sawyer lost it—I think it was the first time I’d ever heard her laugh. She grabbed her stomach with both hands.

			“I haven’t laughed like this in ages.”

			“Glad you’re so amused to see me with a mouth full of grass,” I picked out another piece of the green stuff.

			We lay there grinning for a while, staring at the sky. Who would’ve thought Sawyer could be so easy-going. From the corner of my eye, I saw her hand move up to touch the locket resting on her chest. Her fingers closed around it.

			“Thanks, Dawn,” she murmured, still staring straight up at the sky.

			“You’re welcome.”

			My story about Jasper and Chelsea was nearly done. They’d just had an awful fight, and it was time to figure out how they’d make up.

			Normally, I love writing the closing scenes. All the different threads come together and I can let the characters carry on by themselves. Even though happy endings are rare in real life, in fiction, they seem to work. 

			Except this time.

			Something wasn’t quite right. I would type and type, only to erase it all and start again. This had never happened before, and it was making me increasingly uneasy. But just giving up wasn’t an option. D. Lily fans were expecting a sequel, and I wanted to deliver.

			I tugged at my hair, rested my chin on my hands, and stared at the blinking cursor.

			“What are you moaning about all the time?” The voice came from across the room, jarring me out of my thoughts.

			I started. “Nothing. I’ve just got writer’s block.”

			“What’re you working on?”

			“An essay. For Professor Lambert’s course.”

			I felt Sawyer’s eyes on me and looked up.

			“That’s a lot of frustration for one little essay.”

			“Mh-hm,” I agreed, looking back at the screen.

			“You write a lot of essays,” Sawyer mused.

			“Mh-hm.”

			“Sometimes you blush while you’re working.”

			I raised my eyes again. “Oh, yeah?”

			Sawyer was sitting by the window. Her eyes sparkled. Then she stood up suddenly.

			I tensed. “Don’t you dare come any closer, Sawyer Dixon,” I threatened.

			Her grin turned sly. Slowly, dangerously, she edged into my half of the room before pouncing toward me and grabbing my laptop.

			I shrieked and leapt up. “Give it back!”

			“’With a sweeping movement he tore the clothes from my body. The buttons scattered across the cold tile floor. We stumbled into the bathroom, and I fumbled with Jasper’s belt,’” she read aloud.

			I grabbed her shirt and pulled on it. “Seriously. Stop!”

			“‘I couldn’t get it open, and growled in frustration. Jasper laughed softly into my neck and offered to help. My hands were shaking too much. Faster than ever before, we undressed each other, leaving a trail of clothes on the floor,’” she continued.

			My cheeks were burning. Finally, I snatched Watson away from her and, sighing, dropped onto my bed and closed the screen. Then I rubbed my face.

			“You’re an asshole, Sawyer,” I said, my voice shaking.

			She plopped down on my desk chair and nodded. “I know. But I couldn’t stand it anymore.”

			“What?”

			“You’re always so secretive when you’re writing; you say you’re working on essays, but come on: I don’t know a single freshman who has to write as many ‘essays’ as you.”

			“And then you set the brightness so low, your screen is practically black, and the font size so tiny you need a magnifying glass to read it. So yeah, of course that makes me curious! You’re studying creative writing. I figured you’re working on novels or poems or something like that. I just wanted to know what you’re writing. And this,” she grinned, “is better than anything I could have imagined. Who would have thought that my innocent little roommate, all prim and proper and never goes out with guys, writes erotic lit?”

			All I could do was stare at her. For Sawyer, of all people, to be the first in Woodshill to know my secret was the worst possible thing that could have happened.

			“Great. Let’s get started,” I said flatly, waving my hand.

			“With what?”

			“Making fun of me.”

			Now Sawyer was the one frowning. “Why would I do that?”

			Once and only once, I’d read my work aloud to someone. Nate. He’d listened. And then leaned back and let out an enormous laugh. Once he’d caught his breath again, he patted my head and asked if I really wanted to publish “this crap.”

			That’s why I’d taken on a pseudonym. Nate’s laughter and the resulting humiliation had hurt so much that I made up my mind never to show my work to anyone close to me again.

			I glared at Sawyer. “Because you’re absolutely right: I write erotic stories and publish them online. Haha. Very funny. Cute little Dawn, who hasn’t gotten laid for months and won’t go out on dates, writes erotic literature. Funniest thing I ever heard,” I hissed.

			“You’re crazy. Actually, I think it’s cool, what you’re doing. And if you think that I of all people would judge you for something like that, then you’re an idiot.”

			Had I misheard something?

			Sawyer turned from me and went back to her side of the room. She opened her laptop. I was about to speak when she pointedly stuffed earbuds into her ears and set the music so loud that I could hear it across the room.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 7

			Woodshill Steakhouse was my dad’s and my favorite restaurant. It took a bit longer to get there than to the diners downtown, but the location was well worth the effort.

			On the outside the wooden building looked dilapidated and abandoned, but the inside was absolutely charming and transported you to a different place. The decor was rustic, with antlers mounted over the bar, rough hewn wooden benches, and low-hanging lamps. Aside from the great food, it offered a fantastic view out over the valley. I always reserved a table at the window for Dad’s monthly visit. It was kind of a drafty spot, but the view of the water and surrounding landscape was worth it.

			As soon as I entered the place, I noticed my father. He was already sitting at our regular spot, looking out the window. As usual, he was wearing his dark green overalls. His tanned arms were crossed on the table. His head was shaven, and mostly gray stubble decorated his chin.

			Automatically, I smiled.

			Dad and I were close. My mom had left us before I was two. I had no memories of the time when we were a family of three and I don’t even remember what she looked like. For a few years she’d sent me occasional postcards from Asia, where she lived and worked as a banker, but eventually that stopped, too. Probably because I never made an effort to reach out.

			It would be a lie to say I never missed having a female role model, especially when I was going through puberty and would rather have died than ask Dad about the pros and cons of, say, tampons. But for the most part, I didn’t really feel like I was missing out. When my girlfriends went shopping with their mothers or got mani-pedis together, I took my homework into Dad’s workshop and watched him and his colleagues at work.

			Whenever I asked Dad what had gone wrong between him and Mom, he’d say “sometimes things just don’t work out between two people, and then it’s best to go separate ways before they get hurt beyond repair.” And he’d say he was sure there was someone out there for him, someone who’d make him totally happy. As for me, after what had happened with Nate, I knew too well what it meant to be “hurt beyond repair.”

			I made my way to our favorite table and slid a little too quickly onto the bench across from him. “Hey, Dad.”

			“Try getting more of a running start next time,” he joked.

			“Only if you cover the damages,” I said, unwinding my scarf.

			He gave a rumbling laugh and leaned across the table. “How are you, honey?”

			“Pretty good. I turned in an essay this week, and I’m modeling for my roommate.”

			Dad slapped the table and smiled. “Are you kidding me? How did that happen?”

			After the waiter took our order, I told him the story about how Sawyer and I had gotten closer, not leaving out a single detail, including being locked in the frat house bathroom.

			“So if you got to know each other better, something good came of the whole thing.”

			“Yeah, well, it’s not like we’re best friends or anything,” I mumbled, with yesterday’s events fresh in my mind. Sawyer hadn’t said a word to me since.

			“That’ll come, sweetheart. Some people need more time to open up.”

			I brushed my bangs to the side. “I really messed up this time, Dad.”

			“How so?”

			“She found out that I publish stories. And I… wanted to keep that to myself.”

			“Sooner or later all your friends will know, anyway, Dawny. Especially when you take the best-seller lists by storm.”

			I smiled. Dad knew I published stories, but I’d told him he wasn’t allowed to read them. When he asked why not, I showed him the cover of Tame Me, which featured the naked body of a man holding a hat over his privates.

			Dad hadn’t asked any more questions.

			“True. But for now it’s more fun to be a normal student who’s not being bullied over her weird hobby. The fact that Sawyer found out really upset me, and I kind of went off on her about it.”

			“Tell her you’re sorry,” said Dad, straight out.

			“Of course—as soon as she talks to me again.”

			Dad nodded. “And how are your other friends?”

			He’d met my little group, and they all took to him right away. Spencer even wanted to take a selfie with him and mumbled something under his breath about his “future father-in-law.” Luckily, Kaden had physically blocked him from taking the picture.

			Dad didn’t need to know that Spencer was avoiding me since our kiss in the frat house. I didn’t even know what to make of the situation myself. Just the thought of Spencer’s lips on mine, the way he tasted, and how his hands felt on my body, made me… No, this wasn’t good at all.

			For months, I’d managed to repress my feelings for him. Knowing how it felt to be close to him had set off a storm inside me. The warmth and tingling really scared me. I didn’t want to feel that way, because that would only lead to heartache.

			Instead, I’d rather talk to Dad about the thing with Sawyer, about school, about my next writing project.

			“They’re fine,” I finally answered him, trying to seem as believable as possible.

			Dad obviously wanted to dig a little more, but I changed the subject. “Now it’s your turn. How was your date last week?”

			My father breathed out slowly. “It was a flop.”

			I sighed. Dad had been looking for a partner for years. Part of me was surprised that he hadn’t given up yet.

			“Not again! What happened this time?”

			“I was so busy that I almost forgot about the date, so I rushed to the restaurant in my overalls and… well, you can imagine how thrilled she was.”

			Right. Dad’s stained work clothes probably didn’t make the best impression.

			“Dad, next time wear a suit, put on some cologne, and trim your beard. You’ll knock ‘em dead.”

			My dad could look really good if he tried. He was in shape, thanks to the hard physical labor he did every day. With his warm brown eyes and the deep laugh lines around his mouth, he looked hot for an old guy, I was proud to say. There had to be hundreds of women out there who’d fall for him in a heartbeat.

			“It was either show up late or be on time wearing work clothes,” Dad tried to explain.

			I suppressed a grin. “And you picked the overalls.”

			“Sooner or later she would’ve seen me in them anyway,” he said with a shrug.

			My instinct to bang my head on the table was interrupted by the arrival of our food.

			“Well, I won’t be seeing Stacey again.” Dad cut right into his steak. “Enjoy,” he commanded me.

			I savored the rib eye and gazed out the window. It was cloudy and looked like rain, but the serene view of the valley had a calming effect.

			“No worries, Dad,” I said, finally. “We’ll find your Mrs. Right. She’s out there somewhere. And if Stacey didn’t think your overalls were sexy enough, she’s a fool.”

			That got him to smile. For a while, we ate without speaking.

			“While we’re on the topic… Nathaniel and Rebecca are moving into the Maynard House.”

			I paused, my fork in midair. “What?”

			Dad dabbed his mouth with his napkin. “He looked at the property again with an appraiser, talked them down a bit, and then struck. It’s a great piece of real estate. I was wondering when it would finally go.”

			Very slowly, I set my fork on my plate. My heart was in my throat. The room suddenly felt cold; my palms were sweaty and my chest felt tight. I took some deep breaths.

			“I wanted you to find out from me, Dawny, and not have to wait till your next visit, when it’d be the talk of the town.”

			“Okay. Thanks.”

			Dad reached across the table for my hand. “It’s okay to be mad, honey. Or sad. Both are understandable.”

			Closing my eyes, I nodded. It took all my strength not to pick up my plate and throw it at the wall. I needed to break something. Vent my anger, so I wouldn’t explode.

			Nate had the gall to buy the Maynard House?

			The house he and I used to dream about when we were younger. With the garden that we’d sneak into, so we could look over the veranda into the living room. The house with the white façade, dark green tiled roof, wooden shutters and high ceilings decorated with stucco finishing. Our shared dream of a future that would never be.

			I gripped my glass of iced tea until my knuckles turned white. After taking a long sip, I looked up at Dad again, with a fake but hopefully convincing smile.

			“Thanks for telling me, Dad. I’m happy for Nate.”

			I’d never had the heart to tell Dad the real reason for our breakup. Dad could be opinionated, and after mom left him, he hadn’t let many people get close to him—friends included. But the Duffys had been part of his social circle for more than a decade. That’s why I made up the story about Nate and me parting on good terms. Besides, I didn’t want Dad to worry about me. He had enough on his plate, and I just wanted to be the strong woman he’d raised me to be.

			All Dad knew was that the separation was hard, like most breakups. But he also believed my explanation that we were just too young for such a serious relationship; that living together wouldn’t have worked either; that we wanted to end it on friendly terms before one of us got hurt beyond repair. Just like with him and mom.

			All bullshit.

			I spent the rest of our afternoon in zombie mode, barely registering anything Dad told me, responding to his questions as cheerily as possible, but with few words. I plastered a big smile on my face as we said goodbye and hugged him tightly.

			Numb, I trudged home slowly. As it began to drizzle, I stopped for a moment and looked up at the sky. Tiny needles of rain hit my face.

			An hour later I finally reached the dorm and went straight to my room, oblivious to everyone and everything around me.

			I flopped face down on my bed. Sawyer asked me something, but I didn’t want to hear or explain anything. So I pulled my blanket over my head and turned my face to the wall.

			Gradually Dad’s words came back to me. The deeper I let them penetrate, the more it hurt. My body felt heavy, full of grief.

			Nate had bought our house. For the girl he’d been cheating with for months.

			By now, I shouldn’t care, but I couldn’t help it. Not after six years together. Not after being hurt so badly. Finding Nate in our bedroom on top of Rebecca was the worst thing that had ever happened to me. The pain tore me apart. It had robbed me of my confidence. The pain was… I couldn’t even describe it.

			Just thinking about it paralyzed me. I curled into a ball, closing my eyes tightly so as not to cry over Nate. He didn’t deserve my tears. My tears for Nathaniel Duffy had been used up. That’s why I’d moved to Woodshill. To let go. Build a new future. And I’d vowed not to shed a single tear over him.

			Now he’d bought the Maynard House.

			He just kept on going as if nothing had happened. As if I’d never been part of his life.

			He was living our dream but not with me.

			I didn’t love Nate anymore. Not for quite some time now. It was actually amazing how quickly that feeling dried up after he showed me what kind of person he really was. But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt to see him move on as if we’d never been together.

			At some point Sawyer’s voice pierced my swirling thoughts: I heard footsteps approach.

			“Dawn?”

			I turned and peered out with one eye from under my blanket. Allie was squatting in front of my bed. I scooted closer to the wall and lifted the blanket so she could slide in. A moment later we were both in my cave.

			We looked at each other. My throat was tight.

			“Nate bought our house,” I whispered. “I guess he’s going to get a Maltese now and call him Cupcake.”

			“That asshole.”

			I nodded and practically banged my head against hers. “That’s an understatement.” Trying to calm myself, I rubbed at the knot of despair in my chest.

			Allie lifted her hand and stroked my arm. There was no pity in her eyes, just understanding. “Maybe that’s why Nate was trying to reach you? To tell you about it?”

			I snorted. “I can not believe he actually bought our house.”

			“You never told me about that,” Allie said softly.

			“It was just a stupid dream,” I said, after clearing my throat. “We always talked about the future. My plan was to continue writing while Nate worked his way up in his father’s company. We imagined where we’d live. This guy—Ernest Maynard—had lived in the house for decades. He never married, never had any kids, and it seemed like everyone was just waiting for him to croak so they could snatch up that house.”

			“That sounds kind of morbid,” Allie said, crinkling her nose.

			“It was,” I nodded. “But in our defense, Ernest looked like he was 200 years old.”

			“A very respectable age.”

			Again I nodded and the blanket rustled against my hair. “He was probably only 163 or so. Everyone we knew was always talking about the house, so one time Nate and I decided to go take a look. Unfortunately, Ernest found us trying to peek inside, and he threatened to call the cops.”

			“Oh no!”

			“The next day, Nate and I brought over some cookies and apologized. He let us in, and we had tea together.”

			Allie grinned. “So you got inside.”

			“It was a dream. Seriously, Allie. It was the most beautiful house I’d ever seen. Even better than a fairytale. It was done in a romantic country style, just perfect. Ernest told us how he and his father had built it, and he got all sentimental. He said he knew how everyone was just waiting for him to kick the bucket,” I had to clear my throat, because my voice had gotten hoarse.

			“Nate told him that we still had a while before we were even old enough to bid on a house, so he should stop being so morbid. We were 16.”

			“You were already dreaming of living there?”

			I shrugged. “It was just a joke before, but after we met Ernest, something changed. It felt so real.”

			“So what happened to Ernest?”

			I took a shaky breath. “He died six months ago.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Me, too. He had no living relatives and no will, so the house was turned over the state and sold.”

			Allie frowned. “To Nate.”

			I nodded.

			“Ugh.”

			“Look at it this way: that asshole will be the next one to bite the dust in that house,” Sawyer chimed in next to us.

			I pushed the blanket aside. My roommate had pulled her folding chair up to my bed and was painting her toenails on my bedside table.

			“That’s tacky, Sawyer,” Allie scolded.

			“Tacky, but true. Besides, we’re on her side,” Sawyer said, nodding toward me.

			Allie sat up and looked confusedly between Sawyer and me.

			“I think we’re friends now,” I shrugged.

			We spent the rest of Friday evening finishing off an entire bag of mini Reese’s. Allie went out of her way to distract me from thinking about Nate, and Sawyer even painted my toenails. It felt nice to be spoiled like this.

			Later, after Sawyer had returned to her side of the room, Allie made a call.

			“I don’t think we’re going out tonight. I’m pretty sure Dawn would rather stay in.”

			“Dawn does not want to stay in. Dawn wants to go out and forget that this day happened,” I called out.

			Allie covered her phone with her hand and looked at me quizzically. “You sure?”

			I nodded eagerly. No way I wanted to mope around the dorm and keep seeing that damned Maynard House in my mind’s eye. Fresh air was what I needed; or maybe even better, the stale air of a club, with music loud enough to drive out the memories.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 8

			I was beautiful. I was unstoppable. And Nate could suck it. Good for him, that his future was all set. As for me, I had a fantastic here-and-now. Right on the dance floor, with a crowd of people wildly gyrating around me to the beat of the music, their faces lit up by flashing, colorful lights.

			Allie and our buddy Scott whirled me around till I was out of breath and sweating. It was exactly what I needed.

			My heels were so high, that I was on the same level as my friends for a change. Allie had done my makeup and curled my hair. My turquois dress swept down from the waist; perfect for dancing. The music enveloped me as I swayed with eyes closed, turning round and round until I felt dizzy.

			Allie and I had headed straight for Hillhouse, the only club near campus that didn’t check ID’s at the door. Sawyer had other plans—at least that’s what she told us.

			Monica and Ethan met up with us later in the evening. I relished the feel of the bass pounding through my bones and vented my anger about Nate by dancing. My mood still wasn’t the best, but at least I was surrounded by my favorite people.

			“Oh, God,” I heard Allie groan next to me; opening my eyes, I followed her gaze.

			Monica and Ethan were dancing like a couple of baboons in heat, looking for a one-night stand.

			“Drink break?” I asked Allie and Scott, and both came along. We headed to our table, where Kaden was sitting with Scott’s boyfriend Micah. I plopped down on the bench across from Scott and Micah and gulped my pop. At the end of the table, Kaden trapped Allie between his legs and she leaned her head on his shoulder, turning toward him for a kiss. Kaden whispered something to Allie that made her cheeks turn crimson, and she gave him a playful swat.

			“Hello there, voyeur.” Kaden addressed me, resting his elbows on the table.

			I raised an eyebrow. “Yes. Ha. I saw you naked. Big deal.”

			Scott seemed all too eager to hear about it. “You did what? How?”

			“Details, details,” Micah called out.

			“I wanted to work on a paper at Allie’s place, thinking nobody was home. But nope. There he was in all his glory,” I jerked my chin toward Kaden, “prancing around stark naked.”

			“Ooh, can I have a key to your apartment, so I can work there, too?” Scott asked Allie.

			“Sorry, Scott—we’ve already given our two spare keys to Spence and Dawn,” she answered.

			Scott gave an exaggerated pout, which was Micah’s signal to reach out a hand. “C’mere.”

			Scott shot us a superior look. “I don’t need your stupid key anyway, as you can see.”

			The pair headed for the dance floor and joined the jumble of bodies. Micah exuded a rare, casual elegance. And what a contrasting couple the two made. Scott, with his blond, styled coif and Micah with his short, curly hair and bronzed skin.

			Just as I turned to gush about how cute they were, I was assaulted by slurping noises from across the table. I rolled my eyes. Allie and Kaden at it again.

			“Looks like I came just in time,” said Spencer’s voice beside me.

			I jerked my head around and stared up at him. Why’d he always have to wear those awful shirts? And why, oh why did the sight of him have to take my breath away?

			Oh hell. My eyes lingered on his mouth, making it even worse. A burning heat was growing in my belly.

			Spencer grinned. As if he knew exactly what was going on inside me.

			And what was going on, was not good at all. Spencer was bad for me. There’s no way I’d let myself pursue anything with him. No way I’d let him get close enough to hurt me the way Nate had. No way I’d ever let a guy cause me so much pain again. As far as I was concerned, Spencer Cosgrove could take his little grin and shove it.

			I slid from the bench and headed for the dance floor, leaving Spencer at the table.

			The music numbed me: It didn’t matter what anyone else was doing. This was better than alcohol.

			At some point I opened my eyes again and saw a guy smiling at me.

			Who cared? I had no feelings, no pain, no memories, no fear.

			We moved closer to each other and let ourselves move in time to the music. It felt great. I allowed myself be distracted and twirled by him, let him touch me, just because. I had power over my feelings and could decide how the night might go. There was no room for pain and fear, only for fun and lightness.

			Until I felt someone else behind me. I immediately knew who it was. My skin was tingling, and my heart was skipping beats again. Glancing over my shoulder, I glared at Spencer. But he wasn’t looking at me. His eyes were fixed angrily on my dance partner.

			The guy shrugged and turned away from me with a smile. It only took him a few seconds to find another dance partner.

			Pissed off, I turned to Spencer. “What was that all about?” I hissed.

			“Watching you dance with other guys is not my idea of fun. I want you to distract yourself with me.” He put his arm around my waist as if I were his. As if he had the right to touch me like that.

			“Cut it out,” I said, trying to shake his hand off.

			“No can do.” He stroked my back, and despite my anger, I melted under his touch. His mouth grazed my ear. “I just can’t stop when it comes to you, Dawn.”

			Suddenly, it was as if the pulsating music and the crowd had completely evaporated. I felt nothing but Spencer, heard nothing but his words; everything in me screamed his name. But it wouldn’t work. It just wouldn’t.

			“I mean it, Spencer. Let me go,” I said through clenched teeth.

			Distraught, he looked at me and raised his hands.

			“Look, you can’t just show up and get all jealous because we kissed once. We’re not an item. You don’t have a claim on me, and you never will. Just leave me alone!”

			Dead silence.

			Literally. The whole club hushed for a moment at my shrill voice. Several people—including our friends—had turned to stare in our direction.

			Spencer looked at me with his dark eyes, his lips slightly parted, his eyebrows raised. Then he clenched his teeth tightly and looked down at his feet.

			Before I knew what was happening, he was striding off toward the bar.

			Spencer got drunk. I watched from a distance as he tossed back one shot after another. He didn’t even stop when Kaden went over and tried to intervene.

			This is not what I wanted.

			He was my friend. True, he shouldn’t have acted all possessive toward me, but I also shouldn’t have gone off on him like that, out of fear of my own emotions. Obviously, everything was messed up now: us, our friendship, and apparently also Spencer’s aversion to alcohol.

			I’d never seen him drunk before. It was awful. Whenever he finished one drink he waved his glass in the air.

			“This is not what I wanted,” I repeated out loud for the third time.

			“Maybe you shouldn’t have been so hard on him,” Monica said, as Ethan played with a lock of her colorfully streaked hair.

			“He’s 21, baby. Drinking is what you do when you have a bad night.”

			“You’re right.” She sighed and turned to me. “Sorry, Dawn.”

			I smiled reassuringly. She was right.

			“It’s not your fault,” Allie said.

			For the first time, I wished Sawyer were there. Her honesty and directness would really have helped in this situation. Allie meant well, but she wasn’t being totally honest with me. In fact, I felt like it was my fault, and I couldn’t go home knowing that Spencer was in this self-destructive mode.

			Kaden came back to our table. “Don’t worry, Dawn. He just needs a little distance now.”

			Distance. I tried to grasp his words. I failed. Spencer was now talking to a girl. He smiled and sipped his drink, then raised a hand and ordered something for her. She beamed at him and played with her hair. She looked like she was about to sit on his lap when he stood up and dug his cell phone out of his pocket. He put it to his ear and covered his other ear with his hand. He stepped to the side without looking at her again. His shoulders dropped, and for a moment I was afraid he might throw up right then and there. But then he shoved the phone back into his jeans, slammed a few bills on the bar, and disappeared in the crowd, heading toward the exit.

			I shot a worried glance at Kaden, but he was totally wrapped up in Allie again.

			Dammit.

			I grabbed my bag, gave a half-assed excuse, and pushed my way to the door. Outside, the chill of the night air hit me and it was still pouring down rain. I shielded my eyes with one hand and looked around the parking lot.

			Spencer’s rust-red Volvo stood out from other cars even on the darkest night. 

			“Shit,” I hissed.

			He was out of his mind.

			I took off running toward him, which was quite a feat in high heels in the rain.

			I could hear him cursing as I approached. The driver’s-side door was wide open, and Spencer was sitting in the seat, his cheeks burning red, as he tried to get the key in the ignition.

			“What the hell are you doing?” I shouted. “Are you crazy?”

			He continued poking his key into thin air.

			“Spencer, you shouldn’t be driving.”

			Rain streaked my make-up, and flattened my hair onto my head. Spencer ignored me.

			“I’m worried about you,” I said, ducking my head into the car as I reached carefully for the key.

			Spencer’s left hand shot out, and he grabbed my wrist. “You know I care about you, but right now I’m not in the mood for your company, Dawn.” He pushed my hand away. “I mean it.”

			It felt like a slap in the face.

			Again, Spencer tried to put the key in the ignition. Again he failed. “Fuck.”

			“Let me drive.”

			“Get out of here, Dawn.”

			“Please!” I begged.

			“For fuck’s sake!” He slammed the palm of his hands on the steering wheel, once, twice and then with a clenched fist, and I didn’t have the guts to say anything.

			Now he was clenching the wheel in both hands and had dropped his forehead against it.

			“I’m getting Kaden,” I said softly.

			Again his hand came out of nowhere. This time he grabbed the hem of my dress.

			“No.” His hand quivered on my thigh, he was so agitated. He lifted his head, leaned it back against the headrest, then looked at me sidelong with his dark eyes. Beads of sweat had bloomed on his forehead.

			This wasn’t the Spencer I knew, the one who never lost his cool, who would never drink too much and then try to drive. Something was off, that part was obvious. But it wasn’t just the thing between us that set him off. I was sure of that.

			“What happened?”

			“I have to go home,” he said, his voice raw.

			“Let me drive you. I can walk from there.”

			He shook his head softly. “No. Portland. I have to go to Portland.” He mumbled something that sounded a bit like “emergency,” and my alarm bells started to go off.

			“Scoot over. I’m driving you there.”

			The corners of his mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “I can’t be with you right now, Dawn.”

			“You also can’t drive for two hours like this. Let me help, Spencer,” I pleaded, wrapping my hand around his to suppress the shaking. “Please, scoot over.”

			He looked down at our hands. After a moment’s hesitation, he nodded. I released his hand immediately and he fumbled with his seatbelt. After three attempts to undo it, he let out another curse and asked for help. Then he clumsily heaved himself over the center console and banged his head, hard, on the passenger door handle.

			I’d never heard him curse so much before.

			I slipped out of my killer heels, which weren’t exactly cut out for driving, and put them down with my purse on the floor in front of Spencer. Then I fastened his seatbelt and pried the keys from his hand.

			“In Portland, you’ll have to give me directions or punch it into the GPS. Can you do that?” I asked while starting the engine.

			He grunted, which I interpreted as assent.

			“Don’t worry. Everything’ll be all right,” I mumbled, familiarizing myself with the dashboard.

			“That’s a lie. Some things can’t be undone.”

			He was mumbling, and I barely understood him. He still hadn’t told me what was going on, so who knew if I could even help with that. But what I could do was drive him there safely. So I steered the car through the parking lot to the main road. Straight ahead toward the highway, then to Portland.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 9

			For the first forty-five minutes Spencer slept.

			Then he felt like he was going to be sick, so we pulled over to the shoulder. He didn’t need his hair held back, the way Allie had done for me, but I rubbed his back and mumbled reassuring words that I hoped would somehow reach him. I helped him back to the car; this time he even managed to buckle himself in.

			After an hour and a half, we needed to stop for gas. I picked up a few things: neon-green flip-flops from a discount bin, a large coffee, a bottle of water, and a sandwich for Spencer. Back in the car, he was in the process of removing his jacket.

			“What’re you doing?” I asked gently.

			“You put it on,” he said, throwing his black parka in my lap.

			Even drunk, the guy had manners. I’d left my jacket at Hillhouse and only had on my thin dress. And now I had a pair of neon green flip-flops, so my bare feet wouldn’t keep slipping off the pedal. It was just above freezing, and I was actually pretty cold.

			“Fine. But only if you take these”—I held out my palm with two aspirin—”and drink some coffee.”

			His eyes traveled from the tablets in one hand to the water bottle in the other. “Thanks.”

			I opened it for him. He kept his eyes on me as he drank, his Adam’s apple bobbing a bit with each gulp. He then held the bottle out to me. I screwed the cap shut, picked up the coffee from the drink holder and replaced it with the water. Spencer took the steaming cup from my hand.

			As promised, I slipped on his jacket. For a moment, I let his scent envelope me. And then I got us back on the highway.

			He felt much better after drinking half the coffee. But he didn’t want to touch the sandwich and asked me to keep it away from him.

			The atmosphere was tense. For one thing, I was driving as fast as possible without putting us in danger or getting a speeding ticket. At the same time I was trying to distract Spencer by telling him about Sawyer’s strange photo shoot and my dad’s failed dating attempts.

			He didn’t seem to mind my chatter, but he didn’t respond, either. In fact, he didn’t say a word, which was so unusual for him that it made me kind of nervous.

			My cell phone rang a few times. Allie probably wanted to know what was going on. I ignored the calls. At some point, Spencer took his own phone from his pocket and typed something on it. The calls to my phone stopped.

			We spent the rest of the trip in silence.

			Once in Portland, I recognized the route, although I’d grown up farther west, in Beaverton; it wasn’t long before we arrived in the neighborhood of Eastmoreland.

			We drove along a beautiful boulevard, past wide gates and driveways. Nothing like the little ranch house I’d grown up in. Whoever lived here had money.

			“You can stop here,” Spencer said abruptly, waving toward the right side of the road. He looked outside, glancing up the driveway.

			“Do you need help?” I asked softly.

			Spencer unbuckled his seatbelt and shook his head. He opened the door and inhaled deeply. Then he stood—and sank promptly back into his seat, clinging so tightly to its edge that his hands looked chalky.

			I pulled the key from the ignition and rushed around the car to the passenger side, wrapping my arm around Spencer.

			“I don’t need your help,” he growled and took the keys from my hand.

			I mean he honestly growled at me.

			I grabbed him by the shoulder with one hand and tightened my grip on his hip with the other. “I’m taking you in. Period. Over. Done.”

			“You’re bossy,” he muttered as I helped him stand.

			“And you’re still drunk.” I closed the car door with my foot and my flip-flop almost got stuck.

			“I actually never drink,” Spencer said.

			“I know, Spence. I know.” We headed up the sidewalk to a wrought-iron gate, with me supporting him all the way.

			“And this is exactly why I don’t drink. Because of things like this…” His voice trailed off and he gritted his teeth tightly.

			The gate screeched open and we stepped through.

			I could barely believe my eyes.

			It was the biggest house I’d ever seen. House was perhaps too modest. More like a villa. Terra-cotta-colored tiles covered the steeply angled roof, which had a wide dormer window above the front door. There were two more dormers embedded on either side of the roof. The façade was light-colored stone with window frames that matched. The front yard was impeccably landscaped with trees and shrubs that would surely be covered with blossoms in spring. The lawn was pristine.

			Two fancy black cars were parked in the sprawling front drive.

			“Holy cannoli,” I blurted out.

			Just then a muffled scream came from the house, and I froze. Spencer’s hand clamped down on my shoulder.

			Another shriek. It sounded like a girl’s voice.

			“Spencer—” I began, but one look from him was enough to silence me.

			Taking a deep breath, I rushed to bring him the last few yards to the front door. He took his arm from my shoulder and straightened his back. He took another deep breath. In. Out. Shook out his hands. And suddenly he seemed relaxed. The bitter expression had left his face, along with any signs that he’d needed my help.

			His hands were no longer trembling. With an amazingly deft motion he turned his key in the lock and opened the door. I followed him inside.

			It took my breath away—again.

			We were standing in the middle of a foyer that was bigger than my father’s living room and kitchen put together. A marble floor. A glass table rested directly between two curved staircases with carved, wooden handrails, snaking up to the next level. On the table a huge bouquet of flowers burst out of a vase that glittered in the soft glow of the lamps, reflecting light like a disco ball onto cream-colored walls.

			The Cosgroves weren’t just well-off. They were filthy rich.

			How could I walk on these floors with my neon-green flip-flops?

			A loud crash echoed against the high walls of the foyer, and Spencer’s shoulders tightened again. Shards of something clattered to the ground, and my breath quickened. We ran up the right-hand staircase; Spencer grabbed the railing and took it two steps at a time. He was fast, sprinting past doors along a corridor, and again the high-pitched shriek rang out, this time very close. At the end of the hallway he paused and looked over his shoulder at me.

			“Stay here,” he said firmly.

			With his commanding tone and serious expression, this was, yet again, not the Spencer I thought I knew.

			Before I could even agree to wait in the hall, he’d entered the room and closed the door behind him.

			I could hear the murmur of voices. A man’s reproachful tone. Spencer, speaking softly. The soothing voice of a woman who intervened. They were interrupted by the next scream, which quieted to a low howl when Spencer spoke. His voice sounded gentle and steady. Then came a heartbreaking sob. I couldn’t understand her words, but the plaintive sounds the girl uttered sent chills through my body. Whenever Spencer spoke, there was a moment’s silence. Then it started all over again.

			Before long the door opened and two older people, who I assumed were Spencer’s parents, stepped into the hallway.

			The first thing I noticed was that Spencer was a perfect mix of the two: he had his father’s oval face and his mother’s dark eyes.

			The second thing that crossed my mind was that I must look awful. Mr. Cosgrove narrowed his eyes, as if I were a homeless person who’d forced my way into his home.

			But who cared? He was wearing striped pajamas.

			“You must be Dawn,” Spencer’s mother said. She held out her hand.

			I took it and hoped my palm wasn’t clammy.

			“Pleased to meet you, Mrs. Cosgrove,” I replied with a weary smile.

			The whining grew louder, and I winced.

			“Come downstairs, Dawn,” Mr. Cosgrove said abruptly, putting his hand between my shoulder blades to shepherd me down the hall.

			If only Spencer were at my side.

			Mrs. Cosgrove prepared a cup of hot chocolate for me and won my heart. Unfortunately, the steaming cup of sweetness didn’t undo the heavy silence, which only served to make the ticking of the grandfather clock in the living room seem unnaturally loud. Between the random shrieks from upstairs, it was all I could hear. Tick. Tock.

			I was starting to feel exactly the way Mr. Cosgrove saw me. Like an intruder.

			Tick. Tock.

			“You have a beautiful home, Mr. and Mrs. Cosgrove,” I said, gesturing with my hand to encompass the breadth of it all.

			“Thank you, Dawn, that’s very kind of you to say.” Mrs. Cosgrove smiled warmly, but there was still concern in her eyes.

			“Where are you from?” Mr. Cosgrove asked abruptly.

			“I grew up near Portland.”

			“Where, exactly?”

			“Beaverton.”

			He grunted and leaned back in his chair.

			“And you also attend Woodshill?” Spencer’s mother asked.

			“I’m in my second semester of English and creative writing. It’s a great school. I really feel…”

			Another snort from Mr. Cosgrove.

			“… at home there.”

			Mrs. Cosgrove nodded. “Spencer was disappointed about not getting into U of Portland, but now he’s only got good things to say about Woodshill.”

			“It’s wonderful there. Not just the campus but the quality of education. All my professors are really there for the students. There’s a nice selection of classes and lectures so you can focus on what interests you most.”

			“That’s lovely. Exactly as it should be,” Mrs. Cosgrove proclaimed.

			“What do you do, if I may ask?” I inquired cautiously.

			“We’re divorce lawyers. Our office is right next door.”

			My eyes widened, and I must have given a little gasp.

			“Oh, Dawn. Everything all right?” Mrs. Cosgrove asked, startled.

			“Fine, thank you,” I whispered.

			“So you were with my son when he was getting drunk tonight?” Mr. Cosgrove blurted out.

			Before I could reply, his wife interrupted.

			“Oh, Raymond, really now,” she protested.

			“He should be ashamed of himself, Natalie.”

			“Don’t say that.”

			Mr. Cosgrove stood up so abruptly that his chair scraped the floor with a screech.

			“He wastes his time, has no ambition, comes home drunk—he can’t be trusted. And you’re blind to it!”

			“Are you done?”

			Tick. Tock.

			Spencer stood in the doorway, one hand supporting his head. He glanced at his father indifferently. This was clearly not the first time he’d heard an outburst like this.

			Without another word his father huffed out the room; soon after, a door slammed shut.

			Spencer’s attitude changed immediately. He suddenly looked exhausted.

			“Olivia’s sleeping,” he said.

			“Oh, good,” said his mother. “Do you want to stay the night?”

			Spencer glanced my way. Then he shook his head and gripped the doorframe. “No. But thanks, Mom.”

			Mrs. Cosgrove stood, walked over to her son and embraced him, holding him tightly. He buried his face in her shoulder. The moment was so intimate that I looked down, not wanting to intrude.

			Mrs. Cosgrove murmured soothing words into Spencer’s hair. Then she added, “Drive carefully.”

			I raised my eyes. Spencer’s mom looked at me warmly and gave a cautious smile.

			“Thanks for the hot chocolate,” I said.

			One we were back outside, the door closed behind us, Spencer and I returned to the car in silence. The slapping of my flip-flops on the walkway was the only sound that broke the stillness of the night.

			Spencer pressed his keys into my hand, and I got in. But he stayed outside; he walked over to some trees, leaned forward and put his hands on his knees. Though he was half-hidden in shadow, I could see him shaking.

			It broke my heart to see him this way.

			He broke my heart.

			I turned off the motor and braved a glance at Spencer. His cheeks weren’t red any more. A good sign. He was breathing calmly and evenly, but even asleep he looked worried. As if some large weight rested on his shoulders.

			“You’re staring at me,” he said, his eyes still closed.

			So he wasn’t even sleeping. The idiot had been pretending to be asleep for the past two hours, just so he could avoid talking to me.

			“’Cause you look so sweet when you’re pretending to sleep,” I answered.

			He opened his eyes and returned my gaze.

			“We’re home.” I nodded toward his house. “Should I help get you in?”

			He rubbed his eyes. “I’m good. You can take the car, and I’ll pick it up at the dorm tomorrow.”

			“Okay. Thanks.”

			He unbuckled himself.

			“Spence? Do you want to talk about it?” I asked cautiously.

			“No.”

			One more try. “Who’s Olivia?”

			His expression iced over. “I said no, Dawn. That means I don’t want to talk about it.”

			“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

			It was dead out there on the street. Everything was silent, except for us.

			“Sorry for everything, I mean. Including what I said in the club. I didn’t mean it that way. I was an ass, and…”

			He placed his hand over my mouth.

			“I don’t want to hear it, Dawn,” he said gruffly. “I made my point, and you told me pretty clearly what you thought about it. You don’t have to try and make it better just because you suddenly feel sorry for me now.”

			He took a deep breath and looked back at me. He seemed to be lost for a moment; he studied my freckles as if he were counting them.

			Tick… tock.

			“I need some space.” He removed his hand from my mouth, and it felt like slow motion.

			Before I could respond, he got out of the car, shut the passenger door with a bang and strode up the walkway to his house.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 10

			Early American Literature through 1865 was one of my toughest courses. Not so much because of the subject matter, but mainly because of Professor Walden. He was super strict, unfair, and seemed to take pleasure in harassing students. In short—he was scary. It was risky to sit too far back in the lecture hall, because he liked to pick on students there. But it was also a gamble to sit too close to the front, because there he’d address you by name. Isaac and I occupied two seats on the aisle in the middle row of the lecture hall. Walden rarely called on anyone there.

			“Do you think we’re safe here?” I whispered.

			“No idea, but I hope so. I don’t want to take a grilling like the one he gave Darren,” Isaac responded.

			Isaac and I were a lot alike when it came to speaking in front of others, so we became allies from the first day of class. When Darren had read his paper aloud a few weeks earlier, Professor Walden had interrupted him and made it crystal clear how bad he found it. It was upsetting to see Darren—a totally self-confident, you might even say cocky guy—break out in a sweat and start stuttering. When a few students demanded that Darren at least be allowed to finish his presentation, Professor Walden had kicked them out. By now, the class was pretty well thinned-out because so many had dropped the course.

			I was terrified of the man. Today, Isaac and I were even more jittery than usual: after class, we wanted to ask Walden if we could do a term paper instead of a presentation.

			“Is that why you dolled yourself up?” Isaac asked, nodding toward my hair.

			I raised my hand and touched the braid that I’d secured with bobby pins across my head like a crown.

			“Would it sound stupid if I said ‘yes’?”

			He shook his head. “No, man. I did, too.” He pointed to his white shirt and the white on black polka-dotted bow tie. Together with his brown-framed eyeglasses and deliberately rumpled hairdo, it made for an admittedly pretty picture.

			After class, we waited for the room to empty before daring to approach Professor Walden.

			Making him even more intimidating was his nasty tweed suit, under which he wore a sweater vest in the same greenish-beige color scheme, with an abstract pattern. The knot of a cognac brown tie bulged out at his neck. His hair was gray, nearly white, and his lower face engulfed by a full beard. It was hard to tell if he ever smiled. Actually, it was hard to even imagine him smiling, period.

			“Professor Walden,” Isaac said, clearing his throat. “I hope we’re not disturbing you.”

			He didn’t look up; he was too busy shuffling his papers together. He made a gesture that seemed to invite us to continue talking.

			“Your course requires a presentation as the final project,” I began. “We’ve got an interesting topic that we think can be expressed best in writing, so we were wondering if we could submit a 10-page term paper instead of doing an oral presentation.”

			Professor Walden glanced up, looked at me briefly and slid his pile of papers into a folder, around which he snapped a rubber band.

			“Why are you in school?” he asked suddenly, staring at me so intently that I froze.

			Isaac rushed to help. “We’re here to learn, to build career opportunities, to become independent…”

			“I wasn’t asking you, though I appreciate the fact that you have read the Woodshill University brochure,” Professor Walden interrupted him.

			Isaac stiffened beside me.

			“I do want to be independent,” I began, in all honesty. “I want to know everything there is to know about literature, understand the art of writing and…”

			“Where do you see yourself after graduation?” he interrupted, with his penetrating voice.

			I took a deep breath. “In publishing.” I wasn’t about to reveal my dream of working from home.

			“And you think this attitude toward schoolwork will make it easier for you to start your career?”

			“Huh?”

			Professor Walden pulled on his coat and slowly buttoned it. “Do you really think you can go through life without ever having to stand up and speak in front of others? If you don’t give a presentation, you won’t pass the course.” He looked me up and down. “Come to think of it, I’d recommend a change of course for you anyway. Studies of female writers may better meet your… expectations.” He picked up the briefcase. “Good day.”

			“That… that asshole!” I exploded.

			Turned out the long walk to Allie’s apartment hadn’t helped me calm down one bit. I was all fired up. “How can he be so mean?”

			Allie plopped down on the sofa. “What happened?”

			I couldn’t give a clear answer, not in this state. What I really wanted to do was punch something. Preferably Professor Walden’s face.

			“That tweed-obsessed bastard!

			“You can do better than that, Dawn,” Kaden’s voice rang out from another room.

			“Eat me, Kaden!” I shouted back and then covered my mouth. “I didn’t mean it, Allie, I swear.”

			She grinned.

			“God, I’ve never been so mad at anyone before. Fucker! I’m shaking. Can you tell?” I held out my trembling hands.

			The door to Kaden’s office eased open with a faint squeak. “Should I keep Spidey in my room? So you don’t take out your anger on him?”

			I crossed my arms over my chest to ease the trembling. “What I really want to do is teach Spidey how to eat people, and then sic him onto Professor Walden. Are you okay with that?”

			A soft laugh came from the office, and I spun around. Kaden was standing in the doorway. Sitting at the huge desk behind him was Spencer. The two computer screens in front of him were brightly lit; he sat with his back to us and didn’t turn around. I hadn’t seen him for days.

			I guess he was enjoying the space he requested.

			He’d picked up his car late on Sunday while I was in a deep sleep, trying to recover after that stressful night. Sawyer had given him his key and then he was gone. She’d started nosing around, asking me what was up between him and me. But something else was on my mind. I just couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened the night before. I was pretty worried about Spencer.

			What was going on with his family? Why did his father seem to hate him so much? What had happened in that room? I’d never seen him so devastated and wanted to know what was wrong. I wanted to be there for him. To be friends again.

			“What did Professor Walden say that ticked you off so much?” Kaden asked.

			Sighing again, I recounted the story in a shaky voice.

			“What?” Allie exclaimed, and even Kaden frowned darkly.

			“Stupid jerk.”

			“Maybe I should really switch courses,” I mused, dropping onto the sofa next to Allie.

			“You’ll do no such thing. If you do, then he wins and we don’t want that,” she said, linking her fingers with mine.

			I sighed. “Would it be okay if I didn’t cook today?”

			“Of course. We can order in, or go out. Whatever you want.”

			“Pizza. And ice cream. And chocolate. And Professor Walden’s car smeared with shaving cream and bombarded with raw eggs.”

			Allie laughed. “In that order?”

			“Exactly.”

			An hour later, I was sitting on the floor between Allie’s legs—because Kaden always pestered me about messing up the sofa—drumming my hands on the coffee table. Kaden was balancing four plates on his arm like a true waiter.

			“Spence, stop hiding from Dawn and get your ass over here,” Kaden called out.

			My face felt like it went as red as the pizza sauce. “Thanks, Kaden.”

			“Calm down you guys. I’m getting tired of this civil war,” he joked and sat down.

			I didn’t know what I was expecting, but it definitely wasn’t a smiling Spencer making a cheerful entry. He looked the same as ever.

			Except that he avoided my eyes.

			He sat with us and we ate. Spencer chatted with Kaden about hiking and new equipment they wanted to buy. He cracked jokes, made puns, and generally made Allie and Kaden laugh.

			How did he manage it?

			When we were done eating, Spencer started clearing the table. He collected our plates and brought them into the kitchen. Allie pushed her foot into my back. I looked back at her and she nodded toward the kitchen.

			Great. Even our friends noticed that something wasn’t quite right.

			Sighing, I got up and collected the used napkins. When I entered the kitchen, Spencer was reaching down to load the dishwasher. As he did, the hem of his gray, long-sleeved shirt slid up to reveal his slightly tanned skin. I was nearly overcome with the desire to touch him. I almost did.

			A quivering breath escaped me and he froze. Then he pushed the last plate into the machine and straightened up. I threw the crumpled napkins in the trash and leaned against the counter.

			“What’s up?” he asked without turning around.

			“I thought you might want to talk,” I ventured, looking at his shoulders and following the seam lines of his shirt.

			He took a deep breath. “I don’t want to.”

			“Spencer, I only wanted to offer you…”

			He whirled around. “Dammit, Dawn, I don’t want to talk to you! Why don’t you get it?”

			Biting my lower lip, I stepped toward him and placed my finger on his chest. “You broke down in front of me, Spencer. You were crying, dammit. Just because I don’t want to date you doesn’t mean you don’t matter to me!”

			He pushed my hand aside and made as if to leave, but I caught his arm and held on. Spencer let out a low growl, grabbed my other hand and spun me around. The shock at suddenly finding my back against the fridge drove the air from my lungs.

			Spencer pressed hard against me and—oh, hell—he was stronger than he looked. With one hand he held one of my hands above my head; the other was on my back. For a moment he stayed like that. Then he slipped his hand down my spine to the top of my butt. He spread out his fingers and pressed my lower body firmly against his. I gasped.

			“The last thing I think about when I see you is talking,” he whispered. “I don’t want to talk, Dawn.”

			With his lips he traced the line of my jaw and I held my breath. My body was flooded with sudden, lava-like heat.

			“What do you want, then?” I breathed the words.

			He interlocked his fingers with mine, pressed our hands firmly against the refrigerator, leaned back a bit and looked at me.

			His pupils were dilated, his cheeks flushed, and every time he inhaled his chest brushed mine.

			“I don’t think you want to hear what I’d like to do with you, Babe.”

			Actually, I did want to hear it. In fact, I wanted to hear it in detail, because my body was now completely at his mercy. He was so hot that I wanted to tear his clothes off. Now, here, and regardless of the fact that our friends were in the next room.

			“What do you want, Spence?” I whispered as breathlessly as if I’d been jumping rope for three hours.

			He leaned in until the tip of his nose touched mine.

			“I want you to stop feeling sorry for me and start treating me like a man.” His hand on my lower back continued to slide until it cupped my bottom and squeezed.

			I gasped.

			“And if you don’t want me to do this every time we’re in a room together, you should do what I asked and do it now.” He let go of me and stepped back. “Give me space, Dawn. For both our sakes.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 11

			So that’s what I did—I stayed away. Or more accurately, I avoided running into Spencer. Allie came to see me in the dorm, but I didn’t go to her place much. After all, Spencer had made his feelings pretty clear at our last meeting: he didn’t want to see me.

			So I focused on the publication of Hot for You, putting the finishing touches on the story so I could finally upload it to the usual Internet platforms.

			And Isaac met with me regularly to work on our presentation for Professor Walden’s class. We’d break out in a sweat whenever we thought about it, but Isaac always tried to be encouraging.

			“Don’t worry, it’s gonna be good, we’ll get it done,” he said through his teeth, taking off his glasses and rubbing the bridge of his nose with his forefinger before cleaning the lenses with the hem of his shirt.

			We sat in the library and spread out our papers over two tables. For hours we polished the conclusion of our presentation. Luckily, Isaac knew how to create impressive charts and a clear timeline.

			We were going to show that damn professor what we could do. No one was going to push me out of this class. Okay, it wasn’t my favorite, but I wasn’t going to give him the pleasure of dropping out. Tomorrow I would stand up in the lecture hall and give the best presentation that this jerk had ever heard. True, I’d probably puke beforehand and sweat bullets, but it didn’t matter anymore. All that mattered was that Isaac and I were giving it everything we had.

			I held the index cards in my hand and walked across the room while talking. When a slide was supposed to come up, I would wave my hand in that direction.

			“You’re driving me nuts,” Sawyer interrupted.

			“What do you think those headphones are for? I lent them to you so you could block me out,” I responded. Damn, I’d lost my train of thought. Back to square one.

			“Not again,” she groaned.

			“Well, you interrupted me. I have to start from the beginning. It’s good practice for tomorrow,” I said.

			“You’re driving yourself nuts with this crap,” Sawyer said too loudly. She was still wearing my headphones and couldn’t hear her own voice.

			“It would drive me much crazier if I didn’t learn it inside and out.” I took a deep breath and let out the air in small, concentrated puffs.

			Sawyer stared at me like she’d seen an alien. “What the hell are you doing?” Finally she removed the headphones.

			“Breathing exercises that help cut anxiety and build a stronger voice,” I explained.

			“Man, you’re insane.”

			“Thanks, Sawyer. That’s so nice and helpful of you. Maybe I’ll mention you in my next foreword.”

			“How about naming your next heroine after me? I always wanted to play the lead in something arty and soft-core but somehow it always seemed a bit too risqué. But for a book, I’m all in,” she said with a hint of a smile.

			Ever since she’d figured out my secret, we hadn’t spoken about it. It felt like my answer to this question would determine how we would deal with the subject from now on.

			I held her gaze. “Okay, agreed.”

			Sawyer grinned. Then she got up and went over to her closet at the back of our room. She opened the door and leaned down to rummage for something. A moment later she stood up, clutching a bottle of vodka triumphantly. “Here. This’ll distract you.”

			“No, thanks. This would be the worst time for alcohol.”

			“You are the biggest liar in the world. Really.” She put the bottle back in her closet and threw a few pieces of clothing over it. “Come on, what’s really going on?”

			Huh? “What do you mean?”

			She gestured impatiently as she walked over and flopped on to her bed. “The story behind your unnecessary sobriety.”

			I still didn’t know what she meant.

			“It’s obvious, in your eyes and in the tension in your shoulders. You want a drink, but something stops you. And it’s not that dumb presentation.”

			It was true. There was nothing I wanted more than to numb my anxiety and calm my nerves. But drinking before the presentation was not a good idea. Partly because I tended to do really dumb things under the influence.

			“Oh. Oh,” Sawyer said dramatically. “It’s about a guy.”

			“Oh, shut up.”

			She patted her bed and leaned against the headboard, adjusting a pillow. “Come on, Dawn. It feels like ages since I swore off men; I need something to keep me entertained.” Again she patted the bed with her palm, more firmly this time.

			How annoying. I groaned in protest and shuffled across the room, sitting on the edge of her bed.

			“So?” she asked. “Is he an alcoholic? Is that why you don’t want to touch the stuff?”

			“What? No!”

			“Does he have a daughter, so you have to meet in secret?”

			“Where are you coming up with these ideas?”

			“From The Bachelorette. God, I love that show,” She grinned impishly, looking so much like the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland that I couldn’t help laughing. “You don’t have to tell me, Dawn. But you ought to know that I’m a good listener and all that shit.”

			“What shit?”

			She let herself sink a little deeper into the pillows. “You know what I mean.”

			My back was literally against the wall.

			“Okay: I can’t drink because I might do something dumb and call someone who doesn’t want to have anything to do with me right now,” I said slowly and cautiously.

			“Okay.” Sawyer pronounced it nice and slow. “Is that also why you’re always hanging around here looking like you’ll burst into tears any second?”

			“Yeah, that’s more or less it.” My throat suddenly felt dry. “I had a falling out with a friend.”

			“What happened?” she probed.

			“He made it clear that he wanted more from me than I can give. And then I found out that he has a shitload of problems, but he doesn’t want to talk about them with me because he thinks I’ll pity him, and actually I’m really worried about him and… it’s all gotten out of hand.”

			“Guys with problems are always the hottest,” Sawyer sighed. “Do you want more with him?”

			I thought about all the times I’d spent with Spencer, about his touch and his voice and his beautiful hands and… my eyes opened wide. “No. No, I don’t. No!”

			“That was one ‘no’ too many.”

			I shook my head vigorously. “I don’t want anything with Spencer!”

			There was a moment of silence in the room.

			Then Sawyer burst out laughing.

			I covered my face with my hands and made a mental note to keep them there forever, to hide my burning cheeks. All I needed was a little super glue.

			“Come on, Dawn. We don’t have the same taste in men, but there’s nothing wrong with wanting a guy like Spencer Cosgrove.” Sawyer playfully kicked my thigh.

			“I don’t want him,” I mumbled, slowly removing my hands from my face. “Getting involved always means getting hurt. And I’ve been there, done that.”

			Sawyer snorted. “When did you break up with that other guy? A year ago?”

			“More than a year.”

			“Maybe now’s the time to stop thinking and let off some steam. It doesn’t have to be some great love. Give in to your desires! You’re probably a wildcat in be—”

			Grabbing a pillow, I swatted her until she was laughing uncontrollably.

			That night, Sawyer learned how deeply this thing with Spencer unsettled me. I told her of my worries and fears, and felt lighter by the second. It helped to talk to someone who was somewhat removed from the situation.

			“And that’s why you’re avoiding your friends?” Sawyer finally asked.

			I nodded.

			Sawyer frowned. “You guys really have to work this out, Dawn. You can’t go into hiding just because he can’t cope.”

			I sighed. “You’re probably right.”

			“If you’re not ready to get involved yet, then he has to accept that. Don’t let yourself be pushed around just because he’s unable to hold back any more.”

			She lay there surrounded by pillows, staring at the ceiling, her arms crossed behind her head.

			“You’re really terrific, Sawyer.”

			“Yeah, I know.”

			“Is it okay if I continue practicing my presentation now?” I asked, eyebrows raised.

			In answer, she grabbed my headphones from her nightstand and put them on.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 12

			This morning most of the girls on our floor kept their distance from the bathroom. I’d been throwing up since 5 a. m., losing everything I’d eaten the night before.

			I felt sick as a dog. It was hardly the first time I’d been a nervous wreck, but my anxiety over today’s presentation was something else. My whole body was shaking as I puked myself dry. Everyone probably thought I’d been partying last night.

			A hot shower helped calm my nerves a little as well as wash away that clammy, sweaty feeling. Back in my room, Sawyer regarded me with a frown.

			“You look awful, Dawn.”

			“Same to you,” I snapped.

			“Here,” she said, extending her palm. “I take these for nausea. If one doesn’t help, take two or three.”

			She held a small plastic bottle in her hand. “What’s that?” I asked skeptically and reached for it.

			“An herbal thing that my sister gave me. It helps calm you down a bit,” she explained.

			“Oh. Thanks.”

			“You don’t want breakfast, do you?” Sawyer asked, to which I shook my head.

			At this exact moment, I doubted I’d ever keep anything down again. I stashed the little bottle from Sawyer in my backpack.

			“Get ready to go. Then you can go through your index cards one last time. I’ll even listen this time,” she said and grimaced. But I was impressed that she was trying.

			

			Isaac and I met in front of the Campus Café, where he was picking up yet another coffee. He looked kind of the way I felt. He had dark circles under his eyes and his bow tie was crooked. I straightened it while we stood in line.

			“We’ll be fine,” I said, trying to be enthusiastic.

			“I feel like I’m about to die,” Isaac said. “And he wasn’t even as mean to me as he was to you. How are you managing to look so calm?”

			Of course, the opposite was true. My hands were trembling and as clammy as my armpits, which were surely staining my shirt with sweat.

			“I puked my guts out this morning and I’m still pretty much a nervous wreck.”

			“Maybe I should give that a try,” Isaac mused.

			I patted his shoulder. “No. You’ll be fine. You’re the best, you’re so smart, and you’re going to make Professor Walden choke.”

			Mission accomplished. My classmate flashed me a grin.

			We grabbed our coffees and sipped them on the way to the lecture hall. Gradually our nerves took over and we stopped talking. The pressure I was putting on myself was greater than any that Professor Walden had placed on me. My main goal was to prove that there was no need for me to drop the class. I belonged there, and even if it took a huge effort to make it happen, I was going to give a great presentation.

			Just before we entered the room, I dug into my backpack and took out the pill bottle with Sawyer’s tablets.

			“What’s that?” Isaac asked.

			“Some kind of herbal medication that my roommate gave me to calm my nerves,” I mumbled and took off the cap. By now, I was willing to try anything that would help me get through our presentation. I shook out three green tablets and looked at them in my hand for a moment before tipping them into my mouth and washing them down with a sip of water.

			“You want some, too? They’re Sawyer’s, but…”

			“Nah,” said Isaac, lifting an eyebrow. “I’ve got… my coffee. Though it’s probably not the best idea to drink it right now.”

			I clapped him on the back again. “We’re going to do great.”

			He just grunted at me. We entered the lecture hall together, arriving a bit early to plug everything in and get ready. The room filled up pretty quickly. When Professor Walden arrived and sat in the front row, right in front of us, I greeted him with a smile and gave him a copy of our handout, where we’d listed all our main points.

			“And? Is he in a good mood?” Isaac asked when I returned to him.

			I shrugged. “Hard to say. His beard hides his facial expressions.”

			“True. Oh well. It’ll be all right.”

			We took our places at the podium. My entire body was electrified. I fidgeted with the index cards in my hands, bending the edges.

			When the room grew quiet, Isaac introduced us, gave a brief introduction to American romanticism and named the texts we’d selected. We didn’t even get past the first slide before Professor Walden made a noise that threw Isaac off track. He hesitated and took a moment to continue. When he had picked up speed again, Professor Walden snorted again. Isaac paused and swallowed. He fumbled at his collar, loosening his bow tie.

			Without skipping a beat, I took over the last part of the slide, which was linked to a chart that listed all the most important writers of the time and their works. I explained each of them with a couple of sentences. Somehow, my anxiety had evaporated and I gesticulated wildly, paced energetically and talked without pause. When I clicked on the next slide, Professor Walden cleared his throat loudly.

			His bushy eyebrows were pulled together and he’d crossed his legs, resting his elbow on one knee. He rubbed his beard between his thumb and index finger. With a sour expression, he read the bullet points on our slide, shook his head slightly and then scribbled something in his notebook.

			“Is there some kind of problem, Professor Walden?” I asked, pausing in my presentation.

			The entire class held their breath.

			“Your chart is incomplete,” said our professor, unblinking.

			“If you mean that Whitman and Hawthorne are missing, please be patient,” I said, cheerily.

			Someone in the back row tittered.

			Professor Walden waved his hand, like he was swatting away an annoying insect. “Keep going.”

			Isaac was going to have a heart attack any second. His face was already beet-red. Hesitantly, he stepped forward and continued where I left off, introducing the first text.

			“That was an extremely poor choice,” Professor Walden soon interrupted him. “I would prefer if you’d move on to the next text.”

			Isaac’s index cards fell to the floor. He cursed to himself and we both bent down to pick them up.

			“Thanks,” he murmured, taking the little pile of cards from my hands.

			“No prob…” The second syllable of the word was stuck in my throat because I lost my balance, and abruptly tipped against Isaac. He started to wobble, but quickly righted himself and held me up.

			“You okay?” he whispered and I nodded.

			But that wasn’t quite the truth, because the walls were spinning and colorful dots were swimming around me. I almost laughed because I suddenly felt so relaxed and the dots looked so pretty.

			Professor Walden’s voice broke my reverie. “I think we’re finished here. The next group can come forward.”

			“What?” My own loud voice surprised me.

			“I think I made myself clear. What you just presented was a good example of a failing presentation,” said Professor Walden. “You’re welcome to try again next year. Perhaps then you’ll be better prepared for my class.”

			Isaac and I stood and stared at him as the next group made their way to the lectern, all the while telling us with their eyes how sorry they were.

			Red-faced, we collected our things and fled to the hallway. The first thing I did was lean against the wall and try to take a deep breath.

			“Shit,” I mumbled, rubbing my face.

			“Never mind,” said Isaac.

			“No, that was a disaster. Oh God, I completely ruined it. I’m so sorry, Isaac.”

			“Don’t apologize. I was just as nervous as you and kept messing up. I mean…” he kept talking but I was only half listening.

			I fumbled at my collar and started gasping—it felt like my throat was closing up.

			“Dawn? Everything okay?”

			All I could do was shake my head. The spots of color in front of my eyes had taken over—the last thing I remember was sliding to the floor, then darkness.

			For a few minutes I drifted between something like sleep and a drunken stupor. A nearby voice eventually penetrated the fog—I assumed it was Isaac.

			“What were you thinking, Sawyer?” someone hissed right above my ear.

			A different voice muttered a reply. I blinked several times to make the world stop spinning and realized that someone was carrying me through the hall.

			“I think I’m having a heart attack,” Isaac gasped.

			“You should’ve taken some of that stuff, too. I have more if you want.”

			“You’re not giving Isaac any sedatives, Sawyer,” spat the person carrying me.

			Fresh air hit my lungs. I inhaled greedily. Then I pressed my nose to the throat of my rescuer. He smelled of fresh laundry and a nice aftershave. I wanted to crawl inside that smell and sleep forever.

			Suddenly I was set down. Blinking slowly, I realized I was in a car. My head, impossibly heavy, sank backward, missing the headrest. Immediately, someone caught me behind the neck and stopped me from tipping over.

			I dragged open my heavy, dry lids.

			Spencer was crouching beside me with a frown.

			“Hi,” I said. My tongue was sticking to the roof of my mouth and the word came out in slow motion.

			Spencer looked back over his shoulder. “How much did you give her?”

			“I recommended the same dose I always take.”

			“She took three,” I heard Isaac say.

			“Three? Are you insane?” Spencer hissed.

			“I never realized she was so small.”

			Sawyer entered my field of vision. “Are you all right, Dawn?”

			“Everything’s fine…” My tongue disobeyed me. My words were slow and I seemed to have acquired a lisp.

			“We should take her to a doctor,” Isaac croaked. He was standing next to Sawyer, holding on to the passenger door.

			“This stuff is purely herbal. I think she just took too many. She needs to sleep it off,” my roommate replied.

			Spencer exhaled abruptly. “I’m holding back the powerful urge to strangle you.”

			Sawyer laughed sharply. “Yeah, that’s right. You wanna strangle me. Because I’m the one who’s been treating her like a leper.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he growled.

			“Guys, I think…” Isaac tried to interrupt.

			The rest was lost to me. I slumped against the headrest and sank into darkness.

			My eyelids fluttered. They felt heavy, but I opened them anyway.

			I knew this house. The gray walls and the huge couch I curled up on seemed so familiar. I sat up carefully. Everything was spinning.

			“How are you feeling?”

			I winced and turned to stare at Spencer, who sat next to me bathed in golden light, like some sort of heavenly messenger. He held out a bottle of water. I stared at his outstretched hand. God, his hand. His beautiful, big, strong hand.

			“Your hands are absolutely amazing.” I stretched out my fingers and stroked the back of his hand, brushing against his warm skin and enjoying the fierce tingling that ran through me. “You have the most beautiful hands I’ve ever seen in a man. And I’ve seen a lot of hands.”

			“I guess that counts as an answer,” he murmured and leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest.

			Oh. My eyes devoured his bare forearms. All kinds of thoughts swirled in my head. “Sometimes I wish I could be your Chelsea,” I said softly. “You’d be a fabulous Jasper. In fact, I pictured you while writing that shower scene.”

			Spencer’s lips twitched. “I only understand half of that, but okay.”

			“Maybe I should’ve let you show me your bathroom. I can’t think of anything else since then except you in the shower. But I can’t be your Chelsea,” I said firmly and shook my head.

			“You’re sweet,” he replied. His lips formed a beautiful grin.

			How could a face have such sharp lines and look so soft at the same time? I’d never met such a beautiful man before. The world had never seemed clearer to me. The key to the meaning of life seemed to be so obvious.

			Lifting my hand, I touched his mouth. Spencer’s grin faded. He clasped my hand and took it from his face. Then he pulled forward and I tumbled against him, my cheek against his chest.

			“How about we take a little nap?” He raised a hand and stroked my hair, then slid his fingers down to the back of my neck.

			Immediately I relaxed, nestling my face closer to his heart, throwing one arm across his belly and twisting one leg together with his. He laughed softly and goose bumps prickled up my arms.

			“I’m sorry, Spence,” I mumbled into his chest.

			“Why?”

			I swallowed hard. “That I am the way I am.”

			He rested his chin on my head and kept on stroking my neck. “You don’t have to apologize for that, sweetie. Never ever.”

			I closed my eyes and let his deep, steady breaths lull me back into sleep.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 13

			Spencer was out cold.

			My head rose and fell with his chest as he breathed. A steady rhythm.

			Slowly, I raised my head and, for the first time, I allowed myself to look more closely—to really look him over. Starting with his hair and then his forehead. His eyebrows were just as dark and thick as the hair on his head, though the left one was a bit thinner and made a little upward turn. He had long, dark lashes, obviously inherited from his mother. They were even curly. That was really unfair, considering people like me needed mascara to look even halfway alive.

			A light stubble covered Spencer’s chin and jaw; it must have been a couple of days since he’d shaved. My fingers itched to touch him and trace the lines of his jaw.

			My gaze traveled along his torso to the arm that lay over mine. He had a few moles. His veins stood out over his muscles and branched along the back of his hand. He stirred and tightened his hold on me.

			An ache spread in my chest and my stomach fluttered in excitement.

			After nearly three and a half weeks of turmoil, things were finally settling down again. And this made me uneasy. I shouldn’t want this. And it shouldn’t feel so good to be in Spencer’s arms.

			His breathing paused for a moment as he shifted. I moved my attention from his hands to his face. He slowly opened his eyes and looked back at me. He gave me a sleepy smile.

			“I wouldn’t mind waking up like this more often.”

			In an instant my relaxed state transformed into something tight and anxious. I sat up and clung to the back of the sofa, feeling suddenly cold and dizzy.

			Spencer sighed and propped himself up as well. “I’d say ‘Oh, I didn’t mean it that way,’ but that’d be a lie.”

			I coughed and scooted backward until my back was pressed into the corner of the couch.

			Spencer grabbed a bottle of water from the coffee table. He unscrewed it causally and held it out. “Have a drink.”

			I stared at the bottle for a second before taking it from him and trying a few sips. That only awakened my thirst further. I took a deep breath, then tipped the bottle back and drank deeply.

			“Slowly, take your time,” he said, holding out his hand.

			Reluctantly, I handed back the bottle and drew my hand across my mouth. I was waking up. The fog was lifting from my brain. And suddenly, my memories of the morning reappeared.

			Isaac. Our presentation. Professor Walden. All the crap I’d told Spencer.

			“Oh no,” I groaned and sank back against the couch. “I am such an idiot!”

			“Bullshit. You just… took some sedatives and got yourself kicked out of a class.”

			I squinted as the memories flowed over me like a bad horror movie. “Fucking hell.” I raised an eyebrow and looked at him. “How did you even know about it? I mean, why were you there?”

			“I had a seminar across the hall and saw you collapse in the hallway with Isaac.”

			My eyes widened. “I fell?”

			He nodded slowly. “Sawyer saw it, too. She wanted to pick you up after the seminar. We ended up rushing to take you out of the hallway to my car so Walden wouldn’t find another reason to be a jerk.”

			I groaned in frustration. This had to be the worst day of my life.

			“I totally screwed up. Instead of giving the best presentation of my life, I… have one less course on my schedule.” I pressed my fingers against my temples. “Poor Isaac. This is all my fault.”

			“He looked like he was having a nervous breakdown. Sawyer offered him sedatives, too.”

			“I vaguely remember. Hey, can I have another drink?”

			Immediately he held out the bottle to me. Thanking him, I took a few more gulps. The water was helping, for sure.

			“So you brought me here,” I said, hesitating. “And you’re talking to me again. Is there a special reason for that?”

			“Sawyer gave me a talking to,” he replied casually.

			“Oh yeah?”

			He grabbed the bottle and emptied it in one drink. Then he screwed the cap back on and set bottle on the table. “I think I owe you an apology.”

			My mouth opened and shut. This was unexpected.

			“The thing with my family has really messed me up. Usually I’m very private, at least as far as they go. You caught me at a bad moment, and… I acted like an idiot.”

			I picked at a piece of lint on my knee. “I’m sorry, too. I didn’t mean to pressure you, Spence.”

			“I know. You just wanted to be there for me, the way friends”—he cleared his throat— “the way friends are there for each other. And I wouldn’t let you because there were a few things I had to work out for myself.”

			Now I looked up. “And that’s your right, too. I just wanted you to know I was there for you. In case you ever need someone to drive you somewhere again, or if you ever feel the urgent need to get something off your chest.”

			He frowned and I raised my hands in the air. “But I also get it, if you don’t want to talk about it. Talking is overrated anyway. We could just go back to being… friends, if you want.”

			God, that must be the lamest thing ever said.

			“I never stopped being your friend, Dawn,” Spencer said, softly.

			“It kind of felt like you’d stopped,” I whispered.

			“I know. All I can say is, I’m sorry. I mean it.”

			My cheeks were warm when I thought back to how he’d pressed me against the fridge. “If we’re going to be friends again, you… can’t do that again,” I said.

			He seemed to know what I meant, and sighed. “I know. Sometimes I can’t control myself when you’re around.”

			I snorted.

			“Come on, I’m serious, Dawn. That wasn’t me. That was the…” he searched for the right word, “… monster that lives in me and comes out sometimes,” he continued.

			“So the fact that you wanted to get nasty with me is because you’re actually the Hulk?” I asked.

			He flashed a big grin. “Exactly, but the one from the Avengers, because he sort of gets Black Widow.” He was looking at my hair.

			I guessed what was coming next.

			“By the way, Black Widow also had red hair.”

			“So I guess we know what we’re going to dress up as at Halloween. We’ll put green body paint on you and I’ll get a black catsuit.”

			“You shouldn’t have said that. Now I won’t be able to think of anything else until October but you in a black, skintight…” He stopped and the muscles in his jaw tensed. “Are you okay with this?” he asked abruptly.

			My heart gave a little flip of relief. “Frankly, I kind of missed your teasing, a little.”

			The corners of his mouth twitched up. “I missed you, too.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 14

			I was fumbling nervously at the elastic cords on my backpack when the heavy door to the academic advising office opened. Immediately I crossed my hands over the backpack and sat up straight.

			“Ms. Edwards,” the advisor greeted me and sat facing me.

			I swallowed. “Um, Mrs….”

			“Perkins,” she offered.

			“Mrs. Perkins.” I tried to smile. “What happened in Professor Walden’s class was a mistake due to my nerves. I’d like to do my presentation over.” I’d practiced the sentence that morning in front of the mirror.

			“That’s very nice, Ms. Edwards. But unfortunately, your regrets won’t change anything. Professor Walden made it absolutely clear that he would prefer not to have you in his class anymore.”

			My throat constricted. “So what are my options?”

			Mrs. Perkins pushed her glasses up on her nose. She turned to look at the monitor on her desk and clicked several times on her mouse. “I’ll check to see which courses you could transfer into.” After a brief pause, she announced, “I found two other similar courses: a writing workshop on elements of style, and ‘Poetry: The art of the word.’”

			If a class still had space available after the registration period, there was usually a good reason for it: like an unpopular instructor, too much work, or a dull subject. Everything in me resisted taking a poetry course—it had been one of my least favorite subjects in high school, and I always got bad grades. And there must be a reason why there were still places available in the writing workshop. I’d need to share my writing with the class. The idea of reading my own work to a lecture hall full of people was like having to do a slow striptease. It was terrifying, but if these were the only two possibilities, the workshop was preferable.

			“The writing workshop sounds like a good alternative,” I said with a forced smile.

			“Great!” said Mrs. Perkins, beaming at me. She clicked a few more times on her mouse and her printer started to rev up. Rolling backward in her chair, she grabbed the printouts from the tray and handed them to me. “Here’s the room and the time the class meets. The second sheet you should give to Professor Gates on your first day.”

			Looking at the paper, I gasped. “That’s right now!”

			Mrs. Perkins shot a glance at the clock over her door. “If you hurry, you’ll make it.”

			I ran like a maniac, my backpack flapping against my rear end. By the time I reached the classroom I was a ball of sweat. It took a while for me to catch my breath. I knocked on the closed door and, hearing nothing, opened it and tried to slip unnoticed into the room.

			Five pairs of eyes turned to meet mine.

			Hard to say who looked more surprised—but it was probably me because all the students were standing on tables and staring down at me. The only person not on a table, but instead standing on the ground with his back to me, was who I assumed to be Professor Gates. Instead of turning, he bent down and peered at me through his legs.

			“Hi,” he said. The fringe of his scarf got caught in his mouth and he spat them out. “Who are you?”

			The situation was so odd that it didn’t even occur to me to feel embarrassed or hesitant. “Dawn Edwards. I just came from the academic advising office and will be taking your course from today on.” Tipping my head to the side, I added, “At least, if you are actually Professor Gates.”

			He jerked upright and turned to me. “Kids, what’s my name?”

			Two of the students audibly exhaled from their perches.

			“Nolan,” they all droned in unison.

			Professor Gates extended his arms. “Welcome to the writing workshop.”

			All I could do was stare. The first thing that struck me was his shoulder-length blonde hair, which was pulled back in a short braid. Strands had come loose all over and were standing out from his head, charged with the static electricity from his odd-patterned scarf. He looked like a male Medusa. He seemed to go for the layered look: his gray, knee-length coat hung open to reveal a loose, green cardigan, and under that he wore a yellow shirt with the word “Virgin” woven into it. My gaze lingered there a bit too long and it was hard for me not to burst out laughing. Looking at his face, I couldn’t help thinking: He seemed so young for a professor! At most, in his late 20s. He had pleasant, even features and gray eyes with laugh lines at their corners.

			“Don’t just stand there; grab a table,” Professor Gates said, waving toward a jumble of empty tables and chairs.

			Hesitantly, I obeyed, and took the chance to survey the other students in the room. There were six of us. One of the two other girls—the one with short, dark hair—shot me an encouraging smile. The other one had folded her arms over her chest and was staring at the ceiling. Two of the guys looked kind of shy; they stared at their shoes while the third guy was busy swiping the screen of his cell phone.

			Still a bit out of breath from my mad dash, I made my way between the tables and set my stuff down next to the dark-haired girl. And then I climbed up on an empty table.

			“Who’d like to tell Dawn what we’re working on?” asked Professor Gates. “Blake, put down your phone or I’ll take it away and call your mother.”

			Blake paled and shoved the phone into the back pocket of his low-hanging jeans. “Sorry, Nolan.”

			“Say hi to your mother for me later and tell Dawn what our assignment is so we can continue,” our instructor replied, snapping his fingers impatiently.

			“Okay, so last week Nolan had us pick pieces of paper out of a hat; each one had the name of a character on it and we had to write a monologue from that person’s point of view.” Blake cleared his throat and bent down to pick up his notebook. “We’re supposed to read the monologues out loud now and afterward everyone has to guess which monologue fit which character.”

			“So, pay attention to: age, gender, and profession,” the dark-haired girl added.

			“Thank you, Everly,” said Professor Gates and clapped his hands together. “So, who wants to start?”

			There wasn’t time for me to ask Everly why we had to stand on the tables.

			The guy to Blake’s right cleared his throat, unfolded his paper and looked quizzically at Professor Gates, who simply clapped again and grinned broadly.

			“Today my mommy gave me a peanut butter sandwich to take to school,” the guy began, in a dark, otherwise normal tone.

			It seemed we had to guess who it was on the basis of wording and sentence structure alone.

			“During recess, I switched my lunch with Kyle’s. He had tuna, which he doesn’t even like. I don’t like it either, but Kyle is so sweet. So I pretended to eat it. But when no one was looking, I threw it into my backpack. Now my bag stinks and Molly called me Fishy. That’s mean. But then when I was doing gymnastics, I got to swing on the high bar and they didn’t. Kyle was watching and he waved at me. I’m feeling better now.” He concluded with a little nod and everyone laughed politely.

			His text made me think right away of an eight-year-old girl.

			“Good job, Jamie,” Professor Gates beamed. “Your turn, Everly.”

			She nodded, opened up her sparkly notebook and read: “I’m tired and not just physically but also mentally. When I turn over I notice how cold the other half of the bed is. I want to tell her about my dream but she’s not there any more. After all these years she’s gone and I don’t know if I’ll ever get over it. I tell everyone I’m fine but it’s not true. I only feel okay when I don’t have time to think. So I fill my time with activities that suddenly seem meaningless. But I’m still stuck on her; I can’t think of anything any else except for following her, wherever she went.”

			Wow. Everly’s piece gave me goose bumps. Her language was so simple, but somehow it still managed to get under my skin. I was sure her character must be a widower but it was hard to guess his age. It didn’t sound like someone elderly, more like someone middle-aged.

			“That was great, Everly,” Professor Gates said, pointing to the next student.

			We listened to all the monologues before Professor Gates let us sit down. The rest of the seminar we spent writing our evaluations and discussing them afterward. We dissected every text and discussed the passages that had hinted at the age or gender of the character. The whole time, Professor Gates sat on top of a table, his legs dangling down. If someone said something he disagreed with, he would jump in and argue until his opponent ran out of responses or until Gates had nothing more to say and nodded supportively. It was a really interesting hour, even if my stomach started knotting every time I thought about how next time, I would have to stand on a table and present my homework like all the others.

			When the class was over, I gathered my things and started to follow Everly and the others into the hall, when Professor Gates called me back.

			I walked cautiously to his table, where he was still sitting, his red Converse sneakers dangling down.

			“Yes, Professor Gates?”

			“Nolan,” he corrected me. “How did you like the class?”

			“I really liked it,” I said, without missing a beat.

			“What course did you transfer from?” he probed.

			“Early American Literature up to 1865.”

			Professor Gates wrinkled his nose. “Why, may I ask?”

			“There was some… friction,” I said, hesitantly.

			“Listen, Dawn. In my class there is no beating around the bush. Everyone can say what they think without being criticized for it. Got it?” He waited for me to nod, before continuing. “Good. Okay, so: why did you switch classes?”

			I took a deep breath. “I had a difference of opinion with my professor.”

			Gates nodded encouragement. “Okay, we’re getting closer. What was this difference of opinion about?”

			Again I took a deep breath, remembering how Professor Walden had humiliated me.

			“I have trouble speaking in front of a lot of people,” I explained, cautiously.

			“And Atticus raked you over the coals. I get it,” Gates muttered and rubbed his chin. “As I already said, this room is a safe place. Everything we learn and discuss remains between us. I’ve had a few students in the past who have transferred into my classes and had to learn the ropes, but I always manage to get them over their shyness. And I’ll help you get over it, too.” He jumped off the table and walked behind it, reaching for his pile of books. He rummaged through them and pulled out a piece of paper for me.

			“This is the syllabus and these are the assignments we’ve done up till now. It would be great if you could get one or two writing exercises done by next week. You can send them to me by email if you don’t want to present them in front of the others. At the end, there’s a numbered reading list. You can actually find all the texts in the library. Don’t hesitate to get in touch with me if you have any problems or questions. Anyway, I’m always pleased to have a new face in my classroom.” He held out his hand to me and I took it, shocked. He placed his other hand over mine and kept it there for a moment. “Pretty soon you’re going to forget all about Professor Walden. Believe me.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 15

			Professor Gates’ assignments were so much fun that I finished five of them before the next class. I was eager to do them not just because I wanted to make a good impression on my new professor, but because the assignments definitely boosted my creativity.

			Also, my book, Hot for You, had just come out. I uploaded the story on Wednesday evening and it was already available at noon on Thursday. My first readers wrote to me on Twitter and two bloggers asked for copies for their e-readers. It still amazed me that so many people would read the stories I’d written just for fun.

			Sawyer kept my secret. Sometimes she made cryptic remarks when I was sitting at my laptop, but otherwise she handled it well. All in all, I was glad that we now shared more than just a dorm room. But we didn’t see each other much that week because I was so busy with my book and with preparations for Allie’s upcoming birthday.

			

			We were gathering at Monica and Ethan’s place to plan a surprise party for Allie. I was sitting in a huge leather armchair, telling Monica and Scott about my new class while we waited for our other friends.

			“I’ve heard about him,” Scott said.

			“I haven’t,” Monica said.

			“He’s so friendly. And open. And completely insane, but somehow…” All I could do was shrug—it seemed impossible to really describe Professor Gates.

			“Is he hot?” Scott asked, one eyebrow raised.

			I frowned. “If you have a soft spot for rumpled layers and long hair, then yes.”

			“You can do a lot with long hair.” Scott sighed dreamily and leaned back on the couch.

			“How do you manage to twist every subject into something sexual?” Monica asked, almost admiringly.

			“I’ve got a great imagination.”

			“Micah wouldn’t approve.” Monica pursed her lips.

			“A little fantasy never hurt anyone,” Scott said with a shrug.

			I heard the door open and close behind me. Turning, I saw Ethan enter the living room with Kaden and Spencer in tow. Spencer was on his phone and gave us a little wave with his free hand, smiling.

			“Got it. I’ll take a closer look at Jeremy next time,” Spencer said, chuckling. After a short silence, he looked down at his feet and grinned. “I won’t embarrass you, Livvy. I’ll be subtle. I’ll just ask him for his number and say I’m the one who thinks he’s cute.”

			From across the room I could hear the person on the other end of the line cursing.

			“Yeah, yeah, okay. Gotta go now, we’re planning Allie’s surprise party. Uh-huh. Sure, I’ll call again tomorrow. When I’m done… Love you too. Say hi to Mom for me. See you.” He hung up and turned toward us, smiling. Livvy had to be his nickname for Olivia. Judging by his smile and the warmth in his eyes, everything seemed okay—maybe even excellent.

			“Hey, guys,” he said. “What did we miss?”

			“Except for the fact that Dawn has a new prof? Nothing.” Scott’s grin was just a bit lascivious.

			“Did you get into Professor Thornton’s class?” Spencer asked, leaning on the back of my armchair.

			I rose and offered him my place. He blinked in surprise. Before he could protest, I had plopped down on the floor in front of the chair and leaned back against it.

			“Who’s Professor Thornton?” Scott asked.

			“A prof who’s so good looking that it makes me question my own sexual orientation,” Spencer said from behind me. The chair creaked as he sat down.

			“If you can sneak a picture we can compare him with Dawn’s new professor,” Scott ventured.

			“There is no way I am going to take a photo of Nolan for you to ogle at,” I declared.

			Scott waved his index finger at me. “Aha! You’re already on a first-name basis! Oh my God, I can’t wait to tell Allie…”

			“You’ll tell her no such thing!” My cheeks reddened.

			“You of all people, taking up with a professor!” Scott raised his eyebrows and looked at me sidelong.

			What a nut.

			Spencer laughed and his chair gave another creak as he stretched his legs to either side of my body.

			“Please, we all know Dawn’s secretly lusting after me,” he announced and suddenly his hands were on my shoulders. “Isn’t that right, Dawn?”

			All I could do was roll my eyes. “You guys are all crazy. Every single one of you.”

			“And that’s exactly why we get along so well,” Scott said. “Now, can we talk about Allie’s birthday? Are you guys really sure that we should throw the party on the night before her birthday? It’s a bit unusual, isn’t it? And Kaden, you wrote that you wanted to talk about a gift.”

			Kaden nodded. “I love the idea of partying past midnight and into her birthday! She’ll never guess what’s coming. And you all know that Allie’s not big on presents. So I thought it might be nice to all go away somewhere together.”

			“So let’s celebrate the night before. I kind of like the idea. But I’m not so sure about the trip. If you’re talking about some sort of extreme hiking adventure on Mt. Hood, I’m out,” Monica stated.

			“That’s not what he said, Baby,” Ethan murmured in her ear. “Just listen.” He interlocked his fingers with hers.

			Monica looked relieved. “Just saying.”

			“Allie’s wanted to go out to the coast for a while now, but somehow we haven’t made it yet,” Kaden continued. He looked over at Spencer and nodded.

			“A few years ago, Kaden and I rented a house at the coast,” Spencer said, and I leaned back to look at him. He took his hands from my shoulders and gestured to the others. “I’ve done some research and found a place that’s pretty cheap if we all chip in. We thought it would be nice to reserve it for a weekend and do day trips from there.”

			“That’s a great idea,” I said. Spencer looked down at me.

			“You think?”

			I nodded for emphasis.

			“I’m in,” Scott added.

			“We’re in, too. Right, Baby?” Monica asked Ethan, who gave a thumbs-up.

			“Can I use your laptop?” Kaden asked Ethan. “If no one minds, I’ll book it right now so Allie won’t have any idea. Then I can show you the house, too.”

			It was so cute, the way Kaden was trying to hide his excitement. He might be a tough guy to the world, but when it came to Allie, he was a softie. And it made me smile.

			“Of course, buddy. Let me get it,” Ethan said, disappearing briefly into the bedroom. A few seconds later, he reappeared with his computer in hand. He set it down on the coffee table in front of Kaden, who immediately started typing and scrolling.

			“Look.” Kaden turned the laptop toward Scott and Monica.

			“That’s gorgeous! Wow,” Monica said, and Scott nodded.

			Kaden described the location, the view, and the layout of the house. When it was my turn to look at the screen, I did a double take.

			The house was right on the beach in Coos Bay and it was really affordable if we all chipped in. Two of the four bedrooms had an ocean view. Images of writing in a room overlooking the sea and drifting off to sleep to the sound of crashing waves drifted through my mind.

			“She’s going to love it,” I gushed, and pushed the laptop back to Kaden.

			“Then I’ll make the reservations now.”

			Meanwhile, we started planning the party.

			“For sure Kaden can’t do the shopping and keep all the food at their place,” Monica said eventually. “And our fridge is too small.”

			I nodded. “So is mine.”

			“I’ll get the food and keep everything at my place,” Spencer volunteered.

			I put his name on the checklist next to “food.”

			“Who’s going to distract Allie?” Scott asked.

			“Dawn, of course. Who else?” Spencer chimed in, as if it were a done deal. I glanced up at him over my shoulder.

			“Well, I can probably manage it.”

			“You have to be stealthy. You can’t be dressed up or anything. You should wear sweatpants and suggest a girls’ night in or something,” Scott suggested.

			“That would be conspicuously inconspicuous, especially on the night before her birthday,” Spencer replied.

			Looking over my shoulder, I nodded. “Spence is right. We could just go out for dinner or plan a spa night with face masks, manicures, etc….”

			“Yes!” Kaden said, pointing at me without looking away from the computer screen.

			“Great, that’s settled then.” Another checkmark on my list. “Who’s going to invite everyone else and swear them to secrecy? Scott?”

			“Natch.”

			“And Monica? Can you handle the decorations?”

			“Gladly.”

			Kaden bobbed his head up and down. “I want the whole place to look like a unicorn exploded in there. Do you guys think they make party hats for cats?”

			A laugh escaped me. “I kind of doubt Spidey will let you do that to him.”

			He shrugged. “If I ask nicely, he might consider it.”

			“A guy who takes Professor Thornton’s class with me works at a party supply store. They have stuff like helium balloons,” Spencer said.

			“Oh, fantastic!” I said, clapping my hands. Allie loved things like that. “The best would be balloons with Spider-Man or other Marvel characters… I wonder if they have any with the number twenty. Oh! Or we could…”

			Spencer burst out laughing.

			“What?”

			He grinned at me. “If I’d known how much you like balloons, I would’ve gotten you one a long time ago.”

			“There’s nothing cooler than helium balloons, Spence.”

			For a moment our eyes locked and everything faded away around me. My gaze drifted to his mouth: his smile was crooked but sincere. 

			How did he manage to make it look so easy? He had a lot on his plate but somehow he seemed like the happiest guy in the world. It was both inspiring and worrying, the way he presented himself in front of our friends. But it didn’t feel fake, it didn’t feel like he was putting on an act at all. Spencer wasn’t a liar; if he was happy, he wore it on his sleeve like he did now. I really wanted to know what was going on behind that smile.

			When I looked up again, the sparkle in his eyes had been replaced by something else. My throat was dry and a knot had formed in my stomach.

			Scott’s “ahem” interrupted my thoughts; I turned my attention back to the list, ready to cross off another task.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 16

			It was my third class with Nolan, and today we were doing an exercise that he called Literary Telephone. We had to write a half-page descriptive text and hand it to our neighbor on the left. Then we had to take the text we’d just received and rewrite that into the most boring text ever. We had to keep doing this until everyone got their own paper back again. We then each read aloud the first and last paragraphs and analyzed what had been changed through the many drafts.

			By now I’d warmed up and wasn’t so afraid to read aloud. It seemed easy, since we were sitting in a circle on blankets that Nolan had brought to class. Besides, there were only six of us. It was a manageable number, and I got along with everyone well. Especially Everly, the girl with the short black hair and gray eyes. We were already planning to go for coffee.

			At the close of the hour, Nolan joined us on the floor and folded his hands in his lap. “What did you get out of this exercise today?”

			It wasn’t long before Jamie spoke up. “Sentences have to be balanced. When you told us to write a descriptive paragraph about anything we wanted, we all worked so hard that the first drafts were totally overloaded with adjectives.”

			Nolan nodded and smiled. “Good. Anyone else?”

			“Adjectives aren’t always bad, but they should be used strategically. The last few paragraphs that were read aloud were kind of monotonous and didn’t really work as creative writing.” As I spoke, I felt my heart speed up.

			“Exactly! Very good, Dawn.” Nolan clapped his hands and then tossed his hair back from his face.

			We spoke a while about descriptions, the difference between persons and objects, and before I knew it my third session of the writing workshop was over.

			“Dawn, I’d like to speak with you a minute,” Nolan said, as we all stood and picked up his blankets from the floor.

			I broke out into a cold sweat and my heart started to skip beats. What if he hated what I’ve written? I tried to calm down, but even the breathing exercises I’d practiced for my presentations didn’t help.

			Gradually the others left the room and I went up to the lectern, clutching the straps of my backpack.

			“Yes, Professor Gates?”

			“Nolan,” he corrected me again, automatically, while grabbing a few papers from the pile on the lectern. “I read the assignments you completed. They are really good. You have a very nice, picturesque writing style. I was especially moved by your piece on the theme of betrayal.”

			My heartbeat pounded in my ears and all I wanted to do was sit down so my shaky knees wouldn’t betray me. “You really mean it?”

			Nolan placed the papers on his desk and leaned back with his arms crossed. “Of course I mean it. You’ve done a great job and deserve recognition for it. Any idea what you want to do after graduation?”

			A bit embarrassed, I picked at my fingernails.

			“All I want to do is write. Every day. And be able to earn a living from it,” I said. It was the first time I’d said it aloud. Feigning a casual attitude, I shrugged. “But I know it’s a common dream and nearly impossible to achieve…”

			“Stop putting down your own dreams,” he interrupted me gently but firmly. “So you want to support yourself as a writer. Do you already know what you want to write? Prose? Literature for teens? For adults?”

			Since I certainly couldn’t tell him that I already had published my own erotic stories, I thought over my answer a bit and looked down at my shoes.

			“I’m looking forward to reading more of your work, Dawn. I’ve made a few notes in the margins that might help with the next assignments. Even though I was really impressed with your work already,” Nolan said, handing the pile of papers to me. “Keep it up.”

			“That’s amazing!” Allie said, grasping both my hands. “So something good came out of the craziness with Professor Walden after all.”

			It was the evening of Allie’s surprise party and my job was to distract her until it was time. Kaden and I had planned it all out: As soon as everything was ready he would send a text message to her saying that something was wrong with Spidey, and that we should come over and help him bring the cat to the vet. Not a very nice cover story, but at least it would keep her mind off any possible surprises.

			“I’ve never gotten so much praise from a professor,” I told Allie, as she made herself comfortable on my bed.

			“I’m sure you do great work and I’m so glad he recognizes it. You deserve it,” she said as if it were obvious. I was stunned.

			Would she think the same if she knew what kind of stories I was writing to pay my rent?

			We spent the next few hours giving ourselves spa treatments. I curled her hair, and we did facials using yogurt masks. Then we put on makeup, trying out some of Allie’s new products.

			Just as I was about to play some feel-good music on my computer, an email alert popped up, announcing a new message. Glancing at the subject, I saw that it was a new review of Hot for You. My euphoric mood evaporated the moment I saw the headline.

			Cheap, cheaper, cheapest, D. Lily

			I swallowed hard. Even though I knew it was a bad idea to keep reading, I couldn’t help myself. The words scrolled before my eyes and a dull ache started in the center of my chest.

			I don’t usually write reviews but this time it feels necessary. The terrible writing compels me to protect readers from wasting their money on this book.

			It’s fascinating how suddenly every bored housewife seems to think she has to write trashy bodice-rippers. D. Lily’s style leaves a lot to be desired and the characters are clichéd. The sex scenes are cheap and dull, and anatomically speaking, they’re impossible. Thank God this trash is not available in paperback—it would, however, make good kindling.

			“Dawny? Everything okay?” Allie asked, sitting upright.

			I bit my cheek. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

			This was Allie’s night and I had to focus on that, not on the flood of harsh criticism sitting in my email. Man did that hurt! Especially since I’d put so much time and effort into my writing. Maybe it was for the best, spending this evening with friends. I was looking forward to the surprise party.

			“I just accidentally deleted my playlist,” I said and pointed to Watson.

			“Aha.” Allie didn’t seem totally convinced. Luckily, at that moment her phone buzzed. She dug it out of her bag and checked the message. It was awful to watch the color drain from her face, and I wished I could just tell her the truth right now. But Kaden and Spencer had sworn me to secrecy.

			“I have to go home,” Allie said, jumping up. “Something’s wrong with Spidey. Kaden said he’s not eating and he hid under the sofa after throwing up. That’s not like Spidey.”

			Her eyes looked suspiciously shiny, and I could have punched us all in the nose. How could we have thought, even for a second, that it was a good idea to use this, of all excuses, to get Allie back home?

			“He’ll be okay. Sometimes cats hack up fur balls,” I said, resting my hand on her arm. “Give me your keys. I’ll drive.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 17

			We got to Allie’s and Kaden’s apartment in record time. My friend had her seatbelt off before I could shut off the engine.

			Thanks to her frequent hikes with Kaden, Allie had become pretty fit. She took the steps two at a time and reached her apartment door before I’d even gotten up the final staircase. She didn’t seem to care that I had her keys—she started banging on the door. Kaden opened it just as I made it up the stairs. He was holding Spidey, scratching the cat under the chin. Spidey was actually wearing a party hat.

			“What the…” Allie managed to say before everybody gathered inside cried out: “surprise!”

			It wasn’t like in the movies, and wasn’t totally in unison, but it did the trick.

			Allie burst into tears.

			Running to her, I embraced her from behind. “Surprise!” I chimed in and held her tight.

			“Do come in!” Kaden joked, with a grin.

			Allie sounded like she was choking and I let go so she could move forward. Immediately she was surrounded by our friends, who overwhelmed her with hugs.

			Monica had done an amazing job: The whole living room was draped with paper garlands, lanterns, and strings of lights. A huge silver “20” and a bevy of other balloons floated above the dining table.

			Music filled the living room and there was pizza and finger food on the table. My mouth was already watering.

			“The surprise party was Dawn’s idea,” Spencer said.

			“Come on, you and Kaden had just as much to do with it,” I added, returning Allie’s beaming smile.

			“Thanks so much, you guys. You didn’t have to do this,” she said, her voice breaking. She leaned against Kaden and wrapped her arms around him.

			“Oh yes, we did have to,” he said, his lips forming a grin against her forehead. “Just wait till you get your gift.”

			“Hey, I thought the party was the gift!”

			“Aw, Bubbles.” Now Kaden looked at me. “Isn’t she cute?”

			“And how! The sweetest almost-birthday girl for miles around,” I agreed.

			“I can’t believe you guys planned this all behind my back.”

			“The look on your face was worth it. Even though I nearly spilled the beans after you read Kaden’s message,” I said, with a guilty look.

			“Spidey is fine, so all’s well that ends well.” She sighed. “But what did I do to deserve all this?”

			I stroked her hair. “You deserve everything good in this world, Allie Harper.” Her eyes were looking suspiciously wet again and I raised a finger in mock warning. “Don’t you cry again, girlfriend!”

			Pressing her lips together, she flapped her hands in front of her face, willing her tears not to fall. 

			More of Kaden and Allie’s friends arrived while I busied myself with food prep. The party was fun, but I couldn’t stop thinking about the bad review of my latest novel. True, Professor Gates had complemented me for my writing style today, but the negative voice in my head was louder. It was dumb to obsess about this one bad review instead of basking in the opinion of a professor who knew what he was talking about. But I couldn’t help it.

			“Psst!”

			Looking up, I saw Spencer standing in the doorway to Kaden’s office. When I reached his side, he took me by the arm and pulled me close as he shut the door behind us. 

			“You still have to sign this,” he said, pointing to Kaden’s desk. A beautiful card with a photo of Coos Bay lay there in front of the two computer screens; in a looping script, the message on the card instructed Allie to save next weekend for a group trip to the coast.

			“It’s so pretty,” I said, signing the card and drawing a little heart under my name. “That was such a good idea, Spence.”

			He returned my smile. “Yeah, right? We’re a good team.”

			Before I could respond, he lifted his hand.

			“I have something for you, too.”

			“But it’s not my birthday.”

			“I know. It’s just a little something. Wait.” He turned toward the closet across the room and then pivoted back to me. “Close your eyes.”

			I made a sour face.

			“Close ‘em or you won’t get your surprise.”

			Sighing, I closed my eyes. I heard him open the closet door and fumble around in it. Then the door clicked shut.

			“Open your eyes,” he said abruptly.

			Spencer was holding a huge balloon that was printed with the faces of the boys from One Direction. I was dumbfounded for a moment but then I had to laugh. He poked his head out from behind the balloon, and his crooked grin made little dimples appear in his cheeks.

			“I thought it would be unfair if Allie was the only one to get balloons while my girl goes away empty-handed,” he explained, holding out the balloon.

			I reached out for the blue ribbon and looked down. Oh no.

			No, no, no.

			Now was not the time for tears. I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath. Exhaling audibly, I dared to look up at Spencer again.

			“I’m sure Allie’s going to be jealous.” I pulled the ribbon a few times to make the balloon jump. “Thanks.”

			“Any time,” he joked. His smile had slipped a bit, but he quickly recovered. “Let’s get back to the living room—we wouldn’t want the others to think we’re getting up to something in here.”

			My cheeks grew hot again, and my eyes narrowed. He just laughed, and went to the door.

			“After you, m’lady,” he said and bowed.

			“Why? So you can stare at my behind?” I shot back.

			“Never underestimate the power of your sweet behind, Dawn.”

			Scott kept on trying to get me to drink, to no avail. I’d seen Spencer with a beer in his hand; it was still half full when he switched over to water. Come to think of it, I’d hardly ever seen Spencer drinking alcohol, and even if he grabbed a beer he rarely finished it. It only made the night he had gotten drunk seem more out of character for him.

			I found myself wondering again about his family, but then drove those thoughts from my mind. In recent weeks I’d been driving myself crazy thinking about it, and it couldn’t go on like this. At least not tonight: It would soon be Allie’s actual birthday. I should concentrate on that, not on Spencer.

			But I couldn’t help it.

			He’d caught me looking at him several times. Once it was when he was talking to a guy I didn’t know; then there was the time when he was standing in a crowd of girls who were all laughing at something he’d said.

			The third occasion was when he was talking with Kaden and just happened to unbutton the sleeves of his checked shirt and roll them up. He took his time, and I only noticed that he’d caught me staring when he was done. He glanced at me sidelong with a hint of a smile, which made me look down again at my pop.

			Less than a minute later I saw his gray Chucks approaching; he plopped down next to me on the couch.

			“You’ve been staring at me all evening,” he said softly.

			“Really?”

			“I’m pretty sure about it, yeah.”

			“Couldn’t I also be staring at whoever you’re talking to?”

			He bumped his shoulder into mine. “Then you were just looking at Kaden like he was a piece of raw meat.”

			I snorted and hastily took a sip of my pop to avoid having to respond. Looking around the room, I couldn’t help noticing Allie throwing her arms around Kaden’s shoulders and kissing him. God, I wanted to be kissing someone! And I wouldn’t stop there, either. How long had it been since…?

			Wait. For a second I really had to think when the last time with Nate had been. It definitely felt like forever since I’d sworn off sex. I’d turned down every guy who’d asked me out. I’d shut myself off and withdrawn to avoid ever letting a guy get so close to me again. This was the first time I was seriously considering breaking my rule. Not on the emotional level, no way. But physically? Oh, yeah.

			“You look like you might just take Kaden into the next room and do what Chelsea does with Jasper in Chapter 8 of Hot for You,” Spencer said, leaning in close.

			“The desk scene is in Chapter 7,” I mumbled absentmindedly.

			A second later I realized my mistake. It hit me like a ton of lead. After what seemed like an eternity, I turned slowly toward Spencer.

			“Dawn Lily Edwards… I knew it,” he said and smiled almost gleefully. “I’m a damn good detective.”

			Had that just happened? My day couldn’t end this way. Not today of all days. I stared at Spencer wide-eyed.

			His smile deflated a bit. “Dawn, I…”

			I stood abruptly and with mechanical steps crossed the living room to the kitchen. Supporting myself on the counter, I took several deep breaths. Everything was tight in my chest, as if a fist were clenching inside.

			“When we were at my place, you said a few things that I didn’t understand,” came Spencer’s voice from behind me.

			I turned toward him. My breathing was jagged, and I hated my body for losing control so easily.

			“You had no right to—”

			“No right to what? To Google the names ‘Chelsea’ and ‘Jasper’ because I was curious?” Spencer stepped toward me and I automatically backed away.

			“No.”

			“Okay.” He raised his hands in surrender. “All I wanted to say is that I love what you’re doing. That’s it.”

			“You didn’t tell anyone, did you?” I asked in a panic, my hand clutching my chest.

			Spencer frowned and looked at me darkly. “I’ll pretend you didn’t ask that.”

			“Can… can we please not talk about it?”

			“But, why not?” He looked completely confused.

			“Because it’s private. I don’t want to be judged by everyone.” I clenched my teeth. This was not the night for a mental striptease in front of Spencer.

			He took another slow step in my direction.

			“Does it feel like I’m judging you?”

			“No, but…” My voice was hoarse. I felt totally exposed and ashamed. In my novels I’d used some of my fantasies about Spencer—and now he’d read them? This was the worst, most embarrassing thing that had ever happened to me.

			“If you had any idea what went through my mind when I read it, you wouldn’t look at me that way,” he said, stepping closer so I had to lean back to look up at him.

			“I’d rather not know.”

			His smile quirked into something wicked. “I don’t believe that, either. If you only let me, I’d do all those forbidden things that Jasper did with Chelsea. Starting with the shower scene.”

			I swallowed. “But that scene is at the end.”

			“I’ve always preferred to start behind and work my way forward.”

			We looked at each other for a moment and slowly my breathing steadied.

			“Who made you feel like you should be ashamed of your work?” Spencer asked suddenly.

			“Everyone has things they don’t want to talk about. And you know that better than anyone,” I snapped.

			He blinked while my words sank in. “Okay, I deserved that,” he murmured and rubbed the back of his neck.

			We said nothing for a while.

			How had he managed to banish one of my biggest fears with just one sentence? And why did he have to make it so hard for me to resist him? 

			“Hey, it’s almost midnight, almost Allie’s birthday,” I said and slipped past him, into the living room. I needed to escape the end of a conversation that now seemed inevitable. Because if I didn’t? I was going to wrap my arms around him and hold him so tight we’d both gasp for air.

			“Ten, nine, eight, seven, six…”

			Allie jumped up and down and grabbed my arm so hard, it almost hurt. But I smiled anyway. Her happiness was contagious and I let myself catch it, hoping it would distract me from everything else.

			“… Five, four, three, three, two, one… Happy birthday!”

			Cheers and applause followed as I hugged my friend. I gave her a big hug before everyone surrounded her and made their little speeches. It took a long time for everyone to speak. Finally, Monica handed Allie the envelope with the card from Coos Bay. We watched nervously as she opened it and read the contents. Her eyes grew wider; when she looked up at us all, they were sparkling.

			“We’re going to the coast?”

			“Yup,” Monica said. “Next weekend, if you can…”

			Allie practically crushed Monica in an enormous hug. She then embraced each of us in turn, until she ended up in Kaden’s arms for what felt like a good half hour. Only afterward did she open her other gifts. 

			But I needed to get out of there. It was simply too hard for me to be in the same room as Spencer.

			My fears were shouting at me to run. I wanted him but couldn’t have him. The fact that he was one of my best friends made the situation worse. I knew he had his own problems and I wanted to know them all, but at the same time I feared what would happen if I did. What if… what if my feelings for him got even stronger? Forget it. Even the thought of it scared the hell out of me. I already knew how I’d feel if we lost what we had.

			I needed quiet. Trying to be unobtrusive, I grabbed my jacket and slipped out to the hallway, climbed the stairs, and pushed against the heavy door to the roof.

			The cool air felt good. For a second I closed my eyes. Then I walked across the dark roof, the gritty surface glittering in the pale light of the lamp above the metal door.

			Lost in thought, I sat down on the low wall that ran along the perimeter of the roof. The music from the party below rose up to surround me.

			It was getting colder. But I couldn’t bring myself to go back down.

			The metal door creaked. I didn’t need to turn around to know who it was. His footsteps approached slowly and stopped just behind me. “Please don’t jump.”

			“I wasn’t planning to.”

			“Sorry if I upset you. It’s the last thing I wanted to do,” Spencer said softly.

			I grumbled.

			“We don’t have to talk if you don’t want to.”

			I grumbled again. It was the best I could do.

			“Dawn?”

			“Uh-huh?”

			“Turn around so I can look in your eyes and really be sure you’re okay,” he asked, in a tone that made me shiver.

			I lifted my legs from the wall and turned carefully toward Spencer. He’d been holding his breath and now let it out. He dropped low, squatting to look up at me through his thick, dark eyelashes. His gaze held me captive.

			“I made a mistake,” he murmured.

			Slowly, I let my eyes drift across the planes of his face. “What do you mean?”

			“For months, I asked you to go out with me, thinking I was doing everything right. But you don’t have to do it, if you’re not ready. It’s okay.”

			“You can’t say that,” I whispered.

			“But it’s the truth. I’ll take you any way you’ll let me have you, Dawn,” he whispered back.

			I shook my head. “I can’t, Spence.”

			His eyes softened. “Why can’t you?”

			My breath was shaky. “Because you’ll hurt me.”

			Now it was his turn to shake his head. Very slowly, he raised his hands up and placed them on my thighs. It felt warm and strong. It tingled like crazy. Something in me melted.

			“What we’ve been doing for months, this constant back and forth, this uncomfortable distance—that’s what hurts.”

			He was right. Every time we saw each other, it took everything I had just to look away. To keep my eyes from lingering. To keep myself from touching him.

			“I won’t hurt you. I couldn’t, because you won’t let me. Remember?” he said in a husky voice, as his hands slid up my thighs to my waist. He pushed under my jacket and caressed my torso until I caught my breath.

			“You can do what you want with me,” he said softly, stroking down my sides with his fingers.

			And back up again, until goose bumps spread over my body. Suddenly he grabbed me tighter and pulled me toward him so I sat on the inner edge of the low wall.

			“The only thing is, you have to do it soon, because I can’t take it much longer.” He clenched his teeth; it seemed there was more he wanted to say, but he held it back.

			I couldn’t breathe, but this time it had nothing to do with fear. My need to fall into his arms was overwhelming. And this was the night—this was the one time—when I would finally do what I wanted. What we wanted.

			Bending forward, I brought my face close to his. Spencer’s eyes widened and he held his breath as the distance between us narrowed. Finally my lips were nearly touching his; only a breath separated us.

			Spencer bridged the last millimeters between us and kissed me. His lips were warm and inviting, but also cautious. His arms rested against my sides and he circled his hands around my back. I let my hand glide over his shoulder, pulling him closer. Spencer let out a deep groan. I drew his lower lip between my teeth and bit lightly, trying to tip him over the edge.

			That was all it took.

			He pulled me closer, and wrapped his arms tighter around me. Our tongues met and now I was the one groaning.

			Spencer’s hands moved up my back; he stroked my neck as if it were something precious and curled his fingers into my hair. He pulled me even closer, deepening our kiss. My senses were overwhelmed. His lips, his tongue, his smell. All of him, all of me.

			God, he felt fantastic.

			All my hesitation and fear had evaporated. I could finally touch him the way I’d longed to since we first met. My hands moved over his shoulders, so strong and firm. I clutched them briefly and then slid my hands down across his chest. Spencer placed a hand over mine.

			“Feel that?” he asked.

			His heartbeat pounded against my palm, and a stupid grin spread over my face.

			“Like a little mouse,” I said, tracing a line along his chest with my finger.

			There was a dangerous sparkle in his eyes. His pupils were dilated and I felt his breath on my lips.

			It was unclear who kissed whom this time. All I could feel was his mouth on mine… his body… and the deep moan that rumbled in his chest when I opened my lips for his tongue. While the first kiss was over far too quickly, this time we lingered.

			I drowned in him.

			He kissed me so intensely, with such concentration, I thought I might never stand up again—my knees were like rubber. He slowly stroked my neck with his thumb and ran his fingers through my hair, brushing it away from my face. His lips extinguished all my thoughts. There was only room for the burning heat that his touch kindled.

			Time had stopped. I had never been kissed like this before. It shook me deep inside, and I needed a moment to come up for air, because I was sure that if I didn’t, I was going to drown in the sensations that were singing through my body. 

			I opened my eyes.

			Touching his cheek, I realized his skin was cold. 

			“You okay?” he asked.

			“You’re not wearing a jacket.”

			“Jackets are overrated.”

			“Aren’t you cold?”

			He chuckled and pressed his lips to my neck. “Not any more.”

			“Spence.”

			“I know what you want to say, Dawn. But wild horses couldn’t drag me away from this rooftop if we have to go back to the way it was before,” he said firmly, and ran a finger down the length of my spine. I shivered, and not from the cold.

			“We can go someplace where we can be alone. And where it’s a little warmer,” I suggested, trying to sound casual.

			His lips were glued to my skin. But he pulled back and stared at me in amazement. “Hell yeah!” Standing, he wrapped both arms around me and lifted me off the wall as if I weighed no more than Spidey. “Wrap your legs around me, Babe.”

			With flushed cheeks, I gave in to his request and crossed my legs behind his back.

			“Fantastic. Let’s go,” he said, carrying me across the roof.

			As he did, I watched the joyful expression on his face, and felt an overwhelming desire to kiss him again. I wanted to explore his mouth, taste it, and find out what made him lose control, what made him moan and sigh. I never wanted to lose this incredible feeling that he brought out in me.

			I hadn’t felt this alive in ages.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 18

			The drive to Spencer’s place seemed to take forever, though he only lived about ten minutes away by car.

			As I followed him into his house I realized that this felt so normal. Familiar. He seemed to feel the same way. He removed his jacket and shoes and put them both in the closet. I watched his every move and completely forgot to take off my own jacket until he held out his arm expectantly. There I was standing there like an idiot in my warm jacket, watching him undress.

			I started fiddling with my zipper; it got caught on the fringe of my scarf and I muttered a curse under my breath. I yanked on it sharply, only stopping when I heard something tear.

			Suddenly Spencer grasped my hands. “Can I help?”

			I nodded slowly.

			With an easy smile he lowered his eyes and let go of my hands. Seconds later he’d opened the zipper. Then he slowly stroked my arms and looked me in the eye again as he brushed the snagged bit of scarf off my shoulder.

			Oh. My. God.

			My throat was dry, and my pulse was racing the way it had on the roof. The fireball in my belly was back, too.

			Spencer hung up my jacket while I slipped off my shoes.

			Then he stepped close again. His eyes were fixed on my lips.

			One hand pressed into my back. In a single motion Spencer pulled me close.

			“I’ve been wanting to kiss you for months, Dawn. And now that you’ve opened the door, I can’t stop.”

			“Tonight, you can kiss me as much as you like,” I whispered.

			“I was hoping you’d say that,” he murmured and lowered his lips to mine.

			I rose to meet him and slid my tongue into his mouth. Modesty was out the window, along with the invisible barrier that had risen between us during the drive. It was like being on the roof again. Nothing else mattered but the two of us.

			Spencer lifted his other hand to my hip. He held me tightly and pressed his kiss deeper. It was amazing what he could convey with a few small movements. At first I’d felt treasured, then infinitely alive, and now I only felt desired.

			He nibbled on my lower lip and I whimpered softly. My body was responding instinctively, and it wanted more. I pressed myself against his groin. A deep noise came from Spencer’s chest.

			With one hand I stroked his back, following the lines of his muscles and finally clutching his shoulders. Our kiss was feverish and hot, and everything that had built up between us over the last few months was finally set loose.

			Boldly, I let my fingers slip under the hem of his shirt. His skin was smooth and hot. Again Spencer groaned, and it was the most erotic sound I’d ever heard.

			He ground his hips against me and I felt his hardness through my jeans.

			I was going to die. Here, now, in his arms. It would be a beautiful, happy death.

			He left a hot trail of kisses along my chin, down to my neck, and pressed his lips behind my ear. I felt his tongue on my skin.

			“Spence,” I gasped and held him tight.

			“I can’t stop,” he whispered against my skin.

			“If you even think about stopping, you won’t know what hit you,” I managed to gasp, astonished by my own breathlessness.

			“What a great threat,” he replied before peeling back my shirt. “Oh God, do I love your body.”

			I caught my breath.

			Spencer scattered a shower of smoldering kisses on my collarbone. His hands held me tight—very tight. As if he had to keep himself from entering forbidden territory.

			But I wasn’t about to tell him he was trespassing. Not anymore.

			I pressed my hands against his chest. For a second he looked panic-stricken, but when I raised one hand and stroked his cheek, his desire returned immediately. Then I lowered my hands to the hem of my shirt, and without breaking eye contact, I pulled it over my head.

			He drew in a breath. “What’re you doing?”

			I dropped my shirt to the floor. “Removing obstacles?”

			He exhaled through his teeth. “You’re killing me, Dawn Edwards.”

			“And you’re killing me. At least we’ll both die happy.” I had no idea what we were doing here but it sure felt great.

			Spencer’s eyes grew even darker. “Damn it, Dawn.” And his hands were back on me.

			Something molten burned through me and set my body trembling. Spencer anointed me with a perfect blend of kissesgentle caresses with his lips drifting into feverish intensity, and when his fingers briefly slipped under the waistband of my jeans, I shivered. He noticed and let his hands wander upward until they were just below my breasts. He stroked my rib cage and traced the lines of my body as if he’d been studying me for years.

			More: I needed much more from him.

			I slipped my hands under his arms and gently tugged. He followed my wordless request and let his mouth wander upward. When he reached my face he took my chin between his fingers and tilted my head back so he could kiss me senseless. Our tongues met again, and I sighed in his mouth. My body arched toward him, and at the same time I reached for his shirt buttons. But my hands were shaking too badly to open them.

			“Let me,” Spencer whispered gruffly, raising his hands to his collar. His hands weren’t shaking at all. With quick, easy motions he opened one button after the other, all the while keeping his burning gaze on me.

			My eyes were practically glued to his skillful hands. I’d never seen anything hotter. 

			“You look like you’re going to drool,” he said after he’d popped the last button open.

			“Shut up,” I muttered with a quiet laugh, letting my hands slide under his shirt. Carefully, I peeled it off his shoulders, stroking every inch of skin. His shirt joined mine on the floor, and I paused to drink in the sight of him.

			Spencer was well-built. His skin was tan even in winter, and it looked as smooth as it felt. His pecs were defined and he had a firm belly that tightened under my gaze. With my eyes, I followed the little trail of dark hair that disappeared under the waistband of his jeans, and I swallowed hard.

			Gently, I touched his chest, resting my hand over his heart for a moment. Spencer grabbed me by the hips and lifted me into his arms. I wrapped my legs around his waist as I bent over him, kissing his neck and the indentation beneath his collarbone, enjoying the effect of my touch on his breathing.

			“I’ve been wanting you for so long. I don’t want to ruin it by…” He fell silent.

			I held his face in my hands and stared into his eyes. “What we’re doing now feels like the opposite of ruining.” I lowered my head and kissed the corners of his mouth. “This feels wonderful,” I whispered, kissing his jawbone. “So does this.” I pressed my lips against his and enjoyed the feel of him as I guided our kiss.

			When we broke away from each other this time, his eyes were nearly black with desire. His self-control hung by a tiny silk thread. And I wanted to cut it.

			Slowly I leaned forward and sucked Spencer’s earlobe between my teeth. “I want you, Spence.”

			He had no further objections. He dug his hand into my hair, pulled my head down and kissed me deeply. Holding me in his arms, he started to walk. Our kiss didn’t end until Spencer walked into a floor lamp, which tipped and fell with a loud clatter. Laughing, I buried my face in his throat and stroked his back.

			He carried me up the stairs.

			Once we were in his bedroom, I let go with my legs and slid down his body. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Spencer to even take notice of the room. 

			His hands were still on my waist and his eyes were burning with an undeniable hunger. I grabbed his right hand and guided it to the back of my bra.

			“You really are trying to kill me,” he blurted out.

			“And here I thought this would make you happy,” I responded, caressing the muscles on his stomach. I had never imagined Spencer having such a great body. Never thought that my skin would jump when it touched his, or that a simple caress would be enough to send my pulse racing.

			With one hand, he opened my bra. Nestling his head against my shoulder, he murmured into my ear: “you have no idea.”

			Seconds later he’d lowered the straps from my shoulders. Immediately, my nipples hardened, and I held my breath. His hands made their way over my body, trembling ever so slightly before he rested them on my breasts. He exhaled quickly, paused, and began to caress me. My breasts were generous enough, especially since I’d started taking the pill, but Spencer’s hands were big, too—and judging by the pace of his breathing, he liked what he felt. He took my nipples between his fingers and gently rolled them. I gasped and a jolt of desire coursed through my body. Clasping him tightly, I closed my eyes and submitted to his torture. When I felt his tongue on my neck, my knees went weak.

			Dazed, I looked around and saw his bed a few feet away. Almost driven by blind desire, I guided him through the room until his knees met the mattress. Gently, I pressed down on his shoulders and he followed my silent command, sitting on the edge of the bed without letting go of my breasts. He looked up at me with a dangerous grin and dreamy eyes. “I hope you realize that I’m never letting you go.”

			“Deal,” I whispered, returning his grin. Slowly, I stepped back and let my hands sink to my jeans; I undid the button and slid my pants down my thighs before stepping out of them.

			Spencer kept his eyes on mine; I was glad he didn’t look too closely at my legs; I had some scars that I didn’t want to think about just now. Spencer just looked into my eyes, even as he hooked a finger into my panties.

			It almost seemed like he was trying to find the point where I’d stop him. But I wasn’t going to. He slid his hands under the elastic of my panties and pulled them down. I was burning for his touch.

			“I’m still waiting for you to say ‘no,’” he gasped, and grasped my thighs from behind.

			“I’m standing here naked and you think I’m going to pull back?” I stroked his arms and shoulders, wanting to feel all of him, wanting to take the heat from his skin into my own body.

			“I know what I said, but I want you to know that you can stop me, okay” he said. “We can stop any time…”

			I leaned over and pressed my lips against his. At the same time, I reached for his belt and opened the buckle.

			“That’s a good answer,” he murmured into my mouth. He stood up and I helped him remove his jeans.

			The rustling sound as they fell to the floor sent an excited tingling through my body. I slid my hands around his hips and pulled him close. His laughter made me tremble and was so contagious that it made me laugh, too. God in heaven, why did all this make me so happy?

			Again, Spencer lifted me effortlessly and laid me down on the bed. His arms encircled me; his outspread fingers were against my back and he pressed me firmly against his body. I could feel his erection through the thin material of his boxer shorts and rolled my hips against him. A guttural moan escaped his lips.

			“Do that again,” he said, roughly.

			Instinctively I pushed against him once more, finding exactly the right spot to increase the fluttering sensation in my belly. He felt so good. Everything about him.

			He suddenly dropped his head and crashed his mouth to mine. Our teeth met and our tongues danced together. I let my hands wander over his body, feeling his muscles and clinging to him. I pressed into him and returned everything he gave me. It was wonderful but still not enough.

			Feverishly, I reached down and grasped his hardness through his boxers. Spencer hissed as he drew in a breath and pressed his forehead against mine. Letting my hand slide down his shaft, I took in his dreamy expression. Softly, I worked my fingers under the waistband of his boxers and pushed them down. He breathed out audibly and rolled away from me so he could remove them more easily. Then he turned and opened the drawer of his nightstand. Stroking his back, I heard the rustling of a wrapper in his hands. He rolled back to face me again. His weight pressed me gently into the soft mattress as he positioned himself above me. He looked down at me, drawing his fingers through my hair and brushing a few strands from my forehead.

			“Is everything okay?”

			I kissed him gently. “Better than okay.”

			He laughed and warmth washed over me.

			My pulse racing, I reached down and held him, guiding him between my legs and pushing him toward my center.

			Never looking away from my eyes, Spencer entered me. His gaze was burning but his movements were slow and deliberate, almost cautious. He was big, and it took a moment before I could breathe again. It was as if he could read and understand every movement of my body, because only after I took another breath did he push deeper. Once he was in me, up to the hilt, he stayed there, still, for a moment. He let out his breath slowly, haltingly.

			He rocked his hips gently and let out a low groan. Burying his face in my shoulder, he licked my neck and lightly bit my skin. My heels dug into the mattress and my pelvis arched upward. The movement caused him to brush something inside me and I gasped.

			I was tingling all over and an enormous energy was building inside me. He felt so good. So good.

			“I knew it,” whispered Spencer suddenly. He propped himself up on one arm and looked into my eyes. As he pulled partway out of me I immediately missed the feeling of his filling me completely.

			“What?” I whispered, my hands wandering up his back until I reached his shoulders. I pressed my fingers hard against him, wanting to feel him close again.

			Spencer pushed back into me, this time more forcefully. I moaned and leaned my head back.

			“That we would be fantastic together,” I heard him say. He pressed his lips briefly against my throat. “You and I.”

			Hearing him say this with such confidence made me lose what little restraint I had left. I wrapped one leg over him and, with a hand in his hair, pulled him down to me. My lips caught his moan, and I arched toward each thrust, pulling him even deeper inside. 

			My hands slipped from his shoulders to his chest before I dug my fingers into his arms. His muscles twitched under my touch and he thrust even harder.

			I gasped. “God, Spence.”

			As I groaned his name his movements became urgent and his breath irregular. I stretched myself against him and kissed his throat.

			It hadn’t been clear to me before how much I’d longed for this. But now it couldn’t be denied. I wanted Spencer with a force that took my breath away. And even though he was inside me and holding me tight, it still wasn’t enough.

			I clutched at his back as he bit my shoulder. Whimpering, I let my hands slide down his back. I felt hungry and uninhibited, and I’d never felt so good. Something enormous was rising in me.

			My back arched and my breasts pressed against Spencer’s body. His deep groan filled the room; his pounding grew faster and his next kiss was fierce and wild. His loss of control was beyond any of my fantasies. I clung to him as everything around me dissolved. I melted and the world blurred in a rush of colors.

			“Dawn. Dawn.”

			He said my name like a prayer as he thrust deeply into me. I held him tightly as he shuddered. One last time his hips ground into mine; then he sank onto my breast.

			Our racing heartbeats blended together—it was hard to tell them apart. Actually, everything was blurry. My brain was submerged in a fog.

			“Wow,” I whispered. I stroked Spencer’s naked back, writing our names on his sweaty skin.

			He finally propped himself up on his elbows and looked down at me. His cheeks were flushed and his lips swollen. He looked even better than before, if that were at all possible.

			“We should’ve done that a long time ago,” he said, and the corners of his mouth turned upward.

			“Maybe you’re right.” I gently touched his lower lip. When I looked up, his blue eyes had already darkened again.

			“I should probably just stay here so we don’t waste any more time,” he whispered gruffly, moving his hips slightly.

			The sound that escaped me was a mixture of laughter and moaning. Although I would’ve liked nothing better than to wrap my legs around him and pull him close again, I pushed gently against his chest. “Go on.”

			“I’ll be right back,” he said and sat up. “Stay where you are.” But he didn’t show any signs of going anywhere. Instead, he let his eyes caress my naked body until heat started rising in me again. “Oh man,” he murmured.

			Quickly I wrapped myself in the blanket. But Spencer kept staring at me.

			“Go toss that condom, Spence.”

			He laughed—a warm laugh that sent a pleasant shiver down my spine and caused a flutter in my belly. Who would’ve thought we could be so uninhibited together?

			He turned and I watched his butt bounce as he ran to the bathroom. Soon he was back and I welcomed him under the blanket. We lay close together. Naked, sweaty, and alive.

			“You made me pretty happy tonight,” he said.

			“I knew my vagina was good for something.”

			He grinned. “You have a fantastic vagina but that’s not what I meant.”

			I moved closer, to feel his warmth. “I know.”

			“Thanks.” He kissed my forehead. “Sleep well, Baby.”

			With these words he brought me back to reality.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 19

			It was early morning when I tiptoed downstairs and gathered my things. My hands were shaking as I pulled my shirt on. I felt awful. My stomach was in a knot, my limbs were heavy and felt somehow foreign.

			What had happened between Spencer and me had been beautiful. No doubt about it.

			Sleep well, Baby.

			What a cruel joke that those three words were enough to undo me. One glance at my inner thighs was enough to trigger a wave of nausea. What an idiot I was to believe I could ever leave my past behind.

			Sleep well, Baby.

			Why? Why did he have to use the same three words that Nate had said every night in bed? Why had Spencer’s kiss on my forehead sent me tumbling straight back into the past?

			Spencer could hardly know what he’d triggered in me. And yet he’d shaken me to my core.

			He wanted a relationship, a serious one. But that was the last thing I wanted. To fall asleep in his arms, spending the night next to him and waking up together—it was more than my mind could handle. It was too much. And I couldn’t handle the pressure.

			I had tricked myself. Because no matter how beautiful last night had been, I couldn’t give him what he wanted. In fact, I planned on never having another relationship again. The fear of getting hurt was just too great. No way was I going to set myself up for that—for the feeling that I couldn’t exist without someone, that someone would have the power to destroy me. That’s exactly what Nate had done.

			I found my bag on the kitchen counter and then ran to the closet. Hurriedly I pulled on my shoes, threw my scarf around my neck and put my jacket on without zipping it. I just wanted to go home. Walking toward the door—I froze.

			Spencer.

			He was leaning next to the front door, arms crossed.

			“What the hell, Dawn?”

			A lump formed in my throat. I kept swallowing but it just got bigger.

			“I’m sorry,” I finally announced and moved toward the door.

			Spencer stepped in my way and forced me to look up at him. “Why?” he asked quietly.

			A cold sweat broke out on my neck and my stomach twisted. I started digging my fingernails into my palms. I needed to feel that stinging on my skin, had to concentrate on it—not on the burning behind my eyes.

			“Sorry you were about to sneak out right after we slept together?” Spencer continued. “Or maybe that you’re treating me like I’m a cheap, one-night stand?”

			I looked down at my shoes. Everything was blurry.

			“Please, just let me go,” I blurted out.

			“Baby, look at me.”

			I shook my head and squeezed my eyes shut. Even when he took my chin in his hand and tilted my head back, they stayed closed. I was too ashamed to look him in the eye.

			His palm caressed my cheek. I kept hoping the floor would open up and swallow me at any second. My eyes were burning, everything in me hurt, and I could hardly breathe because I was trying so hard not to cry.

			“Dawn, it’s me. You can talk to me. If you want to go home, just tell me and I’ll drive you. Just like always. We don’t have to be this way: You didn’t go home with some random guy. You went home with me.”

			My hands flew to my face and I sobbed.

			Without saying another word, Spencer pulled me close. Ignoring my protests, he wrapped his arms around me. In spite of myself, I fell apart. Hot tears ran down my cheeks and landed on his bare chest.

			For months I hadn’t really cried. Now I couldn’t stop. It sounded like I had an incurable case of the hiccups and my nose was running, which was unfortunate considering that Spencer was holding me and wearing only his boxers. His chest was wet with my tears and snot but he didn’t seem to care: He just held me tight and rubbed my back. His arms were strong; it felt like he was putting back together what had broken apart. Eventually he picked me up and carried me into the living room, softly dropping me into my favorite corner of his sofa. He disappeared briefly into the kitchen, returning a moment later with a box of tissues and a glass of water.

			“If you lose that much fluid, you have to drink,” he said, sitting next to me.

			Grabbing some tissues, I wiped at my eyes and blew my nose. For God’s sake, when would these tears stop? I felt like a leaky faucet.

			Spencer handed me the glass of water and waited until I’d taken a few sips before taking it back and setting it down. Then he went over to the other end of the couch, grabbed a wool blanket and spread it out over me. How could he be so nice to me after I tried to sneak off without even saying goodbye? It made me cry even more. Even though I didn’t want to. It seemed to take forever for me to calm down.

			“Do you still want to go home?” Spencer finally asked, twirling the fringe of the blanket in his fingers. I looked up at him and shook my head. He smiled, cautiously. He still looked worried, but relieved I wasn’t planning to leave him just yet.

			For a while we just looked at each other and I began to realize that I’d been acting foolish. This was Spencer. My Spencer! I didn’t need to run from him just because he’d said something that Nate used to say. Spencer wasn’t Nate.

			I was always asking him to talk about his family’s problems, but at the same time I wasn’t telling him what was bothering me. I had to be honest. He deserved the truth.

			“You called me ‘Baby.’” My nasal, stuffed-up voice would have sent anyone else running, but Spencer was just watching me patiently, waiting for me to continue.

			“Nate… Nate always called me that, and kissed my forehead before we closed our eyes.”

			Now Spencer’s eyes grew darker. “Sweetheart…”

			“I know you’re not Nate. I know. But still… he hurt me so badly that something inside me broke. I’m not just saying it. It’s the truth.” I grabbed another tissue and pressed it against my nose.

			“You never told me what exactly happened between you,” he said after a pause.

			“Not even Allie knows the whole story.”

			“Why not?”

			I shrugged. “Because it’s not a nice story. I wanted to leave it behind me.”

			“That doesn’t work if you bury it all deep inside you,” he said, leaning his head against the back of the sofa and looking up at the ceiling. “The past has a way of hanging around until you deal with it.”

			“You’re very wise, Spence.”

			He tilted his head to the side so he could look at me. “I was hoping that would get you to talk to me.”

			“We’re both losers when it comes to talking about our feelings.”

			“There’s still hope.”

			I picked at my cuticles before finally leaning my head on the sofa as well, mirroring his position. Looking into his eyes, there was nothing more separating us—not what we had done together, not the fact that I was still terrified of getting involved. We were just two friends, alone, together, where no one was guilty.

			“We were married.” There, I’d said the three words that not a single friend in Woodshill had heard from me.

			“We got married six months after graduation. It was a little party with our relatives and a handful of friends.”

			Spencer’s fingers reached for the blanket fringe close to me. It almost seemed like an invitation.

			“We saved money for a house and started planning a family right away. Nate got a good job at his stepmother’s company, so we started… trying to get pregnant. Going to college was not part of my plan at the time. Can you believe it?” I asked, shaking my head. “My plan was already to make a living from writing; I was going to give up my job in Dad’s workshop as soon as I could earn some money with my stories. We’d been together since we were 13. Marry young, have kids young. That had always been our dream. It’s hard to picture it now, but back then… I was so happy. Everything was going just the way I’d hoped it would.” I bit the inside of my cheek and wiped the tears from my eyes. “We went on a weeklong honeymoon, and right after that I went camping with my dad. The weeks before the wedding were so busy, thanks to all the preparations and then the move to our first apartment. There was no time to be with my dad, so we wanted to fully enjoy our camping trip. But then the weather turned bad. So we came home three days early. Dad brought me home. It was early evening, raining cats and dogs; I’ll never forget it. I walked into our apartment, hauling my bag, and that’s when I heard it: a loud scream coming from our bedroom. My cell phone was already in my hand, and I was about to call the police when the screams turned into moans. I remember walking toward the bedroom door, slowly opening it and seeing him on the bed. With another woman. Naked. He was…” I tried to blink the images away. “He was fucking her. Our neighbor. In our bed. Three weeks after our wedding. While we were trying to start a family.”

			“Goddammit,” Spencer blurted out. His hand tightened to a fist on the blanket, his knuckles white.

			“They didn’t notice me,” I continued softly, rubbing my chest. “I couldn’t move; I don’t think I even blinked. Months later, the scene still repeated itself like a movie in my brain. You can’t imagine how horrible it all was. I was trapped in my body as if paralyzed, watching them screwing. She… she was so unbearably loud that he covered her mouth when she came.”

			Spencer let loose a flood of curses.

			“By then, I had to throw up. I ran into the bathroom, and Nate found me gagging over the toilet. He was naked, and I just couldn’t stop puking,” I whispered. “He sent Rebecca home and changed the sheets. When I came back into the room, he was just sitting there. I was so mad, Spence, that I… started hitting him.”

			“He deserved much worse than a beating,” he growled.

			“No, you don’t get it. I beat him so badly that I split his lip open. If he hadn’t stopped me I might have…” I pressed my lips together and fell silent.

			Spencer inched his hands toward my lap. Again I ignored his invitation. It didn’t feel right to touch him now.

			“Nate told me that the thing with Rebecca had been going on for a few months. I was almost sick again because we… we’d still been…” My arms flopped in the air.

			Spencer breathed in sharply.

			“My first worry was whether I’d gotten a sexually transmitted disease from them. And then I worried about possibly being pregnant, since I was feeling so nauseated.” A bitter laugh escaped me. “When I asked him why he had done it, when our relationship was so happy, he just shrugged. He had no answer for me. And that was it. Six years, a marriage, and my plan for my life. Everything destroyed within a few hours.” Tears were streaming down my cheeks again.

			I’d never told anyone about it before. Well, of course Allie and Scott knew that Nate had cheated on me and that I’d wanted to get the hell out of Portland—but this was the first time I’d told anyone the whole story. What Nate had done. That I’d caught him in the act and that we’d been married. It hurt so much to say it out loud. That someone I’d loved so much, someone to whom I’d given everything—from my first kiss to my virginity to the promise to spend my life with him—and that it hadn’t been enough. That it was somehow impossible for someone to love me.

			I was ashamed, and it hurt, and at the same time I was furious at myself for feeling this way.

			And yet it was a relief to tell this all to Spencer. Hopefully he understood me better now.

			“I can’t believe he did that to you, Dawn. It must have been so hard to get back on your feet.”

			I nodded. “It was a shock. I felt numb and at the same time in so much pain that I couldn’t breathe; everything in me had broken. Forget about sleeping in our bed ever again! I booked a hotel room. And there was no way I could let my dad see me in that state.”

			“I hope your dad let Nate have it.”

			My eyes opened wider. “No. Dad doesn’t know about it, and that’s how I want it to stay.”

			Spencer sat up straight. “What?”

			“My father thinks we parted on good terms. I didn’t want him to worry.”

			“You can’t be serious, Dawn!”

			“It’s better this way, believe me. My dad’s been friends with the Duffy family for years, and I didn’t want to destroy that by telling him his son-in-law’s an asshole.”

			He frowned.

			“Your… last name isn’t Duffy,” he said after a pause.

			Slowly I shook my head. “Not any more.”

			“Okay,” was all Spencer said. He stared at my hand as if he were looking for a clue that I used to wear a ring.

			“I wanted to have the marriage annulled, but in Oregon that’s only possible if you were under eighteen at the time of the wedding or if there were other serious problems, like a forced marriage or discovering the bride and groom are related,” I continued in a soft voice.

			Spencer grunted. “I’ve heard that before.”

			“Your parents?” I asked.

			He looked up und nodded. “They love to talk about their work. You pick up a lot of info that way.”

			I bit lightly on my lower lip. It had taken so much effort for me to open up to Spencer, but at the same time I obviously had to do it. I needed him to understand that my constant rejections of him weren’t done for the fun of it.

			“When we met… it was only four months after my divorce.”

			He looked up again, and I had to clear my throat.

			“I vowed never to get involved with anyone that way again. And then you stood there with your beautiful hair, wearing that stupid shirt, and you smiled at me so easily… That was just unfair of you!”

			The beginnings of a smile played on his lips.

			“The day I found Nate out, I lost part of myself forever. Love and happy endings are a thing of the past for me. Been there, done that. I mean, Nate and I were in love. And still, look what happened. So now… I can’t trust anyone ever again.”

			Now Spencer looked totally serious. “That’s why you wanted to leave.”

			Cautiously I reached out and stroked the back of his hand. “I’m sorry… Your words reminded me so much of Nate, and that memory was like a bucket of ice water.”

			Spencer turned his hand over and interlaced his fingers with mine. “Do you still love him?”

			“No,” I said firmly. “But the months after our breakup were the hardest in my life. I was so numb that I couldn’t even eat… Only my writing kept me going. When I wrote, I felt something. Otherwise, I was like a zombie. It was strange; somehow my feelings were shut away during the day, but at night I would wake up breathless and sweaty.”

			“Good grief, you should have talked to someone.” He squeezed my hand.

			“Yeah, but who? Nate and I shared the same circle of friends. And of course, they all heard that I was in a bad way and felt sorry for me at first. But at some point I also realized that they were less in touch with me and were hanging out with Nate and Rebecca instead. Eventually I lost contact with them completely.” I huffed out a sigh. “After walking in on Nate, I stayed at a hotel for three weeks; eventually I pulled myself together and went home to my dad and told him that Nate and I had separated. At first he couldn’t believe it. When I explained that it hadn’t worked out, that we’d married too young, and that our marriage had been a big mistake, he believed me. It had been much the same for him and my mom; I knew this and made use of it. I moved back in with him and, together with the Duffys, we looked for a divorce lawyer. My memories of everything we had to sign and discuss are pretty vague. I put on a smile and repeated the same story to anybody who cared to ask… 

			Nate cooperated. Of course, it was very convenient for him to hide the real reason for our separation, to pretend that we were best friends who’d made a stupid mistake. It turned out to be pretty easy to get the divorce. The process went quickly because we had no shared property and no… no children.”

			Spencer gently stroked my hand. “You weren’t pregnant?”

			I exhaled. “No, I wasn’t.”

			“How did you deal with it?” he probed.

			Swallowing, I looked down at our hands. “I didn’t. I lost control of myself, my life, my future. True, I had a high school diploma. But that wasn’t going to get me very far. My life had been turned upside down, and I didn’t know…” Tears filled my eyes again. “I didn’t know how things could ever be okay again.” The words stuck in my throat, and my free hand lay on my thigh—on the spot where my scars were, under my jeans. “One night, I even hurt myself.”

			Spencer’s expression froze. “Dawn…”

			“Just once,” I said quickly. “I only did it once. I… just needed to know that I could still feel something.”

			I couldn’t look him in the eye. Sometimes I couldn’t even bear seeing my own reflection when I stepped out of the shower and saw my scarred thigh in the mirror.

			“Dawn,” Spencer whispered again.

			“I’m ashamed of it.”

			He looked tortured, as if he wished he could have been with me then, to stop me from making such a mistake.

			“Looking back, I’d like to shake myself. I really lost it. I was so weak.” My words came out in a whisper.

			“You don’t need to feel ashamed, Dawn. Just promise me that the next time you feel that way, you’ll talk to someone. Come to me or go to Allie. If you want, I can even give you the number of my therapist.”

			He pronounced these words so casually, as if it were nothing unusual. I swallowed.

			“I’ll never do anything like that again. The sight of blood woke me up. It snapped me back to reality; I realized that I had to change my life.”

			“So you came to Woodshill.”

			I nodded slowly. “After three more months in Portland I moved here. It took me that long to regain some confidence.”

			“You’re strong, Dawn Edwards. So strong.” A look of amazement was on his face; did I really deserve it? 

			Scooting closer to him, I saw he had goose bumps on his arms. Without hesitating, I lifted the blanket he’d wrapped around me and stretched it out to cover him as well.

			“Thanks.” Spencer smiled gently, but his eyes were still serious.

			“I can’t give too much of myself to another person,” I whispered, choosing my words carefully. “I couldn’t survive that again.”

			Spencer nodded. Raising a hand to my cheek, he wiped away the tears. 

			“What an idiot I am,” he said suddenly. “I put so much pressure on you, and that’s the last thing you needed. I must have scared you to death.”

			“You’re not an idiot, Spence. Don’t say that.”

			He groaned. “It’s so typical of me. I’m the king of morons. How did you hold out for so many months without slapping me upside the head?”

			“Kaden already did it for me,” I joked, recalling Spencer’s black eye and my sore hand, which I’d aimed at Kaden—and missed.

			There was obviously too much aggression in our circle of friends.

			“I’m so sorry, Dawn. If I’d known all this, I would never have been…” He grimaced and rubbed the back of his head. “Man, I am bad at this.” He swallowed hard, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Before we met, the last thing I wanted was a girlfriend. I only got involved with women who had no expectations. But when I met you…” He shrugged. “I wanted to do everything right: to woo you, to take you out, basically everything in the dating how-to book. You would be my first relationship and I don’t know what I’m doing.”

			“I didn’t know you’d never been in a relationship before,” I said.

			“So far none of my relationships have lasted longer than a night.”

			“You scoundrel.” We were better at joking around than at serious talk. So much better.

			“I didn’t have the time or the patience for anything more. But with you… it’s the first time I wanted something else. I guess I should have done everything the way I used to.”

			“It probably would have gotten us here a little faster,” I replied.

			His brow wrinkled briefly.

			“Do you regret what we did last night?” he asked abruptly.

			Looking into his face and seeing the restlessness in his deep blue eyes, I felt a surge of emotion. 

			“No way,” I said finally.

			Spencer sighed in relief. “And here I thought you were going to say ‘yes.’”

			He smiled, and I tried to smile back. But my face was too sore. Crying for too long did that to me.

			“I would never even think of it.”

			He brushed my bangs from my forehead and tried to tuck them behind my ears, but they were too short and fell right back into my face. A little line of concentration appeared between his dark brows.

			“I meant it when I said I’d take you any way you let me, Dawn.”

			My throat was dry as a desert. His words left me speechless. He said that even after I told him how screwed up I was.

			“You’re one of my best friends, and I don’t want what happened last night to change anything,” he continued.

			“I don’t, either,” I whispered hoarsely.

			He dropped his arm. “Good,” he said, looking pensive. He nodded slowly, as if to himself.

			“Good,” I echoed. “So we’re still friends?”

			“We’re anything you want us to be.”

			Huh?

			“Don’t worry too much about what’s between us. Because there is definitely something and neither of us can deny it,” he said, with his typical clarity. “I know you’re afraid, and it’s hard for you to not obsess over the future. But I think it would be better if you didn’t, and instead tried to do what I do.”

			“And what would that be?”

			“If I think too much about the future I get really nervous. So I take things one day at a time. Every morning I have a new chance to start over. And I use it. That’s what I think we should do.”

			“So you want to act as if we never…?”

			“Are you nuts? Of course not,” he replied firmly. “What I mean is that you shouldn’t worry too much about it, if it bothers you. But you also shouldn’t get too worked up if it happens again.”

			Oh. Oh.

			I swallowed hard and felt the heat rising in my cheeks.

			“Because as far as I’m concerned, it could,” he continued, his voice softer now. And his expression wasn’t tinged with compassion, but with something else. Something deeper, full of promises and memories from the night before. Something that sent a prickling sensation through my stomach. How was that was even possible after my breakdown?

			We stayed that way for a while on the sofa, curled together under the blanket, with Spencer’s confidence, my insecurity, and his unspoken proposal hanging in the air.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 20

			It felt strange to go back to my dorm. Everything had changed. Not to mention I was totally exhausted, partly due to the night of sex with Spencer, but even more to my crying jag. Hell, I must have used up my tear quota for the next five years. One look in the mirror of the dorm showers confirmed my suspicion that my face resembled a blotchy tomato.

			Under a hot shower, I tried to turn off my thoughts. I needed time to process the previous night. When the hot water started to run out, I turned it off and stepped out, drying myself before slipping into my pajamas. Finally, I remembered to turn on my cell phone and read the five texts from Allie that had come during the night, asking where I’d disappeared to and why I hadn’t said goodbye. She punctuated her last message with a sad smiley face.

			I answered that there had been so many people surrounding her that it was nearly impossible to reach her. It was a pretty lame excuse, but now was not the time to be creative. I desperately needed some sleep.

			I rolled myself up in my blanket like a burrito, and closed my eyes. No thoughts, no feelings, just quiet—and the heaviness of my tired limbs.

			I didn’t wake up until Sawyer came home. She kicked off her boots, which hit her dresser with a bang.

			“Oh, sorry. I didn’t know you were sleeping,” she said, as I sat up and rubbed my hand over my eyes.

			“No problem,” I responded, followed by a yawn. “What time is it, anyway?”

			“Just after seven,” Sawyer answered, slipping off her leather jacket.

			Cautiously, I took stock of myself. After sleeping all day, I felt calmer and more clearheaded than I’d been when Spencer dropped me off.

			Sawyer looked at me again. Tipping her head to the side, she frowned. “You had sex,” she blurted out.

			“How the hell can you tell?” I responded, pulling my blanket over my shoulders.

			Sawyer just grinned. “I felt the vibrations. And since you’re not denying it, I’ve got all the evidence I need.” She plopped down on her bed. “Was it good?

			I sighed. Of all questions for her to ask right now, just when I was trying to avoid thinking about it. Because if I did think about it…

			Images of Spencer appeared in my mind’s eye: his body tensed over mine, his hand twisted in my hair…

			“Oh, God,” I groaned and buried my face in my hands, falling back into my pillow.

			“Oh, don’t worry about it, Dawn. The first time after a long drought is usually not great.”

			My pulse had quickened and I tried hard not to picture Spencer’s naked, sweat-drenched body.

			“It actually wasn’t bad,” I murmured.

			Sawyer’s bed creaked as she got up and came over to me. She sat down on my bed, leaned against the wall, and crossed her legs. “I’m all ears.”

			“Who says I want to talk about it?” I asked, looking at her.

			“That’s the advantage of having a roommate, isn’t it?”

			“What? Having someone get involved in my sex life?”

			Sawyer nodded. “Yup. And I’ll return the favor and tell you all about mine.”

			“Not that I want you to,” I mumbled to myself, which earned me a punch on the shin. “Ouch.”

			“You deserved that. Now spit it out. Who were you with?”

			I kept silent, still trying to suppress the growing warmth in my belly. It didn’t feel right to talk about it with others before figuring things out for myself.

			But Sawyer didn’t give a damn about that. “Was it that guy who practically had a breakdown when your class presentation bombed?”

			“Isaac? No way!”

			She examined my expression closely. “Don’t tell me it was Spencer.”

			My eyes quickly focused on the ceiling.

			Sawyer gasped. “Really? I thought you didn’t want to get involved with him! I had the impression he was coming on too strong for you.” It wasn’t an accusation, just honest surprise.

			“Actually, he was. But then… it just happened. We kissed, and then somehow we couldn’t stop,” I admitted.

			“So are you friends with benefits now?” asked Sawyer. “Or does he want a real relationship?”

			I’d been writing erotic stories for years now, but the expression “friends with benefits” made me blush like mad. What was wrong with me?

			“Judging by how you look right now, he’s sent you running.”

			“No, not at all,” I responded.

			“So what is it then?”

			“He kind of suggested starting out casual,” I said, clearing my throat. “But indirectly.”

			“What exactly did he say?”

			“Something like, I shouldn’t get worked up if something more happens between us. And that I shouldn’t think about the future, if it scares me too much.”

			She nodded slowly. “Isn’t that exactly what you wanted?”

			Turning over on my stomach, I leaned my chin on my hands. “I’m not looking for a relationship. But still… it can’t be that easy.”

			“Why not?”

			I shrugged. “Well, how do you manage it? I mean, are there unspoken rules or something? Can you just… have sex without any expectations?”

			Now she understood. “Okay, so if a guy expects more from you after sex, definitely don’t sleep with him.” She scootched a bit lower and leaned her head back against the wall. “Just because you start something casual doesn’t mean that you’re obligated to do more. To me, it sounds like Spencer simply wants to enjoy the moment with you because he knows you’re not ready for anything else. He’s taking what he can get.”

			I’ll take you any way you let me have you.

			She was probably right.

			“You were in a relationship for so long that you don’t even know what the possibilities are, Dawn,” Sawyer said with a grin. “Casual affairs can do you a lot of good. For example…”

			Then she told me in great detail what she’d been up to the night before. It seemed she’d broken her vow of celibacy and was out hunting again.

			Later that evening I dug Watson out of his bag. When life got complicated, writing down my thoughts usually helped me sort things out.

			After yesterday’s bad review, I avoided looking at the forums online. Instead, I opened a new document—a fresh, clean page—and typed out anything that came to mind: all those tangled thoughts and feelings. I kept on going, with music playing in my headphones, and let everything out. Several thousand words later, I stopped.

			A new story had been born.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 21

			Nolan twisted his hair into a knot and fastened it with two pens that he borrowed from Blake’s pencil case.

			“Much better,” he said as he took some printouts from his briefcase. “Now, I read your assignments. While many of you would like to work for publishers or other companies, I know some of you dream of being able to live off your writing,” he began, sauntering toward our table circle.

			Yes, table circle. Today he’d asked us to sit cross-legged on the tables.

			“If that’s what you really want, then you have to learn how to deal with criticism. Today”—he handed Blake his assignment—“I’ve torn you guys to shreds.” He handed the next sheet to Paige.

			Her blue eyes widened and swam with tears when she saw the sea of red ink scrawled in the margins.

			“For much of your career, you’ll have to respond to unfair criticism.” He handed Everly her paper.

			The second she looked at the page, her smile disappeared.

			As for me, I’d enjoyed the assignment. In general, I really liked the fact that Nolan pushed us to take on topics that meant something to us, and I’d really put a lot of myself into this assignment. So I, too, was shocked by the red slashes and comments on the paper he returned to me. It felt uncomfortably similar to reading that harsh review of my latest book.

			Still, I began to pore over every single comment. Here, my descriptions were too vague; there, my dialogue was not believable; and overall, my metaphors were poorly constructed. I swallowed. This was hard to take. And not particularly helpful, in my opinion. All of Nolan’s comments seemed a matter of personal taste.

			Frowning, I read on until I reached his final remark:

			Next time, I’d like to see fewer complicated sentences. Otherwise: well done. Keep it up!

			He’d pulled one over on us. I raised an eyebrow and looked his way.

			“Ready?” Nolan asked us, with a clap.

			A murmur of approval came from our small group.

			“How did you feel about my comments?”

			Nolan slid off his desk and walked over to our circle. He sat down on Everly’s table.

			“You can see on my face how I felt,” Everly said, avoiding Nolan’s eyes.

			He patted her briefly on the shoulder, in a gesture of support.

			“And you, Dawn?” he asked, turning slightly to look at me.

			My mouth suddenly felt dry, as all eyes turned my way. I swallowed nervously. “Most of the comments were kind of confusing to me. Usually I have no trouble with your feedback and always try to incorporate your suggestions.”

			Nolan pointed at me. “Dawn understands the point. I deliberately didn’t write any constructive criticism in the margins. You won’t be able to convince every reader. Some people might even hate your work, no matter how much effort you put into it. I want you to learn how to differentiate between helpful criticism and personal taste. It’s not easy to take criticism. Especially when you’re really invested in your work. The most important thing for you to do is filter out the noise, the harsh words, and to not take the rest of it too personally. Have a look at the reviews of some of your favorite books and you’ll see what I mean.”

			“I’ve actually done that,” Jamie said. “Complete nonsense. The reviewer hated everything I liked about the book.”

			“So what do we learn from this?” Nolan asked.

			“I don’t know, man. That even our favorite authors sometimes get bad reviews and you can’t make everyone happy?” Blake looked at Nolan quizzically.

			“Exactly.”

			Thoughts of last week’s review hit me again. But suddenly I saw it with different eyes.

			“Thanks, Nolan,” I said abruptly.

			He grabbed my hand and lifted it high. “By George, I think she’s got it! Three cheers for Dawn and for the fact that she called me by my name!”

			My classmates grinned.

			This class. It was fantastic.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 22

			The vacation home was a two-story wooden structure with large, picture windows looking out over the cliffs that dropped down to the ocean. The upper story had a long balcony along one side. Downstairs there was a spacious deck with a large table and some chairs, a bench, and a settee.

			On the trip to Coos Bay, my mouth was hanging open the whole time. The day was gorgeous; the sun was reflecting off the Pacific Ocean. Woodshill might be nice, with its lake and valley, but the coast was something else. Huge, foamy waves broke against the steep slopes of the nearby cliffs. A fresh wind whipped at our faces and with every breath I felt more free and relaxed. And we’d only been here for 15 minutes.

			Kaden had taken Allie and me in his Jeep. Spencer had given a lift to Ethan and Monica in his hatchback, and Scott was coming on his own with Micah. When we arrived, Monica was already upstairs in the master bedroom, waving at us through the window with one hand and shading her eyes from the sun with the other.

			When we got out of the Jeep, Allie seemed dumbstruck.

			“It’s so beautiful here!”

			“Breathtaking,” I agreed. We stood together, mesmerized by the view of the ocean.

			“Okay already, come in so we can divide up the rooms!” Monica called down from the balcony, her multicolored hair flying around her face.

			I grinned, and got my suitcase from the trunk of Kaden’s Jeep.

			We walked across the lawn to the front door, which Monica threw open exuberantly.

			“Welcome to Allie’s birthday house!” She extended her arms.

			Ethan stepped up behind her. “Hey, guys.”

			“We have good and bad news,” Monica continued as we made our way into the wide hallway.

			“First the bad,” Allie said, with a frown.

			“Scott and Micah can’t come. Micah’s come down with something and is laid up with a fever. Scott won’t leave him there alone.” Monica draped her arms over Allie’s and my shoulders. “But the good news is, we have an extra room!”

			“Where’s Spence?” Kaden asked from behind us.

			“He’s out shopping so we won’t starve to death. Come on in, I want to know which room Allie’s choosing so we can finally put our things away.”

			Monica gently pushed Allie and me toward the stairway.

			“There’s a room on the ground floor that doesn’t have the best view since the window isn’t facing the water. Spence already claimed that one,” Monica told us as we climbed the stairs. “Since Micah and Scott aren’t coming, we thought that Spence and Dawn could take single rooms so… well, you know. You and Kaden should get the romantic room.”

			Allie looked at me for approval.

			“Fine by me,” I said, smiling.

			Monica showed us the first room. “This one and the next one share the balcony. They’re pretty similar, except that in the other room there are two single beds that would have to be shoved together.”

			“It’s so pretty,” Allie murmured.

			“You want this room?” Monica asked, hooking arms with her.

			“If you’re okay with it, yes.” Going over to the window, she looked out to the balcony. “Wow. I’m never going to get enough of this view.”

			“Then I’ll tell Ethan, so he can bring our stuff to the other room. Only if it’s okay with you, Dawn, to take the room at the end of the hall?” Monica looked at me questioningly, and I waved her on.

			“Of course. Get your stuff—I’ll take the remaining room.”

			She clapped with delight and danced toward the stairs. I heard her go down and call Ethan.

			“So, you’re all set; I’m going to inspect my kingdom now,” I told Allie. “Let’s meet downstairs in a few.”

			She nodded, smiling. Then she threw herself backward onto the huge bed and moved her arms as if making a snow angel. I laughed and walked out just in time to run into Kaden in the hallway.

			“Thanks for letting me sleep with her in a room,” he said.

			“You owe me one,” I responded.

			“Deal.”

			“Then we can listen to Justin Bieber on the way back.”

			“Over my dead body.” With these words he entered his room and shut the door before I could argue.

			Grinning, I pulled my suitcase along the hall to the last room. Opening the door slowly, I looked inside and froze.

			Unbelievable!

			A double bed was pushed into a small niche in the wall. The room might be smaller than the other two, and had no balcony, but it made no difference at all. Going over to the bed, I set down my suitcase. From the bed there was a wonderful view of the ocean. It was exactly as I’d pictured it: the perfect place to do some writing, and luckily I’d brought Watson along.

			I unpacked a bit and freshened up. Then, putting on a sweatshirt, I headed downstairs to the open living room, which was flooded with natural light. Antique furniture filled the space. The fabulous view more than made up for the creaky wooden floors and slightly musty odor.

			Moving on, I opened the door to the kitchen.

			“Oh.”

			Spencer had returned from shopping and was just filling the fridge with food. Hearing me, he turned and gave me a crooked grin.

			“Hey,” he said, shoving his sweatshirt sleeves up.

			“Hi,” I replied, surprised by the slight hitch in his voice. 

			It was just Spencer, I told myself. Nothing had changed. Everything was normal between us.

			Normal. As if that had ever really described our relationship.

			“Hungry? I bought chocolate. And apples. And other stuff on Monica’s list that has to be prepared,” he said so quickly that he sounded just as breathless as I felt.

			“I never say no to chocolate.” I peered into the shopping bag that he was busy emptying. Pretty close to the top was a huge pack of Reese’s. “Oh, you hit the jackpot! You’re the best.”

			I grabbed the bag and tore it open, fished out a peanut butter cup and unwrapped it. Biting off a piece, I sighed. Reese’s were definitely a divine invention. I was about to look gratefully at Spencer, but his expression was quizzical, as if I had something stuck on my face.

			“Did you get a good room?” he asked hoarsely, as he continued unpacking the bag.

			“The one at the end of the hall. Totally cool, with the bed alcove,” I said.

			“I kind of thought you’d like that.” He took the tomatoes that I held out to him.

			“Didn’t you want one of the upstairs rooms?” I asked.

			Spencer shrugged and shoved the vegetables into a drawer at the bottom of the fridge. “Nah.”

			“Why not?”

			“It’s Allie’s birthday, Monica fell in love with the first room, and you’ve never been to the coast before, so I thought I’d let you guys go first.” He said it dismissively, as if it were nothing special. But it was just the opposite. Looking serious, he placed a head of the lettuce in with the other veggies.

			“Please don’t look at me that way,” he murmured, without looking up from his task.

			“What way?”

			He lifted his gaze and looked first at my lips, then my eyes. “As if I were some kind of saint. I’m not,” he said with a frown.

			“You brought me chocolate, you made sure I’d get a nice room. Sounds pretty saintly to me,” I replied, hoisting myself onto the woodblock counter and letting my legs dangle down.

			Spencer put the last things in the fridge and then closed the door a little too hard. I winced and looked at him wide-eyed. He leaned back against the door and closed his eyes. He took a few deep breaths.

			“Spence? Are you okay?”

			He rubbed his forehead with both hands.

			“Yeah, everything’s fine. I just haven’t gotten enough sleep.”

			There was an undertone in his voice that caught my attention. “Did you go back home again?”

			He looked at me silently for a few seconds. And then he nodded slowly.

			I slipped off the counter and went to him, reaching for his arm and gently stroking my thumb over his wrist. “Is everything really fine?” I whispered.

			He shook his head. And his eyes grew darker and more somber than I’d ever seen them.

			Without a second thought, I wrapped my arms around him. Forget my questions or curiosity. I just wanted to banish that sad expression from his eyes. It took a moment before Spencer returned the hug. His arms circled me tightly and he buried his face in my shoulder. He was trying to breathe deeply but his chest was trembling. Shuddering, he gripped my waist even tighter.

			“Thanks,” he murmured into my neck, his words lightly tickling me. My hands moved along his back, in calming, even motions. 

			“I wish I could do more to help.”

			“This is already more than I deserve.”

			Before I could ask what that meant, he let go of me and stood up straight. Footsteps were approaching, and Spencer put on his happy face.

			Kaden appeared in the kitchen doorway. “Feel like going to the State Park?”

			Walking through the botanical garden of Shore Acres State Park was like being in a jungle of flowers. A pleasant, heavy perfume hung in the air, tickling my nose. Wherever you looked, colors shimmered brightly.

			We’d been wandering through the park for an hour. Allie was turning the map over and around, while Kaden and Spencer dismissed her efforts with a chuckle and walked on ahead. Monica was enjoying taking photos of everything while Ethan held her purse. As for me, I went around touching almost every plant in the park, to convince myself that they were real—they were that gorgeous.

			“Dawn, smile,” Monica called out.

			I turned and smiled for the camera. A few clicks later, Monica ran ahead and tried to get Kaden and Spence to pose for a photo in front of a fountain.

			“Dawn, get next to Allie,” she cried.

			“Put that thing away and enjoy the scenery, Monica.” Kaden made a face and crossed his arms behind his head.

			“If you’d smile for the camera, I might.”

			I snuggled between Allie and Spencer and grinned at Monica’s efforts to get Kaden to pose for the camera. It was a pointless undertaking. No one had ever succeeded at it, not even Allie. Instead, he flipped her off.

			“Charming, Kaden,” I grumbled.

			Spencer threw an arm over my shoulder and I looked up at him. He smiled broadly. No one would have known that just a few hours ago he was standing in the kitchen looking as if he’d just had the worst night of his life.

			Noticing my glance, he leaned down to whisper in my ear: “You really shouldn’t look at me so intently, Sweetie. Otherwise, Monica’s gonna be preserving the image of the bulge in my jeans for posterity.”

			“I might want a copy of that.”

			His grin widened and a pleasant warmth spread in me. At least I could make him laugh.

			Monica fumbled with her tripod and then waved Ethan over to us. She set the self-timer and I put on my best smile.

			“Kaden, come on, put your finger down.”

			“Nope.”

			“Kaden!”

			“What are you going to do, rip off my hand—” He was cut off as Allie turned and slapped Kaden’s chest with both hands. He staggered back, clutching at Allie’s jacket, and both of them fell, landing in the fountain. Water shot up all around us, and I shrieked.

			“You guys are out of your minds!” Monica shouted. “Ethan, don’t you dare…”

			“Sorry, Baby.” Then he grabbed her around the waist and tossed her into the water with Allie and Kaden.

			She came up coughing and spluttering. “I’m gonna kill you, Ethan.”

			It wasn’t long before her boyfriend joined them. I couldn’t stop laughing, but Monica looked like she was about to explode, her face was that red. I was about to turn to grab the camera when Spencer grabbed my elbow.

			“We don’t want to be spoilsports, do we?”

			“Don’t even think about it, Spence,” I said, trying to wrench my arm away.

			But Spencer pulled me close and wrapped his arms around me, lifting me up in the air.

			“Put me down! I’m going to kill you, I’ll bite and scratch…”

			“Your threats are kind of a turn on, Dawn,” he said, undeterred. And carried me right into the fountain with our friends.

			Immediately I wrapped my legs around his hips and clung to his shoulders, to avoid touching the water.

			“Put me down!”

			“I would but you’re choking me,” croaked Spencer. I loosened my grip a bit.

			“Don’t be that way,” Allie chimed in.

			Of all people, Allie! Traitor.

			“I only have one pair of shoes with me, you idiots!”

			It was out of the question to let go of Spencer. He was my life preserver in a sea of fools.

			“You know you wouldn’t change us,” he said. And let himself fall backward.

			I wasn’t prepared for that. As if in slow motion, we landed in the brackish water. From the hips down I was completely submerged. Spencer popped his head up seconds later and shook his dripping hair out of his face.

			My eyes were squeezed shut but some drops landed on my chin. “You’re completely out of your mind.”

			He laughed and wiped his face. Then he clapped both palms on the water like a splashing child. His eyes sparkled as I wiped the water from my cheeks—it only made everything worse. And out of the blue, I felt a desire to kiss him. All I had to do was bend over, just a tiny bit. That’s all.

			“In my opinion, Dawn is still not wet enough,” came Monica’s serious tone from behind us. Another wave of water hit me. Great, now my top was wet, too.

			“I don’t think we can let this go unpunished, can we, Dawn?” Spencer asked and his grin got wider.

			His smile was real. All the worry had disappeared from his face and it wasn’t a mask: Whatever had been bothering him, our time together had helped distract him. If that was what he needed, I’d do everything in my power to help him.

			I leaned on the edge of the fountain and stood up.

			“Absolutely not.”

			The next moment we were involved in a serious water fight, which got so bad, we were thrown out of the botanical garden for good.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 23

			My new story was titled About Us, because nothing better came to mind. By now I’d gotten used to it—even liked it, because it was so concise and meaningful.

			Spencer was the inspiration for About Us. This was different from my past projects. Usually, I invented everything in my stories. But this story was… special. Less sexy. Deeper. More honest. It reflected my own feelings and almost functioned as a diary for me.

			The main character was Mackenzie, a literature student, and her best friend Tristan, a freelance artist. Their story takes place over a decade, during which time their friendship is tested repeatedly. Eventually it turns into something more, but it takes a while for Mackenzie to give in to the electricity between her and Tristan. She’s afraid, scarred by her past, and has forgotten how to trust other people. Until Tristan slowly teaches her again.

			It was good that we didn’t have any Internet at the weekend house. Usually I would post something for my readers, a taste of what I was working on, but this time it was different. I felt vulnerable. Perhaps because this narrative voice was totally new for me. I didn’t yet know whether I would ever publish this story. I wanted to keep Mackenzie and Tristan for myself as long as possible.

			Which is why I didn’t take Watson out until I was sure everyone else had turned in for the night.

			A loud ringtone interrupted my concentration. I took Watson off my lap and set him on the coffee table, and looked around for the source of the ringing.

			Right next to the side table where Ethan had left some of his things, a smartphone display was flashing, casting a faint, bluish light against the wall. I moved Ethan’s stuff and immediately felt the urge to cover my ears. The ringing was much too loud, and I tapped around the display for a way to turn it down. I must’ve pushed the wrong button.

			“Hello?” I heard a voice.

			“Shit,” I hissed and raised the phone to my ear. “Um… hello?”

			“Who’s this?” asked a woman who sounded vaguely familiar. A loud crashing sound came from her end of the line.

			The next second the phone was ripped from my hand. I nearly had a heart attack.

			Spencer looked at me angrily, then took a deep breath and lifted the phone to his ear. “Mom?”

			Of course: it was Mrs. Cosgrove.

			“Do you want me to come home?”

			His mother’s voice was fast and piercing; I could hear it even as Spencer moved farther away.

			“Okay. Put me on speaker. No, not where she can reach it.” His tone became authoritative. It sounded like he’d done this many times before. His back and shoulders looked stiff. He was only wearing his boxer shorts and his black hair was mussed—he must’ve already been asleep.

			“Hello, little Olive.” Now he was speaking softly. As if speaking to a shy animal. Soft and deep and warm.

			Again I heard crashing and rattling sounds through the phone. And another voice, but I didn’t understand anything. Just shrill noises.

			“Olivia, calm down. You don’t have to say anything. Take it easy.” Spencer’s tone became urgent. His body was still tense. I just stood by the side table, feeling completely useless.

			“Don’t you remember? I told you yesterday that I’m out of town this week. With friends, at Coos Bay. We visited the State Park today, and in the end we were thrown out. Should I tell you why?”

			This time no sound came out of the phone. So Spencer started to talk about the trip, how Monica and Ethan were making out in the backseat; he added some descriptive sounds. He described the house and the room he’d chosen. And then described our afternoon at the park.

			“And then I wanted to throw Dawn into the water, but she tried to wimp out.” He looked over his shoulder at me, his expression unreadable. “No, actually she’s not a coward.”

			If he only knew.

			“I can understand why she didn’t want to go into the fountain. The water was green and icky; when I took a shower little bits of algae came out of my hair.” He gave a little shiver, and I thought I could hear Olivia’s voice in response.

			But I still couldn’t make out what she said.

			“Someday I’ll take you there and show you the fountain. And the flowers. It was so colorful there; it was impossible to take it all in.”

			There was a pause, during which Spencer waited patiently, drawing deep and steady breaths.

			“No. We’ll leave Dad at home.” He laughed, but it didn’t sound wholehearted. “Mom sent me a picture of the painting you did at school. It really turned out great.”

			His shoulders were still hunched, and I couldn’t hold back any longer. Slowly I stepped behind him. Hesitating for a moment, I then wrapped my arms around his belly from behind. I pressed my cheek against his taut back muscles and breathed deeply. He smelled of sleep and traces of botanical garden.

			At first nothing changed, but then he put his free hand on my arms and leaned back against me.

			Now I could hear Olivia’s voice. She spoke slowly, with lots of pauses. She sounded really young.

			“Sure, I’ll call back tomorrow. But only if you go to bed and stop upsetting Mom.”

			Olivia seemed satisfied with that, because shortly afterward Spencer said, “Good night, little Olive,” and hung up the phone.

			He dropped his arm. Neither of us moved. After what seemed like an infinitely long moment, he detached himself from my embrace and turned to face me. His gaze was dark and impenetrable, but his smile was soft.

			“Do you want to be alone?” My voice was barely audible.

			He shook his head slightly.

			“Okay.”

			His gaze traveled down to my mouth and became even darker. Instinctively, I stood on my tiptoes, put my hands on his cheeks and stroked them with my thumbs. Spencer leaned his forehead against mine and closed his eyes. And that’s how we stayed until his breathing calmed. Carefully, I leaned forward and pressed my lips against the corner of his mouth. Spencer tightened his grip on my hips. I kissed the other corner of his mouth before placing my lips fully against his. Just for a second, and lightly. When I began to pull back, he growled softly and dug his fingers into my skin. Then he pulled me close. His tongue parted my lips and there was nothing timid about his touch. He put both hands under my thin shirt and moaned as he felt my skin.

			It seemed he didn’t want to be by himself or talk; he just wanted to blow off steam. And I was fine with that.

			I separated myself from him and reached for his hand, leading the way into his room. Once inside, I let him pass me and then closed the door behind us.

			It was dark. At first, I could only make out Spencer’s silhouette, but gradually my eyes began to adjust. Without thinking much about it, I pulled off my top and dropped my shorts to the floor. Then he was standing right in front of me, taking my hands and holding them above my head. He pressed his body against me and I felt his firm chest against my skin. My nipples hardened instantly. He grunted and lowered his lips to my throat, just as I bent to kiss his chest. I let my teeth slide over his collarbone and sucked his skin between my lips. He tasted freshly showered, clean and warm.

			Spencer released my hands and ran his fingers through my hair. He tilted my head back so he could kiss me deeper. In each touch I felt his despair, understood what was going on inside him without his having to say a word. Every urgent kiss was revealing. I could almost taste his pain and sorrow.

			I reached out and gently pulled on the waistband of his boxers, letting my hand slip inside and down to his hot erection.

			Abruptly, he drew back. His chest grazed mine, his breath was jagged. “Dawn, I can’t think straight right now. If you go on like this, then…” He gasped as I let my hand glide up and down.

			“I want you to forget everything,” I whispered.

			He emitted a tortured moan. “Then you’re doing pretty well.”

			He braced himself with one hand on the door. With each touch from me, he arched his pelvis forward. I kept going until he had to muffle his moaning against my neck. The next moment, I had pulled his boxer shorts down. He stepped out of them and drew me close. Limbs entangled, we stumbled toward the bed, only pausing for Spencer to grab his wallet from the nightstand and dig out a condom. In no time, my panties lay on the floor, and he was pulling me over him.

			“I want you on top of me,” he whispered.

			At this moment he could have asked me for anything, and I would have given it, gladly. His member was pressing against my opening, and I gasped. I wanted him, at least as much as he seemed to need me. Slowly I lowered my hips, bit by bit, without taking my eyes off his face. Even in the dark, I could see his eyes shining. Spencer threw one arm around me and with the other hand he cupped one of my breasts. I gave a soft whimper and pressed my hips down farther. He started stroking my breast and then kneaded it gently. Instinctively, I lifted up a bit and then let myself sink back down on him. He was so deep inside me—I could barely breathe.

			Spencer grasped me tightly around the hips and helped me find a rhythm. With my every downward motion, he lifted his pelvis upward until he suddenly touched that very special spot.

			“Oh, God.” I sank my face into his shoulder to avoid making any noise.

			He immediately slid his fingers into my hair and gently but firmly tipped my head back.

			“No. I want to hear you,” he said and all the gentleness was gone from his voice.

			His commanding tone made my muscles contract around him.

			He drew in a breath through his teeth.

			“Fuck, Dawn.”

			I took him deeper inside. This time I didn’t hold back; I let him really hear what he was doing to me. Spencer pressed his fingers into my sides and guided my motions. I surrendered completely to him, letting him go deeper than ever before. Way down inside me, a tension was building that was so strong, it made me see stars. I could hardly breathe, the sensations were that overpowering. He took my nipple between his teeth, lifted his hips again in that particular way, and I flew to the heavens.

			Wrapped around him, I clutched his shoulders as lights exploded inside me. Spencer trembled under my body, pressed his face against my shoulder and gasped my name.

			I stroked his hair and put my other hand on his neck, feeling his heartbeat. I drank in the moment and held on tight. There was nothing wrong with this feeling, nothing scary. This was Spencer. My Spencer.

			I kissed his hair and his cheeks and then tipped his head back to press my lips on his. Our kiss was lazy and full. All Spencer’s tension had evaporated. So had his despair. At least for now.

			We didn’t speak. Not when Spencer let himself sink back against his pillow and pulled me down with him. Not when he wrapped his arms around me and held me. Not when we kissed again, building force into a storm. We didn’t speak as we tumbled together again, this time Spencer taking me from behind. The only sound in the room was our breathing, the sounds of our bodies moving together and my moans, which I tried to muffle in his pillow this time, lest I wake up the entire house.

			We still said nothing when I stood up in the middle of the night and got dressed. Spencer sat up and pulled me to him one more time. He played with a strand of my hair, which just a short while earlier had been wrapped around his fist. I was about to speak when Spencer shook his head and kissed me softly. I left his room and disappeared into my own.

			The rest of the weekend passed like a dream. We all got out and explored, walking until our feet were sore.

			Monica, Ethan and I took turns cooking. Kaden and Allie seemed so much in love that I would’ve gotten sick of watching them if I hadn’t adored them. And Spencer… was Spencer. His anger and depression had lifted. He cracked jokes and made everyone laugh. Gradually I came to accept his happiness as genuine. This was what worked for him. It was better than spending the whole time brooding about what was happening back at home.

			While our friends were around, nothing had changed between us. At least that’s what we let them think. We fooled around and tried our very best to ignore the electricity between us. But as soon as the others had withdrawn to their rooms and we found ourselves alone together, all bets were off.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 24

			Our bungalow in Beaverton had always been home. Since I could remember, the little gray house with the white wooden balcony was my escape. That had changed when I came back after the debacle with Nate. Sure, it was still my home. But it felt different. The cheery pink walls seemed to laugh at me. As did the many photos of Nate and me, pinned to my bulletin boards. I swept through my room like a tornado and ripped them all down. Everything that had to do with Nate landed in a huge pile, which I would have preferred to burn. But I had to keep up appearances for my dad, and a blazing bonfire would’ve raised questions.

			Today, I pinned up pictures of my new friends from Woodshill on my two corkboards. We looked pretty damn happy, and a wave of gratefulness overcame me. I’d never expected to get in with a group of friends so quickly.

			Our trip had been a total success, though my legs were still sore thanks to Kaden. He could have been a personal trainer—like a drill sergeant who yelled at you when you thought you couldn’t take it anymore. Not an experience I was eager to repeat any time soon.

			But maybe my sore muscles were more to do with what Spencer and I had done after hours. While we’d kept a good distance from each other during the day, we’d jumped on each other at night, as if we both hadn’t gotten any for years. At first I was skeptical that a “friendship with benefits” could actually work, but it did. And pretty well, at that. Even better than “pretty well.” Spencer was just… amazing.

			“Looks good,” came Dad’s voice from behind me. “It’s been a while since you updated those boards.”

			“True.” I hadn’t given it much thought. I used to cut and paste things together all the time. But I’d lost interest in colorful, cheerful things after my divorce. Whenever I had scissors or craft paper in my hand, my mind would return to the thank-you cards I had planned for our wedding gifts.

			Dad draped an arm over my shoulder as if reading my thoughts. We walked back to the living room together.

			“Dawny, I wanted to tell you something else, and I hope it won’t upset you.”

			“Oh, God, what happened? Dad, don’t tell me you’re sick.”

			“Actually, I just wanted to tell you that I…” He cleared his throat. “I met someone.”

			A sigh of relief escaped me, and I jabbed an elbow in his ribs. “Dad, that is fantastic news! Tell me everything!”

			“C’mere, sit down,” Dad said, pointing to the living room couch. He let me take a sip of his homemade lemonade and sat beside me.

			“Okay, so how did you meet? And what’s her name?”

			“Her name’s Maureen. We met at the workshop. She had ordered a built-in closet, and while I was taking the measurements, something clicked between us.” Dad’s cheeks had turned pink.

			It was so cute!

			“And how long has it been going on?” I asked.

			“About a month and a half. I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure it was something serious.”

			My smile went from ear to ear. “Oh, Dad. I’m so happy for you! Now tell me about Maureen. Everything about her, from A to Z.”

			Dad sipped from his glass. “Well, I was thinking it would be nice for you to ask her yourself. We’re having dinner with her and her daughter tonight.”

			“What? Dad!”

			“I’m sorry,” he rushed to say. “I didn’t know how to tell you on the phone, so I kept putting it off, and now… she should be here any minute.”

			“For heaven’s sake, Dad! You can’t just make plans like this without warning me. I’m basically in pajamas,” I said, looking down at myself. It was true: I’d grabbed the first thing I found in my dresser. Today was laundry day. That meant I was wearing leggings and an oversized shirt. My hair was loosely braided and several strands had come out. 

			As if on cue, the doorbell rang and I froze. I’d driven home because my class had been canceled and I thought Dad and I could hang out together. I hadn’t known I was going to be meeting my future stepmother.

			My father stood. “Please be nice to them.”

			He left me there while he hurried to the front door.

			With a rough gesture, I rubbed my face and dearly hoped I wouldn’t make things worse.

			Through the hall came the sound of the door opening, and then the voices of women. I got up as the three of them came closer. Dad entered the room first; just behind him was a stunning woman with short, black hair.

			“You must be Dawn,” she said, approaching me with a smile.

			“And you must be my new mother,” I joked, and regretted it right away. 

			To my relief, Maureen laughed heartily. And hugged me. Only after she released me did I see her daughter.

			Hold on a second.

			“Everly?”

			“Oh, thank God! I was just about to freak out,” she said and practically leapt across the room to me. We hugged.

			“Wait—you know each other?” Dad asked. He hadn’t sounded this nervous in ages.

			“Yeah, we have a class together,” I said.

			“What a small world.” Maureen looked back and forth between Everly and me.

			“You have my blessing,” Everly announced.

			When Maureen gave Dad a shy smile and he returned it, relieved, I instantly knew I was going to like her.

			Over an Asian buffet, between wontons and duck tempura, I found out everything about Maureen and Everly. Maureen was working for a nonfiction publisher and Everly wanted to follow in her footsteps; like me, she wanted to write for a living. The conversation was easy and it felt as if we’d known each other for ages. Gradually, Dad also warmed up. He obviously wasn’t used to being with more than one woman at a time, but he did really well. 

			“I think they’re really into each other,” Everly whispered, as Dad and Maureen went to the buffet for refills.

			“I’m glad. It’s been so long since Dad had a girlfriend. I even tried to find a date for him a couple of years ago. Not a good idea.”

			Everly laughed. “Yeah, same here. It’d be great if they stayed together for a while.”

			I returned her smile and looked back at Dad and Maureen, who were still in the buffet line. I was about to turn my attention back to Everly when something in the corner of my eye caught my attention. A head of brown hair.

			Everything in me froze, and my heart skipped a beat.

			“Dawn? Are you okay?”

			I barely heard Everly. My eyes were fixed on Rebecca. Rebecca, who was laughing heartily.

			And then I saw Nate.

			It felt like a punch in the stomach—painful, violent, and nauseating. All the air was knocked out of me, and breathing was impossible. Time stood still, like it had more than a year ago when I’d caught them together. And just like then, I couldn’t look away.

			As if he had felt my gaze, he turned his head in my direction. His smile froze.

			Instinctively, I slipped under the table, bumping my forehead in the process. For a moment I saw stars.

			Shit. Damn, fucking shit.

			“What’re you doing down there?” Everly hissed.

			I was paralyzed by shock. Nate had spotted me. What if he came over?

			It hurt so much to see him. To be in the same room with him. I couldn’t breathe. I had to get out of here.

			“I don’t know what happened. She just…” I heard Everly say to Dad.

			Before I knew it, Dad had crawled under the table on all fours. Wide-eyed, I stared at him. Everything looked blurry and my head was throbbing like crazy.

			“Dawny.” He took my hand and squeezed it. “Should we go home?”

			I managed to nod. With Dad’s help I crawled out from under the table and paid no attention to what was around me, concentrating only on my footsteps, Dad’s arm on my shoulder, and the quick-witted Everly and Maureen, who’d gathered my stuff and followed us out.

			All I could do after that was lie on my bed and stare at the ceiling. It was just after 8 p. m. when we returned from our catastrophic dinner out. I had excused myself from Everly and Maureen and then hid in my room, where for the last 15 minutes I’d been staring at my cell phone display. Spencer’s name cast a glow, and my finger hovered over the “call” button. On one hand I didn’t want to talk, but on the other hand I wanted to feel like myself again. My friends, and Spencer in particular, always made me feel better.

			After taking a deep breath, I put my finger on the screen. His number rang for a while, and I was about to hang up when he answered.

			“Hey,” he said breathless.

			“Am I interrupting?” I asked immediately.

			“No, I’m just out on a run. What’s up?”

			Closing my eyes, I listened to his footsteps on the sidewalk.

			“Nothing,” I said after a pause.

			Now his steps stopped. “What’s wrong?” he asked gently.

			“My dad introduced me to his new girlfriend today.”

			“Ah… And?”

			“She’s great. The funny thing is, her daughter, Everly is in the writing workshop with me.”

			“What a coincidence!”

			I took a deep breath. “I totally embarrassed myself today, Spence.”

			He waited patiently for me to go on. It was something I really liked about him: He didn’t push. He gave me time. He always gave me time.

			“We went out to dinner and… Rebecca and Nate were at the restaurant.”

			He breathed in between his teeth. “Fuck.”

			“Exactly. I freaked out and crawled under the table.”

			Spencer cursed again.

			“I totally embarrassed Dad,” I mumbled and stared at my other hand.

			“I doubt that. Your father knows you, Dawn. He knows how hard the breakup was for you, even though you pretended everything was fine.” Spencer paused. “Can I tell you my honest opinion?”

			“You should always be honest with me,” I encouraged him.

			“Good. I think you should tell your dad the truth about what happened. It’s totally fucked up. You and your dad are so close. If you never tell him what has been bothering you so much this past year, this secret will be in your way, forever. And it doesn’t matter how it impacts his relationship to the Dursleys.”

			“Duffys,” I corrected him after a pause.

			“Whatever that motherfucker’s parents are called.”

			Now I had to smile. “For some reason it’s kind of cute when you curse.”

			“If that makes me even more irresistible to you, I’ll start doing it more often. How would you like it if I yelled out ‘asshole’ right now?”

			I feigned a moan. “That would be totally hot.”

			He yelled it so loud that my ear was ringing. “How was that?”

			“I thought you were out on the street.”

			“I am. One woman just fainted, a man just nearly ran me over, and all the children within a five-mile radius have just added a word to their growing vocabulary. Tonight their parents will come looking for me with torches and pitchforks.”

			“What a hero.”

			“I do what I can,” he replied, and I detected a grin in his tone. “When will you be back?”

			“I wanted to come back tonight.”

			“Should we meet up tomorrow?” Spencer asked.

			My heart sped up. “Gladly.”

			“Cool.”

			“I agree.”

			“If you’re okay with it, I’m going to keep running. The unconscious woman just passed me and I can’t bear the shame a second longer.”

			“Sure. Sorry I kept you so long.”

			“Cut the crap, Dawn. You can always call me if something’s on your mind. Or if you can’t sleep and feel like having noncommittal phone sex.”

			I sat up with a start. “Spence!”

			“Just saying.” He grinned.

			Well, I couldn’t see him grin, but I could hear and somehow even feel it. A dangerous warmth spread through my chest and my heart made a strange leap.

			“See you tomorrow, Sweetie.”

			“Till then.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 25

			Dear Dawn,

			I think you attached the wrong file to your email. Instead of sending me the assignment I gave you, you sent the first chapter of a romance novel. I doubt that was intended for me, am I right? Well, of course I looked at it briefly anyway. You have a real talent for exciting dialogue and tension between protagonists. Great! If you like, I’d also be happy to give you more detailed feedback on the style and your narrative perspective. But I’d still like to get the correct document from you.

			All the best,

			Nolan

			No. No, that couldn’t have happened!

			Quickly, I clicked on my outbox and checked the message I’d sent to Nolan that morning.

			Oh my God.

			I’d actually sent him the first three chapters of About Us. And I’d sent my test reader Nolan’s homework assignment. Impossible, but true.

			Could I please be struck by lightning right now? I pounded my forehead on the counter and cursed immediately because it hurt.

			“What’s the problem now?” Sawyer asked, huffily.

			I was visiting her at her new job at the steakhouse. 

			“I sent my professor the wrong attachment,” I explained.

			“Naked photos?” Sawyer asked and started polishing one of the glasses on the sink.

			No, not naked photos, but at least one sexy scene in which Tristan and Mackenzie had danced together rather erotically. And he had whispered suggestively in her ear.

			Oh, God, I’d never be able to set foot in the writing workshop again, let alone in the university. I’d have to transfer. And move away. Probably to Portland, where I would run into Rebecca and Nate every single day.

			“Aaargh.” Again I lowered my forehead to the counter.

			“Don’t be that way,” Sawyer said. “Show me.”

			Before I knew it, she had grabbed Watson and turned him around.

			“Okay, now I understand how you feel. But on the other hand…” She scrolled through my draft, and I didn’t stop her.

			By now I’d given up trying to stop her. So far she’d been really cool about the fact that I wrote erotic lit. She’d even read two of my novels and said one of my protagonists had really turned her on. It was one thing for me to read such reactions in reviews and messages online. In real life, hearing this made me turn bright red, despite the fact that I was actually pleased. Besides, I was getting really fond of Sawyer. She was better than okay.

			“Look, there’s not even a sex scene in here, Dawn,” she said and pushed Watson back toward me. “Stop talking yourself into thinking that what you do is somehow dirty. If you keep on like this, I’ll hide raw eggs in your bed and photograph you secretly when you lie down on them.”

			I pressed my lips together to keep from grinning. “Okay. Sorry.”

			She gave me a nod. “Next time just be careful what you send. Problem solved. Except… Is your professor hot?”

			“What does that have to do with anything?”

			Now Sawyer raised one eyebrow. “You have a lot to learn, Dawn. Seriously, you really shouldn’t have to ask such a question, as a sexually active person.”

			I put my glass down on the bar. “Sexually active? How old are you, sixty?”

			Sawyer grinned. “Aren’t you seeing Spencer later?”

			In a flash I turned red. “We’re just cooking together.”

			“Mhm. Cooking.” She tossed me another look that made my cheeks blaze even hotter.

			“You’re impossible!”

			“I hope you and your kitchen are ready for me!” I said as Spencer opened the door for me that afternoon.

			He had on a white shirt that made him look tanned, and dark jeans covered with white smudges, which told me he’d been working on a sculpture. He looked me up and down, and when his eyes settled on the load of shopping bags in my hands, he gave me one of his big grins.

			“What the…” He stepped aside and I headed past him, straight into the kitchen, where I set the bags on the counter.

			Then I took off my jacket and hung it in the closet. By the time I got back, Spencer was already unloading the groceries.

			“What are we making?”

			“Pasta primavera” I said, standing next to him.

			“That sounds kind of sexy.”

			I looked at him sidelong. “What the hell is sexy about pasta primavera?”

			He briefly glanced at me, then looked back into the shopping bag and smiled. “The way you say it. Pretty sexy.”

			It was hard to come up with a good answer to that, so I just shook my head and placed the zucchini and eggplant in Spencer’s capable hands. I turned up the flame on a big pot of water and started chopping onions and garlic.

			While the onions were browning in a frying pan, I stole a look over Spencer’s shoulder, or actually along his right arm. “Can you dice instead of slice?”

			“Of course.”

			Standing next to him now, I surveyed his earlier work. “And the eggplant a bit wider.”

			He saluted me with the knife. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Spencer was a very good sous-chef. He handed me the utensils I couldn’t reach and didn’t get in my way. Gradually I added ingredients to the sauce. I let the vegetables sauté, then tossed in the tomatoes. There were no spices—Spencer only had salt and pepper.

			“Actually, we should be putting a whole bunch of different spices and fresh herbs in here,” I mumbled while tossing another pinch of salt in the pan.

			“I’ll make sure to have a supply of fresh herbs and spices here from now on. In case you come by more often and feel the sudden need to abuse my kitchen,” he quipped.

			“This stove is here to be used. We shouldn’t let it go to waste.”

			I put the salt back in the cabinet and, standing on tiptoes, rummaged around in the little containers on the shelf. There was a small brown container with some tablets in it, but before I could grab it, Spencer’s arms were on either side of me, his hands pressed against the counter.

			“Need help?” he asked, his breath tickling my neck.

			The hairs on my arm rose up; everything in me felt charged with electricity. It was amazing how he could do that without even touching me.

			“Spence.” My voice sounded breathless.

			“Hm?” he murmured, this time closer to my ear. His lips brushed my throat.

			“The sauce,” I croaked.

			“Yeah.” He nibbled my skin, and I sighed. Then he sucked underneath my ear.

			Oh my God.

			“Stop.”

			“Mhhh.”

			“I came here to cook with you, not to be distracted by you.”

			His smile tickled my throat. “But I like to distract you.”

			I turned to face him. He still held me trapped between his arms. His eyes were dark and I recognized the glowing desire in them.

			“Don’t look at me that way,” I whispered.

			His mouth twitched and he closed his eyes. “Okay.”

			He stroked my sides and let his thumbs run across my ribs just under my breasts. He leaned forward and pressed his entire body against mine.

			Sauce or Spencer, what should it be? Spencer or sauce? Feeling his body against mine, I started to melt. And the decision was not so difficult after all.

			I raised myself on my toes to meet his lips and opened my mouth to deepen our kiss. Spencer curled one hand around the back of my neck and pulled me closer; his tongue slid into my mouth and rubbed against mine. A shower of sparks enveloped me and he caught my sigh in his lips. It was as if he held all my senses in his hands. He could do whatever he wanted with me—I wasn’t capable of resisting.

			With one hand behind my neck, Spencer placed his other hand on my lower back and held me tight. Heat spread through my body, and with it a tingling from head to toe.

			Panting, he detached himself from me but only molecules separated us. He kissed a trail along my jawline. I savored his touch until the suspicious smell of something burning hit my nose.

			“Oh, shit!” I tore myself away from Spencer and rushed to the stove, turning it off and lifting the pan from the burner. I stirred the sauce and assessed the damage: Luckily, only a few veggies had burned. I spooned the rest of the sauce into a bowl while Spencer drained the noodles. He insisted that we hadn’t ruined the meal, and tried to reassure me.

			This time we ate at the table instead of our usual spot on the sofa.

			“Heavenly. Just heavenly,” Spencer said, his mouth full. He pointed his fork at me: “You’re a total goddess, Dawn Edwards.”

			We talked about the university and our courses. Spencer said he wanted to go hiking again this summer with Kaden. But a real camping trip this time, with a tent.

			After dinner we cleared the table together. But Spencer wouldn’t let me near the sink. “Whoever cooks doesn’t clean. Just keep me company.”

			That was a rule I could live with. I told him about Nolan and the wrong attachment, even though I had to bury my hot face in my hands, and Spencer laughed so hard he splashed his shirt with the scrubbing brush. He wanted to know exactly what Nolan had written and didn’t stop teasing me until I’d dug my cell phone out of my pocket to read his email out loud.

			But when I opened my email, I was distracted by several new messages. Including a review that I couldn’t resist opening, curious as ever.

			Bad decision. The first line made my heart sink.

			I should’ve turned the phone off and forgotten about the nasty words on the screen. But it didn’t work. I was frozen in place, my eyes fixed on the display.

			“What’s up?” Spencer asked, frowning.

			A few deep breaths helped slow my pulse. “Oh, nothing really. Just a bad review. That’s all.”

			“How bad?” He leaned over and pulled my phone toward him so he could read.

			“Bordering on assault,” he murmured in a monotone. “Stupid… trashy literature… buyer beware.” Spencer paused and stared at the display. He swallowed several times. His whole body seemed tense.

			Then he strode out of the kitchen without a word.

			“Spence?”

			He just looked back over his shoulder and beckoned me to follow. Taking the steps two at a time, he headed upstairs to his bedroom, where he dropped down on his desk chair and turned on his computer.

			Confused, I stood in the doorway. “What are we doing here?”

			Spencer waved me over without looking up. “C’mere.”

			Slowly, I crossed the room to his desk. The last time I’d been up here I only saw Spencer, not the decor. Like the rest of his house, this room looked as if an interior designer had been given free reign: smoky blue walls, olive green curtains, and a sandy-colored rug on the dark wood floor.

			Now at his desk, I leaned my hands on the back of his chair and looked around while the computer booted up. There were slips of paper and sketchbooks covering every available surface of the desk.

			A photo of Spencer and his family caught my eye. It was the first time I’d seen Olivia. She was cute. Even though the picture was already kind of old, and she was pretty young—maybe seven or eight years old—she was strikingly similar in appearance to her brother. She had the same dark hair, and the same deep dimples when she laughed. In this picture Spencer wore an annoyed expression, torn jeans, and oversized Johnny Cash shirt. It looked like he would rather have been elsewhere and that he couldn’t wait to get away from the people standing next to him.

			“With her humorous writing style, D. Lily not only manages to make me laugh, but always makes me wish I could marry one of her protagonists.” Spencer’s voice rocked me back to the here and now.

			“In this work, the author has managed to take me to a world where everything is possible,” he continued. “I am currently going through a difficult time, and her novels—especially Tame Me—have helped me distract myself. So a huge thank you to you, D. Lily, in case you read this.”

			“Spence, stop it,” I whispered.

			“Ms. Lily, where can I find a guy like Jasper? I’ll pay you!” Spencer turned to me with a grin, grabbed my wrist and gently pulled me between his legs. I had no choice but to sit on his lap. Then he turned back to his computer.

			“You see that? Dawn, what you do means something to them. You give them something to hold on to. Something that lets them escape their everyday life and makes it better. You show them that they can be strong and brave, too.”

			My eyes were burning, and I looked down at his keyboard.

			“Whoever wrote that negative crap, don’t let it get you down,” he continued, kissing me on the neck. “There are so many people out there who love your work. And that makes me pretty proud.”

			I stared at Spencer and opened my mouth to answer him. But nothing came out.

			All I could do was wrap my arms around him and bury my face in his shoulder.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 26

			Tonight we were hanging out with the crew at Allie and Kaden’s place. First, we watched the new Avengers film, then ordered pizza, and played some Mario Kart. Kaden’s mom had sent him his old Nintendo 64, and the game cast a pleasant, nostalgic feeling over the evening.

			It turned out Spencer was much better than me at pretending that nothing had happened between us. Whenever I thought he wasn’t watching I’d sneak a look at him. Things had gotten much worse since he’d taken such good care of me. The more I told myself not to want him, the stronger the temptation was. It was like going on a diet: the stricter the rules against eating candy, the more you wanted it.

			I could hardly take my eyes off him, could hardly hear anyone else speaking to me. And whenever our eyes met, Spencer smiled slyly, as if he knew exactly what was going on inside me.

			It was a long evening.

			Finally, Spencer offered to take Scott and me home. On the way, I stopped counting how many times our eyes met in the rearview mirror.

			When we stopped at Scott’s, I got out with him and hugged him goodbye. He looked at me a bit too long, then looked over at Spencer, sitting behind the wheel.

			“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Scott said, before hugging me again and bounding up to his apartment.

			Shoot. Scott really had a good nose for when you were hiding something. If he’d picked up on what was going on between Spencer and me, I’d have to be much more careful. Things were good the way they were. I didn’t want to change things by sharing it with the world.

			Getting back into the car, I felt Spencer’s eyes on me.

			“Everything okay?” he asked.

			“Great,” I replied and looked out the window as he turned the corner.

			The drive didn’t take longer than one James Morrison song.

			The car pulled to a stop, and I didn’t dare look over at Spencer.

			“Thanks for the lift,” I mumbled and unbuckled my seatbelt.

			Before I could grasp the door handle, Spencer put his hand on my arm. “What’s up?”

			All I could do was swallow. “I’m just tired.”

			He frowned. “Bullshit,” he whispered and began to stroke my arm. “Tell me what’s going on so I can help.”

			I looked down at his hand, unable to speak as long as his gaze was fixed on me so intensely. It was too much. “You could help me by…” My voice faded to a whisper.

			Writing about stuff? No problem. But to actually tell him I wanted him? It felt worse than writer’s block.

			“Dawn…” was all he said. My name, soft and rough. Then he pulled me close.

			Somehow I ended up in his lap; okay, I did bump my leg on the dashboard but it didn’t matter because he was pressing his lips on mine. Finally, I was exactly where I’d wanted to be the whole evening.

			I buried my hands in his hair, and his moaning went right through me. His hands wandered over my body. Then he grabbed my hips, his fingers clutching at me to hold me tighter. I gasped. It was like my mind was swept clean. No thoughts were there. All I could do was move with him. Over and over, I rocked against his lap. A wonderful pressure built up inside me.

			By now I knew what Spencer liked. His breath hitched when I nibbled his earlobes. He grabbed me tighter when I let my lips wander over his shoulders. When I tugged his hair gently, his kisses became hungrier and his deep moans spurred me on, faster and harder.

			Our kisses were so fevered that I actually forgot to breathe. I leaned my forehead against his temple and gasped for air. Then, carefully I placed my fingers on his swollen lips. His breathing was as heavy as mine.

			“You’re driving me crazy,” I whispered.

			He bit my finger. “It’s a good thing I’m into crazy women.”

			I smiled. “Would you like to…”

			His penis was vibrating.

			Then a shrill ring came from the same place.

			Confused, I looked down. The illuminated screen of Spencer’s cell phone was shining through his pants.

			Before I knew it, I was on the passenger seat again, this time bumping my head on the roof of the car. Spencer cursed and twisted to get at the phone in his pocket.

			The ringtone was familiar, from that call in the vacation house. It was a ring you couldn’t ignore and that promised nothing good.

			“Yes?” He was still breathing hard. Spencer pressed his lips together and his eyes began to dart. “For how long?”

			I reached out for his free hand but before I could touch him he pulled it away. My heart stopped for a second.

			“Okay. No, no problem. I’m on my way.” He hung up, stone-faced. For a few moments it was dead quiet in the car. Spencer grasped the steering wheel with one hand and let his head drop back against the headrest. He forced himself to breathe calmly and deeply.

			“Go inside,” he suddenly said. He straightened up again, shoved the cell phone back into his pocket and started the car.

			“But…”

			“Go inside, Dawn.”

			He wasn’t looking at me, just at the road ahead. His face was stiff and blank.

			“Spence…”

			“Please just go, Dawn!” He turned abruptly toward me with an angry expression.

			“I won’t let you go alone,” I insisted, and buckled my seatbelt for emphasis.

			We stared at each other stubbornly for a few very long seconds.

			Finally, Spencer squinted slightly. “All right.” He pushed the gas pedal so hard that the tires squealed.

			Reflexively, I braced myself against the dashboard. Spencer sped through the streets of Woodshill like a madman, and I fervently wished I’d reacted faster and taken the damn car keys from him.

			He didn’t speak. For the whole ride.

			Spencer did the trip in one and a half hours; it usually took two. I didn’t relax until we reached the driveway of his parents’ house.

			On the way to the door he didn’t even look at me. I understood that it wasn’t about me, but about what was going on inside the house. Still, it hurt.

			I followed him through the foyer, past the abstract statue, the expensive furniture, and up the stairs. This time there was no screeching; the house was surprisingly quiet. It was early evening and the hallway was brightly lit. Again, Spencer’s steps were quick and confident; it was hard to keep up with him. Reaching Olivia’s room, he disappeared inside without looking at me once. It was like I didn’t even exist.

			As if frozen, I stood in the hallway. A murmuring came through the door. By now I recognized the voice of Spencer’s mother, and his father’s as well. And the quiet, slow voice must be Olivia’s.

			I leaned against the wall next to the door to her room and let myself slide to the floor. It didn’t take long for Spencer’s parents to leave the room. Mr. Cosgrove looked down at me, his face distorted with pain.

			“Hello, Dawn,” Mrs. Cosgrove said. I looked from her husband’s face to hers. “Do you want to come downstairs with us?”

			“If it’s okay with you, I’ll stay here,” I said softly.

			Somehow I felt, I don’t know—safer—with only a wall between Spencer and me. I wanted to be near him. As near as he would let me.

			“Of course. Just tell us if you need something,” Mrs. Cosgrove said. Then she took her husband’s hand and led him down the hall to the stairs.

			Time passed. I heard Spencer’s voice and Olivia’s soft sobbing. I pulled up my knees. At some point, Mrs. Cosgrove came back upstairs with a cup of hot cocoa. I smiled gratefully, but had the feeling she needed it much more than I did.

			“Thanks for coming with him,” she said and patted my shoulder. “He probably won’t admit it, but I think it’ll do him good to have someone to talk to about this.”

			With these words, she left me alone again. I stared at the whipped cream and shook my head.

			If she only knew.

			Spencer did talk to me, but not about his family. We talked about everything except Olivia. In the last few weeks I’d forbidden myself from pestering him. It was an unspoken agreement.

			I drank the chocolate and let myself be warmed. My legs were getting stiff and my bottom was sore from sitting so long on the floor, but I didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was that Spencer didn’t have to go home alone.

			It was late that night when Olivia’s door opened again. Spencer’s legs came into view. I looked up at him, unsure of how he was doing now. Of whether he needed me… or not.

			“You’re still here,” he said softly. His eyes were somber. He looked hopelessly tired. Where there usually was at least a hint of a smile, there was… nothing.

			“I waited for you,” I whispered, not wanting to wake Olivia.

			Spencer’s expression was unreadable. Without another word he continued down the hall. I scrambled to my feet, following him. He descended the stairs to the living room to say goodbye to his parents. The atmosphere between him and his father was chilly and there was tension in the air, which his mother tried to smooth over. How much like Spencer she was in this way! Among our friends, he was always the one who tried to make things better whenever there was a problem.

			Mrs. Cosgrove gave me a hug as we got ready to leave. 

			After we exited the house, Spencer stopped for a moment at the curb, crossing his arms behind his head. His eyes were closed and he breathed deeply. I saw his chest rise and sink.

			No way was I letting him drive home. I stood in front of the driver’s side door with my arms crossed until he handed me the keys. He didn’t even have the strength to be annoyed with me. And just like the last time, he closed his eyes for the whole trip. Either he was sleeping or pretending to, but I didn’t care. The main thing was that he found some peace.

			It was nearly 3 a. m. when I pulled up to Spencer’s house and parked. He was already unbuckling his seatbelt.

			“You can take the car home,” he said. “I’ll pick it up tomorrow. Or the day after.”

			Taking the key from the ignition, I shook my head. “I’m not leaving you alone now.”

			Spencer’s mouth opened. He hesitated. “I’d rather you went home.”

			“And I’d rather you stop sending me away all the time.” I leaned over the center console and this time left him no way to avoid me. Placing a hand on his cheek, I forced him to look at me. He seemed nearly overcome with the emotions that he usually kept hidden.

			“You’re always giving, Spence. I’m not going anywhere until you’re feeling better,” I said softly but firmly.

			“I want to be alone now. What’s so hard to understand about that?” he replied coolly.

			“Why?”

			He frowned. “Because I don’t deserve your comfort, Dawn.”

			“Why do you say that?” I asked, in disbelief.

			“You don’t understand.”

			“No. You’re right. I really don’t.” I opened my door, walked around the car and headed toward his house without looking to see if he was following. Unlocking the door, I entered the hallway. But before I could even take off my jacket, Spencer had grabbed me by the shoulders and whirled me around.

			“Go, Dawn,” he said, his voice dangerously soft. He grabbed my hands and prevented me from unzipping my jacket.

			“Forget it. I’m staying,” I growled.

			“I don’t need your fucking help,” he yelled.

			I flinched. Spencer instantly took his hands off me. He retreated backward until he hit the dresser in the hallway and it wobbled dangerously. He covered his eyes with his hands and his shoulders began to shake.

			I didn’t care if he tried to keep me away. A few steps later I was reaching for his hands. Holding them tightly, I pulled them from his face so he would look at me. My eyes said it all: Not just compassion and worry, but everything.

			“Please, let me in,” I whispered.

			He buckled. I saw something break in his gaze and then in his posture. Spencer Cosgrove, who was always there when you needed him, whose zest for life was contagious and who always gave more of himself than he got, crumbled into in my arms.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 27

			With my back against the headboard of his bed, I held him tight. He lay with his upper body resting on me, one arm around my waist and his head somewhere between my belly and the crook of my arm. I stroked his shoulders and back.

			“I was a real asshole,” Spencer began. “It started around age 15. I was sick of being the model son. I started hanging around with the wrong crowd and smoking weed.”

			“At 15?”

			Spencer turned on his back and looked up at me. His cheeks were spotted and flushed, his gaze clouded by memories.

			“My father hates me. He always has, but it’s gotten worse. I’ve never been good enough for him and he made sure I knew that since I was little. It…” He looked at the ceiling. “It hurt. I was looking for a distraction, something to stop me from feeling.”

			I ran my fingers through his hair, and he closed his eyes.

			“Olivia was eight at the time. By comparison, Dad worshiped her. She was always his princess. From the day she was born, she was his favorite and he gave her everything she wanted. At family reunions and when friends would visit, he gushed about how wonderful she was. I, however, was a disgrace to the whole family. And… I hated her for it.” He said the last words so quickly that I almost didn’t catch them. His eyes were squeezed shut and a line deepened between his eyebrows.

			“I got involved in lots of shit. At some point it wasn’t just smoking pot but dealing, too. I didn’t need the money, I just got a kick out of it. Mom noticed that something was off and tried to draw me in to family activities. She always wanted me to do things with Olivia, but we weren’t really close. She didn’t like how I was acting, how I made our parents unhappy. Sometimes it felt like I was an intruder when I came home at night and saw them eating dinner together at the table. Without me. But it was my own decision. I’d been acting like an ass.”

			“Everyone pulls some bullshit during puberty, Spence,” I said, trying to sound comforting.

			For a while Spencer was silent. I didn’t want to push him, so I just stroked his hair and waited.

			“It’s my fault, what happened to Olivia, Dawn,” Spencer said finally.

			I held still. “What happened?”

			He opened his eyes and the pain in them stabbed my heart. “I was supposed to be watching her because the babysitter was sick and our parents had an important event to go to. But I also had plans for the evening and had to cancel them to watch her. I was so pissed off. I took Olivia to the playground and smoked a little weed to calm myself.” His eyes had a far away look. “She was such a pain in the ass, always trying to get my attention and wanting me to watch her climb. Instead, I just played with my cell phone. Until she suddenly screamed.”

			I gasped, and Spencer’s eyes focused on me again.

			“In the movies these kinds of scenes are always in slow motion, but Dawn, I swear it all happened so fast. She screamed, I looked up, and she was already on the ground. I heard her head crack.”

			My hand flew to my mouth.

			“I thought she was dead. Her body was totally limp. And that cracking sound kept echoing in my mind. The rest of my memories of that day are spotty. I don’t remember running to her, just being on my knees with my hands covered in blood. Then the ambulance arrived. We went to the nearest hospital. My parents came. My father hit me.”

			Tears were coming to my eyes. I felt for his hand and laced my fingers together with his. His skin was cold.

			“It was the first time he ever raised a hand against me. And when he saw how stoned I was, he slapped me again. He gripped me tightly with both hands and yelled. I could have fought back but I didn’t. I was probably in shock.”

			Spencer’s voice was gruff and he cleared his throat. “They operated on her and put her in a medically induced coma. I remember the first time I saw her after the operation. Dad didn’t want me in the room, so I had to wait outside. But through the window in the door, I could see her lying there. She had a tube stuffed down her throat, and IVs were connected to both her little arms. She looked shattered, pale, and lifeless. Because of me.” He covered his eyes with his other arm so I couldn’t see them.

			I tightened my grip on his hand.

			“It was like someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on me. I woke up suddenly. I mean, really woke up. Olivia would need a long time to recover, and it wasn’t even clear what that recovery would look like. But she was alive. And that was the moment when I completely turned my life around.”

			“How was she after the accident?” I whispered.

			He paused. “It was the toughest year our family has ever had. Olivia had a severe head trauma that damaged part of her brain. One side of her face was paralyzed after the accident and she had aphasia—she couldn’t speak. My parents found the best doctors money could buy so she’d get the best possible speech therapy. She said nothing for more than a year and had to relearn everything from scratch. Language, writing, most motor skills. She didn’t understand context anymore. It was so frustrating for her because she wanted to tell us things but couldn’t, since her mouth and tongue didn’t work together.”

			It must have been horrific. To have a body that didn’t do what you wanted. “How did you handle it?”

			His breath became jerky and I saw him trying to find the right words. “Badly. Just badly. I was suffering from traumatic stress, had panic attacks, and sleep problems. Olivia’s scream came back to me whenever I closed my eyes. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I could have prevented this. I’d start sweating and had trouble breathing. Mom sent me for treatment—I got therapy and anxiety meds.”

			I remembered that he’d once mentioned his therapist. And suddenly those pills I’d seen in his kitchen cabinet made sense.

			“Did it help?” I asked softly.

			“Definitely. I could sleep again. You have no idea how wonderful that is, after months of not sleeping through the night. But also, I had to pull myself together. For the sake of the family. I owed them a lot. Including becoming the brother Livvy deserved. Someone who supported his family instead of tearing it apart from the inside.”

			“Spence…” I gently took his hand from his eyes. “Listen, I don’t want you to think I’m not taking this seriously. The way you behaved back then was not okay, but what happened to Olivia is not your fault.”

			His expression hardened, but I wasn’t finished.

			“Even if you hadn’t been high, could you have caught her?” I demanded.

			He just snorted.

			“If you hadn’t had a cell phone and had been watching her climb, would you have been able to get to her fast enough to prevent her fall?”

			“You don’t get it. Even now, six years later she’s disabled, and everyone thinks she’s mentally disabled because she can’t speak the way she used to and her face is paralyzed. She doesn’t deserve this, Dawn. She deserves a better life. And because of my mistake, she can’t have it.”

			I held his face in both hands. “Stop punishing yourself.”

			“But it’s my…”

			“If you even form the word ‘fault’ in your mouth I will beat you silly.”

			He fell silent.

			“I know you, Spencer Cosgrove. I know you and that you love your family more than anything. You’d do anything for them. That’s more than enough.”

			“But being willing to do anything now doesn’t erase any of the pain my family has had to suffer because of me,” he sighed.

			If he’d been telling himself this for the past six years, it would certainly take more than one night of me arguing with him to undo it. I stroked his cheeks with my thumbs and just looked him in the eyes. It was a heavy burden he was carrying around, and the weight was pulling him down. It was a burden he was going to share with me from now on. I’d see to that.

			“Did your relationship with your family change after Olivia’s injury?” I asked cautiously.

			Spencer blinked. “Yes. One hundred percent.”

			“In what way?”

			“I didn’t leave Olivia’s side. Even when they tried to throw me out, I refused. One time I even tied myself to her bed with zip ties. My dad looked like he wanted to hit me again but the nurses ignored me after that and I stayed with Livvy day and night. My grades took a nosedive but I didn’t care. I think my mom forgave me. When things were at their worst, that’s when I started painting. Livvy’s therapy inspired me to get serious with art. The way one could communicate with colors was fascinating to me. Sketchbooks were our first step toward connecting. You have to be patient when someone suffers that kind of injury. Livvy was irritable and her emotions would fluctuate a lot. They still do.”

			“Is that why you go home so often?”

			He nodded. “I’m the only one that really gets her. That’s why my parents bought this house. When I was accepted into Woodshill they wanted to move here, too, but her treatment possibilities are much more limited here than in Portland. My move made Olivia’s condition worse. It was a lot for all of us to get used to. And I’m only here because mom pushed me to study. If it were up to me, I would have stayed with Olivia. Especially because of my dad.”

			“What do you mean?”

			His gaze became gloomy. “He doesn’t know how to deal with her. If she throws a tantrum, he screams back. He just has no patience. He treats her like she’s a burden. And he talks to her like she’s a baby or a kindergartener. But she understands everything and, from their tone, knows very well when someone is talking down to her. Sometimes it gets to be too much for her. And she has seizures. It’s gotten worse since I moved out. Because I’m no longer there to serve as a buffer to my dad.”

			The word buffer made me flinch. The idea made me incredibly angry.

			“But she’s feeling better now, isn’t she?”

			He nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s true. She’s in high school and wants to go to college after she graduates. But it’s going to be hard. Aphasia is often mistaken for a mental disability. It’ll be this way for the rest of her life. She can’t even order food in a restaurant because she’s afraid to read the menu aloud. But she’s in treatment and giving it everything she has. I’m sure she’ll be able to do anything she wants. It’ll be difficult, but I’ll help her.”

			He radiated such confidence that I was speechless for a moment. “How do you do that?”

			“Hm?” He looked up at me questioningly.

			“You sound so sure… how do you say that with such certainty?”

			“I’ve already told you about my life philosophy.” He cracked a wry smile. “Every new day gives me another chance to start fresh and be a good person. Every morning is a new beginning. I haven’t forgotten what I did but I try to live with it and strive to be someone who deserves the love of my family and the time of my friends.” He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips. “And the touch of a woman who is much too good for me.”

			Something painful rippled through me.

			How could he say things like that? How could he assume he wasn’t good enough for his family—or for me—given everything he did?

			“Don’t say that.” My voice sounded tight and only now did I realize that tears had sprung into my eyes.

			Spencer sat up and looked at me, startled. “Dawn…”

			“When I moved here, happiness seemed like a far away dream. It seemed impossible to laugh so hard I’d cry, or dance wildly. Or just feel alive.” I gave him a little punch. Not hard, but just enough so that this stubborn ass would really hear my words. “You’re one of the strongest people I’ve ever met. So just stop saying you’re not good enough.”

			His shocked expression started to melt away.

			“Sweetie…”

			“If you’re going to put yourself down again, I’ll cover my ears.” I put my hands over my ears and started humming a random melody to make my point.

			He opened his mouth but I couldn’t hear him. His grip was gentle but firm as he reached out and moved my hands. 

			“That’s one of Livvy’s favorite songs,” he said.

			“I have no idea what song that is,” I responded quietly.

			“I think it’s from the first part of High School Musical.”

			“Oh.”

			He grinned. He actually grinned. With his mouth, his eyes and his whole face.

			“You crazy girl,” he murmured and pulled me close.

			Together we sank into the pillows, arms wrapped around each other, Spencer’s chin on my head.

			I closed my eyes. “Tell me more about Livvy.”

			“She’s basically like any other 14-year-old girl. She loves cheesy movies; her current favorite is Pitch Perfect. She likes boy bands even more than you do, which is why I know almost all the songs on your iPod by heart. During physical therapy I used to sing to her a lot and she made me memorize all of One Direction’s songs. She was kind of sad when Zayn left to do his own thing, but she likes his music and wants to continue supporting him. Oh, and she’s into that weird nail polish where you put two coats on, and the top layer crackles.”

			I laughed into his chest.

			He put his hand on my lower back and idly drew small circles with his thumb. “Lately, I’ve been collecting ideas for her birthday.”

			Blinking, I looked up at him. “When is it?”

			“In two weeks. I have no idea what 15-year-old girls like. Fifteen somehow sounds kind of grown up. I could live with 14, that’s definitely ‘girl’ territory. But 15 sounds… I don’t know.”

			“What are you thinking of getting her?”

			His eyes sparkled. “I’d love to buy her concert tickets, but Mom wasn’t so keen on the idea. She only started letting me go to concerts when I was 16.”

			“What I wouldn’t have given to have had a brother who would take me to concerts.”

			“I can take you to concerts,” he said, and I grinned into his shirt.

			“I wouldn’t want Olivia to get jealous.”

			“We can just wait till she’s 16 and then go as a group.”

			“All right, deal.”

			Over the next hour he told me about his sister, and in such detail that his love for her was more than evident. Talking got easier for him by the minute. And it was good to be there for him. To learn his secrets. To understand him better.

			Eventually, as his breathing grew slower, he rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I’m tired.”

			I stroked his belly. “Then sleep.”

			He shook his head. “You shouldn’t have to go home alone.”

			In the long pause that followed, I felt his heartbeat and took stock of my own feelings. Nothing but warmth. No anxiety. No fear.

			“I’d rather stay with you,” I whispered.

			For a while he just lay there. Then, as if he’d just understood my words, he wrapped his arms around me even tighter and buried his face in my hair.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 28

			We were a tangle of arms and legs. He had one arm wrapped around me, his hand lying on the strip of skin where my shirt had slipped up. His other arm was stretched out under my head. I inched my hand along his arm until I reached his long, slender fingers. I stroked his wrist and followed the lines on his palm. That’s what woke him up. I felt the tension change in his body.

			“I slept well,” I murmured.

			“My bed is terrific, isn’t it?” His voice sounded scratchy and sleepy.

			I turned on my back and faced him. He looked tired and disheveled, but the pain was gone from his eyes. He stroked his fingers lightly over the bit of bare skin on my stomach. I caught my breath.

			He bent over and briefly murmured, “Thanks,” then placed his lips on mine.

			This kiss was different. It felt like more than just “thanks.” Unspoken in the kiss was the bond that had been created between us the previous night—actually, over the past few months. I opened my lips for him and when his tongue met mine, something inside me that I thought I’d lost began to bloom.

			Very slowly he pushed the hem of my shirt higher. He stroked the undersides of my breasts with his thumbs, and I gasped. Then he ran one hand along my ribs to my waist, reaching the edge of my panties. He let his hand wander farther south, down to my legs. But when he started to stroke my inner thigh, I reflexively clasped his hand.

			“Don’t.”

			Spencer rolled on top of me. He lifted strands of my hair off my forehead and looked at me searchingly. I felt naked. As if he could see inside me.

			“You’re perfect, Dawn.” He kissed me gently. “You don’t need to hide from me.” He brushed his lips on my cheek. “I told you my story. It’s your turn.”

			My heart was pounding wildly. It felt like I was standing on the edge of an abyss. Boom. Boom. Boom.

			“Please don’t break me,” I whispered.

			He pressed his forehead against mine.

			“I wasn’t planning to.”

			With my hands around his neck, I drew him close. Spencer made a guttural sound that drowned in our kiss. I pressed myself closer, to feel even more of his warmth. What I really wanted was to take him in, hold him and give him everything. He deserved so much, and I tried to show him with my body. With every gesture, every touch.

			My hands slid under his shirt and stroked along his spine. Slowly I pulled the shirt over his head. Mine followed a little later, and then his skin was hot against mine.

			I threw a leg over him to pull him closer. He was hard and hot through the material of his boxers, and he moved a little lower so he could rub against me just where I needed it most. Spencer was panting and his warm breath grazed my throat. My lips traveled over his chest and left a trail of kisses up to his neck. Spencer rolled to his side and pulled me with him, with my leg still wrapped around him. A low growl reverberated deep within his breast. That sound drove me crazy. Especially when his chest was against mine and I could feel the vibration moving through me.

			He shoved his hand into my panties from behind and clutched my bottom. I had no idea how he did it, but his dominance mixed with his tenderness was intoxicating. He pulled my panties down and I kicked them off the bed. Then he stroked along the inside of my thigh and looked at me. His fingers left trails of tingling sensation on my skin. He kept sliding up over the row of scars on my inner thigh, but nothing changed in his expression. He looked exactly like before. He didn’t stop, or linger too long on the spot. He treated it like part of my body. Part of me.

			He mercilessly worked his way up with his hand until it landed between my legs. His eyes locked on mine, he sunk two fingers into my wetness. His unyielding eye contact was a challenge I wanted to meet. A spark flared in his eyes and he entered me again with his fingers. Slowly. Deliberately. As if trying to leave his mark on and in me. But he’d done that already.

			He pulled his fingers back a bit and then pushed them in again. He built up a punishing rhythm and watched my every reaction. Every whimper, every gasp told him how much he drove me mad. When he touched a particularly sensitive spot in me and my muscles contracted around him, he groaned deeply. I arched my back and pressed into his touch. A tremor ran through my body.

			“Let go, Dawn,” he whispered.

			A firm touch with his thumb at my most sensitive point, another thrust with his slightly curved fingers, and I broke apart in his arms. I probably moaned his name. Maybe even shouted it.

			He held tight to my thigh, which was still wrapped around his hip. His thumb continued with its relentless circles and my body trembled long and hard. And even though I had just come, it wasn’t nearly enough. I wanted him. I needed him.

			Everything in me felt like it was made of fire. I reached down and pushed the offending material off his hips. Off with you! Go far away! To the other end of the world!

			“Oh, yeah,” he murmured into my mouth and pressed his naked body against mine.

			“Condom,” I said.

			“Good idea.”

			It was great, the way it was between us. That we could lose ourselves completely in passion, but still be ourselves. Crazy, playful, and at the same time, on fire.

			Moments later he was spreading my legs apart with his knees. He lowered himself onto me; his weight pressed me into the mattress and there was nowhere else I’d rather be. Under him, encircled by his strong arms, his sparkling eyes above me, locked onto mine.

			I wrapped my legs around him. Slowly, slowly, he thrust inside me, his eyes still holding mine captive. 

			“You’re so damn amazing, Dawn Edwards,” he growled.

			“Same to you, Spencer Cosgrove.”

			Smiling, he brushed my bangs off my forehead and put his weight on one elbow.

			He slipped out of me and entered again, slowly, as if he were savoring this moment as much as I was. He kept to this languid rhythm and an enormous heat built up in me.

			Raising my head, I kissed his chest and licked the sweat from his throat. He let out a throaty groan and it sounded so damn sexy that my muscles tightened around him. He sucked in a breath of air and I felt him tense deep inside me. My hands wandered over his shoulders and I grabbed his biceps as I tilted my hips, trying to feel more of him. Spencer reacted right away. He pushed deeper into me and I clung to him. His lips stroked mine; I arched my back. To want someone as much as I wanted him would have been scary if it hadn’t felt so great. It was frightening, exciting, wonderful—simply everything.

			Spencer was everything to me.

			I held his face between my hands as our rhythm grew feverish, and we lost control. His eyes darkened, his lips were swollen, and color rose into his cheeks. The tension continued to build, and build, until I found it nearly impossible to hold his gaze. But I wanted him to see. To understand what he was doing to me. And I found myself wishing he’d finally understand that he deserved more. So much more.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 29

			I’d already been sitting for an hour at the bar at Woodshill Steakhouse. I was there to meet my dad, but had actually come with Sawyer at the start of her shift so we could talk.

			My work on About Us was moving along pretty well, though I was far from close to finishing it. I was pretty sure it would be my first real novel. The story had so many layers to discover, layers that I wanted to reveal. I was working out so many of my feelings about Spencer and me through the book, and I needed more time to find the right words.

			“Hey, I think that’s your old man there.”

			Turning around on the barstool, I looked toward the entrance. An elderly man with a cane was coming in the door. He looked to be about eighty.

			“You’ve been saying that for an hour, every time a man comes in. It’s not funny anymore.”

			She just shrugged, grinned and polished another glass. Though she tried not to show it, I could tell she wasn’t completely happy with this job. Sawyer was the kind of person who preferred spending most of her day outside. Given the choice, she’d rather roam around with her camera and photograph whatever passed in front of her lens. Working in the restaurant was just temporary.

			She didn’t tell me exactly what was going on, but I knew she needed the money. If I could make her workday a bit better by keeping her company, even if she annoyed me, then I was happy to help.

			“But that’s got to be him, right?” Sawyer asked, and I rolled my eyes.

			“Haha, Sawyer.”

			“Honey!”

			I turned and beamed at Dad, who approached with his arms outstretched. Love was obviously doing him good. He looked younger and was wearing jeans and a flattering wool sweater.

			“Hey, Dad,” I said, throwing my arms around him. Then I backed up and held him at arms’ length, looking him up and down. “You look great.”

			“I took your advice and left my overalls at home today. Shall we?” He nodded toward the bench by the window.

			“First, I want to introduce you to someone,” I said. “Dad, this is Sawyer, my roommate. Sawyer, this is my dad, Stanley.”

			“Ah! I’ve heard so much about you.” Dad shook Sawyer’s hand firmly. “Nice to finally put a face to your name.”

			Sawyer blinked. “Oh… um, same here.”

			Dad smiled and led us to our table. I went to follow him but Sawyer held on to my wrist.

			“You told your dad about me?”

			I frowned. “Of course. I tell him about all my friends.”

			She frowned and released my arm. “Aha.”

			“What did you think?” I asked.

			She shook her head and turned around. It occurred to me that she might never have met the parents of a friend before. We’d have to talk about that some time.

			Over the next hour, as Dad and I ate our steaks, I pumped him for information about Maureen and he returned the favor by asking me about Everly. Meeting with my dad was great, especially if he was feeling happy.

			“I wanted to talk to you about what happened last week,” he eventually said.

			“Hm?” I was chewing my last piece of steak, savoring my final moments in carnivore heaven.

			“I’m talking about Nathaniel, honey.”

			The meat turned to sawdust in my mouth. I gulped it down and chased it with lemonade. “I overreacted, Dad. I really didn’t mean to embarrass you, but…”

			“What?” He frowned. “You didn’t embarrass me. It’s completely understandable that you’d be upset to see your ex-husband with another woman.”

			The word “husband” made me flinch. “Dad, I think… I have to tell you something.”

			He set his cutlery down and looked at me, worried.

			I hadn’t planned to have this conversation just now, and I didn’t know how to start.

			“You’re scaring me, Dawny. Spit it out,” Dad insisted.

			“The reason why Nate and I split up… is not that we grew apart,” I began softly.

			“What was it?”

			I cleared my throat. “Nate… kind of… cheated on me.”

			Dad opened his mouth. Closed it again. All kinds of emotions ran across his face, but what he seemed to settle on was confusion.

			“Excuse me?”

			I took a deep breath and searched for the courage I’d need to make it through this conversation.

			“He cheated on me with Rebecca,” I finally blurted out. My heart was pounding and my hands had grown damp.

			“What?” Dad’s voice was deadly low.

			Reaching over the table, I took his hands. The roughness of his skin felt so familiar. Like home.

			“It happened over a long period of time. He was cheating on me for months.”

			Dad’s eyes were throwing sparks. Suddenly he stood and his thighs hit the table, making our glasses wobble dangerously. Then he came around the table and sat down next to me on the bench. He took me in his arms.

			“I’m so sorry, Dad,” I whispered and buried my face in his shoulder. “I didn’t want you to worry. That’s why I pretended everything was okay. But seeing Nate and Rebecca in the restaurant… that kind of brought it all back. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before.”

			He was silent and just held me. The hug was a year too late but it still felt just right. Like closure. Warm tears flowed down my cheeks.

			“I’m going to kill him,” Dad said after a pause. “I’m gonna give him a beating. And then I’ll stretch him out on the workbench.”

			“Please don’t,” I said with a weak laugh. “I don’t want this to affect your friendship with Sherman and Elena.”

			The furrows on his brow were back, deeper than before. “That’s why you didn’t tell me?”

			“I know you, Dad. I knew how you’d react and I didn’t want to jeopardize your friendships. Besides, I wanted to be strong. I didn’t want anybody to know how much he hurt me. I’m an Edwards, after all.”

			“Dawn, you should have told me much sooner,” he said earnestly. “You’re my daughter. My family. That’s much more important than friendship.”

			More tears burned in my eyes, but I blinked them away.

			“I’ve spent the past year being nice to that little shithead because I thought that you just… I’ve been polite and friendly to him even though he did this to you,” my father growled, his face distorted with rage. “If he ever crosses my path again, I can’t guarantee…”

			“Don’t hurt him, Dad.”

			“Anyone who does something like that to my daughter deserves to feel pain,” he replied, unmoved.

			“No,” I said firmly. “I wanted to tell you so that you know everything and so I can be finished with this whole thing. I don’t want any more drama. Please, Dad.”

			He looked at me searchingly. “You’ve had months to process this. But for me, it just happened.”

			It was true. I’d given him a shock and now had to give him time to cool down. But I had an idea of how we could speed up this process.

			The sun shone and sparkled on the lake. Birdsong echoed in the valley and in the distance there were a few isolated boats on the water with fishing rods sticking out of them.

			“I was wondering how you dealt so well with the breakup. So sensible with the divorce. Now I feel like an idiot,” Dad said.

			Arm in arm, we were walking along the sandy trail that circled the lake.

			“I should have known, seen it in your eyes or something. A mother would have known,” he grumbled.

			“Bullshit, Dad, and you know it.”

			“Maybe I shouldn’t’ve let you guys get married so young.”

			Now I stopped and grabbed his arm tighter. “Stop trying to convince yourself that you made mistakes in raising me.”

			“Parents are always second guessing themselves. It’s the same for Maureen,” he replied, with a hint of a smile.

			“Then both of you: Stop it. Everly and I are proof that you did a good job. Neither of us is perfect, but that’s definitely not due to bad parenting. It’s called being human and we just have to learn some things for ourselves.”

			Dad nodded, thoughtful, and we continued making our way around the lake. The sun felt glorious on my skin and I looked up toward the sky.

			“So, Dawny, what are your plans now?”

			Before I could answer, my attention was distracted by footsteps behind me. I turned, and… 

			The jogger was at least 50 yards from us but I recognized the gait immediately.

			Of course. Dad asks me about my plans and seconds later Spencer enters, stage left.

			He was wearing a pair of running shorts; his pace was even and fast. I raised my arm when he was still 20 yards away. He tipped his head to the side and shaded his eyes with one hand. When he saw me, his face brightened with a grin. He sprinted up to us and jogged in place.

			“Mr. Edwards, how nice to see you.” Spencer gave a little bow, which looked pretty odd from a bouncing guy, and then turned to me. Immediately his smile disappeared and he stood still. “Why are your eyes so red?” He came closer to me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Were you crying?”

			He was breathless and sweating, but who cared! I wrapped my arms around his waist and held him. “I finally told him.”

			Spencer hesitated for a second, then returned my embrace, even lifting me off the ground. “I’m so proud of you.”

			My heart practically glowed.

			He set me down again. Then he pinched a corner of his damp shirt and sniffed at it. “I’m sorry, I wasn’t prepared for a meeting with my future father-in-law. Mr. Edwards, you look really great, by the way. Even if I miss the overalls. To me, they always give you an ‘I am a skilled craftsman’ kind of air.” Spencer grinned. Then he turned back to me. “I have to run a couple more miles. See you tomorrow at Kaden and Allie’s?”

			All I could do was nod. Spencer hesitated for a second, then kissed my temple, somewhere between forehead and hairline. The next moment he was back on the jogging trail. He looked back over his shoulder again and raised his hand. I waved back faintly.

			“I take it this clown is part of your future plans?” Dad asked.

			I hooked my arm back in his and watched Spencer disappear ahead of us. “I don’t do future plans anymore, Dad. I’m going to take each day as it comes.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 30

			“I have to tell you something.”

			Allie and Scott looked up.

			We were on the floor of my room, cramming for an upcoming exam.

			Opening up to Dad had triggered something in me. It felt like the bindings around me had finally loosened. I could breathe again. The uneasy feeling I had every time the subject of Nate came up was gone. Finally, Dad understood me.

			Now it was my friends’ turn. It was incredibly hard for me to take this step, but they deserved to know about my writing. Sawyer and Spencer already knew anyway. And their reactions had been better than I could have wished.

			“You can’t open with that and then look off into the distance,” Scott broke into my trance, with an expectant look.

			“Sorry.” I’d started to feel warm, and my stomach was growling. Nerves.

			“Going by your expression, it’s something bad,” Allie said, sliding closer to me on the floor. She put a hand on my leg. “You can tell us anything, Dawn. You know that, right?”

			“Of course. But that doesn’t make it easier. I… just don’t know how to start. Probably the best thing to do is to show you.”

			I grabbed Watson and flipped up the screen.

			“Don’t tell us you made porn,” Allie said.

			“I don’t know if I’d be more proud or turned off,” Scott said.

			“Maybe it’s just naked photos,” Allie mused.

			These goofballs.

			I entered “D. Lily” in the search bar and waited briefly for the results. The covers of my books appeared, and I lifted the laptop so my friends could see them.

			“Recommended reading?” Scott asked.

			“Only if you want to. You don’t have to, of course, if it’s not your thing.”

			Allie pulled the laptop a bit closer and scrolled down. Frowning in concentration, she skimmed a few blurbs.

			“D. Lily was born in Oregon and has been writing since her childhood. Her first love was literature and she’s seldom without a book in hand. She has a weakness for boy bands, sexy romance novels, and fried food.” My friend looked up at me. “You love boy bands.”

			“Indeed I do.”

			“And fried food,” Scott said.

			I nodded.

			“And your bookshelf is chock full of romance novels.” Allie angled her chin toward the shelf next to my desk.

			Again, I nodded slowly. My heart was in my throat.

			“D. Lily… is you.” Allie’s face was glowing. “Oh my God, Dawn!” She tipped over, burying her face in the side of my leg.

			Okay. That wasn’t so bad.

			“That is so cool, really, Dawn,” Scott said, stunned. He lifted Watson onto his lap and leaned back against my bed. “They’ve all got good reviews.”

			Allie sat up. “God, why didn’t I think of that before?”

			“There’s even one that’s about two guys!” Scott lifted up the laptop and turned it so Allie and I could see the cover of Deep Within.

			“That was my first all-male project.” I laughed cautiously.

			“You see! And you’re always telling me to shut up about my sex life. I’m actually the inspiration for a writer, Allie.”

			That’s not how I would have put it, but it was definitely good to hear that Scott approved.

			“I want to read all of them. Every single one. I don’t even know where to begin,” Allie cried. “I like this cover,” she said, pointing to Hot for You. “I’ve always wanted to get an e-reader. Which is the best one? Are your books available on all models, or do I need a specific one? Where should I start, Dawn? Can they be read in any order?”

			Allie’s flood of questions came so fast and furious that it was hard to follow them.

			“I…” My voice still sounded husky. I cleared my throat, but the lump in there didn’t go away.

			“Dawn?” Scott’s voice was soft.

			I looked between my friends and then stared at the floor, trying to hold back my tears. “I was so afraid to tell you about it,” I finally blurted out, blinking hard.

			“But why?” Allie asked and slid closer to me.

			“Because… I thought you might be embarrassed for me. I love writing so much and people gave me so much grief about reading these kinds of stories that I panicked. After we all met, things changed: the way you guys treated me felt good, and I didn’t want to spoil that by letting my secret out.”

			Allie hugged me close. “I can totally understand your fear. That’s how it was for me, too, before I told you about what had happened with… Anderson. But you don’t have to be afraid anymore. I think Scott would agree with me that it’s pretty damn cool to have a real author as a friend.”

			The first tears finally escaped out of the corners of my eyes.

			Scott slid over to us and put an arm around my other shoulder. “What Allie said.”

			Laughing, I clasped Allie’s arms and lay my head on Scott’s shoulder. And we stayed that way, closely entwined, until our bottoms were sore and my tears were gone.

			Then Allie grabbed my laptop again.

			“You once told me that you’d like to earn a living from writing, but you didn’t say you’d already been doing it for a long time,” she said, shaking her head. “Dawn, this is amazing.”

			“I earn a little from it, but it’s far from enough to pay for college. Without Dad, I’d be screwed.”

			“Why are you writing under a pseudonym?” Scott asked.

			“Nate didn’t want my real name to be associated with stories like that.” Scott stiffened and Allie looked up from the laptop. “Yeah, I know. But in the meantime I’m actually glad I have a pseudonym. It lets me feel free as a writer, and gives me the chance to use my real name in another genre.”

			“That makes sense. Are you going to keep self-publishing, or do you want to apply to an agency or publisher?” Scott asked.

			The very idea of having a real publisher seemed like an impossible dream.

			“I don’t know,” I admitted.

			“You shouldn’t hide. It’s absolutely unnecessary.”

			“Thanks, Scott.”

			“Don’t thank me yet. If you really want to do this professionally and have a career in this field, we can help you. Kaden is an expert in programming and graphic design; he can put together a professional homepage and help you with marketing. And I can help you with writing applications to publishers, if you want.”

			Trying to imagine walking through a store and seeing books with my name on them, I felt a tingling sensation run through me, along with a wave of nausea. To show my name and face in public, on the Internet, would make me a potential target. After my last bad review, Spencer had had to boost my ego.

			“I’m not ready to go that far yet. It already took a lot out of me just to tell you about it,” I answered hesitantly.

			“That’s understandable. I just wanted to offer. You’re not alone, know what I mean?” Scott poked me in the ribs.

			I breathed in. More bindings had been removed.

			“So, I just ordered an e-reader,” Allie announced festively. “Which one should I read first?”

			After Scott and Allie had gone, I went shopping, returning with a huge bag whose contents I spread out on the floor. Sawyer had come home and put one of her LPs on a record player, filling our room with loud rock music. Neither of us spoke as we concentrated on our individual tasks. She sat at her rickety table and sorted through photos of, from what I could see, piles of clothes, while I spread out my craft supplies on the floor.

			My plan was to make a scrapbook for Olivia.

			Her birthday was in a week, and after everything Spencer had told me about his sister, I felt like giving her something that came from the heart.

			At the library, I’d printed off some color photos of Olivia’s favorite singers and bands, as well as a few pictures of places in Portland that Spencer told me were her favorite. I’d bought colorful paper, glitter, and felt pens so I could write down a few song lyrics in the book. It was a simple project, but I hoped she’d like it and not find it too corny.

			I texted Spencer a photo of my efforts and the resulting chaos strewn around the floor, along with a smiley face. His reply appeared quickly.

			Did someone break in to your place?

			I grinned.

			No, I’m making something.

			His answer was a photo of his hand with white splotches all over it. He’d probably been working on his sculpture, a big secret project. Then came another image of him standing in front of a wooden table splattered with many colors. Spencer had posed right in front of the sculpture, blocking it from view.

			I followed suit and sent him a photo of me sitting in front of the scrapbook; just a tiny corner was visible.

			He replied with a photo of himself posed in front of a life-sized sculpture of a man’s backside. He was still grinning and his dimples looked delicious. 

			Before I could answer him my phone vibrated. I answered it without looking.

			“You’re really bad at texting,” I teased, grinning down at my art supplies spread out on the floor. I didn’t really care what Sawyer might think. Frankly, I didn’t care about anything, as long as I could hold on to this feeling. Everything felt light; it was like I was floating.

			“Dawn?”

			I stopped floating and my heart sank like a stone.

			“It’s me, Nate.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 31

			“What do you want?”

			“To talk to you?” He let out a breathless laugh.

			It was a familiar laugh. One that I’d loved for years. Now it made me nauseated.

			“I wanted to hear your voice.”

			“Okay. You’ve heard it. Bye.”

			“Don’t hang up.” There was a note of panic in his voice, and I squeezed my eyes shut. “Please. Don’t hang up.”

			His breathing came through the phone and I fought against the urge to throw it against the wall. With full force.

			“I… have to tell you something.”

			My teeth were grinding together.

			“I miss you, Dawn. I miss what we used to have. You were my best friend, and I want you to know…”

			“Oh, shut up.”

			“I made a huge mistake. I know that now, and it’s sad that after all this time apart you don’t want to be in my life any more. We were…”

			“Stop it, Nate,” I interrupted him again, my voice icy.

			I was shivering. From anger or maybe something else. My dinner felt like a brick in my stomach and my limbs were tingling. It felt like thousands of spiders were crawling under my skin.

			“But I love you.”

			The tingling stopped. My ears were buzzing.

			“What?” I croaked.

			“I’ll always love you, Dawny,” he repeated in a wavering voice, his breathing uneven. “When I saw you in the restaurant, it was like my eyes were finally open. God, I know I totally screwed up, but you have to know I’ll never do that again. I’ve changed. I’ll take responsibility for my mistakes and…” There was a shattering sound and Nate cursed. “Shit. Hang on.”

			His speech was slurred. “You’re drunk.”

			“It’s been a year since we signed those damned papers, Dawny. The first year since we were little kids that we haven’t spoken, not even once, and you have no idea how much it fucking hurts.” Again, he seemed to stumble and needed a moment to gather his thoughts. “I’m thinking of you. Every day. And I miss you so goddamn much. Sometimes I think…”

			“I don’t want to hear it,” I said. At the other end of the line something crashed.

			“But I need you, Dawn. I need you in my life. I can’t make it without you.” His voice broke and in the background I could hear the sounds of other men talking.

			“Go home, Nate. Sleep it off. And delete my number.” I hung up. Then I threw the phone across the room. It hit the wall and bounced off.

			Sawyer touched me gently on the arm but I didn’t react. I didn’t even listen to what she said.

			I’d forgotten!

			One year ago today I’d signed the divorce papers, and forgot about it until now.

			I love you.

			If you really love someone—really, truly love them—then you don’t do what Nate had just done.

			It had taken me a long time to get this far. I’d found myself and was never going to let him trap me in his web again.

			I needed to get his voice out of my head.

			For that, I really needed a distraction.

			Beer was my new best friend. I didn’t actually like it, but it was all that Kaden had in the fridge and I decided after the fourth bottle that the bitter taste wasn’t so bad.

			We were all watching The Bachelorette together at Allie and Kaden’s, on my suggestion. While Kaden, Scott, and I talked about which of the men we found okay and which we couldn’t stand, Allie was in the bathroom helping Monica dye her hair. Spencer and Ethan had just come back with the pizzas we’d ordered, and spread them out over the coffee table.

			“Oh wow, I never would have thought that Mitchell would stay in,” Scott said, craning his neck to see past Ethan.

			“Me neither. He’s an asshole,” I agreed.

			“Which one is that, again?” Kaden asked, handing me another beer.

			“The blond.”

			“There are 20 blond guys, Scott.”

			Scott rolled his eyes. “The surfing instructor.”

			“Oh. Him.” Kaden looked toward me for a clue, and I hid my grin behind bottle number five.

			Spencer plopped down on the sofa next to me. I avoided his gaze.

			“That woman must be blind if she won’t let Rodrigo stay,” Scott said.

			“Which one is that?” Kaden asked.

			Scott sighed.

			“The guy who runs around the whole time in overalls. The gardener,” I piped in.

			“Oh, the one who’s naked under his overalls and always lets one of the straps hang? Amateur.”

			I toasted to Kaden and we clinked our bottles together. Beer was good, after all, and a beer buddy was even better.

			“You didn’t answer my last text, Edwards,” Spencer said out of the blue, but softly, into my ear.

			The fact that I hadn’t written back was due partly to the fact that my phone was now in pieces, but also because I just didn’t want to. Nate’s call had dropped me right back to Earth.

			I felt Spencer’s eyes on me but I couldn’t bring myself to return his gaze. I knew it would set me on fire. From head to toe. And I didn’t want it to. Never again.

			“I hate that other guy like the plague,” Kaden said abruptly.

			“Me, too,” I agreed with him.

			Again, we clinked bottles.

			“How many beers have those two had already?” I heard Spencer ask Scott.

			“Three, I think.”

			“Five,” I corrected him.

			“To five!” We toasted again and I chuckled.

			“What are we celebrating?” came Allie’s voice from the bathroom.

			“You don’t know?” I said drily. The alcohol had washed away all my inhibitions. “Kaden and I are drinking to the anniversary of my divorce. One year ago, today, I sat in a lawyer’s office and signed the papers.”

			Silence. Total deafening silence.

			“Come on, guys. That’s a reason to celebrate,” I said bitterly and tipped the bottle back, drinking deeply. Now the beer tasted exactly the way I felt. The heavy silence in the room was too much. I stood up. I stumbled for a moment, but Spencer caught me around the waist and held me tight.

			“Men are assholes and happy endings are for morons. Anyone who thinks differently is either an idiot, or never had anyone cheat on them,” I said softly and freed myself from his arms. I went into the kitchen to throw the empty bottle away. Setting it by the sink, I leaned on the counter to keep my balance.

			“Dawn?”

			I didn’t answer. Instead, I went to the fridge to get another bottle.

			“Sweetie, look at me.”

			“I’m not in the mood, Spencer.” I took out the beer and opened it, then walked straight past him back into the living room. My friends stared at me like I had something stuck on my face.

			“What?” I asked.

			Allie looked at me, worried. “You never told us you and Nate were married.”

			Oh. Oh, Shit.

			To avoid answering, I took another swig of my drink and shrugged with one shoulder. “So what? It’s not a big deal.”

			“Of course it’s a big deal!” Allie replied, her voice rising. She approached me and I drew back.

			“This is why I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to look at me like that,” I snapped at her.

			“We’re your friends, Dawn. It’s totally normal that we care,” Monica chimed in.

			“Let it go, Monica,” Spencer said behind me. He put a hand on my lower back.

			Angrily, I spun around. “Don’t touch me.”

			A look of surprise flickered in his eyes. “You don’t need to take your anger out on me, Dawn. I’m not Nate.”

			“Not yet, anyway. But it’s only a matter of time.”

			His expression stiffened. “You think I could ever do something like that to you?”

			I shrugged. “Any guy can be an asshole. Some just need a few years for their true colors to show.”

			“You know what I think?” He moved toward me in an almost threatening way.

			Defiantly, I lifted my chin and looked up at him.

			“I think Nate was always a cheater and you were too blinded by love to see it.”

			“That’s not true,” I retorted.

			A muscle on his jaw was twitching uncontrollably. “He made you feel you had to be ashamed of your work and he cheated on you even after you were married, Dawn. You can’t put me in the same category with him.”

			“Who knows what you’ll be capable of when you’ve had enough of me.”

			Spencer’s expression was cold. “I don’t think we should have this conversation here. And certainly not now.”

			“I think this is exactly the right time for this conversation. It’s going to happen sooner or later.” I was on a roll and hated myself for it. But I just couldn’t stop.

			Spencer groaned and rubbed his hands over his face. Slowly, he shook his head. “Why do you want to make it so hard for me to love you?”

			My heart stood still. I could only hope I hadn’t heard him right. My mouth opened but no sound came out. Not even a squeak. All my fears were back. Combined with my anger at Nate and all that alcohol, it was a bad combination. A really bad combination.

			I ran to the bathroom and threw up.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 32

			With a dry mouth and pounding temples, I woke up in Allie’s bedroom. Her bed was amazingly soft and comfortable, and Spidey lay next to me on the second pillow. The cat looked at me suspiciously. I raised a hand to pet him but he let out a little growl and jumped from the bed.

			I deserved it.

			Slowly, I sat up and rubbed my eyes, trying to recall the night before.

			Nate’s call.

			The pain.

			The alcohol.

			Numbness.

			My fight with Spencer.

			My lower lip quivered. Goddamn fucking shit, what an idiot I was. The end of the evening swam around in my mind like a foggy mess.

			With my legs hanging over the edge of the bed, I took a few deep breaths before standing up and walking into the living room. Allie and Kaden were sitting on the sofa, watching a movie. When they heard me, they put it on pause.

			“Good morning,” I said cautiously.

			“Morning.” Kaden looked pretty grim.

			“Feeling any better?” asked Allie. She rose and came toward me.

			“I think I screwed up.”

			“It’s not as bad as you think. It could happen to anyone…” Allie started before Kaden interrupted.

			“What you did to Spence yesterday was completely uncalled for, man.” His expression was dark.

			I wondered if, since he called me “man,” I still qualified as his beer buddy.

			“I don’t actually remember much of what I said,” I admitted, looking down at my fingernails.

			“You just ripped out his fucking heart and trampled on it in front of all of us, that’s all.”

			I swallowed hard. Allie led me by the arm to the kitchen table. She offered me a chair, and I slumped into it.

			“Honey, how long have you and Spencer been seeing each other?” she asked softly.

			My cheeks grew hot and I looked down. “A while.”

			“My God, Bubbles, you’re blind as a bat,” Kaden said.

			“You knew?” she asked, disbelieving.

			“He didn’t tell me, if that’s what you mean. But come on. He was so fucking happy.”

			Allie made a fist and punched him hard in the bicep.

			“Besides, you couldn’t help hearing the two of them in the vacation house,” he added drily, rubbing his arm.

			My cheeks were even hotter.

			“When did we start keeping things from each other?” Allie asked, turning back to me.

			“I’m sorry.” My voice quavered.

			“Don’t be sorry, Dawn. I’m just worried that you feel like you can’t talk to me. And I don’t want you to feel that way. I mean, I’m always running to you over every little thing.” Reaching across the table, she grabbed my hand and squeezed.

			Maybe it really was time to tell her everything. Without exceptions. Allie was my best friend. I didn’t want her to feel sorry for me. But maybe that just meant she cared about me. That she was concerned.

			So I told Kaden and Allie everything. And surprisingly, this time, I didn’t cry. Allie, on the other hand, bawled like a baby.

			It had been much easier to tell her about my novels. And that should say something.

			Kaden cursed the whole time. His anger at me was gone but now he cursed a blue streak under his breath about Nate. I told them everything. No holds barred. Even though I felt more vulnerable than ever, it was good to share my secrets.

			“Last night… I just went insane. Nate’s call sent me over the edge. It felt like when I left him. I couldn’t take it,” I concluded.

			Allie wiped her arm across her eyes. “I get it. And I am sure that Spencer would get it, too, if you explained what was going on.”

			“I’m the worst friend in the world.”

			“You have to set things right, Dawn. He’s…” Kaden searched for the right words. “I don’t think he took last night well.”

			I had to press the bell twice before he answered the door. His hair was damp and disheveled, and the fragrance of his shower gel tickled my nose. He looked fresh and awake but there were definitely dark rings under his eyes.

			Silently, he stepped aside and held the door open. If he was at all curious about the colorfully wrapped package in my arms, he didn’t give it away.

			Spencer went into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of water from the fridge. His expression was dark and resigned, and I realized then and there that the apology I’d prepared was woefully inadequate.

			I walked toward him slowly; his gaze seemed so foreign and strange to me, it was hard to know how to approach him. When I touched his arm, he flinched. It felt like a blow to the chest.

			“Spencer, I behaved like an idiot. Please forgive me.” My words tasted stale and I could see they hadn’t reached him.

			Again I tried to touch his arm, but this time he blocked my hand with his. “Stop, please.”

			“I didn’t want to hurt you,” I whispered.

			He jutted his chin out and the anger in his eyes caught me totally by surprise. “You can’t possibly mean that seriously.”

			My heart rose to my throat. “What?”

			A bitter laugh escaped him. “You didn’t want to hurt me… Dawn, you’ve been ripping my heart out for months.”

			It felt like a pile of stones was in my stomach.

			“Don’t act so surprised,” he said flatly. “Every time you push me away. Every time you let me get close to you and then you shut down again. Every time I’m so happy that I feel like bursting, and then you leave. You hurt me every damn day, Dawn. And I… I can’t do this anymore.”

			Something tugged hard inside my chest. The pounding in my head had returned. “Spence, I was drunk. I was angry, and Nate had just…”

			“Just because Nate was an asshole to you doesn’t give you the right to treat me the same way.” He shook his head. “For someone who is so afraid of being hurt, you’re pretty damn good at hurting others.”

			My cheeks were hot and my eyes were burning. “I’m sorry.”

			He nodded and looked down. I realized that no words from me would make up for my behavior.

			“I made… a gift for Olivia,” I finally said, and felt like a fool.

			Spencer glanced at the package that I’d wrapped. Aside from the scrapbook, I’d put in some chocolate and a gift certificate for Barnes & Noble, because he’d told me how much she liked to read.

			Spencer stared at the package before silently taking it from me.

			“I want to show you something,” he said abruptly. He crossed the kitchen with long strides, and headed upstairs.

			It was impossible to keep up with him; he was already in his room. My heart hurt. The uncertainty about where this conversation was going was going to kill me.

			I went into Spencer’s room and saw that he’d stopped in front of his desk. Standing in the middle of it was the sculpture.

			It took my breath away.

			There was one large, massive shape with strong arms and broad shoulders. And in front of it a smaller shape with more delicate arms. They fit together like two parts of a puzzle.

			I swallowed hard and looked up at Spencer.

			“I made them for you. Actually, I wanted to paint them together with you, because I thought that something changed between us the other night,” he said.

			My throat tightened. Of course something had changed between us. In fact, everything had changed. I couldn’t bear the distance between us for one second longer. Rushing forward, I flung my arms around him. I pulled him close, grabbed his shoulders and held him tightly.

			He stiffened. A moment later, he removed my arms from around him.

			“Be angry at me. Yell at me. Tell me I was acting like an idiot, and fight with me. But don’t push me away. Please,” I said breathlessly.

			He shook his head. “I’m not angry, Dawn. I just think this is the universe punishing me for my mistake. That the girl I’m head over heels in love with wants to vomit the moment I show her my feelings.”

			The fog in my head started to lift.

			Why do you want to make it so hard for me to love you?

			He’d told me he loved me. We hadn’t merely fought—he had laid everything out for me and I had walked all over it like it meant nothing.

			“Spence…” I struggled for words but none came.

			“That night… it meant everything to me, Dawn. I told you everything. It’s okay if you can’t do the same with me. Really. But I just don’t think I can take it any more.”

			“That night meant a lot to me too,” I said, lamely. God, I could have slapped myself silly. There was a wall inside me that stopped me from opening myself to him. And I’d been so close. It wasn’t fair that Nate could still destroy everything with one call. That he could make me ruin everything with Spencer.

			“Maybe you were right.”

			“About what?” I asked.

			He returned my gaze firmly. “About Nate having destroyed you. He pushed you down, but you stayed there. You don’t want to get up.”

			“That’s not true!” I said, louder than I intended.

			“You’re using me, Dawn!” he retorted just as loudly.

			“That’s nonsense!” My words tumbled out. Everything was blurry. “You said you wanted me however I’d let you have me. That it would be okay.”

			“I know. But then you…” His voice became gruff. “You stayed with me. That meant something, didn’t it?”

			I swallowed. “Yes. But…”

			He stopped me. “Yes, but. You always have some excuse to keep things from getting serious, so you can keep your distance. And that’s bullshit.”

			“We decided together to keep things casual, Spence. You and I. Don’t act like I forced you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”

			He winced. “You can’t seriously be trying to tell me that what’s between us is purely physical, Dawn. We both know there’s more to it. You’re just too much of a coward to admit it.”

			“Don’t call me a coward!” I shouted.

			“But it’s true, isn’t it? I want you, you want me, it could be so simple. But ‘simple’ doesn’t work with you.”

			Spencer tapped his fingers on the box for Olivia. “I wanted to introduce you. But it would be unfair to Olivia to introduce her to someone who won’t be in my life for the long run.”

			Blood rushed in my ears. “What do you mean by that?”

			He lifted the box and handed it back to me. Dumbstruck, I took it.

			“I never had the chance to prove to you that love, real love, is different from what you had. You didn’t let me get close enough. And I don’t have any strength left to convince you. Especially if you’re determined to never leave the past behind you.”

			“But I don’t want to lose you,” I said, my voice cracking.

			“It’s too late for that,” he replied coolly.

			To hell with the gift. I dropped it and gripped the fabric of his shirt. I had to hold on to him, touch him, so he wouldn’t slip away forever. “It’s not. It’s not too late,” I said, desperate.

			He shook his head. “In the beginning… you were always saying you couldn’t. Couldn’t be with me, couldn’t care for me. Now I can’t. Do you understand?”

			My throat was dry. “What we had was… It was good, just as it was.”

			“But it’s not enough for me any more,” he whispered. He didn’t try to push me away but he didn’t touch me, either. He just looked down at me, darkly, sadly.

			I uncurled my fingers and touched his cheek. He had to understand that he was more to me than just a means to an end. That he meant something to me.

			“Spence…” I whispered.

			Something softened in his eyes. And then I kissed him. I pressed my lips urgently against his and let my body speak for me. A moan vibrated in his chest and returned my kiss. He was devastating and fierce. I dug my hands into his damp hair and held him to me, so close, as close as humanly possible. He needed to understand. He just had to.

			Spencer grabbed me and lifted me up; I wrapped my legs around him and my back met the wall. It knocked the air out of me, but then he took my lower lip between his teeth, and lava poured through me. He branded me, his tongue met mine and I melted into his body. Spencer’s hands slid under my shirt, and the familiarity of his rough fingers made me whimper. Our kiss tasted like my tears. I clutched at his shoulders and he groaned. His lips were on my neck, and I let my head fall to the side.

			“I’m so fucking in love with you,” he said hoarsely.

			It felt like my heart would leap out of my chest.

			But then Nate’s voice came back, as if through my cell phone speaker, direct into my ear.

			I love you. I love you, Dawny.

			I stiffened.

			Spencer stopped. He pulled his head back and looked me in the eyes.

			What had just been between us seconds ago shattered into pieces when he saw the panic in my expression. I saw it in the deep blue of his eyes. Something had broken inside me, too. The pieces lay at our feet.

			Spencer let me slip to the floor and turned away from me.

			“Go.”

			His voice was hollow.

			“I didn’t want…”

			He grabbed his sculpture off the desk and threw it against the opposite wall. It burst into fragments. I flinched.

			Horrified, I stared at him.

			His face was twisted in pain and anger. “What was that supposed to be, Dawn? A goodbye quickie?”

			I sobbed and held my hands to my heart. His words were like knives. My breath was caught in my chest. Spencer realized what he had just done. His eyes widened and he stepped toward me. But this time it was me who pulled back. One step, then another. Until I had reached the bedroom door. Then I turned on my heel and ran out of the house as fast as I could.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 33

			There are so many kinds of pain, and I felt them all.

			It should have been impossible, but they hit me all at once: I couldn’t breathe; it felt like my skin was tight and my body was too small to contain the storm raging inside me. My chest stung and throbbed and my limbs felt numb, like pieces of wood.

			It was horrible.

			It took every ounce of strength I had to get on the bus to Portland. It was the most difficult trip I’d ever taken. And the walk from the bus stop to Dad’s workshop seemed to take twice as long as it had in the past.

			I squeezed between the small tool carts to the narrow staircase that led to the second story. Mixed with the noise of the wood mill was the sound of music coming from an old radio. Dad raised his head and turned ashen when he saw me. He turned off the wood mill and crossed the room. He asked me something, held my face in his hands, and peered intently into my eyes. Then he wrapped me in his arms. I buried my face in his overalls, breathed in the comfortingly familiar scent of glue and wood shavings, and then I gave up.

			I just gave up.

			Days passed. I felt and acted like a robot. There were no more tears. 

			There was a jagged hole in my chest and there was nothing I could do about it because nothing could fix what Spencer and I had done to each other.

			In the middle of the week, Dad came home early with a huge, family-sized pizza that we shared while watching the Blackhawks game. When Dad offered me a beer, I flinched.

			“No, thanks,” I mumbled and looked back at the TV, a slice of pizza drooping in my hand.

			“Do you think you’re ready to tell me what happened, honey?”

			“Nothing. I just need a break.”

			Two full sentences in a row. It was more than I’d said for an entire week.

			“What do you need a break from?” Dad probed. My silence had him worried.

			I took a deep breath and blew it out, not ready to put words to my feelings just yet.

			“I screwed up, Dad,” I whispered.

			“Whatever happened, we’ll fix it. We always manage.”

			His eyes were on me but I couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

			“I’m sure it’s not as bad as you might think right now,” Dad continued.

			“It’s even worse, Dad. Believe me,” I croaked.

			“Should I be worried?” he asked, alarmed.

			I turned to face him. “No. It’s… something personal. I hurt someone pretty badly and now I have to live with the consequences.”

			In other words, Spencer never wanted to see me again.

			“Then say you’re sorry, Dawny. If an Edwards screws things up, they take responsibility. They don’t crawl into a hole in the ground,” Dad said sharply.

			I stiffened. “I did apologize, and it wasn’t enough.”

			He snorted and set his beer can on the coffee table. “That’s not how I raised you.”

			Stunned, I dropped my slice of pizza in my lap. “Excuse me?”

			His gaze hardened. “When you ended things with Nathaniel, I was worried about you, honey. Oh, you tried to make me think everything was fine, but I knew things were not okay.”

			A lump formed in my throat and I blinked to hold back tears. Farewell, Robo-Dawn.

			“It took months—and a move to a new city, a new life—for you to be happy again. To laugh again. And now you’re here with swollen eyes that you don’t want to talk about, even though we agreed we were going to be honest with each other from now on.”

			“Dad…”

			“I’m not finished,” he said softly, but firmly. “What Nate did to you was terrible, and it threw you off track. But you can’t just give up every time you face a difficult situation. That won’t work.”

			I closed my mouth again.

			“How do you think things would have gone for us if I’d just given up when your mom left us?” he asked insistently. “It was damn hard. But that just brought you and me closer together. It brought us here.” He took my hand and squeezed it gently. “What I’m saying, honey, is… you can’t just give up. You’re twenty years old. Twenty. You’re allowed to make mistakes, hell, you’re even supposed to make them. That’s what your twenties are for. But you can’t just stand still and let life carry on without you. Because I guarantee you this: if you do this every time things get hard, you’ll never really live.”

			I let his words soak in, every single one of them, like a dry sponge. Something clicked. I got it: slowly but surely, I was wasting my life.

			My move to Woodshill had started out as an escape, but the life I’d built there was much more than that. More than I’d ever dreamed it could be. I was going to a great college and had the best part-time job, but had still managed to spend the year hidden behind my laptop, never telling anyone about my writing because I was ashamed of it. How crazy was that? To be ashamed of something that made me so happy. Just because I was afraid people would criticize me. And in fact, when I finally told them about it, all my friends were happy for me—even proud of me!

			I had wonderful, honest, loyal friends and… I had Spencer.

			Spencer, who always believed in me and told me everything. Spencer, who said each day was a new beginning, and who—despite his burdens—was one of the happiest people I’d ever met.

			“Oh for fuck’s sake,” I mumbled. “I’m a fool.”

			Dad grunted. It sounded like he agreed. “You’ll pull it together, Dawny.”

			I really hoped he was right.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 34

			Friday morning, Allie came to Portland with some of my things. The door was barely open before she hugged me while juggling my bags.

			“I miss you, girl, but I’m pissed off at you, too,” she said, squeezing me so hard that I could barely breathe.

			“I know,” I responded and hugged her back just as tightly.

			“You can’t just take off and only send me an email. What’s that all about?”

			“I destroyed my cell phone,” I said, hanging my head.

			“Yeah, I found the pieces and brought them with me.” She waved one of the bags at me. “I was so worried about you. Sawyer, too. She even called Kaden.”

			Damn. I’d completely forgotten to let my roommate know what was going on. My list of things I had to apologize for was getting longer by the minute. “Oh, no.”

			“She asked if you were at our place. I told her you were spending a few days with your dad ‘cause you needed a break.”

			Sighing, I took Watson off Allie’s shoulder. “Thanks. I’d completely forgotten to let her know I’d be gone.”

			Allie’s looked at me searchingly with her gray-green eyes. “So how are you?”

			I shrugged and took the second bag that she’d filled with my stuff. Then I led her into the living room. I was going through writing withdrawal, so I’d called Allie to ask if she’d bring my laptop. She’d been wanting to visit me anyway, since I’d been holed up here for a week already, hiding. 

			But I was done hiding.

			Dad’s words had woken me up.

			I mustered all my courage. “How’s Spencer?”

			“Fine. At least that’s what he wants us all to believe.”

			This was no surprise.

			“I take it something happened between you two that made you want to get away…” Allie probed carefully.

			“I wanted to apologize to him. He said it was too late. But I kissed him and he told me how in love he is with me, and I… froze. He didn’t want to see me any more after that.” It was the shortest summary I could manage.

			My friend put her hand on my arm. “Is the thought that he loves you so frightening?”

			I swallowed hard. “That night, before I came over to your place, Nate had called me and told me that he loved me. It set me back. And to hear those words again, from Spencer, didn’t feel right. Not because I don’t want Spencer…” I shook my head and looked down at my hands in my lap. “I am completely crazy about him, Allie.”

			“I can tell.”

			“Nate just took me by surprise. I… I didn’t mean to freeze on Spencer.”

			“Don’t feel bad about that, Dawn. Anyone within 100 miles can see that you’re in love with Spencer. You’re just being extra careful with your heart because it was broken before. There’s nothing mysterious about it; it’s just a defense mechanism,” Allie said.

			I caught my breath.

			In a flash I realized Allie was speaking the truth.

			I really had fallen head over heels in love with Spencer.

			“Since you’ve been living with Kaden, you’ve become pretty good at this kind of thing,” I replied after a pause.

			“Kaden’s and my story is a perfect example. Sometimes things need more time. I have a feeling Spencer can wait a little while longer, if he’s really serious about you. But he also didn’t know about Nate’s call, did he?” Allie bit the corner of her lip thoughtfully.

			“No. I wanted to explain it to him but he had had enough of me and my excuses. I raised his hopes and played with his emotions—for months—only to let him fall. It’s totally understandable that he’s fed up,” I murmured.

			“It was just bad timing. That’s nothing that can’t be fixed,” she said firmly.

			I growled in response.

			“I mean it, Dawn. If we could wipe all evidence of Nate from your mind and even erase the time you had with him, what would the story be now?”

			There was only one answer to Allie’s question. It didn’t take long for me to say it. “If I hadn’t spent years with Nate, I wouldn’t have been afraid to let Spencer get close to me. I believe… we’d be together.”

			“You see? That tells you what you want. So what do we do now?”

			I sighed. “There’s one thing I have to take care of.”

			“Whatever it is, I’ll help you.”

			I could have gone alone… but I was glad to have my friend with me. So glad.

			The Maynard House rose up in front of us again. We’d already driven around the block twice. It was more difficult to find my courage than I expected.

			“I can do this,” I murmured.

			“Of course you can.”

			Turning to look at Allie, I smiled gratefully.

			“Want me to come with you?” she asked.

			I shook my head. “No, this is something I’ve got to do alone. But knowing that you’ll be waiting for me out here is already a big help. Thanks.”

			“Should I drive around the block one more time?”

			“No. I’m ready.”

			“If you’re not out in a half hour, I’m coming in,” Allie said.

			As if on autopilot, I nodded and got out, gently closing the door of Allie’s car behind me. I walked to the small wooden gate that led to the property and opened it. Stiffly, and with my chin held high, I walked up the path to the door. I had once dreamed that this house would be my home.

			My eyes scanned the small brass nameplate on the door.

			Duffy.

			With a heavy heart I rang the doorbell. Almost immediately I heard steps coming down the hall. My heart was pounding like crazy. The door opened.

			Nate’s gray eyes were wide with surprise.

			“Hi,” I said, my voice trembling.

			“Hello,” he replied just as faintly.

			God, this was strange. Totally weird and somehow also embarrassing.

			“What’re you doing here, Dawny?” Nate asked, frowning.

			“I have to talk to you.”

			For what seemed like an eternity, he just stared at me. Then he nodded slowly and opened the door wider. I stepped gingerly across the threshold and walked into the living room, keeping my jacket on.

			The house had been decorated differently from what we’d planned. Apparently, Nate’s taste had changed. The décor was in gray and black, and the furniture elegant, not very cozy. It would be obvious to anyone that he didn’t live here alone: Photos of him and Rebecca were hanging on the wall.

			There was also a feminine touch evident in the few colorful accents that softened the angular rigidity of the furniture.

			“Looks nice,” I said somewhat awkwardly, and stopped in the middle of the room.

			“Have a seat,” Nate said, indicating the couch.

			But I ignored the invitation and sat instead on one of the chairs at the dining room table. It felt a little less… intimate.

			“Want something to drink?”

			“No, thank you.”

			He looked different. More grown up. He was wearing jeans and a button-up shirt, the top button left open. He’d cut his longish blonde hair—more suitable for an office, I guessed.

			“I want to talk to you about your phone call, Nate,” I began.

			He winced slightly and looked down at his hands, which he’d folded on the table.

			“It took me a long time to get over what you did to me. You can’t just call me and say things like that. We’re finished, we’ve been finished for a long time.”

			“I know. I’m sorry,” he said softly.

			“Judging by the furniture and pictures on the wall, you’re living with Rebecca. If that’s the case, it makes your call even worse. You can’t just get drunk and call me and tell me you still love me, for God’s sake,” I said. “Haven’t you learned anything from what happened?”

			“That’s not what I said,” he countered.

			I raised my eyebrows, stunned. “Maybe you were too shit-faced drunk and can’t remember, but your words are still ringing very clearly in my ear.”

			He shook his head and not a single strand of hair moved. It was gelled. He’d never done that before. He looked kind of strange, like a statue. “What I said was that I miss you, Dawn. That we haven’t talked for a year and that I would always love you, but-”

			The muscles in my jaw were twitching from clenching my teeth so hard, and Nate saw it.

			“I made a mistake, maybe the biggest mistake of my life, screwing up our relationship. But I’ve changed. From now on, I’m taking responsibility for my mistakes.” He leaned back and rubbed his neck. “I called you because I wanted you to hear it from me and not through the grapevine. I…” He cleared his throat and his cheeks flushed.

			“What is it?” I asked, frowning. Even though there was a huge gulf between us, I still knew Nate well enough to recognize that he had something serious to tell me.

			He looked at me with an expression of deep regret in his eyes. “Rebecca and I are getting married.”

			I waited.

			And waited.

			But I didn’t feel any pain.

			“Well say something,” murmured Nate. He reached across the table for my hand and I wasn’t fast enough to pull back. He covered my fingers with his. And I didn’t feel any tingling. I felt… absolutely nothing. No resentment, no grief, and none of the fireworks that used to explode around us.

			“Congratulations, Nate,” I answered softly and stared at my hand, which was almost completely covered by his. I’d always found his hands unbelievably attractive and beautiful. Now they were just… hands. Big, bulky mitts that were surprisingly motionless. Totally unlike the hands I now missed so much. Hands that could never hold still and were often decorated with splashes of paint or bits of glue.

			“Is that all you have to say?” he asked, disbelieving.

			“What were you expecting from me?”

			His eyes grew wider. “I thought… after everything in our past, that you’d…” His words echoed in the huge living room.

			“I’d do what? Throw myself onto the floor and scream?”

			“You can scream at me, Dawny. You can do anything you like, if it means you’ll be a part of my life again,” Nate said, heatedly. As if for emphasis, he squeezed my hand.

			“But I don’t want to be part of your life.”

			“Dawny, please…” he begged.

			“I came here today to tell you that I’m cutting you off for good. You can’t call me anymore, Nate, understand? I’ve built a life in Woodshill and I don’t want it to be spoiled by painful memories.”

			A flicker of pain flashed in his eyes. “I just can’t imagine a life without you. We grew up together, Dawny. I don’t want to lose you forever. You’ll always have a place in my heart. That’s why I called you. Because I wanted… I thought maybe we could…”

			“Be friends?” I asked and smiled sadly. “We’ll never be friends again.”

			“You cut me out of your life, no hesitation!” It sounded like an accusation.

			“Well, you made it pretty easy for me. What did you expect? That we could still be friends after everything that happened? That I could just watch you do this?” I waved my arm to indicate the house and everything it represented.

			“I’m sorry,” he repeated.

			He kept saying that like it meant something. “I accept your apology.” I returned the pressure on his hand. Once. Then I let go. Just at the right moment, because someone was coming down the stairs. The wooden staircase creaked loudly.

			“Who was at the door?” came Rebecca’s voice from the hall.

			Then she appeared in the doorway to the living room and stopped when she saw me sitting at the table. Her face paled. Her shock reflected my own. Looking down, I saw her swollen belly. Either she’d eaten an entire turkey, or more congratulations were due.

			Nate cleared his throat. “That’s the second thing I wanted to tell you.”

			So that was the mistake for which he was taking responsibility. That was the reason for his hasty wedding, the purchase of the house, and his depressed phone call. He’d meant it when he said he was going to take responsibility.

			“Congratulations,” I said. Then I stood up slowly, returned Rebecca’s nod, and walked out of the living room to the hall.

			“Dawn, wait!” Nate was right behind me but I didn’t pay attention.

			As fast as I could, I got out of there. Past the plants and bushes, I hurried to Allie’s car. I could see my friend already, and sighed in relief. But footsteps were following behind me, and a hand grabbed my arm.

			“Dawn, please, listen to me,” Nate insisted. “You can…”

			I swung around. “No!”

			He blinked, stunned.

			I took a deep breath. “I spent six years of my life with you only to be thrown away like trash. I’ve spent the last year getting over it. I’m done with us. And for the sake of Rebecca and your unborn child you should do the same.”

			He refused to let go. His grip only tightened, as if he were desperately clinging to some last hope.

			“Let go, Nate.”

			He shook his head. “But…”

			“She told you to let go, asshole,” came Allie’s voice from behind me. He let go.

			“Who’s that?” he asked, keeping his eyes on Allie.

			“I’m Allie. Pleasure to meet you.”

			Before he could blink, her fist shot out and delivered a right hook to his chin. Nate yelped and held his jaw, cursing loudly.

			I stared at Allie, my mouth hanging open. She clenched her teeth and shook out her hand. “You ready?” she asked.

			I nodded silently. Allie linked arms with me and led me to the car. Away from the house that used to symbolize my future—along with the man who now stood on the sidewalk muttering to himself. I took one look back over my shoulder. When our eyes met, the goodbye was final.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 35

			That same day, I went back with Allie to Woodshill. We stopped at Best Buy so I could pick up a new phone. I also registered a new number in case Nate didn’t take my demand seriously, and I sent Sawyer a message immediately, telling her my self-imposed exile was over. She responded with a middle finger emoji. Apparently, nothing had changed.

			“How is your hand not broken right now?” I asked Allie when we pulled up in front of the dorm.

			“Kaden gave me a couple lessons at the gym. With a punching bag,” Allie said cheerfully.

			“That’s a great idea—I should do it, too. Then I can defend myself without relying on my friend to be a badass.” 

			“Let me teach you,” she said as we took my bags out of the trunk.

			When we arrived at my room, the door flew open before I could even reach for the handle. A whirlwind of blonde hair almost knocked me down. The hug lasted a second; then Sawyer broke away from me. Before I knew it, she’d flicked me in the forehead with her finger.

			“Don’t do that again, you stupid piece of shit.” For a moment she glared at me, her eyes throwing sparks. Then she went back into our room.

			“I’m sorry I didn’t get in touch—I just forgot,” I said, kicking off my shoes. My side of the room looked as colorful and chaotic as it had a week ago, when I’d taken off. Except for a cardboard tube on my bed that I definitely hadn’t left there.

			“What’s that?” I asked Sawyer, who was now perched on her desk with her laptop.

			“Look at it.”

			Allie followed me to the bed and joined me on the patchwork quilt. Picking up the tube, I pried off its round plastic cover and shook it to get out whatever was inside.

			It was one of the pictures Sawyer had taken of me as part of her photography project. There I was on the bench where we’d spent a good many mornings together. Behind me, the lawn and trees on campus were slightly out of focus. My pink blouse contrasted nicely with the background. And my face… Wow. Sawyer had been taking pictures even when I wasn’t posing. Here, she caught me laughing in earnest.

			“What a beautiful photo,” Allie gushed.

			“Originally, the assignment was to capture various emotions. This image wasn’t in the series, but it was too good to throw away,” Sawyer said, without looking up from her computer.

			“Thanks,” I whispered, barely able to get the word out.

			“Maybe you can use it someday. As an author’s head shot. In case you ever feel confident enough to show your face on the Internet,” my roommate continued.

			“I will.”

			“Really?” Allie and Sawyer asked together.

			Tracing the image of my face with my fingertip, I admitted: “I think I’ve hidden myself long enough.”

			“Totally,” said Sawyer, closing her laptop. “Oh, and by the way, my instructor was pretty impressed by the rest of the photos.”

			“Fantastic,” I said.

			“She liked them so much that we put them on display.”

			I blinked. “What?”

			She smiled deviously. “Since you weren’t available for consultation, I agreed.”

			“Where are they hanging?” I asked, taken aback.

			“Oh, just in the western wing of the hall where my class is held. Not many people pass by there, don’t worry.”

			“So why do you look like a cat who just drank a whole carton of milk while no one was watching?” Allie pushed her.

			“You didn’t ask how big the prints are.”

			That was all she had to say. I jumped up, grabbed Allie and dragged her with me.

			My face was enormous.

			The pictures covered an entire wall, lengthwise. Half the hallway was plastered with my face. Each print was the size of a movie poster. Angry, grimacing, blissful with closed eyes, squinting, and there was even a picture of me leaping with my hand outstretched.

			In disbelief, I stared at the images and walked stiffly to the first one, which showed me enraptured, as if the best chocolate in the world was melting in my mouth. A little card was mounted next to the photograph.

			Erotic dream, by Sawyer Dixon.

			“I’m gong to kill her,” I mumbled as my heart began to pound.

			“I’ll help you hide the body,” Allie offered, though I couldn’t help but notice that her mouth was twitching.

			“Dawn!”

			I turned around to see who’d called my name.

			No, no, no, shit.

			Nolan was walking down the hall toward me, wearing a shirt with the slogan “Who run the world? (Girls)”… He was moving so fast that his coat was flowing behind him like a superhero’s cape. “Nice photos,” he said, nodding at the wall.

			“Um… thanks.” I was shifting my weight from one foot to the other.

			“Whatever your reason for coming down here, I wanted to repeat my offer to read the next chapters of your novel. Only if you want the feedback.”

			I swallowed hard. The fact that I’d accidentally sent him the first chapters of About Us had already slipped my mind.

			“No pressure! I was just so taken by Tristan and Mackenzie and wanted to know how things turn out for them. You shouldn’t have any trouble finding a publisher or at least an agent. So if you need a reader, just let me know.” He nodded again at Allie and me, and continued on his way down the hall.

			“Thanks, Nolan!” I called out after him.

			He just waved.

			“That’s your instructor?” Allie asked.

			“He’s cool, right?”

			Allie fanned herself with her hand. “He looks like Chris Hemsworth. That’s crazy! How could you have kept this from me?”

			I thought it over. “Well, I hadn’t noticed.”

			Allie shook her head and we hooked arms.

			“What are you going to do?”

			I shrugged. “Probably nothing. This is a big opportunity for Sawyer, I don’t want to ruin that.”

			“You really like her, don’t you?” Allie asked, surprised.

			Without skipping a beat, I nodded. “She’s reliable, even if she can be pretty horrible at times.”

			“Okay. Then we’ll be nice to each other from now on.”

			I laughed. “That’d be perfect.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 36

			I spent Sunday in bed, staring at the world map on the ceiling. My head was pounding and my body felt heavy and cumbersome. The heartache wouldn’t go away. No matter how hard Allie tried to distract me, it just didn’t work. Eventually she understood how serious my fight with Spencer had been. And she realized I needed some time alone. It was all too fresh.

			On Monday I went back to my classes, having spent the previous day in that in-between world of feeling either nothing or much too much. This drifting between numbness and unbearable pain was driving me crazy. So I buried myself in my classwork and studied. I spent afternoons in the library and I spent evenings with Watson at my desk, working on About Us until my wrists ached. The story helped me process everything I’d gone through: Mackenzie felt what I felt, and it was both painful and a relief at the same time. In the story, she finally moves on from her ex-boyfriend and is able to give Tristan a chance. She realizes that her feelings for him are deeper than anything she’s ever felt, that it no longer matters what her ex did, and she realizes how small all her old plans were. I wrote about how she spent weeks aching for Tristan, trying to distract herself with work and study.

			And then something happened to me for the first time ever.

			I got writer’s block.

			It was the following Sunday morning and suddenly my fingers stopped typing. The fount, from which my inner feelings usually sprang, the source of my words and stories, just ran dry. Nothing came out.

			Nothing.

			Tristan and Mackenzie had hurt each other badly and now there was radio silence between them. They loved each other, but it was impossible for me to bring them back together. Whatever I tried, the two of them wouldn’t cooperate. Every sentence I wrote felt terribly wrong. It took me a whole day to write what normally took a few minutes.

			That’s what I got for trying to use Spencer’s and my story. There was always a happy ending in my books, but it wasn’t working this time.

			Fucking hell.

			Tristan and Mackenzie deserved that happy ending. It didn’t feel right to end their story without trying everything. And I knew I couldn’t start a new story until this one was finished.

			Frustrated, I opened my email and started to write.

			Dear Nolan,

			How do I get over writer’s block?

			I’ve been sitting here, trying to write the conclusion of About Us, and I don’t know any more. My head is completely empty. I think my muse has left me. Do you have any suggestions?

			Thanks a lot,

			Dawn

			I sent off the email and opened About Us again on my computer, reading and reworking the first chapter. My stomach still tingled when I read about the two of them. This story was something special, I was certain. When I reached chapter five, my email inbox flashed.

			Dear Dawn,

			First of all, strike the word “muse” from your vocabulary—it only discourages you.

			As far as writer’s block goes: look at the story from another angle. Go back to the beginning and see where your characters might have made a wrong turn. Sometimes a little intervention can lead to big changes that help the plot along.

			All the best,

			Nolan

			P. S.: If the two of them don’t stay together in the end, that’s okay. There are romance novels with bittersweet endings and even some that end ambiguously.

			I read his email. Twice. Three times. Then I read About Us up to the end of chapter twenty-six, where I was now stuck.

			Of course I could change some things. A lot, in fact. Mackenzie could trust Tristan earlier. They could go home together already in chapter seven. Tristan could make his true intentions clear much earlier, instead of hiding himself behind a façade of jokes and half-truths. It was exactly like Nolan said: a few little changes would be enough to get Tristan and Mackenzie to their happy ending. Not a big deal, if it were just a manuscript.

			But it wasn’t.

			This was Spencer’s and my story. It was full of mistakes and inconsistencies. It was real—more real than anything I’d ever written. And I just couldn’t let it end without a twenty-seventh chapter.

			What I wanted with Spencer was chapter twenty-seven, twenty-eight, twenty-nine, and everything that followed. Because, goddammit, I was in love with him.

			I was angry and hurt, and I was sure he felt the same way. But one of us had to take a step in the right direction if we were ever going to get our happily ever after.

			I reread chapter twenty-six. And then started to write.

			Twenty-seven

			Spencer,

			Everything that Mackenzie feels for Tristan is what I feel for you. That and so much more. I know I’m really bad at showing you this, but… here it is. In black and white.

			I can’t erase my mistakes. But what I can do is what you showed me: start every day fresh and try to be someone who deserves the love of a man who is simply perfect for me.

			With love,

			Dawn

			I printed out the manuscript. Then I called Allie and drove with her to Spencer’s house. I left the stack of pages, tied with a blue ribbon, on his doormat.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 37

			I waited nine hours.

			At three a. m. my cell phone rang. Bleary-eyed, I sat up. When I tried to reach for the phone, I banged the back of my hand on my bedside table. Cursing, I swiped the display and answered the call.

			“Hello?”

			Silence. Then: “Tristan is an asshole.”

			Suddenly I was wide-awake.

			“He doesn’t deserve Mackenzie. The way he treated her, she should be looking for someone who treats her better,” Spencer continued.

			In the background I heard the rustling of paper. My heart was banging in my chest. “But that’s not what Mackenzie wants.”

			More rustling. “Dawn… it’s a great book. Really. You made me feel everything that Mackenzie was going through. I… had to read it twice to get everything. Especially what’s between the lines,” he continued softly.

			“And?” My heart was in my throat.

			“Now… I kind of get her. Sometimes I’m a little slow.”

			“Slow isn’t bad. I’m slow myself,” I blurted out.

			“Okay.” He cleared his throat again. “A few things caught my attention.”

			I sat up a bit straighter. “Shoot.”

			“Why does Tristan have to get into the pants of so many women? I mean, he’s loved Kenzie for years but still sleeps around. Sometimes this makes him a little less believable.”

			“Some guy once told me he’d only had one-night stands,” I murmured.

			“Banging ten women in one week is just not realistic, Sweetie. Even if Tristan is amazingly hot, with a body to die for.”

			With my eyes closed, I could see his smile, sly and loving at the same time.

			“Besides, I think he would change his ways after they met,” he added, softly.

			I swallowed. “Think so?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			“Why?” I asked.

			“Because she means something to him.”

			My throat was dry. “And the same for her.”

			Hearing his calm breathing through the phone, I wished suddenly that he were here. Or that I were there.

			“I didn’t know how you felt about it, Dawn,” he said after a while, his voice husky. “Of course, I heard you, when you said you… couldn’t… but didn’t really understand until now. You described Mackenzie’s feelings so… realistically. I was too blind and stubborn to imagine what you were going through. And I didn’t want to pressure you or hurt you.”

			I twisted the corner of my blanket. “I know.”

			“Anyway I wanted to tell you again.”

			The silence made me nervous so I tried to bring the mood back to the lighthearted beginning of the call. “So, fewer women for Tristan; check. Anything else?”

			The rustling of paper came through the phone again. “Okay… I don’t like the first sex scene.”

			Now I sat bolt upright. “What? My sex scenes are top notch!”

			“I’m not saying they’re bad. But the way you describe it, he’s throwing himself at her in a blind passion. When really, she wants him just as much,” Spencer said drily.

			I snorted.

			Sawyer groaned and pulled her pillow over her head.

			“I think it could use some revision,” Spencer said.

			“Check. Anything else on your list?”

			He breathed out slowly. “Chapter twenty. Tristan’s declaration of love comes at completely the wrong moment.”

			“So that’s why Kenzie reacts the way she does.”

			“Her reaction is appropriate, but Tristan still has to find out at some point why she finds it so hard. Knowing Tristan loves her can’t really be so terrible for her, can it?”

			I smiled a bit. “No, not at all. She was just blindsided by Donovan’s call.”

			“And did she really go to him and tell him all those things?” he asked, slowly.

			“Yes, she did. And she’s glad she did it. It’s over and done.”

			His breath came out haltingly. “That’s good.”

			“Want to know something?”

			“Mhh-hmm.”

			“Donovan is getting married and is going to be a father.”

			Spencer cursed. “What?”

			“Yes. He’s living in the house he bought. Together with his pregnant fiancée.”

			“Stupid idiot. He should never have cheated on Kenzie.”

			“But if he hadn’t, Tristan and Kenzie would never have become friends.”

			“Oh, I think the two of them would have eventually met.”

			“How come?”

			“Because they were dealt the right cards and fate would have taken care of it.”

			I laughed softly.

			“Your laughter is my favorite sound,” he said abruptly. “I missed it.”

			Now my heart was really pounding. It felt like a whole Samba band was drumming inside my chest.

			“Dawn, I’m sorry—about everything I threw at you. I’m sorry I gave up on us and called you a coward. You’re not a coward at all. You’re the opposite.”

			I gripped my phone tighter. “Are you sure?”

			“Of course. I was angry and frustrated. I felt like we could finally be together but at the same time knew I had to savor every second because you could decide to run at any moment. That mix of hope and fear was… tough. I know that wasn’t your intention. It was unbelievably courageous of you to let me in at all, after what you’d been through, and all your fears. I get it now, and… I’m really sorry.”

			“Me too. Everything you said,” I whispered. I leaned back onto my pillow and pulled the blanket up to my chin.

			“What happened to chapter twenty-seven?” murmured Spencer after a pause.

			I sighed. “I haven’t written it yet.”

			“You can’t leave me hanging like this, Dawn. I need the next chapter. Tristan and Mackenzie belong together. You know it, I know it, the entire world has known it since the beginning of time.”

			It felt like a lifetime ago that he’d said pretty much the same thing to me.

			“So ask me,” I whispered.

			“Hm?”

			“Ask me again,” I repeated.

			“I don’t understand.”

			I cleared my throat to get rid of the lump in it. “We could talk for hours about our mistakes, or we could skip that part and get it right this time. So just ask me out on a date so I can finally give you the right answer.”

			He took a deep breath. “Go out with me.”

			I laughed. “That wasn’t a question.”

			“Fuck, you’re right.” He inhaled again. “Dawn Lily Edwards, would you do me the honor of going out with me?”

			I gave him the answer he deserved the first time he asked me.

			“Yes. Yes, yes, yes!”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 38

			Tonight was my first date. My first real date. With Spencer.

			I was dying with excitement as Spencer drove us to my favorite Italian restaurant, Cassano’s. They had the best pasta and pizza in Woodshill. From the outside, the place looked unremarkable. But the interior made up for that, with its black-and-white photographs of Italian tourist destinations and the owners’ own photos. The atmosphere was personal and warm. Today there was even a pianist playing live music. The sound of the piano filled the space, as did the wonderful aroma of freshly prepared food.

			Spencer entwined his fingers with mine and guided me past the tables toward the kitchen. I almost stopped and asked him what he was up to, but I trusted him. So I let myself be pulled through the swinging doors.

			The Cassano kitchen was a whirlwind of activity. On the huge gas stove were a few pots in which sauce was bubbling, and across the aisle, between gaps in the huge steel shelves, I could see someone twirling pizza dough in the air.

			None of the kitchen staff was surprised by our appearance. Most even greeted Spencer and me warmly. Spencer confidently led me between the rows of pots and pans until we reached the very back.

			“Ah, there you are.” The man who’d just been spinning pizza dough came toward us with outstretched arms. His hands and apron were covered with flour, and he wore a bandana decorated with stars over his hair. His tan face was lined, and he had gray stubble on his cheeks.

			“Dawn, this is Antonio Cassano, owner of the restaurant. He’s going to show us how to make an authentic Italian pizza,” Spencer explained.

			Antonio grabbed Spencer by the hand and pulled him into a half-hug, clapping him on the back. Then he bowed slightly to me.

			“Hello, Dawn, nice to meet you. Call me Tony.” His light accent gave his voice a lovely melody.

			“My pleasure,” I said, still unsure of what was happening.

			“Okay now, friends.” Tony clapped his hands and walked over to a counter, grabbing two fresh, white aprons and handing them to us. “You’re dressed far too nicely for the messy work ahead of us.” He raised his eyebrows and Spencer gave him a lopsided grin.

			I could tell why they got along so well.

			Spencer came over to me with one of Tony’s aprons. He lifted the upper loop over my head, careful not to mess up my hair. Then he walked behind me and tied a bow. His fingers grazed the bit of skin between my lace top and skirt, and I shivered. Then he removed his jacket and rolled up his shirtsleeves—it wasn’t just the heat of the ovens that made my cheeks glow—and loosely tied his own apron around his hips.

			Tony led us to a sink where we were to remove any jewelry and wash our hands thoroughly. Then we returned to the counter.

			“Okay. I’m gonna show you how you throw pizza dough.” He shoved two huge wooden boards with lumps of dough across the steel surface. “First, take a handful of flour to keep the dough from sticking to your fingers.”

			We did as he said. Meanwhile, Tony walked around us and turned up the radio that was hanging on the side of the steel shelf. Italian music filled the kitchen, and the other employees cutting vegetables cheered.

			I looked over at Spencer. He was gently covering the dough with flour and letting his fingers slide over it. Hmmm…

			“After you’ve done that, press the dough flat, until it’s about half an inch thick,” Tony said.

			Again I cast an eye at Spencer.

			“Don’t look at me like that,” he murmured.

			I just grinned. Before our “date,” I’d been worried that everything would be different between us. That there’d be tension or that our fight would still be hanging in the air. But I was wrong. Things were back to normal. Or maybe even better than normal. This date was terrific.

			“How do you know Tony?” I asked, pressing on the dough.

			“He used to work for my parents as a caterer,” Spencer said. “When I was five, he was my best friend. He moved here before…” He cleared his throat. “Before the accident.”

			“Were you close then?”

			“Dad wasn’t thrilled about it, but yes. Tony’s a good guy, and he taught me a lot. After he moved away, I was angry as hell, and things got out of hand.”

			“Stop ruining your date with stories like that,” came Tony’s voice from behind us. He looked over my shoulder again. “Very good.” Then he checked Spencer’s work. “A little too thick, but we can work with it.” He reached for my dough and took the edge between his thumb and forefinger. “Now stretch and pinch the dough at this distance from the edge, around the whole circle.”

			Again we followed his instructions.

			“What about you? Do you still keep in touch with childhood friends?” Spencer asked.

			I shrugged. “I’m still pretty close to Wren. He wasn’t in the same circle of friends as Nate and me; he’s the son of one of my father’s colleagues. We used to sit together in the workshop and talk about everything under the sun. Aside from him, I’ve broken off contact with everyone.”

			He threw me a sidelong glance.

			“Better that way,” I assured him with a smile. “I’m a lot happier here than I was in Portland. Because I can be myself. I don’t think I ever had friends like I do now.”

			He nodded. “It was the same for me. All those people from the private school never really cared about me. After Olivia’s accident I didn’t stay in touch with them. They thought I was a freak because of the therapy, the medications, and because I’d rather spend time with Livvy than go to parties.”

			It was amazing how easy it was for him to talk about it with me now. Where once there was a wall between us, now there was none.

			“When can we throw it, Tony?” Spencer asked.

			The chef looked at our pizzas, which were taking shape; he fixed an edge here and there, and finally nodded.

			“Now you put your fist under the dough, like this,” he said and demonstrated on his own dough. “Make a fist with the other hand, exactly the same, and then you put it next to the other fist. Very good, Dawn.” He nodded enthusiastically. “Now pull your hands apart a bit.”

			“But then the dough will get even thinner,” I said.

			“That doesn’t matter at all,” replied Tony. “Now turn your left fist toward you and the other away from your body, so the dough starts to spin. That’s right, Spencer.”

			Spencer had already gotten the hang of it, while my dough was just flapping around.

			“Once your pizzas have the right diameter, you can move your fist in an arch backward. And the other fist goes forward. If you shift the motion slightly upward, the dough will spin faster.”

			I tried, but my dough flopped to the side.

			“That was just a little too fast, Dawn. You don’t want the pizza to stick on your pretty face,” Tony joked.

			Over the next few minutes we tried to get the right spin going. It was harder than it looked. I got flour in my face and was pretty sure the apron wasn’t protecting much of my outfit. But after 15 minutes I got it down. The dough spun around on my fists, and I squealed.

			“Wow, great, Dawn! Now you can throw it up in the air. But be careful not to tear it when you catch it on your fists,” Tony said.

			I tried throwing it, just a few inches, and caught it again.

			“That’s so amazingly sexy,” Spencer murmured.

			I threw it up again, this time higher. I caught it on my fists and grinned broadly. “Look how cool I am!”

			Spencer had let his dough fall onto the board and was staring at me. His eyes flew to my mouth. I want to kiss you, was written on his face.

			“Your dough looks done,” Tony said to me, and I pried my eyes away from Spencer. Tony inspected his dough and wrinkled his nose. “Yours needs a little work.”

			After we’d thrown on some toppings, we shoved our pizzas in the oven. We took off the aprons and washed our hands and arms. Spencer and I helped each other remove the flour from our faces; I took every opportunity to touch the corners of his mouth and let my fingers follow the line of his chin.

			Spencer put his jacket on and took me back through the restaurant until we came to the pianist. There, on the parquet in front of the piano, he pulled me close. I stumbled briefly and stared up at him, perplexed.

			“What’re you doing?”

			He took my hand, stroked his thumb over my skin and reached the other arm around my waist. “Dancing,” was his simple answer.

			“Is that in the dating manual?”

			He pulled me even closer “No. But I’ve always wanted to do this with you.”

			Then he began to move. The pianist played a tune that sounded vaguely familiar. I leaned my head back; Spencer smiled softly when our eyes met. “I behaved terribly, Dawn.”

			I shook my head. “This is our first date. What happened before isn’t important anymore.”

			Spencer let his hand drift down to the skin between my top and skirt again. His fingers snuck under and stroked my lower back. I melted in his arms.

			“I just wanted to tell you again that I’m sorry.”

			“Me, too. Are we done?” I asked.

			“In no way are we anywhere near done with each other, Dawn Edwards,” he said gently, lowering his face until our lips were nearly touching. Then, a soft, sweet kiss. A promise. “This is just the beginning.”

			After Tony brought us our pizzas in boxes and Spencer had paid, we left the restaurant. I’d assumed we were going to eat there, but that obviously wasn’t the plan.

			Sitting in the driver’s seat, Spencer turned to face me. “Dawn, I’d like to introduce you to my sister.”

			My eyes widened.

			“I know this is our first real date, and I don’t want to put you under any pressure, but… Olivia’s an important part of my life and I’ve been wanting to introduce you to each other for a while now…”

			I jumped on him. Literally. Within two seconds I was on his lap with my arms around him.

			He encircled me with his arms and held me tight. “I don’t know what that’s supposed to mean, but I like it.”

			Tears sprang to my eyes, and I felt an aching in my chest.

			“Are you sure?”

			His expression was gentle. With one hand, he brushed my hair from my forehead. “I think Livvy would kill me if I didn’t bring you over. She’s waiting.”

			“What?”

			He nodded. “I gave her your present after we spoke on the phone, but asked her not to open it until I brought you.”

			I punched his shoulder. “You can’t put a gift in front of her nose and tell her not to open it!”

			“True, I didn’t really think it through.”

			“Then we’d better hurry!” I tried to crawl off his lap, but he was holding my hips firmly.

			“One more thing,” he said.

			“What?”

			He placed a hand behind my neck and pulled me closer. I waited for his lips to touch mine, but he was still looking down at me as if waiting for my permission.

			So I placed my lips gently on his. Carefully, I let my tongue glide over his lower lip and nibbled it. He sighed in relief. His tongue slid forward and found mine. God, how I’d missed him.

			This time, the huge house didn’t faze me as we pulled up. Maybe because this time there was no emergency—we were coming to visit.

			Standing at the door, Spencer held my hand, while holding the pizza cartons under his other arm.

			The heavy door opened and Spencer’s mother smiled warmly at us. “Dawn, how lovely to see you again.” She embraced me and turned to her son. “Hello, big guy.”

			Spencer hugged his mother tightly.

			“Livvy’s waiting. She was talking about nothing but you today, Dawn.” She smiled over her shoulder at me and walked through the foyer to the room where we’d sat together a few months earlier.

			I began to sweat. I walked into the room behind Spencer.

			“Finally!”

			Olivia was sitting in a comfortable armchair. She stood and came toward us.

			With her dark hair, strong eyebrows, and wide smile, she looked like she was cut from the same cloth as Spencer. And she was tall. This teenager barely resembled the girl I’d seen in the photo on Spencer’s desk. She was wearing eye makeup and lip gloss, and her hair was partially pinned up. She wore tight jeans and on her T-shirt was a big, glittery heart printed with the words #LoveIsLove.

			I liked her right away.

			“Hi,” she said shyly. She hugged me briefly. “I’m Olivia.”

			“It’s nice to finally meet you,” I said. “I’m Dawn.”

			“I know. He talks…” She hesitated and her smile slipped a bit. She lowered her eyes. After a moment she looked up again. Her cheeks reddened and it took a while for her to continue speaking. “He talks a lot. About you.”

			“Don’t worry, I only tell her good things,” Spencer called over his shoulder at me as he set the pizza boxes on an antique table and gave his sister a powerful hug.

			She struggled in his arms and checked her hair with an annoyed expression after he let go.

			“You see?” Spencer said. “That’s exactly what I meant! Not a day past her 15th birthday and she finds me unbearable already.”

			“I’d be annoyed, too, if you undid my hairdo,” I replied and looked at the extent of the damage. “Let me see…”

			Olivia leaned her head toward me, and I fixed the bobby pin that had shifted out of place. I caught a glimpse of a wide scar on the left side of her head. It was clearly visible, since there was no hair growing along the broad line. But Olivia had styled her hair to cover it.

			“There, now it’s okay,” I said.

			“Thanks,” she replied, smiling again. Only from close up could one see that the right corner of her mouth was a bit higher than the left. “So, and now may I… um… now I may…” She took a deep breath, searching for the right words. “I’m allowed to open it.”

			“If it were up to me, you could have done it earlier,” I replied. “But I think Spence wanted to make it more dramatic.”

			“He likes to.” She picked up the gift from the floor and nodded toward the nearest chair.

			I sat down to her right.

			Olivia lifted the box and shook it gently. Then she tore the wrapping off so abruptly that it made me laugh.

			“Oh, cool. Thank you,” Olivia said, holding up the Barnes & Noble gift card so Spencer could see it. He was still standing where I’d left him, watching his sister, arms folded.

			She opened the chocolate and shoved a piece in her mouth. Then she held the box out to me.

			I took a piece. “Thanks.”

			Olivia then lifted the scrapbook out of the box. “Wow,” she gasped. She opened the first page and saw the pictures I’d pasted in. Spencer walked around behind her armchair and rested his elbows on its back.

			Slowly, Olivia turned the pages of the book. When she reached the page with the lyrics to Through The Dark by One Direction, she smiled and let her finger trace the words. On the following pages were photos of Spencer and our friends in Coos Bay.

			“That’s, um…?” Olivia looked up at Spencer.

			“Yeah, that’s the fountain. I never got to see those photos,” he said, bending down closer.

			“Cute,” Olivia said, circling her finger around Spencer and me.

			“Of course we’re cute,” Spencer replied.

			The corner of my mouth twitched.

			“You can’t call yourself…” Olivia began. Her mouth stayed open a second. “That’s…”

			“Conceited?” Spencer grinned down at her over the back of the chair. “If it has to do with me and Dawn, I’m never modest. You should know that by now, Livvy.”

			She smiled. It was heartwarming and also fascinating to see how brother and sister communicated. I’d read that people with aphasia shouldn’t be made to feel insecure about their speech; that they should be supported in finding the right words rather than have their sentences finished for them.

			“He really talks a lot about you. Sometimes it’s… annoying,” Olivia said, looking at me and then down again at the scrapbook. She turned the page. “What… song is that?” she asked.

			I tilted my head and looked at the lyrics. “Don’t tell me you don’t know that one.”

			She shook her head and several strands of hair came loose.

			I looked at her in disbelief. “I was told that you knew all the teen films ever made. But if you don’t know A Cinderella Story then… you need to see it! If I’d known, I would have bought that for you instead of all the stuff in this box.”

			Spencer covered up his laugh with a cough.

			I pointed accusingly at him. “It’s your job to show her the classics, Spence!”

			“I never claimed to be good at this job,” he countered, with a grin.

			“You can have the, um…” Olivia cleared her throat. “You can have the job. I’m firing Spence.” She looked at both of us, twisting her neck back and forth. “Besides, you’re going to be visiting us more often. Right?”

			I was still lost in Spencer’s smile. His happiness filled the room and made my heart pound. Then I looked at his sister—the girl who meant everything to the man I loved.

			“You better believe it.”

		

	
		
			

			Epilogue

			Three months later

			Isaac was pushing his way toward us through the crowd. I reached up and waved. He saw me and grinned.

			“Hey, guys,” he greeted Allie, Kaden, Scott, and Everly, who were all sitting together.

			We’d managed to snag our favorite corner table at Hillhouse.

			“Hi.” I smiled up at Isaac. “Great that you could come.”

			“With such a mysterious invitation, what else could I do?” he replied, sitting across from me. “What are we celebrating?”

			“She’s not saying until everyone’s here,” Allie said.

			Everly and I grinned at each other across the table. She already knew the secret.

			“She’s been giving us that shit-eating grin for hours,” Scott said, sipping his beer.

			Everly glanced at the clock. “We’ve only been here for half an hour, Scott.”

			A bright flash made me flinch. Turning around, I spied Sawyer a few feet away, holding her heavy SLR camera in front of her face.

			I rolled my eyes. “You were invited to be a part of the party, not to photograph it, Sawyer.”

			My roommate sauntered over and stood next to Isaac. “Scoot over, nerd.”

			Isaac raised an eyebrow.

			She fluttered her eyelashes and granted him one of her rare smiles. “Please.”

			Red-cheeked, Isaac gave in and slid closer to Allie on the bench.

			“Oh, shit,” Kaden said, peering at something over my shoulder and frowning. “He’s finally lost it.”

			“Sweetie!”

			With a start, I looked toward the source of Spencer’s voice. My boyfriend really had gone crazy. And I loved him for it.

			He was invisible. Or rather, he was hidden behind a huge bouquet of helium balloons. Too many to count. There were letters on some of them, which were supposed to spell out my name. And the others spelled out congratulations.

			“Fuck, don’t tell me you’re pregnant,” Sawyer groaned.

			I rolled my eyes: “For heaven’s sake, no!”

			Spencer came over with Monica and Ethan in tow and had to extricate himself from the balloons before he could bend over and kiss me. I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and pulled him closer. The knowledge that he really was mine was still overwhelming, and I took every chance I got to show him how deeply in love I was.

			“Are those for me?” I asked breathlessly.

			“I figured if we’re celebrating, we might as well do it right. So we needed balloons.” He winked and sat down next to me.

			Ethan pulled Monica onto his lap at the end of the table. “So, when are we going to find out what we’re celebrating?”

			“Go ahead, Sweetie. Tell them,” Spencer urged.

			I cleared my throat and looked at my friends. Isaac took a key and rapped it lightly against Allie’s glass, as if announcing a toast.

			“I don’t have a prepared speech or anything,” I said, lifting my hands up. My cheeks were getting warmer by the second. “You all know that I’ve been publishing stories under a pseudonym over the past year.”

			Everyone murmured. By now, they all knew about my side job.

			“Over the last few months, I’ve been working on my first novel. Sawyer can confirm that I’ve been writing like a banshee, day and night,” I said with a nod to my roommate.

			“Banshee is a pretty good description. She sat on her bed, unshowered, with bags under her eyes, looking like a lunatic. Sometimes she cried, sometimes she looked like she was about to come.”

			Isaac turned scarlet, picked up Allie’s glass without realizing it, and took a big gulp.

			“Thanks, Sawyer, for the unnecessarily accurate description of my state,” I replied. “At any rate I’ve been working pretty intensely with my test reader on this novel,” I said, nodding at Spencer; he took a little bow. “Everly’s and my professor, Nolan, also read it and gave me feedback on the plot.”

			“You mean that Thor guy?” Monica asked, looking back and forth between Allie and me.

			We nodded, and she sighed, enraptured.

			“Nolan thinks I could find a publisher for this novel. So…” I looked beseechingly at Everly.

			She leaned forward and rested her arms on the table. “My mom works for a nonfiction publisher. But she used to work for a fiction publisher and still keeps in touch with her old colleagues. So she connected Dawn with one of her contacts there.”

			The others looked back at me. I bit my lower lip. Spencer bumped his shoulder gently against mine, a cue for me to spill the beans.

			“My debut novel, About Us, is coming out next year, from Triangle Publishing. With my real name,” I announced, and pressed the backs of my hands on my cheeks.

			For a second there was silence.

			And then all hell broke loose.

			Allie screamed and jumped up so quickly that the table wobbled violently. Monica and Ethan started asking questions while Kaden gave Spencer a high five and stood up. Suddenly, Ethan had lifted me up and was twirling me around.

			“Congratulations, baby girl!” Scott shouted.

			I was thrown into the arms of one person after another.

			Monica and Isaac wanted to know exactly what happened in the novel, and Scott and Everly started talking about marketing they wanted to do, while Allie and Kaden told me how proud they were of me. My friends bombarded me with questions, while Sawyer documented everything with her camera.

			Suddenly, Spencer’s hand was on my back.

			“Excuse me a moment,” he said, and pushed me toward the dance floor.

			“What do you think you’re doing?” I asked.

			“I like this song, I’m an egotist, and want you to myself for three and a half minutes.”

			Spencer pulled me close.

			“I’m so damn proud of you,” he whispered in my ear, as his hands wandered over my body.

			“And I’m proud of you,” I replied.

			He buried his face in my neck. That was one of the things that Spencer had yet to learn: how to accept compliments. There were still days when he was oppressed by the weight of his past and felt overcome with guilt for what had happened to Olivia. But we’d handle it.

			One day at a time.

		

	
		
			

      What did you think?
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      We’d love your opinion! What was your favorite part?

      If you liked the story, please support the author by leaving a rating where you purchased this ebook.

     Happy reading!
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