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        Beguiling is a standalone novel and the second book in the erotic Tempting series.

        

        About the erotic Tempting series

      

      
        Book One: Tempting

        

        A romance between a college student named Adele and her hot professor, Nathan, that is much deeper than just the forbidden aspect of their relationship.

        

        Amazon US

        Amazon UK

        Amazon AU

        Amazon CA

      

      
        Book Two: Beguiling

      

      
        A romance about Leo, the all-star quarterback, and his pain-in-the-ass, preacher’s daughter neighbor, Scarlet whose bucket list will make their summer fly by a little bit faster.

      

      
        Book Three: Provocative

      

      
        The continuation and conclusion to Adele and Nathan’s tumultuous romance.

        

        More books to come…

      

    

  


  
    
      To Jamie, the one who beguiles me.

      I never once minded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Beguiling Synopsis:

        

      

    
    
      
        Hate: to dislike intensely or passionately; feel extreme aversion for or extreme hostility toward.

        

        Scarlet Jennings, the preacher’s daughter who lived across the street, was a royal, uptight pain in my ass. When she looked at me, she saw a college quarterback asshole with rocks for brains, but she didn’t have a single word for what was happening between us.

        

        When we were forced to ride together every single day that summer, there was definitely some dislike going on. Extreme hostility was a given, considering that we were spending so much time together in close quarters.

        

        One night of bed-breaking, body-shattering, lose-your-voice-from-screaming passion had surprised us both, but it was only just the beginning…
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      I don’t remember the first time I threw a football. My dad didn’t teach me, and it wasn’t in my blood to be able to do it; I just could. It was just there, the way it fit in my palm, the rough edge of the white laces between my spread fingers, how it left my hand and lifted in the air. Playing football was the only thing that came naturally to me. School definitely didn’t, because I had to study my ass off to maintain the three-point-five GPA that my parents demanded. And women definitely, a million percent definitely, did not.  

      Women, though I loved them, did not come easily to me. And they should have, which pissed me off even more. I’m good-looking—that’s not the issue. In fact, if I polled a hundred straight women on the street, I bet ninety percent of them would say I was fuckable. The other ten? They probably wanted the guy with the pierced dick and the nasty man-bun and tattoos covering every inch of his skin. But for whatever fucking reason, I always picked the crazy chick. Or the one who secretly had a boyfriend and didn’t tell me until after he found out I was screwing his girlfriend and he bashed my car lights out. A generic example, I promise.

      The guys on the team, the football team at Northern University that is, fucking loved it. Leo Madsen, the reigning quarterback, had shit luck with women. Which is why I found myself throwing the football a little harder than necessary at one of my tight ends, Cameron Hunter, who’d stopped by my house because he was ‘bored as fuck’ and decided to make me suffer with his tales of ‘hot sorority pussy that tasted like unicorns and candy’ since I ‘couldn’t land any’ on my own.

      When he took off across my front yard for a good ten yards, then ran a post route that led him toward the sidewalk, I let go of the ball with a bit more zip than normal, hoping to take off his head. Unfortunately, he lifted his big ass hands just in time before it hit him square in the nose.

      “Nice throw, dickwad.” He jogged back across the perfect emerald grass of my front yard, tossing the ball back at me, aimed directly at my balls. I caught it easily, shoving into him with my shoulder when he passed me. I wasn’t exactly tiny—tall for a QB at six-four—but Cameron Hunter had me by at least two inches and about forty pounds of muscle, so I didn’t really do any damage. Fucker just laughed at me.

      “You’re lucky you caught it,” I said. “If I’d broken that pretty nose of yours, no Alpha Phi sisters would be givin’ up their unicorn pussy to you anymore.”

      “Oh bullshit, Madsen. I could be a hunchback with a pencil dick and still get more than you.”

      I glared at him for a second before I burst out laughing. “You’re such an ass, Hunter. You wonder why I never want to hang out with you during school? It’s no surprise you’re so fucking pathetic that you have to show up to my house during the summer.”

      He grinned, flipping up his middle finger at me, then his eyes narrowed over my shoulder. “Okay. Who the hell is that?”

      There was no point in looking, because I knew. But if I admitted that I knew who he was asking about, he’d probably act like a chick and read way too much into it, so I turned and shaded my eyes from the midday sun. Yup.

      Scarlet Jennings.

      “Oh, just my neighbor.” I went for nonchalant, hoping he’d drop it.

      “Just your neighbor?” Cameron repeated, incredulous. “Are you screwing with me right now? Just your neighbor is fucking hot.”

      “So? You don’t want to know this chick, trust me.” I spun the football in my hands, very much not looking back across the street at that stupidly perfect red hair and tight ass.

      “Uhh, yeah I do.”

      “No. You don’t.”

      “Well why the fuck not? She looks like a Playboy bunny, Madsen. Of course I want to know her.” He gaped at me when I rolled my eyes. “Dude. Do you even have a dick? I want to know anyone with a rack like that.”

      “Trust me,” I said, raising my eyebrows so he knew I was serious as a fucking heart attack. “You don’t want to know her.”

      “I’m going over there right now unless you give me a reason.”

      He was serious as a fucking heart attack too. I sighed, shaking my head. “She’s … she’s a bitch, man. Just a straight up bitch. I’ve known her since kindergarten, and she’s always had a giant stick up her ass.”

      Cameron narrowed his eyes, then looked back at Scarlet where she was watering the flower pots in her front yard. And I hated, really hated admitting it, but she did look hot as hell. Wearing little denim shorts that showed off long-ass legs—longer than they should look considering she wasn’t all that tall—and a simple white tank top that showcased a pretty spectacular rack. And while I was looking, I totally missed Cameron marching down the driveway toward her.

      “Hunter,” I hissed.

      “Get bent,” he said back. “I don’t care if she’s a bitch. And besides, she’s probably just like that to you.”

      Shaking my head, I leaned back against his car and watched while he crossed the street and started up her driveway. Our yards were big enough that I could hear him talk, but not what he was saying. Scarlet lifted her head at the sound of his voice, then looked over at me, narrowing her eyes in a glare. I lifted a hand in greeting, giving her the same thin smile that I always did when I ran into her and she gave me that I wish you could freeze to death in front of me look. Scarlet crossed her arms and said something to Cameron, lifting her mouth in a small, polite smile. I swear, if I ever saw her smile wide enough to show teeth, I’d have an aneurysm from pure, undiluted shock.

      When Cameron stopped a couple feet away from her and stretched a hand out, I couldn’t help but laugh when Scarlet didn’t shake it, just tightened her arms even further. He said something and gestured back at me, which made her glare over at me again.

      God, I hated Hunter.

      She spoke, but I couldn’t even hear the tone of her voice, she was speaking so quietly. Hunter tipped his head back and laughed, but then stopped when he saw her face. She had one eyebrow lifted, lips twisted in displeasure. He shook his head and then turned to walk back toward me, face hard and cheeks flushed. Scarlet gave me one last look and then stomped into her garage.

      When Cameron got closer, I clucked my tongue. “Told you so.”

      He didn’t answer, just waited until he was right in front of me and then punched me in the balls.

      

      I may have blacked out for a second, but when I opened my eyes and stared up at the cloudless blue sky, the throbbing mass of pain where my dick used to be slowly ebbed.

      “You are such a dick, Hunter.”

      He snorted and held a hand out to help me up off the lawn.

      “So what did she say to you?”

      “No way,” he said firmly. “I’m not telling you that.”

      After I stood with a groan, I shoved at his shoulder. “I can’t believe you hit me in the junk. That’s not cool, man.”

      “Well, it’s your fault. You said she was a bitch, but you failed to mention that she was a real one; not just like feisty redhead bitchy, because those are pretty different.” He stared over at the Jennings' house again, shaking his head. “She scared me a little bit.”

      I laughed, because I absolutely believed him.

      “She really doesn’t like you, Madsen. When I said I was a friend of yours, her face got so cold that I think my dick shrank up for a second.”

      “Leo, honey,” my mom called from behind us. “Do you boys need anything to drink?”

      We both turned to where she was leaning out of the front door. I shook my head. “Cameron was just leaving, but thanks.”

      “I was not,” he said out of the side of his mouth. “I’ll take some of that famous lemonade, Mrs. Madsen. If you’ve got it.”

      My mom giggled and ran a hand over her short blonde hair. “Of course I have some. I’ll go pour a glass.”

      I stared over at Cameron when the door slammed shut. Finally, he looked back. “What?”

      “Dude. You cannot flirt with my mom.”

      “Course I can.” He jabbed me with his sharp-ass elbow. “Your mom is hot as hell. Total MILF.”

      I pulled in a deep breath, just about to throat punch him when my mom walked back out balancing two tall glasses on a tray.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Madsen,” Cameron said with a wink. I cleared my throat sharply and he just grinned.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I said as I took the glass.

      “Leo, don’t forget you have to come to that party with us later tonight, for at least thirty minutes.”

      “What party?”

      “At the Jennings. For Scarlet starting vet school in the fall?” She scoffed when I groaned. “I told them we would all come when she invited me at church. So don’t give me any lip. You know Scarlet; it won’t kill you to be nice to her.”

      Cameron was choking on his lemonade and I thumped him on the back harder than necessary. My mom pointed a finger at me when I made some pitiful attempt to get out of the party, something about needing to do laundry, and then walked back into the house.

      “Oh man,” Cameron wiped at the tears of laughter making his eyes all shiny. “To be a fly on the wall tonight. Careful she doesn’t rip your nutsack off for saying hello.”

      “Screw you,” I said with no conviction. He just laughed and got in his car, and I could still see the dickhead chuckling as he drove away. I stared over at the Jennings house, a red brick colonial that was a little bit more modestly sized than ours. Even though I tried, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d even been in her house. And the other thing I couldn’t remember was what the hell I’d ever done to make Scarlet hate me so much.

      Maybe because the blood flow hadn’t fully returned to my brain after Cameron had junk-punched me, but it suddenly seemed like the greatest idea in the world to go to this party. I was home for the whole summer, without a car for reasons that I still didn’t like thinking about, and the hot redhead across the street had just provided me with the greatest challenge ever.

      She didn’t know it yet, but Scarlet Jennings would definitely not hate me by the end of this summer. In fact, she was going to change my luck with women, starting tonight.
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      “Congratulations on vet school.” A thick hand patted my shoulder, the fingers accidentally getting tangled with my hair and pulling it taut. I half smiled and half winced my response before quickly moving among the clusters of people.

      “Scarlet, check on the rolls, won’t you?” My mother’s voice spun me around as I was headed to the back deck, away from the talk of church and din of my father’s favorite jazz.

      I nodded and turned toward the kitchen, but was stopped on my way.

      “Scarlet, just the girl I wanted to talk to.”

      I took a deep, silent breath in through my nose. “Hi, Mrs. Freeman.” I gave the neighbor a smile and kept my face free of frustration.

      Her eyes were heavy-lidded and she seemed to sway a little in place. She leaned toward me and squinted, before she opened her mouth and washed me with the scent of peach-scented liquor. “Congrats, honey. You must be so excited.”

      It was the same thing I’d heard fifty times already—the words rearranged a little—but the conversation was the same. As was my answer.

      “Thrilled.” I clasped my hands in front of me, feeling the pull on the neckline of my sleeveless black dress.

      “What are you studying?”

      It also wasn’t the first time I’d heard that question, which only illuminated the fact that the people attending my graduation party weren’t my friends, but friends of the family; people who sent you Christmas cards and brought casseroles when there was a death, but not people who actually knew you.

      “My degree is in animal medicine,” I said blandly. I squeezed my hands together. “I’m going to vet school.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” Mrs. Freeman nodded, a smile stretching her cardboard skin. “You must be excited.”

      As you already said, Mrs. Freeman, I thought. Luckily, my mom stepped in to talk with Mrs. Freeman and mouthed “rolls” to me with a nod to the kitchen.

      I took the back way, from the living room through the foyer, the dining room, and the kitchen, wanting to bypass the audience that awaited in the living room and adjoining family room.

      The kitchen was blissfully empty and quiet. After pulling the rolls out of the oven and setting them on the island, I walked to the sink first and opened the window above it, letting the early June air wash over my face. Bracing my hands on either side of the sink, I just stood there for a minute as I breathed. The party was my mom’s idea; she was always the one to entertain the neighbors and the members of dad’s congregation. Which was great for Tupperware parties, maybe, but not exactly what you’d expect for a college graduation.

      The repetitive questioning and kind smiling and the weight of expectation from everyone around me had been nearly too much to bear. In high school I’d been the valedictorian, and in college when they’d announced I was salutatorian of my class, the feeling of failure had made my mouth slack. I'd put so much pressure on myself that letting everyone around me pile on their hopes for me was suffocating. I’d taken a full load of classes for three continuous years so I could graduate and move on, and after having the last couple weeks off, I was finally realizing how stressed out I’d been that entire time.

      I sighed, the action causing tension at the top of my dress. I looked down at the matte black fabric that stopped at my knees. With its round neck and straight line to my knees, it absolutely did not scream, “I just graduated from college and I’m celebrating!”

      “Where’s the good stuff at?”

      I whipped around, gripping the sink now at my back. Leo, the neighborhood manwhore, started opening cabinets opposite of me and I swallowed hard.

      “Not there.”

      He turned around, raising an eyebrow. His blue eyes narrowed on me. “Come on. I know your mom used to keep a good booze cabinet.”

      His implied familiarity raised my hackles. I crossed my arms over my chest. “How would you know that?”

      He closed the cabinet above his head and leaned over the island that separated us. As his hand reached for the rolls, I leaned over the island and slapped his hand away. He eyed me and we engaged in a momentary standoff until he made a gruff-sounding noise and moved away from the rolls.

      Not wanting to be so close that I was sharing the air with him, I backed up to the sink again. He grabbed a handful of grapes from the fruit bowl in the center and tossed them, one by one, in his mouth. “It’s that cabinet, isn’t it?” he asked, tilting his head at the cabinet to my left that did indeed house my mom’s stash.

      Before I could answer, I watched as his eyes slid over me.

      “Or do you want to keep all the top shelf stuff to yourself?” He pointed a finger at my dress before popping another grape in his mouth. “I didn’t realize this was a funeral.”

      Whenever I was annoyed, the blood rushed to the surface of my neck, making it red. I felt it doing that now, as Leo laughed at me. “It’s a party. But maybe that’s too hard for your thick skull to register.” I uncrossed my arms only to cross them again once I didn’t know what to do with them. I pushed off from the counter.

      “You wound me,” he said with a hand to his chest. “And whose party? Yours, or your parents?”

      He knew it was mine. We both knew he was just ribbing me. From anyone else, I would have tolerated it. But from the tormentor of my high school days, it was just aggravating. “It’s mine.”

      “Probably should tell Old Man Freeman’s wife, because girlfriend is getting down on the schnapps out there,” he said, jerking his thumb out to the party. “She’s taking your spotlight.”

      “Yeah, well she can have it.” I tightened my arms across themselves and scratched at my elbows, feeling the nerves from being in the same room as Leo getting to me.

      "You're going to vet school?" he asked, and I actually heard the sneer in his voice.

      "Yeah, so?"

      "You don't even have a pet, what makes you think you can take care of animals?"

      My blood was boiling, and I itched at the skin around my neck to keep me from saying anything in return. That was what he wanted after all—to make me cause a scene at my own party.

      He resumed opening cabinets, poking through my mother’s many party platters. “Where are your friends?”

      “Liza is working,” I began before I stopped. I watched as he turned around with a question on his face.

      “Liza? Life of the party Liza? You’re still friends?” His insinuation that I was not the life of the party was not lost on me.

      Why did he have to be such a dick? The sharp edges of my teeth clamped down on my tongue, keeping the words in my head until I didn’t want them in my head anymore. Not with him smirking at me like that. “Why are you such a dick?”

      Leo held up his hands in surrender. “It’s just a question,” he said. “Chill.” He moved around the island and walked right into my space. The shock of having him so close, my gaze meeting that sharp jawline and my mouth inches from a heavily muscled shoulder, caused my eyes to bulge. Leo was a manwhore, and for good reason. He smelled just like what a man should smell like. Swallowing the traitorous saliva that pooled in my mouth, I raised my eyes to his.

      “It is up there, isn’t it?” he asked, completely oblivious to my struggle with hating him and being attracted to him at the same time. I didn’t want to have the same effect on him—of course not. Because we hated one another. But having a near-meltdown from the sharp angles of his jawline wasn’t convenient when he was close enough to breathe on me.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but nothing came out. Instead I stood there, just breathing in his scent and trying not to let the flush spread to my face. Being a redhead with pale skin was a real pain in the ass sometimes.

      His eyes searched mine, waiting. And then his lips spread, carving those terrible, sexy dimples into his cheeks. He reached up, opening the cabinet.

      His eyes were hooded and his smile was a lazy kind of sexy. Like he knew who he was, he knew his appeal, and more significantly, he knew the effect it was having on me.

      “Come on, Jennings, let’s make this a real party.”

      The clack of approaching heels distracted me and I recognized the hushed voices approaching.

      On impulse, I put my hands on Leo’s torso and pushed—not wanting my mom to see him rifling through her secret stash—but I caught him off balance and he crashed into the island, immediately wincing and grabbing his hip as he eyed me darkly.

      “What the fu—”

      Quickly, I slapped a hand over his mouth, interrupting him, just as my mother said, “Oh, there you two are.”

      Leo’s hand came up, covered the hand I was still holding to his mouth and then, with his eyes on mine, he bit my palm and a second later swiped his tongue over the bite, almost soothingly. But the warmth in his eyes made something in my stomach flutter. My pulse galloped and my eyes widened before I snatched my hand away and obviously wiped it on my dress, giving him all the hate I could muster in my eyes.

      “Leo?”

      As if suddenly realizing we weren’t alone, Leo spun around. “Oh, hey moms.”

      My mom’s face instantly warmed, the crinkle around her eyes showing her affection for Leo. And I mentally rolled my eyes, because doing it in front of my mom and company would be inappropriate. He had that innate charm about him—I was sure he could charm the pants off of Mrs. Freeman, especially now that she was feeling the schnapps.

      “It’s so nice to see you two together,” Leo’s mom, Annette, said as my mom handed her a bottle of water from the fridge.

      My mom used the bottle in her hand to point to each of us. “Yes, it is. We were just talking about you both.”

      Annette smiled at each of us. “We were discussing your summer plans.”

      My head bobbed back and forth between them, like a ping pong ball, and I couldn’t quiet the buzzing in my head that this was not a good thing.

      “Since Scarlet has summer classes…”

      Oh, no.

      “And Leo,” Annette raised her eyebrow at Leo, “is car-less and has summer workouts…”

      This is going to be bad.

      “And Scarlet is saving money for vet school…”

      I braced myself for the hell they were about to unleash.

      “We thought it only makes sense for Scarlet to give Leo rides into the city…”

      “And then Leo can pay her gas money.” Annette looked pointedly at Leo as she delivered that, and I was sure I saw Leo visibly shrink under her focus—which was impressive considering his sheer size.

      I wanted to throw up. I wanted to scream, hell no. I wanted to push Leo a little harder into the island because our moms’ announcement and the lingering sting on my palm made me all the more angry with him.

      Instead, I pulled my shoulders back and swallowed my frustration. I smiled, nodded, and said, “Sounds great.”
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      There weren’t many things that could make me feel like a chump. One surefire way? Standing in my driveway while I waited for my stick-up-the-ass preacher’s daughter neighbor to pick me up so she could drive me to workouts. Yup. That was definitely the number one way.

      Of course, it wasn’t like I could be mad at anyone but myself. I was two seconds away from just going inside to call one of the guys, even though it was out of the way for pretty much anyone who was still in town to come and get me, when Scarlet honked the horn from her driveway. I narrowed my eyes. Of course she would make me walk to her instead of coming to pick me up.

      It was early enough in the morning that I had my pants on over my shorts, but while I walked very slowly down the driveway toward Scarlet’s house, I yanked my long sleeved shirt over my head and pulled it down. When I paused to zip up my backpack again, Scarlet laid on the horn with one loud, piercing burst. I couldn’t stop the grin, because even though I’d failed spectacularly at getting her to be even remotely nice to me at her party, she was going to be stuck with me twice a day while she played my chauffeur.

      Her car was a modest one, a maroon Toyota Corolla with a rust spot on the passenger side bumper. Opening the back door, I tossed my backpack next to her laptop messenger bag. Before opening the passenger door, I stopped, bracing my hands on the roof for a second. I wasn’t a complete misogynist, okay? It wasn’t like I hated a woman driving me around, but the second I shut that door and buckled myself in, I’d be giving her control of my life. A woman who was more likely to let me get t-boned by a semi than be kind to me.

      The window framing my stomach rolled down.

      “Are you going to ride that way? Holding on to the side of the car? Because you might ingest a lot of bugs with that giant mouth of yours.”

      I tsked my tongue when I opened the door and sank into the seat. Her lips twitched when I was practically eating my knees. Jerking the handle of the seat, I pushed it back as far as it would go, hissing a little when the bruise on my side twinged.

      “Good morning to you, too, Sunshine.” I clicked my seatbelt and grinned over at her. “You’re looking especially chipper today. Excited to see me?”

      She may have rolled her eyes, but I couldn’t really tell given that she didn’t look anywhere near me. After she pulled off of our street, I waited a few minutes of heavy silence before I leaned forward to turn the radio on. She smacked my hand away from the dial.

      “Ouch. You know, you hit me a lot. Are you sure you don’t have any unresolved anger issues I should know about? I’m not sure how I feel about riding with a crazy person.”

      Instead of answering, Scarlet let out a heavy sigh while she merged onto I-90.

      “Oh, and my hip hurts like a bitch, thanks. That will be fun when I’m doing pass drills and some lineman decides to sack my ass.”

      Nothing. Not even a glance in my direction.

      “So, vet school, huh? You like cutting up animals? Isn’t that the number one trait of a sociopath?”

      “Yup,” she said, eyes straight ahead on the road. “That’s exactly it, Leo. I’m racking up thousands and thousands of dollars in student loans and spending years of my life studying veterinary science because I’m a sociopath.”

      I gasped. “You do know my name. So very surprising.”

      “What’s surprising is that you know what a sociopath is.” Finally she cut her eyes over to me, lifting her eyebrows. “I assumed any word with more than two syllables would trip you up.”

      I pointed a finger forward. “Eyes on the road, cupcake. Can’t have you crashing now. Then we’d both have to ride the bus.”

      Scarlet shook her head slowly but did what I said. We rode in silence for a few more minutes before she gave me a quick look.

      “What?” I said when she didn’t say anything.

      “Nothing.”

      “Just checking me out then?”

      She huffed out a laugh, one that meant she did not find me funny in the slightest. “So what happened to your car? I mean, if I’m stuck with you all summer, I deserve to know why.”

      Shifting in my seat, I actively ignored her, flipping through my phone.

      Scarlet laughed, a light tinkling sound, and I glanced up to see if she was smiling, but I must have missed it. “So let me guess,” she continued in my silence, “you were getting it detailed, and the person hand-etching your initials in the custom leather got it wrong, and they have to go skin a new cow to start over.”

      Annoyance licked up my skin, but I just smiled. “Yup, got it on the first guess, genius.”

      “You’re seriously not going to tell me?”

      “Not if you’re going to be so damn judgey.”

      Obviously she heard the defensive edge in my voice, because she looked over at me and our eyes held.

      “Okay, I won’t. I promise.” And she sounded sincere, the dark brown of her big eyes looking honest enough.

      So I shrugged my shoulders, glancing away because the way she was holding my gaze made my skin feel tight. “I crashed it. Totaled it, actually. And normally my parents would just pay to fix it or buy a new one, but my dad is feeling like teaching me a lesson, I guess.”

      “You guess?”

      Honestly, this was quickly feeling like the longest car ride ever. What should have taken thirty quick minutes already felt like three times that long. I didn’t talk about this shit with people. Ever. I don’t think I’d ever even told Adele, my best friend, how much it chafed that my own parents didn’t think I was capable of anything other than chucking a football across the field.

      But for whatever reason, I knew that Scarlet wouldn’t laugh at me if I told her this.

      “Football is my job, right?” And she nodded, so I continued, glad she got it. “And because it doesn’t make me any money, I know my dad thinks it’s just something fun I’m doing in college since I happen to be good at it.” I paused, trying to filter my thoughts before they all spewed from my mouth in a rushed confession.

      Scarlet looked over at me when she stopped the car at the red light of the off ramp for our exit. “What does that have to do with your car?”

      “You know my brother, Grant?” She nodded and I dropped my head back onto the headrest. “He’s already a VP at my dad’s company, and when Dad retires in ten years, we all know Grant will take over. It’s what he wants to do. So, my older brother is the serious one, you know? I’m the football player. And when I totaled my car and they said I could wait until the fall to get a replacement, it was like they were saying I needed to deal with something challenging for once in my life. Like I’d never done that before.”

      She scoffed, the sound coming out of her mouth quickly. “You have?”

      “Yeah, I have,” I snapped, easily pissed off at her disbelief. That tone, that mocking tone in her voice, uncapped whatever filter was over my tongue. “You think it’s easy growing up and knowing that your own family doesn’t expect much of anything from you? I assure you, it’s not fucking easy.”

      My cheeks flushed hot from snapping the words out, but the mortification that swept through me was worse, knowing she didn’t deserve that being dumped on her shoulders.

      “Leo—”

      “Sorry,” I interjected. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      Scarlet paused, giving me another narrow-eyed look, but this time it wasn’t a glare. It was definite confusion. And then she smiled, nothing big, just a tiny curve of her lips.

      “No, it’s wasn’t,” she agreed, still with that little smile on her face.

      I shifted in my seat. “What’s so funny?”

      “Not funny. Not precisely. Just ironic.” She glanced over at me when I pointed at the parking lot she needed to pull into for workouts.

      “What’s ironic?” I asked while she pulled the car to a stop.

      “Your family doesn’t expect much from you. And my family expects everything from me.” The look on her face when she said it was so serious, and kinda sad, that I clamped down on whatever joking comment I might have made next.  

      The pause that came after her admission felt important somehow, like the fact that we’d shared something personal, something honest, was uncomfortable in equal measure for each of us. A blush covered her cheeks and she dipped her head down so fast that a large swath of red hair slipped over her shoulder and fell in a curtain.

      I swear, I couldn’t help the instant hardening of my cock at the sight of the long, shiny strands. The only thing I could picture was how perfect her hair would look fisted in my hand while I fucked her.

      Shoving the door open so fast I almost fell out, I took a deep breath before I opened up the back door to get my backpack. Scarlet was oblivious to my mental porno, thank the Lord.

      “Uhh, the class I have after workouts gets done at noon. I’ll meet you back here after that, so you don’t have to drive through campus. That okay?”

      Not surprisingly, she was giving me a guarded look at my hurried exit from her car, but she nodded. “Yeah, that’s fine.”

      Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I jogged toward the tunnel that led on to the field, suddenly ready to pound on something, anything, to clear my head from that fucking weirdness.
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      Obviously my mere presence was enough to piss the living hell out of Scarlet. Why was I even surprised? I mean, it didn’t burr under my skin that we’d found something in common. Common, but opposite, I guess. But it was enough for me. It was the first time I’d ever felt like she wasn’t that prissy preacher’s daughter who loathed me for existing.

      But apparently, that was not the case for her. The car ride home on that first day? Silence. I figured hey, maybe she’d had a shitty day at class cutting up puppies. But then day two of our little arrangement came and went with barely a hello. So when I walked across the street on day three? Oh, I was suited up for war. I slammed my door shut a little harder than necessary after I sat down. I immediately pulled up Facebook on my phone and scrolled through some pictures from the last Delta Zeta party, spending longer than necessary looking at the girls.

      When I pinched my fingers on the screen to zoom in on one that included four sets of cleavage so spectacular that they all defied the laws of gravity, she finally showed a tiny crack in her armor.

      Scarlet huffed out a breath, the small sound chock full of derision. I clicked out of Facebook and looked over at her, at the tight line of her lips, the way her eyes lasered in on the windshield in front of her, and since we’d barely made it out of our neighborhood yet, we were still waiting at the first light.    

      If that wasn’t the face of a woman who needed to have multiple orgasms, then I didn’t know what was.

      My face split into a smile. I couldn’t help it. The thought of saying that to her, given that we hadn’t spoken in the last two days, was too much to hold the silence. Scarlet Jennings needed to get laid so fucking bad. I chuckled under my breath and saw her face snap over to me, which made me laugh a little bit harder.

      “What?” she snapped, not taking her eyes off the road.

      “Nothing.” Even though I said it lightly, I could see her small, pale hands grip the steering wheel so tightly that her knuckles went white. “You’re just in such a pleasant mood this morning. Did someone take a shit in your Wheaties?”

      Her cheeks flushed bright red and I could see a muscle tick in her cheek. I wasn’t normally an asshole, but I felt very much out of my element. Hence me being a dick and not apologizing. If anything, it just stoked that tiny kindling burning in my gut into a roaring fire.  

      The thing with Scarlet was foreign to me. She hated me. And that did something strange to me, like I wanted to pick her apart to figure out exactly why, figure out exactly how to fix it.

      What didn’t help was that little scene that had played out in my head on the first day, the dirty things that her hair made me want to do to her. Fuck her hard, be so good that she’d have no choice to end up sweaty and breathless and finally fucking relaxed.

      I needed out of the car. Stat. Because this shit was making me twitchy. Breathing the same air as her, that smelled like her, was making my brain melt into this weird alien person who wanted to bang Scarlet Jennings.

      She didn’t say anything else, so I sure as hell wasn’t going to break the silence. Because what would I say? Oh, I was laughing because you need to get off, and I will gladly offer use of both of my hands, most likely my mouth and definitely my dick to get the job done. No, no, no.

      Shifting in my seat, I pinched the bridge of my nose, like it would stop those thoughts from circulating through my brain and down into the aforementioned appendages. Her silence was different from mine though. Hers was pretty much throbbing with violence, like she’d enjoy shoving me out of the car while she merged onto the highway. Mine was … I don’t even know. A little desperate. Because while I’d thought it might be fun to mess with Scarlet at her party, flirt with her and throw her off a little just to see what she’d do, I didn’t think it would really do anything.

      And the worst part was that it was only doing something to me. I couldn’t even risk a glance over at her, because I’d have a full blown erection in about four seconds, and my gym shorts wouldn’t hide that for shit. That’s what was so stupid, because what she was wearing? Despite my slamming of the car door when I first got in, I had a mental snapshot of her already. Fuck my life.

      Her hair was in a high ponytail, so her face was on display in a way that showed the complete lack of makeup that she wore. Her perfect tits were covered in a light yellow t-shirt that should have looked simple, but it didn’t. Son of a bitch, it didn’t. With the red hair and the pale skin and dark jeans that she had on, she looked … summery, or something.

      “Fuck,” I said under my breath, turning to look out of the window.

      “You know what, Leo?” Scarlet snapped, obviously having heard me, so I pinched my eyes shut and clamped my teeth down to keep from responding. “I don’t have to drive you anywhere, and if you can’t figure out how to act like a normal, well-balanced person without cursing at me, then feel free to find a new ride.”

      “It wasn’t aimed at you,” I said grudgingly.

      She snorted. “Oh, I’ll bet. You must be a dumbass if you think I believe that.”

      Yup. Fuck my life was right. I was a dumbass if I was thinking things like summery and perfect about this little harpy. Fire bubbled under my skin, defensiveness prickled along my scalp and the overwhelming need to make her see something else almost exploded out of me.

      Never. I’d never had this feeling before. It wasn’t even about impressing her, not really. Shutting her up? Possibly. And yes, impressing her a little bit. I opened my mouth to say something snarky, but closed it again, feeling too exposed to be anything but honest. God, what was up with her fucking car? It was like being locked in confessional booth for thirty minutes. But you can bet your ass I clamped that mofo down tight.

      “Yeah, it’s so easy to get drafted into the NFL. They only let us degenerates in.”

      It wasn’t surprising that she didn’t immediately respond, but the fact that she didn’t apologize either just kinda pissed me off even more. I wanted to tell her how many hours of film I studied on a weekly basis during the season, how often I found myself up late looking at offensive schemes, the sheer insanity of what I put my body through to keep myself fast and strong and agile on the field.  

      “The NFL, huh?” Her tone was flat, not curious or consoling. Definitely not apologetic.

      “I mean, I won’t be saving little Fluffy’s life or anything. No clipping a cat’s toenails or shoving my arm up a cow’s ass.”

      “No. No, you won’t,” Scarlet clipped out as she turned the car into the parking lot next to the field. “You’ll be chucking a ball down the field. That’s so terribly impressive, Leo.”

      Anger licked across my skin, so hot and fast that I felt it to the tips of my fingers and toes. Every muscle locked in place, and even though she’d stopped the car, I didn’t move, staring at the side of her face where she refused to look at me. With rough movements that made her shift away from me, I grabbed my backpack from the seat behind me and leaned toward her, pulling in a slow, deep breath.

      She smelled like wildflowers. And right then, I kinda fucking hated wildflowers.

      “You know what, church girl?” She flicked her brown eyes over to me, color still high in her face and mouth pinched shut. “I’d tell you to suck my dick right now, but I don’t think you’d know what to do with it.”

      Then I pushed out of the car, slammed the door and didn’t look back.

      

      My mood—the black cloud shrouding me—served as a pretty effective wall once I was out on the field. Instead of moving to do some passing drills like I normally would have, I stalked over to the edge of the field where Coach had the large tractor tires. Mostly our defensive backs and linemen would flip these across the field, working their arms, chest and legs with the five hundred pound rings of heavy rubber.

      So I took a deep breath, hooked my hands underneath one and pushed up, using my right knee to brace under the tire when I’d lifted it enough. With a harsh breath, I surged up, muscles screaming in my biceps and shoulders. Again and again and again, I flipped the tire, sweat building up on my forehead and neck, the shaking of my muscles the only thing making me feel better.

      I’d told Scarlet Jennings to suck my dick. I would have laughed if I wasn’t still so fucking pissed off. When the tire smacked against the grass of the field, I stopped, bracing my hands on my hips and breathing hard. About forty yards away, I could hear the chatter of my teammates, but I didn’t look over.

      “Madsen,” Coach Cook called from behind me, the sharp bark of his voice making me close my eyes. I’d known him long enough now that I could tell he was pissed, just by how he said my name.

      “Yeah, Coach?” I turned and wiped the sweat from my forehead with my forearm.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” His sharp, beak-like nose, dark eyes, and white shock of hair always made me think of him as a bald eagle. Majestic when they wanted to be, but completely capable of fucking you up if they wanted. “Did you even warm up?”

      Clenching my jaw, I shook my head. He sighed, tucking his clipboard under his arm. When he shoved the bill of his hat up to rub at his hairline, I relaxed a little. That was his I’m disappointed in you, not rip you a new asshole angry tell.

      “I need you to be smarter than that, Madsen.”

      Shame made me look away from him, because he was right. I was the starting quarterback, and if I fucked up my arm from doing a stupid exercise that I hadn’t warmed up for, then the impact on my college career and our team’s season wouldn’t be good. “I know, Coach. Sorry.”

      “If you know, then why did you do it?”

      “Just … just had a shit morning. It won’t happen again.”

      The assessing look he gave me was enough to make me stand up straighter. He was that kind of guy. He didn’t scream at us, didn’t berate us, but if he was disappointed in us, we’d all break our backs trying to make it up to him.

      “Good,” he said after a few more seconds. “You’re allowed to have stuff in life that makes you want to work harder, train harder. Sometimes that’s the shit that will win you games, too. But you’re the guy that needs to try to keep your head on straight. Because if you let that stuff fuck with your head, then you start making stupid mistakes. And I expect more than that from you.”

      I held his eye contact, because he’d been the guy for three years that fed the part of me that didn’t get that kind of respect anywhere else. And one of the things he’d taught me was that you look people in the eye when they’re talking to you; it’s what men do.

      “I know you do, Coach.” As soon as I watched him nod and walk off, I knew he would have kicked my ass if he’d heard what I’d said to Scarlet in the car. Some coaches in college or the NFL didn’t care what kind of men their players were off the field as long as they did their job on the field, but Coach Cook was not one of them. Every guy that played for him knew to treat their elders, their teammates, and women with respect. If we slacked on our studies or broke an NCAA rule for conduct, or for drug or alcohol use, he’d bench us so fast our head would spin.

      He was the one who told me I had a shot at the NFL—that if I kept my head on straight, kept my ass in line, I could probably go in the second or third round of the draft. I'd probably play backup somewhere my first few years and hopefully get a shot after learning the ropes. When he’d told me that, it was the first time in my life that the weight of someone else’s expectations felt good and heavy, a welcome burden to bear.

      My shoulders slumped. I blew out a long breath through puffed cheeks. I’d probably be riding the bus home after my little outburst in the car. And I couldn’t even say that I didn’t deserve it. She had no idea what it had been like for me my entire life, and even though I loved my parents and my brother, the fact they didn’t expect a whole lot from me had dug under my skin much deeper than anyone could realize.

      I’d do better. No more snapping at Scarlet for not knowing what was going on in my head. No more calling her names. At least not out loud.

      Yes, I’d do better. Or I’d try to at least, if she ever spoke to me again.
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      He’d told me to suck his dick. Hours later, I still couldn’t get those words, and the way he’d bit them off, out of my head.

      Church girl, he’d said. Church girl. He’d made me feel like I was fifteen all over again, waiting with my friends by their lockers as he passed me by. “Hey church girl,” he’d said then, though with considerably less derision. Back then, it had been a joke.

      If I separated the words and analyzed them individually—which I did, because overthinking was innate for me—the girl part of the nickname particularly rubbed me raw.

      Three years since high school and he still saw me as a girl. It shouldn’t bother me, I knew that in the most logical part of my brain, but the part that wanted to be seen as a woman was insulted and annoyed. Things had changed considerably in the years since awkward glasses, bras with extra padding, and metal braces. I’d been the most cliché of clichés—boy figure and frizzy hair—but once the freshman fifteen hit and filled out all my womanly curves? Well, I’d seen myself differently.

      Again, I chastised myself for even being bothered by it. We were talking about Leo—whose only brain seemed to hang between his legs. Why would someone like me appeal to someone like him—a guy who’d dated more than three quarters of the females in our high school class. Being in the very narrow margin of girls who hadn’t succumbed to his dimples and seemingly irresistible charm should earn me a mental pat on the back, but all it did was make me wish I’d been more daring.

      Instead I’d buckled down after high school, taking classes non-stop. Filling the void of boys with books and spending my nights studying instead of discovering what was so spectacular about sex.

      When I’d hit my sophomore year of college with nary a boyfriend, my best friend Liza had all but shoved me on the first guy to look my way at a bar we’d snuck into with our fake IDs. I’d dated him for an unreasonably short amount of time before I’d let him follow me back to the dorm.

      Even now I cringed, remembering how I’d been over-thinking the moment while he’d been pulling his pants down, revealing his pale, white chicken legs. I’d tried not to laugh when he’d fallen over as he had yanked off his socks.

      Later, when he’d fumbled with the condom and slid inside of me without even bothering to pay attention to my breasts, I’d wondered what all the fuss was about. Ten pumps and he was done, passed out beside me and snoring five minutes later on my pillow. And I’d lain there, my panties stuck around my ankles and my center sore and empty, feeling like Liza had set me up for disappointment.

      Sighing, I looked at my watch and tapped my feet on the brake pedal. I’d turned the car off twenty minutes earlier while waiting for Leo outside of his locker room. I was running out of patience.

      Tempted to go home without him, I put my hand on the key in the ignition. The guilt of even thinking of leaving him halted me from turning the key. But it didn’t stop the impatient tap of my feet.

      Two minutes and twenty seconds later, the door to the locker room opened and Leo stepped out. When his eyes fell on my car and moved up to meet my eyes, I knew by his expression that he was surprised to see me. He had a bag slung over one shoulder and his hair was wet like he’d just taken a shower. He started for the car, slow at first and then quickened his pace when I narrowed my eyes and grit my teeth.

      The passenger door opened and he slid in, bringing with him a wall of Boston heat and man. He smelled clean and just like what a man should smell like.

      I wished I had just taken off minutes earlier. I was pissed that he was so late and pissed that his scent was distracting me from remembering why I was annoyed.

      “Hey,” he said as he buckled. I didn’t respond, just gunned it out of the parking lot, speeding much more than I ever did. “Whoa, where’s the fire?”

      Again, I didn’t say anything as I whipped around streets to get to the interstate. My anger was palpable and my attraction to him was warring with my brain, asking me why I was intensely annoyed with him.

      His words from earlier came to me again. I’d tell you to suck my dick right now, but I don’t think you’d know what to do with it.

      Oh, right. That.

      Once I’d merged into traffic on the interstate, I started to relax. Breathing in and out of my mouth had calmed my hormones, because I wasn’t smelling him as strongly.

      But I knew my rage was still ever-present when his hand reached out and turned up the air conditioning. My first instinct had been to slap his hand, but I’d waited until his hand had moved from the console before I turned the air conditioning back to where it was.

      He waited longer the next time, changing the radio station when an advertisement came on. In truth, I was so caught up in my thoughts of why I was pissed off at him that I hadn’t even noticed the ad until he turned it to an alternative rock station. But nonetheless, a second later I changed it back to the advertisements, just because I could.

      When he reached for the air conditioning again, I snapped, slapping his hand away. I gave him a quick glare before turning my eyes back to the road, my knuckles turning white on the steering wheel. When he reached again, I didn’t even wait to see out of my peripheral vision what he was going for before I reached out and slapped his hand hard enough that my own fingers stung.

      “You should have let me know you were going to be running so late,” I said, breaking my silence. I clenched my jaw again, pissed with myself for not controlling my anger around him.

      “What?” he asked, and I sensed his body shift in his seat so he was angled toward me. “Got a hot date or something?”

      The way he said it raised my hackles. He was always doing that—subtly or noisily expressing his disbelief in my ability to have a social life. But I wanted to be the bigger person, so I stayed silent—at least on the outside. Internally, my blood was boiling.

      When we pulled on to our street, I saw him shift in my periphery.

      “Hey,” he said, placing one large, warm palm on my shoulder.

      I nearly ran the car into Mrs. Freeman’s mailbox from the contact. I hoped Leo hadn’t noticed the way the car had jerked and pulled into my driveway with more control than I felt. I took in the dark and empty windows. My parents had left on sabbatical the day earlier, leaving me with the run of the house for the next six weeks.

      “Scarlet,” he said. When he spoke my name, I paused, listening, but not looking at him. “Let me take you out for a beer or two. An apology.”

      Though he sounded genuine, it pissed me off that instead of simply saying “I’m sorry,” he wanted to take me to a bar, a place he knew I didn’t frequent as a rule, and buy me a two-dollar mea culpa beer.

      “Leo,” I said, turning so that I was looking at him out the corner of my eye. “Get out of my car.”
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      After spending three solid hours with microscopic anatomy, my eyes were tired and my brain was fried because, against my better judgement, all I could think about was Leo, and his invitation to go grab an apology beer.

      I clicked out of my school email and opened up Facebook as I nursed the weak wine cooler I’d found in the garage refrigerator. It was too sweet for my liking, the sugar practically drilling a hole right through my teeth. I scrolled through the most recent posts, including all of Liza’s posts from her job at The Hole, one of the local bars. I liked her most recent photo, because it was a typical Liza shot. It was taken from behind the bar, with two of the bartenders in mid-throw, tossing bottles of liquor over her head. Her hands were on her cheeks, her bright-red lips in a surprised ‘O’ and her eyes so large she looked like a caricature. She had a dozen comments on the photo.

      Didn’t know you were working tonight! I’ll come ‘round!

      Nice lips, said another comment with a wink emoticon. It was from one of Liza’s former flings, so I understood what the wink face was for.

      Are you working tomorrow? asked another commenter, with a bunch of drink emoticons.

      Get the slippery nipples ready! I’m on my way!

      I moved away from the photo, suddenly feeling guilty for not ever visiting her at work. She worked most nights and every weekend, and when she wasn’t at the bar she was working her day job at the mall. With my class schedule and preparing for my move to school, we didn’t have a lot of free time that overlapped. And ever since I’d graduated, I’d avoided most social situations. I did not need distractions right before vet school.

      I scrolled down, past Liza’s posts and kept going further down the page until a familiar face caused me to pause. Cameron Hunter, the sleaze who had hit on me earlier that week, had tagged Leo in a photo that was simply captioned “Beast.” In the photo, Leo’s arms were wrapped underneath a very large tire, his jaw clenched and his face red and his hair dripping with sweat. His biceps bulged and the angle—with him leaning forward as he seemed to be flipping the tire over—was, well, impressive. Even though it was a profile shot, I could see the determined squint of his gaze and the way his shirt clung to his chest was more than a little distracting, as my eyes traveled over that particular area of his anatomy more than once.

      It was bad enough that he was sexy when he was relaxed, smiling with dimples in his cheeks, eyes twinkling in humor. But, it was even worse that he was so incredibly, undeniably hot when he was that focused, that determined. Unwittingly, a vision of him staring at me with that same kind of determination liquefied my insides.

      I snapped the lid of my laptop closed and stood up, chewing on my thumb as I paced my bedroom. I stared into my closet and contemplated for a moment before picking up my phone and shooting him a text.

      

      Scarlet: Does the offer still stand?

      

      I ran my tongue over my teeth, full of nervous energy, as I alternated between staring at my phone and pretending to be distracted by the chipped nail polish on my fingertips. But out of the corner of my eye, I watched my phone, waiting for it to light up with his reply.

      Ten minutes later, I opened up my home screen on my phone after convincing myself my notifications must be off, because surely he would have replied by now. But no. Nothing.

      “Whatever,” I said in a huff, dropping my phone down and pounding the last dregs of my wine cooler. The aftertaste left something to be desired, so I left my bedroom in search of something else to drown my embarrassment in.

      But before completely leaving, I grabbed my phone and shoved it in my back pocket. Just in case.

      I climbed onto the counter, opening my mom’s not-so-secret stash. She had an assortment of vodkas, so I grabbed one that looked like dessert and poured a generous shot into a cup.

      After sniffing it, I decided it was probably not best taken straight, so I rooted through the fridge for a mixer of some kind when a sound at the sliding glass door caused me to jump out of my skin.

      Whirling around, my eyes met Leo’s on the other side of the glass. I pressed a hand to my racing heart and closed the fridge. After undoing the lock, I pulled the door open and Leo stepped in.

      “Hey, Jennings.” He stepped into the kitchen and started looking around, as if we’d suddenly remodeled it since the last time he was at the house.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, wary.

      “I rang the bell, but you didn’t answer. And I’ve always wanted to come through your back door,” he said, jerking a thumb behind him.

      Rolling my eyes, I said, “Really? You just had to work that in, didn’t you?”

      He turned from his place at the sink, “Hey, no need for hostility, Scarlet. You wanted to go out, didn’t you? I’m at your service.” He motioned with his hand a loose sort-of bow and then picked up my glass of vodka. I watched as he sniffed it and then looked at me curiously. “Straight vodka? You’re more hardcore than you let on.” His eyes traveled up and down my body. “Or maybe you’re just desperate?”

      “Shut up.” I took the glass from him and poured it down the drain.  

      “That’s alcohol abuse.”

      Ignoring him, I said, “Give me a minute to get dressed.”

      “Good idea.” He nodded and tucked a hand under his chin as he peered at my clothing. “Because I was trying to decide where I could take you that would be pajama appropriate.”

      “Shut up,” I repeated, leaving the kitchen and running upstairs.

      

      An hour later, we were at some hole in the wall Leo had insisted on, which I let him choose only because I had insisted on driving to said hole in the wall. I knew I wouldn’t drink so much that I couldn’t drive, and given Leo’s rather expensive history in matters of automobiles, it only made sense for me to be the one behind the wheel.

      I was nursing my one and only drink when Leo slapped a palm on the wooden bar top. “Come on, Scar. Let’s get some shots.”

      “Scar?” My lip curled at the nickname. “I’m not interested in shots.” I traced the rim of my beer, but felt Leo’s eyes burning a hole in my face.

      “I won’t order anything gross,” he promised, “and it’s my treat. Let’s do a shot. Watching you take tiny sips of that now-warm beer is killing my will to live.”

      “Really?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. He nodded, face serious. “Okay, fine. But it better not taste like garbage.”

      “Joe,” he said, hailing the bartender over to us. He knew everyone here—the staff and the patrons had all come up in the last hour and chatted with him about football and his visit there a week earlier. It was a solid reminder that he was a much more social animal than I was.

      It was part of the reason I’d relented to the shot—because I wanted to be the person that people remembered, who was invited to parties and get-togethers. And besides, the last three years of classes back to back had kind of limited my party experiences, so I knew I’d missed out on some fun.

      “Can you get us two cowboy cocksuckers?” Leo said, holding up two fingers.

      “What?” My octave was a little higher than normal because he’d thrown me way off with the name of the drink.

      “It’s a bitch shot,” Leo said, leaning toward me. “You’ll like it.”

      I took slight offense at his assumption, but I accepted the creamy tan shot from Joe the bartender anyway.

      He held up the shot as he turned to me. “Here’s to burying the hatchet?” He raised an eyebrow.

      I gave a slight nod. “Sorry for calling you a meathead,” I said before tipping the shot back and letting the cool liquid slide back. He was right; I did like it. It was like butterscotch milk.

      He set his empty shot glass on the bar and turned to me. “You didn’t call me a meathead.” He motioned to Joe to pour us another round and I didn’t object.

      “Oh, I didn’t?” I asked. Shrugging, I said, “Well, I thought it in my head then.”

      He squinted at me for a moment, until the second round of shots arrived and he pushed one my way. As I tossed it back, he said, “Sorry for telling you to suck my dick.”

      That time, the liquor burned because I choked on it. His hand slapped my back several times as I gripped the counter like it was the only thing keeping me from falling backward. “You had to say that?” I coughed out before giving a grateful smile to Joe for the water he placed in front of me.

      “Hey,” he said holding up his hands in surrender. “I said I was sorry.” He emphasized the sorry in a teasing tone and I drank enough water so that my throat wasn’t on fire anymore. But I still had that yummy butterscotch taste in my mouth and wanted more.

      “Hey,” I said, playfully pushing at his shoulder. “Order me another bitch shot.”

      He waggled his eyebrows. “Walking on the wild side tonight? I like it.” He raised a hand for Joe, held up two fingers. “Two blowjobs.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “God, is every shot you know named after fellatio?”

      “Not every one,” he said, a smile widening his mouth. The smile was deadly, a promise of some other torture he would inflict upon me. And the scary thing was that it didn’t feel like torture. It felt fun. Sexy.

      Joe set two shots in front of us, each topped with whipped cream. As I set my fingers on it, Leo placed a hand on mine. “No, you have to keep your hands behind your back and pick it up with your mouth.”

      My cheeks warmed and I cursed my ginger coloring for clearly displaying my naiveté. “Okay.” I put my hands behind me and he gestured for me to go first.

      I didn’t allow myself time to think or time to talk myself out of it, and leaned on the table, my hair coming down and shielding the sides of my face as my lips closed around the rim and sucked to keep it in my mouth. My tongue dipped into the whipped cream, lapping it up into my mouth before I lifted the shot from the table and tilted my head back, letting it all pour down my throat.

      It was like drinking a shot of a really good milky coffee and I surprised myself by immediately wanting another.

      “Here,” he said, pushing the one in front of him toward me. “You’re a natural.”

      Again, my cheeks warmed but I took this shot much quicker, leaning back so far that the glass came out of my lips.

      “Whoa, easy, Killer,” Leo said, jumping up and catching the glass as it flew behind my head.

      As I laughed, my body warming and softening, he set the glass on the counter. “Want another?”

      I licked my lips, feeling the pleasurable burn of the alcohol ripple through me. I nodded.

      “Joe, two redheaded sluts.” He looked at me with a very smug expression as if he expected a reaction, but I shrugged like it was no big deal. The liquor had loosened the bar of steel that normally kept me upright and rigid. I was having fun. I was fun.

      When Joe placed the shots in front of us, I looked at it dubiously. “This one isn’t creamy like the other ones.” I dipped my forefinger in it and tasted it. “Licorice?”

      “Good job. It’s Jager. And cranberry and peach schnapps.”

      It sounded delicious, and from the small taste I’d gotten from licking my finger, I knew I’d like it too. “These bitch shots are good,” I told him, as I picked up the glass.

      “I think that’s the first compliment you’ve given me, Scarlet.” He gave me a polite, sarcastic clap before picking up his shot and clinking it against mine. “To redheaded sluts.”

      I rolled my eyes, not completely under alcohol’s influence and not a bit under the influence of how damn sexy he looked in his tight black shirt and worn jeans. My eyes glided over the way the sleeves hugged his biceps and how the shallow V of the tee’s neck revealed just a slight glimpse of the muscles underneath. I felt other parts of myself warm and squirmed on the bar stool.

      Nope, I wasn’t under the influence of his innate sexual appeal at all.

      My last sober thought was that he looked like a guy who could show me exactly what was so damn great about sex.

      

      I lost track of the number of shots I’d had somewhere around the time I lost track of Leo. It was a little hard to see more than five feet in front of my face and Leo had left the bar for a moment to say hi to some people he knew, leaving me alone with the two blowjob shots he’d ordered before stepping away.

      This time, I straight-up licked the whipped cream off the top, almost defiantly so, as I squinted and searched along the bar for Leo. Joe refilled the shot glass with whipped cream when I’d become distracted by looking for Leo and I smiled at him. I assumed it was Joe, but he was blurry enough that I couldn’t tell for sure.

      “Another one?” Leo asked as he approached. I watched as he moved toward me in an almost slow motion, blurry figure becoming clearer as he took each step.

      “They’re yummmmmmy,” I exaggerated, giving him a closed-eyes smile. It was too much work for me to keep my eyes open and smile at the same time.

      He leaned against the bar next to me, all warm and great-smelling, and my vision cleared enough that he was perfectly clear in my gaze.

      “You’re drunk, aren’t you?”

      I pursed my lips and squinted my eyes. “Maaaaybe? What’s it to you?”

      “Well,” he said, tucking his hands in his pockets. “You’re not going to be driving us home.”

      I had a brief moment of clarity. “Oh, I drove.”

      “You did. And you’re drunk.” He winked at me, or maybe I winked. I wasn’t entirely sure. All I knew was that he was smiling that ridiculously sexy smile and I couldn’t concentrate much past that.

      “And you’re sexy. God,” I said with disdain, “why do you have to be so hot?”

      He laughed, which did nothing to decrease his sex appeal. He opened his mouth, but he was distracted as a woman walked by and gave him a quick hug. I got a whiff of fancy perfume, caught a glimpse of long brown hair and a leather jacket before Leo said goodbye to her.

      “You could have any one of them,” I said, wildly gesturing to the area behind me.

      His forehead scrunched together. “No, they play the game. They act interested, but then they play hard to get. It gets old.” Something flashed in his eyes as he looked at me, but I was too far into la-la-land to decipher what it was.

      “So,” I said, lowering my voice and letting the liquor play on my tongue as my hand gripped his forearm. “Do you like a woman who is more direct, then?”

      He shrugged. “I haven’t really been around a woman who is like that with me.”

      “Okay.” I picked up the shot Joe had garnished with more whipped cream and tossed it back like I meant business.

      After licking my lips clear of the whipped cream, I opened my eyes, saw the way he was staring at my mouth, so I squeezed his forearm—nails pressing into skin—and said, “Come home with me.”
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      Scarlet Jennings just told me to come home with her. Not like a question; no polite request present in her tone. Probably because her tone was slightly slurred.

      “Probably shouldn’t have ordered that last round of shots,” I said under my breath, but she was too busy swaying in her seat to hear me. Then I noticed she wasn’t swaying, not exactly, she was kinda dancing. The music blaring from the speakers over the bar was slower, and she was moving perfectly to the beat of the woman singing.

      She’d said I was hot. Sexy. But given that hell was not currently covered in ice, and no pigs had flown out of my ass, she didn’t mean come home with me, more like bring my drunk ass back to my house so I don’t kill us both getting back there.

      “Welllllll?” She waved a hand in front of my face. The floppy movement made me wish I was feeling whatever she was feeling. I smiled a little, and she smiled back, spreading her lips so wide that her flushed cheeks lifted and I could see all of her teeth.

      Son of a mother fucking bitch and damn it all to hell. Scarlet Jennings had one of the most perfect, gorgeous smiles I’d ever seen. I cleared my throat and stood, holding out a hand so she could too. Right before she took my hand, she tucked a piece of red hair behind her ear and peered up at me. The slow blink she gave was the only thing that reminded me that she wasn’t sober, because her eyes lasered onto my face.

      “Oh, umm yeah, we can go back to your place.”

      Scarlet shot off the chair, bypassing my hand. Oh no, instead of grabbing my hand, she flung her arms around my neck and hugged me. And by hug, I mean she practically assaulted me with how tightly she wrapped herself around me. I was giving her back an awkward pat, but the second my palm touched her cool, silky hair, I left it in place.

      I thought she was thanking me profusely, but the blood was rushing into my ears so fast and loud that I couldn’t be sure. Call me a typical guy, what the hell ever, but the way her full breasts pressed against my chest almost stopped my heart, and the feel of her hair around my fingers, the way she felt so much smaller than me, made me want to beat my chest and drag her back into my room.

      And that thought made me pull back really quickly. She’d have me arrested if she knew that. I steadied her when my jerky movement caused her to fall forward, and she was still smiling at me.

      “Fuck,” I whispered and turned away, anxious to not see her smile again, because I was likely to do something crazy.

      “Okay!” she said cheerfully and marched toward the exit. With a sigh, I grabbed the purse that she’d left hanging over the back of her chair and jogged to catch up with her. With the sound of catcalls from my friends in our wake, I finally reached Scarlet just before she pushed through the door and into the dark parking lot.

      We didn’t say anything in the car, especially since she had leaned her head back against the seat with her eyes closed. Just before I turned into our neighborhood, I had to stop at a red light. Looking over at Scarlet, eyes closed and a small smile on her face, I almost didn’t want to disturb her. But, I also didn’t want her puking anywhere near me. The water bottle she took with her every day to class was still in the center console, so I lifted it and set it on her lap. She sat up with a start, then looked down at the metal container.

      “Oh.”

      “Drink it, you’ll thank me in the morning.”

      She did so quietly, taking small sips until I pulled the car into her driveway. The house was completely dark, which didn’t surprise me too much. I figured her parents were the kind of people who marched upstairs to bed at nine every night, clad in flannel pajamas. When I’d pulled the keys from the ignition and stood up out of the car, she didn’t immediately follow me. I braced my hands on the roof of her car, tapping my fingers for a while before I finally ducked my head to look at her, assuming she’d closed her eyes again and gone to sleep. Also known as passing the fuck out.

      But she was awake, staring at the handle of the door like she didn’t know how to work it. With a sigh, I walked around the hood of her car, then pulled the door open for her, careful to make sure she didn’t spill out onto the driveway. But instead, she pulled herself up and stood in the opening like a queen or some shit, her red hair spilling over her shoulders and her dark eyes looking almost black given the late hour. And her lips…

      Nope. No. Not looking at her lips.

      Scarlet walked past me, so close that I felt her brush up against my back where I still held the door open like a jackass.

      “Aren’t you coming in?” she asked from behind me. I shut the door with a soft click and then turned to face her.

      With a nod toward the house, I smirked a little, knowing it would probably piss her off. “Why? Afraid of the dark?”

      “No.”

      I waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. She just stood there on the walkway leading to her front door, looking very much like the soberest drunk person I’d ever met. Then she swayed a little in place, so I walked toward her, making sure she wasn’t going to bite it on the pavement. She steadied herself, holding her hands out like there was something she could grab onto. Then she smiled again at me, and something stabbed me in the heart. But like, a little stab. Nothing to freak out about.

      “Come on, let’s get you inside.”

      “Let’s get us inside.”

      “Uh-huh, let’s do that,” I said gently, rifling through the set of keys that I still had, trying a couple before finding the one that unlocked the front door. The slight haze of alcohol that lingered in my head from earlier was screaming like a bitch that I probably shouldn’t go in with her. If Pastor Jennings found me bringing his shit-faced daughter inside, he’d probably drown my ass in holy water with a smile on his face.

      But the house was silent as a tomb when we walked in, not a single light on as far as I could tell.

      “Scarlet,” I whispered to her back as she beelined it to the kitchen and flicked on every light on her way. The hallway light was so damn bright, and so jarring after being in the darkened car and house that I squinted. With a worried glance up the stairs, I followed after her when she started slamming cupboard doors and giggling.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I said when I turned into the kitchen. Scarlet was standing, standing on the kitchen counter, her tight ass in those dark jeans swaying like she was listening to music. Then she shook out her hair and it messed up her rhythm so she had to brace herself on the upper cabinet doors. “Scarlet, what the hell are you doing? Get down from there.”

      She laughed, carefully moving her feet so she could turn and face me. Her facial expression was all unpracticed vixen, the way she was biting her lip and narrowing her eyes was almost enough to make me laugh. But I wanted to get her down before she fell and died or something.

      “I’m breaking into the stash,” she said far too loudly to make me comfortable.

      I reached my hands up, trying to grab around her hips and pull her down, but she swatted them away.

      “Quit hitting my hands. You’ve done that enough today, okay? Let’s just get you down.”

      “Nooooooo,” she wailed, pushing out her bottom lip in a ridiculous pout that should not have been cute. “Lemme just get this one bottle in the back. Real quick.”

      “Scarlet, lean down and let me help you.”

      She propped her hands on her hips. “I want to keep drinking.”

      “No problem, but let’s just do this quietly; I don’t want to wake up your parents.”

      Then she tipped her head back and laughed, a light tinkling sort of sound. But any fascination I may have had at hearing it was abruptly halted when her laughter made her sway to the side. I clamped my hands on her waist, feeling the press of her hip bones against my palm. I gripped tighter, clamping my teeth at the same time, because this was so fucking inconvenient.

      “Quit laughing and let me help you get down.”

      “Fine. Party pooper.”

      “Well, that’s a first for me. Now come on.”

      Her hands slid up my forearms and stopped on my biceps, the action making her lean forward, her hair falling over her shoulders in one long slide. When I swallowed, it was noisy as fuck, but she didn’t seem to notice, her eyes locked on my shoulders and chest. Her breathing picked up when I slid my hands up her side to brace under her arms. The sides of her breasts were hot against my skin. Scarlet bent at the knees and stepped down from the counter, holding me so tightly I knew I’d have marks from her fingernails.

      Once her feet finally touched the floor, she looked up at me and grinned. Then grabbed my ass. “Thanks, champ. You’re so handy to have around.” I jumped back from her, looking around like I was waiting for her dad to walk in shooting flaming arrows at me. Holy fire flaming arrows. She pointed up at the top cupboard. “Snap to it. It’s the blue bottle in the back.”

      I rubbed a hand on my ass and narrowed my eyes at her. “I don’t think we should do this.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well, I don’t think your parents will appreciate us getting smashed in the house while they’re asleep.”

      Scarlet kept staring at me, eyes never leaving my face. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes just a little bit glassy, but they were so dark and direct that I stood a little bit straighter.

      “They’re not here.” When I nodded and opened my mouth to respond, she moved forward and slapped a hand over my lips. “They’re not here for six weeks.”

      “Oooomph,” I mumbled from behind her hand, then plucked it away from me. “Ouch. What is it with you? You either slap my hands or cover my mouth. It’s not fucking cool.” Then I narrowed my eyes at her. “Where are they?”

      She leaned a hip on the counter behind her and shrugged. “My dad takes a sabbatical every summer to study and pray and plan out sermons. I’ll probably meet up with them the last week so we can vacation together.” She wetted her lips, not in a way that was practiced or even meant to be seductive, but my cock stiffened anyway.

      I had two choices: I could leave, make her chug some water, take some Advil and go to bed; or I could open that fucking cupboard, pull down the vodka and get wasted with the preacher’s daughter on a night when she didn’t want to castrate me.

      Naturally, I made a sharp pivot and yanked the door open. Lifting my eyebrows briefly at the size of the bottle, because you didn’t buy that shit if you were a casual drinker, I set it down on the counter with a thunk.

      “Shot glasses?” I asked, looking at her over my shoulder.

      She’d hopped up on the island and crossed her legs. Without speaking, she pointed at the cupboard next to the one that I’d just opened. I pulled down a stack of six, because naturally they had that many. When I pulled two from the top and went to put the rest back up, Scarlet jumped off the counter and stilled my hand. With efficient movements that belied the amount of alcohol coursing through her veins, she lined up all six shot glasses, then leaned past me to grab the vodka. Her hair fell across my arm and I stiffened, fisting my hands.

      Completely oblivious of my discomfort, or at least I thought she was, Scarlet straightened and uncapped the bottle, tilting it to the side so she could pour straight across the line of shot glasses. Clear liquid spilled between them, pooling on the dark granite, but she didn’t stop until the last one was filled.

      “So,” she said once she was done, pushing three shot glasses toward me. “These are yours.”

      “No, no, no.” I grabbed two from her pile and slid them next to the three she’d given me. She pouted again, so I used my finger to tilt her chin up toward me. “You’re already drunk. Don’t you want me to catch up?”

      “An excellent point.”

      “I make them on occasion.” She rolled her eyes and it made me laugh. Her gaze zeroed in on my mouth, and I had the sudden urge to kiss the absolute shit out of her, which made me slam two shots in quick succession. The vodka was smooth, but it was still vodka. I winced, but Scarlet started coughing once she’d finished hers. I grabbed a lemon from the fruit basket and a knife from the block next to the sink. Slicing off the end, I cut a generous size piece and handed it to her. Her face was still pinched from the shot, so she took it gratefully, sucking it between her lips with a moan.

      I turned and started washing the lemon off my hands, partially because … well, I just had to. She was the most unintentionally sexy woman I’d ever met. And somehow that made it even sexier. While I was wiping my hands on the towel, she poured some more vodka in her empty glass.

      “No way,” I said, snatching the bottle from her and setting it back up in the cupboard.

      “Well then hurry up with your shots, Madsen. I’m sick of being the fun one in this duo.”

      I gave her a long look which made her giggle again, and when I took the next two shots, I did it with a smile on my face. When I sucked in a breath, she leaned forward and grabbed one of the extra slices of lemon and held it up to me. We stared at each other for a few pulsing seconds, but instead of taking it from her, I held her eyes and grabbed the last of my shots, taking it in one long swallow. The empty glass hit the counter with a sharp click, and her breathing stuttered, making her chest heave.

      I opened my mouth and moved forward, clamping down on the lemon with my teeth, catching the tender skin of her fingertips while I did it. Her mouth dropped open, only a tiny bit, but it was enough to take me to a full, raging erection.

      I wanted to fuck that mouth.

      But not when I was drunk. Definitely not when she was drunk. So I pulled back, sucking the rest of the lemon and then tossing it in the sink. I took a second before facing her again, because my head was spinning from a hell of a lot more than the alcohol. Suddenly this thing with Scarlet felt like I could grab it with both hands. Like it would have form and shape and texture—texture that would probably feel like her skin and her hair. And I’d never want to let it go. Not ever.

      “I, uhh, I’ll be right back,” I said, giving her a quick glance over my shoulder before fleeing like a fucking coward. But all she did was nod, looking at me like she already knew what I looked like naked, like she already knew the stuff I could do to her. Because, holy hell, could I do some stuff to her. I saw it in that look. It was not because she was drunk.

      Scarlet Jennings wanted to fuck me. The alcohol was just the vehicle that was allowing her to show it to me.

      So naturally, I walked pretty quickly to the bathroom off the kitchen and shut the door with a relieved breath. After thunking my forehead against the dark wood a few times, I turned to sit on the closed toilet lid.

      “What the hell am I going to do now?” I whispered into the small room. I could not, under any circumstance, do anything with Scarlet tonight. She’d hate me in the morning and probably accuse me of taking advantage of her. And with the rapidly approaching fog of five vodka shots creeping over my body, I’d probably hate myself in the morning too if she gave me a look of disgust and horror.

      Five shots. What an idiot. I’d be lucky if I could sneak into my house unscathed, because it wouldn’t help my dad’s little life lesson with my car if I came inside like this on a weeknight. I sank my head in my hands, already feeling my head swim a little from the vodka.

      Which meant Scarlet was probably two minutes from passing the hell out. That was it! Just wait her out. Perfect. I pulled my phone out from my back pocket and starting scrolling through Facebook. I moved on to Twitter when nothing held my interest. Then Instagram. For a moment, I thought about posting a picture of my shoes against the dark wood floor of the Jennings’ half bath. But my brain was too fuzzy to think of some clever caption, like Holy wood floors. Or The Pulpit. I snickered, then kept scrolling. Somehow I managed to kill about twenty minutes on my phone.

      Yeah, she would definitely be passed out by now. I’d set some water next to where she was sleeping, leave her a note to make sure she knew I’d done something nice for her. I stretched when I stood, then gripped the edge of the counter.

      “Holy shit,” I said, blinking a few times at my reflection. There was still only one of me in the mirror, but even I wasn’t used to downing so many shots so quickly. Especially not when I was in the middle of summer workouts. As much as I took football seriously, and I did, there was something fucking awesome about the feeling of being drunk and weightless. And with that fucking deep thought, I left the bathroom and closed the door with a click. It was louder than I’d hoped, and I cringed, hoping it wouldn’t wake up Scarlet.

      When I turned, I froze.

      It did not wake Scarlet. Because she was still very much not passed out. And that’s because she was waiting for me, waiting like one of those plants. You know. The plant that eats men. A Venus Fly Trap. Those things ate men, right?

      That was Scarlet. She’d already taken off her pants. And when our eyes met and held, she gripped the bottom of her light gray shirt and peeled it up over her head, leaving her in a white bra and matching white underwear. Tiny, tiny underwear.

      My brain short-circuited. Straight-up crashed.

      “Whaaaaaaaaaat are you doing?” I couldn’t look away. I didn’t even want to.  

      “What the hell does it look like?” And she reached behind herself to unhook her bra. “I’m getting naked for you.”

      Fuck. Me.
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      Scarlet moved closer, one slow step at a time, and I was still frozen like a chump with the bathroom door behind me. Her bra fell away from her shoulders, catching on the tips of her nipples. I swallowed, desperately searching for the resolve that I’d found behind the closed door. But that promptly went to hell when the cups fell away from her, down her arms and then to the floor. Did my eyes follow the bra? Not exactly.

      They didn’t move from her holy hell I couldn’t believe they were that perfect perfect tits. With each step, they bounced a little. And the bounce made me so fucking hard. She paused to shimmy the underwear over her slender hips and down her legs.

      But even they couldn’t tear my gaze from her breasts. Probably the most ideal set I’d ever seen in my life. They weren’t huge, but they were high and firm with small pink nipples. They’d fill my hands easily and were full enough that I’d love pushing them around my cock and fucking them. I’d never done that. But I could with Scarlet.

      “Scarlet,” I whispered. “We can’t.”

      There was no way she heard me, because she stepped up in front of me, lifting her hands to touch me. I darted sideways, almost tripped and fell over my own feet, but righted myself with one hand on the wall. The smile on her face slayed me. Fucking slayed me. Because she looked so pleasantly surprised that I’d almost tripped because of her nakedness.

      Not thinking, I grabbed the back of my shirt and ripped it over my head. The exultant look on her face was short lived, partially because I blocked my view of her face when I pulled my shirt over her head, tugging it in short jerks over her shoulders.

      “Arms in,” I instructed her. She shook her head, red hair shimmering under the bright lights over us. “Now, Scarlet.”

      Surprisingly, she listened. But with slow movements that didn’t help me in the slightest, because it just showed the shift and stretch of her tits underneath the dark cotton of my shirt. I blinked slowly, trying to break whatever magic spell was doing this—putting this seductress in front of me, smelling so good and looking so good that it seemed impossible that I wouldn’t touch her.

      When the shirt fell over her stomach, I got a glimpse of the short, trimmed red hair above the v between her legs. Stupid fucking mouth, it watered. I wanted to run my tongue up the seam of her pussy and suck her clit in my mouth.

      I pinched my eyes shut, breathing hard through my nose. My head swam. Between the shots and her scent, I felt like I’d been shoved onto a tilt-a-whirl and I wanted off. I mean, I kinda did. She smelled so good. And looked so good. I kept thinking good, because she was.

      Pulling in one last breath, I steeled myself to force her to drink some water and … and, I don’t know what I was going to do, because she laid a cool hand on my abs.

      “Oh,” she said in a hushed voice. “These are … really nice.”

      Her fingers moved down, tracing the lines of muscles and I curled my fingers into tight fists, aching to grab her and pull her to me. She pushed her hand up over my stomach, stopping to trace the line underneath my pecs, and I started shaking my head.

      I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t be this guy.

      “Scarlet,” I warned, but it sounded weak, even to my drunk-ass ears.

      “Hmm?”

      “You don’t want to do this.”

      “No?”

      My eyes were still closed, the only weapon I had left in my arsenal. When she swiped her thumb over my right nipple, my dick jumped and my hands shot out to grab her, shove her away from me. They landed somewhere around her hips. Of fucking course. I tightened to push, bunching the cotton in my hands, when she went up on tip-toe and licked a long line up the side of my neck, stopping at my jaw.

      Good. Yes. It was really, really good. She moaned and sucked on a small spot of skin when she’d licked as far as she could reach. I dug my fingers into her hips and held her in place, not pushing, not pulling. Just holding. Gripping.

      “I do want this, Leo.” Her voice sounded so lucid, so sure, that my eyes popped open without me giving them permission to. Her gaze was piercing in a way that I couldn’t breathe for a second. I wanted her to mean it. I wanted her to remember it, and remember me, and remember what I could make her feel.

      “Have you,” I swallowed, tugging her an inch closer, still leaving space between us, “have you done this before?”

      “Are you asking if I’m a virgin?”

      I nodded, fully prepared to say no if she was. But the smile on her face made me exhale in relief. I didn’t want to say no anymore. We’d just be drunk and fuck, and if we regretted it in the morning, then it was on both of us. Her smile faded though while she dragged her hands down my chest, down my abs until she cupped my dick through my jeans. I pushed my hips against the pressure, but it was nowhere close to what I needed.

      “Oh no, I know exactly what I’m asking for here, because the only one of these that I’ve seen and felt before,” she curved her fingers and squeezed, smiling when I cursed, “was much smaller than this. And he did not know how to use it.”

      “I sure as fuck do.”

      “I know you will,” she said quickly, leaning up to place a kiss at the bottom of my jaw. “And I need you to give me sex that does not suck.” She kissed my chin. “Plus, you owe me for that naughty, naughty thing that you said to me earlier.”

      For three long seconds, our eyes held. Three seconds that felt sexier and more important than my last dozen sexual encounters combined. My hands released the shirt covering her and slid down until I met warm skin. Then I curved them around until I cupped Scarlet’s ass and yanked her forward. I tugged the cheeks apart, rocking myself against her, and she dropped her forehead onto my chest with a moan.

      “Please, Leo,” she begged on a whisper. Like I’d say no right now. I pulled in a deep breath of her hair. Scarlet lifted her head to look at me, our lips so close that the damp breaths from her mouth hit my lips in short, heavy bursts. “Make me feel good.”

      So I did.

      I let my lips rest on hers while I took one hand up her side, smoothing over her rib cage until I met the curve of one breast.

      She whimpered when I didn’t move right away, and when the sound moved through my lips and into my mouth, I fucking snapped, shoving my tongue into her mouth, wanting to absolutely devour her.

      Scarlet wrapped her arms around my neck, meeting the thrusts of my tongue with wet, frantic ones of her own. I palmed her breast, groaning at the hardened pebble of her nipple against my skin. My other hand left her ass, coming around the front of her thigh until I could drag a finger through the wet crease of her cunt. It felt crude to think that about her. And when I pushed a finger in, hooking it inside of her and grinding my palm against her clit all while our mouths ate at each other, her knees buckled and I barely caught her.

      Swinging her up in my arms, I moved toward the stairs.

      She laughed, running her hands through my hair while I made my way up. “The couch would have worked fine.”

      I cleared the landing and dropped her legs, letting her slide against me while I lowered her. Then I shook my head and grabbed the edges of the shirt she still wore. I don’t know why I thought I could do it quickly and not about die at the way she looked underneath it. But the action made her stretch up, revealing her flat stomach that felt as soft as it looked. It did particularly amazing things to her tits—lifting them up when her arms were raised over her head, bouncing back down when the shirt came off. I pressed both thumbs to her nipples, then pushed them together. This didn’t feel like the rushed, groping drunk sex I’d expected, but I didn’t know if it felt like that for her. Knowing the couch would have ‘worked fine’ for her swamped me with white heat, making me want to prove her so fucking wrong. I gripped the sides of her face and dragged my nose along her cheek until I reached her ear.

      “No, it wouldn’t have,” I said, licking along the shell of her ear. “Because the things I want to do to you require more space than that.”

      “Oh my God, yes,” she said in a rush, stroking my stomach again and moving down to my belt buckle, which she eagerly opened before ripping down the zipper. Scarlet dipped her hand into my boxers, wrapping her small fist around my cock.

      “That’s it, right there. Oh fuck, Scarlet.” She twisted, tightened and gripped harder, only loosening her grip to trace her thumb over the slit where I’d leaked a drop of pre-come. “Where’s your room? Or else you’re going to find out what it’s like to get fucked against the wall next to your parents’ bedroom.”

      With a small smile, she grabbed my hand and led me down the hallway, then turned around and backed into the dark room. When she went to close the door, I stopped her.

      “No way. I want you to fill every room in the house with your screams.”

      I watched her eyes darken before I gripped her hips and backed her onto the bed. Never breaking her stare, I shoved my jeans and boxers off. Her legs fell open and I pumped my cock a few times, loving the way she licked her lips. When I grabbed behind her knees and yanked her to the edge of the bed, she moaned, throwing her head back on the mattress.

      I smoothed both hands up the inside of her thighs, dragging both thumbs along the edge of her pussy, then sank to my knees on the floor in front of her. She lifted her head, brows bunched in confusion.

      “What are—”

      “Shut up, Scarlet.” I dragged the flat of my tongue up along her length, groaning at her taste, at how wet she was. Dropping a kiss over her clit, I flicked my tongue against it, fucking loving the moans that were coming out of her mouth. I dipped my tongue inside of her, making lewd movements and sounds until she was moving her hips in tiny circles. The pitch of her voice rose, and I moved a hand so I could rub against her clit in short, fast movements with my thumb. She screamed, detonating instantly, and I could feel it around my tongue. I just might die when she did that around my cock. I gentled the motions of my tongue and took my thumb away from her clit.

      “Holy shit, holy shit, holy shit,” she said, breathing hard, her rib cage and chest heaving. My heart raced, my head spun, and I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath while I kissed up her body.  Stopping to suck on one tit, I rubbed my mouth against her so that I could lick the shining wetness from her pussy off of her skin.

      Her hands flew up to grab my head and I laughed when she dragged me up so she could kiss me. I gripped under her ass and shuffled us higher on the bed, the soft pull of her lips and tongue raising goosebumps along my skin.

      “You taste so fucking amazing, Scarlet,” I breathed in between kisses.

      “I’ve,” she stopped to pull back and look me in the eye, “I’ve never felt anything like that.”

      With a grin, I reached down to fist my cock, rubbing the tip over her clit. “Just wait,” I promised and notched the tip inside the tight fist of her.

      “Don’t make me,” she said with a fierceness that took me by surprise. I could still taste the vodka and lemon on her tongue and it gave me a brief pause. But then she gripped my ass and pushed me until I was in. Not fully, but enough that we made matching sounds of relief and desperation. Then I snapped my hips forward until our skin met with a slap.

      “Holy fuck, Scarlet,” I said, overcome and overwhelmed, my whole body tense with the wash of heat that was crushing me, the wet slide when I pulled back and did it again. Over and over and over until I was sweating and she was dragging that sweat down over my chest with her fingernails. My muscles screamed at me, but Scarlet never stopped touching me. Soon enough, I couldn’t discern where she was touching me and I was touching her, or who was making what sound. She was close, I could feel it around my dick, so I propped on my elbow and pressed down on her clit in fast circles.

      And then I died. Absolutely fucking died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      When I was in my junior year of college, I pulled a legitimate all-nighter, doing labs from seven at night until eight the next morning. I must have consumed eight energy drinks and briefly considered taping my eyelids open at one point, and around the time I crawled into bed, my head hurt so bad that I couldn’t have told you my own name.

      But that experience paled in comparison to the way my head felt now, as I opened my eyes and squeezed them shut, as if the mere presence of light was a drill into my skull by way of my corneas. My mouth tasted like I’d eaten dog shit.

      This must be what it’s like to be hungover, I thought as I breathed in some courage and opened my eyes again. My memory was like the tide, coming in before hurling back out. I saw shots of milky liquid, clear liquid, Leo’s hands.

      Leo. I opened and closed my mouth, attempting to get my tongue to work normally, despite the very foul taste it drummed up.

      My stomach revolted and I pressed a hand against it under the blanket, which caused my eyes to widen in alarm. As my hand slid up my chest, the realization hit me quickly. Yup, that was bare skin.

      I was in bed completely naked.

      I dropped my arm, coming into contact with another very warm limb and my stomach clenched.

      I didn’t need to turn my head to confirm who I knew to be in bed with me, because my memory was catching up again, staying longer. Visions of me standing on my kitchen counter, stripping my clothes from my body in front of Leo. And the most embarrassing of the three; begging him for sex.

      “Oh God,” I whispered, but it came out cracked and growly.

      Memories of his face between my legs burned my vision and I closed my eyes, absolutely out of my mind with embarrassment.

      Slowly, I moved myself to a sitting position, refraining from making any noise lest I disturb him as he slept. But once I was sitting straight up, my back popped from having slept in one position all night and I groaned.

      I wasn’t sure if Leo always woke up like that, shooting straight up like someone had set off a fire alarm. But it startled me nonetheless, causing me to clutch the comforter to my chest as I stared at him with absolutely no expression on my face, despite the revolt in my head.

      When he saw me, his jaw dropped and he repeated, “Shit,” over and over like a mantra, peppering each instance with a grip of his head, a search around the room, an uncomfortable glance at me, over and over on repeat.

      As he muttered one very long, “Shiiiiit,” he finally hopped out of the bed only to fall immediately to the floor, saying a very loud and angry “Shit” in the process. When he stood up again, he looked around like a wild animal looking for its escape.

      He walked around the bed and grabbed his jeans from the floor and I averted my eyes. What was the protocol for this sort of thing? Was I allowed to peruse his naked body, now that I could see him clearly? Or was that creepy? I rubbed my lips together and tried to think of what to say.

      “Your parents are out of town, right?”

      I looked up, eyes colliding with his bare chest as he buttoned his jeans. He was focused on his task, not meeting my eyes, so I replied. “Yeah. For six weeks.” And then I swiftly, mentally kicked myself for adding that on when he seemed so intent on getting the hell out of my room.

      He walked into the hall and I waited until I heard the click of the hallway bathroom door closing before standing up from the bed and carefully putting on clothing while my mind raced.

      A flash of him rubbing his face over my chest hit me like a train as I put a bra on, my nipples sore against the lining.

      “Shit is right,” I murmured, wanting to hate myself for letting it happen but not completely able to.

      It wasn’t until that moment that I acknowledged what had happened.

      Leo had made me realize what was so great about sex. Finally. Or maybe it was just sex with Leo that made it great, all that simmering hate brewing into a sort of teeming passion.

      I couldn’t see the whole picture, and my memory flashes were synchronizing with each place on my body I touched—in no way was I able to grasp the entire night in chronological order.

      Lots of begging—I knew that. I saw it at the bar and at home, though at home I’d taken a more direct approach by getting completely naked in front of him.

      Okay, if I could hate myself for anything, I could hate myself for that.

      

      After brushing my dark copper-colored lion’s mane and scrubbing the sweater of gross from my teeth, I walked past the closed bathroom door, thankful for small mercies when I still wasn’t sure what to say. So far, I’d said a whole four words to him. And those four words weren’t, “Thanks for the orgasms,” which is what I wanted to say, but would never be able to say.

      I put a pot of coffee on to brew and pulled the cardigan around me tighter as I stared out the sliding glass door that led to our backyard. Just twelve hours earlier, Leo had knocked on that glass and I’d invited him in.

      I couldn’t help but wonder what he was doing in the bathroom that was taking so long. Maybe he was examining his body for needle holes, imagining that I would have had to drug him to make what happened possible.

      And why did I keep saying, “what happened” instead of just announcing “the sex”—because that’s what it was.

      What happened was Leo put his giant cock inside of you and you liked it a lot, but not before you begged desperately for it.

      I winced, realizing that I’d never be able to erase that memory of me begging for sex.

      I started clearing up our shot glasses and discarded lemon peels. As I replaced the giant bottle of vodka in my mom’s cupboard, I felt the ache all the way down my spine. Was this normal? I tried to remember how I’d felt after having sex with the chicken legs guy, but the sex itself was so unmemorable that I shouldn’t be surprised that the morning after was even more unmemorable. A sound from behind me caused me to turn after closing the cabinet.

      He was standing in the doorway, one hand tucked in his pocket as he looked at me. I couldn’t read his expression, so I busied myself with doctoring up a cup of coffee.

      “Scarlet.”

      “Hmm?” I didn’t look up from where I stirred the spoon in my mug.

      “Hey.” He said it more solidly, clearly desiring a reaction from me. I raised my head, met his uncertain gaze.

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you okay?”

      What a question to ask. Part of me wanted to reply, “Well, besides the aching between my legs and the fact that I do not know how I’ll ever get over begging you to sleep with me, I’m just peachy.” But I brought my coffee to my lips, holding its warmth against my flesh for a few seconds. “Sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

      He blinked and frowned. He turned his head toward the stairs and I took in his wrinkled clothes and messed up hair. He still looked hot. And even though I now knew him in a very Biblical way—sorry, Dad—I didn’t think I could easily switch gears from hating him to gushing over him, panting after him.

      “Did you…” he started, before rubbing a hand in his hair and stepping forward, placing his jacket on the counter. “Do you…” he tried again, still unsuccessful in completing his question.

      I made a decision then to fake amnesia. “What happened last night?”

      His eyes widened and then narrowed as he stared at me, like he was trying to decide if I was genuinely unsure. I kept my face cool, emotionless, steadying my breathing. I was in complete control of my external reactions to him, even though my insides were quivering, wanting me to reach over and touch him, to prove to myself that this was real. This had happened.

      “You don’t remember?”

      I took a sip of my coffee and shrugged. I wasn’t ready to admit that I’d begged for what had happened. I’d give him this easy out, so he didn’t feel some kind of obligation to talk to me about how he wasn’t really a "relationship-kinda-guy" and how he wasn’t looking for a "girlfriend," complete with air quotes. I’d never known Leo to hold on to a girl longer than a handful of days and I didn’t need the humiliation of him reminding me of that fact. “Don’t you have things to do today?”

      I waited two breaths as his face changed, smoothing over. I couldn’t tell if it was relief that I saw reflected in his eyes, or if he’d schooled his features to mirror mine. “Not particularly, why?”

      I wasn’t expecting a why. That meant he wanted something from me, in some way. And I wasn’t expecting or ready for that.

      “I have things I need to get done today.” I set my coffee cup on the counter and looked beyond him to the door. “So, if you want to get going…” I let my own voice trail off with that.

      He waited a beat longer before he picked up his jacket and looked at it between his hands. And without a second glance, he was out the door.
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      When I opened the door and saw Liza, holding a bottle of cheap wine and wearing a look of expectation on her face, I nearly laughed. “Do we need booze for this?” she asked, holding the bottle up higher as if I hadn’t seen it already.

      I gestured her in and shut the door, praying Leo hadn’t been looking out the window at the moment she’d arrived. Because I did not want him to seeing Liza here and possibly guessing what that meant.

      “It’s only eleven, Liza.” I plopped onto the couch as she joined me after retrieving the wine opener from the kitchen.

      She tucked her chin-length blonde bob behind her ears. “In Europe, people drink all day long.” The cork came out of the bottle with a very crisp popping sound and she poured some into two glasses.

      Peering over my glasses, I raised an eyebrow. “That’s very indeterminate. I could say that ‘fact’ about Americans too.”

      “Right.” She lifted both glasses and handed me one. “And we’re American, so we’re going to drink while you explain to me why you’re wearing eyeglasses in the middle of the day. I’ve only seen you do that once, and it was that time you got a B on the test you should’ve aced and cried all day over it.”

      “Ugh.” Its reminder was unwelcome and my mouth curved in distaste. “I’m still not over that, thanks for bringing it up.”

      “You’re welcome. Now tell me. What’s up?”

      I sighed and stared down into my glass.

      “Shit. I didn’t pour you enough, did I?”

      Shaking my head, I set the glass back down on the coffee table. “I’m too full from breakfast. And the very last thing I need is more alcohol.”

      Liza shifted in her cushion, her blue eyes widening. “More alcohol? Ooh, this is gonna be good. Maybe I need more wine for this.” She picked up my glass and dumped it into hers. “By the way, why does it reek of eggs in here?” she asked with a dramatic sniff.

      “Because I had five scrambled eggs.” When Liza continued to stare at me, I continued. “Eggs have an amino acid that helps with the hangover headache.”

      “No shit,” Liza said thoughtfully. “Thanks for sparing me the sciencey parts of that.”

      “You’re welcome. Anyway,” I waved a hand at the kitchen, “that’s why it reeks of eggs.”

      I waited a beat, then two, then watched as Liza’s eyes widened and she leaned forward, placing her hand on my arm. “You were hungover?” she whisper-yelled.

      “Present tense.” After closing my eyes, I placed a hand to my head and rubbed my temple. “And yes.” I opened my eyes, leveled her with a look. “There’s more.”

      Liza sat up straighter, unable to contain her excitement. “I love more.”

      “I know you do,” I said with a laugh.

      “You little hussy,” Liza proclaimed, her voice accusing. “You did the dirty, didn’t you?”

      Was I that obvious? I pushed my glasses up my nose and avoided her eyes. “Maybe.”

      “Oh my God. You did! You couldn’t have told me in your text?”

      I’d sent her a very brief, Come over right now please, text an hour earlier. I still hadn’t wrapped my head over the night before and how I felt about it.

      “Okay, fine. Yes. I had sex.” I reached for the wine glass and took a sip against my better judgement and then wisely handed it back to her. “A one-night stand.”

      “Scarlet!” Liza pushed at me with her hand. “Two bucket list items in one night? What’s gotten into you?”

      Leo. Leo had gotten into me. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “Wait,” Liza said, holding up a hand. “Was the drinking before the sex or after the sex. This is important.”

      “How is that important?”

      “Were you drinking because,” she raised her eyebrows and nodded solemnly, “it was bad sex?”

      “No. I got drunk before the sex. It was drunk sex.”

      “Oh.” Liza deflated, sitting against the cushions as she held the wine glass in her hands.

      “What?” I asked, wondering at her sudden disappointment.

      “I thought you had sober sex for once.”

      “Okay, first of all—I’ve had sex an entire two times in my life. ‘For once’ is a little bit dramatic, don’t you think? And second—just because I was drunk doesn’t mean I don’t remember it.” I looked down at my hands, which I had twisted in my lap. “Or that it wasn’t great sex. I mean, not that I know what great sex is when I’ve had it twice.”

      “Okay, hold up. Great sex is great sex. It’s like eating cheesecake from The Shoppe versus cheesecake from the grocery store. You just know it’s fucking delicious because it tastes fucking delicious. So if it was great, if you felt great, it was great. The end.”

      “I like the cheesecake from the grocery store,” I mumbled.

      “Yeah, well you haven’t had cheesecake from The Shoppe.”

      “But if I think grocery store cheesecake is good, then maybe I’m wrong about what great sex is.”

      “But you’re not, because you knew that the dipshit you first let up in your business was bad sex. This is good,” she said encouragingly. “So, spill. What was it like?”

      I leaned against the cushions. “Well, I do remember most of it. And the parts I remember…” my cheeks warmed and I tried to brush it off by shrugging. I was embarrassed by my inexperience, even around Liza. “Let’s just say he has a very talented mouth.” My cheeks burst into flames and I had to keep my hands locked together in my lap to keep from pressing my palms against my face.

      “Who is he? I mean, I get it—one night stand and all. But did he have a name you remember?”

      This was the part I was dreading—telling Liza who my mysterious lothario was, because she knew Leo to be a real-life asshole, someone whose mere presence in high school had made me feel so very small. As I racked my brain for an explanation or a way to break it to her easily, Liza’s own silence became very apparent. I chanced a glance at her, seeing her eyes narrowed on me.

      “Who?” she asked, her voice lower than before.

      “Leo.”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, standing up with her wine glass as if her favorite team had just made a bad play. The metaphor wasn’t entirely off-base though. “You fucked Leeeo?” she screeched, pointing her finger out the window. “Leo, the dickwad?”

      I didn’t bother nodding, confirming her question. Liza was getting a bachelors in show production, which was perfect for her because she frequently displayed a large range of emotion, but bad for me at the moment because she was staring at me like I’d just told her I’d drop kicked a baby.

      When I opened my mouth to explain, she pointed a finger at me. “Oh, I knew this was going to happen. I just knew it!” She stalked back over to the couch, but didn’t sit. “I knew as soon as you told me you were giving him rides. I thought to myself, ‘Scarlet is going to combust from all that hate and yank him into her backseat and let him punt it right between your uprights.”

      “My uprights?”

      “Yeah,” she huffed. “Your legs. Up in the air. Field goal.” She said it so seriously, with such rage coloring her voice that I couldn’t help but laugh, much to her irritation.

      “We didn’t do it in my backseat. Chill.” Liza liked that even less.

      “It doesn’t matter. Scarlet. Ugh!” She set her glass on the coffee table. “I thought you didn’t even like him. He was a dick to you in high school.”

      But he hadn’t been, not really. I’d misunderstood—our childhood friendship was bound to change once we were launched into two separate cliques and I let myself be hurt by assuming otherwise. My own admission of guilt didn’t stop me from still hating him.

      “Well it’s not like we’re dating. We had sex. Big deal.”

      “It is a big deal,” Liza said, trying to make me see why this was such a problem. Years had passed since high school, and even if I wasn’t completely sure how I felt about the stellar sex, I wasn’t going to disparage him for what had happened years earlier.

      “It’s not. Liza, we had sex one night. And this morning was awkward enough that it’ll never happen again.”

      Liza seemed to cool down, already interested in our next discussion. “Awkward?” she asked as she lowered herself back to the couch.

      “He was in a hurry to get out of bed and hid in the bathroom for a solid twenty minutes. And then I pretended like I didn’t remember what happened—which is partly true as I don’t remember all of it—and then I kind of kicked him out.”

      “Wow. That’s a lot to take in.” Liza relaxed into the couch as she thought. “Why did you pretend to forget?”

      “I wanted to spare him the obligatory, ‘hey, I’m not looking for anything serious’ talk because we both know he’s not looking for that. And, well, I might’ve begged him for sex in the first place.” I desperately needed a pillow to cover my face.

      “Oh, well then.” Liza stared into her glass.

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, console yourself with the fact that he probably wanted it too. How couldn’t he? Leo isn’t going to dip his dick in every girl who begs for it.”

      “Just probably most of them,” I lamented.

      “Gross.” Liza stuck out her tongue in disgust. “The good news is that you used protection, so you’re not going to catch the warts.”

      A thought crossed my mind and I rewound my memory, trying to remember at what point Leo put a condom on. But nothing came through, which terrified me down to my bones. “Oh, God.”

      “What?”

      I turned to her with what I knew must have been pure terror in my eyes. “I don’t remember him putting on a condom.”

      Her eyes widened too, which didn’t make me feel better as my blood raced.

      “Oh, fuck.” I didn’t say it often, but when it was warranted—like right fucking now—it was practically the only word I could articulate. “Oh fuck, oh fuck.”

      “Shh,” she hushed me. “It’s fine. Come on. Leo might be a dick, but for one, he knows your dad. And we both know your dad would unleash some serious ass-whooping if Leo had given you a souvenir of your night.”

      The thought calmed me, but only slightly.

      “And two,” she continued, “we’re talking Leo Madsen here. If his list of sex partners is as lengthy as we assume it be, everyone in this city would have warts and we’d know about it. Think about Tony Saccarino from high school. Everybody knew that dude was carrying the herpes.”

      “Ugh,” I said, cradling my head. I was unconvinced.

      “Maybe they have to test for sports or something?” she added, reaching for straws. “Come on, it’s going to be okay. You’re on the pill and I’m sure he’s clean. He’s not going to swing an infected peen around town without someone knowing about it.”

      “You’re sure? Really, Liza? You were sure your vagina was dying the first time you got your period. So sure. And now you’re sure Leo is clean.”

      “Hey, don’t be a dick. I was twelve and my dad hadn’t exactly told me what to expect.”

      “Sorry,” I said, pushing my bangs from my face. It would be okay. Liza made some very valid points. “I guess I have to talk to him about that.” Which would mean admitting to him that I had remembered at least some of it.

      “Dude. We need to cross these off of your bucket list,” Liza chirped, bringing me out of my inner thoughts. “You still have it, don’t you?”

      “No,” I said quickly.

      “First you’re a hussy and now you’re a liar? C’mon, Scarlet. You think I don’t know what those shifty eyes mean? Get it.”

      Against my better judgement, I grabbed the list from my room where I’d kept it tucked inside an old microbiology textbook. If my mom snooped, the last place she’d look would be in between the pages of anything sciencey. When I returned to the living room, I held it in my fingers, thumbnail running along the crease. As I turned to sit beside her again, Liza ripped it from my hands.

      “I knew you still had this!”

      “Do you have yours?” We’d made these stupid bucket lists right after high school and added to them as we realized all that we were missing out on. And as the years had passed, Liza had scratched off all nearly-sixty of hers while mine, still in the teens, were left mostly unmarred.

      “Probably not,” Liza said as she chewed on her lip, studying the sheet. “Fake ID? You should’ve crossed that one off by now.”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t think about it.”

      “I can’t believe you crossed off ‘Have sex’ from this list.”

      “Well, I did have sex.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Did he even hang out long enough to break your hymen?”

      I gave her a look, an are-you-serious expression. “You can’t tell me I was still a virgin until last night.”

      “Practically.”

      “I don’t think, scientifically-speaking, you can be practically a virgin.”

      “Well, what do you know anyway?”

      “True,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “Let me see the list.”

      Liza handed it over and I took in my chicken scratch handwriting and the half-hearted line through ‘Have sex.’ I must have crossed that off with a lot of disappointment in my hand, based on the incomplete line.

      Liza produced a bright purple pen from her bag and grabbed the list back from me. She pressed the paper against her lap and bent over as she made revisions to the list. Her hair hung in front of her face, obstructing my view. When she giggled, I pushed her backward, so I could see the list.

      She’d added a carrot between ‘Have’ and ‘sex’ and put ‘GREAT’ in all caps with a bunch of miniature purple hearts around it. And on the side of the page, she’d doodled a heart with Leo’s name in it, in that same purple color.

      “Come on, Liza. You’re such a third grader sometimes.”

      “Well, you kinda deserve it. You let him sully you with his possibly crab-infested junk. It’s not often the princess of control makes an ill-advised decision, so,” she nodded, her hair bobbing back and forth, “I’m going to relish this moment.” She stood and picked up the empty wine glass off the table before retreating to the kitchen.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled ungratefully as I took in the lines though ‘one-night stand’ and ‘get drunk’ before folding it up and following Liza.

      “I have to go to work in a few hours, so I need a siesta.” She walked around the island and gave me a squeeze. “And you need to see a boy about his dick.”
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      My phone had been dinging at me for the last hour while I threw a ball in the backyard. I never checked it. Because every single text was probably Scarlet rubbing it the hell in that she didn’t remember.

      She didn’t fucking remember. How was that even possible? I get it, I was pretty drunk too, but there was no way that any moment of that mind-blowing, earth-shattering, body-numbing sex would ever be erased from my mind. All the cliché phrases in the world didn’t seem like enough when I tried to think of ways to describe it.

      Which pissed me off even more. Because that? That thing that I’d felt in her bed and when I touched her and tasted her? I’d never felt that before, which was scary as fuck by itself. But factor in that Scarlet had a blank slate, and I was pretty much vibrating with tension.  

      Another chime from my phone, where it sat on the edge of the deck behind me, and I hurled the ball toward the throwing net that I used in the summer, throwing a little harder than necessary.

      “Too much spiral,” a voice said from behind me, and I turned to find my best friend Adele slouched in a patio chair, shading her eyes from the sun. “Or was it not enough?”

      I shook my head and walked toward her. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, I had to come home today for some bullshit with my sister, and since you haven’t answered a single text from me, I figured I should make sure you’re alive.”

      I started dragging another chair to face her when she stood up and motioned for me to follow her. “It’s too damn hot in the sun back here, let’s go in the front.”

      Ugh. Great. Then I could face Scarlet’s house and think about her a little more. Fucking perfect. But Adele was already off the deck and walking around the side of the house.

      “Pick up the pace, Madsen. I don’t have all day.” She snapped her fingers up by her face and smiled at me, but I knew that smile was bullshit. She meant it. So, of course, I followed her.

      “Maybe the sun wouldn’t feel so hot if you wore something other than black.”

      “I wear other colors.”

      I glanced at her while we crossed the driveway and climbed the couple steps onto our front porch. “Uh-huh.”

      “I have on pink underwear, thank you very much.” She pulled at the waist of her black jeans and pulled up a thin band of lace that was hot pink. I rolled my eyes when she snapped it back against her skin and pulled her shirt back down.

      “Thanks for that,” I drawled and sat in one of the Adirondack chairs.

      Adele laughed, leaning back into the other chair and stretching her arms above her head, her light blonde hair looking unfamiliar to me after seeing Scarlet’s thick red locks all week.

      “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever,” she said after we’d been quiet for a few minutes, me glaring across the street, and her watching me with a curious expression on her face.

      “That’s because you haven’t.” I rubbed at a spot of dirt on the arm of my chair, not meeting her eyes right away. When I did, she was giving me a narrow-eyed look like she couldn’t figure out what language I was speaking. It made me fidget in my seat. “What?”

      “Are you on your period?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Nice, Adele. And you wonder why I haven’t seen you in weeks.”

      “See, right there,” she said and pointed a finger at me. “Nothing. No smile, no joke, no teasing. What’s wrong with you?”

      I knew that my friendship with Adele wasn’t typical. We’d never slept together, which most people didn’t believe, and even though we’d had one awkward kiss that felt like sucking on a rock for how little we both enjoyed it, I’d never looked at her as someone I’d wanted. Again, probably something that most people didn’t believe, because Adele was fucking hot.

      Like scary hot, in the way that you weren’t sure if she’d fuck you or kill you if you said the wrong thing to her. But you’d probably give it a shot either way because of how she looked.

      She had sharp facial features and green eyes that could slice through you if she wanted them to. And moments like this, when she just straight up wasn’t taking my bullshit, immediately zeroing in on the fact that I wanted to punch something, made me remember why I needed her in my life.

      Which is why it was pointless for me to lie to her. I dropped my head back onto the chair. “I think I’ve lost my mojo.”

      When she cackled a little, I lifted my hand to flip her off and she just laughed harder.

      “Leo, remind me when you regained your mojo? I’m assuming you mean your inability to attract normal, sane chicks?”

      Instead of putting up a lame attempt to argue with her, because she was fucking right, I just nodded, lifting my head and squinting across the street at Scarlet’s car.

      “There’s this girl,” I started and Adele leaned forward in her seat to listen. “I never thought it would happen with her. I mean, ever.”

      “Why not?”

      I worked my jaw back and forth, trying to decide how to answer. Adele knew Scarlet from high school too, and I really didn’t want her name coming up.

      “She doesn’t like me very much.” An understatement, of course, but it made Adele smile all the same. “Thinks athletes are meatheads.”

      “Ahh, that kind of girl.”

      “Seriously, Adele, I’ve said meaner shit to her than any woman I know. And she dishes it right back. And the whole time, it felt like this fucked-up foreplay, at least in my mind.” I ran my hands down the tops of my thighs, shaking my head a little. “And last night …”

      “Oooooh, finally,” Adele rubbed her hands together. I smiled, for what felt like the first time all day and Adele smiled back.

      “We were both pretty drunk, and I was going to be good, I swear. But then she was begging me. And kissing me. And it’s not like my decision making skills were as sharp as possible.” For the first time since I started talking, Adele’s face tightened with concern. Not sure if it was for me, though. “So we did it. And this morning, she didn’t remember what happened.”

      Adele nodded, opening her mouth before closing it again. She wet her lips and angled herself in the chair to pull one leg up. “Was she mad at you? Or scared?”

      “No,” I said quickly. “More like, I don’t know, detached, I guess.”

      “That’s good. So … how was it?”

      I groaned. “You don’t want to hear this.”

      “Yes, I do!” she practically yelled. “I’m a total sexual deviant.”

      “Fine. It was fucking amazing, like the kind of sex you’d think is only in a really believable porno. Except better. Is that what you want to know?”

      “Yup,” she said with an unrepentant smile. Then she narrowed her eyes again. “So who is it?”

      “Uh-uh. I’m not telling you that.”

      “Oh come on.” She batted her eyelids. “Pretty please?”

      “No.”

      “You’re such a dick.”

      “I know.”

      She watched me. I watched her. Finally, she held up her hands like she wanted to pop my head off my shoulders. “I can’t believe you’re not going to tell me!”

      “How’s the Professor?”

      Adele huffed, clearly not impressed with my change of subject. “Nathan is fine. Busy, but what the fuck ever. You must not want me to know because I do know her.”

      Ahh. I saw it, in the way her cheeks got a little pink and her jaw set in a hard line.

      “So, he’s finally fucking up, huh?” Adele had been living with Nathan Easton for a few months now, given that he’d switched jobs and was no longer her professor. Now he was at Harvard, because apparently he was smart and blah blah blah. I’d only met him once, but it was brief, and he obviously felt uncomfortable about the fact that Adele and I were so close. Or maybe he’d felt uncomfortable because he was like thirteen years older than us, and she and I had been on our way out to a bar, and he’d had to watch us walk out the door together.

      “No,” she said after a second. Then she waved a hand in front of her face. “That’s not what we’re talking about right now.”

      “Well maybe we should, Adele.” This time I meant it, and I sat forward, balancing my arms over my knees so she could see it in my face. “Is everything okay?”

      The sigh she let out told me everything. So did the way her slim shoulders slumped. We were quiet again for a few minutes, but I knew she’d talk when she was ready.

      With her fingers picking at the edge of her shirt, she finally opened her mouth. “He’s not fucking up. He’s just … busy.”

      It sounded so lame to me, and she must have picked up on my silent judgment.

      “I know how it sounds, Leo, but he has so much more pressure at Harvard. He’s adjusting. And so am I. It’ll just take some time for this to be normal.”

      I waited for her to meet my eyes, and when she finally did, the hurt that she was trying to hide was all there.

      “Adele …”

      She whipped up a hand to stop me. “No, don’t say my name like that. My boyfriend is busy because he’s in a new job at one of the most prestigious universities in the world. Don’t take that pitying tone with me, Madsen. If you really want to make me feel better, you’d tell me the name of your new fuck buddy.”

      “She’s not my—”

      Then the front door opened and my mom’s head popped out, a huge smile on her face when she saw Adele.

      “Oh, Adele, sweetheart, how are you?”

      “Good, Mrs. Madsen. Just making sure your son is still alive and kickin’.”

      I rolled my eyes while they laughed.

      “We certainly don’t see him much either while he’s home in the summer. But you know, at least someone is.” And she winked. And I really wanted Adele not to notice. But, of course, life was crueler than that.

      “Oh yeah? Who’s that?”

      My mom touched a hand to Adele’s shoulder. “Scarlet Jennings from across the street. You know, Pastor Jennings’ daughter.”

      Adele’s mouth dropped open, and my mother was oblivious as to why, thank God.

      “Did you need something, Mom?”

      She tittered, then dropped a kiss onto the top of Adele’s head. “Okay, okay. I’ll let you two talk. Don’t be a stranger, sweetheart.”

      “I won’t, Mrs. Madsen,” Adele replied, never taking her eyes off of mine, head shaking in disbelief. We both held that way until the door clicked shut and we heard the sounds of my mom’s heels click down the hallway.

      “You’re screwing the preacher’s daughter?!” Adele screeched.

      “Would you pipe down?” I hissed, glaring at her, and then looked across the street to make sure that Scarlet hadn’t chosen that exact moment to come outside.

      But Adele was too busy laughing to pay attention to me. When she finally started settling down, she apologized. “I’m sorry, I can’t help it. It’s just too good. That chick was wound so tight in high school, I can’t believe you loosened her up enough that she even got off.”

      I rubbed at my temples. “I am not having this discussion with you.”

      “The preacher’s daughter. I can’t believe it.”

      “Oh, like you can lecture me on taboo relationships, miss I fucked my college professor.”

      She laughed again, wiping under her eye with one finger, the middle finger. “Oh, Leo, I’m not lecturing. I just can’t wait to see how this one plays out.”

      Yeah. I couldn’t either.
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      Adele’s visit didn’t make me feel better. If anything, I was even more pissed off. Considering I had a chick best friend, you’d think she’d have been able to give me some more useful advice.

      Instead, as she was about to slide back into the driver’s seat of her car, she’d shrugged her shoulder, looked back at Scarlet’s house, and started laughing all over again.

      “Good luck, Leo. I think you’re going to need it if you want to conquer the amnesiac unicorn pussy.”

      Come to think of it, talking to Adele didn’t feel much different than some of the guys on the team half the time. Throughout the day, I’d started composing half a dozen texts to Scarlet. I had a few favorites:

      
        What’s up?

        

        Wanna hang out again? I’ll bring the vodka.

        

        Are you bored? Because I am. Not that I only want to hang out with you when I’m bored.

        

        Are you sure you don’t remember what happened last night?

        

        Do you need me to tell you what happened last night? I think if I had to relive the details out loud, I’d be hard for the rest of my life.

        

        Scarlet, you’re seriously pissing me off. That’s the kind of sex that makes you tattoo shit on your body and you don’t REMEMBER IT. What the FUCK?

      

      Basically, I felt more desperate every time I typed up a message I knew I’d never send. I was about to write a haiku about her tits when there was a hard knock on my bedroom door. I slipped the headphones off my ears and told whoever it was to come in.

      When my brother’s head popped through the opened door, I sat up in surprise.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Grant laughed and rolled his eyes. “Nice to see you, too. Come on, we’re going to go grab a drink.”

      “Really?” It probably sounded pathetic, to ask that of him. But he was older than me by enough years that it was odd for us to actually hang out. We’d never overlapped stages of life. By the time I hit high school, he was into college. When I started at Northern, he was working on his MBA. And now, he was firmly entrenched at our dad’s firm, while I was still studying for midterms and taking spring break.

      “Really. I’ll meet you in the driveway in five.”

      “Yeah, umm, sure. Sounds good, man.”

      When I pulled a nicer shirt on, I took my time buttoning it. Knowing Grant, he’d make us go to some snobby-ass place for a beer. But when I met him by his car, he was wearing a Pats t-shirt and a Red Sox ball cap.

      “Brew City?” he asked when I latched my seat belt.

      “Yeah, sure,” I said quickly. That place was cool, but not somewhere I’d peg my brother as wanting to go. We were quiet as he drove us toward Shrewsbury Street, until I couldn’t handle it anymore.

      “Not that I’m not cool with hanging out with you, Grant—”

      “But what the hell am I doing?” he interrupted with an easy smile.

      “—but what the hell are you doing?”

      Our eyes met in the dark interior of his car, and when we both started laughing, the yellow cuts of light coming through the windshield showed me a smile and face that made me feel like I was looking in the mirror.

      “Just want to see how my little brother is doing. That okay with you?”

      A little humbled by the fact that I was pushing it so hard right away, I looked out of the passenger side window for a minute. “Yeah. Of course.”

      He nodded in response, and neither of us said anything for the rest of the way. When we walked into Brew City, a table of women near the door turned in tandem to look at me and Grant. I wasn’t all that surprised, he was only about two inches shorter than I was, and had the same build, even if he wasn’t quite as big as me.

      Grant grinned at them while we were seated at one of the open tables.

      We both ordered the Goose Island IPA and clam chowder. One of the women at the first table caught my eye, her dark hair falling around her shoulder in big curls, and the way her eyes touched over my chest and biceps made it painfully clear that I wouldn’t have too much work to get something from her.

      Grant turned his head, then with raised brows back in my direction. “Brunette?”

      “Not really interested,” I mumbled into my beer.

      The disbelief on Grant’s face was obvious, and when he laughed, it grated on my already piqued nerves.

      “Is that so hard to believe? That I wouldn’t want to fuck every woman who looks at me? Sorry to disappoint the family’s opinion of me as the brainless manwhore, but I do have standards beyond a woman’s passing interest.”

      My brother sank back in his chair, giving me a hard look. “I never said any of that shit. Don’t put the old man’s words in my mouth.”

      Sufficiently chastened, I kept my eyes down at my bowl of soup, then pushed it away. I didn't think this was a good idea. Grant and I had one of those coasting relationships, like we were cousins who saw each other a couple times a year. You would talk about the surface shit, but not even blink at the fact that you didn’t really know what was going on in each other’s lives. And when something big happened, it was surprising, because you’d never talked about anything deeper than sports scores or weather or polite family inquisitions.

      “What is it?”

      I just shook my head. “Forget it, it’s nothing.”

      “Oh bullshit. Just because I work with him doesn’t mean I’m a clone of dad. He’s hard on you? Big deal. He’s hard on me too. If he hadn’t been, I wouldn’t be where I am today. Did you ever think that he was doing you a favor?”

      Then I laughed. “I’m where I am today because I work my ass off to stay on that field, and it’s not because of dad. It’s in spite of him. He’s never pushed me a day in my life, that’s the problem.”

      Grant stayed quiet, giving me a narrow-eyed look. Not one of judgement, just consideration. It lodged under my skin like a hot burr, because now he was going to try and figure me out.

      “And you know what else? You and everyone else who thinks I’m just some dumb fucking jock can kiss my ass. I don’t need to prove shit to you.”

      “What’s her name?” he asked quietly, not even remotely joking.

      I slammed the rest of my beer, setting the glass down on the table so hard that I was shocked it didn’t crack. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

      When I stood from my seat and pulled my wallet out, he held up his hands in concession. “Look, I know you,” he paused when I gave him a long look, “it may not seem like it, but I do know you. And you’re one of the most easy-going guys I know. So if you’re getting this defensive when it’s not even football season then it considerably narrows the field of why.”

      Even though I was listening, I pulled my wallet out and fished some cash from inside of it. I was just about to toss it on the table when he grabbed my forearm.

      “You want to go? Then go. I don’t give a flying fuck if you want to spend forty bucks to take a cab home, but if there’s something serious going on, you can talk to me about it. Whether it's about a girl or not. But women are pretty reasonable, Leo, if you're just honest with them and don’t play any fucking games, you’ll have a lot better luck.”

      “Thanks for the advice, big brother. You’re always there when I need you the most.” I didn’t even attempt to keep the bite out of my voice when I tossed the twenty on the table.

      It did in fact cost me about forty bucks to get back home, and after I’d tipped the driver, I was sure he was ready to be rid of me. My mood was foul, an inky thing hanging over me, and shock of the fucking century, Scarlet was yet again the cause of it.

      How was it even possible that she didn’t feel what I had felt?

      Even if I wanted to, I couldn't erase the way she’d tasted, the way she’d moved under me, the way she’d looked after that first explosion. The unpracticed way she did everything just fucking undid me, and it undid me in a way that I’d never experienced before.

      And that much was obvious in what a prick I felt like. I wanted to lash out at everyone who encountered me, because what? Scarlet was drunk and didn’t remember boinking me?

      I wasn’t this guy. I was the guy who everyone counted on to smile and make a joke and ease the tension. That was my role, for as long as I could remember it. As I stood in my driveway after the cab squealed down the street, I couldn’t help but wonder if that’s why it had been so good with Scarlet, because I wasn’t trying to play the Leo that people expected.

      I had just been me.

      My eyes snapped over to her house, and through the front windows, I could see a light on toward the back of the house. Not giving myself any time to second guess the decision, I jogged across the street.

      Instead of going around to the back slider like I’d done before, I walked up the front porch and rang the doorbell. There was no answer, and no porch lights turning on in response, so I rapped my knuckle against the dark wood.

      “Scarlet?” I called out, not too loudly, but enough that she’d know it was me if she was listening by the door. Behind the three or four inches of wood separating us, there was a muffled sound. I knocked again. “Come on, please? Are you going to make me beg for all the neighbors to see?”

      It was impossible not to smile when that immediately made the deadbolt turn with a fast click. By the time I walked through the opened door, Scarlet was already marching back toward the kitchen, tight little ass twitching underneath her gray yoga pants with the fast movements of her legs. Almost immediately, I felt my blood pressure go down, which was mildly concerning. If Scarlet Jennings was my idea of stress relief, then I might need a fucking shrink to make sure that I wasn't a masochist.

      The light I’d seen through the front window came from above the kitchen table. Scarlet had piles of papers and binders strewn across it. When I picked one up, there was a diagram on it that looked roughly like intestines, so I dropped it just as quickly.

      “What are you doing here, Leo?” she asked, pouring herself a glass of water and definitely not meeting my eyes.

      Well, fuck. I hadn’t thought this part out. And I couldn’t very well say, oh, I’m here because it seriously threatens my manhood that you don’t seem to remember the thorough fucking I gave you. That you don't remember how every inch of you was shaking from the force of your orgasm.

      “Just wanted to make sure that you’re okay staying here by yourself.” It came out so smoothly that I almost believed it. The way she looked up at me told that she actually did too. The soft look in her eyes was … I don’t know, like she was touched by that. But she flicked her gaze away from me again, taking a drink from her glass with jerky movements.

      While she did that, I walked closer to her with slow, deliberate steps. From the way her shirt fluttered against her stomach, I could tell her breathing had picked up.

      She was nervous. But not in the scared way. Not even close. I knew Scarlet well enough that if she was scared of me, she’d never have let me in the door. The skin below her collarbone was even a little flushed. I wanted to touch it, see how it tasted.

      By the time I was standing next to her, she’d finished her water. Only a sliver of air separated us, and it pulsed with the same thick, honeyed tension from the other night.

      “Because I hate the idea that you might be here in this big house, hating the fact that you’re alone. Especially when I could do something to make you feel better,” I pushed the hair away from her face and leaned in, fully prepared that she’d stop me since I was laying it on a bit thicker than I’d anticipated.

      Only she didn’t. Her breath hitched, making her luscious tits press against the cotton of her shirt.  

      My pointer finger followed the length of her hair until all of it was behind her slender shoulder. And like I willed it, she turned toward me, just slightly, dragging her eyes up my torso and chest, stopping somewhere around my throat, at the place where my pulse was probably throbbing the same way that my now rock-hard dick was.

      What a fucking idiot I was, thinking I was coming over here to prove to myself that she’d felt something. All I really wanted to do was feel it again too.

      My hands lifted, cupping the sides of her face, something I hadn’t really done our first night together. Before I even had the time to see what her eyes looked like with my fingers framing her face, she let them flutter close.

      I fucking knew it.

      If she felt nothing, knew nothing from our night, those brown eyes would have stayed the fuck open. Maybe I really was a masochist, because I wanted to see how far I could push this, so I dipped down and licked a line along her plump bottom lip.

      When she didn’t immediately knee me in the balls, I sank in again, fitting my lips in between hers and taking a long pull. I moaned at the taste, something that wasn’t a conscious decision. But she just tasted so fucking good.

      Scarlet may not have moaned back, but when my tongue snaked in to lick along hers, she did more than push hers back, she gripped the front of my shirt with two tight fists and moved up on her tiptoes.

      One of my hands moved around her face to grip into her hair, the other following the line of her back until I could palm one ass cheek. I angled my head, diving in again, imagining all the ways I could fuck her in this kitchen.

      First would be to bend her over the table and grip her hips from behind.

      Second would be to flip her around, lay her back and wrap her legs around my waist while I stood at the edge of the table, fucking her so hard that I’d see her tits bounce with every thrust.

      My mind was already there, grinding my hips against hers to find some relief that I barely registered that she’d shoved my shoulders back. Once I did, I lifted my hands in the air and stepped back.

      Scarlet held a hand in front of her mouth, eyes big and face pale. I clenched my teeth and turned around. If I had to stare at her, I’d probably do something fucking stupid again. My hands curled into fists, and I propped them on the cold surface of the granite, hanging my head down so I could breathe through the fact that she was probably about to kick my ass out.

      I opened my eyes and looked down, blinking a few times in confusion at what I saw. When I picked up the piece of notebook paper and started to turn, Scarlet gasped.

      “Give that to me!” she all but yelled, lunging at me.

      And considering that I was like a foot taller than her, I lifted the paper above my head and started to read.  

      Well, well, well. What the hell had I just stumbled upon?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      “Give me that,” I demanded, jumping up for the paper.

      “Are all these purple marks recent?” He squinted as he held the paper well above both of our heads.

      “Give it back, Leo.” I all but growled as I tried to jump again.

      “No way.” He pulled the paper closer to his face as he mouthed what he was reading. I took that opportunity and laid a hand on his chest, fingers finding one of his nipples and squeezing as I twisted it.

      He made a loud yelp and brought his arm down instinctively, giving me a chance to grab it out of his hands and step back, so that the island separated us.

      “A titty twister, really? It’s like middle school all over again.”

      As I folded the paper quickly and neatly, I shook my head. “No, because I actually didn’t think you were an ass in middle school.”

      “Just high school then?”

      “More like since high school.” I tucked the paper in my back pocket and picked up my empty glass of water so I could refill it.

      “What’s with the list?” he asked, leaning on the island as I drank my second glass.

      I ran a thumb over the water that had collected on my cupid’s bow and didn’t miss the way his eyes followed its path. “It’s just a stupid bucket list. It was Liza’s doing. That…” I gestured my hand in a circle, feeling completely embarrassed by it and by the fact that he was turning my brain off by leaning over the counter, his biceps practically exclamation marks on his arms. Look at us! they said.

      He mimicked my hand movement, circling his hand, “And…?”

      “It’s just a bucket list,” I repeated. “Come on, don’t tell me you don’t have one.”

      He pursed his lips, eyes narrowing as he thought. “Oh, sure. Hunter and I, we sit around in our underwear and braid each other’s hair and make adorable bucket lists with glittery purple pens practically every weekend.”

      “Do you really think girls sit around in their underwear to chat?”

      He grinned lasciviously. “I want to think that. Especially if they’re as hot as the little white number you wore last night.”

      I would not blush. “Don’t be such a dick.”

      He came around the island and I backed away before my back was stopped by the wall. “You do remember what happened last night.” There was no question on his face, instead there was heat. A whole lot of heat.

      I placed my hands on the wall behind me as he leaned into me, not wanting to throw myself at him as wantonly as I had the night before. “Some of it,” I quipped. “But what I can’t remember,” I swallowed, “is if you used protection.”

      At that, his eyes cleared and the arm he was bracing beside my head against the wall tensed. “Shit.”

      “Yeah,” I nodded, finally feeling like I had a little more control with what was going on. “Did you forget to wrap it up?” I spun my finger in his face and looked down near his belt area to illustrate my question.

      “A little hard for me to remember protection when you were practically climbing me like a rabid monkey.”

      I scoffed. “That’s a stupid excuse.”

      “It goes both ways, Scarlet. You didn’t say anything either.”

      He was right, but that didn’t mean I was going to tell him that. “Well? Any diseases I should know about?”

      “God,” he pushed away from the wall, finally giving me some breathing space. “No. Fuck no. You really think I’d fuck you if I carried something?” When I just shrugged, his annoyance flared. “Yeah, well what about you? How do I know you’re clean? No offense, but you didn’t exactly seem inexperienced yourself last night.”

      My cheeks burned and I pushed off the wall, into his face, so that he was backing all the way up to the island. “Because I’ve had sex one other time and he used a condom.”

      Leo’s eyes cleared again as he stared at me and I realized I’d given him a very interesting piece of information. “Only one other time?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I clenched my jaw. “When was the last time you got tested?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest, bringing his muscles right in my face. “Every six months. But.” he seemed to be choosing his words carefully, “I haven’t had sex since my last clean test.”

      My shoulders dropped in relief. I hadn’t realized how much I’d been stressing over that until that moment. “Thank God.”

      “But the clap isn’t the only thing I could’ve given you, if—you know—I’d been infected with it.”

      “You’re gross.”

      “You know what else is gross? Babies.” He gave a pointed look at my stomach. “Are you on birth control?”

      “Yes, thankfully. We wouldn’t want to populate the world with a bunch of little assholes.”

      “You’d be lucky to procreate with me.” He flexed a muscle, perpetuating his football superstar status, and did it so comically that I couldn’t help but laugh at the image.

      “Procreate. Big word for you.”

      “I’m learning. A little hard to fit academics in my brain, you know, with football always running on a loop and all.” He pointed to his skull and I frowned slightly. He seemed a little tender over that at the moment, so I decided to move on.

      “Why’d you come over?”

      “To see if you really remembered what happened.”

      The fact that it had bothered him so much surprised me. “I...” I took a deep breath. “I remember a lot of it.” I thought of the begging and winced a little. While looking him in the eyes, I said, “Sorry I was so out of control that night. Begging you and all…”

      He smirked. “Are you seriously apologizing for that?” When I said nothing he said, “Come on. I’m not that nice of a guy. It wasn’t a pity fuck, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      It was what I was thinking, but I knew my cheeks were hot pink in my embarrassment. “I don’t know what came over me.”

      His lips twitched. “You were drunk and horny. Pretty sure that’s what did you in.” He tapped his temple. “I’m keeping that up in here, for future reference. ‘Scarlet loosens up with a little bit of vodka, Leo. Remember that.’”

      I rolled my eyes, but then immediately turned around to the sink, suddenly needing a lot of water again, since my face must have been covered in a bright blush. I put my hands in the cold water, needing to lower my temperature, but a second later I felt him behind me, all that rock hard muscle resting against my back. I froze.

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” he said against my shoulder. His warm breath tickled my skin there and I felt it all the way down to my bare feet. A hand touched the curve of my shoulder and slid across skin and over the strap of my tank until it reached the part of where my shoulder met my neck.

      I couldn’t be embarrassed when he said that, while he did that, because I couldn’t think at all, except of how clearly responsive my body was to his touch. I knew it was improbable, but I swore I stopped breathing when his lips met my neck.

      Just slightly, I leaned my head to the left, stretching the skin that was available to him as his hands came to my waist, cupping the curve there. His thumbs pressed into my back, rubbing at my spine and I could have groaned from how incredible it felt. But I’d stopped breathing, so I made no sound, not even when one hand came down and down.

      “Hey—” I started when his hand dipped into the waistband of my yoga pants. I spun around just as he stepped back, holding the bucket list up like a flag of triumph.

      “We’re not done talking about this,” he said as he waved it.

      “Ugh,” I groaned, giving up when he unfolded it. “Remember I was young when I made it.”

      “‘Get a fake ID,’” he quoted and raised an eyebrow.

      “That one could’ve been crossed off.”

      “Whoa. Pastor Jennings’ daughter was once in possession of a fake ID?”

      I leaned against the island and grabbed an orange from the fruit bowl in the center. “She was,” I said, rolling the orange fruit between both my hands. “But don’t tell my parents.”

      “You’re of the legal drinking age now, what are they going to do about it?”

      I leveled him with a come on, you know who my parents are look.

      He nodded. “Right, they’d probably force you to take over the Sunday school again.”

      I shuddered because it was a punishment they’d given me before. “Poor decisions make mistakes,” my mother had said. “Next thing you know, it’ll be drugs and teen pregnancy.” To say my parents were the kind of people that were prone to dramatics was an understatement.

      “Wait. You’ve never masturbated?” Leo asked, looking up from the list. “No wonder you’re so uptight.”

      I tossed the orange at him hard enough to hit his chest, but he caught it deftly, giving me a charming smile. “Thanks, I wanted a snack.” He set the list on the counter in front of him as he began peeling the orange, oblivious to my annoyance.

      “‘Have sex’…wait, have GREAT sex.” He pointed to the purple hearts Liza had drawn around it. “Is this why my name is doodled with purple ink?”

      There was no way I could not be embarrassed about that. “Liza’s idea of a joke.”

      “So the first time you had sex wasn’t great? Because I know you weren’t a virgin last night, but this addition of ‘great’ is in purple pen. I think I can safely deduce that all the purple marks are thanks to me.”

      “You’re a regular Sherlock, aren’t you?”

      He ignored me, biting into a section of orange.

      “Let’s see what she crossed off. Hm. ‘Have an orgasm,’” he put his arm out, curled his fingers in a fist and pulled back, like he was congratulating himself. “‘Have oral sex,’” he grinned at me and I thought of his mouth. “‘This should be crossed off.’”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t give Liza every minute detail.”

      “I wouldn’t call that minute.”

      Considering it was my first orgasm, I wouldn’t have either, but if I had to suffer through Leo reading off my all my immature goals—many of them embarrassingly sexual—I wasn’t going to stroke his ego any more than he was already doing himself.

      “She crossed off, ‘Have a one-night stand.’”

      I shrugged. “I certainly didn’t expect it to happen again.”

      “Didn’t expect it to happen again,” he asked, pausing, “or didn’t want it to happen again?”

      There was a difference and I knew my answer was important to him for some reason. “Like I said, I didn’t expect it to happen again.”

      He nodded, content with my answer, and turned back to the list. “Let’s see: have an orgasm,” he did that little arm pump again, “get drunk—oh, that’s crossed off in purple pen too. Interesting.”

      It was terribly difficult not to roll my eyes at his tone when I knew he was essentially congratulating himself for his major skills.

      “‘Give oral sex, shoplift, ride a rollercoaster, ride a motorcycle, get a tattoo, get a piercing,’” he said, stopping there and looking at me. “Where would you get the piercing?” His eyes lingered on my chest and I crossed my arms.

      “My ears, perv.”

      Shrugging, he returned to the list. “‘Sex in public’?” His voice was a little louder, as if he was shocked.

      “What’s so surprising about that?” I asked defensively.

      “Well, you go from preschool shit like ear piercings straight to the rated R, having sex in public.”

      “I didn’t exactly have any organizational strategy when I wrote that list.”

      “Clearly, because you put ‘fake ID’ before ‘have sex.’”

      “Are you done humiliating me yet?” I asked, extending an arm for the list.

      “Not yet.” He moved the list out of my reach, “Just a few more.” He popped a segment of the orange in his mouth.

      “Great,” I replied without a trace of enthusiasm.

      “‘Road trip, sext someone, break someone’s heart…’”

      “Give me the list,” I said, pulling it from his hand. I grabbed a nearby pen and drew a line through the last one, shaking my head.

      “You broke someone’s heart?”

      “No,” I said firmly. I’ve never even been in love, I said to myself. How could I break anyone’s heart? “I just don’t want that on the list anymore.”

      “Scarlet.”

      I pushed the bucket list away, not needing to touch it now that Leo knew many of my bigger secrets. “Yeah?”

      “This list?” He raised an eyebrow. “Is some sad, sad shit. Like, I want to talk to a therapist about it. For you.”

      “Shut up, Leo.” I rolled my eyes.

      “I’m serious. You have a lot to do before you go away to vet school and spend the next several years killing yourself with studying.”

      “What?” I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly.

      “Think about it.” He laid a hand on the list, pulled it across the granite with a swish sound toward us. “You have this summer, right? Before you’re off, ripping tiny animals open and examining their guts—wearing a super gender-neutral, and probably too large, lab coat and goggles that swallow your face. I doubt there’s going to be a whole lot of romancing happening then.”

      “You’re really great at painting a picture,” I said, but it wasn’t a compliment.

      “Thanks. But I’m serious. You have one summer to live out your preschool and R-rated dreams. And be honest, you know that fun is kind of my thing.” He held his hands out and open, nodding for me to agree. “If anyone can help you loosen up and live a little,” he pointed his thumbs at his chest, “it’s this guy.”

      “I don’t know, Leo.” But I wouldn’t lie and say it wasn’t a tempting offer. There was no doubt that when I wasn’t hating his guts, I was wanting him. As annoying as he was, he had a point. I’d thought I’d spend the summer before vet school saving money and spending time with Liza. That didn’t necessarily mean I couldn’t also spend time with Leo.

      I stood up, turned to grab that water I always seemed to need when I was in his presence. “Just think about it, Scarlet. I gotta run.”

      I turned around after I heard the door close and knew I wouldn’t be able to think of anything else.
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      When I walked through the kitchen before going upstairs, my mom asked me what was so funny. For a brief moment, I imagined what the look on her face would be if I told her that I was smiling because Santa had come early for me. With the best present I never knew I wanted.

      Scarlet Jennings had an inner sex kitten that needed to be unleashed, and I’d be the best fucking pussy tamer she’d ever find. Instead, I distracted my mom by telling her she looked nice, which she always did and jogged up the steps to my bedroom.

      I turned on the TV after I walked in and flipped through the guide until I found Sports Center, but muted it when I laid back in the black leather recliner in the corner of my room.

      My conversation with Scarlet played on a loop in my head. The way her cheeks turned bright-ass red, her embarrassment a palpable thing in the room. But more than that, the other thing I couldn’t move past was the moment when I’d made her laugh, the way we’d talked easily. Not yelling, no name calling, no rampant antagonism.  

      Maybe her Kama Sutra bucket list was the key to world peace. At least in the world of Scarlet and Leo.

      With the television still on mute, I pulled my phone out, scrolling until I pulled up a text message to her. The last exchange we’d had was the night we went out. It had taken her somewhere around four hours to decide that my idea had been a good one. Scarlet probably always needed that kind of time to process something that had been thrown at her unexpectedly.

      And what I’d just offered her was more than likely the equivalent of a nuclear bomb in her mind. With a grin, I started typing something out. This, this I could offer her. Not help with her homework, or an emotional bedrock to weather life’s storms. But I could help her check off every damn item on that pathetic little list. Everyone should do that shit. By the time the summer was over, she’d be like Scarlet 2.0, a fun, relaxed, non-harpy version of the girl from a couple weeks ago at her staid graduation party.

      
        Leo: I can’t stop thinking about how you tasted.

      

      After it said the text was delivered, I grinned and put my phone away, fully expecting her to send some token protest. Gross, Leo. Quit talking to me, perv. Or, I’ll get a restraining order tomorrow. She should be happy though because it was one hundred percent, unadulterated truth. My phone vibrated on the end table next to me, and my face spread in a smile imagining what her response might be. The smile dropped pretty damn quick though.

      
        Scarlet: Really? That must be one of the things I don’t remember.  

      

      I laughed out loud. I couldn’t help it. The sheer audacity of this girl floored me. It was like she wanted me to never leave her alone, to keep this game going as long as we could both stand it.

      
        Leo: You really wanna do it like this, Scarlet?

        

        Scarlet: Like what, Leo? Unmemorably?

      

      I licked along my bottom lip, closing my eyes when I tipped my head back. My sexting game may not have been up-to-date, but one thing I could do was dirty talk with the best of ‘em.

      
        Leo: No. Not unmemorably. Slowly, like when I slid my tongue inside you and fucked you with it. We’d do it slowly next time.

      

      I’d started typing something else, then backed up, wanting to see what she’d do. Damn it. I had a semi already, thinking about the way her hips had circled my mouth, when she’d shamelessly fucked my face.

      
        Scarlet: So this is sexting? I’m unimpressed. I thought you were supposed to paint me a picture, Mr. Quarterback.

        

        Leo: No. This is me warming you up. By the time I let you touch your clit and feel your soaking wet pussy with your fingers, you’ll be ready to explode.  

        

        Scarlet: I am NOT doing that.

        

        Leo: Why? Does it embarrass you?

      

      The little bouncing dots, the ones that told me she was typing, kept starting and stopping, she’d delete and then type something else. You’d think it would dampen the sexy images I had going on in my head, right? Not exactly.

      What happened instead was a vivid mental picture of Scarlet, sitting in the dark, quiet house and biting down on her lip with bright red cheeks. Maybe she’d be playing with the hem of her shirt while she decided how to answer. Maybe she was dragging a thumb across her collarbone.

      The fact was that either of those things made me harder, so that my dick was pressing against my zipper. Taking my palm, I ran it slowly against the front of my jeans, seeking the tiniest bit of relief from this fucking affliction that she’d cursed me with.  

      
        Scarlet: Yes.

      

      Her simple honesty made my hand halt its movement. I couldn’t fathom it, feeling an insecurity in my own skin to the point that I was unsure as to how to make myself feel pleasure. I’d had that particular skill since I was like … twelve.

      With that yes, Scarlet sealed her fate this summer, even if she didn’t know it. This was something I could do for her. But in order for her to open herself up to it, she’d have to know, without a sliver of doubt, that she could trust me with this.

      
        Leo: I’m going to give you something, and it means I’m trusting you, so don’t make me regret it.

        

        Scarlet: … I’m waiting.

      

      I took a deep breath and unhooked my belt buckle, pulled the zipper down and eased my hips lower in my chair so I could lift the edge of my cotton t-shirt and slide my hand down against the skin of my abs. When I’d gripped my cock with a tight fist, I moved it so that it pushed out of the confines of my gray boxers and then lifted my phone up with my other hand.

      This was probably so fucking stupid. I’d never sent a dick pic to anyone in my life. Now I was going to Scarlet Jennings’ phone? I moved my fist up so that only the swollen head showed through my hand, and the base was visible on the other side.

      The click of the camera echoed. I mean, was I supposed to crop it? Put a filter on this bitch? Maybe put it in black and white so it looked more artsy fartsy?

      “Dude, grow a pair,” I muttered to myself and added the picture to our message thread, then hit send.

      
        Leo: Do you see this? This is what happens to me when I think about you. When I think about your tight, perfect pussy.

        

        Scarlet: Holy shit, Leo!

        

        Scarlet: I cannot believe you just sent me a picture of your PENIS.

        

        Scarlet: What do you expect me to say to that?!

        

        Leo: If that’s a serious question, I’ll tell you exactly what to say … come on, where’s the brave girl who stripped for me? Who begged me to make her feel good? I know she’s in there. And I know she’s the only person right now making me this fucking hard. Help me out, Scarlet. I’m in pain.

      

      I stroked myself a few times, taking deep and even breaths through my nose while I thought of her, imagined what I’d do the next time I could get my hands on her.

      
        Scarlet: Ok.

        

        Leo: Good girl. If you were here right now, what would you want me to do to you?

        

        Scarlet: I can’t do this.

        

        Leo: Yes, you can. God, I’m so damn hard thinking about you.

        

        Ok, I’ll start. I know where I’d start on your body if you were in front of me again.

        

        Scarlet: Where?

      

      I grinned, making slow, tight circles with my fist.

      Leo: Your nipples. I only got a small taste the other night. But it wasn’t enough. Do you know why?

      Scarlet: … Am I supposed to guess? Or was that rhetorical?

      The bark of laughter bounced around my room, and I couldn’t help but shake my head. As much as I wanted to tease her about that, if I broke the mood now, the whole thing would be ruined.

      
        Leo: I’d start with your nipples because I didn’t really get to taste them. The only time my mouth was on them was after I’d wiped your cum from my mouth around your tits. I tasted you, naughty girl, on your own skin, and I need to see how it’s different without it. How they’ll taste when I lick them and bite them and suck on them with my tongue.

        

        Scarlet: Umm

        

        Scarlet: I think I’m getting it.

        

        Scarlet: You know, how this might work.

        

        Leo: Good. Is it making you wet?

        

        Scarlet: I feel … squirmy. Like if I don’t tighten my thighs together…

        

        Leo: Yes, that’s it. Fuck, Scarlet, I feel like I can’t work my cock fast enough or hard enough when I think about you.

        

        Scarlet: I’d help. If I was there.

        

        Scarlet: OMG, I feel so stupid. That was so stupid.

      

      I groaned, tugging harder. “No, not stupid. So fucking perfect,” I said like she could hear me. I was close, which felt ridiculous, considering she hadn’t given me much to work with. But the thought of her offering to help me tightened my skin all over my body. Heat burned through my spine, my hips arching up so I could fuck my own hand.

      
        Leo: How. Tell me.

        

        Scarlet: With my hands. I’d umm, I’d straddle your legs so I could face you while I did it.

        

        Leo: Holy fucking hell, that’s perfect. I’d want to suck on your tits while you did it.

        

        Scarlet: Oh God, Leo, this is insane.

        

        Leo: No, keep going. Tell me.

        

        Scarlet: My breasts felt heavy when you said you wanted to suck on them. Like if I touched them right now, I might come just from that.

        

        Leo: Fuck yes, Scarlet. That’s it.

      

      The muscles in my forearm burned, the head of my cock was angry and red, the air sawed in and out of my lungs with rough bursts. My eyes pinched shut so hard that I saw white spots. But it was the image of her sitting on my lap when I came from her hands that finally made me come with a low groan.

      While I caught my breath, I lifted my phone again, aiming it down at my stomach, lightly grabbing my still semi-hard dick so only the top showed. I cropped it so my chin wasn’t showing, and all you could see was my hand gripping my cock, and the lashes of cum on my skin. I sent it to her.  

      
        Leo: You were perfect. Now show me something good.

      

      I didn’t expect a titty shot or anything, but I laughed when she attached a close-up shot of her hand holding a pen and drawing a line through number fourteen on the list: sext with someone. I shook my head, grabbing a tissue from the box on the floor next to my bed.

      Once I was cleaned up and had pulled my pants back up, I sent her another one.

      
        Leo: Cheater. You know that’s not what I meant.

        

        Scarlet: What could you possibly have to complain about right now? Seems as though you got the better end of this deal.

        

        Leo: Don’t ruin my post-orgasmic bliss. We’ll work on your happy ending later.

        

        Scarlet: I haven’t agreed to anything, Leo. Don’t put words in my mouth.

        

        Leo: Oh, I’ll put something in your mouth, sweetheart.

        

        Scarlet: *rolls eyes*

        

        Leo: You agreed the second you didn’t argue with the picture I sent. And you’re welcome, btw, for raising your erectile expectations for the rest of your life.

        

        Scarlet: Whatever you say, Leo.

        

        Leo: Oh yeah. This is already working for me. Sweet dreams, my little sext fiend. I know what I’ll be dreaming of tonight.

      

      With that, I silenced my phone and stripped down to my boxers so I could go to bed. And wouldn’t you fucking know it, I drifted off to sleep with a smile on my face.
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      When Sunday passed without a word from Scarlet and she greeted me on Monday with a polite smile and the facial expression of a corpse, I knew we’d officially taken a few steps back. Part of me wanted to be like, “okay, maybe the dick pic was too much.” But then again, she should be thanking me. I just gave her all the ammo necessary for her to Brett Favre me after I made it into the NFL.

      On the ride home Monday, I kinda thought she’d have thawed a little, but nary a word was spoken – not until I started walking down her driveway to go back home and she called out to me.

      “I have to leave a couple minutes earlier tomorrow. Is that okay?”

      I nodded wordlessly, and she gave me a tight smile and walked away. I stared after her until the door into her house shut behind her.

      By the time Tuesday came, and I was waiting for her next to her car before she ever walked outside, I knew I’d underestimated her. Maybe I’d even overestimated myself, on what that night together and the texting the following night had done to her. For some reason, her memory of Friday night was synonymous with good feelings or warm fuzzies or whatever the fuck you wanted to call it.

      It was probably arrogance on my part to assume that, that all she needed to do was remember that it happened, and she would what? Be begging to do it again?

      By the time those thoughts were unfurling in my head, she was heading toward the car, and stopped short when she saw me waiting for her. The shock blanketing her face was enough to mute me on the car ride to school.

      Scarlet was the kind of girl who equated physical intimacy with … I don’t know, feelings. With trust and respect.

      I physically shuddered. Not out of terror or anything, but because I felt so fucking lost. After these last couple of weeks, no matter what I’d said to her or shared with her, Scarlet still probably expected very little from me.

      And to her, a few orgasms ranked low on her list of priorities. But that was probably the only thing she thought I could give to her. That chafed, considering that I’d been idiot enough to share shit with her that no one else knew.

      I mumbled a goodbye to her when she pulled the car in front of the field, but my abrupt manner didn’t seem to bother her. She’d sat stiffly next to me the whole ride, yesterday too, so she may have not even noticed that I was stuck inside my own head.

      Believe me, it wasn’t a place that I got trapped often.

      Cameron and Denard were tossing a ball to each other, zig zagging across the grass before tossing it back.

      D faked a pass to Cameron, then pivoted toward me, pitching the ball at me. I caught it with an oomph.    

      “Thanks, dick.”

      I tossed my backpack on the field behind me, and told him to run a fade route. D took off like a shot, Cameron sprinting after him to act as the corner back. They shoved at each other after about fifteen yards, then D veered to the left, getting a few feet of separation from Cam. I danced back a few steps and heaved the ball into the air, whooping when the tight spiral sailed right over Cameron and dropped into D’s outstretched hands about thirty yards down the field.

      They jogged back toward me, Cameron elbowing Denard when D tried to trip him.

      “There was some heat on the ball, man,” D said, tossing the ball at me. “You want to run a few more of those?”

      I pushed up on my tip toes, bouncing on the balls of my feet a little and then stretched my left arm across my chest. “Nah, it’s fine.”

      “Cheapest therapy around.” His dark brown, almost black eyes watched me carefully. Of all the guys on our team, Denard was the most weirdly intuitive. He had six older sisters—they were raised by a single mother after his dad died in a car accident—so he always joked that the estrogen level from his childhood rewired his brain a little bit.

      He’d had the same girlfriend since the age of sixteen, so anyone who needed relationship or girl advice ended up talking to him about it.

      “Who says I need therapy?” I walked past both of them, shouldering Cam hard and laughing when he cursed.

      “Ain’t nothin’ wrong with it,” D said easily, keeping pace with me. “Just noticed you’ve been a little quiet.”

      “Oh fuck,” I muttered. “Here we go.”

      “You dating someone?”

      “D, seriously.”

      Leaning down to grab my left ankle, I stretched out one side of my leg and then the other, praying to all things holy that he would fucking drop it. But then it kinda pissed me off that I was even in this situation in the first place.

      “I just don’t even know why it’s so fucking hard with women,” I said in a rush, not making eye contact with D and hoping that Cameron had wandered off because he saw something shiny. “I mean; we all enjoy ourselves in bed. We have to fuck it up with stupid games and second guessing and complications. It’s fucking stupid.”

      My breath left my lungs in a rush, and D straightened up to his impressive six-six height, folding his muscled biceps and meeting me straight on.

      “So you like a girl,” Cameron crowed from behind me.

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t like her. I want to fuck her. Don’t read into it.”

      Wanted to fuck her again, technically. And so much more than that, but there was no damn way I’d be admitting that to those two, especially Cameron.

      “If that’s all it is, why does it piss you off so much? Just find someone else,” D said.

      “I’m not pissed off,” I yelled in a voice that sounded like I was pissed off. “It’s just dumb.”

      “Getting defensive,” Cameron mused, tapping a finger against his chin. “Yup, yup. The signs are all there, D.”

      I tried to laugh, but it sounded tight and uncomfortable. “What the hell ever, douchebags. Just go run your sprints. I can deal with my chick problems on my own.”

      Cameron ran down the field to where Coach was barking orders. D waited though, his hands propped on his hips.

      “Oh God, what?”

      “Say all you want, Madsen. If it’s more with whoever she is, that’s okay. But if you have to talk about her behind her back in a way that you wouldn’t talk to her face? Don’t be that guy.” He gestured behind us to the groups of guys on the field, doing various workouts under the hot June sun. “You think I give a shit whether they call me pussy whipped?”

      “No, because Tasha is fucking awesome.”

      He laughed, his white teeth practically blinding against his dark skin. “I know, man. She really is. But if it’s something? Don’t downplay it, I don’t care who you’re talking to. Because if you’re downplaying it to people, whether they matter in your life or not, then why would she think she matters to you?”

      Then he slugged me in the shoulder and ran off, his advice curling around my scattered head. As much as I wanted to shrug it off as the ramblings of a kept man, D was right. I was so pissed off this morning by the fact that Scarlet clearly didn’t expect anything more from me than something under the heading of wham, bam, thank you, ma’am.

      And why should she? I’d done nothing to persuade her otherwise. And maybe I didn’t want to shuffle too closely to saying she mattered to me, but I couldn’t deny that in a short window of time, her opinion of me was starting to carry weight, to be of some consequence in my mind.

      The six-week window of her parents being gone felt like one of those sand-filled hourglass thingies, the perfect opportunity to accomplish something with her. Every day another grain slipped through, and I’d wasted two of them, not texting her or calling her, or even attempting a polite conversation with her in the car.

      Because I was a giant asshole, apparently.

      “Fuck,” I whispered under my breath, kicking the toe of my shoe at the bright green grass under my feet. I had to do something to show her. I pulled my phone out, doing a quick Google Maps search. My afternoon and evening were open, like most of them were in the summer after workouts and class. Now all I had to do was wait until she picked me up and pray that she didn’t feel like killing me.

      

      Five hours later, she was waiting for me, which probably didn’t help my cause. But when I rapped a knuckle on the driver’s side window, she didn’t immediately give me the death look, where she narrowed her eyes and twisted her mouth up, so that was good.

      Very, very slowly, her window rolled down. “What?”

      “Get out.”

      Her brows caved in a little bit toward her eyes. “Huh?”

      “I’m driving.” Then I pointed from myself to her car, in case we needed a game of charades to help her along.

      “Why would I let you drive?”

      “Because you don’t know where we’re going next.”

      “I,” she stopped, looking down at the steering wheel like it may clear up her confusion, “wait, what?”

      “I’d like to drive,” I said slowly. “Because I’m taking you somewhere.”

      Her mouth popped into an ‘o’ shape, surprise making her face flush a pretty shade of pink. When she reached up to tuck a nonexistent strand of fiery hair behind one ear, I almost crowed in triumph, because I’d all but won. Then she pulled in a deep breath and reached down to unbuckle her seat belt.

      Like the fucking gentleman I was, I opened her car door so she could get out. There was a brief moment of deja vu from Friday night, when I’d opened the door for her in her driveway.

      “You’re not going to tell me?” she asked quietly, eyes darting past me, like she was checking to see if anyone was around. Since this morning, she’d pulled her hair up into a ponytail that sat high up on her head. Not a single strand of hair fell around her face, so all I could see was her clean, pale skin and big, brown eyes. Yeah, I think I could admit she mattered now, standing where I was.

      I just shook my head, not really able to speak in the wake of that revelation. Scarlet skirted past me and practically skipped to the other side of the car. Before she opened up the passenger door to get in, I caught a glimpse of her face. Her lips were curved in this tiny little smile that made my heart pinch. Scarlet looked excited. And happy.

      And I’d done that for her.

      We got settled, and since I was driving, she let me pick the music.

      “So,” I asked her after I’d flipped it to WFNX, “how was class?”

      It almost made me laugh, the expression on her face. “It was fine,” she answered cautiously. “Umm, how was practice?”

      “Not practice,” I corrected after merging onto I-90. “Summer workouts. We have to take classes all year round, so we work out in the mornings for two to three hours, then have class. Practice doesn’t start until August.”

      “That sounds like a lot of work.”

      I glanced over at her, checking to see if she was making fun, but she wasn’t. Her eyes were trained on my face, expression open and friendly. With a nod, I looked back at the road.

      “So, on your list,” I said after a few minutes of quiet. “How long of a car ride constitutes a road trip?”

      Scarlet let out a soft laugh, which made me smile. “Well, I guess I haven’t really thought about it.”

      “Shocking.”

      When she didn’t answer right away, I expected some tossed-out insult about how my brain probably didn’t function past when my next meal and my next lay would come from, but when I looked over at her I could tell she was thinking.

      “I guess a road trip would count as somewhere I haven’t been before,” then she glanced down at the console and her water bottle. “And where we have to make at least one stop on the way, either for food or to use a restroom.”

      “A fair definition.” This little jaunt may or may not work, but I wasn’t going to force the issue.

      We drove for another twenty or so minutes, making intermittent conversation, when she looked over at me. “Hey, Leo?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Would you mind taking this next exit? I didn’t really grab any lunch, and you haven’t exactly told me how much longer we’ll be driving.”

      I smiled over at her, feeling a warmth settle in my chest at the idea that she wanted this to be another list item just as much as I did. “We’ve got a solid hour to go. You sure you want to stop already?”

      The wheels were turning in her head, I could tell. She pulled up her phone, and did some typing on the screen. Then she squealed, doing a little jumping dance in her seat that made me laugh.

      “Are you serious?”

      “Well, how can I answer if I have no idea what you’re looking at?”

      “Six Flags? Are you taking me to ride a roller coaster?” Her voice was breathless and a little choppy from excitement and nerves, and without thinking, I reached over to grab the top of her thigh. I felt her stiffen slightly under my hand, but she didn’t say anything. So instead of pressing my luck, I squeezed, not letting my fingers brush against her soft skin like I wanted to.

      “You’re not going to chicken out, are you? Because we’re not going to ride the kiddy ones.”

      When she swallowed noisily and sank into her seat, I laughed again. Scarlet was quiet for a few minutes before shifting to face me.

      “If I die on a roller coaster, you should know now that this is really nice, Leo. Thank you.”

      The praise fell from her mouth easily, probably because she had no clue what it meant to me. It sharpened everything in the car; the way she smelled and the happy brightness in her face, the way the curve of the steering wheel was slightly cracked underneath my palm.

      My first instinct was to brush it off or crack a joke, like I was only doing it because I didn’t want her to post my dick pic to Facebook or something, but I swallowed that and smiled over at her instead.

      “You’re welcome, Scarlet.”

      In response, she let out a contented sigh, and stared out the windshield, practically vibrating with happiness.

      

      “I can’t do this.”

      “Yes you can. This is the easiest part.”

      But she wasn’t budging. Very carefully, I grabbed her shoulders from where I stood behind her and tried to urge her forward.

      “No freaking way,” she stated and planted her feet on the asphalt.

      When I laughed, she whipped around and punched me in the stomach.

      “Seriously, with the hitting?” I rubbed at my stomach where I’d probably have bruises in the shape of Scarlet’s knuckles. Then I sighed and attempted a different approach. “Scarlet, it’s not like I’m making you do this alone. I’ll be with you every step of the way.”

      Her eyes were wary and huge in her face, and I tried very, very hard not to laugh again. People milled past us, the parking lot packed with cars, given the perfect blue, cloudless sky above us.

      “Look,” I said when she still hadn’t moved. She glanced over at me, finally relaxing her stance when she saw that I was taking her seriously. “If you can’t go through the entrance, how do you expect to ride a coaster?”

      The main entrance to Six Flags New England, with the large white columns holding up a traditional peaked roof and brick faced building, looked like something out of history— more in place with Boston— where someone might find it on a walking tour of the city to see where important pieces of American history had played out.

      Weaving lines of people made the slow journey into the park, some waiting patiently, some not. I was starting to fall in line with the latter crowd.

      “But what if I can’t? What if you pay all this money to get us in, and I can’t ride it?”

      “Who says I’m paying?”

      She laughed, albeit nervously, but at least she laughed. Not thinking too deeply about it, I reached my hand over and wound my fingers through hers. When she looked down in surprise, I squeezed. The answering smile she gave me was a tad on the confused side, but mine probably looked about the same.

      Suddenly, this moment felt very date-ish. I hadn’t planned on that, which maybe meant that I was an idiot after all my protests to the contrary. So I started walking, pulling Scarlet along so that she had no choice but to follow me into the park. We were waiting behind a couple that looked a few years younger than us, maybe still in high school.

      The girl had tucked her hands into the back pockets of her boyfriend’s jeans, and his arm was propped up around her thin shoulders. He was dragging his nose over her cheek, whispering things into her ear that made her giggle and stand closer. When they started kissing, Scarlet dropped my hand, which made me glance over at her, assuming that she was either avoiding them or looking at them with disgust.

      But the sheer longing on her face almost dropped my jaw. Like she couldn’t stand holding my hand when the real thing was directly in front of us. I couldn’t really blame her, because as much as I wanted to prove something to her today, that couple was not us.

      The rest of the time we waited in line felt stiffer, a touch uncomfortable every time my shoulder brushed up against her or the press of people forced her to move next to me or in front of me. At one point, I guided her over by laying my hand on her hip, and as soon as the people were clear, she all but jumped away.

      By the time I paid the bored employee, I didn’t even know what to say to Scarlet. Luckily, I didn’t have to worry too much about that. We moved through the entrance, the bright line of sun on the asphalt appearing just in front of us. For a second, I was afraid she’d start treating that as the thing she couldn’t move past, but she kept walking, heading toward the large, looming coasters toward the edges of the park.

      “You know why I don’t like coming to these places?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at me.

      “Because you’re afraid of plummeting to your death from the sky?” The look she gave me made my poor balls shrivel up for a second. I grimaced. “Sorry, that sounded better in my head.”

      Then she started waving her hands around in the air, like a freaking crazy person. I glanced around, but no one was paying her a lick of attention.

      “This!” she hissed, still waving around. I stepped back before she whacked me on the side of the face. “All the screaming.”

      “Uhhh…”

      “No one would ever know if someone was screaming for real.” Her face was deadly serious, and I finally noticed that it was devoid of any color. “What if I broke my arm? Or got stabbed? Or someone tried to kidnap me? Everyone would keep walking around in a selfish haze of adrenaline and think that I’m just another roller-coaster-riding, screaming person!”

      Truly, it wasn’t hard to smother my smile, because she was about one paranoid delusion away from hyperventilating. So kinda like when I grabbed her hand, I just did what felt normal. I stepped into her and wrapped my arms around her shaking frame. At first she braced her hands against my chest to push me away, but a shuddering breath later, she was clutching at my back like I was the only thing that would save her from all those things.

      I knew why men did stupid shit to impress women. I did. The way Scarlet had her forehead pressed into my sternum, the way she’d fisted her hands into my shirt made me feel invincible. And humbled.

      Then she ruined it by opening her mouth.

      “Oh my word, are you doing this whole trip for stuff like this?” She shoved me back and looked at me with slits for eyes. “So I get all freaked out and you get to feel me up?”

      I worked my jaw and gave her slitty eyes right back. “Don’t be an idiot.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, holding a shaking hand over her mouth and staring up at me. “I feel insane right now. Like my stomach is going to explode through my feet and my skin is going to shrink over my bones and my brain is jumping in my skull, and I’m not even on the stupid ride yet!”

      The relief that I felt over the fact that she didn’t actually think I was doing all of this to get laid was short-lived. Because wasn’t I showing her that she could trust me with all the other stuff on her list?

      I shoved that thought aside and dropped a heavy arm around her shoulder, guiding her through the crowds toward Batman: The Dark Knight. The ride that would most likely make her piss her pants. But no way was I bringing her here and letting her get on one of the pussy rides.

      “Don’t worry about it, Scarlet. I know that when it comes to me, you’re much less likely to hold onto the filter that you’d typically use in polite society. Lucky me.”

      She laughed, briefly leaning into me while we walked.

      We made it back to Batman, the line shorter than I thought for such a big-ass ride on a gorgeous summer afternoon. Scarlet stayed quiet while we weaved through to the platform and waited our turn to get on the massive swooping structure of blue and gray steel.

      She was right about the screaming. You got used to it after a while, random peaks and swells of high pitched voices coming from all directions in the park. The only thing breaking it up was the rumble and shudder of machinery, but that too became almost unnoticeable after a bit.

      Once we shuffled up onto the covered platform and into a row of the floorless seats, I could hear Scarlet whispering to herself. Even my stomach started rolling with nerves, the sharp, jerky movements of my heart strongly mimicking the motion of the coaster.

      “What are you saying?” I asked while we sat down, pulling the yellow frame down over my shoulders before she did hers.

      “Basically I’m making a deal with God that if I don’t die, I’ll never do another bad thing in my life. Give all my money to the poor, that kind of thing.”

      “Sure, sounds good.”

      A park employee checked our bindings. Scarlet was gripping the silver handles so tightly that I was surprised that her skin didn’t split over the knuckles.

      “Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod,” she chanted next to me, her eyes pinched shut.

      “You still feeling thankful?”

      “No, I fucking hate you.”

      A shocked laugh burst out of my mouth, which was quickly swallowed by Scarlet’s whimpers when we started moving forward and up.

      We were nearing the top, and I could finally see the dark water of the Connecticut River. Even though the ride didn’t take the sharp dip that Scarlet probably expected it to, she started screaming.

      Her screams got lost with everyone else’s while we flew through the dips and the curves. My stomach was weightless, the air flying past my face while I whooped and yelled. Sharp jerks pulled my body around, and I started laughing when I took a quick look over at Scarlet.

      “Open your eyes, Scarlet!” I yelled.

      She just screamed louder.

      By the time we pulled to a stop and the yellow frame lifted up from over our shoulders, my entire body felt like it had been turned inside out.

      It felt fucking awesome.

      I stood and stretched with a groan, then turned to hold out hand to Scarlet. She still sat on the maroon and black chair, wisps of hair flying around her white face, her whole body frozen. But her eyes were on me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m not dead,” she whispered, taking my hand while I laughed. I pulled her up and kept a tight grip on her hand while we walked away from the ride.

      “You’re not dead.” She was quiet. Then she stopped in her tracks. I looked at her and grinned at the flush in her cheeks and the wild look to her hair. I tucked one piece behind her ear and leaned in. “And you look exactly like you did the night you came on your bed.”

      Her eyes snapped up to me and held. Yeah. Instant boner. Then she shoved past me and stormed off, taking a sharp right past All American Hot Dog.

      Okay then. Was I supposed to follow? Give her space because she might feel like she just cheated death?

      A pre-teen sauntered past and smirked at the front of my gym shorts. I rolled my eyes and jogged in the direction that Scarlet went. I was just about to turn the corner she’d taken when a hand jerked on my elbow, then slammed my back into the wall behind me.

      Scarlet looked crazy. But like, crazy hot.

      “Is this a kidnapping attempt? Should I scream for help?”

      “Shut up, Leo,” she snapped, staring straight at my mouth.

      Then she fucking kissed me.
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      Truthfully, I hadn’t completely decided to kiss him until a split second before I wrapped my hand around his neck and pulled him to me. Our lips collided so hard that our teeth clashed and he grabbed my face and held on, flipping our positions as if we were riding another rollercoaster and I could easily slip from his grasp.

      I’d screamed during the entire ride, my hair flying and shielding my eyes. I didn’t know if it was better or worse to have my eyesight obscured as we’d hurtled through the sky at what felt like a million miles an hour, but was probably slower than my car traveled on the interstate. In the background I’d heard his laughter and something about it had soothed me a little, like I wasn’t alone. He wanted me to conquer an item on my list that didn’t involve either of us removing clothing, and I’d made it out the other side—not dead. It was an incredible feeling.

      And then he’d gone and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear like it was so freaking natural for him before delivering the line that had made my thighs tremble.

      “Scarlet,” he whispered into my mouth and—I swear to God—I felt the earth rumble beneath our feet. It was the only way to explain the shudder that started in my feet and rippled up my body as we clutched each other. His lips were gentle but his hold on me was bruising and I didn’t want him to let go, not yet.

      The hand I’d wrapped around his neck pulled him impossibly closer and his teeth sank onto my bottom lip. It was a direct hit between my legs. My other hand grabbed his chest and I dug my nails in.

      Before Leo, there was no rational way I could have explained that pain could bring pleasure too, but I was so very, very wrong. The brick wall Leo pushed me up against bit into my back and made me pull him closer, needing the pressure of his body against mine.

      When he broke our lips to kiss down the side of my neck, I thought I was going to fall apart in his arms. Each kiss left a tingle in its place so that I was completely overcome with emotions, from my head to my toes, a bedlam of heightened senses and feelings, breaking me into a million pieces with their urgency.

      “God,” I sighed as his lips touched the place where my neck met my shoulder. He paid special attention to that spot, brushing the delicate skin just under it with his five o’clock shadow.

      Impatient for his mouth on mine, I brought my hands to his face and yanked it up, crushing his lips again to mine. My hips moved wildly, pressing against his. I could feel his attraction against my stomach and if anything, that only made me more demanding of him, of what he could give me.

      I sucked on his lower lip as hard as I could, anything to give him a taste of the sensations that were battling within me. When I let go, his tongue lashed into my mouth. It was almost punishing in its swipes as his hand slid up under the hem of my shirt and he used his thumbs to keep applying pressure against bare skin.

      When his hand covered the cup of my bra, I wanted him to rip off my clothes and cross yet another item off the list with some very public sex. And because I wanted that so wantonly, I pulled back and then pushed against his chest when he took my pulling away as a way to change the angle of our kiss.

      We both breathed heavily as he stared at me and I stared away from him. Suddenly, the noises of the amusement park around us filtered in, like a roar of sound from coming up for air. I heard children laughing, people screaming on the ride, and embarrassment flooded my cheeks for having pushed myself on Leo so enthusiastically. I would have come undone in his arms if we’d gone any further and he wasn’t even my boyfriend.

      I placed a hand against my swollen lips, dared a glance at Leo. He was still watching me, waiting for me to speak first, but what could I say? Taking me to the amusement park was the nicest thing anyone had done for me in years—and it’d felt almost like a date.

      Which was a stupid thing to think. He was Leo Madsen, star quarterback and son of a wealthy man. I wasn’t so insecure to think that he was better than me—he was different. He’d grown up privileged and carefree. My future had been carefully planned, down to my middle school electives, so that I would secure a future that would make my family proud. Leo and I were practically different planets, we were so far apart in terms of what made our worlds revolve.

      “Scarlet?”

      I tucked my hands into the front pockets of my jeans and tried to act as casual as possible. “Thanks for taking me to Six Flags.” I took a deep breath. “I had a lot of fun.”

      “Well, there’s still a lot to see.”

      I didn’t look at him, I only raised my watch to look at the time as if it would change what I was about to say. “It’s time to go home.”

      “What? It’s only four. The park’s open a few more hours still.”

      My insides were still in turmoil from the ride and the kiss but I collected myself, smoothed my features, when I said, “Yes, well I have studying to do.”

      “I thought your summer classes were easy ones.”

      It rankled that he assumed I was taking a bunch of easy classes while I waited for vet school to begin. “I’m studying to become a veterinarian, Leo. It’s not some bullshit elective.”

      He held his hands up in surrender at my tone and I was now even more annoyed. “Calm down, jeez. It was just a question.” He pointed his head toward the entrance to the park. “Let’s get some ice cream before we leave. They have the best stuff.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, which I knew was ridiculous coming from my mouth. Everyone knew that a woman saying she was fine meant she was not fine, not at all. And yet we still said it, all the time. “Go ahead, I’ll meet you at the car.”

      He waited a second. “I don’t actually need ice cream. I’m just trying to cool you off.”

      I clenched my jaw. “Just because I’m serious about my future doesn’t mean I’m uptight,” I said, because I knew that’s what he was implying.

      “No, the two aren’t inclusive of each other, but you happen to be both.”

      He was trying to rile me up, I knew. “Just give me my keys.” I held my palm up for them.

      “I’ll walk you to the car.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. But I’m not in favor of you walking all that way alone.”

      “I’m not your girlfriend, you know. You don’t have to protect me.” My words were biting, an effect of my mood, but I hadn’t meant to say that—say what I was thinking.

      “You’re right. You’re not my girlfriend, but you are somewhat of a friend,” he said, and I felt instantly chastised. “And you’re also really pissy right now and I don’t wanna chance waiting in line for ice cream while you’re in the car alone in case you decide to ditch me here.”

      “Maybe I should.” I wrapped my arms around myself as I followed him, my skin cooling rapidly from having been so worked up when I was kissing Leo, to the block of ice I’d put between us.

      “I wouldn’t put it past you.”

      We walked in silence to the car and I felt badly for having been so rude to him that I said, “I meant it. Thanks for taking me. It was fun.”

      “There’s a lot more fun to be had in there, but since you insist upon going home early…”

      I gritted my teeth, feeling torn between being apologetic for wanting to leave and being annoyed that he was pressing me on this issue. So I said the one thing I knew would piss him right off into silence. “It was fun, but we can’t abandon all our responsibilities, not when we both have class tomorrow.”

      It was a dig toward Leo, we both knew, and so I should have been relieved when we spent the entire hour-long ride home in tense silence, but instead I felt like a total fucking bitch.
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      The next several days, things with Leo had cooled so dramatically that we weren’t even speaking apart from “See you at three,” and “I’ll be a little late today.” By the time Friday rolled around, I was feeling like a giant piece of shit for ruining our Tuesday evening at the amusement park.

      I was so out of my league that Liza—being the best friend she was—must have sensed it, because she showed up on my doorstep Friday night with a large tote bag over one shoulder and a bottle of wine in each hand.

      “Don’t you have to work?”

      She pushed past me into the house as if she lived there, because during our years in middle and high school, she practically had. I followed her into the kitchen and watched as she picked up the bag and set it on the counter, sighing in relief.

      “I switched shifts with Jenny tonight.”

      “Jenny?” I asked, because Liza had made the name sound familiar.

      “Yeah, Blowjob Jenny?”

      I cringed. Liza and her nicknames for people took getting used to. “That’s not a very nice nickname.”

      “That was her Snapchat username, remember? She likes being Blowjob Jenny—tell me that when I say Blowjob Jenny you don’t know who I’m talking about.”

      It was hard to forget Jenny, with her trademark fuchsia lipstick and penchant for bragging about her talents in the supreme art of fellatio. We’d seen her at a few off-campus parties over the years and her lipstick had never changed. Once, when we’d been locked in the bathroom at a party Liza had dragged me to, I’d asked her about the lipstick and she had illustrated why she used it by putting a finger in her mouth, wrapping her lips around the base and pulling the finger out and holding it up for examination. “Dudes love that purple ring,” she said, smiling her bright white, perfectly shaped teeth as she twisted her finger in a circle.

      Blowjob Jenny intimidated me just about as much as every female who was comfortable in their skin did. Leo’s best friend, Adele, was like that. Oozing confidence and sexual power—it was completely out of my comfort zone and part of the reason I’d pulled away from Leo. I wasn’t Blowjob Jenny or Adele or even Liza. I was Scarlet, preacher’s daughter, who was just scratching the surface of her sexual appetite.

      “Anyway, Jenny caught her boyfriend defiling the dishwasher and now she’s stuck paying rent by herself.”

      “Wait. Jenny’s boyfriend was having sexual relations with a dishwasher?”

      Liza nodded and started unloading the giant tote bag she’d brought with her. “Yeah. Right after the anniversary party we threw a couple weeks ago. In his car. Can you believe it? What a scumbag.”

      “Wait.” I held up a hand. “You’re talking the dishwasher person? I thought you meant,” I grasped the handle of my kitchen dishwasher and opened it, “dishwasher, that you load dishes into.”

      Liza raised an eyebrow. “Well, he certainly loaded that dishwasher, if you catch my drift.” She gave me an exaggerated wink. “But no, I was talking about the person. Not the appliance. Susie, I think? But anyway, Jenny has a date next Friday so we swapped shifts.”

      “She already has a date?” This was exactly why I was intimidated by women my age. I kept waiting for someone to ask me out, but considering the fact that my head was always buried in some book, the chances of that happening for me were not even measurable.

      “Yeah, I mean, she’s Blowjob Jenny. Dudes like her. Pretty sure she hooked up with Leo once.”

      The sting of jealousy from that was so strong that it felt like a slap to the face. Imagining Jenny, all that gorgeous brown hair draped over Leo was, well, distressing. When I looked up and saw Liza staring at me, waiting for my reaction, I narrowed my eyes and said, “So what. He’s hooked up with a lot of people. I’m just another notch in his belt.”

      “Whoa.” She set down the DVD she was holding. “What’s with the Negative Nelly talk?”

      I held my arms out. “It’s not negative; it’s reality.  Leo is experienced and I’m not.”

      “That doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you, or that he didn’t have fun with you. Maybe he bounced on a lot of mattresses waiting for the right girl to bounce with him. Or something.”

      I laughed at Liza’s analogy. “We’ve only done it once. And I was so drunk…” I thought of that night, hated that I only remembered it in bits and pieces. “Well, it doesn’t matter because I’m pretty sure I pissed him off enough that he won’t want me in that way ever again.”

      “I think we need alcohol before we start talking about your issues—”

      “I don’t have issues,” I retorted.

      “Come on, Scarlet. Humor me a little. How many times have we been in the reverse positions here? I’m pretty sure you’re due for a girls’ night with whine, wine, dip and chips and Brad Pitt.”

      “Brad Pitt?” I asked, because even though he was more than twice my age, he was a total fucking babe. And Liza knew he was my weakness.

      Liza held a DVD in each hand. “Fight Club or Moneyball?”

      “Just those two?”

      She nodded solemnly. “Yes. And the choice you make matters and will determine how our conversation will go tonight.”

      I looked at her like she was off her rocker. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “Nope.” She pushed the movies to me. “Pick.”

      I debated between the two. I’d seen them both once, often choosing movies like the Oceans Eleven or A River Runs Through It over either of those two. But I pointed to Moneyball and grabbed two wine glasses from the cupboard.

      “Excellent choice,” Liza purred. “This means good things.”

      After handing her the wine opener I asked, “How do you figure?”

      “Well.” She paused dramatically, as was her way. “If you chose Fight Club, that would mean you were still angry with Leo and if you chose Moneyball, that would tell me you’re willing to watch a movie about sports because you want to understand him a little more.”

      “Or…” I said, ready to refute Liza’s psychoanalysis, “I’m still scarred from what happened when my mom caught us watching Fight Club back in middle school.”

      “Oh, yeah, I still have nightmares about that. Who knew your mom would make us watch all eighteen hours of The Ten Commandments? I can still hear her voice, ‘If you want to watch violent movies, watch this one.’” Liza shuddered, her lip curled.

      “Eighteen hours,” I laughed. “Not so much, but it sure felt that long.” I held my wine glass across the island and she filled it. “But I chose Moneyball because,” I lifted the glass to my lips, pointed a finger at her, “men in tight pants.”

      “Ahhhh,” she sighed. “There’s my Scarlet.”

      Bringing the wine and dip and Brad Pitt with us, we decided to watch the movie in the family room that my father had built over the garage. As Liza set up the DVD, I chanced a glance out the window that looked across the street and saw the light in Leo’s room. His blinds were up, so I had a clear view into his room, but he wasn’t there.

      “Are you pining?” Liza asked, coming up and wrapping an arm around the tops of my shoulders.

      “No.” I didn’t even know what pining was. “You know, I used to spend most of my weekends over at his house, watching movies and riding bikes.”

      “Yeah, I know. And then he became a giant asshole in high school.”

      Back then, it’d been easy to think of him as an asshole. But he wasn’t, really. When his voice had deepened and he’d joined the football team, his status had changed overnight. But I’d always been the bookworm, and when Leo became the popular guy, I didn’t fit in. Our weekends suddenly stopped because he was always gone, at parties I wasn’t invited to or hanging with people who didn’t want to hang with me. And in our distance apart, a sort of antagonism had grown. Once we’d gone away to college, he’d never once looked me up or texted me or made a single effort to spend any time with me. In the six years since we’d been close, there’d been a lot of resentment on my side for him abandoning me for everyone else.

      “He wasn’t an asshole, Liza. He just had more friends than I did.”

      “Hey, I’m not complaining. He made room for me to sneak in and corrupt you to the point of no return.” It was something my mother had once said, and we’d often joked about it together. In the last couple years, when my mom would ask Liza and I what we were up to I’d quipped, “Corrupting me to the point of no return.” We’d always dissolved into a fit of giggles at the look of my mother’s exasperation written plainly on her face.

      As we settled into the couch, both of us reclining the seats, I told myself not to look out the window at Leo’s light.

      “So tell me what happened.” Liza clicked the play button on the menu screen and then shifted so she was facing me.

      “Well, he found the bucket list—thanks for all the purple glittery hearts around his name, by the way. Not embarrassing at all to explain that.”

      “Here to serve,” she said, doing a lazy bow on the couch. “And what did he say?”

      “He wants to help me tackle the list this summer. And I wasn’t ready to be like, ‘Sure, should you drop your pants right here so I can blow you?’” I sipped my wine, relaxed back into the cushions. “And so later that night he texted me—well, actually, he sexted me.”

      “Oh my God.” Liza reached over and clamped a hand on my forearm. “Was it hot?”

      My cheeks warmed as I nodded. “And he sent me pictures.” I chewed on my lip.

      “You little hold-out. Are you going to share the love?” She batted her eyelashes at me, but I shook my head.

      “No, definitely not.” I didn’t feel comfortable explaining why not, because it felt very private and personal to me. And I’d feel betrayed if he did it to me. “So then nothing after that for a couple days until Tuesday.”

      “When he took you to Six Flags,” Liza filled in, having known that much.

      “Yeah. He wanted to cross off another item on the list, something that wasn’t sexual and then, right after the rollercoaster I practically ate his face.”

      “Whoa.”

      “Yeah. I initiated it. And then I felt stupid. Like, he took me on a rollercoaster. It clearly wasn’t a date because we are not dating, but then I kissed him like it was more than just him doing something nice for me.” I set my wine glass on the coffee table and buried my face in my hands. “And then I told him we should go home and said something really bitchy about me being responsible—insinuating that he’s not.”

      “Oh, geez Scarlet. You are beating yourself up over something so little.”

      I shook my head. “No way. It’s kind of a big deal to him, the fact that I made him sound irresponsible. He hasn’t spoken anything other than the necessary to me all week.” I turned to the screen as the first baseball player came onto the field. I pointed and Liza and I admired it for a moment before she turned back to me.

      “When you kissed him, did he act … repulsed?”

      “I was eating his face; didn’t really have time to see how he was reacting.”

      “Dudes are into The Walking Dead, he probably thought that was super hot.” Liza picked up my glass and pushed it back into my hands. “But did he touch you back?”

      I thought of the hand that had crept up my shirt and covered my breast. “Well, yeah. But he’s a guy—it’s not exactly astonishing that he’d react.”

      “Come on, now you’re making him sound like a guy who only thinks with his dick.” She drained her wine glass. “And while they probably do seventy-five percent of their thinking with that particular head, it’s not all the thinking they do. Leo Madsen is not going to kiss you back if he doesn’t want to.”

      I gently shook my wine glass, letting the wine swirl around. “I guess. I just don’t want him to feel obligated to, I don’t know, make all my sexual dreams come true.” I said it with a lot of sarcasm and earned an eye roll from Liza for it.

      “Stop it. You’re coming back to the same issue. Whose idea was it to tackle your bucket list?”

      “His.”

      “And who sexted you later that night, so that you could cross it off your list?”

      “He did.”

      “And who took you to an amusement park so that you could cross off your near-death moment?”

      “He did. Look, I know what you’re saying. It’s all his idea.”

      “Exactly. So stop calling yourself an obligation. I’m pretty sure Leo has never felt obligated to do a single thing in his life, so stop worrying about it. So what, you kissed him. He kissed you back. And then you acted super weird about it. Oh well.” She lifted her glass to her mouth, but realized it was empty. Grabbing mine, she finished it off. “I’m sleeping here tonight, by the way.”

      “Okay,” I said, nodding.

      “You need to be the one to initiate now. Since he’s been doing it all this time and the one thing you initiated, you fucked up.”

      “Thanks,” I replied morosely.

      “Ease into it. Don’t jump into something sexy right away, but initiate another bucket list item.”

      “Like what?”

      “Where’s the list?”

      “Downstairs, in the kitchen. Probably somewhere on the island still.”

      “’Kay,” she said, standing up and holding our wine glasses. “I’ll get us a refill and grab the list. Eat some chips.”

      I opened the bag and scooped out a generous amount of dip before shoving it into my face. It was so freaking good. I forgot how good it felt just to relax with wine and junk food. For such a long time, I’d been so completely focused on studying that I hardly ate—a banana here, a spoonful from the peanut butter jar there. I had all this time to myself, that I didn’t know how to fill. And yet, right across the street was a guy who wanted to make my summer fun, give me something to remember.

      Liza was right—and it was something I grudgingly admitted—I needed to loosen up and not screw it up this time.

      “Here,” Liza said, her voice muffled as she came into the room, wine glasses in each hand and the list hanging out of her mouth. I pulled it out and made a face at the clear bite impression on the sheet. “You should take a picture of the list, because it’s hanging on its last legs.”

      She had a point. It had been folded over and over so many times that all the creases were soft, worn, the words that crossed over the creases getting harder and harder to read. I pulled out my phone and took a picture of the list. “Which one should I do next?”

      “Hmm.” Liza ran a finger before stopping. “This. It’s not sexy, but kind of sexy.” Liza logic never failed to perplex me.

      I looked at her choice and picked up my phone before I could talk myself out of it.

      
        Scarlet: Can we talk, tomorrow?

      

      “Ooh, the suspense!” Liza exclaimed.

      I stared at my phone as if I could will his reply to come faster. When a couple minutes went by, my confidence started to deflate.

      “Look out the window, see if he’s home?”

      I found myself standing up and stretching before casually walking to the window and looking out.

      All of the lights in Leo’s house were on, so it took me a second to focus on the light I wanted, and as soon as I found it, I froze. His light was still on, his blinds were still up, and he was sitting on his bed, looking at his hands. I couldn’t see what he was holding, but I didn’t have a lot of time to look because his head lifted and, stunned, I dropped to the floor.

      “Oh my God.”

      “Did he see you?” Liza screeched.

      “I don’t know!” Shit. “He’s going to think I’m a total creeper, staring into his window.”

      “You are a total creeper. You’re like that guy in that Jennifer Lopez movie, The Boy Next Door.”

      “Stop it, I am not.”

      “You are. All sexually worked up over him. You’re so creepy, Scarlet.”

      “Stop it.” I started laughing because she was being very convincing even though we both knew she was lying.

      “Oh wait, even better—Swimfan. You even have her crazy eyes down pat.”

      “Stop!” I held my stomach as I laughed.

      “You should poke your head up and see if he can still see you.”

      “Right, because my giant head creeping up a window to look at him is not creepy.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t creepy, I just said you should do it. For laughs.”

      “You’re such a great friend.”

      “I know.” She scooted down the sofa so she was closer to the window and had a better angle, being further away than I was. “Okay, he’s not there.”

      “Thank God.” I lifted my head and—to my chagrin—met his eyes right away, since he was now standing at his window, looking directly at us. I rolled away from the window and couldn’t stop the laugh that bubbled out. “You liar!” I laughed-yelled pointing at Liza. “You’re going to make me paranoid to ever look out my window again.

      Liza flopped onto her back onto the sofa. “You should have seen how you reacted. Perfect tuck and roll, Scarlet. Ten points.”

      “I hate you sometimes.”

      “No you don’t,” she grinned at me, as I sat on the floor, my back to the wall. A chime alerted me to my phone on the coffee table and I crawled to it, too afraid to stand up and have Leo see me yet again.

      “He replied,” I said, swiping my phone open and began reading it aloud.

      
        Leo: Come over in the afternoon sometime.

      

      “Maybe he didn’t see me spying on him.”

      Liza snorted. “Fat chance.”

      My phone chirped again and I read his next text aloud, sending Liza into a fit of laughter so infectious that I couldn’t help but join her.

      
        Leo: Do you need to borrow some binoculars?
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      “So what you’re saying is you haven’t finished proving your point.”

      My dad sighed, pouring water over ice into the large mug he always drank out of when he worked from home.

      “It’s not about proving a point, Leo.” When I snorted, he gave me a sharp look. “Hasn’t it been good for you?”

      “Given that I have no clue what your barometer is for what’s good for me or not, I wouldn’t dare make a guess.”

      He laughed, which surprised me. Everyone told me that I looked exactly like him, other than having my mom’s light colored eyes. When he smiled like that, it shifted his entire demeanor, like he suddenly wasn’t some stern business guy that still managed to intimidate me, even though I was well into adulthood.

      “When you have kids, you’ll get it. It’s different for you than it is for your brother. Grant never totaled his car because he was checking Facebook.”

      “Because Facebook wasn’t around when Grant was my age.”

      “Cute.” He took a long drink of his water and started walking toward his office, which was at the front of the house. “When I think you’ve learned a lesson—”

      The chime of the doorbell interrupted him, and I refrained from cursing. I’d barely seen him in the last couple weeks, and as much as I hated begging for scraps of his time like a little kid, I wanted to have a fucking car again.

      But playing college football didn’t pay the bills, so I was at his mercy until I was drafted. If I was drafted. I was turning to head up the stairs to my room when my dad boomed happily.

      “Scarlet, good to see you, my dear!”

      “Thank you, Mr. Madsen. Is, uhh, is Leo around?”

      I clapped my dad on the shoulder and nodded in greeting to her. “Thanks, Dad. I got it.”

      The pleased-as-fucking-punch look on his face made me want to roll my eyes. Then he winked at me and I all but shoved him away. When he was behind the door, he held up his hand in an ‘okay’ gesture, then pointed to where Scarlet was still standing.

      I really should have stayed on campus over the summer.

      Facing Scarlet, where she stood under the shade of our front porch was smiling nervously at me, and I couldn’t stop the twinge of pissiness aimed at her too.

      “What’s up?”

      “Can we talk for a minute?”

      Settling my shoulder against the door frame, I held my hand up like, go right ahead.

      “Maybe somewhere private?” she whispered.

      “Why, Scarlet?” Somewhere deep, deep inside, I knew I shouldn’t be a dick to her. But damn it, I wanted to not be the one doing all the work between us. For once. But I was too annoyed to attempt to play games, so she’d have to fucking deal with it if my honesty bothered her. “I did something nice for you, and you went out of your way to make me feel irresponsible because of it.”

      She was wringing her hands in front of her, staring up at me with giant, pleading brown eyes. “That wasn’t fair, I know.”

      I lifted an eyebrow and kept waiting, but she didn’t continue. “Is that your way of apologizing?”

      “No,” she said, completely flustered. “Please, Leo, can we just talk somewhere a little less … public?”

      You know when you have an angel on one shoulder and a devil on the other? They were fucking each other up while I watched her fidget in front of me.

      Take pity on her, the angel whispered, she’s nervous.

      Don’t let that uptight bitch take advantage of you again, the devil raged on the other side. Naturally, the angel won out. You like her, Leo. And if you like someone, you give them the benefit of the doubt.

      “Fine. Come in, we can talk downstairs,” I said, sounding weary to my own ears. The answering smile that she gave me was so swamped with relief that I laughed a little. “Geez, Scarlet. Didn’t know you needed me so badly.”

      She didn’t respond to my teasing, too busy gaping at the house while we walked toward the basement. I opened the door and gestured for her to go first.

      “You’re acting like you’ve never seen it before.”

      “Well,” she said, looking back over her shoulder while she walked down the carpeted steps, “I haven’t been here in like six or seven years. It looks really different.”

      Once we cleared the stairs, Scarlet made some respectably effusive statements about the room. I couldn’t blame her. My mom had gone full-out man cave when she’d renovated. The wet bar lining the back wall had mahogany cabinets with glass inserts, black granite countertops and four high back leather-topped stools that sat in front of the island.

      In the past, I’d thrown parties for the Super Bowl and the final games of the World Series and the Stanley Cup that had capped somewhere around twenty-five people. And they’d fit comfortably on the two L-Shaped leather couches that were aimed at the sixty-inch LED screen that we’d had mounted on the wall. Everything was richly toned and masculine, all leather and dark wood and plush carpet. And for a few long minutes, she just turned and stared at everything.  

      I swear, I tried to not stare at her ass. But there was no way I was winning that battle. She had on these little white cotton shorts that would probably look boring on anyone else. But as with her and her wily, seductress ways that she wasn’t even aware she possessed, the shorts with the black tank top looked downright pornographic to me. Which was evidenced by the fact that she was speaking to me, and I was staring at her tits, and how they pressed up against the black fabric that made me want to—

      “Leo?”

      “Right. Yes. What?”

      “Did you hear what I said?”

      Shit. “You said that uhh—”

      “I can’t believe you didn’t hear me. It was hard enough for me to say it once, Leo.”

      “Well, then this time should be a piece of cake.” I walked past her and took my normal spot on the couch. Scarlet followed and sat carefully on the cushion next to me, angling herself so that our knees almost touched.

      She pulled in a deep breath, her eyes closed. I wanted to smile, because I’d never met anyone who spent so much time in her own head as Scarlet. My brain was too entrenched in that thought process that I almost missed it when she repeated herself.

      “I need to shoplift something and I don’t know how to do it,” she said in a rush, pinching her eyes shut even tighter than before.

      Interesting. Settling in, I weaved my fingers together and braced my hands behind my head. After a few moments, her eyes popped open and settled on me. Then she looked around the room like there might be someone else to respond to what she’d just said.

      “And?” I said after another couple seconds.

      Scarlet scoffed. “What do you mean and? I just told you.”

      “You didn’t tell me jack shit,” I pointed out. “What am I supposed to take from that statement, Scarlet? Do you want to rip off my parents in some way?”

      “Obviously not.”

      “How am I supposed to know that? You said you didn’t know how to do it, so for all I know, you want to tuck one of our DVDs in your bra and walk out the door so you can cross something else off your list.” I glanced down at her chest again, lingering around some of my favorite parts while she crossed her arms in a belated attempt to cover herself. “On second thought, you’d never fit one in there.”

      “You are the most misogynistic prick I’ve ever met in my life, Leo.” She pushed up and started storming off, but I laughed and snatched her wrist so I could yank her back down on the couch.

      “I’m kidding, Scarlet. I’m kidding.”

      “Well it’s not funny.” To my absolute horror, her dark eyes became shiny and wet. “Do you know how hard it was for me to come over here and ask for your help?”

      “Hey, hey, please don’t cry,” I said as soothingly as I could manage. With no sisters, and a best friend who cried as infrequently as Stalin, I always felt completely inept when confronted with female tears. And seeing Scarlet cry? It was like someone was shanking me with a rusty ax. And it made me want to do things like wipe at her face and stroke her hair and hold her hand, all of which would probably end in my bodily dismemberment.

      “I’m not crying,” she insisted, shifting away from me on the couch. She took a deep, steadying breath and then met my eyes again. “So is that a yes? You’ll help me with this?”

      Of course I was going to do it. Miss the opportunity to watch her steal something? No fucking way. But because the feeling of her sitting in front of me and asking for my help, albeit for this one thing, was about as good as most women flashing me, I needed to relish the moment a bit. I dragged my thumb along my lower lip, completely fucking satisfied when her eyes flicked down to watch the movement.

      “I’ll help you,” I said, and then smiled at the triumphant gleam in her eyes. “But we’re doing it now.”

      “Now?” she squeaked.

      I leaned forward and planted a hard, fast kiss on her mouth, pulling back before she could protest. “Now, Jennings. Let’s get a move on.”
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      “Ouch, would you yank your claws out of my skin?”

      “Do you think they have security cameras? Should I wear a wig?”

      “Scarlet,” I sighed, gently taking her hand and unfurling the tightly clenched fingers that were currently attempting to remove the skin from my forearm. “It’s the Corner Store. The cashier won’t even notice that you took anything.”

      “Of course he’ll notice,” she whisper-yelled at me, even though we were still in her car in the empty parking lot.

      “He can’t hear you.”

      The look in her eyes was a little wild when she glanced over at me, the color high in her cheeks. She’d changed to jeans, at my suggestion, and surprisingly didn’t question me when I told her to do it.

      My reasons were sound, I promise. The guy was less likely to watch every move that she made if she wasn’t showing all of the bare, smooth length of her legs. Considering how short Scarlet was, you’d think her legs would mirror that. But they seemed so long whenever she moved, the small sway of her hips adding to their length when she walked.

      On the drive over, we’d discussed—ad nauseum—what the plan was.

      I’d go in first, ask if they carried something in particular. The guy working behind the counter would probably take a couple minutes chatting with me, Scarlet would come in, wander up one aisle, then down the next. She’d pick up a small pack of gum or candy bar, then casually walk back out the door, pretending like she didn’t find what she was looking for. I’d pay for my purchase, thank the man and be on my way.

      But in all the times that we discussed it, I hadn’t counted on Scarlet’s complete lack of acting skills. Or tact.

      I did my part. Now, I’m sure it’s not surprising that I walked calmly into the small store, which wasn’t actually named The Corner Store, it’s just what all the people in our neighborhood had always called it. In fact, Scarlet and I had frequented the Corner Store more than once as we were growing up, when our moms would give us fifty cents to spend on candy.

      The memory of her at that age, maybe seven or eight, hit me the moment I heard the ding of the bell above my head. She always had her hair in stick straight braids coming down on either side of her pale, serious face. Actually, seeing the black and white linoleum beneath my flip flops reminded me in a blinding, stark moment that Scarlet was probably the person who’d been in my life the longest. Adele and I hadn’t become friends until high school, and the same with Hunter, who I met through football.

      “Hey man, how’s it goin’?” The clerk called out from where he sat on a stool behind the gleaming white counter.

      “Not too bad. Hot as hell out there. Be glad you’re in the AC in here, bro.”

      He was young, and the second I actually started talking back, called him bro like a giant douche, he sat up straighter. His skinny arms shuffled things around on the immaculate counter, like he was trying to look busy.

      “Hey, you don’t happen to carry any of that Mighty Squirrel, do you?”

      When he gulped, looking around, I wanted to pat myself on the back. I’d purposely thrown out something random that he probably didn’t get asked about much. His thin hand came up and scratched the side of his face while he hummed in thought.

      “Mighty Squirrel?”

      “Yeah, it’s a beer that’s got a decent amount of protein in it,” I gave him a look when I said it, like, because we both know how important that is, right? He nodded like he’d heard it straight from my mouth. The bell dinged behind me, signaling that Scarlet had entered. About fucking time. The guy only spared her a small glance. Good girl. “So I figured I’d check here. I really don’t want to have to drive into Boston to grab a six-pack, you know?”

      The crash came first, packages of Hershey’s bars scattering across the length of the floor.

      “Oh crap,” Scarlet gushed, kneeling on the floor to pick up what she’d knocked over. “I’m so sorry, I’ll pick this up.”

      “I’ll get it, miss, don’t worry about it.” He’d already started around the counter, staring at Scarlet with a look of annoyance-tinged lust. Because, obviously. She was kneeling on the ground, which gave him a money shot right down Scarlet’s tank top. He and I could both see the edge of her red lace bra cupping her luscious tits. I snaked a hand out to stop him, motioning for him to go back behind the counter. He wanted to argue, I could see it, but I quickly slipped him ten bucks. His bony ass hit the stool with a thud.

      “Let me help you with that,” I said while I knelt next to Scarlet on the floor.

      “We should abort,” she whispered in my ear, gripping onto my knee.

      “I’ll pick this up, just go grab a pack of Juicy Fruit or something and get it over with.”

      “But he’s seen me,” Scarlet hissed back, flicking her eyes back up to what’s-his-name, who was scrolling through his phone and paying absolutely no attention to us.

      With quick movements, I picked up the last chocolate bar and set it on the display. “Just go.”

      Scarlet hopped up and made a horribly conspicuous beeline toward the gum. As I stood, I couldn’t stop shaking my head. Because it got worse. I don’t even know how, but it got worse.

      While I fucked around by the cash register, asking the guy about what kind of iPhone he had, which thrilled him to no end, Scarlet decided to pace up and down the three aisles, giving us shifty looks every time she came around an end-cap.

      “You think she’s okay?” the guy whispered at me when she disappeared past the Pringles for a third time.

      “I highly doubt it,” I replied honestly.

      Finally, thank you dear Lord, hallelujah, Scarlet exited the chip aisle and winked at me before walking out the door into the parking lot. She fucking winked at me. Honestly, there were no words.

      “So,” the guy said, watching Scarlet as she bolted to where her car was parked around the corner, “how hard are you trying to get laid tonight?”

      With a sigh, I pulled a twenty out of my wallet and passed it to him. “So hard that you can’t even imagine.”

      I gave him a two-fingered salute and pushed from the door, groaning a little at the wall of heat that I walked into. But as soon as I turned the corner around the building, I was hit with a wall of a whole other kind.

      The human kind.

      Scarlet had launched herself at me, wrapping her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck. She was laughing hysterically, and for a brief moment, I wondered whether she was having a mental breakdown.

      “Leo, holy shit, that was amazing!” she said as she leaned backwards in my arms. “I just walked in, calm as can be—”

      “—you knocked over half of the store. Literally. Half of it.”

      “—and then I grabbed something that I didn’t pay for and I walked out! Of the store! And he had no idea!” She was smiling so big that I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “My little felon. I’m so proud.”

      Scarlet tipped her head back and laughed. My arms were braced firmly under her ass, but she wiggled for me to set her down on the sidewalk. As soon as I did, she did this adorable little dance thing. “I can’t believe I just did that.”

      The Corner Store had just made roughly four thousand percent profit on whatever she’d stuck in her pocket, but I was absolutely not going to tell her that. Not if it put a smile like that on her face.

      “We’re a good team, huh?” I asked, not even shy about the fact that I was searching for a compliment.

      “It was all right, I suppose.” Ahh, there she was, coy Scarlet. The Scarlet that did weird things to my heart.

      Instead of playing like she was, I leaned down so she had no choice but to meet my eyes. Then I grabbed the hem of her shirt, right where it skirted her flat stomach, and used it to pull her toward me. “You’ve got to see how fun this could be. You and me. Making our way through that list.”

      When I all but growled the last part, her mouth parted and her pupils dilated. “I know.”

      “Come on, Scarlet.” Then I straightened. “Wait … you know?”

      She bit her bottom lip and nodded up at me. “I knew before I texted you yesterday.”

      “You little tease.” I shook my head and laughed. “So now what? Do I get to pick what’s next?”

      Scarlet turned and practically skipped to her car. “Nope. My list, my choice.”

      “And when are we starting this?” Hopefully in her post-fake-shoplifting high, she wouldn’t hear the tinge of desperation in my voice.

      “Tomorrow, Leo,” she answered, before she got in the car. “We start tomorrow.”
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      I brushed away the condensation that had collected on the mirror from my totally luxurious twenty-minute shower and scrutinized my reflection. I held my hair up from my neck, trying to decide how to wear it. I thought I had a pretty neck, speckled with freckles. Just as I pulled the elastic from around my wrist to tie my hair up, I heard Blowjob Jenny’s voice in my head, threw the elastic off my wrist and across the bathroom in a very excessive reaction.

      “Shit,” I whispered.

      In truth, I wasn’t sure if inviting Liza over had been a good idea or not, especially because she’d volunteered Blowjob Jenny to instruct me on how to give great fellatio. When I’d opened my door and saw both of them on my doorstep, my stomach sank all the way to the mat under their feet.

      “Hey, babe!” Jenny exclaimed, smacking the gum in her mouth as she gave me a fuchsia-lipsticked grin. “Ready to talk about sucking dick?”

      “Um…” I looked at Liza with a you’re-trying-to-embarrass-me-aren’t-you look. “Yeah, let’s do this.”

      “Great.” Jenny breezed past me and into my house, making herself right at home.

      “Jenny?” I whispered to Liza as I closed the door behind her. “Really?”

      “If you’re going to make his blowjob dreams come true, you might as learn from the master, right?”

      “I was thinking you could kind of ease me into what to do, but no. Bring the Academy Award Winner of Oral Sex to my house and expect me not to be freaking intimidated?”

      “Get over it.” Liza grabbed my arm and dragged me into the living room, where Jenny was currently looking over my dad’s collection of vinyl records.

      “Dude, your dad is old school,” she said, pulling out a record.

      “Well, he is old,” I acknowledged as she flipped the record over.

      “This vinyl is legit.” She held it up for me to check it out. It was The Coasters Greatest Hits record. “There’s a sexy song on this record, perfect for a strip tease.”

      “Ah,” I said, looking at Liza, wondering what exactly she had told Jenny I needed help with. “I’ve never listened to that record in particular.”

      “Have you ever seen Death Proof? There’s this sexy scene with ‘Down in Mexico’ in the background. It’s a kick ass song. You should listen to it.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, sitting carefully onto the couch across from the record player.

      “Right, let’s talk cock.” Jenny rose from the floor and brought her bag with her to the couch. “You’re really pretty,” she said, cocking her head to the side so her brown hair slid over her shoulder.

      “Thanks.”

      “I can’t believe you’ve never given a blow job before.”

      “Uh…”

      “That’s okay, I’m good at this.” She brushed her hair from her shoulders as if she was prepping herself for something serious. “Let’s talk the don’ts first. I think the don’ts are easier to remember.”

      “Oh, I have a good don’t,” Liza said, shifting in her seat like a kid eager to be called upon in class. “Don’t use teeth.”

      “Right,” Jenny said with a nod. “Unless you know he likes that. Some dudes are ultra-sensitive,” her eyes went wide, “and a nibble on his clam digger will spell disaster.”

      “Clam digger?”

      Liza laughed. “His penis, Scarlet.”

      What was I thinking, entertaining this lesson on how to suck a penis? I looked at Liza with embarrassment all over my face but she shrugged.

      “Look, Scarlet, if you’re going to be embarrassed by a sweet little penis nickname, you’re in for a very long night of red cheeks and nervous ticks like gnawing on your lip.”

      “She’s right.” Jenny nodded but seemed sympathetic about it. “I have all sorts of nicknames for that little fuck puppet.”

      I wanted to cover my face, questioning myself for wanting to go through with this. But Liza was right. If just talking about … penis … was making me want to clam—a word I’d never not be able to associate with penis again—up, I was going to be in for a very difficult night.

      “Okay, fine. I’m sorry. This is just so weird for me.”

      “It’s a dick in your mouth, it’s supposed to be weird.” Jenny’s laugh made me laugh too. “Okay, another don’t. If you’re going to be brave and try to deep throat it, stop if you gag. No guy wants vomit all over his business.”

      “No deep-throating, check.”

      “Don’t ignore the balls, either.” Jenny held her palm up, fingers cupped. “You gotta give them attention. God didn’t make them just to hang in the wind.” She mimicked squeezing with her fingers, nodding to make sure I was paying attention.

      “When he’s close, tug on them gently,” Liza added.

      “How will I know when he’s getting close?”

      “Oh,” Jenny said with a throaty laugh. “You’ll know.”

      I wasn’t too sure about that, but I figured they knew what they were talking about. “Okay. Play with the balls.”

      “Here,” Jenny said reaching her hand in her bag and coming out with a tin of peppermints. “Suck on one of these before you go down. It’ll give a really great cool and tingly sensation.” I stared at the tin once she placed it in my hand. “But don’t go crazy and chew up a dozen of them or something, or else his vagina miner is gonna be on fire.”

      Vagina miner?

      “Hey, great rhyme,” Liza said holding her hand up for Jenny.

      “Thanks!” Jenny beamed and gave her a high-five. “I’ve got a whole bag of tricks and nicknames in my arsenal.” She turned back to me. “Okay, dudes like it when you breathe on them, and then blow on them.”

      “There’s a difference?”

      “Sure there is.” Jenny grabbed my wrist and held it up to her mouth. Making her mouth into the shape of an ‘O’ she breathed onto my skin. “See? It’s warm. But if you narrow your lips and do this,” she puckered her lips so that there was just a small opening and blew over that spot again, “it’s cooler.”

      She was right, I could feel the difference and was surprised by it. “Huh. Interesting.”

      “What are you going to wear?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. A dress or something?”

      “Make sure the top is easily accessible, that your hair is down,” Jenny said, “and don’t wear underwear,” she added, like she was listing directions for baking a cake.

      “Why?”

      “He’s going to want to play with you while you’re going down on him. Men are tactile creatures, he’s going to want to touch just as much as you’ll want him to. And not wearing underwear is an instant confidence booster—and makes you look like you’ve got a secret that he wants in on.”

      “Okay, so why do I have to wear my hair down? Won’t it get in the way?”

      “Oh, definitely. But if you keep your hair down, you can whip it around his belly and then peek up at him from in between the strands,” she’d said. “It’ll overwhelm his senses, sight and touch.”

      That all seemed doable, so I nodded, trying not to imagine Leo’s face as I visualized doing all of these things to him.

      “There’s all sorts of things you can do to change the intensity, like sucking on popsicles before sucking on his popsicle, drinking hot tea, drizzling honey—if you’re into the sticky. Even those candies that pop in your mouth can work as long as you’re not going to let him plow you after, because gross.”

      “I didn’t know there were so many ways to do this.”

      “That’s what keeps it exciting!” Liza said, finally adding her thoughts. “But remember, you’re trying to suck his dick, not have a meal on it.”

      “Right. Honestly, all the tools you need are your mouth and hands. Just relax. He’ll tell you what he likes as you go along.” She held up a finger. “But if you wanna look like a porn star? Spit on it.”

      “Spit?”

      “Yeah. Not like you’re coughing up a loogie, but you’re letting all the saliva pool in your mouth and then aim and spit right on it. Guaranteed he’ll think you’re a rock star.” She winked at me. “I promise.”

      Suddenly, the nerves kicked in and I started considering talking myself out of doing this.

      As if she could sense my turmoil, Liza wrapped an arm around me. “It’s just a dick, Liza. It’s not going to bite you. It’s got a treasure trove of nerve endings. As long as you don’t eat it, you can’t really fuck it up.”

      

      And there I was, hours later, staring at my reflection in the mirror as I contemplated what the hell I was doing. Leo was coming over in a couple minutes, but he didn’t know what for just yet. When I’d looked over my list, it was between public sex and oral sex and I decided on the latter because the former seemed like something that should be spontaneous, not orchestrated.

      After drying my hair straight and really going to town on my eye makeup as Jenny had suggested, I found solace for my nerves in my mom’s cabinet downstairs. Pulling down the vodka was like making a decision to truly do this. It wasn’t until the moment I’d decided on the bottle of clear liquid that I had really committed to telling Leo I wanted to go down on him.

      With shaking hands, I poured the first shot and picked it up before I could tell myself no.

      A knock on the sliding glass door made me jump, causing me to spill vodka on the island. “Hey,” Leo said when he entered. He was wearing jeans and a button-up shirt, its sleeves rolled up and showing off his deliciously muscular forearms.

      Despite spilling some of the vodka on the island, I held onto the shot and tossed it back before letting myself say hi back to him.

      “Just knocking on your back door again,” he joked and I coughed, a flame of alcohol licking up my throat. “Hey,” he said, coming over and patting my back. “I know anal isn’t on your bucket list, so relax. It was a joke.”

      I nodded. “I know.” I picked up the vodka and poured a second shot, not ready yet to meet his blue eyes. “Want some?” I said, and without waiting for his answer, I grabbed another shot glass and poured him a shot right along with me.

      “Straight vodka?” he asked, picking up the shot. “You’re pretty serious aren’t you.”

      I nodded, braced my hands on the island as my hair shook around me. “I need a little bit of liquid courage.”

      “All right then. To the bucket list.”

      I raised my head, met his stare head-on. His blue eyes were warm and friendly and I was sure he saw nerves in mine. He was holding the glass up near his mouth and suddenly, it was all I could look at—those lips and his smile.

      “Okay,” I agreed and held my glass up. We took our shots together and as soon as I set my now-empty glass on the counter, I picked up the bottle of vodka again.

      “Hold it,” he said, covering my hand with his on the bottle. He was warm and the liquor was warming me from the inside out. “Tell me what’s going on—pretty sure we already tackled the ‘get drunk’ part on your bucket list.”

      I wished the liquor would soothe my nerves more quickly, but since it hadn’t and since Leo was staring at me expectantly, I let go of the vodka bottle but grabbed his upper arm, needing to have some kind of tether to him to keep myself from dissolving into a vodka-sauced bundle of nerves. “I want to give you a blowjob,” I said quickly before I could tell him something different. I quickly looked at the floor beneath us, taking in his dark shoes and my bare feet.

      “Hey,” he said, hand on my chin. “Look at me.”

      Reluctantly, I let him pull my face up so we were looking each other right in the eyes.

      “Don’t be embarrassed,” he said, which only made my cheeks flush even more. “And don’t be anxious. We can do this, but we don’t have to.”

      I stared at him as his words sunk in. Even though I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do, knowing that Leo was patient and kind made me feel like I could trust him to help me with this, without sacrificing my dignity.

      “No, I want to do it,” I said, because I did. I’d only gotten a peek at his goods the weekend before, but I knew that if anyone could teach me, it would be Leo.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Don’t say that,” I said, my voice a little higher pitched than usual. “Or you’ll make me even more nervous than I already am.”

      “Okay,” he said, holding his palms up. “But let me do something first.”

      His mouth came closer, his head dipped, and he captured my lips with his a second later. I sank into the kiss, letting him soothe me with his lips on mine and his arms coming around my waist. His arms squeezed, and I marveled at how he knew just how to make me feel at ease with him. How to make me feel safe.

      Then he pulled back, thumbs coming to caress my jaw line. “Let’s go upstairs,” he said, his mouth against mine but not kissing.

      “Okay,” I whispered back.
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      Before I could inhale, Leo lifted me up so I was sitting on the kitchen counter.

      “Here, grab on,” he said, turning around so that he was backed up the counter. I wrapped my arms around his neck and he carried me, piggyback style, all the way up the stairs. I laughed, feeling like the young adults we were, not so overwhelmed by the gravity of what I’d chosen to do tonight.

      The moment he hit the landing, he eased me down and then turned around, grabbing my face with a hand and slamming our mouths together. He tasted like mint and citrus, and the combination made me grab onto him tighter. I tried pulling him in closer, but we were already as close as we could be, lips and teeth and tongues clashing.

      My fingers found the front of his shirt and with a calm I didn’t know I possessed, I began unbuttoning the shirt, running my nails over the skin I was revealing with each new button undone.

      I swallowed the groan that escaped his mouth and pressed my nails a little deeper. He pulled away from my mouth to put his lips at my ear as his hand clutched my hair and tugged. “It’s going to be really hard to go slow,” he whispered, his voice low and thick.

      I wrapped a hand around his neck, nibbled on his jaw and said, “Then don’t.”

      He dragged his face along mine, that five o’clock shadow scraping my jaw line, before he captured my mouth in his again, teeth biting into my bottom lip.

      Somehow, after knocking down a picture frame or two, we made it along the wall into my bedroom. He picked me up again, so that I was facing him and walked us to the bed, gently bringing me down to the mattress so that he was over me, one arm braced beside my head.

      His lips moved to my neck, leaving wet, open mouth kisses along the column of my throat as he moved down to my breasts. “Fuck, you smell incredible,” he said, his face pressed right into my breasts as his hands moved up my thighs.

      I squirmed beneath him, thinking that while his hands and lips felt amazing, this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. I pushed up, hooked a hand into the front of his jeans and pulled myself up so that he was standing at the foot of my bed and my eye line was with his stomach as he stood.

      I looked up at him and cocked my head to the side. “We had a deal,” I said, summoning my courage now that the liquor had loosened my anxiety.

      His eyes looked impossibly dark from this angle, since the lights weren’t on and my room was completely shadowed by the evening sky. His hand came over my hair, brushing it down and over my scalp. “This is your reminder,” he said before swallowing hard, “that we don’t have to do this.”

      Using my thumb, I flicked open the button on his jeans and replied, “We’re doing this.”

      He closed his eyes briefly and what startled me was just how beautiful he looked, with his perfectly sculpted face, full lips and dark lashes.

      I shook my head, turned my face back to his stomach where a few buttons still remained fastened. With fingers much more steady than before, I undid the last three and pressed my face to his abs, needing a second to gather myself before going any further.

      I pressed a kiss to the skin there, just under his belly button, and ran a finger down what I could see of his happy trail before it disappeared into his pants. I felt Leo tremble in my hands and took confidence from that, from the small sign that I was affecting him.

      Knowing I needed a second before my face was full of Leo, I slowly undid his zipper. The noise was so loud I thought it had an echo in the room. The only other sounds were the light buzz of the air conditioning and our breathing. I pulled off his jeans completely so that he was only wearing his boxer briefs. He was straining against the fabric and I was simultaneously turned on and nervous.

      Not realizing I was doing anything to cause him to react, Leo’s hand in my hair gripped. “All you’re doing is breathing and I can feel it like you’re wrapped around me.”

      His voice, so soft in the dark room, made me want to cross my legs. A steady pressure was building there and my chest was tingling. Leo was the first man to make me feel like this, all turned on and squirmy. And he wasn’t even touching me intimately.

      I put my hands on his waist and pushed him back a little so that I could stand. I placed my hands on his shoulders and slid my fingers under the shirt, pushing it so it fell down his arms and off his body.

      “Trade places,” I said, pushing him onto the bed. His jeans were gathered around his ankles, but I didn’t bother removing them. Instead, I placed a hand on his chest. As I was about to push him back, his hand covered mine and I met his eyes.

      There was something so intimate about having him staring at me, hand covering mine, in the dark room, while we were both wearing clothes still, even if he was more undressed than I was.

      I crawled onto the bed, straddling his lap strategically so that I was right over his cock. With my hands on his shoulders for support, I lowered myself a little, pressing him against me.

      He hissed through his teeth and his hands came up, gripping my upper arms. “You’re a fucking tease,” he said.

      I smiled, not because I was a tease but because I hadn’t realized I was. In truth, I was trying to relieve a little bit of the ache that was pulsing within me, not realizing what it was doing to him. I pressed my mouth to his, softly, then pulled back just enough to whisper, “Lie back.”

      To his credit, Leo was quick to listen, falling back so quickly that I fell with him, right on top. “Perfect,” he murmured against my hair as my face fell onto his chest. I pressed a kiss against his smooth chest and then moved my mouth to one nipple and then the other. “That’s the one you twisted really fucking hard last week,” he said as I closed my lips over the tip.

      I tugged on the nipple just a little before moving down his body, my stomach grazing over the bulge in his underwear. Just feeling it against me made me squirmy and nervous again, but I didn’t want to stop now. I kept kissing down his stomach, over each one of those delectable ab muscles as my fingers curled into the waistband of his underwear.

      Slowly, I pulled down the underwear as my mouth reached the skin just under his belly button. I pulled the skin there in my teeth, lashing my tongue over it, and then finally raised up so I could get a good view of his cock as I unveiled it, one inch at a time.

      My eyes widened as I began to understand just why I’d been sore the morning after we’d had sex. Leo’s impressive physique didn’t end at his football pants. Oh, no.

      But because it was so impressive, the nerves took over and I stared at it, blanking on all the advice Jenny and Liza had given me.

      “You okay down there?”

      I lifted my head as my hair hung right over his hips. “Yeah. Just thinking.”

      His lips widened, white teeth flashing in the dark. “Well stop doing that.”

      I looked back at his cock. “I can’t remember what I’m supposed to do,” I admitted, thankful the dark room was hiding the blush that I knew colored my cheeks.

      Leo’s hands gripped my shoulders and he sat up, pulling me with him. He took one of my hands and brought it to the base of his penis, wrapping his fingers around mine and squeezing.

      “You’re so warm,” I murmured, my hand sandwiched between his rough, calloused fingers and his warm, smooth cock.

      “You can’t really do it wrong,” he said, tucking the hair behind my ear. “Just do what feels natural.”

      I nodded and the hair came undone from behind my ear again. “Okay. Please lay back.”

      “I have to say, this is the first time I’ve ever gotten head from someone so polite.”

      I narrowed my eyes as he laid down. “I haven’t blown you yet.”

      “Please do.” He pulled an arm up behind his head so he was angled a little better to see me.

      Lowering my head, I started breathing warm air right over the tip. I was finally remembering some of what Jenny had said. I teased him a little at first, not on purpose, but just because I was still working up the courage to wrap my lips around him.

      The hand that was around his base squeezed and then I moved it up a little before bringing it back down. Leo shifted a little underneath me, so I knew what I was doing felt good to him. I used my other hand to wrap higher up, just under the plump head. While squeezing, I brushed my thumb over the tip and felt a shudder of accomplishment when Leo breathed audibly.

      After rubbing my hands over him, I finally brought my mouth to the tip, wrapping my lips over the head until they met my fingers. Once it was actually in my mouth, I felt a little lost on what to do, but I remembered Jenny had said no teeth. I pressed my tongue flat to the head, running the tip around my mouth as I moved my hands down his shaft to make more room in my mouth, taking him in inch by inch.

      Once I’d fit as much as I comfortably could, I sucked. He tasted salty, warm, but not unpleasant. My cheeks hollowed and Leo hissed again.

      “God.” I felt his eyes on me, but I was too timid to lift and meet his eyes just yet. “Use your tongue a little,” he panted.

      So I did as he asked, whirling my tongue around him as my hands cupped his balls and squeezed gently.

      Leo’s hand found my hair again and I was grateful to have him touching me, almost like he was leading me through this.

      I opened my mouth, let his cock fall out onto his belly and did the cool blow that Jenny had showed me.

      “Scarlet,” Leo said and I finally looked up at him as I blew the air across his length. His jaw was clenched, his eyes dark with lust. “That feels amazing.”

      I didn’t think it was possible to feel as proud as I felt, for making him happy with what little I knew. I no longer cared about just crossing an item off my bucket list, but instead I just wanted to please him—as archaic and anti-feminist as it sounded—I didn’t care. There was power in giving a man pleasure, in watching him come apart in your hands—or mouth. I put his dick in my mouth again and swallowed what I assumed to be a tiny bit of pre-cum as I sucked harder this time.

      Over and over, I sucked and let go to blow, alternating hot breaths and cool, narrow lines of air over him. After several minutes, I could tell he was being tortured by this hard sucking and air teasing, so a final time, I sucked him as far as I could go before I gagged a little and pulled back. With one hand on his balls, squeezing and gently tugging, and one hand at the base squeezing and jerking, I flattened my tongue over the tip over and over and sucked hard.

      “Yes,” he said softly, his voice crawling along my skin. “Scarlet, look at me.”

      I lifted my eyes, looked across the expanse of skin up to his face, my hair curtained around me. It was insanely sexy, seeing his face staring at me like that, as if I held all his pleasure in my hands—because I kind of did, but in my mouth.

      “I’m going to move you with my hand,” he whispered, his voice hoarse.

      I couldn’t say anything because my mouth was full, so I did a slight nod and the hand in my hair gripped and pulled me up before pushing me down again. After a few times, I got the rhythm and proceeded without his help.

      He was hissing and sucking in air, making these sexy little moaning sounds. His stomach started flexing and his moans became louder. I tugged harder on his balls and sucked hard on him as my jaw began to grow sore and then, all of a sudden, I felt the first warm spurt down my throat. Without thinking, I just kept swallowing as he hissed one long, loud sound and jerked once off the bed.

      I swallowed all of it and then laid my head beside him so I could close my jaw and relax a second.

      After a few seconds and a long exhale, he said, “Not done yet, Jennings.”

      “Huh?” I lifted my head but he was already pulling me up with his hands before grabbing me around the waist and gently tossing me beside him the bed. He climbed over me and I gulped at the intense heat in his eyes.

      “Your turn,” he said, his hand snaking between my legs. “Oh.” A wicked smile spread across his face. “Well, this is convenient.”

      I couldn’t answer because his fingers were already inside of me, pressing in all the right places. His thumb pressed hard against my clit and I just about bounced up off the bed, so turned on from giving him pleasure that the lightest touch was out of this world.

      “You did…” he laughed, shook his head. “That was fucking unreal, Scarlet. Now I’m going to show you just how happy I am.”

      His mouth lowered as he flipped up the skirt of my dress and then his mouth was hot—right on me. Involuntarily, my hips bucked and his hand pressed down on my lower stomach to keep me in place.

      Now that I was completely sober, I realized that having Leo Madsen’s face between my legs was a pleasure I had missed most of before. His hands gripped my inner thighs and spread me and I had never felt more open, more vulnerable.

      I pushed down my dress so I could see his face. I wasn’t prepared for how erotic he looked, his lips and chin completely obstructed from view. His eyes met mine and glittered with triumph.

      The heat began in my legs first, traveling up my body like I was dipping into a hot bath. My legs went immobile, as if my limbs were surrendering to the magic he was doing to my body. I felt his thumbs come up to my lips and spread me apart before running inside.

      “Oh my goddddd,” I groaned as the hot flush of my orgasm rumbled up and shook me from my core.

      “Come on, Scarlet. Let it go.”

      My whole body was overcome with trembles and tingles and a thousand sensations at once. A groan tore from my throat as the heat came full circle in my chest and spread everywhere.

      I wanted to buck off the bed when his mouth came away and his fingers pressed up inside me. Waves of intense, hot pleasure whipped over me, crashing over and over until I finally gave in and let go.

      It was my first sober orgasm and it blew anything I expected out of the water, and I knew that it wasn’t just because I was inexperienced. I knew it was because of Leo. And his drive, his need to make me feel as I’d made him feel.

      So I’d be lying if I said that after Leo flopped over beside me and we both lay there, catching our breaths, a part of myself didn’t unwittingly develop feelings that were more than just gratitude for an excellent orgasm.
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      I liked to think that the blowjob bonded us. And what a fucking spectacular bonding session it had been. Over the next few days, Scarlet and I settled into a comfortable truce. I teased her about her driving, she gave me narrow-eyed looks of annoyance when I was late getting to her car. But instead of them being real, I could see the sparks of heat behind her eyes.

      Like she was imagining the way I’d clamped my hand down on her thigh when I ate her out. Or the way she’d kissed across my stomach before she’d sucked me dry like a fucking porn star.

      Great. Now I was hard.

      And workouts were not the place for that. I recited Tom Brady’s stats from the 2001 season in my head until I’d willed that shit back down. Okay, and 2002.

      Unfortunately, what I couldn’t get out of my head was the lingering question that I’d had since I did the walk of absolutely no shame across our street that night.

      What was next on the list?

      Maybe she was waiting for me to initiate something, or maybe she was plotting. But I leaned toward the former. Now, as fun as it would be to take her to get a piercing, or plan some elaborate public sexscapade, I knew she was most likely to loosen up in the privacy of her own home.

      I pulled my phone out, grinning while I typed out my first text.

      
        Leo: I forgot to tell you this morning, but that skirt you’re wearing? Makes your ass look fucking phenomenal.

        

        Scarlet: I’m in class, Leo. I’m not going to sext with you.

        

        Leo: Not sexting. Just trying to tell you that look hot today. I can’t stop thinking about what you’re hiding underneath that skirt.

        

        Scarlet: Oh. Well, thank you.

      

      After Coach yelled at me to put my phone away or he’d shove it up my ass, I went back to work, channeling all the energy that pushed through my veins.  After I finished workouts and had showered, I sent Scarlet a couple more texts as I walked to my statistics class that was a few buildings away from the field.

      
        Leo: Do you want to hang out later?

        

        Scarlet: Is this that “Netflix and chill” thing that I’ve heard about? Are you speaking to me in code?

        

        Leo: Scarlet, I’ll never speak in code when it comes to something like that. I’ll say to you, hey, I want to put my tongue somewhere on your body, does that sound good?

        

        Leo: Got it?

        

        Scarlet: Got it.

        

        Leo: You didn’t answer me.

        

        Scarlet: I know. You’re awfully quick.

        

        Leo: Stop, you know what it does to me when you get feisty.

        

        Scarlet: I do? And aren’t you in class? Quit texting me and pay attention.

        

        Leo: I’m so hard right now, you little firecracker.

      

      Truthfully, I wasn’t, but it served a purpose. I wanted her on edge by the time I saw her. By the time I walked up to her car a couple hours later, she was giving me a contemplative look from the driver’s side window. I felt her eyes follow me while I passed the hood of the car and opened up the side door to toss my backpack on the floor behind my seat.

      “How was your day, dear?”

      She rolled her eyes, but her lips twisted in a reluctant smile. “Filled with far more communication than I’d expected.”

      “Yeah?”

      Knowing she was still watching me, I kept my eyes forward while she pulled the car out of the parking lot and onto the road. “You’re not going to explain?”

      I didn’t answer her until she’d pulled onto the highway heading back toward Worcester, and before I did, I leaned over the console and spread my hand over the ivory skin of her thigh where it met the hem of her skirt. She jumped when I curled my fingers around, but didn’t say anything.

      “See how much darker my skin is than yours?”

      “Mmmhmm.” Her hummed answer was tinged with nerves.

      “That’s the kind of stuff I was thinking about this morning. Weird, huh?”

      I left my hand there for a few more seconds while she drove, then pulled it away, letting the tips of my fingers drag against her skin intentionally. Goosebumps popped on her skin before I’d fully moved my hand back in my lap, and I smothered a smile.

      When she shifted in her seat, using the movement to press her thighs together, I did not smother the smile. I just made sure to do it in the direction of my window so she couldn’t see it.

      By the time we pulled into her driveway, I was semi-hard thinking about exactly how I was going to get Scarlet to touch herself. She probably assumed, quite mistakenly, that she’d manage that list item on her own.

      “Do you have Netflix?” I asked right after I popped my door open.

      “Yeah,” she answered, brows lowered.

      “Perfect.”

      We stood from our sides of the car at the same time, and I knew she was expecting to me to go back home. But I followed her instead.

      “Leo,” she said on a sigh, then stopped and turned to face me. I pretended to stop too late, bracing my hand on her hip so as not to run into her. She swallowed and looked up into my face.

      “You didn’t say no. That’s as good as an invitation.”

      “Is it now?” she said with a smile.

      I nodded, keeping my eyes straight into hers. Maybe she expected me to look down at her mouth, at her tits, but I kept locked onto her face. Then I curled my fingers where they still laid on her hip, let them dig into the flesh where the curve of her ass started.

      “Can I come inside, Scarlet?” I whispered, shifting closer by a couple inches. If I’d taken a deep breath, the front of my chest would’ve brushed hers. It was her turn to nod, giving me a silent response so laden with sexual tension that I felt the hair stand up on the back of my neck.

      The moment snapped when she backed up and my hand fell away from her body. She blinked a few times, then turned around to walk to her front door. We walked in silence, both of us leaving our bags on the floor by the staircase.

      By this point, I felt comfortable enough to grab my own drink from the stainless steel fridge. Snagging a water bottle from the second shelf, I saw a carton of strawberries and contemplated grabbing those too, but eh. Too cliché.

      “Want one?” I asked, holding up the water I’d taken for myself. She nodded from where she was turning on the large screen tv they had on a wide mahogany cabinet. While she was pulling up Netflix, I settled on the floor in front of the generic tan micro suede couch.

      “So, what are we watching?” She went to sit on the couch behind me, but I grabbed her wrist and directed her to floor in front of me, between my legs. I expected at least a token argument, but she just shook her head and did it, leaning her back up against my chest. Her hair, which was down and slightly curled, smelled clean and sweet when I pressed my nose against it and inhaled. I took one hand and swept her hair so that it laid over her right shoulder. “Leo, what are you doing?”

      “Making sure all your hair doesn’t obstruct my view.” I took the remote from her hand and aimed it up to scroll through the options. Truthfully, I didn’t care what we watched, but I wanted something sexy in the background. Scarlet dropped her head back on my shoulder, but kept her hands folded in her lap. My legs were stretched out on either side of hers, and the width of my shoulders dwarfed her frame. After I’d settled on a movie called Adore, one that Adele had told me that she and the Professor had watched, Scarlet shifted her head so that she was looking at me.

      Given how close together our faces were, if I made the same movement, we’d be kissing. Not yet. “Just watch, Scarlet.”

      I wasn’t paying attention to it as it started, because Scarlet held all my interest. Whenever I’d move my face, or took a deep breath next to her ear, she’d shift in front of me. The movement was torture, taking the semi that I’d had all day and teasing it into a full-blown erection. There was no way she couldn’t feel it, especially not after she did the little move of arching her back, which pressed her ass right up against it.

      I pulled my arms up in a stretch, forcing my chest harder against her back. When I dropped them back down, I slid my hands from the tops of her shoulders down the length of her slim, soft arms until my hands covered hers where they still lay sedately in her lap.

      Scarlet shifted, but didn’t protest. For a while, I left my hands like that, just resting on top of hers, because that meant the inside of my biceps rested against the outside of each breast. I started small, dragging my fingers along the length of hers, stopping at the top knuckle and then going back to the tips.

      Her chest heaved with breaths that became increasingly deeper. From over her shoulder, all I had to do was look down and I could see the edge of her bra where it cupped her tits underneath the simple white V-neck shirt. She always wore solid colors, I noticed, but it didn’t diminish from how beautiful she was. All it did was put her bright hair on display, not distract my eyes from any part of her body.

      The dark denim skirt she had worn today had slightly frayed edges along the hem, and I wanted to play with them, but this wasn’t my show. I needed her to want to touch herself, take herself over the edge to ease the pain.

      When her hips kept shifting and there was a slight red flush climbing her chest, I ran my nose around the shell of her ear.

      “What is it, Scarlet? What do you need?” Almost immediately, she stopped moving and sank back against me. “No, no, no. Don’t do that.  Just let me help.”

      Her legs fell open, leaning more heavily against mine, and I let out a pained laugh.

      “I mean, let me help you.”

      Scarlet groaned. “That’s what all this has been about, hasn’t it? The texts? The touches?”

      She started to move and I clamped my arms around her in a vise, shushing quietly in her ear. “No, don’t. Just stay here.”

      Both of her hands came up, and I braced for her to pull my arms down, but they didn’t. She smoothed them along my forearms, making light scratches with her nails.

      “I’m not going to touch you, Scarlet. You’re going to do it.”

      Of course, she made a sound of protest and I bit down on her earlobe, a soft nip to quiet her, and it worked.

      “Maybe you can touch me a little?” she asked, the bright hopeful tone in her voice making me laugh.

      “Nothing below the … hmm, below—”

      “Below where my bra stops?” She cocked her head to the side so our eyes met. I dropped a light kiss on her lips and nodded.

      “Fine.”

      “Did I kill the mood?”

      I trailed the tips of my fingers along her collarbone, the thin, hard line of bone under her practically translucent skin. Like I was pulling a string, Scarlet’s hips lifted up with the movement. “No, not for me.”

      “Well I can feel that. Unless you shoved a baseball bat down the front of your pants.”

      My laughter was low, and it made my forehead drop down to her neck. “Do you know that since that first night together, I feel like I’ve been walking around like this every damn day. Every time I saw your hair or your legs or your mouth.”

      “Really?”

      “What does that do to you? Knowing that?”

      She hesitated, and I pulled my hands off of her. “No,” she groaned. “Wait, okay. I can’t do this if you’re not touching me too.”

      “Then tell me,” I relented, dropping kisses along the side of her neck.

      “Leo, I don’t know if I can talk dirty.”

      “Then I’ll talk. And if you like what I’m doing, then you keep touching yourself, but you do it harder or faster.”

      Scarlet breathed out a moan, and she flexed her fingers out, like she was warming up. Good thing she couldn’t see me, because I grinned. But the smile dropped when she slid her hands up and down along the insides of her thighs, not going past the hem of her skirt.

      “There you go. Good girl. Feel how soft your skin is. Pay attention to what your body likes.” I nudged her forward, and when she complied, I grabbed the hem at the back of her shirt and pulled it up over her head. After I tossed it aside, she sank back against me again.

      The tips of her fingers disappeared, and I rewarded her by tracing along the lace edge of her bra.

      “You don’t even have to have anything to fantasize about, if you don’t want to. I think that might be what’s tripping you up. All you need is to think about how good your hands feel. How wet you are, how hard your nipples are when you drag a thumb against them.”

      I did that when I said the words, catching the hard edge through the material of her bra. One of her hands went in further, and her hips lifted in response.

      “How does it feel?”

      “Leo,” she begged, voice full and tight with frustration.

      “It’s probably wet and soft around your fingers. That’s how it felt for me. And your clit is so hard when you’re close. Rub little circles around it, use the flat of your fingers. You can’t do it too hard, trust me.”

      Her forearm flexed and she let out a raw groan that made my own hips push up against her back.

      “There you go. Fuck, Scarlet, you look perfect. Bring your other hand up, put it under your bra.”

      She did, dragging her hand against her stomach on the way up. Instead of dipping in the front of the bra, she pushed it up the bottom, shoving the material out to the way. Without me saying a damn word, she cupped her breast, pushing her thumb in circles around her nipple.

      “That’s it, honey. Your tits are incredible. Feel how full they are in your hand.”

      “Leo,” she said again, this time her pitch rising.

      “You know what I want to do to them?” I leaned in, licking along the outer edge of her ear. “I want to fuck them, see my cock pressed in between them.”

      She exploded, arching her back and clamping her hand between her thighs. The long, soft sigh that came from her mouth made me smile, as did the way she sagged back down on my chest, one breast still cupped with her hand.

      “Wow,” she said after a few seconds. “I should have been doing that for years. I would have been so much less stressed out.”

      I laughed, pulling her hand out from underneath her bra. When I brought it up to my mouth to kiss the palm, she looked over at me, the flush from her orgasm still bright on her cheeks.

      “That was a fun one, huh?”

      She nodded with a shy smile, then leaned forward to grab her shirt from where I’d tossed it. The moment had passed as soon as she moved away from me, but I wanted to follow the line of her spine with my fingers before she covered it up with the white cotton.

      Then she stood, smoothing her shirt down after she covered herself again.

      “Do you want me to like, order a pizza or something?”

      “My payment for a job well done?”

      “No,” she shot back. “I did all the work, right?”

      I laughed. “I suppose you did.”

      She smiled at me. “So? Pizza and we can finish the movie?”

      There was no ulterior motive hidden in her eyes, nothing else we needed to accomplish, with the exception of me needing to go into the bathroom and alleviate the blue ball situation currently prohibiting me from standing up. And she was the one asking me to stay. Maybe it was pathetic, that this little scrap from her felt like a feast to me. Then I guess I was pathetic.

      “Sure. Sounds good.”

      The answering smile she gave me told me she just might feel the same way.
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      I was legitimately starting to think that I was losing my mind. Actually, Scarlet was making me lose my mind. There had been a couple girls before, where I’d convinced myself that I was feeling something serious for them, but in retrospect those relationships could barely even be classified as lust.

      Convenient was one word. And when they either turned out to be crazy or attached, then convenient didn’t even work. But not once, with any of the girls that I’d dated or hung out with or even spent an evening flirting with, had I felt such an overwhelming and exhausting sense of infatuation.

      Not like this.

      On the days where Scarlet and I slipped back into our routine of driver and passenger, like we were starting to do for a few days after we crossed some physical line again, I dissected her eye contact, whether she watched my mouth or if she played with her hair while I looked at her. When she started telling me about things that happened in class or the rescue she volunteered at, I couldn’t stop staring at her lips when she talked, or the way she flipped her hands around to prove a point, or the way her eyes brightened up when she told me about an animal at the rescue.

      And she was smart. Scarlet was so fucking smart that it probably should have intimidated me. But it didn’t. Not like it used to.

      Probably because she didn’t lord it over me, or dumb down the things she talked about. Occasionally, I pulled up my dictionary app, like if I wasn’t sure what supercilious meant, especially not when she was talking about one of her profs. Suffice it to say, I now know that Scarlet used to give me supercilious looks all the time.

      That’s probably what scared me more than anything, that most of the things I couldn’t stop noticing? They weren’t physical. In fact, the non-physical stuff was starting to affect me just as much as when she leaned over and I could see down her shirt, or if she licked her bottom lip. Her laugh was enough to make me want to bury my head under her skirt now.

      It was so fucked up. Wasn’t it?

      Or was this what was supposed to happen when you met someone who was available and smart and pretty and kind and mentally stable?

      “Earth to Leo,” Scarlet called, waving a hand in front of my face.

      “Yeah, sorry.” I gave her an apologetic smile, my eyes sliding over her face and neck. She was wearing a little bit more makeup today, even more than she’d had on this morning on our drive in. Like she’d freshened up before she picked me up.

      “It’s okay. It’s not like you have to talk to me. You just blanked out right in the middle of a sentence. You were telling me about the new center that’s going to be on your team in the fall.”

      Oh yeah. Holy shit, see? I was losing it. And Scarlet just sat there, looking at me with those big eyes and sweet smile, with no fucking clue that I was over here obsessing about the fact that her lips looked pinker and softer than they had this morning, and her lashes were darker and longer. Or that she’d curled the ends of her hair. I opened my mouth, to … I don’t even know what I was going to say, but I had to tell her something of what was going on in my head.

      Then her phone rang. Her eyes lit up when she saw the screen. “Hey, Mom,” she said into the phone after she picked it up. “Oh, I’m just driving home.”

      She glanced over at me with a wry smile. It was fucking adorable and it made me want to stab my eyes out because I was thinking about how adorable her smile was.

      “Yeah, Leo is here.” She rolled her eyes. “My mom says hi.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Jennings,” I said back.

      Scarlet hummed in answer to something her mom said, then gave me another quick look. “Yeah, I could do that. What do you need me to do with it once I get it?” She glanced in the rearview mirror and then flipped on her blinker to take the next exit, which was about ten minutes before we would normally get off the highway. “Sure, no problem. I’ll do that as soon as I get home. Yeah. Mmmhmm. Oh, probably another fifteen minutes? Is that okay? All right, bye.” Scarlet tucked her phone underneath her leg and took a right, toward her dad’s church, the white steeple of which I could see down another block or two. “I have to grab some paper that my dad left on his desk really quick. I hope that’s okay.”

      “That’s fine. Doesn’t he have a secretary that can send it to him?”

      She rolled her eyes at me, but it was tempered by her smile. “Administrative assistant, you mean? And yes, he does have one, but she’s off this week and if someone’s going to go through his stuff, I guess he’d rather have it be me.”

      There were only a couple other cars in the church parking lot when Scarlet pulled in. Instead of pulling the car underneath the large white overhang that covered the main entrance to the church, she drove off to the side of the building and parked in an empty spot.

      “Is the main entrance locked or something?”

      She nodded while she sifted through her purse. “Yeah, during the week, people can only come through this entrance near all the offices. Do you mind waiting in the car?”

      “You afraid to bring me into a holy place, Scarlet?” I teased.

      While she laughed, she opened her car door. “It’s not about being afraid, Leo. I just don’t think you could physically walk through those doors without being struck by lightning.”

      I grinned when she slammed her door shut and walked toward the entrance. The wind obviously picked up, because her hair swept off to the side of her head, like a bright, copper colored flag against the white backdrop of the church building.

      Right before she disappeared through the door, she turned and looked toward the car, pointing a finger in my direction, as if to remind me that I was supposed to wait.

      Clearly, Scarlet didn’t understand the power of reverse psychology to a man like me. After I shut the car door, I jogged to the back entrance of the church, praying that it hadn’t locked behind Scarlet. It opened silently, and the dark hallway of the church was just as quiet. No one sat at the reception desk, and muted voices came from the direction of the sanctuary.

      I hadn’t been in this church in years, my parents long past the point where they made me go with them on the weekends or school breaks when I was home, but I did remember where the pastor’s office was.

      The heavy oak door to Pastor Jennings’ office was halfway open, and when I peeked in, Scarlet was bent over the large, imposing desk, rifling through a stack of papers. She hadn’t turned on any lights, and since the blinds over the massive window were shut, the room was surprisingly dark, considering the bright sunshine outside.

      I pushed the door open just enough that I could walk through, and her head shot up.

      “Leo, you’re supposed to wait in the car.” When I shut the door with a soft click behind me, she immediately started shaking her head. “No way. You stay right there, mister.”

      “No way, what? I just came in to see if I could prove you wrong. No lightning to be found.”

      She laughed, then looked back down at the papers. When she found the one she was looking for, she placed the rest of the papers back in the top drawer. I stayed right in front of the door, just like she asked, except when she approached me, I didn’t move.

      “Leo, quit screwing around.” The words would have made me get out of the way, but her voice wasn’t annoyed in the slightest. Her eyes were bright, and the way she said them, all breathy and low, kept me exactly where I was.

      “Who, me? I’m not.” When she got close enough, I smoothed my hands around her hips, the soft material of her black leggings thin enough that I could feel the heat from her skin.

      “You’re always playing, Leo.”

      I turned, so her back was up against the door now, and I pressed against her with my hips, letting her feel how very serious I was. She dropped her head back against the wood with a soft moan, and I kissed the spot of skin underneath her ear. “No playing, Scarlet. I promise.”

      Not anymore. I haven’t been playing with you, not even the first night, I wanted to say. But I kissed her instead, sweeping my tongue into her mouth. Because I wasn’t sure she’d believe me. And if she couldn’t trust that my feelings were getting bigger and bigger every single day I spent time with her, then I didn’t dare let them out.

      Scarlet wrapped her arms around my neck and threw herself into my kiss. I threw myself right back at her, gripping her harder and tighter until I knew she’d have light bruises in the shapes of my fingers along the curve of her ass.

      I felt sloppy, kissing her with tongue and teeth, but the breathy whimpers that she fed me meant that she didn’t care.

      “Does this constitute a public place?” I whispered in between kisses, at the same time that I slid a hand inside the front of her leggings.

      “Not here, Leo,” she moaned, rocking her hips into my hand while I rubbed at her clit through her soaked underwear. “We cannot do this here.”

      “Damn it, Scarlet, feel how wet you are.” I hooked a finger on her underwear and pulled it to the side, immediately sinking two fingers inside of her. Her knees buckled and I wrapped my other arm around her waist, anchoring her to me. “I can’t stop thinking about this, thinking about you.”

      It was the closest I could get to the truth, without saying it as baldly as I was feeling it. I was obsessed with her. I’d never had a woman take up this much of my headspace. Never.

      She answered me with frenzied kisses, sucking at my lips and my tongue, gripping the back of my head with curved fingers.

      Then we heard voices pass the door. We both froze, eyes wide open and locked on each other. Some women may have been able to continue, if I’d pushed. But I wouldn’t do that to her, not Scarlet. If I embarrassed her in this place, she’d never forgive me. And that was the thing when you realized that you didn’t just like someone, that you respect them. I couldn’t fathom doing something to lose that respect. Very carefully, I pulled my fingers out of her, making sure to put her underwear back in place. Then I leaned forward to rest my forehead against hers.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “It’s okay,” she mouthed back, and from the look in her eye, she meant it.

      The voices had stopped closely enough that neither of us dared to move. Then they faded, and the sound of an office door closing made us both sag in relief.

      On the drive home, we laughed again, Scarlet admitting that she got the same feeling once we’d made it safely back to her car that she did the day she stole from The Corner Store. I just smiled, admiring the bright excitement on her face when she said it.

      Scarlet got out of the car first, still talking about something from her class earlier, and she never looked behind her to check whether I was following, she just assumed.

      I fucking loved that.

      It made something swell and expand inside of me, something warm and soothing and fucking terrifying. Like if I didn’t do something, say something to her, to let her know that this was more to me, more than I’d ever anticipated, I would explode.

      As soon as she shrugged her messenger bag onto the floor of the kitchen, I gripped her hips, turning her around to face me. I dove my hands into her hair, gripping the strands before I kissed her. Her hands immediately went up under my shirt, smoothing along the muscles in my back.

      In the back of my mind, I knew I should probably have said something, taken the moment to admit how terrified I was of this, of her, and what she could do to me. But she was right there with me, gripping and clutching at me in the exact same way that I was, with greedy hands and selfish tongues, loud moans that echoed in the room around us.

      I pulled back long enough to boost her up on the island. Scarlet cocked her head in a question, but didn’t protest when I laid a hand on her chest and pushed her until she laid back on the granite.

      “Lift,” I said in one gruff syllable after tugging at the waistband of her leggings with rough hands. She did, meeting my gaze with eyes so liquid and dark that I wasn’t positive she wouldn’t drown me eventually.

      I peeled her leggings and her underwear off in one long slide, then hooked my hands behind her knees and pulled her to the edge of the counter. She shivered, probably from the cold stone underneath her, so I lifted her legs, propping one and then the other over my shoulders, framing my face between her thighs.

      Inches before my tongue made contact, her phone started ringing in her purse.

      “Damn it,” she groaned. Or maybe that was me. No, I was licking the inside of her thigh, so it was Scarlet. “That’s probably my … ahhhh, oh holy shit that feels good, that’s probably my mom wondering if I got the paper.”

      I blew on the seam of her pussy and she clamped her thighs around my head. “Can you call them later?”

      “I…” she stammered, the sound sliding out into a long moan when I swiped my tongue up her outer lips. “Yeah, yes, I can call them back.”

      “Good girl.” I sucked her clit into my mouth, flicking at it with my tongue, her taste flooding my mouth.

      “What part of the list is this?” she panted, tensing when I clutched at her thigh with hard fingers.

      I pulled back so I could see her face. “Maybe I’m working on my own list now. Is that okay?”

      The only thing she said for the next ten minutes was yes. Over and over and over.
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        Liza: Have you climbed off his woody womb pecker long enough to maybe spend some time with me?

        

        I looked at Liza’s text with a mix of humor and repugnance.

        

        Scarlet: Woody womb pecker? Really, Liza?

        

        Liza: Is Girth Vader better?

        

        Scarlet: No. Stop. What are you, twelve?

        

        Liza: Humor me a little! My little love cave has been neglected far too long. At least one of us is getting a regular pounding.

        

        Scarlet: I’m afraid to ask what other nicknames you have for ‘vagina.’ And I’m not getting a regular ‘pounding.’ I’m just getting some really great orgasms.

        

        Liza: Hussy. Tell me everything. Don’t skimp on any details.  And in answer to the question you nearly asked: va-genie.

        Liza: Leo rubbed you a little bit and you gave him three wishes. And by wishes, I mean orgasms.

        

        Scarlet: Are you peeking through *my* windows now, creeper?

        

        Liza: OMG. He gave you THREE orgasms????? Stop holding out on me!

        

        Scarlet: Heading into the shelter now, sorry, talk later.

      

      I laughed a little as I tucked my phone in my pocket before leaving my car. The last week with Leo had been exciting, full of fun—and not only the kind sans clothing. Nearly every day after getting home from the city, Leo came inside and hung out with me. Sometimes it was innocent—Leo eating everything in my fridge as an example. Other times … well, other times it wasn’t innocent, but it was definitely fun.

      Part of me regretted waiting so long to find this with someone, this easy kind of friends-with-benefits arrangement Leo and I had. Not that we’d defined ourselves as “friends-with-benefits,” but it was how I saw us. We certainly weren’t dating and we hadn’t made any kind of verbal commitments.

      But the part of me that regretted waiting so long realized that I hadn’t found this with anyone because Leo was the reason it worked. Our history, coupled with all the time we were forced to spend time together made for time to get to know him, to see in surprising clarity everything we’d missed out on in all the years we’d spent hating each other. It’d been easy to brush him off as another dumb jock, but it was obviously unfair to label him so simply.

      One of my favorite professors told us that thinking shallowly was for ignorant pussies. And he was right. I’d been unkind to Leo at the beginning of our arrangement, belittling him for being a football player, as if that one part was the sum of him. I was ashamed when I thought of how I’d essentially called him stupid when he wasn’t. He was thoughtful, giving, and so funny that he made my stomach hurt.

      And I’d be lying if I said that spending all that time with him wasn’t quickly becoming a very significant part of my everyday life. And, more than that, I was developing some very real feelings for him, feelings that were confusing as well as thrilling.

      I waved to the receptionist, Heidi, at the counter of the animal shelter and signed in on the clipboard. “Who am I working with today?” I asked her.

      “Jax,” she said with a slight smile.

      “Perfect.” Jax was my favorite dog in the shelter, a fact that I didn’t try to hide. On my first day volunteering, Belinda, the organizer of volunteer activities, had cautioned me against developing any lasting attachment for the animals, but in the same breath had said, “Good luck with that, by the way.”

      I hadn’t grown up with pets because my mother had been bitten by a dog when she was younger and had sworn off ever owning one. In high school, when Leo and I had drifted apart, it’d been easy for me to find myself at the local shelter, taking dogs on walks and cleaning out their kennels.

      As I made my way back to where the dogs were kept, twenty-seven of them began barking in greeting. I stuck my hand in a few of the enclosures and scratched the heads of the ones who knew me before I found my favorite all the way at the end.

      Jax was a Great Dane with the most beautiful brindle coat. He’d come to the shelter months before after a family that adopted him hadn’t been satisfied with his protection skills. He was happy, if a little small for his breed, which made me think he might have been the runt of the litter and therefore not as likely to be confident enough to be protective.

      I hooked a leash to his collar and led him out the back door to the yard where two other volunteers were already playing with other dogs.

      “There you are,” Belinda said, making her way over to me with the most recent addition to the shelter, a two-year old lab-pit mix. “Haven’t seen you in a while.”

      “Sorry. It’s been a busy summer. Trying to hold down the house and get ready for school in the fall—it’s taken up a lot of time.” Jax and the other dog sniffed one another before Jax slid down, his hind legs up and front legs bent down—a clear “play” position. When the other dog didn’t reciprocate, Jax made a sighing noise and laid down completely flat.

      “How’s your mom doing?” Belinda asked, reaching down to unhook the dog from its collar. “Go, burn off some energy,” she said as the smaller dog took off.

      “She’s good,” I said, but I wasn’t totally sure. It struck me that I hadn’t spoken to her a whole lot in the last few weeks. I knew she wanted me to come down to D.C. to spend the last week of dad’s sabbatical with them, but I was now leaning toward staying here instead. A decision that was—possibly foolishly—made because I wanted to spend more time with Leo.

      “Good, good.” Belinda nodded beside me. “Let Jax run for a minute—he hasn’t gotten the chance to stretch those long legs of his since breakfast and I know he’s restless.”

      I unhooked Jax and watched him bound up and run—FREEDOM written all over his face. He was a good dog, if maybe a little wild. As much as I enjoyed seeing him every week, I was sad that he hadn’t been adopted yet.

      “Looks like you’ve got something on your mind, girl.”

      I blinked rapidly, everything coming back into focus. “I might.”

      “Well, shoot.”

      We lowered to the grass, watched the dogs play—mostly Jax bounding from one side of the fencing to the other before stopping abruptly and standing still; back straight and tail stick-straight toward the ground. “I feel bad that Jax hasn’t found a family yet.” I picked a blade of grass from under my maxi skirt and held it up, looking at the vein running up it, before I tossed it aside.

      “Oh, he will. Rest your worries there. He’s a good dog, likes kids and other dogs. The right family will come around for him.”

      “I just know I’ll be sad when this summer is over and I’m leaving.” It wasn’t until that moment that I spoke the words that I realized this arrangement I had with Leo would be ending too. Friends with benefits was only convenient when both parties were in close proximity to fulfill the ‘benefits’ part of the label. After I moved away, we’d be just friends … unless we lapsed into being enemies again.

      “Well that’s what Facebook is good for—you can keep an eye out for when Jax is adopted, because he will be adopted eventually.”

      I dug my hands into the grass at my sides. “But what if he forgets me?” I wasn’t sure if I was talking about Jax or Leo.

      Belinda was silent for a minute and I wasn’t sure if she knew that my thoughts had moved from Jax to someone else, but she still answered. “He couldn’t forget you, honey. No way, no how.”

      “I’m surprised how…” I swallowed, adjusted the wording in my head, “…important he’s become to me.” There was no doubt when I said that, that I was thinking of Leo.

      “Maybe you should show him,” Belinda said. “If you’re worried about him forgetting about you, maybe you need to make sure he can’t.”

      I was conflicted. Did I want Leo to remember me after this summer? It did sting a bit thinking that he might be able to forget me so easily, but was it ridiculous for me to hope that maybe he was thinking about me like I was thinking about him?

      Finally, I spoke. “I’m not sure how to do that.”

      “Sure you do. You just need to allow yourself to get hurt.”

      I ducked my head so that my hair shielded my face from her view, because there was no doubt now that she knew I was talking about a guy and not about Jax, who was currently sniffing the ass of every dog in the yard.

      “I’m too afraid. I’ve never been hurt before. Not like that.”

      “Ah,” Belinda said, patting my knee. “There’s not a lot more luxurious than having your heart broken.”

      “I never said I was in love with him,” I quickly said, before feeling the blush creep up my face.

      “I didn’t say you did,” Belinda said calmly, as if this was just a regular fake conversation about a dog and not the biggest fear of my whole life: the chance that someone could break my heart. “But if he’s important, it would be a disservice to treat him like he wasn’t.”

      

      I thought of Belinda’s words long after I’d climbed in the car. I hadn’t started the engine, but merely sat there in my too-warm car, thinking about Leo and how quickly he was affecting me. It was so unsettling to know, with absolute certainty, that I was having a hard time keeping him in the “friends with benefits” column. He kept bleeding over into territory that was foreign to me.

      My phone rang, startling me.

      “Hey, mom,” I said as I tucked the phone between my ear and shoulder so I could drive toward campus to pick up Leo.

      “Hey, honey.” Her voice was warm and soothing, something I hadn’t known I needed until that moment. “Whatcha up to?”

      “I just left the shelter and now I need to pick up Leo.”

      “Oh, that’s nice. Your father and I just did a tour of the White House.”

      “Wow, Dad’s taking a day off?” I asked as I pulled out of the parking lot and onto the main road.

      “Just the one. He’s been very busy—busier than usual. It’s made me miss you a lot.”

      “Because if he wasn’t busy, you wouldn’t miss me?” I teased. I knew what she’d meant, of course.

      “I just keep thinking I should come up for the weekend while your father is busy. Spend some time with my girl.”

      “No,” I said too quickly. I heard the sharp intake of breath from my mother. While I was never afraid of not fitting into the mold of the traditional preacher’s daughter—a woman of high morals and devoted to her church—I still never, ever showed my parents any kind of disrespect. I may not have been leader of the church choir or number one volunteer for the church’s youth group, but I was definitely someone who deferred to her parents. Telling my mother no was so out of character for me that we were both silent for that moment.

      “I just mean, there’s no reason for you to drive all that way for just a weekend.”

      “Well, it’s only six hours away and I can stay longer than the weekend if you’d like.”

      While stopped at the light, I placed my phone in the car mount so I could be hands-free. “No, it’s okay, Mom. I’ve been so busy anyway, we wouldn’t have a ton of time to spend together.”

      “Hmm,” she murmured into the phone. I imagined her sitting perfectly straight at her table, rolling a pen in her hands thoughtfully. “Well, there’s always the last week when you come here. I suppose I can wait until then to see you.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, not looking forward to this at all. “Actually…” I heard her pull in a breath and I winced. “I was thinking I’d just stay here. Finish packing and spending time with my friends before you come home and then I leave.”

      “You wouldn’t come here to see us?” She sounded hurt and a little disappointed, and it was a battle just to keep myself from saying never mind, I’ll come.

      “I mean, I want to, Mom. But I have so much going on here that it’s probably better that I stay home that week and then we immerse ourselves into family time once you two get back.”

      She was quiet for a minute. “Are you sure? I don’t like thinking of you all alone.”

      I laughed a little into the phone as I turned the car into the parking lot of the football field. “You’re going to have to get used to feeling that way, because pretty soon I’ll be out of the house, far away.”

      “Don’t say that,” she said, her voice wavering a little. “I’m not ready for that kind of reality.”

      “It’ll be here sooner than later.”

      “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that. I gotta run, honey. Call you later?”

      “Sure,” I said, even though I didn’t think she actually would. “Love you.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hung up and put the car in park right by the door to the locker rooms. After a couple minutes, the door opened and Leo exited, in mid-laugh, followed closely by his friend Cameron Hunter. Cameron looked my way for a second, narrowed his eyes against the sun and then turned to Leo, saying something I couldn’t hear from inside the car—something that caused them both to laugh hard.

      Instantly, my knuckles gripped the steering wheel and my teeth clamped tight. Whatever it was they were saying, I couldn’t help but feel it had something to do with me. Was Leo bragging about bedding the preacher’s daughter to his friends?

      My blood was boiling as I watched them talk, Leo giving Cameron a gentle punch to his chest. After another look in my direction, I knew Cameron was saying something about me. And it made me want to punch him, but a whole lot harder than Leo had.

      When Leo finally began walking toward the car, I was sure that my temper was at its boiling point.
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      Leo climbed into the car and gave me little more than a “hey” before his phone was in his hands and his fingers slid quickly across the screen.

      I waited a second for him to say something—anything—else, but when he remained silent, I put the car in gear and pushed hard on the gas pedal, causing Leo to jerk and drop his phone.

      “Whoa, Fast and Furious,” he mumbled as I sped out of the parking lot and onto the road. He bent over and picked up his precious phone and resumed typing something out.

      Normally, Leo wasn’t this … quiet. Of the two of us, he was definitely the conversationalist. So having him be that quiet while he typed something out on his phone immediately after he and Cameron were sharing a joke that I couldn’t hear but could see … well, I was annoyed. A wholly inadequate word, but the only one my pissed-off brain could conjure up.

      “You should buckle up,” I said, my voice a bit snappier than normal.

      “And you should follow traffic laws,” Leo returned, leaning over to view my speedometer. I elbowed him back to his side, but slowed down nonetheless.

      The texting continued and I tried not to wonder what the hell was so interesting that he had to give his whole focus to his phone, but because we were close enough to recycle each other’s air, it was all I could think about.

      It hurt, and it pissed me off that it hurt, imagining Leo talking about me going down on him the first time, or how he’d given me my first orgasm. These were things that were deeply private to me and imagining him tossing them around for others to digest and laugh about … well, it really hurt.

      Finally, because all my annoyance was stifling, I blurted out, “What have you told other people about us?” It came out higher pitched and whinier than I’d intended, but I couldn’t very well say the words again. I let my fingers relax around the steering wheel so that my body language didn’t scream how I felt.

      “Huh?”

      “You know what I mean,” I said, calmer this time. “I know guys brag about who they’ve got under them at the moment. I feel like I deserve to know what’s being said about me.”

      “What the hell, Scarlet? Where is this coming from?”

      I regretted bringing it up while driving because I couldn’t very well stare at him as he answered, even though I felt his eyes on me. “You know,” I said, calmer still. “I saw you and Cameron outside the locker rooms. Laughing. And he kept looking at me—guys don’t just look at girls like that.”

      “Because Hunter thinks you’re hot. Chill the fuck out.”

      I thanked God for the red light as I turned to Leo and narrowed my eyes into slits. “Do not tell me to chill out.”

      Leo reached a hand for the air conditioning and I slapped it away. I was able to watch the tick in his jaw at that before he turned to face me, his own eyes hard.

      The light turned green and I whirled my head back forward to drive, turning toward the tollway and through the E-ZPASS lane.

      “Like I said. Hunter thinks you’re hot. But that doesn’t mean I’m talking about you to him. Or to anyone. It’s not like that for me.”

      The rational part of me told me to listen to what he was saying, but the irrational part—which likely accounted for ninety-seven percent—asked me why I was believing him. Dudes bragged all the time; it was as if it was built into their DNA to compare whose sex life was more phenomenal.

      When he reached for the air conditioning, the irrational Scarlet came out and slapped his hand away again. “My family doesn’t need to hear from the whole town that we’re doing…” I paused a moment, but the anger remained at the edge of my voice, “whatever it is we’re doing.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Now his voice was louder, and I took a little bit of comfort in that, now that I was not the only one getting riled up.

      “You’re not the one whose parents expect so freaking much from.” I regretted, bitterly, that Leo and I hadn’t established exactly how we would handle the situation we’d fallen into. “It’d be nice to know what’s being said about me so I know how to handle it when it reaches my parents.”

      Leo laughed humorlessly. “You’re one to fucking talk.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t dog me for talking to my friends when you’ve probably told Liza every single fucking thing we’ve done.”

      “I have not,” I said, nearly shouting. “She’s my friend and knows we’re … hooking up, but she doesn’t know the more…” I trailed off, my brain not able to formulate the words I was searching for. It was even more infuriating that I knew what I was thinking but couldn’t articulate it. Leo had reduced me to a stupid, blubbering, inarticulate girl.

      “How am I supposed to believe you? Girls talk about every inane thing.”

      “Because I wouldn’t lie about that,” I practically growled.

      “Are you saying I’m lying to you?”

      “I don’t know!” I threw my hands up before grabbing the wheel. “I have no freaking idea if you’re telling me the truth or if you’re lying just to appease me! All of this, this—whatever it is we’re doing—is new to me and I don’t—”

      “Pull in here,” Leo said, pointing a hand at the service station notification sign.

      “No.” With my bottom lip all pouty, I felt like a petulant child. My frustration with Leo had turned into frustration with myself, for being unable to keep my emotions in check.

      “Pull the fuck in,” Leo repeated, his voice even and slow.

      “I’m driving my car and I will not turn into the service station.”

      “If you don’t pull the car over, I’ll yank your bony ass out of that seat and pull the e-brake.”

      I didn’t doubt he could, especially with the size of his biceps and the waves of anger rolling off him.

      The moment I’d pulled my car into a spot, I turned it off and ripped the keys from the ignition, stalking away and toward the woods just behind the building. I needed to get the hell away from him, so I could collect myself and return to the car a much calmer person.

      Just a few yards from the car, I heard his door slam closed and I picked up the pace, my ballet flats eating up the grass with quick, long steps.  It wasn’t long before I could hear him breathing—he was so close to me, and my heart skittered in a stupid kind of excitement. My blood was still boiling and it was on the tip of my tongue to scream at him, but his hand clamped on my upper arm and kept me moving forward, quickly into the woods.

      I tried in vain to wrestle my arm from his grasp, but he was impossibly strong and we strode, side by side into the woods, over broken branches and fallen leaves.

      When he let go of my arm, I opened my mouth to call him a number of vile things, but every single word died in my mouth as his lips caught mine.

      I cursed my body for giving into the spell that his mouth cast upon mine. My traitorous lips opened, my unfaithful tongue slid against his and my body became his accomplice in the way it melted into his touch. He backed me up to a tree so that I felt the bite of bark against the exposed skin along my arms.

      He let go of my mouth to grip my thighs, lifting me so that I wrapped around his waist. The slit in my maxi dress from ankle to knee gave me a little freedom, but the rest of the dress bunched up on my thighs as I stretched it to accommodate Leo’s lower half.

      One of his hands slid down my thigh and he mumbled, “Why the fuck is there so much fabric on this?” before finding the opening at my knees and sliding his hand under the skirt so that his palm was against bare skin.

      “Reach in my front right pocket,” he said, his mouth returning to mine. Holy shit. We were going to do it. Outside. In the weeks since our first night together and the jumbled, alcohol-clouded memories that I had of us together, I never imagined that our next time would be like this.

      As my body strained, needing relief from the pressure that had built up from our verbal sparring, I reached a hand forward and dove it into the pocket of his shorts, finding nothing until my hand grazed the hardest part of him.

      “Wrong pocket,” he said, jerking when I touched him through the layers of shorts.

      “Should I look in the other pocket?” I asked coyly as my finger slid down his length.

      “Ah,” he hissed as I did it again, and again and again.

      “Stop it, or I’m going to come in my shorts.”

      But I didn’t stop; my fingers moved from the pocket to his front, finding the tip nestled near the waistband of his shorts. I brushed my thumb over it and took extreme pleasure in watching his eyes close halfway.

      “Fuck,” he whispered. “Reach in that pocket right now, or I’ll have to put you down to do it myself.”

      Reluctantly, I moved my hand to the other pocket and found the foil square. I held it up between us, just as Leo’s hands slipped over the front of my panties, causing me to buck against his touch.

      “Put it on,” he said, his thumbs brushing the sides of my lips teasingly.

      I pushed the front of his shorts down, releasing his cock. As I placed the condom over the tip, his fingers gently pinched my lips—an immediate shock to my core.

      “Ah,” I moaned. “Don’t do that or I can’t concentrate.”

      “Then don’t concentrate.” He pinched them again, sending sparks of sharp pleasure right to my center. “And hurry the fuck up.”

      It was hard to unravel the condom because of our close proximity, but I managed to get it most of the way, leaving Leo to push me up against the tree so that he could use a hand to pull it on completely.

      “I’m not going to undress you,” he told me, and wrenched my panties to the side. His fingers brushed that sensitive skin inside my lips as he opened me wide and put the head of his cock where his fingers had only teased.

      “O-okay,” I breathed, arching my hips as far forward as I could go, to get him to actually slide inside of me.

      Leo quickly looked around before thrusting forward. The feeling of being full hit me hard and I dropped my head from the immense pleasure it brought immediately. The pleasure of him being inside of again, this time in stark, sober daylight. He pulled out all way before thrusting again. Over and over, he repeated that—bruisingly predictive in his rhythm. More than once, my hands gripped his sides, urging him to go faster, to get me to fall over that edge sooner. The climb to my orgasm was painfully slow, my body screaming to hasten the pace.

      When he continued that same rhythm, I arched my back drastically to get him to listen to what my body was saying—what it needed.

      “You want fast?” he asked, his breath at my mouth. My breasts heaved as I nodded and my chin brushed his mouth as my head moved. He caught the tip of my chin and bit it gently.

      “Yes,” I said on an exhale, my hands squeezing his mid-section.

      Without another word, he picked up the pace and I sagged into the sensation. I ignored everything—the pinch of the bark, the sounds of traffic in the parking lot, the birds I knew were in the vicinity. All I heard were Leo’s breaths and my own along with the slap of skin each time he drove himself all the way up inside of me.

      I felt it then, that distinctive numbing of limbs as my body approached the crest. Leo must have sensed it because his fingers delivered one hard press to my clit and his mouth swallowed the scream that tore from my throat.

      Several seconds later, Leo grunted against my hair as he came and his fingers dug harder into my thighs. There was something delectable about feeling the waves of my orgasm and Leo’s touch soothing my skin as my body crumbled to nothing.

      After a few long breaths between us, Leo eased out of me, instantly making me aware of the void that was left in his wake. He pulled me from the tree trunk, wrapped one arm around my back as he lowered my legs to the ground gently. He was so careful with me, something that deflated whatever unnecessary annoyance I may have still harbored.

      It wasn’t until then that I realized we’d just had sex in a pretty public place. Despite Leo pulling me into the woods, we could still see the parking lot and the interstate in the background. We were far enough away to give us a small sense of privacy, but not so far that someone looking this direction wouldn’t have noticed us.

      “Whoa,” I said on a breath. My legs still shook a little from the orgasm, but I wasn’t in a big hurry to walk yet.

      “Yeah, I know.” Leo looked at my face as if he was waiting to see if any of our earlier argument lingered on my face. This time, I didn’t have to school my features because whatever had existed between us before he pushed me up against the tree was now gone.

      “So, we can cross sex in public off the list,” I said with a laugh.

      Leo closed his eyes for a second and then opened them and gave me one of his wide grins. “You’re right. We can.” But something about the way he said that made me think he hadn’t brought me here to cross off a bucket list item—he’d done it simply because he wanted to.

      And damn if that didn’t add more confusion for my heart.
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      With every day that passed, I knew I needed to just sit Scarlet down, tell her how I was feeling— that I wanted to know how she thought of us. But the fact was, I was too chicken-shit to upset the perfect balance we had going. The sex at the service station had shifted something in her, I could tell. I’d catch her looking at me for longer periods of time, like she was trying to define something that she saw on my face.

      Obviously, she hadn’t been able to. There was no way. Given that Scarlet had had a minor (major) freak-out about her parents finding out about us, I didn’t think she’d like it if she could correctly interpret my thoughts just by looking at me.

      And the reason for that? Because I was about one smile away from blurting out that I was most likely, probably, almost falling in love with her.

      Fucked up, right?

      The girl who was a neighborhood friend when we were little, a stranger through high school, then the one person who made me feel like I’d never prove them wrong about me, was the only person in the world that I wanted to be thinking about, spending time with, making decisions about.  Like, life decisions.

      And I didn’t fucking know how to tell her that.

      It should have been easier, considering how much time we were spending together. Every single day after she pulled her car into her driveway, I followed her in. Sometimes she’d help me with my homework; I was never able to help her with hers. She even started asking me about football without me bringing it up first.

      One of my favorite conversations had been the day before, when she’d told me that a wide receiver was her favorite position on the team, with a cocky little smile on her face. I’d tackled her, tickling her into submission until she finally admitted, between peals of laughter, that the QB was the best. Oddly enough, it hadn’t turned into anything beyond that. I’d just settled behind her on the couch, one arm snug around her waist, and we watched reruns of Seinfeld for the next three hours.

      After we got home from the city, we hadn’t talked much. I was studying for a quiz, sprawled out on her couch, and she was typing out a paper at the kitchen table.

      “Hey, Scarlet?”

      She hummed in response, flicking her eyes to me and then back to the blue glow of her laptop.

      “When is your dad’s sabbatical over again?” Her fingers stopped clicking, but she didn’t look over at me again just yet. “Because you’re joining them for a week, right?”

      Basically, I’d just admitted two things:

      
        	I was paying very close attention to what she’d said early on.

        	I was concerned about how much time we had left to play house.

      

      She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it again, picking up a pen to doodle on a piece of paper next to her. “I usually do, yeah.”

      My heart skipped a couple beats at her careful tone, hammering in quick succession. “Usually?”

      The pace of the pen picked up where she still gripped it in her hand. “Yeah, umm, I don’t think I’m going this year.”

      “Why not?”

      Finally, she looked up, locked eyes with mine. “I just don’t want to.”

      It wasn’t precisely the answer I was hoping for. But I still didn’t look away, in case she wanted to amend it at all. To something like, I don’t want to go because that means I lose a week of time with you, doing just this.

      She didn’t. And I broke eye contact, looking back down to my statistics notebook in my lap. What was weirder than anything was that I didn’t feel even the tiniest shred of disappointment in her response. How could I when the most likely reason she wasn’t going to vacation with her parents for a week was because of this little game of house we’d been playing for the past four and a half weeks?

      My phone screen lit up with a text, and I smiled when I read it.

      
        Adele: Want to meet for drinks somewhere? I’m bored out of my skull, and if I don’t get out of this house, I’m going to flip the fuck out.

        

        Leo: Sure. Want me to head into Boston? Or meet somewhere in the middle?

        

        Adele: Actually, I’ll come out to Worcester. The longer this takes, the better. Not that my absence will be missed. *insert stabby face*

      

      “Uh-oh,” I said under my breath.

      “What?”

      I flipped my notebook closed and stood, stretching my arms above my head with a groan. “Drama with Adele. She wants to know if we want to meet for drinks so she can get out of the house.”

      “She invited me?” Scarlet raised one brow skeptically. And with good reason. Adele would probably nut-punch me for bringing Scarlet, especially if she had shit going on with Nathan that she wanted to talk about. But then again, it would probably be a good distraction for her. And then I could see how the two interacted. Not like I was making sure they could be friends or anything. Or that Adele could play nice with a woman who was actually important to me. Nope. Not at all.

      “I’m inviting you. Which is all that matters. Come on, it’ll be fun. You haven’t seen Adele in, what? Three years?”

      “Something like that.” She rolled her lips in and rubbed them together, then sat up in her chair. “Okay, fine. Do I have to change?”

      “Nope. You look perfect.” Scarlet rolled her eyes, but gave me a little smile. I wasn’t feeding her bullshit either. We probably wouldn’t be going anywhere fancy, and she was wearing dark jeans and a pale yellow flowy shirt that made her hair look like it was on fire. “We’ve got time though. She’s driving in from Boston, where she lives with Nathan.”

      “A boyfriend, huh?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, for like six months now.”

      “That’s nice,” she said kindly. “I’m sure she’ll tell me all about it.”

      

      “So Leo was telling me you live with your boyfriend?” Scarlet asked from across the dimly lit table. Adele just narrowed her eyes, taking a long sip from her margarita.

      “Adele,” I sighed.

      “What?” She shrugged lightly, flicking her long blonde hair over her shoulder and leveling a death look in my direction. “It’s not my fault you didn’t warn me that Sister Christian would be here. I thought I was getting BFF time.”

      Scarlet shifted uncomfortably in her chair and I leaned forward, resting my arms on the dark wood. I didn’t move until Adele deemed me worthy of eye contact.

      “Don’t be a bitch,” I said firmly. The moment Adele cracked, lost her armor, I could see it. She closed her eyes for a few seconds, and I could see her apology when she opened them again.

      “Sorry, Jennings,” she said to Scarlet, not looking away from me. “I’m not always the most welcoming person when I have to share my best friend.”

      “It’s okay, I’m not intimidated by exclusionary-based insecurity.”

      Adele and I looked over at Scarlet, who was staring right back at Adele. Her face wasn’t mean, but the words rang with quiet self-assurance. I risked a glance back at Adele, whose face had split into a smile. A genuine one too.

      “Touché,” Adele replied with a lifted chin. She took another sip of her drink, and Scarlet and I did the same. The block of tension had effectively snapped, and I relaxed into my chair, patting Scarlet’s thigh a couple times. She gave me a quick smile. Adele, of course, didn’t miss it. “So, Scarlet. You’re going to have to explain something to me.”

      “Oh boy,” Scarlet said and took another long sip of her drink.

      “You’re not like most preachers’ daughters I know. You’re sitting here on a weeknight, with your boy toy, drinking with the class whore from high school. Are you going to need to visit the confessional booth after this?”

      “If I was Catholic, sure. Methodists don’t confess.”

      “Ahh, of course. So that’s why you’ve got the rebel streak? The Methodist thing?”

      Adele was still smiling, and so was Scarlet. I, however, was pretty stoked to hear Scarlet’s answer to this. I had already figured most preachers’ daughters didn’t make sexual to-do lists and get eaten out on the kitchen island in broad daylight, but maybe this whole thing was part of a college rebellion, and she’d go back into her normal role as soon as school started up for her again in the fall.

      “No,” Scarlet said, playing with the straw in her glass. Then she shrugged. “My parents, for as much as they expect of me, have never needed me to beat people over the head with a Bible, screaming my beliefs in their face. I’m not perfect, and I never will be. Nor do I think that the God I believe in expects me to be perfect. And I think there’s more to your personal faith than never saying a swear word, or making sure you’re in a church pew every week, or being able to memorize scripture at the drop of a hat. I think it’s more important to treat people in a way that backs up your faith with actions, not just hyperbole that impresses people.”

      “Wow.” Adele sat back in her chair, watching Scarlet with assessing eyes. “That’s pretty fuckin’ deep, Jennings. I’d listen to you preach any day, if you ever want to take over for your dad.”

      We all laughed, and the subject switched to lighter things, like school and football, some of the people we went to high school with. Adele was maybe a bit more reserved than she would be if it was just me, and the subject of Nathan never came up, but maybe it was good for her that way, to just have fun and relax.

      Scarlet stood after a while, excusing herself to get a glass of water from the bar, since our waitress had long since deserted us.

      “Holy shit, Leo,” Adele said after she’d left, slugging me in the arm. “You might as well have heart eyes bulging from your head right now, you little skank.”

      “How does that make me a skank, exactly?”

      “Oh shut up, I wasn’t being literal. Obviously.” She leaned in toward me, poking a finger in my chest. “You like her. Like, like her like her.”

      “Adele,” I swatted her hand away, “we’re not in middle school.” Denard’s advice from a couple of weeks ago flashed through my head. If I couldn’t admit to people who matter that Scarlet matters? I probably didn’t deserve her. Didn't deserve anything from her. So I groaned and met Adele’s eyes. “Okay, fine. Yes. I like her like her.”

      Adele squealed, a sound that I was quite sure I’d never heard from her before. “Leo! And she’s normal! This is so huge for you!”

      “Honestly, I’m never taking you anywhere ever again if you don’t chill the hell out. And Scarlet doesn’t know, so could you please pipe down?”

      “Oh, this is too good. I’m sorry.” She laughed and wiped at her eyes. Then she sat up, leaning around me to stare at the bar. “I tell you what, Madsen. If she doesn’t know? You might want to go tell her now.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Why?”

      “Because someone else is about to piss on your fire hydrant.”

      “What?” I turned in my chair, and then stood without thinking. Some dude, tall and thin, was grinning at Scarlet, where she was still waiting for her water. He leaned closer to her, whispered something in her ear. For a second, I waited for her to shove him back, or look at me for help, but she didn’t. She laughed. Not even her fake laugh. A real one. That made her toss her hair back and look fucking gorgeous.

      “Oh, hell no,” I said and marched over, the sound of Adele’s delighted laughter behind me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      In the fourteen steps that it took me to get from our small, round table to the bar, I probably should have formulated a plan. I didn’t.

      The only thing I knew was that I could not get into a fight. Coach would have my ass, and would more than likely bench me for a couple games if law enforcement had to get involved. And at this moment? I was feeling murderous, so someone would have to call the cops if I let myself go that far. There was no fucking way Gumby Boy would be able to stop me.

      “Hey you,” I said when I reached her side. Her face lifted in surprise, not anger, which was good. I didn’t give Gumby Boy a second of my attention. I’d only do that if he was an idiot and didn’t walk away.

      Scarlet turned, a smile spreading over her finely carved features. “Hey yourself. Did you need a water too?”

      I shook my head, stepping into her so that she had no choice but to back completely up to the bar.

      “I’m uhh, I’ll just go,” Gumby Boy stammered before he turned and walked away. What a punk-ass. How could he not see that Scarlet was worth getting his ass beat?

      “Why were you talking to him?” I asked, bracing my hands on the bar top on either side of her waist. The material of her shirt brushed up against my arms, I was so close to her.

      “Are you jealous?” she asked with a smile.

      “Yes.”

      Scarlet swallowed, the smile dropping off of her face. “Why?”

      While our eyes stayed locked, our faces so close that I could see the tiny specks of gold around her irises, I didn’t want to play it off, make a joke so she didn’t see what was bubbling up inside of me. “Because I don’t want you to smile at any man like that, if he’s not me.”

      Obviously she thought I was kidding, attempting to play some dick boyfriend role for fun, because she shoved at my shoulder with a laugh. I didn’t budge. Actually I did, just not in the direction that she was attempting. I stepped closer until I was flush up against her. The orange juice from her drink smelled sweet on her breath, but I didn’t kiss her. All I did was let her look at me, look in me, so she could see how fucking serious I was.

      “Leo,” she said, shaking her head in obvious confusion. “What do you expect me to say to that?”

      Her question, which she had every right to ask, made me wish that I’d told her what I felt when I looked at her, when she smiled, when she kissed or touched me. I wished that she knew even a fraction of what had been building up inside of me for weeks. Because there was no way that she could know. But this wasn’t the place or the time.

      I shook my head, taking my hands away from the bar so that I could cup her face. “I don’t expect you to say anything, Scarlet.”

      Before she could respond, I shifted so that I could fit my lips to hers. Her top lip curved perfectly between both of mine, and I ran my tongue across it before moving to her bottom lip. When her hands came to rest on my biceps, I felt the tremble in her fingers.

      She kissed me back, angling her head when I swept my tongue against hers. Everything around me dimmed, except her. She stayed in vivid, blinding color that I could see behind my closed eyelids.

      After a few moments, the sound of catcalls and applause filtered through my brain and I pulled away. Scarlet’s mouth was red, her lips puffy, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment, judging by the look in her eyes.

      “Will you come home with me?” I whispered, dragging my thumb along her cheekbone, under her jaw, over her bottom lip. “The house is empty, I promise.”

      It only took her a second before she nodded, never taking her eyes away from mine. I clasped her hand while we went to say a brief goodbye to Adele, who grinned at us like the cat who’d stolen the cream.

      Scarlet let me drive, and the entire ride back to my place felt sacred, like neither one of us dared to open our mouth and break the spell. The whole way, I gripped her fingers between my own, sliding my thumb over the sharp, curved bones of her knuckles underneath her silk-soft skin.

      My house was dark when I pulled the car into the driveway, and in silence, she followed me through the entryway and up the stairs.

      When I closed the door to my bedroom, I turned to her, pinning her in place with my eyes. “No lists tonight. Just us.”

      There was a desperate gleam in her eye, like she wanted to ask me what the hell was going on, but she didn’t. She just nodded, stepping into my arms when I opened them. Our mouths met frantically, kissing in the way we were used to. But for the first time, with any woman, I wanted to feel. Wanted to memorize the texture of her lips and the way her body moved under my own without the frenzied chase for orgasm clouding my head.

      I slowed the kiss, teasing her with my tongue. I touched her slowly, pushed my hand up under her shirt and onto the warm, soft skin of her back. We staggered for a moment when she tripped over a pair of shoes I’d left out, and then laughed into each other’s mouths.

      “Leo,” Scarlet whispered when I dragged my nose down the line of her neck, gathering her body as close to mine as humanly possible.

      I didn’t answer, couldn’t answer, without my heart tumbling out of my mouth. Her hands weren’t trembling anymore when she tugged my shirt up, felt down my stomach and dragged a finger through my happy trail. Red-hot lust surged through my veins, racing with my blood, but I breathed through it, pulling her shirt up and over her head. Her hair tumbled around her shoulders, and I gathered it in one hand to pull it to one side.

      Before I could turn her around, Scarlet reached a hand behind her back to unhook her white cotton bra. It stayed hooked up over her shoulders while I kissed her again, pulling the air from her lungs and into my own.

      I was so hard, painfully hard, but this was something I refused to rush.

      We fell back onto my bed together, our mouths still fused. Scarlet’s hands on my body demanded that I move faster and grip harder, break the seams on our clothes, pound and sweat and bruise.

      Unbidden, my breath picked up and my hips pushed into hers when her nails dug into my scalp.

      “Yes,” she hissed into my mouth, tugging on my bottom lip with her teeth.

      “God, you feel so good.” I pushed my hand underneath her loosened bra, gloried in the way her flesh filled my palm.

      Then her phone rang in her purse. We both froze, panting onto each other’s lips.

      “They’ll leave a message if it’s important,” I whispered, panic at losing this moment making my blood run cold for one sharp moment. Indecision blanketed her face until I sank against her mouth again, groaning at the feel of her tongue against my own. She kissed me back as soon as the phone stopped ringing, the silence freeing her of uncertainty.

      I ripped the bra off her arms, the slow pace from before suddenly gone. She felt it too, and her hands clawed at my belt in an attempt to undo it. I sucked one nipple into my mouth and she arched up beneath me.

      Her phone rang again. The sharp trilling sound making her pull away from me.

      “What the hell?” I groaned, flopping onto my back on the mattress. Scarlet heaved a sigh that made me smile, and went to answer the phone.
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      Leo squeezed my waist as I leaned over to grab my phone and I laid my hand on his. “Give me just a second,” I said to him as I slid my thumb across the screen.

      “Hey mom,” I said on an answer, pushing Leo’s hands away with an easy smile as I sat up straighter.

      “Honey. I hate to say this over the phone…” Her voice was thick, and though I’d only actually seen my mother cry a few times, I knew precisely how it affected her voice.

      Knowing that, my heart flopped into my stomach and everything came to a standstill around me. “What is it?” I said, but I couldn’t tell you how I formed the words because already, in the anticipation of something I knew would devastate me, my limbs had gone completely numb.

      “It’s your dad—” she began, before stopping to muffle a sob.

      I pressed a hand to my mouth. In the back of my mind, I registered that Leo was saying something but I couldn’t concentrate on it. All I heard was my mom, crying as she told me news that I was sure would rock my world. A cold rush filled my veins as I waited for her to continue.

      “He had a stroke.” She paused and I felt a small relief that it wasn’t something worse. “And in the process of having a stroke, he had a heart attack.” She cleared her throat. “He’s in ICU. We don’t know how bad it is just yet.”

      “I need to come,” I said instantly.

      “I’m about to book your plane ticket. But head to the airport anyway, see if you can fly standby in case I can’t book you until much later.”

      “Okay,” I nodded. “I’ll leave right now.”

      “I’ll text you the flight information,” she said before adding, “I’m sorry, Scarlet.” And then her breath hitched and I practically felt her tremble through the phone.

      I closed my eyes, felt moisture build up behind my eyelids. “I’ll see you soon. I love you.” I opened my eyes as I pulled the phone from my face and slowly remembered where I was.

      Leo was laying on the bed next to me, eyebrows furrowed in concern. “What’s going on?”

      I stared at him a moment, wanting nothing more than to fall completely apart. But I wasn’t that girl, the one who gave into emotions. Immediately, I snapped into action. “Shit,” I murmured, looking down at my bare chest. I put an arm around me as I searched for my bra first with my eyes before I trusted my legs enough to climb off the bed. “I need to go.”

      “I got that much. What is it? Let me drive you.”

      “No.” I held up a hand, halting him from getting up to join me. My eyes caught on my bra and I grabbed it, quickly putting my arms through the straps and trying to snap it behind me. My fingers fumbled on the clasp and Leo moved again like he wanted to help, but I couldn’t think about him helping me at that moment as my mind raced with everything going on.

      I backed up and avoided looking at him. If he touched me, I knew I’d fall apart. And I couldn’t. There wasn’t time to allow my grief to manifest—I needed to get out, needed to be with my family. “My dad had a heart attack. He needs me right now.” My voice sounded hollow, robotic in its detachment. But I wasn’t detached; I was trying to keep control of myself before I dissolved into tears and the grief that I heard in my mom’s voice.

      “Is he okay?”

      “Do I look like I know?” I yelled, the anger that was slowly burning through my grief finally coming to the surface. “I just need to go. Right now.”

      “Are you flying? Let me drive you to Logan.”

      Once again I held up a hand, halting him. “No.” I searched for my shirt, but I felt like I couldn’t even think past getting myself to the airport.

      “Let me help you,” he said.

      I snapped. “Help me?” I asked, my voice several octaves higher than normal. “You’ve done nothing but distract me all summer, Leo.” I spied my shirt crumpled in a corner across the room and snagged it, yanking it over my head.

      “I know you’re upset right now—” he started.

      “Just shut up!” I yelled, throwing up my hands. “I considered not visiting my parents for you. I’m so stupid!” I grabbed my purse from the floor and swung the strap on my shoulder as I left the room, running down the stairs and out the door before Leo could catch up with me.

      I was in my car and backing out of the driveway when Leo stepped out his front door, so I accelerated, needing distance from him as soon as possible.

      My phone on the passenger seat buzzed and I picked it up, seeing a text from my mom with a flight time and airline. It was a few hours from now, so I knew I’d try to get standby on another flight to D.C. as soon as possible. I dropped my phone back on the passenger seat and then spied Leo’s cleats on the floor, caked in dirt.

      Then, finally, I started crying.
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      After my flight landed at Ronald Reagan in D.C., I called my mom from baggage claim to let her know I was ready. I tried to do my best not to look at the name on my most recent call list: Leo.

      The two-hour flight had done nothing but make me think, replay my last conversation with him over and over. I’d been mean to him, which seemed to be my knee-jerk reaction whenever I was upset. He’d called me around the time I got to the airport, but Logan was so packed that I hadn’t bothered answering, not when I was in a hurry to get on the soonest flight to D.C. It wasn’t until I was standing at the curb waiting to see my mom’s car that I realized I didn’t have anything with me besides the contents of my purse. No cell phone charger or even change of clothes.

      Spying the black SUV my mom drove, I moved down the arrivals line to where she was pulling in. The moment her arms circled me, I sagged in relief. “I’m so glad you’re here,” she said. She wasn’t crying, but from the look on her face as she’d approached me, I was sure that was because she’d spent so many hours crying that she didn’t have any tears left.

      Her floral perfume was comforting and I gripped her tighter, thankful to be reunited. When she pulled back, she brushed my hair from my face. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever,” she said, a sad smile on her face.

      “Just a few weeks,” I quipped.

      “Come on,” she said, gripping my wrist and leading me toward her car. “Let’s go to the hospital and see your father.”

      I waited until she was buckled before asking, “How’s Dad?”

      “Well,” she sighed, signaling and then pulling out into the traffic. “He’s stable. That’s about all we know at this point. He had some scans and tests and we’ll find out soon how…” her voice drifted and I could tell she was doing her best to stay strong for me.

      “Okay,” I said, deciding not to make her finish her answer. I still had a dozen other questions, but I didn’t think it was fair to ask them right then, since she had just recently seemed to stop crying.

      “Tell me something good, Scarlet. What have you been doing all summer? We have fifteen minutes before we’re at the hospital, and I want to just be a mom talking to her daughter about normal things right now.”

      What could I tell her, really? “Classes have been remarkably easy,” I began, nervously playing with my cell phone in my lap. “I’ve been working at the shelter, of course. Hanging out with Liza a bit.”

      “Oh, that’s good.” My mother may have thought Liza was a little wild, but she had liked how Liza always managed to pull me from my shell. “How’s Liza?”

      “Good.” Even though I hadn’t seen her in a couple weeks. “She’s busy at the bar.”

      “How’s Leo?”

      I nearly choked on my own saliva at that before remembering that my mom knew about our rides into the city several times a week. She didn’t know about … the other stuff.

      “Leo’s fine. Busy.”

      “Mrs. Madsen mentioned you two have been hanging out together a bit more. That’s nice.” She turned her head to me and smiled a genuine smile—nothing curious or questioning about it. I often forgot that Mrs. Madsen and my mom were friends, so it wasn’t surprising that they talked while my mom had been away.

      “Yes. We’ve spent some time together.”

      “That’s great, Scarlet. I’m really glad.”

      I wasn’t sure how to take my mom’s answers. Was she lightly questioning me? Was she giving me her approval? Surely, she wasn’t. As much as my mother liked Leo, I couldn’t see her approving of our arrangement as it were.

      “Well, it’s my first summer where I’m not studying a lot, so it’s been nice being able to see people a little before vet school starts.” As soon as the words were out of my mouth, I wanted to take them back. My father had just suffered a stroke and heart attack and I was talking about leaving my parents to go to a school across the country in less than two months.

      “I know, honey. You’ve worked so hard for this. It’s good to see you fighting for what you want.”

      Again, I wasn’t sure if my mom’s responses were veiled advice or not—because they seemed to be speaking right to my heart. “Well, I just want to make you both proud.”

      My mother made a sound that sounded like a tsk, but when she looked at me, her eyes were watery. “Oh honey,” she said, reaching a hand over to touch my cheek. “Going to vet school doesn’t make me proud; I’ve always been proud of you.” She dropped her hand and turned back to the road as the street light changed color. “I just don’t want to see you work yourself so hard all the time.”

      I was confused. I’d worked so hard, my whole life, to live up to the expectations my parents had—I was a preacher’s daughter who didn’t fit into the typical mold, so I’d made up for my shortcomings by throwing myself into my studies with an almost punishing work ethic. I’d gone into the veterinary field because I loved animals, yes, but also because I wanted my parents to be proud of the woman they raised. I didn’t mess around in college, never dropped a class or even skipped one, all to make them proud.

      “Listen, Scarlet,” my mom said, interrupting my thoughts, “I can practically see the wheels in your brain cranking and turning over and over. I’ve often wondered if we were a little too hard on you with our hopes for your education and future success. You’re your father’s daughter, and so I assumed that your hard work and tenacity was a good thing. And now,” she glanced at me, “with your father in the hospital—I’m afraid.” Her voice was a whisper. “He’s had high blood pressure for years and hasn’t slowed down once—for anything. I don’t want that to happen to you too.”

      My chest ached from the breath I held as I stared at her. I’d never really thought of myself as being like my father, but now that my mom was saying this, I couldn’t stop comparing us. He worked every single day—if he wasn’t ministering to the congregation at large, he was advising couples on upcoming marriages or marriages in turmoil. He worked both youth group nights and helped out at the church-sponsored soup kitchen. He had a hand in every single thing in his church, because that was who he was. And while I wasn’t an active member of the congregation, I had thrown myself into my studies for three years straight—not once taking the easy way. If there were extra credit opportunities, I took them. Not because I needed to, but because I could. I could count on two hands the number of parties I’d attended in three full years of school, which worked out to less than one per month. I’d been an atypical student, pushing myself to be the best, the hardest worker. And now my mom was essentially telling me to slow down.

      “I’ve worked so hard,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say.

      “You have, Scarlet. And I worry. I worry you’ve worked yourself so hard that you went from being a child to being an adult immediately without enough fun in between.”

      “I can still have fun in vet school,” I protested, but we both knew that wasn’t true. Vet school would be a different atmosphere, in a different state, and as introverted as I was, I wouldn’t spend the next several years attending social gatherings.

      “I’m just saying that I don’t want you to feel pressure from us. If you want those things for yourself, then great—I’ll be proud of you. But if you don’t want those things and you change your mind, I’ll still, forever and always, be proud of you.” The unshed tears finally spilled over and down her cheeks and I blinked to keep my own at bay.

      A couple minutes later, we were walking down the hallways of the hospital to room one-fourteen. I was shocked by how quiet the hospital was, and felt like I was disturbing the peace as my mother opened the door and I followed her. After we washed our hands in the small sink, she led me past the curtain to his bed.

      My father was pale, eyes closed and hands placed one over the other on his stomach. It was a pose I’d seen thousands of times—my father napping on the couch, usually. The main difference here, besides the location, was the fact that a half dozen machines surrounded him, with wires coming from places all around his body. The steady beeping of the machines around him reminded me of exactly where we were and I joined my mom in a chair she pulled up for me beside hers, right next to his bed.

      “The doctors think he’ll wake soon,” she whispered and grabbed my hand. Her fingers were cold against mine and she squeezed them tight. “We should talk to him, so he knows we’re both here.”

      I nodded, swallowed past the thick lump in my throat. Seeing my dad so frail and motionless was alarming. He’d always been a loud, jovial man. It was part of what made him an excellent pastor—his voice reached every single person in his congregation and he made sure to shake the hands of everyone as they left, giving them a smile of encouragement for whatever it was they were going through.

      “Switch me spots,” my mom said, standing up and leaving the chair closest to my dad. “Talk to him.”

      “Hey, Dad,” I said, my voice creaky. “It’s Scarlet. I’m here.”

      “Mrs. Jennings,” a voice called from the doorway. We both looked up and I saw a doctor in a white lab coat, motioning for my mom to follow him into the hallway.

      “The good news is we believe that your husband suffered a mini-stroke.” I picked up my dad’s hand in mine, immediately missing the reciprocating squeeze he gave me every time I grabbed his hand. I strained my ear toward the door.

      “The chance of having a cardiac disturbance is elevated after having a stroke. Typically, any cardiac complication happens within three months following a stroke, but in your husband’s case it was minutes.”

      I heard my mother say something, but I couldn’t make out exactly what. I squeezed my dad’s hand and rubbed a thumb over his knuckles.

      “It may take us several days to get a better picture on how big the heart attack was, but his brain scans are encouraging—we didn’t see any abnormalities. We’ll know better when he wakes up, the extent of damage caused by the stroke and heart attack. But this is reassuring right now.”

      At the same time that my mom sagged against the door, I sagged in my seat. I felt as if I’d been awake for a hundred hours at that moment and all I wanted was a nap. I heard my mom thank the doctor and then she returned to the room. I stood to give her a hug as she approached the bed and did my best to keep my own emotions in check. I wanted to be strong for my mom and, as she silently cried in my arms, I kept it together, patting her back and hair.

      “I’m going to go find the hospital cafeteria,” I told her. “Want a coffee?”

      She nodded, and I left the room as quickly as I could, letting out a breath and feeling the stress of the last few hours tighten its hold on me. I asked a receptionist to point me in the direction of the cafeteria and then, on my way, I pulled my phone out of my purse. I had two missed calls, one from Liza and one from Leo. I wasn’t ready to call Liza back and tell her everything that was going on. And after how unkindly I’d treated Leo, I wasn’t ready to call him either.

      I moved to my texts, seeing two from Leo and one from Liza. I opened Liza’s first, figuring that would be easier to read.

      
        Liza: Hey! Let’s get together tonight? Tomorrow? You can fill me in on all of your naked acrobatics and I can drink my jealousy away.

      

      I debated texting her, telling her I was in D.C. and my dad was in the hospital. But that didn’t feel like something I should do over text, so I put the thought aside and moved onto Leo’s, taking in a deep breath.

      
        Leo:  I hope you’re okay. That your dad is okay. I hate that you were upset when you left, especially with how things ended tonight.

      

      That one was sent first, with another following it ten minutes later.

      
        Leo: I want to be there for you. If you’ll let me. I care about you. Just … please. Call me. When you can.

      

      I rolled my thumb over his words and felt my face grow warm. For the second time that day, Leo had been the one to cause me to cry.
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      When the light in my bedroom turned from black to gray to the soft yellow of the sunrise, I rolled out my bed. At most, I’d gotten three hours of fitful sleep. Every time I’d shifted on my bed, punching the pillow underneath my head, I thought about Scarlet, wondered about her dad, then rolled through the things she’d said to me before taking off.

      Fleeing was a better word, actually. Not that I could blame her. I couldn’t really be mad at her for what she’d said, though the words seared into my brain almost twelve hours later.

      You’ve done nothing but distract me all summer … I’m so stupid.

      It actually would’ve been easier if I could be mad at her, if I could’ve fought back against what she said. But I couldn’t. No, the thing that tied my tongue down and shackled my ability to get defensive against the daggers she’d slung at me was a bone-deep shame.

      I hadn’t given her one reason to believe that I actually cared for her. Not one. And among the thousands of new, terrifying thoughts that I had for her, I’d only given her vague statements and indistinct declarations.

      So I couldn’t really blame her for viewing me as a distraction. Nor could I blame her for her silence. Of course, I was hoping that it meant her phone had died, or her dad was doing so well that she wasn’t even thinking about anything that was going on outside of the hospital.

      But it still left me feeling uncomfortable, how we’d left things. I dressed quickly, grabbing the first clothes I set my hands on and made my way downstairs. My mom had always been an early riser, and when I turned the corner into the kitchen, she looked up with surprise from her seat at the kitchen table.

      “You’re up early.”

      “Yeah,” I said, pouring myself a cup of coffee. I added a pinch of sugar and blew on it before sitting across from her. “I’m guessing you heard about Pastor Jennings.”

      She hummed, nodding her head. “It’s so sad. I was actually texting with Margaret a little bit ago.”

      “How is he doing?”

      The smile she gave me was sad, and it made my mouth dry out. “He’s still in ICU. He was stable last night, but I guess they had a rough morning. They’re still trying to figure out the extent of the damage from the stroke.”

      My head jerked up. “A stroke? I thought it was a heart attack.”

      She lifted her eyebrows at my tone, but nodded. “It was both. He had a mini-stroke, a TIA, and that triggered the heart attack. How did you know already?”

      “Scarlet told me. We uhh, we met up with Adele last night and she got the call while we were still together.” I took a sip of coffee, my mind racing. They weren’t in town, so it wasn’t like Scarlet and her mom would have visits from church members, or other family members, which I knew they didn’t have many of anyway. Obviously I didn’t know a lot about strokes, or heart attacks, but I knew they were serious. Serious enough that he was in Intensive Care. “Mom, do you know what hospital he’s at?”

      “Sure, why?”

      I pushed my chair back a bit and scratched at the back of my neck. “Can I borrow your car?” Ugh, I fucking hated asking that. It made me feel like a child, more than staying in their house all summer did.

      “Leo—”

      “For a couple days?”

      Comprehension dawned in her eyes, then her face softened into a smile. “Honey, why do you want to drive down there?”

      I tilted my head to the side, raising my eyebrows like really, Mom? You can’t figure this out?

      “You two are,” she swallowed, and the way her eyes brightened, the way her tone rose with excitement made me sad. Just a little, because who knew if Scarlet even wanted to see me. “Are you dating?”

      “Don’t get too excited, Mom,” I said carefully, turning my coffee mug counter clockwise. “But … but I like her. A lot, actually. And she’s probably feeling like she has to be really strong for her mom. That’s got to make it hard to process anything for herself.”

      “I would imagine so.” My mom propped an elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand, pinning me with a serious look. “But if you go, Leo, you better make sure you’re only doing this for her. Now isn’t the time to make some grand declaration, if you haven’t already.”

      I laughed, the sound empty of any humor. “Trust me, no declarations have been made. She probably wouldn’t even believe me right now if I did.” I shook my head, then rolled it around on my shoulders. “I just want to be there for her. Make sure she’s okay.”

      “Is it too soon for me to pretend she’s my daughter-in-law?”

      “Yes,” I said, standing up from the table. I took another sip of my coffee before dumping the rest into the sink. “Now can I borrow your car?”

      “No, I need it.”

      “Mom, the train will take forever.”

      “I know,” she said lightly, regarding me over the rim of her mug. “What if I give you your Christmas present early?”

      “It’s July.”

      “Very early, then.”

      I leaned up against the counter, trying to stifle the frustration at still standing there when I wanted to be leaving, getting there as quickly as possible. “Okay, what’s my Christmas present?”

      “Your father and I will buy you a plane ticket. I’ll book it while you go throw some things in a bag, but you better promise me you won’t bitch on Christmas Eve when you have nothing to open.”

      I grinned, yanking her up from the table so I could wrap her in a hug. “You got it. I don’t even care that this entire conversation makes me feel like I’m fifteen and you just gave me permission to go have a sleepover.”

      She laughed and cupped the side of my face. Her skin was still warm from holding her coffee mug. And then she blinked rapidly, her blue eyes looking shiny and wet. “No matter what she feels about you showing up there today, I’m proud of you. You may be a gigantic pain in my ass sometimes, especially when you’re off crashing cars, but this is a moment where I will gladly claim you in public.” Then she pecked me on the cheek and pushed me away. “Now go pack. And don’t forget to take some clean underwear!”

      “I am absolutely going to pretend like you didn’t just say that to me,” I called over my shoulder while I fucking ran from the kitchen. I took the stairs three at a time, feeling a sense of relief for the first time since Scarlet ran from my room.
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      The drive to Logan was a blur, the flight felt even faster, and by the time the plane jolted to the runway at Reagan National Airport, I felt like I’d been awake for about three days straight. I should have tried to sleep on the relatively short flight in, but my brain never stopped. And of course, one of the things that it kept looping around my head was that Coach was probably ready to string me up. By the time I landed, workouts had already started, so he knew I was a no-show.

      Since I hadn’t checked a bag, I left the plane and jogged to the airport entrance to flag a taxi.

      “MedStar Washington, please,” I said to the cab driver, who didn’t give me a response, just accelerated from the curb so fucking fast that I lurched to the side of the car. “Yeah, no problem, I’ll just buckle up a second before I die.”

      I was just pulling my phone out to call Coach when his name magically appeared on the screen.

      “Shit,” I whispered before bringing the phone up to my ear. “Hey, Coach, I was just about to call you.”

      “You better hope you were about to call me. Because I’m staring across this field and don’t see the one person I should see out of the whole damn team. Where the hell are you, Madsen?”

      “Well,” I said, grabbing onto the handle in the ceiling of the car while the cab took a hard right, “it’s kind of an emergency situation, and I just landed in DC.”

      “What the hell?” Then he moved his mouth away from the phone to bark at someone on the field. “Move your ass, Johnson!”

      “I know.” I dropped my head back onto the cheap material of the head rest. “It’s a … a friend of mine, and her dad had a stroke yesterday. And I just need to be here for her.”

      He was quiet on the other end of the phone, which probably should have made me nervous. But it just erased any doubts I might have had about whether I was doing the right thing.

      “Coach, I know this isn’t okay, but I had to make a choice this morning, and I’m choosing to be there for someone who I care a great deal about. And if you need to bench me for a game or two at the beginning of the season, then do it. I’ll own up to whatever consequences you might have for me.” I could hear him breathing through the receiver, and I blew out a breath. “Look, you always tell us to act like men, that if we want to be respected, then we have to act in a way that demands it first. And I’m trying to do something that will let her know that I respect her more than anything else right now, and I’ll be there for her no matter what. Isn’t that what a man would do?”

      “Oh for crying out loud, Madsen, save the sermon. I’m not gonna bench you.” Then he cleared his throat. “But yes, that’s what a man would do. You made a good choice, kid. But you better believe I’m gonna work your ass into the ground when you get back.”

      I laughed. “Yes, Coach. That’s fine with me. And thank you. I appreciate it.”

      When I hung up, the taxi screeched to a halt underneath a huge metal, concrete and glass overhang. Tent-like peaks of glass made the sun filter through to the pavement in odd shimmers when I stepped out. I handed the driver his cash and slipped my backpack over my shoulders.

      I wandered through the large doors and into the sprawling lobby until I found the information desk. While I waited behind an elderly woman looking for information on her granddaughter, I had a moment of pause. My mom had told me he was in the ICU, but wouldn’t they restrict that to immediate family? While the women ahead of me continued to talk, I leaned around and was very relieved to see a woman that was probably in her late seventies manning the desk.

      Old ladies? They fucking loved me. A flash of the dimples and a genuinely spoken compliment, and they’d give me just about anything I wanted. When it was my turn, I gave her a small smile.

      “I love that pin you’re wearing; it looks exactly like something my mother has.”

      She looked at me over the edge of her purple rimmed glasses. “No need for flattery, Dimples. Just tell me what you need.”

      “Ah, right.” I rocked back on my heels. “The room number for Robert Jennings please, he’s in the ICU, I’m just not positive which room.”

      “And your relation to the patient?” She clicked away on her keyboard, no longer looking at me.

      “Son-in-law,” I said easily, very fucking glad I’d tucked both hands into the front pockets of my jeans in case she decided to look for a ring.

      “So that would make…” she trailed off, raising an eyebrow at me. Okay, she wasn’t dicking around.

      “Scarlet Jennings. His daughter, that would make her my wife.” I smiled. “She kept her last name, obviously. She’s very independent.”

      “Obviously,” she said, but gave me a genuine smile, and then handed me a slip of paper with the information I needed. Careful to use my right hand to take it out of her outstretched hand, I thanked her and headed in the direction of the ICU.

      The hospital was busy, and I had to slow my pace around families with strollers and crying young kids yanking on their parents’ hands. People carrying handfuls of balloons and bouquets of flowers gave me apologetic smiles when they walked in front of me.

      Oh shit, was I supposed to bring flowers? Or balloons?

      No. I shook my head and followed the signs toward his room. If Scarlet saw me clutching a handful of balloons, she’d probably question my sanity. As would I.

      “Leo?” I turned at the sound of Mrs. Jennings voice to my right.

      “Ahh, Mrs. Jennings. Hi.” Lame. I sounded so lame.

      “Leo.” She shook her head. “What are you doing here?”

      I closed my eyes. Honesty. She deserved honesty. “I wanted to be here for your daughter. And you, if you need it.”

      Her mouth dropped open, but she recovered quickly. I’d never seen her looking so disheveled, so tired. Her face was free of make-up, the wrinkles around her eyes more pronounced under the harsh lighting of the hospital. “Good. That’ll be good for her.”

      “How’s your husband?”

      “Stable, thank God. We thought he might need a stent put in after his heart attack, but there wasn’t enough blockage in his arteries. He’s still got some weakness on the left side of his body, and his speech is slurred, but the doctors are optimistic about that fading.”

      “Good.”

      We stared at each for a second before she smiled. “How did you get the room number?”

      “Ummm, well, apparently I’m your son-in-law today. But don’t tell Scarlet, because she might strangle me to death with a hospital robe.”

      She laughed, then reached out to give me a brief hug. I patted her back a little awkwardly. “Oh, that feels wonderful. I haven’t laughed in two days. Thank you, Leo.”

      “Sure, no problem.”

      Glancing down at her full coffee cup, she looked up and gave me another smile. “You know what? I’ll just drink this down here for a while. Give you a few minutes before I intrude.”

      “You don’t have to do that; I don’t want to keep you from your husband.”

      But she shook her head, already turning to go back into the cafeteria. “The change of scenery will do me good, don’t you worry.”

      I thanked her and turned to keep walking. The whole thing felt like a Twilight Zone moment. In a hospital I wasn’t familiar with, heading toward a woman that I wasn’t even sure wanted to see me, and I was perfectly content with it. All of it. Scarlet may still be mad at me, then I’d wait around the corner, out of sight, until she wasn’t. That’s what felt weirdest of all—that I wasn’t the slightest bit uncertain about whether I should be there anymore.

      When I turned the next corner, I saw her. The seating area was fairly empty, and she was curled into an overstuffed chair, her knees tucked into her chest and her arms wrapped around her legs. She looked so small, so pale, that my chest felt tight and achy. All I wanted to do was wrap myself around her until I knew she was warm and happy.

      She didn’t see me approach, probably used to the bustle of the hospital around her. Her eyes were staring blankly ahead until I crouched down next to the chair.

      “Scarlet?”

      Her face snapped over to me, eyes wide and confused. “Leo?”

      She unfolded her legs, and I set a hand on her knee once her feet hit the ground. “How are you doing, church girl?”

      Then she crumpled, dropping her head into her hands, quiet sobs shaking her slim shoulders.

      “Oh shit, I already screwed it up, didn’t I?” I muttered to myself, rubbing a hand down her back. Then she lifted her head and wiped under her nose. She looked so sad and beautiful, smears of mascara under her tired-looking eyes.

      “You really came?” She sniffled.

      I nodded, smoothing her hair down with my palm. “Is that okay?”

      In answer, she pushed from the chair and sank down on o the floor next to me, immediately curling into my arms. I held her tightly as she cried her quiet, contained tears, and it still didn’t feel tight enough. If it had been possible, I would  have pressed her under my skin if it would have made her feel better.

      “Shhh, it’s okay,” I whispered against her hair. “It’s okay. I’m not going anywhere, Scarlet. I promise.”
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      When I finally lifted my head and met his eyes, I searched them for a trace of the anger he should have felt for me. At the very least, he should be—and had every right to be—annoyed. I’d blamed him in the heat of the moment, when I’d been in such a hurry to leave, for distracting me all summer. As if he’d been an inconvenient presence.

      But his eyes were clear, holding only concern. And the relief that moved through me was so thick that it coated the grief I’d worn like a second skin the last twenty-four hours. “I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      He nodded, pushed the hair from my face, grazing the tips of his fingers across my cheeks. “I tried to get my mom to give up the car, but no dice.”

      “She’s pretty smart.”

      “I know. It’s annoying.”

      I laughed then and the hand holding the hair from my face squeezed gently. God, it felt good to laugh. “Why’d you come?”

      “Because I couldn’t sleep. And if I’m not going to be able to sleep because I’m worrying about you, I’d rather be with you than away from you. That’s the selfish reason.”

      My heart squeezed and I found it suddenly difficult to swallow. “There’s more than one reason?”

      “The other is that I wanted to be someone you could count on. If you need me.” He seemed to struggle with what he was saying. “If you need me, I want to be here for you.”

      I didn’t say anything then, just placed my hand over his where he held my head. I squeezed his hand. I knew we had a lot to talk about but I didn’t want to do those things here.

      “Scarlet, would you mind grabbing us some dinner?”

      I looked up and found my mom standing a few feet away. Initially, I wanted to move from the way Leo and I held each other, because there was no way my mother could misinterpret our comfort with one another as two completely platonic friends. But I stopped myself from pulling away from Leo. I wanted her to see him and me, together. Get used to the idea maybe, as I was just getting used to it myself.

      “Sure,” I said. “What do you want?”

      She pulled her keys out of her pocket and handed them to Leo, as if she understood that where I went, Leo would follow. “Just whatever.” She looked to Leo, smiled gently, and then looked at me.

      Leo stood first and reached a hand toward me. I couldn’t think about my mom and the way she looked at me as I placed my hand in Leo’s and let him pull me to standing.

      My mom stepped forward, her face smoother than it had been all day. She wrapped her arms around me and I used the one hand that wasn’t clasped with Leo’s to wrap around her back as I patted her.

      “I’m happy for you,” she whispered in my ear before pulling away.

      I drew my eyebrows together as I searched her face, but then Leo was tugging me down the hall, toward the elevators.

      “Are you upset?” he asked once he’d pressed the button for the elevator.

      “Upset?”

      “That I’m here?”

      “No.” It slipped quickly and easily from my lips. “Are you kidding?”

      “It was a bit presumptuous of me to assume you’d even want me here.”

      “Presumptuous,” I said with a raise of my eyebrow.

      “I’ve been reading the dictionary again.” He smiled and, God, his very presence was so comforting that I asked myself why I’d danced around him so much, why I’d fought with him over insignificant things.

      “I’m surprised by how happy I am that you’re here,” I told him once we were on the elevator, alone.

      “You’re surprised?” He was still holding my hand and I used it to pull him a little closer to me.

      “I didn’t know that just having you here would settle me the way it has.” It took a lot for me to admit that, but it shouldn’t have. He’d traveled all this way to be here for me—a grand gesture that spoke louder than even his words could. “You’re just what I needed.”

      He smiled at that, shifted our hands so that our fingers weaved together. “I just have one question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Where are we supposed to be going?” He pointed to the panel, and it was then that I saw he’d pressed buttons for every floor.

      “You just had to touch them all didn’t you?”

      “You shouldn’t sound so surprised.”

      I shook my head and when the elevator stopped on the correct floor, I pulled him out of it, giving an apologetic look to the people who boarded after us. As we crossed the bridge into the parking garage, my entire heart was so much lighter. I knew we’d have a lot to talk about, but the fact that he was here spoke volumes to me.

      “Let me drive,” Leo insisted when we’d located my mom’s SUV.

      “No freaking way,” I said, reaching for the keys.

      “I won’t crash it.”

      I raised an eyebrow, skeptical. “How can I believe that?”

      “Because I’m driving you. I don’t have a need to be reckless.”

      He said it so earnestly that I forgot for a second why we were in D.C. together. We were just Scarlet and Leo, arguing about who got to drive the car.

      “Okay,” I relented. “But please be careful. My mother has creative punishments if you crash her car.”

      Leo opened my door, nodded solemnly. “I remember.”

      “You remember?”

      He closed the door and went around to the driver’s side door. “Our moms have always been in cahoots. Once, in high school, I cut class to…” he looked at me sheepishly and I didn’t need him to explain why, not when I imagined it was the fault of another girl. I merely rolled my eyes and encouraged him to continue. “Well, my mom brought me to your dad’s church during spring break and told your mom, ‘Here’s your helper. He doesn’t want to be in school, so he gets to work instead.’” Leo shuddered. “Worst spring break ever.”

      I laughed. “I can imagine.” I directed Leo out of the parking lot and settled back in the seat as the air conditioning turned on.

      “Your dad’s awake now?”

      I nodded. “He woke up late last night. He seems to understand everything, but is still working on communicating with us.” There had been an audible sigh when he’d opened his eyes and squeezed my mom’s hands. It was the first noise I’d heard from her all night and when she’d whispered to him, I’d pretended to be asleep on the hospital sofa, to give them privacy. “I’m guessing we’ll go home in a few days.”

      “I’m glad. For selfish reasons.” He smiled over at me, and I’d be a big fat liar if I said that his dimpled cheeks didn’t do something for me.

      “After we get dinner, do you want to go somewhere and talk?”

      Leo nodded as he pulled into the drive-thru of the closest restaurant. “I’d like that a lot.”

      

      After bringing my mom dinner, I told her I’d be staying in the hotel room she’d reserved the day before, because it was close to the hospital and had an actual bed. So far, we’d both only slept there for a couple hours, in rotations while the other one stayed at the hospital.

      “I’ll pull out the sofa here tonight,” my mom said, gesturing to the couch behind her. It made my cheeks color a little, thinking of what my mom must have assumed about Leo and me, and why she’d chosen to stay at the hospital that night instead of coming along to the room later.

      But I didn’t dwell on it too much as I let Leo and myself into the room. We both fell onto the bed closest to the window, side by side, staring at the ceiling. “I’m exhausted,” I said with a yawn.

      “I’m sure you are. I am too. I was up all night worrying over this pain in my ass redhead.”

      I reached an arm over and hit his chest lightly. “Poor baby,” I teased him.

      “Come on,” he said, standing up and pulling the covers back.

      I stared at the bed for a second as I stood before looking at him again. Was he in the mood for sex? I couldn’t tell. I didn’t think I had the energy for anything more than falling against the pillow and into a deep sleep.

      “I just want to spoon you, Scarlet.” He seemed to have a read on my thoughts. “But I can’t be blamed if one part of me gets excited.”

      I blushed and slipped off my shoes, not even bothering to change from my clothes into pajamas. Leo lay on the bed first, stretching his left arm across the pillow. Without him saying another word, I climbed in beside him, laying my head on his bicep so that I was facing him on our sides. His arm curled up so he was supporting my head and he placed his fingers on my forearm, so that it was like a horizontal hug.

      It was absurd, to feel as comforted as I did just by his presence. His other hand came up and pushed away the hair that had fallen across my face and then stayed, holding my jaw.

      I searched his face, saw the light bruising beneath his eyes. “You look wiped out.”

      His hand moved up and his thumb gently brushed where I knew I had my own dark circles. “You too.”

      “We’re quite a pair,” I whispered. I needed to do something with the hand that lay between us, so I tentatively put it on his right arm that held my face. “Thank you for coming Leo. I was so very unkind to you.”

      “You were in a hurry. And struggling with how to feel.”

      “You don’t need to make excuses for me,” I said, grateful that he understood but sad that he said it before I did. “I’ve had a lot of time to think—about you. And me.”

      “And what did you come up with?”

      “My mom told me that she was proud of me already—not just because I got into vet school.” I moved my hand along his arm, wanting to give him some of the comfort he was giving me. “It was freeing, to be honest, knowing that no matter what I did going forward, she was proud. She doesn’t want me to work myself to death.”

      “What a shame that would be.” He pushed the hair behind my ear, gently traced its curve. “Think you’ll slow down a little?”

      “I don’t know yet,” I told him, even though I did have an idea of what I should do. My father wouldn’t be back to normal overnight—and it’d probably be several months before he’d even be up and around like before. Once I got back home to Massachusetts, I knew I’d need to call the admissions office at UC Davis and weigh my options.

      “I’m sorry I said those things to you. It wasn’t fair.”

      “Well, I did distract you.”

      “And I liked it. A lot.”

      “Me too.”

      We were silent for a moment and he began running a hand over my hair. “I like that you call me out on my shit though. Even if you were upset and working through your feelings, you didn’t compromise your emotions to please me. You’re real to me, Scarlet. And that’s…” he smiled softly, his eyes closing halfway in fatigue. “That’s unbelievably refreshing.”

      He was sweet like this, when there was nothing but us. No bucket list, no animosity. We were both fully clothed, under the covers together, and Leo was comforting me not because he felt he should but because he genuinely wanted to. He flew several states away just to be with me, taking a gamble on whether or not I’d even want him here. His exhaustion was written across his face, but he was still being gracious with me even when I didn’t deserve it.

      My heart squeezed as my eyes traced his face, his eyes closing more and more as we stared at one another. His body was giving way to exhaustion, but he didn’t move away to get more comfortable. He just stayed there, giving me everything I needed in his touch. “I’m happy I’m here,” he whispered, his voice so soft that all the words slid together. I wanted to kiss him then, out of gratitude and … something else that had just found its way into my heart—a something else I was surprised and afraid to acknowledge.

      When his eyes closed completely and his breath was even and deep, I leaned closer and gave him a soft kiss against his forehead. The arm under my head tightened, pulling me closer to him and I didn’t resist, wanting to be as close as possible to him.

      In sleep I heard him whisper, “Scarlet,” like he was sighing it. And I realized that I’d been guarding myself against the inevitable. What had started with hate and turned into lust had just bloomed into something else, inflating my chest so much that I ached.

      I still wasn’t sure where we stood together, but I was absolutely positive that my heart had just slid from my chest and into his hands.
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        Two weeks later

      

      I went bungee jumping once, in high school. Normally I wasn’t a daredevil, because one stupid injury was all it would take to screw up a season, possibly even my career. But that one day I’d done it, and I still remembered the best part like it had happened yesterday. The best part of the entire experience was the moment before I jumped. The second my feet had left the platform, during the freefall, I had a fleeting thought that I was an idiot for doing it. But right before I’d jumped, there was a suspended moment of anticipation that I never wanted to end.

      That’s exactly how the last two weeks had felt between me and Scarlet. One long, suspended moment of anticipation. We hadn’t even had a whole lot of time alone once she and her parents had returned back home. What time we had spent together, there were eyes on us, like all the time. Mainly the mothers, but that was to be expected. Every time my mom smiled at us, no matter what we were doing, I was fairly certain she was dreaming up names of future grandchildren.

      And even though nothing had progressed past some lingering touches and extended eye contact between me and Scarlet, I couldn’t blame her. Hell, I was dreaming up names for redheaded little kids.

      Kidding.

      Kind of. I didn’t want kids, not for a long time, and I wasn’t even really thinking about marriage, but what I couldn’t stop thinking about was Scarlet. And what it would take to make this thing with her turn into forever.

      Ever since we laid in that hotel bed, twined around each other, I could see in her eyes that she was thinking the exact same thoughts as me. That wasn’t anything that I’d seen in her before that night, I’d have recognized it if I had. Which is why I’d been content to just let it rest for a couple weeks. Let her get settled back at home and help her parents around the house. Because I knew she was right there with me.

      Her dad ended up having more weakness on the left side of his body than they’d anticipated, andshe told me that he’d struggle with some short-term memory loss every once in a while. But every day, he got better. Which meant that every day, the weight pressing on her shoulders got lighter, her smiles got bigger and appeared more quickly. But she still watched me like she was waiting, like she was anticipating that same thing that I was.

      And that probably meant that my girl was waiting for me to make a move. If that was what she wanted? She’d get the greatest fucking move on the planet.

      Her day had already started about three hours ago. She didn’t have class today, and that kind of free time was now spent helping her mom around the house, cooking or cleaning, running errands or getting her dad up and moving. I’d watched out the front window when Denard’s girlfriend, Tasha had picked Scarlet up, shepherding her into the car and off to the spa, where they were getting massages and whatever the hell else she wanted to do. My instructions to Tasha had been to keep her away for at least three hours. Scarlet saw me in the window, so I waved, laughing when she rolled her eyes in return.

      As soon as the car disappeared down our street, Denard, Cameron, and one of our red shirt freshman linebackers who was still too intimidated by us to say no, had gone across the street to deep clean the Jennings’ house.

      Mrs. Jennings oohed and ahhed the whole time that we dusted and vacuumed and mopped. I made the freshman do the toilets, though. But the coup de grace of the entire day would come when Tasha dropped Scarlet off at my house, just in time for dinner.

      I sent Cameron to the grocery store with a list so that I could get my house all ready. My parents were gone overnight for some board retreat, and had I mentioned I was beyond ready to be back on campus? Granted, Scarlet would be across the country at vet school, but at least when she was home I’d have an apartment. No parents anywhere. Hallelujah, praise the Lord.

      While I was draping a white tablecloth over the table in the kitchen, Cameron walked through the front door with two brown grocery bags in his arms.

      “Yo, lover boy. I got everything you need to guarantee you’ll lose your virginity tonight.”

      “Gee, thanks, Hunter. I’ll let you know how it goes, so by the time you finally pay a girl to sleep with you, you’ll know which hole to put it in.”

      He cracked up and set the paper bags on the kitchen counter. “Looks fucking romantic in here.”

      I looked around. I had two candles sitting on the table, but one of them had fallen over. “Dude, I’m not done yet. I’ve got an hour until she gets here, and the recipe I found said it only takes twenty minutes, so I still need to set the table.”

      “Yeah, umm, I couldn’t find the kind of cherries you listed, so I grabbed something else.”

      “What kind did you get?” I asked, instantly suspicious of anything that Cameron thought was an acceptable substitute. I’d googled easy first date recipes, and literally picked the first thing I saw, Chicken with Cherry-Wine Pan Sauce. One pan, twenty minutes, probably something I could throw together in my sleep. But the recipe specifically said pitted sweet cherries, fresh or frozen. So when I peered in the bag and saw a jar of bright-ass red maraschino cherries, I shrugged. “I guess these will work.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want any help in here? Have you even ever cooked before?”

      “I can manage to follow a recipe.” I pointed at the door. “Go. Thanks for your help cleaning. I’ll owe you if you ever decide to pull your head out of your ass and get a girlfriend.”

      He rolled his eyes and walked out, wishing me luck before he slammed the door behind him. When I looked at the clock, I had fifty-seven minutes until Tasha dropped Scarlet off. I looked at the recipe on my phone, grimacing when I remembered that I hadn’t found balsamic vinegar in the pantry, only apple cider vinegar. Oh well, couldn’t be that different.

      I unpacked the bags, rolled up my sleeves and went to work.

      

      Fifty minutes later, I knew exactly how royally fucked I was.

      The kitchen smelled like ass, and I meant that literally. The concoction in the pan was blood red from the maraschino cherries, and when I tried a small spoonful of the sauce, I’d barely made it to the sink before I spit it out.

      “Damn it,” I said, wiping my mouth. My phone dinged, and I swiped across the screen.

      

      Tasha: ETA 5 minutes!

      

      I shook my head and looked around the room. At least I’d managed to get the table set, and it looked pretty damn spectacular if I said so myself. Adele had helped with this one, sending me stuff from Pinterest that wasn’t “cheesy or like a pussy came up with it.” Exact quote, I swear.

      In the end, I went with a bunch of squatty white candles and short, clear vases filled with white flowers. No roses, because they were too obvious. Nothing red because I didn’t want to be a cliché. The plates were china, the stuff my parents only used on Christmas and Thanksgiving, but now, I had no fucking idea what I was going to serve for dinner.

      I had just opened up the freezer, groaning at the fact that my only option in the house was frozen pizza, when I heard the creak of the front door.

      “Hello?” Scarlet called from the entryway. Maybe the dinner disaster was a good thing, because I wasn’t nervous in the slightest. If she didn’t want to hear what I had to say? Then her hunger would distract her. It was perfect.

      “Back here,” I called, shoving the offending pan of chicken into the cold oven. When Scarlet turned the corner, I grinned at the pleasant surprise covering her face. Her eyes found mine, a smile making her cheeks lift.

      “What is all this?”

      I shrugged, tucking my hands into the pockets of my jeans and walking over to her. “Just thought you needed a day that was just about you. You’ve done so much for everyone else lately, and soon…” I swallowed, holding her eyes, “soon you’ll be busy with school.”

      The room was dim, since I’d drawn all the shades in the kitchen, and the grouping of candles made light dance on her face. She blinked rapidly, then sniffed.

      “What’s that smell?”

      “Ahh, nothing.”

      Then she laughed. “Did you cook too? Oh, Leo, this is so sweet. What did you make?”

      “Trust me when I say you do not want to know.”

      Scarlet ducked past me and looked over at the empty stovetop. “Come on, I want to see! No one has ever cooked for me before.”

      “And it will be a long time before I do it again.”

      She stopped, gave me a small, questioning smile. “But you’re planning a repeat? For me?”

      I scratched the back of my neck. None of this was going how I planned. But then again, neither had anything with Scarlet. So I grabbed her hand and led her to the table, pulling out her chair and waiting until she sat to help her push it in. When I sat down in the chair opposite of her, I took a second to just look.

      “You look beautiful,” I said, my eyes hitting every part of her that I could see. She blushed and fidgeted in her chair.

      “I didn’t know I was coming straight here. I would have dressed up or something.” Scarlet looked around again, shaking her head. “Leo, this is so nice, but…” she trailed off.

      “But what the hell is going on?” I supplied.

      She smiled. “Pretty much.”

      The nerves hit me with the force of a well-timed sack, knocking the breath from my lungs. Suddenly, I was too far away from her, so I stood and dragged my chair until it was next to her. Then I sat, grabbed the legs of Scarlet’s chair and turned her to she was facing me.

      “So, the thing is,” I grabbed her hands and shifted so that my legs were open around hers, “I know that this may not make a difference right now. You’re leaving soon and I’ll be back at school next week.” Her fingers tightened around mine. “Fuck, I don’t know why this is so hard.”

      “Hey,” she said gently. “You can tell me anything.”

      “I know,” I exhaled, smiling at her. “And it’s only hard because I know that it just means that I’ll miss you so fucking much when you leave. I mean, I would anyway, but I’ll do everything in my power to end up wherever you are.” I squeezed her hands so hard, wishing I could just transfer everything that was sprinting through my head into hers. That somehow she’d feel it flow through her without me having to open my mouth, that she was it for me. I was saying this all wrong, and judging by the faintly amused look on her face, she could tell. “You know, I didn’t even practice this beforehand, because I’m not that guy who will ever do this in a perfect, romantic way. As evidenced by the fact that I have a really horrible plate of chicken sitting in the oven right now that I will never let you try.”

      She laughed at me and I couldn’t wait. I leaned forward and gave her one soft kiss before pulling back. Sixteen days since I’d last felt her lips on mine. Three hundred and eighty-four hours. I’d done the math earlier. Scarlet opened her mouth to say something, but I shook my head and set my shoulders.

      “I’m so fucking in love with you, Scarlet,” I said in a rush. “And I don’t know where I’ll end up after next year is over, but I know where I want to be. I want to be with you. If you’ll have me.”

      My heart thudded to a halt while she watched me. Then she smiled,and it started back up again.
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      I watched him in silence, his eyes at first desperate as they searched mine and then as my lips spread, the lines of worry in his forehead eased.

      “Are you going to cross that one last item off your bucket list? The ‘break someone’s heart’ one? Don’t think I haven’t forgotten it.”

      I smiled wider. He was cute. And sweet. And had a romantic side I hadn’t glimpsed until now. He’d done something very special for me, and he just told me he loved me.

      Leo Madsen loved me.

      The very thought made my heart shudder, quaking through my veins. Because I loved him too. And I was glad to love him—which felt significant. My love for Leo hadn’t gripped me unwittingly; I wanted to love him. To be loved by him was another gift. I was realizing just how precious the people in my life were the last couple weeks and I was thankful to have Leo by my side through it all.

      “I…” I swallowed, and Leo seemed to interpret my pause for something negative, based on the way his eyes narrowed. “I love you, Leo,” I said, not wanting to make him wait to hear it. “In spite of our differences, and most likely because of our differences. I think I realized it when you came to D.C. for me, but I was already slipping down that path long before then.” I smiled with my whole heart and looked around the room, at the candlelight, and took in the odd cherry-scented smell that lingered.

      Because my hands were still cradled by his, I brought them to my mouth and pressed a kiss to his knuckles. “And I don’t know where I’ll be a year from now, but until then I’ll be just across the street.”

      His eyes cleared and he tilted his head. “What do you mean? What about vet school?”

      “I’m not going—at least not this year.”

      His hands went slack in mine and he frowned. “I am not letting you take off a year of school to be by me, Scarlet. No fucking way.”

      “Oh, puh-lease.” I rolled my eyes at him. “Conceited much? Not everything is about you.” He raised an eyebrow as I laughed at him. I grabbed his hands since he’d let go of mine. “My mom is going to need help between running the church and caring for my dad and, well, frankly? I could use a break from being so freaking stressed out about getting perfect grades.”

      He smiled then. “Does this mean I can keep knocking on your back door?”

      “That would be a ‘no.’”

      “I’ll still try it.” He pursed his lips and his eyes glittered in the candlelight.

      “You’ll be back on campus soon anyway.”

      “And you’ll be in the city a lot, right?”

      I shrugged, relaxed as his thumbs ran over my fingers. “I’ll need to come to your games, right?”

      He smiled widely at that. “We still  have a bunch of bucket list items to cross off.”

      “And maybe some we can repeat?”

      He yanked me off my chair and brought me on to his lap. “Absolutely.” He framed my face in his hands. “You know, I’d have gladly figured out how to visit you if you’d gone far away for school. But this,” he leaned in and his lips met my neck, “is much more convenient.” He sighed against my throat and the warmth went straight to my veins.

      I arched my neck, allowing him more space to kiss my skin there. “I’ll still live with my parents for the year.”

      “Yeah, well luckily I won’t be. So you can spend weekends with me in Boston.” He hummed against my skin and I shifted in his lap, feeling his growing arousal between us. His hands came up my back, under my tank. Before I could stop him, he’d unsnapped the back of my bra. The straps slid down on my shoulders, wanting to give in to gravity.

      “Leo,” I whispered. “I don’t want to get naked in your kitchen.”

      He stood, hands cradling my ass as he pulled me to him. I wrapped my legs around his waist, and he squeezed. “Then let’s get you naked upstairs,” he said, carrying me toward the stairs.

      “You’re just trying to show off now, carrying me around like this.”

      “Is it working?” he asked at my ear, his laughter soft. In response, I pushed my body into his a little more, so that his erection was perfectly aligned with my center.

      “If you keep that up, you’re going to get naked on my stairs.”

      Testing him, I pushed against him again, felt my own arousal spread across my skin at the feel of him so close to me.

      He groaned and quickened his pace up the stairs. “You’re going to kill me.”

      “That’ll be a shame, since I won’t be a doctor now for a few more years.”

      “A puppy doctor.”

      I knew he was just trying to rile me up. “Energetic, pushy, pisses to mark its territory, always trying to bury its bone somewhere … did I just describe you, or a dog? The similarities are uncanny.”

      Leo pulled his head back and raised an eyebrow. “Really, Scarlet?”

      I tucked my face into his neck to hide my smile. With his breath at my ear and his hands on my ass, I felt that familiar quiver roll through me.

      As he lowered me to the bed, I kept my grip on him tight, pulling him right along with me. He buried his face into my chest and exhaled—the heat going right through the cotton and warming my breasts. "Why do you smell so fucking incredible?" he asked, voice muffled.

      I squirmed beneath him, "Don't make me wait."

      He lifted his head, pushed his chin on my chest as he stared at me. "Maybe I will. You made me wait long enough to tell me you loved me." His hands came to my waist and squeezed.

      "I waited just as long as you did, except you were a minute sooner."

      "Let's not get technical here, Jennings." His fingers climbed up my side. "I was first. I win."

      I rolled my eyes but then a light caress across my ribs made me burst out in a laugh, the tickle surprising me. "Stop!" I yelled, pushing against his hands and using my legs to scoot myself backward on the bed, away from his hands.

      "Nuh-uh," he said, clamping his hands on my shins and yanking me back toward him. "You're not getting away that easily." His fingers resumed their ascent, up over my ribs until he was grazing his thumb across the sensitive flesh under my breast, where the bra had loosened. My breath caught in my throat as I stared up at him.

      His thumb rubbed back and forth as his eyes held mine. Having him above me, staring down at me with that enduring intensity did more for me than if he had ripped my clothes off and slammed into me. The quiver rolled into a low tremble as his thumb skimmed up the curve of my breast and just lightly flicked over my nipple. His other hand held me just above my waist and I marveled over the sheer size of his hand, wrapped around my rib cage.

      The hand under my bra reached up between my breasts and grabbed the center of the bra, yanking me up to a sitting position on the bed. Wordlessly, he lifted the tank and I raised my arms, enabling him to pull the shirt off over my head. When my arms came back down, the bra straps slid off my shoulders and the cups fell off my breasts. He grabbed my hands and pulled me slowly to standing in front of him. When his hands touched the waistband of my shorts, I lifted his own shirt off his head. We were standing so close that my nipples brushed against his chest, making me shiver.

      Leo unsnapped the button on my shorts and pushed them down before he lowered himself in front of me. He pressed his mouth against the skin just below my belly button and then rubbed his chin against the top of my panties as he coaxed one leg up at a time to fully remove my shorts.

      "Mmm," he murmured against the thin cotton of my panties. I felt the vibration strike right through me and tried to reign myself in. My hands found his shoulders and held on, gripping as his mouth moved lower, pressing warm kisses right through the cotton. When his mouth landed right over my center, I felt a light drag of his teeth over the cotton so that when he touched me, it felt like one deliciously rough graze.

      He pushed me so that I fell backward onto the bed and peeled my panties down, taking care to remove them from each foot before he placed a hand on each knee and spread me wide.

      It was so intensely intimate, knowing his eyes were right on me, right there. I knew it was blasphemous, but I had a quick, fleeting thought to pray he'd give me a release as I burned from the inside out. But no, he was content to let me writhe on the bed.

      He brushed two fingers down my center and then smiled up at me, wickedly. "You're so turned on right now."

      "Shut up," I groaned, arching my neck as he brushed my lips again. "Torture isn't funny."

      "No, it's not," he agreed. I felt a pinch and my eyes bulged.

      "Holy shit," I squeaked as the pleasure from the pain made my lower body clench in reaction. " Did you just pinch me … there?"

      He nodded. “I remembered how much you'd enjoyed it up against that tree.” I blushed, thinking of how I'd come completely undone then. He stood, removing his jeans. He grabbed a condom out of his pocket and ripped it open.

      "It was in your pocket the whole time?" I asked. "Optimistic much?"

      After sliding the condom over his cock, he climbed on the bed, over me. He pushed lightly against my entrance but didn't go further. "I figured," he said, bringing his mouth to my breasts and nipping along my skin, "that it could go one of two ways." He pushed again, but still didn't slide forward. "The first way had you laughing in my face as I poured my heart out to you." He bit down on my nipple, almost punishingly so and looked up at me with a smile in his eyes. "And then we would have had some unbelievable goodbye sex on that table I'd set for us."

      I arched under him as he slid inside of me just a bit. "With all those candles? Sounds dangerous."

      He sucked my breast into his mouth and I arched again, finally hooking a leg around his waist to encourage him deeper. He let go with a pop and smiled at me. "The second way had you melting in a puddle of love at my declaration and throwing me down onto the table for celebratory sex."

      I frowned for a second until he moved his attention to my other breast. "Well, neither of those things happened."

      "I know," he said before capturing my nipple in between his teeth and rubbing it gently. He was still inside of me, but not moving forward or backward. "Because instead of melting, you told me you loved me too." He lay his head on my chest for a second and a warmth moved through me. "And that was even better than I'd expected." He lifted his head so he was looking into my eyes again.

      "You're such a sap," I teased, because he was teasing me with his tongue and teeth. I hooked my other leg around his waist and tilted my hips, but he grabbed them with his hands and held me in place.

      "Keep it up, Jennings, and I'll continue to slowly torture you."

      I narrowed my eyes. "Keep torturing me and I'll kick you in the balls."

      He laughed. "I love you, Scarlet. I do."

      Damn him, I laughed too as my love for him spread in my chest. "I love you too."

      And then he slid completely inside of me.
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        Two and a half years later

      

      “So, before we get out of the car, you should probably know something.” I drummed my fingers on the top of the steering wheel and stared up at the traditional brick house in the West Mount Airy part of Philly that Scarlet and I had lived in for the last six months. “She’s not expecting you. She’ll love you, though. Don’t worry.”

      He snuffed out air, pawing at the console. I turned toward him, grinning at his tongue lolling out of his big, blockish head. Scarlet might kill me. But then she’d look at the dog, at his adorable floppy ears and big black body with white patches and remember how fucking much I loved her, and forgive me instantly. I scratched underneath his jaw before I unhooked my seatbelt.

      She was home, I knew that much. She didn’t have class on Tuesday afternoons. It was one of the days we always made sure to spend together. Tuesday was my day off during the season. Even though I was the backup QB for the Eagles, I still had to work my ass off in the weight room and on the field, helping prepare our team for the games on Sundays, and keeping myself sharp in case I was needed. And other than missing some time with Scarlet when we had away games, it was the coolest fucking thing to be part of an NFL team.

      Scarlet had started at the University of Pennsylvania the same time I started training camp, but now that we were settled, I knew she needed something to care for. Besides babies, which we were not even remotely prepared for.

      “You ready?” I asked Charger. He wiggled his butt against the passenger side door and leaned forward to lick up the length of my face. I hooked the leash to his collar with a smile on my face and got out of the car, motioning for him to hop over my seat. He did, sniffing the driveway furiously as soon as his paws hit the ground. His whip-like tail thumped against my leg, and I patted his muscular haunches. “All right, big guy, let’s go meet your momma.”

      Charger was lunging forward, tugging on the leash in his excitement to make his way around. He was strong as shit too, around seventy pounds of tightly packed muscle. I unlocked the latch on the fence leading into our backyard and then let him go. As soon as I removed the leash and told him to explore, he ran, first making his way around the perimeter of the fence, then he stopped, wiggled at my feet and took off again.

      While he was exploring, I jogged up the stairs on the deck and then quietly opened the door going into the kitchen. Scarlet had her back to me where she was looking in the fridge. I took a second to watch her. She’d just cut her hair, but it still fell past her shoulders, and when she had it up in a high ponytail like that, I could see the long, pale line of her neck. When I slid my hands around her waist, she jumped.

      “Holy shit, Leo.” She turned and smacked my shoulder. “You scared the crap out of me!”

      I dropped a quick kiss on her smiling mouth. “Sorry, babe. I came in the back.”

      “Are you done with your errands?” Scarlet didn’t even let me answer before she kissed me again, sighing into my mouth when I slanted my head and licked my tongue across hers.

      I made a noise of assent into her mouth, then dropped both hands to grip her ass, pulling her flush against me. She wiggled and wrapped her arms tightly around my shoulders.

      “Do I dare ask what you were out doing?” she asked breathlessly when I finally let her pull away. “This is how you usually act when you come home after a winning game when you’ve been able to play a few snaps.”

      I laughed, smoothing my hands up and down her back. She was right. Last year, my rookie season, our starting QB had taken a massive hit, so they sat him for a few series to make sure they were following concussion protocol.

      The three snaps I’d taken, two run plays and one pass, had been enough to make me feel drunk after the game. The third play, a play action and then a pass to one of our rookie receivers who ran a fade route that got us a gain of about thirty yards, had been so damn beautiful that I almost cried.

      That night, when I got home to a waiting Scarlet, I screwed her blind on the stairs just past the doorway, with her legs up over my shoulders.

      “Maybe I’m just happy to see you.”

      She quirked an eyebrow. “I suppose.” I was just about to say something when Charger started whining at the back door. Scarlet’s mouth popped open. “Is there a dog in the backyard?”

      “Scarlet, come meet your present.” I herded her to the door, laughing at the shocked look on her face. But when she walked out behind me and caught a glimpse of Charger, she melted. She absolutely fucking melted.

      “Oh, look at you,” she breathed, holding a hand out for him to sniff. Then he flopped against her legs, almost knocking her onto the grass and Scarlet laughed with delight. “You’re a strong boy.”

      “His name is Charger. He’s eight months old, totally housebroken and knows his basic commands. He’s good with other dogs, hates cats, and apparently loves the kids at the foster home he was staying at for the last couple months.”

      Scarlet kneeled down onto the grass and scratched Charger’s sleek black coat, then grinned up at me when he licked at her hand with a furious, slobbery tongue.

      “He looks like maybe Lab and Pit? Is that right?”

      “Yeah, that’s their best guess.”

      “Leo,” she said on a breath, not taking her eyes off of Charger. “He’s so handsome.”

      I rocked on my heels, almost knocked back at how happy this made me. Seeing her so delighted at the fact that he could shake and sit and roll over.

      “You know, I was going to go the whole nine yards, tie a ring box to his collar.” Her hand movements stilled, but she didn’t look up at me yet.

      “Were you now?”

      Even though I didn’t have her eyes on me, I shrugged. “Somebody’s got to make an honest woman out of you. Eventually I’ll knock you up, and you better believe you’re gonna be my wife when that happens.”

      Finally, she turned her face to me and gave me a blinding smile. “My dad already had a heart attack, and that was before he even knew about you. If he’s survived us living together for the last year, I think he’ll be okay. You don’t have to propose on his account.”

      It wasn’t the first time I’d dropped a hint about how I was going to propose to her, and she always did that, brushed me off, maybe because she thought I was just playing. But I wasn’t. And the two carat solitaire in the Tiffany’s box that was hidden in my part of the closet wasn’t fuckin’ playing either. She’d find that out soon enough though, my little church girl.

      Scarlet clapped when she realized Charger could play dead. Then she shook her head at me. “I cannot believe you got me a dog.”

      “Can’t believe it like, I’m so thoughtful and sweet? Or you can’t believe I didn’t get your input?”

      She rolled her eyes, but then cracked up when Charger practically bowled her over running circles around her. “Definitely some of the former. Maybe a smidge of the latter.”

      When I joined them on the grass, Charger stretched out between us and his tail wagged with furious movements. I thumped a hand along his warm belly, peering at Scarlet out of the corner of my eye.

      “I have a good reason, I swear.”

      “Of that I have no doubt.”

      “Charger, sit.” He whipped over onto his feet and plopped his butt down on the grass instantly. “Good boy,” I crooned, scratching his broad chest. “See, I figured that we’ve got this big fenced-in yard, so we can handle a larger dog. And you always tell me stories of black dogs that don’t get adopted because people think they look scary.”

      “That’s very true.”

      “So it made sense to me to get you a sweet dog that looks scary to protect you while your sweet boyfriend who’s actually very scary is out of town for away games.” I looked over at her. “It’ll make me feel better knowing he’s here with you when I can’t be.”

      She leaned into me, and I wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “You think there are people who think you’re scary, Leo?”

      I kissed the top of her head. “Oh sure. If not now, they will eventually. Someday we’re going to fill this nice house with mini Scarlets, and between me and Charger? They’ll be the least fucked-with kids to walk the planet.”

      Scarlet lifted her head, and in the bright, dappled sunlight filtering through the oak trees, her brown eyes looked almost hazel. Then she smiled at me, tilting her chin up for a kiss.

      I gave her one. I’d always give her one.
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