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   Synopsis
 
   A New Adult Comedy 

When Sydney Porter transfers to Northern University, she’s ready to put her past behind her. Landing a job on campus as an irreverent radio personality, she uses the anonymity to air all the campus dirty laundry—earning the infamous Sunday Lane more than a few enemies. But her true passion is spinning records, even if Drunk Earl is her biggest fan.

Sydney’s junior year kicks off with the promise to be amazing. Or at least it does until Gray Peters, hotshot quarterback, unexpectedly reenters the scene. His presence threatens to destroy everything she has going, as well as resurrecting a night Sydney never wants to remember or repeat. She’d run away like a coward, but this time she's determined to stay and fight.

A twisted battle of wit and trickery ensues, with one common goal—vengeance. Sydney and Gray set out to make each other miserable. But misery loves company, and soon, walls are destroyed and truths are revealed that could change their future forever.
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   Dedication
 
    
 
   Dedicated to romantic comedy movie (and book) lovers worldwide. 
 
    
 
   It’s better to be absolutely ridiculous than absolutely boring – Marilyn Monroe
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   These ‘Sweet Beats’ are available on Google Music under “Devious Minds”
 
   Sara Smile… The Bird And The Bee
 
   Shot Me Down (feat. Skylar)… David Guetta
 
   Banana Pancakes… Jack Johnson
 
   Danger (Been So Long)… Mystikal feat. Nivea
 
   Don’t You (Forget About Me)… Simple Minds
 
   Left Hand Free… Alt-J
 
   Make It Bun Dem… Skrillex
 
   Apollo (Acoustic Version)… Hardwell
 
   I Wanna Make It Wit Chu… Desert Sessions
 
   Lips Like Sugar… Echo And The Bunnymen
 
   Needles… The Pack A.D.
 
   Ice Age… How To Destroy Angels
 
   Crave You… Fight Facilities
 
   Sad Sad City… Ghostland Observatory
 
   Beat of Her Heart… Gungor
 
   Queen… Perfume Genius
 
   Until I Open My Wings… Small Wonder
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   “What… the… hell?” I took my best guess at what Brian was screaming from behind the soundproof glass. “Are you saying what the hell, Brian?” Maybe he was just eager to play a game of Charades. 
 
   Forming a circle with my hand, I slapped it over my right eye. “Movie, right? Two syllables or one?” 
 
   Brian shook his head and flipped me the bird with both hands. 
 
   “Okay. Two syllables.” I wrote my answer on a piece of paper, showing him the words Syd Rocks against the thick studio glass. “I know this already. That one’s too easy.” 
 
   Slamming down his headphones, Brian pushed his chair away from his desk and charged around the corner. When he burst into the studio, I casually sipped my energy drink, nodding my head to Hall & Oates’s “Sara Smile” playing over the air. 
 
   “What, Brian? Hall & Oates is making a comeback. You heard it from me first. You should feel privileged.” 
 
   “What the hell, Sydney? You can’t just walk in here, take over the airwaves of the entire campus, and say, ‘This goes out that one girl… Can’t remember her name… Oh, yes, I can. FYI, she’s got the clap,’ then put on ‘Sara Smile.’”
 
   “There’s fifteen thousand kids on this campus. If I’m doing my math correctly, which I’m not, there’s at least a thousand potential Saras floating around out there. Come on, it’s funny. Which is why you gave me this spot to begin with… I’m funny, remember?”
 
   When Brian fished me out of my Sexual Evolution class three weeks ago, he was fairly warned. I said what I wanted over the air, and he wasn’t allowed to stifle my creativity. That was my one demand. He got word I was the infamous Patty-Mouth, a radio personality/partial celebrity at my community college. Here at Northern, I went by Sunday Lane: a cheeky, no-filters personality who picked apart university flaws and campus morons. My anonymity allowed me abundant freedom over the air. And you can’t insult people without anonymity or you start to receive death threats. 
 
   “That’s irresponsible journalism, Syd.” 
 
   “Good thing I’m not a journalist. I’m a personality, remember? And I’m anonymous, so don’t worry about it. No girl in her right mind will admit I’m talking about her STD.”
 
   The song ended, and I switched my microphone back on. Brian hovered over me with a pointed stare. “Fix this.”
 
   “Hey there, Northern. I’ve been not-so-politely informed that I shouldn’t have outed Sara for her clap and terrible taste in men.” 
 
   Brian growled from behind me.
 
   “But September is Safe Sex Month… Please wrap it up. And, number twenty-four, a Ziploc bag and rubber band won’t suffice. Please stop by Professor Grange’s office. Second drawer down, you’ll find condoms for elves. Should fit perfectly.” 
 
   Flipping off the microphone, I grabbed my bag and rushed past Brian to avoid a second lecture. “Later, Bri! Hittin’ da club!”
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   I arrived fifteen minutes early to the SpaceRoom, a local off-the-beaten-path dance club. It was dirty and disgusting, and they didn’t pay me, but the manager let me DJ for tips. 
 
   Really, I didn’t care about the money. I was able to experiment, play my music in front of a real people for the first time. There’s nothing like watching a crowd enjoy your creation, or rather reinterpretation, of pedestrian pop music combined in beautiful waves—matching beats, listening for the kick drum, the snare on the eighth—then dumping something unexpected into the mix.
 
   “Anything else?” Snake muttered, setting down my vinyl record crate and scooting it under the booth. 
 
   “Thanks, Snake, I’m good,” I said slowly, staring at his mouth. He speaks?
 
   Snake, the club bouncer, was built like a brick house and never took off his aviators. I wasn’t convinced he had eyes. But if he were blind, he sure as hell knew his way around here. Sometimes I made faces at him just to check, but his lips were always formed in a thin, solemn line, offering no hint he’d seen them. And he never spoke. He grunted. Despite his menacing size and caveman verbal skills, I thought he liked me… or pitied me. Whatever it was, I’d take it because he was always ready to help carry my gear. 
 
   Raising my headphones, I checked the sound connection between the laptop and amplifier. Good to go. I placed my turntables carefully in front of me at three and nine o’clock, laptop at twelve. Interface was set between, and there was even enough room to lay down my hat once I got sweaty, which would be in two minutes considering halogens that could rival the sun faced my back. 
 
   My neon-green bracelet, showing the world I was underage, caught on the crossfade. I pulled a roll of duct tape from my bag and taped the bracelet tightly against my skin. It was going to hurt like a bitch later when I pulled it off, but the embarrassment of fucking up right now would be considerably more painful. Just to be sure, I swiped a few more times until I was satisfied it wouldn’t snag. 
 
   Grabbing my rag from the crate of records, I wiped the sides of my four-channel controller—my newest toy. It took a summer of slave wages to purchase. An endless summer of spinning at five-year-old birthday parties (think Wiggles on crack) and gigs at our local nursing home (think Sinatra on spiked prune juice). 
 
   Before I laid down the first track, my phone buzzed.
 
   Jack: Syd, need your truck for the night.
 
   Jack’s my little brother and also attended Northern. Mom wanted us here together, so after my two years at the local community college and Jack graduating high school, the Porters arrived. 
 
   Unlike me, Jack had a full-ride scholarship. He was a running back on the football team and my complete opposite. Jack was preppy, primped, and polite. A major contrast to his trucker-mouthed, tattooed big sister. 
 
   Syd: Tough luck, Dimebag. At work.
 
   Jack earned the nickname Dimebag after he was caught with a bag of weed in his room. Mom found it, but I took the blame. Why? Because deep down, I’m a good sister. It’s way deep, though, like Grand Canyon deep. It just seemed natural considering I was, in Mom’s words, a tattooed mess that won’t amount to anything.
 
   Jack: PLEASE… I WILL NEVER ASK YOU FOR A FAVOR AGAIN
 
   Syd: No. Borrow one of the meathead’s trucks.
 
   Flipping off my phone, I stretched my fingers and flexed my wrists. Already feeling the trickling sweat from the stage lights, I pulled off my trucker hat and placed it in its designated spot. It was my dad’s. It had a perfect butcher’s diagram of a cow, which prompted a twisted scowl from every vegetarian/vegan on campus. I loved it and it stayed with me always. 
 
   An icy bottle of water plopped down in front of me, and I jerked up my head. Nick, the bartender, gave me an acknowledging nod. I opened my mouth to say thanks, but it suddenly felt desert dry. He stared for a second, then turned back to the bar. 
 
   Nick didn’t talk much, but he always sent over a couple bottles of water throughout the night. Gotta keep the free help hydrated. I’d seen him on campus over the last two weeks but was never brave enough to approach him.
 
   By my definition, Nick was hot (a term I would never say aloud). That is, he was tatted, built, and close-lipped. There’s something about those strong, silent types that spike my interest. 
 
   The week before, I saw him walk into the art building, and I followed him, but he disappeared behind the rows of mediocre pottery and paper-mâché theatre masks. I imagined him modeling for a nude drawing class, perched against a white slab of marble, arm curled up, resting his chin on his hand. A fine specimen of the human form… Hmm, I might have to sign up for that class. For the love of art, of course! Get your mind out of the gutter!
 
   The enigma that was Bartender Nick was a side hobby of mine, not that I was a stalker. Although, I’d been tempted to cut up some magazines and glue together a love letter like a demented serial killer. Maybe leave it taped to his Harley. Yeah, he probably rode a Harley. Stop, Syd. You sound crazy. But for now, our interaction was limited to a subtle nod and two bottles of water every Sunday. 
 
   Focusing back on my gear, I pulled up the first track. 
 
   Time to blow some minds!
 
   I raised my head to greet my adoring fans … Shit, adoring fan.
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   “Come on, Porter.” I held Jack’s head under my arm as I rubbed my knuckles into his thick hair. “You’re not going to get far with the team if you don’t deliver.”
 
   “My sister’s at work, and I can’t go in there. It’s a club,” Jack answered in a defeated voice. He’d been pacing back and forth in the kitchen, sweating over his phone for the last ten minutes. 
 
   “No shit.” I set my beer down on the counter and began ripping the label. “You’ve been holding out, Jack. Is she a stripper? Hell, never mind. You will go far with the team.”
 
   I’d been instructed by Coach to take Jack Porter under my wing. Whatever the fuck that meant. I took it as don’t let him die. I didn’t have time to babysit an eighteen-year-old all day, but when Coach orders, we obey, no questions asked. 
 
   “Well, we need a truck. Chance’s is in the shop and we can’t fit the kegs in the Porsche. It’s raining out and I don’t want to lower the top. Just tell her we’ll only use it for an hour and get it right back.” I grabbed my keys off the counter. “Which club?” 
 
   I’d invited Jack over to the doghouse, our shared Northern football house on the edge of campus. Yes, I knew doghouse spoke volumes of the pretentious douchebags who had resided in its bedrooms over the past ten years. Our landlord was ex-NFL, straight from Northern, and he felt it important to keep the star players together under one roof. He said it encouraged teamwork. Personally, I could have cared less. The rent was cheap, and I was able to live with my best friends, Chance and Fernando.
 
   I feel the need to clarify. I wasn’t your typical jock. I didn’t pound fists or towel-slap my teammates, and I wasn’t going to wear my goddamn number around to remind everyone who I was. 
 
   That wasn’t Gray Peters. 
 
   I was a good quarterback, but I didn’t swing my dick around expecting it to hit gold. 
 
   Any praise I got on campus came from cultural expectations associated with being a first-string QB. Yes, I’m aware of how insightful I must seem. But I have to give credit to the hippies in my sophomore year Women’s Literature class. I took it to meet chicks but ended up griping about the pressures of football with three junior girls who’d never seen the sharp edge of a razor. Once I got over the long hair creeping from their armpits, everything out of their mouths just made sense. 
 
   Most of these people knew nothing about me off the field. I was content to keep it that way.
 
   On the other hand, Jack Porter, wonder boy running back, never had a chance to establish your typical footballer persona. I’d never seen girls run away from a first string faster than when that kid stepped into the cafeteria. 
 
   He’d been quoted in the campus paper several times already.
 
   When asked what he felt about wearing our school colors, blue and grey, Porter answered, “Those colors are great. I really like chartreuse, too. You know, it’s like a citrus green. My mom has a citrus sweater and it looks really good on her because it pops against her olive-toned skin. It’s soft too. Reminds me of my baby blanket.”
 
   When asked how he got his keen skill to catch the ball on almost every play, Porter answered, “People used to throw balls at my head in school. Balls were always flying at my face, hitting my mouth. Once I got a ball in the eye. So one day, I just had enough of balls in my face. So instead of letting them hit me, I just started grabbing them. I was so good at grabbing balls it became second nature. I could smell balls before they came at me.” 
 
   Jack Porter, good-looking kid on all accounts, was a hopeless embarrassment. Coach had to ban further interviews, and that’s when I was assigned to be his publicist. A daunting task I was beginning to think I’d fail, so I thought a party might work. If I could get Jack to booze it up a little, maybe he’d make some friends and I could wipe my hands clean of him. 
 
   “SpaceRoom,” Jack said, eyes dipped to the floor. 
 
   “No shit,” Chance said over his shoulder. He was playing Call of Duty on his Xbox. He paused to talk into the headset mic, then turned back. “That’s a gay bar.”
 
   Chance LeMere was a running back as well. Not as good as Jack, but there was no bad blood between them. He saw football as a way to pass time. Chance was also a closet gamer, but he’d never admit that to Northern’s press. 
 
   For those not familiar, Call of Duty allows you to play online with people all over the world as you fight one another in fake missions. He’d been playing a twelve-year-old kid from Naples, Florida, for the last three weeks. They’d send each other threatening messages over their headsets while trying to kill one another every other day. 
 
   “Take that, dickwad,” Chance muttered into his headpiece right before the kid blew off his character’s head. “Damn it!” He threw the controller across the room. “I’m going to get you, little Scott Johnson. I know where you live.”
 
   Giving Chance a disapproving frown, I whapped him upside the head. 
 
   “Just kidding, Scott… No… No, Scott… don’t tell your mom.”
 
   I focused back on Jack. “Porter? Is your sister a lesbian?” 
 
   If she were anything like Jack, she was a tall blonde. This was getting better by the minute.
 
   “Yes,” Jack replied a little too quickly. “She’s a lesbian.” 
 
   He seemed serious, but I couldn’t tell if he was messing with me. 
 
   Then he smiled. “No. Don’t think so. I found a vibrator in her room once. It was pink. Not sure lesbians use pink vibrators.” 
 
   “Classic,” Chance said, a hint of pride in his voice. “Snooping in your sister’s room. Anything else good in there? How do you know for sure she’s not a lesbian?”
 
    “She might be now,” Jack said thoughtfully. “I read her diary two years ago, so I know she’s had sex with a least one guy. She described him as ‘sloppy and arrogant.’ Couldn’t keep it up longer than two minutes…” His voice faded to a mumble. “Then after that, she turned into a bitch. Well, an even bigger bitch.”
 
   Jack’s eyes shifted nervously. “Shit. I shouldn’t have told you that. You guys don’t know my sister. She keeps Mace on her all the time. Even when she sleeps.” He paused to take in a dramatic breath. “And one time, she was so pissed at my mom, she stole Mom’s car and gave it to a homeless guy in exchange for his dog.” A desperate plea filled his eyes. “Seriously. She’s bad news.”
 
   I slapped Jack on the back, pushing him toward the front door. “Let’s go, Porter.” 
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   “This place is a shithole.”
 
   We’d just pulled up outside the SpaceRoom. A dingy cinderblock building on the outskirts of campus. Jack was quiet the whole way. Kid was afraid of his big sister, but on the field, he could plow into a guy twice his size and remain standing. There was something wrong with that.
 
   “Wait here,” I said, giving the bouncer a onceover. 
 
   Jack finally opened his mouth, but I shut the door and headed toward the entrance.
 
   After showing my ID, I made my way into the main room. Instantly, I spotted a blond waitress in the corner and headed her way. She looked up with an easy smile. 
 
   Shit, Jack, I got this. 
 
   “Hey there. Here to pick up the truck,” I said as she came close. Swinging my eyes over her scrawny chest and thin arms, I could see she was very terrifying. “You don’t seem scary.”
 
   “I’m not,” she yelled over the music. “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
   I recognized a popular song mixed over another track. Then every few seconds, an eerie bell would ding and a woman’s voice cut through, yelling some nonsense from the speakers. 
 
   “No drink… Just here for the keys.” 
 
   She threw me a confused look.
 
   “Porter, right?” 
 
   Shaking her head, she pointed into the crowd of dancers. “Porter’s over there.”
 
   I pointed to the crowd. “She’s dancing? I thought she worked here.” 
 
   “She does. She’s the DJ, but she goes by Sinister.” 
 
   “Sinister,” I repeated. Unbelievable. “How do I get up there?”
 
   The waitress looked up at the bar clock. “She’ll take a break in three minutes. I’ve got a water to take to her. Wanna do it for me? She scares the shit out of me.”
 
   Nodding, I grabbed the bottle from her tray and braced myself for the frightening beast, DJ Sinister. The waitress was flagged by a table, and I leaned against the bar, studying the crowd. 
 
   From here, I could make out a short person huddled over the DJ booth, but it was dark. 
 
   As cool as ice, the music faded into a seventies lounge song. Guitar twangs erupted through the speakers, followed by a heavier snare drum, and like magic, it eased into an opera tenor’s voice, deep and rich, and fell in line with the snare beat. And a man’s voice with the confidence of the president blew through the speaker, yelling out some Shakespeare quote. It was all very confusing, but the crowd screamed.
 
   “Gray?” A deep voice came from behind me, and I whipped around. 
 
   “Nick Sharbus? What the hell, man? You work here?” 
 
   Avoiding my question, he turned away from the bar and grabbed a glass. Pouring a micro-draft, he slid it across the counter toward me. Stoic as always, Nick didn’t say a word. He looked off into the crowd and tapped his thumb against the bar rail, admiring the beat. 
 
   “I wondered what happened to you. You just cut out of practice one day, and next thing we knew, you left the team. What’s up with that, asshole?” 
 
   I sized him up. He’d added more tats over the last year, but he still worked out judging by the cords of muscles ripping through his forearms.
 
   “It’s complicated,” he said, grabbing a towel from behind the bar. “What are you doing in here?”
 
   “Having a kegger tomorrow night. Borrowing a truck to pick up the kegs. You should come by. The guys think you’re dead or some shit.”
 
   “SpaceRoom doesn’t have a truck,” he answered, pouring a beer for another patron. When he finished, he resumed his position at the bar rail. 
 
   I was about to mess with him some more when a small voice clipped through the speakers, “Taking a fiver.” Then a premixed beat started. 
 
   “That’s my cue.” I glanced over at Nick, and he eyed the water bottle in my hands. “It’s for DJ Sinister,” I said, making air quotations for effect. Such a ridiculous name. “She’s the one with the truck.” 
 
   Nick frowned. “You dating her?” 
 
   “No, her little brother’s on the team—took your position by the way. Plus, I hear she’s into girls.”
 
   His eyes widened. “She is?” 
 
   I wagged my eyebrows suggestively and headed across the dance floor. 
 
   Sweat practically leapt off the bodies in the crowd, and I carefully wove past them to avoid contact. When I reached the booth, her head was low and she was flipping through a milk crate of vinyl records. 
 
   A large trucker hat, the kind with a solid front and meshed back, hid her face, but I could see she wasn’t blond and tall. She was brunette and petite. 
 
   A tattoo of a piano keyboard ran down the underside of her forearm. It was an electronic piano, like the kind you learn on when you’re a kid, and she had on a bulky flannel rolled up her arms. 
 
   With her head still low, she whipped the flannel off, exposing a body-hugging white tank. It was a damn shame she played for the other team, because her stomach was tight, leading up to at least a C-cup, and her neck was long and fragile. She took a second to whip her hair back into a ponytail, showing off a guitar fret board tattoo on the back of her neck. 
 
   Instantly, I felt sick. The sight of that tattoo made my insides twist. It was too familiar, and I stood there staring at it, trying to place it in my mind. 
 
   When she found the record she was looking for, she stood up straight, and I plopped the bottle of water on the table. That’s when she jerked her head up, and my heart pounded harder than the kick drum coming out of the speaker. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” she snapped. Her scowl could have crumbled the Empire State Building—an earthquake of fury like I’d never seen. Pulling up her hat, she gave me a better view of her dark glare, and just for a second, I shut my eyes. 
 
   Holy shit. 
 
   I’d slept with Jack Porter’s sister. 
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   Piece of shit closed his eyes. 
 
   What was he doing here? Panic set in, thinking my Sunday Lane character was breached. Maybe he’d heard my quips about his small prick and he was out for revenge.
 
   Then he opened his eyes. “I know you.” 
 
   “No, you don’t,” I said, searching the room for more testosterone-laden Neanderthals. “What do you want?”
 
   “Sydney,” he said, starting to hop up onto the stage. When he saw my expression, he backed down. 
 
   God, he remembers my name. 
 
   My eyes locked with Snake’s, and he started a slow, steady walk toward the stage. When he reached me, he kept his eyes on my face but pulled Peters back by his shoulder. “Don’t touch the stage.”
 
   “I got this, Snake. He’s just leaving.”
 
   Snake took a few steps back, just out of earshot, but waited in case I needed him. 
 
   “Sydney, you do know me, remember? You came up here for a college visit, and w—” 
 
   “And that was two years ago,” I interrupted. 
 
   His eyes strayed to my chest, and I crossed my arms, blocking his view. Peters turned in a circle, as if to collect his thoughts. Then he faced me again with a soft look. “I’m here with your brother, Jack. He needs to borrow your truck.”
 
   My eyes shot up, scanning the room for Jack. “He’s eighteen, and you brought him to a bar? You meatheads are already trying to mess up his NFL chances. Is that your play, Peters? Let him get busted in a club?”
 
   He shook his head and was about to take a step forward but thought better of it when Snake cleared his throat. 
 
   “No. Of course not. He’s outside. Coach paired us as team buddies, so I’m showing him the ropes. We just need to borrow your truck for an hour and we’ll bring it right back. I promise.”
 
   “Showing him the ropes?” I drew in a sharp breath. “You mean showing him how to use girls like brainless objects and laugh about it the next day, while you think they’re sleeping in your room you call the sex palace?” 
 
   His mouth turned up like he was about to laugh, but it shot back down, reading the death look on my face.
 
   “What? Sydney, that’s ridiculous.”
 
   “Ridiculous?” I repeated, gripping the record so tightly it was about to crack. “I remember it very clearly, Peters. I’m surprised you remembered my name after being scored so low on the pussy scale.”
 
   He bunched his eyebrows, thinking it over.
 
   “Remember it now, you micro-dick nobody?” 
 
   Peters’s face fell to a frown. “Micro-dick? That’s not what I remember. I remember someone panting over my shoulder for hours, screaming out my name.”
 
   A dull burn flooded my throat, seeping into my veins. I grabbed the mic and yelled, “Five more minutes,” to which the crowd groaned. Setting another three tracks to play, I jumped off the stage. 
 
   “Hold him back,” I yelled at Snake, and he stepped to the side, grabbing Peters by his arm. 
 
   I could feel every eye on me, even the eyes I never got (Nick’s), as I charged through the crowd and threw open the club door. 
 
   Idiot left his car idling at the curb. When I jumped in the driver’s seat, Jack glanced up from his phone with a smile, then did a double-take. 
 
   All the blood drained from his face.
 
   “Thought it was Peters?” I threw the car into drive and adjusted the rearview just as Snake dropped Peters roughly on the curb. Peters stood up, throwing his hands in the air, and started to come after the car.
 
   “Turn around, Syd!” Jack yelped from my side. When he tried to grab the wheel, I punched him in the stomach with the side of my fist. 
 
   He hunched over, releasing a puff of air. “Syd, this isn’t your car, and it’s not Mom’s car.”
 
   I gave him a long, withering stare and shifted the car into a higher gear. “Well, he’s so keen to drive my truck, so I thought a little swap would be okay. There’s a homeless camp down on Ninth Avenue, right?” I yanked the wheel toward downtown. 
 
   “Syd, please. You’re ruining this for me.” He cradled his head in his hands, lowering his elbows to his knees. “I’m going to throw up.” 
 
   I slammed on the breaks and pulled into a parking spot along the road. “What are you thinking, Jack? Really? Sending some asshole in to get the keys for my truck. What the hell do you need it for anyway?” 
 
   He hesitated, so I knew it was bad. “To pick up some kegs.”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “He doesn’t want to put them in the Porsche because it’s raining out. It will ruin his interior. Please, please, Syd. I just want to fit in with the team. You know it’s hard for me to make friends.”
 
   Shutting my eyes, I leaned back against the seat. 
 
   Jack Porter, star athlete and possibly the most awkward boy I’d ever known. He couldn’t keep his mouth shut, which was why he didn’t know about Sunday Lane. His awkwardness only tripled when a female was within a ten-foot radius. He didn’t even have to see her. It was like his body sensed estrogen and folded in on itself. We Porter kids made quite the team. 
 
   But giving into the wants and needs of Gray Peters wasn’t an option. I wouldn’t do it—ever—not even for Jack. Besides, he needed to learn how to make friends without bartering or he’d be screwed his whole life.
 
   “Not going to happen, Jack.”
 
   He let out an infuriated growl. “Then how the hell are we going to get the kegs, Syd? You have a better idea?”
 
   I smiled and hit the automatic roof button. The panels slid off, and sheets of rain dumped into the car like God was tossing buckets, drenching us both. Jack’s eyes pleaded with me, but he didn’t make a sound. I would have driven it through a car wash if I had more time, maybe dropped it in the river, but I had to be back in four minutes. 
 
   Pulling the car out, I circled the block a few times, collecting as much rain as I could. A huge puddle had pooled to one side of the uneven road, and I sped through it. An ocean of oily, dirty water crashed over Jack, hitting us both. He lifted his arms shaking off. I just laughed my ass off. 
 
   Before I turned the block to the club, I stopped in front of Rico’s, a gut rot Mexican food truck. 
 
   “Trash,” I yelled at Rico, hopping out of the car. I slapped Jack’s hand away from the ignition and pulled the keys. “Don’t move a muscle.”
 
   Rico gave me a confused look but pointed to a large can of half-consumed bean burritos, red rice, and sticky orange soda. His mouth dropped open with sheer amazement when I rocked the can toward the back of the car.
 
   “No, Sydney. NO,” Jack yelled from the passenger seat. 
 
   “Rico, come help.” 
 
   At five-foot-four, I couldn’t tip the can myself. 
 
   “Or you’ll be next,” I threatened. 
 
   Rico stepped out of the truck and helped me lift the can over the side of the car, dumping it all over the backseat. It covered most of it but I was still unimpressed with the damage. So I grabbed several partially drank bottles of soda and poured them over the seats. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Jack screamed.
 
   “Stop playing follow-the-leader, Jack,” I yelled back at him just before dumping half a bottle on his head. 
 
   Rico snapped pictures from the sidewalk and laughed. 
 
   “Destroy those pictures, Rico.” 
 
   Rico immediately dropped his head and went to work punching buttons. 
 
   When we turned the corner, Peters furiously paced the sidewalk while Snake leaned against the club door. Peters’s phone was up to his ear, and he looked ready to detonate. 
 
   His hand dropped along with his jaw when he saw us coming. 
 
   “What the fuck!” he screamed.
 
   Snake still sported those aviators, and I caught a small smile on his face. Jack just sat there like rigor mortis had already set in. He knew he was dead meat. 
 
   I hopped out of the car and threw a speechless Peters the keys. “Not a scratch on her, Peters, and look.” I waved my hands over the now open top. “I solved your keg transportation dilemma, and you have a midnight snack.”
 
    Flipping him the bird, I brushed past Snake and toward the club door. 
 
   “Now you can scream my name, asshole!” I yelled without turning back. 
 
   Stepping into the club, I was dripping through to my bones, and it was awesome. 
 
   “Hi, Nick,” I said, passing the bar.
 
   He looked up, surprised, but slow and steady, he said, “Hey.” 
 
   The shock of me speaking to Nick would sink in later, but for now, I felt victorious taking that stage.
 
   “I’m fucking back,” I yelled into the mic, and the crowd cheered as I faded into an adrenaline-infused track. 
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   I put Jack through hell for a week. He detailed my car. He cleaned up the puke after our kegger. He went on unwarranted runs for ice. Every time, I’d tell him we only needed one bag, and he’d come back with one bag. Then I’d tell him we needed one more bag, but just one. This got old after fifty times. 
 
   I know what his sister did wasn’t his fault, but he was spineless around her. He needed to grow a pair of balls. I was more upset about that than the fact the bitch ruined my leather.
 
   The guys thought it was a simple hazing. They didn’t question my methods or the why, and I didn’t tell them about Sydney. Jack was smart enough and didn’t say a thing either. He knew I would have been harassed for weeks, and shit rolls downhill. 
 
   I lay back on my mattress, plotting my revenge. 
 
   If Sydney Porter thought this would be swept under the rug, she had another thing coming. I wanted to slap that sassy look off her face when she threw those keys at me. Of course, I was in shock, and Snake (could a bouncer’s name be any more cliché) was right behind me, out for blood. And she was wet, her tank like a second skin, showing off two teardrop-shaped breasts, nipples erect, so naturally, my body betrayed me with wood. 
 
   Letting out an infuriated sigh, I leaned back into the mattress. A smaller whimper came from my waistband, where Tina—or Tiffany… or who the fuck cares—was sucking me dry. 
 
   “Baby, you taste good,” she murmured, taking a break to stroke me. 
 
   I didn’t feel a thing. Sex had been replaced with rage. 
 
   “Get up,” I said softly, pushing her shoulders. She looked at me like I’d just told her to jump off a building. “I’m too tired tonight, Tin—”
 
   “Theresa,” she snapped, wiping a hand across her mouth. “It’s Theresa, you ass, and it didn’t taste good. It never does. Sunday Lane was right. You boys are all the same! Just a hoard of disease-riddled amoebas slithering around campus trying to get your next fix!”
 
   Sunday who? Must be a new cheerleader.
 
    “Slithering amoebas? Never listen to girls named after weekdays, Theresa,” I teased.  Theresa slapped me on the thigh and scowled. Before she could continue her rant I broke in, “Us boys are all the same yet you continue to give blowjobs, Theresa. Maybe you should take a long, hard look at yourself in the mirror and ask, ‘Why do I continue to give head?’ and maybe you’ll figure out, like all the rest of the cheerleading squad, you were born to do it, and that’s your fate in life. To suck a quarterback’s dick.” 
 
   She threw my Nikes at me and huffed out of the room. 
 
   Okay, I guess that was a little mean, but Sydney Porter was invading my thoughts to the point I couldn’t even enjoy Theresa. 
 
   Pants still down, I grabbed my phone and sent Jack a text.
 
   Peters: What’s Sydney’s phone number?
 
   Two minutes later, because I’d kick his ass if it were three, Jack replied.
 
   Porter: Why? You don’t want to go there, man. She has no limits. None. Zero.
 
   Peters: Just give me the number.
 
   Jack sent back a series of numbers with a sad face emoji after. 
 
   Peters: Stop acting like a pussy, Porter. No one respects weakness. 
 
   No text back. He got the point.
 
   My first inclination was to send her a nasty message. A death threat or tell her she’s ugly, something like that, but that would be Gray Peters in the third grade. Twenty-one-year-old Gray Peters, I’d like to think, was more calculating. He could play the long game to prolong the pain. 
 
   I thought briefly about asking Jack to do some recon, but if she caught him, he’d cave. He couldn’t be trusted. Not in his fragile state. Guy snooped in her room and only came out with a vibrator and her diary. I would’ve had major dirt if I had a sister. Serious where-the-dead-bodies-are-buried kind of dirt. 
 
   I smiled thinking about that little pansy roaming around her room, cracking open her diary. It was probably pink with a heart locket, all innocent on the outside but revealed her dark secrets on the inside. I actually chuckled out loud when I remembered her diary passage was about the guy she had sex with two years ago. 
 
   Probably me. 
 
   What did Jack say? I was messy… no, sloppy. Sloppy and arrogant in bed. What a liar. Oh yeah, couldn’t keep it up for longer than two minutes. I’d never been accused of that. 
 
   Two years ago, she’d shown up with her friends. They were staying in the guest rooms at the athletic dorm. She had this little dress on—blue, like a dark blue. It clung to her hips, bringing every guy’s dick to attention. I remember that much. Our floor had a party and there was drinking. Lots of Jungle Juice, because I remember suffering through some serious heartburn at practice the next day. 
 
   She looked way different at the time. No sloppy flannels and ugly hats, but she did have that tattoo on her neck, and as soon as I saw it I wanted to lick it off or die trying. She complained about the music a lot. Which made sense now that she was the ever-so-picky Sinister. Jesus, that name. 
 
   Somehow we ended up in my dorm room. I made sure she was eighteen, by the way. I’m no fool. I had my college ball career and NFL hopes on the line. 
 
   We started off slow. I even played the guitar for her. That was kind of a douchebag move, but hell, I was nineteen. Then we ended up having sex. Yes, there was heavy panting, and yes, she screamed out my name. She was tight and she didn’t shave all the way like other girls, so it was smooth down there, soft. Not like grinding against sandpaper. 
 
   Her breasts were perfect, heavy at the bottom but still fell flat against her chest, enough there to peek over the side of her narrow frame. She purred, and her thighs were soft, her ass perky. Great for gripping and pushing her up against a dorm headboard, and her—
 
   “The fuck are you doing?” Chance snickered from my open door. When the hell did the door open? “You’re sitting on your bed, phone in one hand and your dick in the other.”
 
   Shit. I didn’t even realize I was stroking myself. I wasn’t embarrassed about getting caught. I was more horrified I was thinking about Sinister. 
 
   Grabbing my sheet, I tugged it around my waist.
 
   “Who are you sexting with? Wasn’t Theresa just in here? I want that number if you’re willing to toss her out for phone sex.”
 
   Before I could react, Chance swiped the phone from my hand. “Oh hell, you’re texting Jack Porter? What the fuck, man?”
 
   I threw one of my Nikes, which Theresa had kindly chucked at my head, at Chance. “I was not, asshole. I will ruin you if you start spreading rumors.”
 
   “You’re taking this hazing thing to a whole new level if you’ve enlisted a fluffer.” He let out a short laugh and tossed the phone back. “Get your ass up. We have practice in twenty.” 
 
   “It’s Sunday,” I murmured, ignoring his fluffer comment. “Which one of you assholes knows the most about cars?”
 
   “Fernando. Remember, his dad’s a mechanic.” 
 
   “Good, tell him to meet me in the living room.”
 
   I still had some major long-term planning to do for Sydney “Sinister” Porter, but I wasn’t going to miss the chance to mess with her in the meantime.
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    “Motherfucker,” I yelled, bursting back through the club doors. All the patrons were gone, and it was just Snake, Nick, and Molly cleaning up. I sidled up to the bar and searched my bag. Before I pulled out my phone, a beer plopped down in front of me. 
 
   Nick stood behind it with a knowing smile. “Peters?” he asked, wiping out a row of bar glasses.
 
   “Probably.” I took a sip. 
 
   No one cared I was underage. At least not while the bar was closed. I guess they were getting used to me. Even Molly warmed up a little. 
 
   “All my tires are missing.”
 
   Nick shook his head and bit down on a laugh.
 
   “It’s okay to laugh at me. I’d probably laugh if it happened to you.”
 
   “That’s nice to know.” 
 
   As he turned to replace the glasses, I glanced down at his ass. It was perfect. When I raised my eyes, he was looking at me in the mirror behind the bar. 
 
   Crap, I’d been caught.
 
   “You a lesbian, Sydney?” His tone was cool, like he asked that question all the time. 
 
   Unfortunately, I created more work for him because I spat my sip of beer all over the bar top. 
 
   “What? Why would you ask that?” 
 
   There’s nothing wrong with being a lesbian. I just wasn’t expecting that question from Nick.
 
   He chuckled under his breath. “Peters said you were.”
 
    “Peters would say I’m a she-male if he thought it could do some damage.”
 
   “Why do you hate him so much?” 
 
   I hesitated. Is Nick a closet football fan? Is he a secret spy for Peters? 
 
   “No reason.” Rolling my finger along the rim of my glass, I expected a note to rise like it was Mom’s crystal. I made a mental note to pull a glass rim track. It would work nicely with a dull tune, kick drum, maybe over a tra—
 
   “Good job tonight.” Nick’s voice cut through my creative process, which would have normally irritated me if he wasn’t so cute and his voice didn’t roll through my ears like velvet. 
 
   I felt a burn on my cheeks. “Thanks.”
 
   “I especially liked the last one.” He leaned in close and looked to make sure Molly and Snake were out of earshot. “You’re too good for the SpaceRoom. I know a dozen other club owners who would claw their eyes out just for you to mix there.” 
 
   What I wanted to say was, then I couldn’t see your beautiful face. Instead, it came out like this. “SpaceRoom’s oaky.”
 
   He furrowed his brows. “Oaky? Is that code for something?”
 
   “Sorry, I meant okay. The SpaceRoom is just my speed right now. I’ve got a lot on my plate. You know with school and other stuff. Plus, I feel like I’m building a loyal fan base. Drunk Earl is here every Sunday. He breaks out of the nursing home just to dance.” 
 
   Earl was eighty-two and without fail, he arrived at ten and drank hot totties all night. 
 
   “Earl’s here because you’re cute.” 
 
   What? Instantly, blood rushed to my ears as I processed his words. 
 
   “Oh, you’re right. Couldn’t be the music.” 
 
   “Sorry, Sydney. I didn’t mean you weren’t talented. You are. Shit. I’m jealous. I just meant there’s other stuff people like about you. Stuff beyond Sinister.” 
 
   When I looked up, his throat was one long flame. He was embarrassed. 
 
   I did that. 
 
   Pride oozed from every pore on my body. I was about to celebrate—internally, of course—when I remembered my current sucky situation.
 
   “Do you have that list back there? The one with the taxi information?” I glanced over to Snake. “I have to leave my truck here overnight. Don’t have it towed, okay?”
 
   Snake grunted.
 
   “I’ll take you home,” Nick said, wrapping plastic over a container of sliced fruit.
 
   Alert the press. Bartender Nick just offered to take me home. Nick was willingly allowing his unofficial, yet official, stalker to ride on his Harley.
 
   “I can’t put my gear on your bike,” I said in a crushed voice. 
 
   “Who said I rode a bike? I have the black Camry out front.” 
 
   Shit. Shit. Double-shit. I forgot the Harley only existed in Sydney’s fantasy world. A Camry was decidedly less cool. Oh God, here it came, the mystery of Bartender Nick would burn to ashes the more he told me about himself. 
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   To keep it as enigmatic as possible, I said nothing on the car ride home. Nick also said nothing. It was perfect. I could go right on being delusional. 
 
   When we arrived at my dorm, Nick hopped out and helped me carry my gear. 
 
   My roommate Allison was pretending to read when I opened the door. I saw her blond head peek out through the window when we pulled up, and she didn’t read Groove Music: The Art and Culture of the Hip Hop DJ. That’s my book.
 
   “Picking up a new hobby?” I asked, shaking my head at her. 
 
   Nick set down my mixer. I covered it with a towel and pushed it underneath my bed. 
 
   “Oh, just thought I’d get into the mind of Sinister,” she said, molesting Nick with her eyes. “Want to know all about my roomie, including her friends. Hi there. I’m Allison. Sydney and I are practically sisters.”
 
   Allison was five feet nine with a willowy frame and light features. I’m five feet four with curves and wavy dark hair.
 
   I snickered. “Yeah, can’t you see the resemblance, Nick? When I first met her, I was like, ‘Am I looking into a mirror?’ Then I had to pinch my reflection, and that’s how she got that mole on her face.”
 
   Allison had a microscopic birthmark on her face. It wasn’t noticeable at all, but she complained and called attention to it all the time. Her face went red as she stroked her cheek.
 
   “Could’ve fooled me. You’re both beautiful.”
 
   Okay, now both Allison and I looked like we’d been in a tanning booth too long. 
 
   “See you Sunday?” He raised an eyebrow, then added, “DJ Sinister.” 
 
   I nodded as he gave me a borderline sexy smile and left the room.
 
   Not two seconds passed before Allison attacked me like a tigress. “Who was that? And, oh my God, you’re such a slut bringing up my mole.” She examined her tiny mark in the mirror. 
 
   “Nick. He’s a bartender at SpaceRoom.” I flopped down on my twin bed and cursed under my breath. My truck has no tires. Whipping out my phone, I sent Jack a text.
 
   Syd: Where are they, Dimebag?
 
   Jack: What are you talking about?
 
   Syd: My f’n tires.
 
   Jack: I don’t know what you’re talking about. You can go to hell. As far as I’m concerned, I have no sister. I’m changing my phone number. Stay out of my life.
 
   I had to laugh. Peters’s influence had reached a breaking point with Jack. No doubt Peters had been ranting about me all week, and now he’d turned Jack against me.
 
   Syd: No can do, asshole. Like it or not, we’re in this together. Love you… Sweet dreams. 
 
   “So,” Allison said with an unnerving swagger in her tone. “As you know, I’m in the middle of rush.”
 
   I groaned. Who didn’t know Allison was in the middle of rush? She’d announced it to everyone on the floor, in the cafeteria, and I’m pretty sure I heard her on a megaphone outside. 
 
   Pink and what I referred to as white, quickly corrected by Allison as cream, had invaded every inch of our living quarters for the past two weeks. 
 
   “So part of my ‘Kappa Delta Challenge’”—Yes, people, she did air quotes and squealed—“is the entertainment portion for an upcoming mixer.” 
 
   I waited for her to finish, but the word entertainment left a boulder in my chest. 
 
   She flipped on her stomach, dropped my book, and batted her freakishly long eyelashes.
 
   “That move only works on boys,” I said, lying to face the ceiling. “Stupid boys.”
 
   She laughed. It was supposed to come across as a smooth butter-her-up laugh, but it rang in my ears as a let’s-go-meet-Satan-down-the-hall laugh. 
 
   “Stop.” I held out a palm before she could ruin my Nick-related elation. “No.”
 
   “Sydney,” she wailed. It came out long and groaning. “Please, please, please.” 
 
   “No.” I kicked off my shoes and turned on my side.
 
   “Six hundred,” she said softly, like a seductress, into my ear. “Would six hundred Benjamins pique your interest?” 
 
   I faced her. “Yes, Allison, sixty thousand dollars would pique my interest. Sign me up.” 
 
   Her eyebrows furrowed and she grabbed her wallet. Pulling out a one-dollar bill, she stared down at the face. “Oh,” she said thoughtfully, “I meant would six hundred Washingtons do the trick?” 
 
   I closed my eyes and laughed. “No more hip-hop DJ books for you, sweetheart.”
 
   “Come on, please. I know you’re good. I’ve heard those mixes you play while you’re getting dressed.” She sank down to her knees. It was a pathetic scene really. I wish you could’ve seen it. “I really want to be a Kappa Delta, and they are bitches… forcing my hand with this one. They want me to fail.”
 
   I sat upright and stared down at this mess of a woman. “So you want to be a part of a group of bitches whose end goal is to see you fail?” 
 
   She nodded enthusiastically. 
 
   I thought back on my friends. I’d left them all behind to find jobs after community college. I didn’t really know anyone here yet, with the exception of Allison and Brian. Friends did favors, right?
 
   “Just buy me a new set of tires and we’re even,” I said, promising to kick my own ass later. 
 
   Allison squealed, jumped up, and threw her stick-figure arms around me. “You’re the best. Can you play Jack Johnson? Because the girls really love that song about bananas and pancakes.” 
 
   I closed my eyes. “You want me to work Jack Johnson into a remix?”
 
   “Even better, you can do that mix thing. It will be awesome.”
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   “What should I do with those tires?” 
 
   I slammed my locker shut and tore the towel from around my waist. We’d just had a rough practice, and everyone’s spirits were on edge. Coach double-drilled us, surprising us with a five o’clock practice in the morning. 
 
   Leaning against the cool metal locker, I let the wave of soreness take root in my muscles. “Toss them off a bridge,” I near-whispered, looking around for Jack. “I don’t know. Just get rid of them.”
 
   Fernando frowned. When an offensive lineman comes at you with anything less than a smile, that’s trouble with a capital T.
 
   “They’re good tires, Peters.” His voice was grave, as if we were discussing a major business transaction we could both lose our shirts on. “I mean, plenty of tread left in them. Winter ready.”
 
   “You’re saying this like I should give a shit.” I slumped down on the wooden bench and yanked on my boxers. Fernando sank down beside me. 
 
   “They’re expensive. Almost a thousand bucks to replace them.”
 
   “So sell them if you want.” I pulled on my shoes, delivering a pointed glare. “I don’t care.”
 
   “I just feel bad,” he said quietly, lightly fingering the crucifix hanging from his neck. 
 
   Great. I forgot he was Catholic. Catholics always felt guilty. 
 
   “Don’t,” I snapped, irritated with this whole conversation. “She’s a bitch and she deserved it.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   He knew I wouldn’t answer that question. 
 
   I let out a heavy sigh. “Fine, put them in the doghouse garage. Cover them up with a blanket, though.” I didn’t need Jack running into them when I sent him to the garage for beer. 
 
   Grabbing my phone from my duffel, I noticed I’d missed a very important text. 
 
   Bitch: Thanks for the message, Ms. Douglas. I placed my schedule in the folder outside your office. 
 
   A wide smile spread across my face. Phase one of Operation Ruin Sinister had been accomplished. 
 
   I’d sent her a text earlier under the guise of our flighty campus counselor, Delores Douglas. Everyone knew she constantly screwed up students’ schedules, so I’d hoped Sydney was privy to that information. The anonymous bait text said:
 
   Unknown: Good Morning. This is Ms. Delores Douglas. I apologize in advance for this inconvenience. There has been a glitch in the campus server, and if you have received this message, I would appreciate you supplying me a copy of your current semester schedule. Please leave it in the yellow folder in front of my office with your name clearly printed at the top. Thank you.
 
   Hey, I thought that sounded legit. Just to stack the deck against her, I sent the message to a couple cheerleaders and four of my random buddies from campus (non-football related). Someone had mentioned Ms. Douglas was at a seminar this week, so I knew no one would grab the schedules. No one but me. 
 
   Hightailing across campus, I made my way to the administration building and peeled off down one of the lesser-used hallways. Ms. Douglas’s office was in an isolated part of the building. Other professors wanted to avoid run-ins with their students, so they forced the guidance counselor to a vacant wing. 
 
   Before turning the corner, I heard Sydney’s voice. What is she still doing here? 
 
   “No, Allison, I refuse to DJ on a pink tablecloth. What is this, a baby shower? Should I play Yo Gabba Gabba for your sorority sisters?” 
 
   Peering around the corner, I could see Sydney on her cell, pacing in front of Ms. Douglas’s door. She walked to the folder I’d set out earlier today and flipped through the other envelopes. 
 
   Nosy, Sinister.
 
   “What? And a big hell no, Allison. I will not wear pink and cream. You don’t dictate my clothing. … I don’t dress like a boy. …. Who cares if I wear makeup? Isn’t the point for you to get laid, not me? …. I don’t care if you add an extra hundred. I won’t be bought out like some hooker. … Hundred and fifty? Okay, fine, we have a deal.” 
 
   I sagged back against the wall, muffling my laughter. If this were an alternate universe, I’d think Sydney and I would get along just fine. Both stubborn with evil tendencies. This thought, which came out of left field, made me shudder. Sydney Porter had declared war by ruining my Porsche. No mercy would be given. 
 
   Heels clicked up the hallway, and I hid in a shadowy alcove. After waiting a minute, in the event she was waiting to lunge at me with a vinyl record shard, I rounded the corner toward Ms. Douglas’s office.
 
   My plan was to tear the folder off the wall with the stealth of a ninja, but since it took me three tugs and I ripped a piece of paint up with it, I was pretty sure the scene was much more suave in my mind. 
 
   Once in the peaceful familiarity my car—which, thanks to Sinister, now smelled like musty tacos and had stains like a toddler peed all over it—I rummaged through the envelopes until I found one clearly marked Sydney Porter in perfect writing, because that’s what Ms. Douglas (wink-wink) asked for. 
 
   Dear Ms. Douglas,
 
   Let me start by stating my concern with the lack of security related to classified files at Northern. 
 
   What a turd.
 
   I think it would be wise to reassess your organizational protocol, or if this is truly software-related, reassess your choice of IT contractors. Despite this breach of confidentiality, I will oblige your request with my semester schedule provided below. Please call me when you receive this so we can discuss the university’s shortcomings and my disappointment in greater detail.
 
   Sincerely, 
 
   Sydney Porter (Junior – Communications Major) 
 
   Schedule is as follows:
 
   M/W 10-12PM: 306 Graphic Design, Communications Building - Prof. Thomas
 
   M/W 1-3PM: 302 Sexual Evolution, Anthropology Building - Prof. Gratis
 
   Mental note to add that one to my second semester schedule.
 
   T/Th 10-1PM: 304 Geology: Why it Matters (It doesn’t), Natural Science Building - Prof. Cahill
 
   T/Sun 5-9PM: Elective (Don’t ask, don’t tell policy on this one),Communications Building - Prof. Sinister 
 
   Prof. Sinister? Don’t ask, don’t tell policy? I felt like I was in Vegas and had just hit the jackpot. That was my ticket. Today was Tuesday and it was already five. So she’d be in her mystery elective. 
 
   Crossing campus, I tried to keep a low profile, but I was stopped twice by teammates and three times by chicks wondering where I was going. I never understood why people asked that when you’re obviously in a hurry. It’s nosy. Sometimes, I want to tell them I just ate a bean burrito and had a gambler coming on (side note: gambler is a sudden urge to use the restroom for an unsavory purpose. It’s a gamble because the odds aren’t great you’re going to make it in time). 
 
   In the communications building, I stood in front of the map, scoping out the layout. Classes didn’t usually extend after five at night, so the odds of roaming the halls and finding it were probably good. Unfortunately, when it comes to the suffocating walls of campus, I have little patience, so maybe staring at it some more would help. 
 
   “Can I help you?” A sweet voice came from behind me, and I whipped around. A full-figured girl with mousy brown hair and glasses approached my side. Hey, I wasn’t going to judge. I like a little meat in my hands. 
 
   “Yes, sugar.” Suddenly, I had a southern accent. Too many Matthew McConaughey movies. I almost started with, “All right, all right, all right.” She blushed, so my confidence in my southern drawl grew. “I know there’s a class here from five to nine, but I don’t have the actual room number. Can you help me out?”
 
   She peered up at the building layout as if she were analyzing a murder scene. Closing one eye, she dragged her finger over the glass-encased map. Next, she swung her eyes to the building’s wall-mounted clock. Then she nodded, a knowing nod, as if the killer had been in front of us the entire time.
 
   “No classes right now,” she said, eyes scanning my body while deep in thought. “But the radio station is at the top level. It runs twenty-four hours.” 
 
   “What station?”
 
   “Duh, the campus radio station, KRUZ 97.4.” She said it like I was the last person on earth to hear this news. “It’s a pretty good station. Right now is the Sunday Lane segment. She’s hilarious.”
 
   “Sunday Lane?” 
 
   “Yeah. Didn’t you notice half of the girls on campus were braless on Monday? She had a convincing hour-long segment on how bras were created by sadistic men. Men from the same genetic line who pressured Chinese women to bind their feet.” 
 
   Now that she mentioned it, I did notice that. Chance did too. He’d managed to turn the air-conditioning up in the Chemistry building just so he could find out who had the best nipples. Bailey Jenkins won ‘hands down’ he’d said. 
 
   Giving her a wide smile, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders. She trembled under the weight of my bicep, and I couldn’t help but let out an evil cackle. “Thank you. Thank you so very much. You’ve just made my day, darlin’.”
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   Mirrors are cruel inventions, aren’t they? 
 
   When I was younger, my mother would take me shopping, and I’d try on clothes in the stall with the most flattering mirror and the least amount of light. No one should look at you under fluorescent lights. Let me repeat myself: NO ONE. But every so often, you’d find that magic mirror, like it belonged in a fun house or something. It wasn’t the one that made you look like your head was about explode. It wasn’t the one showing hips that could cross continents. It was the one that made you look perfect. Or what you thought was as perfect as you can get.
 
   “You look awesome!” Allison squealed, standing behind me in the mirror. 
 
   Yes, I pretty much qualified as a prostitute at this point—pimping out my soul for budget tires. At least that extra hundred and fifty ensured they wouldn’t blow up in the next three weeks, but by that time, I would have my old ones back. 
 
   During my official investigation, I determined my tire thief had less than three minutes in the parking lot and acted solo—although, without question, for Evil Lord Peters.
 
   1. Snake patrolled the parking lot every five minutes, and through a series of unintelligible Morse code grunts, he informed me my truck was in the parking lot with all four tires three and a half minutes prior to my discovery (calculation as follows: one mmph = 1 minute, one ugh = 0.5 minutes).
 
   2. Only one person could have removed the tires. You could hula-hoop down the middle of the parking lot without triggering the motion-sensitive light. However, if you were to hula-hoop just as a cockroach scuttled across, the lights would blaze like the Superdome. Without fail, any time the light popped on, Snake poked his head out the alleyway door to survey the scene. 
 
   My conclusion: the perp was experienced, nimble-fingered, and strong enough to toss massive tires in his car like plastic Frisbees. 
 
   Enter Jack.
 
   I’d managed to swindle Jack into a white-flag-of-surrender lunch. Boy ate Chinese like it was going out of style. But really, we needed to discuss the upcoming earth-swallowing event that was “Mom’s weekend.” Mom had been texting every thirty-six minutes, asking about it, and I wanted to be sure Jack was getting the same death threats. He was.
 
   Earlier, Jack claimed ignorance about the tire theft. So I tricked him in a roundabout way, which he should have picked up on considering that’s how I’d conned half his Halloween candy until he was twelve. Some people never learn. But that’s when Jack dropped the F-bomb (Fernando Cruz). 
 
   “Jack,” I’d said in a low purr. “My car is having trouble. It’s rattling. At first, I thought it was the bag of Skittles I’d spilled into the dash vent last month, but it’s been worse over the last week. Do you know of any experienced, reliable mechanics in town?” Eyelashes batted.
 
   “No,” he’d mumbled through a pile of moo shu pork. 
 
   Then a light bulb clicked over his head. Well, the restaurant owner clicked a physical light bulb over our heads, then yelled at us in Chinese. But anyways, there was a metaphoric light bulb as well.
 
   “Hey, yeah.” He looked up with glossy, MSG-infused eyes. “Fernando’s dad is a mechanic. He knows a lot about rigs. I can ask him for you,” he replied thoughtfully as he destroyed a plate of crab rangoons.
 
   I waved him off like it ain’t no thing. “Don’t worry, Jack. I’ll figure it out.” 
 
   Fernando Cruz was next on my hit list. This was in my Kill Bill fantasy of course, but I would never be caught dead in yellow spandex. 
 
   Back to my current situation. 
 
   Here I was, an hour before the gig from hell, in a dress. Hell hath frozen over. DJ Sinister was in a dress. 
 
   Allison chose it. It wasn’t pink or cream. After an hour of threats and fighting, she’d allowed me to wear black. It was slinky, and I knew I was going to sweat right through it. A low-cut V plunged down the front, showing off the girls, which I fought her over. Somehow she won after dulling my senses with her rancid perfume. I wanted to wear a sports bra. They’re so much more comfortable, right? But she was my pimp for the night. God (mentally on my knees), if I can just get through this night, I’ll come to church. On Christmas. Every fifteen years. For the next fifteen years. So once. 
 
   “No,” Allison said as she fervently paced the room, examining me. 
 
   It was obvious she was having an internal argument I wasn’t aware of. 
 
   “You look really good, and it shows off your piano tattoo. Like it looks really good.” She ran over to her dresser and grabbed a pearl necklace. “Here, slap this on.” 
 
   A snake of pearls hit my bare skin. 
 
   “Allison? A pearl necklace?” Pulling it off, I tossed it on her bed. “No way. That’s crossing the line. I’m the DJ, not a European debutante.”
 
   “Oh, about that.” Her voice softened and her eyes hit the floor. “I had to change your DJ name. Some of the girls think it’s crass.” 
 
   “Crass?” I threw my arms up in the air. “Half those girls give blowjobs for a living, and they think my set-in-stone DJ call is stupid?”
 
   “Not me,” Allison said on the verge of tears. “The chapter head did, so we just changed it up for the night. Just one night. I’m sorry.” 
 
   I shook my head, which was now fringed with soft curls. “Who’s the chapter head? Hitler?”
 
   “No, worse.” She shuddered under her baby-pink slip dress. “It’s Katharine DeSonna.” 
 
   Sinking down on her bed, Allison ran her fingers along the pearls. “She hates me. She’s terrible to me.” She looked up at me with those pitiful blue eyes. “I’m sorry, Syd. I really am.” 
 
   I gently patted her on the shoulder. “It’s fine, Allison. I’ll do you proud.” 
 
   This is just one night, right? I can do this. 
 
   “Baby girl got this.” Baby girl? Note to self, no more Real Housewives of Atlanta marathons. “What’s my name, then?”
 
   She wiped her eyes and smiled. “You’re DJ Lesbos.”
 
   If I had a mouth full of acid, she’d be Two-Face from Batman. “What the hell?”
 
   She shrugged her tiny shoulders. “It’s Greek Island themed. If it makes you feel better, I’m pledge Mykonos.” 
 
   “No, Allison,” I chastised, hands on hips to exaggerate my annoyance. “That does not make me feel better.” 
 
    [image: 4.16.2015.Line2.jpg] 
 
    
 
   Operation Do My Job and Get the Hell out of Dodge was in full effect. The Kappa Delta sorority house was a massive brick colonial with impressive landscaping and a suffocating air of snootiness. We were in their basement recreation room. As expected, tacky Greek columns plunged down from the ceilings, surrounding the room like a cage—I was a caged animal. 
 
   Fortunately, my table was in the corner, black tablecloth, and they’d sprung for decent amplifiers. After setting up my gear, I started a slow, steady beat. Just one track to invite the crowd inside. I felt like an old pervert at a middle school dance, watching the tweens roll into the room. Most of them were already drunk, so that helped. 
 
   Before I got into the groove, my phone buzzed across the table. 
 
   Unknown: Hey
 
   Syd: Who is this?
 
   Unknown: Oh, sorry. It’s Nick, from work.
 
   Yes, Nick from work, I know who you are. My pulse rose just typing the next text.
 
   Syd: Is tomorrow canceled or something?
 
   Nick (I’d just programmed him in my phone… in gold): No, just seeing what you’re up to.
 
   Syd: I’m in Hades right now.
 
   Nick: Hades?
 
   Syd: Greek hell. Literally, I’m on Greek row, doing a gig.
 
   Nick: Oh. Hope you don’t mind I swiped your number off the employee roster.
 
   I’d made it on the SpaceRoom employee roster? That was better than honor roll. I wanted a bumper sticker for my mom’s car: My Sinister made honor roll at the SpaceRoom.
 
   Syd: God no. It’s fine. 
 
   I was about to give him my social security number at this point.
 
   Nick: Are they accepting visitors?
 
   I looked up at the snooty crew growing across the room.
 
   Syd: Probably not. But they are accepting roadies *wink-wink*
 
   Nick: Okay, where?
 
   After typing out the location details, I was pretty close to being on cloud nine. No sooner had I whipped them out, when a tall brunette with a self-satisfied smile entered the room. She screamed bitch, which also meant she was Katharine DeSonna. She was disgustingly thin. A draft from a door shutting across campus could’ve blown her over. Her long, dark hair fell in loose curls down her shoulders, and her iridescent-blue eyes made my brown ones feel like pebbles of dung slapped into sockets. If there were ever a girl to make you feel like crap just by breathing the same air, it was this one. 
 
   She was followed by eleven meek girls, Allison included, with heads hung low. It pained me to see this. Allison was a sweet girl, maybe not the brightest, but she didn’t deserve to be treated like trash. I thought about the million ways I could fuck Katharine over tonight, but Allison’s pleading eyes infiltrated my brain. 
 
   Do this for Allison. That was my new mantra.
 
   Without pause, Queen Bee Katharine sashayed up to the DJ booth and gave me a onceover. Glancing over her shoulder at Allison, she said, “I thought we’d agreed she’d be in pink.”
 
   Allison trembled behind her like an abused animal. 
 
   “Sorry, I was in pink earlier, but I made a switch. Pink was the color my mother was buried in, and I can’t quite get over the image.” For dramatic effect, I looked down, wiping my forearm across my eyes.
 
   “Oh,” Katharine said, knowing anything she said after this would confirm she was Satan’s spawn. “That’s… umm… that’s fine.” 
 
   She waited until I raised my head. 
 
   “Well, I know we said Jack Johnson, but we really like Taylor Swift if you could fit that in.” She crossed her arms, wearing a smirk.
 
   I saluted. “Yes, ma’am. DJ Lesbos is on the job.” 
 
   A few snickers arose from behind her.
 
   “Yes,” she replied, and I felt another judgmental stare, but then she turned, distracted by someone lingering in the doorway. “There you are. Girls, this is my date, Gray Peters.”
 
   A vinyl scratched to a halt (in my mind of course), and I looked over at the ever-so-arrogant face of Gray Peters. 
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   Katharine’s arms were wider than the Pacific Ocean when she pulled me in for a hug. I couldn’t focus on her. I was here for one reason only: ruin DJ Sinister’s night. Oh, whoops, I mean DJ Lesbos’s night (yes, I suggested that to Katharine). 
 
    Katharine was a tool—on all levels. She was a jerk, and I’d use her like a crowbar to tear Sinister apart if I could. A little known secret: I was repulsed by these gutless sorority types. The girls I slept with were usually GDIs (Goddamn Independents). I found them more refreshing and adventurous. Less need to define relationships or get pinned, whatever that meant. 
 
   After overhearing Sydney’s phone conversation, it became my mission to get to this party. So I made a few calls and got myself on the VIP list, but I forced the guys to come with me. I couldn’t sit in the corner, listening to Katharine’s bullshit all night. 
 
   To be completely honest, I was a little pissed at Katharine. She might have changed her name for the night, but DJ wasn’t in pink. She was in a slinky black dress, and for some unknown reason, I checked the eyes of every male in the room, satisfied their gazes were on the bimbos in front of them. If anyone was going to mess with her tonight, it would be me.
 
   Sydney’s gaze flew to me with the sharpness of a thousand knives. Nearly snarling like a rabid dog, she dumped one track over another. A husky voice billowed over a slow beat. It was highly sexual. Heavy breathing. Panting. Then a beautiful lull engulfed the crowd. 
 
   Now all eyes were on the DJ, but she was looking down. The moment Katharine turned to look at me, Sydney flipped her the bird. The line of girls behind Katharine chuckled, glancing at Sydney with brief admiration. 
 
   Adding a light piano track to the mix, she faded completely into a fast beat, taking the room into dance mode. The girls squealed, obviously recognizing a part of the song, and grabbed onto one another. In less than two seconds, she’d taken them from zombies to vibrant.
 
   The girls surrounded the DJ booth in a semicircle, pumping their fists in the air. She looked at them with a beaming smile and picked up a pair of headphones. Covering one ear, she nodded to the beat. Then she kicked it up to nuclear. It was magic, and I hated her for it. Everyone was on the floor but me. I was stubbornly leaning against the cheap fake Greek column in the corner. 
 
   “Come on.” Katharine grabbed my arm, trying to pull me onto the dance floor. “Let’s dance.” 
 
   I shook my head. It would make Sinister’s day if I actually enjoyed her music. “Waiting for my boys.” 
 
   Katharine bobbed to the music, regarding DJ Lesbos with honest respect. “She’s good. Like really fucking good.”
 
   “She’s all right,” I said, crossing my arms as Katharine left my side to join her friends. I would do everything within my power to stay off the dance floor. 
 
   Not two seconds later, Sinister popped up her head, looked at me, and pressed a button. “Oh my God, is that Gray Peters? He’s got the clap. Everyone clap,” resonated through the speakers. 
 
   It was her voice as a sound effect, in a high-pitched tone mocking sorority girls nationwide. Bitch must have practiced hoping I’d show my face. 
 
   Every eye turned on me as I stood sulking in the corner. Then they all lifted their hands in the air and clapped. I was in hell. Sydney smirked and moved her chin from side to side to show me what’s up, then raised her tiny fist when a new hard beat broke up the slower one. All the girls shrieked as it entered a Taylor Swift song (don’t ask how I knew that). 
 
   A blonde I could only assume was the elusive Allison, came around her booth and gave Sydney a hug. Blondie looked so relieved, and I was reminded how hard Katharine was on the pledges.
 
   Sydney slid off her earphones and placed them on the girl’s head. Then she stood behind her, showing her how to use the crossfade and track buttons. There was a huge build. Then at just the right moment, Sydney swiped the girl’s hand over a bar. The song was joined by an earth-shattering beat that knocked the crowd to their knees. 
 
   The girl looked so happy. It was crushing. Then Sydney raised her hands in the air and twisted next to her friend as a woman’s voice rang over the speaker in a sexy melodic tone. The same woman that started the song. The words “you never said good-bye” pulsed through the speakers, causing another ridiculous uproar. 
 
   “Okay, we’re here.” Annoyed grunts came from behind me, and I turned to find my boys.
 
   I’d made sure Katharine invited Jack, Fernando, and Chance. Jack was going to get drunk tonight, although he didn’t know it yet. If I knew anything about Sydney, she was protective of her little brother. Him getting drunk before her very eyes would set her off. As if on cue, Sydney’s eyes fell on Jack, then shot to mine, where I was sure to give her a smug grin. 
 
   She looked so different tonight, with makeup and her hair curled. She could have stepped right into this sorority and ended Katharine’s evil reign. I hated to admit it, but she was ten times prettier than these girls. Mainly because of the disgusting confidence wafting from her with every swipe over the crossfade. While all these other girls, Katharine included, fought for adulation from the men in the room, Sydney was happy dancing by herself, not giving a crap.
 
   She was out of her usual baggy little kid clothes that hid her figure. In that black dress, she was all curves, undulating hills of soft skin. A bit of cleavage fell along the cut of her dress, showing off her breasts. The lights above the booth emphasized their roundness and the sweat gleaming from them rivaled the images in Chance’s porn magazines. Damn. 
 
   “What the hell, man?” Jack’s voice cut through my daze. “You didn’t tell me my sister would be here. This isn’t cool. She doesn’t like to see me drink.”
 
   Chance glanced down at my pants and shook his head. “Katharine works fast.” 
 
   Yes, my dick was at full attention. I said Sydney was a bitch, not hideous. 
 
   Ignoring Chance, I wrapped an arm around Jack’s shoulders. “Be cool, Jack. Does your sister tell you what to do?” I entered motivational speaker mode. “You’re a man, Jack. You work hard. You deserve to have fun. Get drunk for once. Come on.” 
 
   I sent Chance and Fernando a pointed stare, pressing them for backup. 
 
   “Yeah, Jack,” they said in unison. Then Chance added, “We all deserve to blow off a little steam. Get a drink. Get laid.” 
 
   I watched Jack scan the room full of vulnerable wannabe Greeks. 
 
   “She’s hot.” I pointed at Blondie standing next to Sydney. 
 
   “Yeah, that brunette’s smoking,” Chance said, following my finger. 
 
   “Chance, that’s my sister,” Jack snapped, sending him a death glare. Little tyke had bite when his sister was involved. 
 
   “Not her.” I guided Jack’s shoulders to face Blondie. “That one. She looks like she needs to be loved on tonight.” 
 
   Jack peered at me with a somewhat disgusted look. Even I was disgusted, but this was part of the game, and Jack was my pawn. 
 
   I’d spent the last few nights perusing the infamous Sunday Lane’s recorded podcasts. She was dangerously close to being exposed, but I needed to play my cards close to my vest. Sydney was the type of girl that if you said her dick was hanging out, she’d helicopter it just to spite you. She was crafty, and skill must be fought with skill. 
 
   As if Sydney Porter were reading my mind, and not in a good way, the blonde waltzed up to us with eyes locked on Jack. 
 
   She stopped in front of him, delivering a sexy smile. “Hi there. You’re cute.” With her finger, she touched the tip of his nose like he was kitten. 
 
   Right on cue, Jack melted under her azure eyes. “Hi,” he said nervously, wearing a smile so enormous it almost spilt his face in two. “I’m Jack Porter.” 
 
   Then he reached his hand out. She giggled and took it. Instead of kissing the back of it, a tried and true pick-up move, Jack gave her a hardy handshake. 
 
   From behind me, I heard Fernando and Chance chuckling.
 
   “Duh.” She threw back her head and laughed. “I know who you are. Everyone does. You’re the hottest player on the team. I’m Allison.”
 
   I shook my head, shooting Sydney an annoyed look. 
 
   Allison honed in on Jack like a cruise missile. “Honey, you look thirsty.” She wrapped an arm around his shoulders, and he went from nervous to close to pissing his slacks. “Let’s go get a drink.”
 
   Squeaking out a nearly inaudible noise, Jack disappeared with Allison into the crowd. She slid her hand down to grab his, and he actually skipped—the boy skipped across the floor. 
 
   Chance pointed to Sydney. “If that’s Jack’s sister, I’m about become best friends with Porter.” He started in her direction, and I held him back.
 
   “No. You’re not. She’s mine.” I gave him a cool stare, adding to the threat in my tone. “I mean, she’s mine to fuck with.” I corrected myself. “Take all the rest.” 
 
   “Okay.” Chance nodded, but it was a weird, slow nod, like he was piecing together a puzzle. 
 
   When Jack and Allison approached the DJ booth, Sydney gave Jack a hug and he wrapped his arms around her. It was almost touching—almost. 
 
   Then she put the earphones on Jack, placed Allison’s hand on the mixer, pointed to a couple of buttons, and charged toward us like a rhino. She brushed past me, smacking me hard in the arm, and stopped in front of Fernando.
 
   “Fernando, right?” 
 
   He nodded, eyes drifting to the side to avoid her Medusa gaze.
 
   Poking a finger into his thick chest, she said, “I better have my tires back by midnight or I’m calling the police. SpaceRoom has you on tape.” She glanced between me and the now scared shitless Fernando. “And you better fucking believe I’ll do it.” 
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   Dumbasses. All of them. 
 
   When I saw that oh-I’m-fucked look on Fernando’s face, I knew he was as good as guilty. He looked between Peters and me and about shit his pants.
 
   After locating the closest bathroom, I hovered over the toilet to pee. God knows what kinds of diseases these girls harbored. Their vaginas were just ships passing in the night, stopping to pick up every dirty sailor. As a steady stream hit the water, I thought about Jack. No, I don’t normally think about my brother when I pee. Tonight was the exception to the sibling-pissing-thinking rule. 
 
   I’d offered Allison half the money back if she entertained Jack all night and only fed him non-alcoholic beer. Actually, they would make a cute couple under the right circumstances. However, their stars would not align tonight. Not with an emaciated Katharine breathing down Allison’s neck. 
 
   After washing my hands, I checked my stage makeup. Pretty good still. Then I whipped open the bathroom door, only to be shoved back inside.
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “What the fuck is right.” Peters slammed the door shut behind him. 
 
   A curling iron was left on sink counter, unfortunately not heated, but it would do the trick. Swiping it off, I threw it at Peters. He scoffed as it bounced against his muscular chest. 
 
   Okay, wasn’t going to work, but his eyes widened when I dug into my bra and pulled out my Mace. “Back off, Peters.” 
 
   He took a step back. “You wouldn’t seriously use that on me.”
 
   “Really?” I faked a trigger pull, and he winced. “You just pushed a helpless girl into a bathroom. Who’d believe you?” 
 
   “Helpless? You’re far from helpless, Sinister.” He said my call name like it was a big, fat joke. 
 
   I wanted desperately to spray him, but we were in a confined space and I’d be hit too.
 
   “Someone must have seen you come in here. Get out of my way before I scream.” I moved to walk past him, and he grabbed my arm, pulling me to his chest. I could feel his heart racing like a thoroughbred. His sweat-drenched shirt stuck to my dress, mixing the fabrics into one sticky sheet. 
 
   “If someone hears you scream, they’ll think I’m screwing you nice and slow against the edge of this granite counter.” He knocked his knuckles on the countertop. “Or I could go fast. I seem to remember you liked that.” Gentling his grip, he stroked his fingers over my piano tattoo. 
 
   My other hand shot up, slapping him in the face. Peters cupped his cheek, released my arm, and laughed. I took this opportunity to knee him in the balls, and he shrank down to the floor, grabbing his crotch.
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself, micro-dick. We both know any screaming coming from this room will be your own.” I kicked him in the side and moved for the door.
 
   “Wait.” His hand latched onto my ankle, tripping me backward and onto the ground in one deafening blow. “Fernando’s out there freaking out. You really have a tape? I didn’t think that dive had a camera system.”
 
   It didn’t. I was just messing with him, and it paid off.
 
    “You asshole, you just knocked me into a pile of pubic hair,” I shrieked, ripping my leg from his grip. Sitting up, I edged away from a noxious fuzz ball looming in the shadows.
 
   Peters lay flat on the floor and let out a hardy laugh. Peeking over at me, his eyes landed between my legs, and I slammed my knees together. 
 
   “And what if I’d hit my head on the porcelain toilet, Peters? Picture the headlines: Low-ranking NFL Hopeful Murders Beautiful Woman in Sorority Bathroom, with a quote from Head Coach Samuels: ‘Peters never had a chance. He thought he was good, but really, his daddy slipped me some stock share, so I let him haul the Gatorades around the field. You know, made the kid feel useful.’”
 
   Peters sat up and shook his head. “God, you’re a terrible person.” 
 
   I must have knocked the wind out of him with that shot to the balls, because he was drawing in short, deep breaths. 
 
   “He’s on scholarship, Sydney. Fernando’s the first one in his family to go to college.”
 
   Nice tactic. Using my real name to appeal to my softer side. Newsflash, asshole, I don’t have one. 
 
   “Maybe he doesn’t deserve to be here if he’s making stupid choices and following dumb QBs around like a puppy.” I stood, shaking my dress back down my legs. 
 
   Peters sat there practically drooling at the flash of bare thigh he was just offered. 
 
   “Unless my tires are returned by midnight, with a letter of apology signed by the entire football team, I will call the five-fucking-O.” 
 
   Peters stood as well and brushed his shoulders, which made me think about stray pubic hair. I quickly wiggled in place and shook out my hair while humming. “Those were new tires. I don’t have a daddy to buy me a Porsche every time I pop a tire.” 
 
   He smirked and pointed to my left shoulder. “Missed one.”
 
   An unidentified curly hair lay stuck to my shoulder, and I screamed. Peters’s eyes grew wide and he covered my mouth with his big hand, pushing me up against the lone shower stall in the corner. After I relaxed my mouth, he lowered his hand but stayed pressed against me.
 
   “Don’t scream,” he whispered. Peters held my arms down at my sides as I watched a slow smile creep over his face. “I’ll get it off if you promise to not call the cops.” He gripped my wrists tighter so I couldn’t lift my hands.
 
   “Give me a break, Peters,” I whispered, staring into his face. 
 
   We hadn’t been this close in two years. I knew what girls saw in him. Hell, I fell for it once. Sandy stubble sprinkled across his jaw. Hazel eyes that spoke promises in bed. Cheekbones sharper than razorblades. And even though he was sweating as if he were in a Scandinavian bathhouse, his stupid scent found its way to my nose. It was a cocktail of natural odor with a light twist of cologne. It overwhelmed my senses, transporting me back to the night I stupidly gave away my virginity. 
 
   Taking in a subtle breath, I slammed my pain down deep, where it had been for two years. I wouldn’t allow it to resurface. This wasn’t the time nor the place nor the person to let emotions run freely. Peters was a parasite, feeding off any weakness I exposed. 
 
   “Sydney, please.” He lowered his head next to mine, rolling his forehead against the glass shower stall door. “Please, just be a decent person for once.” 
 
   I turned my head toward him, and we locked eyes. 
 
   “No,” I said calmly, then blew a puff of air over my shoulder, causing the hair to blow off and up toward his face.
 
   “Jesus… fuck… shit.” He swatted his face, and I regretted leaving my cell phone in the other room. A picture of this would have been priceless. 
 
   I couldn’t help the joyous laughter escaping my throat, taking in this scene. A six-foot-two meathead prancing around in a circle, whacking himself in the face. 
 
   Eventually, he stopped, sending me a dark glare. 
 
   “You dumb bitch.” He wiped his hand across his mouth. “Apparently, you have all the balls in the family. But remember, Jack looks up to me.” He jabbed a thumb in his chest. “He’ll do whatever I say, and one day, Sydney, your worst nightmare will come true. Jack will be me, and before you know it, he’ll be fucking and drinking and leading stupid girls back to his dorm room with the cliché strum of his guitar.” 
 
   My chest tightened until it ached. Peters was mocking me and our night together. My first reaction was to cry. My second reaction was to murder him. I wasn’t sure what would be more therapeutic. Shit, Sydney. But I remained in control, allowing my ears to drift toward the music in the other room. 
 
   “Jack doesn’t play the guitar. He plays the flute.”
 
   Peters let out an infuriated growl. “Of course Jack plays the fucking flute. Jesus Christ.”
 
   The beat picked up, and I could hear cheering through the walls. Jack was doing a good job all on his own. I’d taught him some things over the last few years, and I could tell he was confident out there. Peters thought Jack lacked spine, that his confidence should come from being an ass and swinging his football status around campus, but Jack was better than that. He was better than all of them.
 
   “Jack has it in him. He doesn’t need your help.” I finally lifted my eyes to him, and he looked into the shower stall, avoiding my stare. “Jack’s a good kid. I know you guys think he’s weak, but he’s not. His ability to care for others, to open his heart to people and hope for the best, is not naïve. It’s beautiful.”
 
   He released another long sigh. 
 
   “You and I might be ruined, but he doesn’t have to be. He can have it all. You don’t know half the shit he’s been through.”
 
   Peters’s eyes were still locked on the shower stall, but I saw the slow rise of his Adam’s apple and heard the clicking run from chin to cheek as he swallowed. He knew I was right. 
 
   Raising my hand to his face, I turned his chin, forcing eye contact. “You and I are fucked.” I said it slowly so the message would resonate. “We had a one-night stand, and you made me feel cheap and dirty. I’d never felt so worthless in my life. You can go be with your whores, Peters, and you can go to hell, but I’ll be damned if you take my brother with you.”
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   “Porter!” I pounded on the kid’s dorm door. “Porter, open the door!”
 
    Shuffling noises as graceful as a bull in a china shop came from behind the door. 
 
   “Let me in, asshole. I know you’re there. We have practice in ten minutes, and if you’re late, I have to do extra sets of core drills. You hung over?” 
 
   Finally, the door opened and Porter appeared in his boxers, rubbing his eyes like a sleepy toddler. “Fine. I have to piss. I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Did you tie one on last night, Baby Porter?” 
 
   He flipped me the bird and started a slow walk down the dorm hall. 
 
   “Hustle up!” 
 
   No sooner had Jack left than the elevators popped open to reveal a certain widely despised DJ. I saw her first. She was balancing two coffees and a donut box along with her messenger bag. She was wearing leggings, a pair of Converse, and a graphic T-shirt. I couldn’t make out the writing, but I was sure it was something ironic or political. Hipsters. Before she looked over at Jack’s door, I stepped back, slamming it shut.
 
   A second later, a light knocking started.
 
   “Dimebag, you up?” 
 
   Dimebag? I made a mental note to get that out of Porter later. 
 
   “I brought coffee and donuts. Two maple bars for you. Your favorite. I seriously don’t understand how you can eat like that, but whatever.” 
 
   Another knock at the door. 
 
   “Jack?”
 
   “Gooooo awayyyy,” I mumbled in the best rendition of Jack Porter I could muster. It landed somewhere between a man’s groan on his deathbed and a screeching owl. 
 
   “Jack? Are you okay? You sound sick.” I heard her foot tap outside the door. “Okay, well, if you’re sick, I don’t want to come inside, so I’ll leave your coffee and donuts outside the door. I have the coffee spout set up right over the crease of the paper cup. If that isn’t how you find it, don’t drink it. Also, the donuts are arranged in a T shape. The stem of the T is fatter rather than longer. Should they not be in the aforementioned T form, consider them altered and, again, don’t eat them.”
 
   I shook my head, wondering what Sydney’s dorm room was like. She was like a police detective who’d been kicked off the force after losing it. Solving the crime from home, just a basement full of red string connecting suspects. A web of deception and lies—trust no one.
 
   I heard a low thump, followed by a short breath, but she remained by the door. 
 
   “Hey, I brought you something else. It’s a new mix for our birthday.” She shot a CD under the door, and I caught it under my foot. “Also, I did what you suggested. I sent a copy into that record label. It’s a long shot, but the worst they can say is no, right? Or I guess they can tell me to toss my mixer off a roof and go fuck myself. Which is a real probability.”
 
   She let out a deep sigh. 
 
   “Also, and just to hedge my bets, I sent a copy of my old radio personality work to the local broadcasters in the city. I might have a chance at a summer job with one, but the 98.7 KRUG one is a long shot.”
 
   “Shit.” She kicked the doorframe. “I’m talking to a door. This is ridiculous. Okay, love you, shit stain. FYI, Allison had a real good time last night, and Nick liked you too.” 
 
   Then her footsteps faded down the hall. 
 
   Yes, last night. Threatening Fernando’s scholarship. Well, that’s how I saw it, so I had to stop her. I probably shouldn’t have shoved her back into the bathroom. That could have been taken the wrong way, but I wasn’t thinking. I was feeling. And then she put her hand on my chin, turning my cheek so I had to look into her saucer-sized brown eyes, and tells me to fuck off. That I’m ruining Jack Porter. That I made her feel worthless. 
 
   I have no idea what she’s talking about. Two years ago, I left to get water, and when I came back with two bottles and a bag of gummy bears from the snack machine (because she said she liked them—now I ask you, what kind of asshole remembers that amount of detail from a one-night stand?) she was gone. Like nowhere to be found and disappeared into thin air. I ran the two flights to her guest dorm room, and her friends were there, but no Sydney. She left without an explanation. It took me weeks to push her toward the back of my mind. Now she was here accusing me of wrongdoing? 
 
   Last night at the party it took me a good ten minutes to calm myself in the Kappa bathroom, and when I came back to the rec room, Nick Sharbus was hovering over her. I caught him rubbing her back in a circle. He did that move where you start off high up on the shoulders, circle twice, then lower your hand to the small of the back with the fluidity of liquid—my move. 
 
   Katharine was pissed, but I had to leave with Fernando and do what the little witch asked. We tossed Sydney’s tires into her truck bed, but I wasn’t about to wake the entire football team. Instead, we stole the team jersey—we sign one every year on our first day of drills, sort of a commitment thing—and in red magic marker, I wrote “SORRY” and tossed it in with the tires. 
 
   No cops at our door at one in the morning, so I guess apology accepted. But where was my apology? Nowhere, and that little snot always seemed to win. 
 
   Not today. 
 
   “What?” Jack was standing in the doorway. He bent down to grab a crumpled T-shirt off the floor. “You just mumbled, ‘Not today,’ and lifted a clenched fist toward the ceiling.” He dropped his eyes just outside the door, and I grabbed the CD from the floor, tucking it into the waistband of my shorts. 
 
   “What’s this?” he asked, hovering over Sydney’s gifts. Then he flipped the box open. “Oh shit. Sydney was here.” 
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Okay. Did she tell you the exact location of the coffee lid and formation of the donuts?” He walked past me, threw on some basketball shorts, and pulled a pair of socks from the drawer. “Because that’s important.”
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   “One time, some kids in my science class pulled a chunk of rat meat from our dissection table and tucked it into my tuna sandwich. It was my fault really. I left my lunchbox above my hook when I should have kept it in my backpack.” He threw on his Nikes and grabbed a sweatshirt from the back of his desk chair. 
 
   “Anyways, I ate the sandwich, and they all laughed at me. It was awful. When I got home, I felt sick to my stomach but couldn’t tell my mom because she’s horrible. So I made the mistake of telling Sydney, and she slashed all their bike tires.” 
 
   He started to laugh softly as he continued his embarrassing confession. 
 
   “And for the next three weeks, Sydney would walk into our classroom before lunch and move things on all their clothing hooks. Halfway unzip bags. Spray cheap perfume on their coats. They were terrified of her. One girl, Nicole Farris, didn’t eat for like a month. Nicole wouldn’t trust the food her mother packed because Sydney left a Barbie doll head with the eyes X’d out in her lunchbox.” After surveying the dorm hallway like a member of the Secret Service, he grabbed the coffee and donuts and pulled them inside. “Okay, let’s go.”
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   After less than a week of recon, I’d set phase two of Destroy Sinister into action. Now, you’re going to think I’m the biggest douche in the world, so I won’t spoil it now. Just wait for her reaction. Anyway, after much investigating, I’d discovered Sunday Lane had quite the following around campus. Half of which wanted to quarter her body four horses style, and the other half wanted to build a throne for her in the center of campus. I chose to focus on the out-for-blood fan base.
 
   Late at night, pencil and paper in hand, I listened to every podcast I could find on the campus radio station website. 
 
   Here’s what I recorded and successfully decoded from the mouth of Sunday Lane:
 
   1. Spanky (who, after careful analysis, I knew was the dean) has fruity breath. Not because he’s a known diabetic, but because he’s constantly tossing the salads of the higher-ups. 
 
   2. The shrieking T’s (which I determined were Tina, Theresa, and Tiffany from the cheerleading squad) wear off-white all the time because it makes it easier to hide cum stains. Since they apparently live in a land where it rains semen, and if they don’t get semen in their mouths before midnight, every day, they turn into Gremlins. 
 
   3. Number twenty-four (me) has a microscopic prick and you’d need to request Hubble telescope assistance and hover it within two inches of my crotch to even find an organ down there.
 
   4. There are three girls in Psych 101 who meet in the upper level of the library and have an orgy every Thursday. (Note to self: get to the library more often). Then afterward they drink mochaccinos and swear to never do it again. But without fail, they arrive and the cycle continues. She refers to them as the Freudian sluts.
 
   5. She calls her roommate a shallow puddle in human form. Just a babbling blond ooze steeped with insecurity. (Allison). Not too much on her, but the word “vapid” is used a lot. 
 
   6. This might have been the most important discovery. The Brown-eyed Virgin—a boy she describes has the grace of a blind one-legged man riding a bicycle across an ice-skating rink and the sexual prowess of a lamppost. She told a lot of stories about this guy. They were too personal and too detailed. I knew it was Jack.
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   “Hey Bri-Bri,” I tweeted at Brian as I stepped into the studio. 
 
   He hated it when I called him that. So naturally, I did it in the most syrupy tone I could muster. Instead of his usual pep talk on how to be a respectable member of society (given at the beginning of each show), he pranced around in a circle, lowering and raising an envelope in his hands. 
 
   “You did it, you bitch!” He tossed the envelope at me. “They want you. I’m so jealous. Which dorm do you live in, so I can set it on fire and take you out for good?” 
 
   He was wearing a crazed smile as he plopped down in his rolling chair. Dramatically lifting his eyes to the ceiling, he released a growl. “Seriously. You are the worst person I know, Sydney, and good things always happen to you. So unfair,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
   “Yes, I was just thinking about how good things always happen to me the other day. Like, for example, a girl in line at the school café dumped an entire bottle of ranch on the linoleum floor. I conveniently stepped in it and slipped, smearing white cream across my black pants, and three guys called me DJ Cum Stain. Clever, huh?” Actually, I was pretty stoked they even recognized me. 
 
   Pretty soon the twenty-somethings would outweigh the octogenarians at the club. Rick, the sleazy gold chain-wearing club owner, said his weekend business tripled since I started six weeks ago. He said he’d pay me ten bucks an hour on top of my tips, and if I played on Halloween, he’d throw in an extra fifty bucks. I said I’d do it on one condition: two extra underage bands—for Allison and Jack. 
 
   Next Friday was Halloween, Jack’s and my birthday. Isn’t it odd we were born on the same day, two years apart? Rumor had it my mother was a werewolf who could only physically conceive a human when the full moon rose on the fourth Tuesday in January. Of course, I spread that rumor, which got back to her at a PTA meeting, and I was grounded for a month.
 
   Jack would be nineteen, and I would be the blessed twenty-one. Legal drinker. Watch out world! Here I stumble. Rick agreed to my terms, but before I left his office, he’d said, “Wear a costume. Something that doesn’t look like a ten-year-old boy. No X-Men or Minecraft shit.” 
 
   Duly noted. Does everyone think I dress like a zitty gamer kid? Where did I go wrong? 
 
   I felt a light slap across my face and realized Brain was now standing in front of me. He’d swiped his chubby fingers across my cheek, pushing my mind from my Halloween costume dilemma. 
 
   “Read it, slutbag.” 
 
   I gave him a dirty look. No one touched me, but Brian was harmless. However, his six-foot-four boyfriend of three years, Dante, was not. He was built like a grain tower with the fragile and mercurial emotions of a mother bear. No doubt, he would tear your shit up if you gave him a reason. 
 
   I ripped out the letter and sagged against the wall.
 
   “Read it out loud,” Brian said, eyelashes batting like I was about to start a romantic confession for his ears only. 
 
   “Yes, sir… Ahem.” Throat cleared for dramatic effect. 
 
   Starnose Entertainment, Ltd.
 
   Austin, Texas
 
   Mr. Brian Bayhouse,
 
   It has come to our attention you employ a personality by the name of Sunday Lane. 
 
   Our subsidiary station, 98.7 KRUG, located in Portland, Oregon, is interested in offering Ms. Lane a summer temp-to-perm position. Final determination for the open position will be made in January. Until that time, we will continue to listen and contact you directly if Ms. Lane is chosen to move to the interview process. 
 
   We hope Ms. Lane will continue to deliver stellar and entertaining shows. 
 
   Amber DeFargo, JD, MBA
 
   Vice President, Talent and Entertainment
 
   Starnose Entertainment, Ltd. 
 
   “Aaaaaaahhhhh,” I moaned, and Brian wrinkled his nose in disgust. “Don’t look at me like that. That is what an orgasm sounds like.” 
 
   I sank back against the wall, fanning myself with the pearlescent ivory letterhead. It felt so heavy in my hand. It had to be destiny.
 
   “Jesus, good thing I’m into men,” Brian said, shaking his head. “Well, you heard them. Get your ass in there and continue to deliver stellar and entertaining shows.”
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   Snake was ready to tote my gear when I pulled up outside the club. It was just my regular Sunday gig with the added bonus of ten dollars an hour (high roller). 
 
   I stole a glance at Nick as I walked inside, and he lifted his head, sporting a bright smile. “Hey, Gorgeous,” he whispered as I walked past. 
 
   Molly’s ears perked up and she laughed to herself.
 
   It took me five minutes to realize he’d said gorgeous. 
 
   At first, I thought he’d called me George, so I’d spent the last three minutes racking my brain about why I was George. Which George was I? Like a cool George? I even grabbed my cell, looking up George on Urban Dictionary. 
 
   Here’s what came up: A guy with a very big (usually huge) penis. No shit. Stop reading and look it up right now. 
 
   Then I rewound my entry into the club and played it back in slo-mo: “Heeeeeeyyy, goooorrrrggggeeeooouussss” (insert hair slowly feathering across his forehead, exposing his brown eyes and a cocky slow rise of his strong square jaw). 
 
   I was still on fire as I set up my equipment. After the sorority gig, Nick and I parted ways in the parking lot. He’d given me a brief hug, and my face slammed against his T-shirt. He smelled like a cross between ammonia and cigarettes, which actually was disappointing and another crushing blow the strong, silent Bartender Nick I’d built up in my mind. 
 
   But there was still hope, and since I’m an optimist (yeah right) I imagined he was a drug dealer forced into a life of dirty work to pay for his grandmother’s hospital bills. After beating himself up about his poor life choices, he rushed out of his meth lab to be with object of his heart’s desire, DJ Lesbos. I would change him. Nick and I, we’d get through this together. His grandmother would be just fine.
 
   “Hey.” Nick’s voice hit me from the side, and I dropped my mic on the stage. “Shit. Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
   Taking in a deep breath, I casually picked up the mic and placed it on the table. “No problema.” (I was already hating I started off in Spanish). “I was just thinking about—”
 
   “About me?” he teased. 
 
   I was pretty sure my vagina dropped through the stage and into the club cellar. Nope, I see it now. It’s running down the street, screaming, “Danger” in Mystikal’s voice. A feeling akin to death washed over me, and Nick frowned. 
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you feeling okay?” He lifted a hand to my forehead, pressing it against my skin. “No fever.”
 
   Snap out of it, Sydney.
 
   “Oh, sorry, I’m fine. Trying to think up a costume for next week. Rick threatened to call Child Protective Services if I showed up looking like a prepubescent boy.” 
 
   Oh God, now he’s going to agree with Rick and forever see me as a George.
 
   He laughed. “Don’t worry about Rick. He’s been singing your praises for the last week. He doesn’t care what you wear. So you’re working on Halloween?”
 
   I nodded and slipped on my headset, pulling up the first track. 
 
   “Okay, cool. Well, I’m working until ten. Then I’m going out to some bars with friends. Too bad I can’t take you along.” 
 
   I cleared my throat. “That’s my birthday,” I said, trying to be nonchalant. “I’ll be twenty-one.”
 
   Nick’s lips curled up in a faint smile. “No, shit. When’s your set over?”
 
   “Not ‘til eleven. I told Rick I wanted a few hours to celebrate the end of my sobriety. So I arranged pre-mixes for the rest of the night.” 
 
   “Awesome. I’ll wait for you to get off.” 
 
   My head was spinning on the mega-load wash cycle, just churning and churning. Nick just stood next to me, staring, and I was staring back. After a few seconds, he glanced over to the bar where the first patron was waiting on a drink.
 
   “Okay, or maybe another time?” He jumped off the stage and walked across to the bar. 
 
   What the hell am I thinking? I must have looked like a moron. 
 
   Grabbing the mic, I belted, “Yes,” through the speakers. 
 
   Nick did a nice fist pump in the air, telling me he got the message. It reminded me of Judd Nelson on the Breakfast Club—when he’s walking across the field and he’s like Yes, Molly Ringwald wants me, and F-you high school. 
 
   God, I wish I had that song right now. 
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   “Coach? You wanted to see me?” I sank down in the leather club chair in his office. 
 
   A man of few words, it was never a good sign when Coach asked you in for a chat. With a quick nod, he left his desk and closed the office door. He closed the office door! Okay, now this was a terrible sign. 
 
   Instead of sitting behind the desk, he perched on the edge and picked up a worn-out football, twirling it distractedly from hand to hand. “You know I want to see you succeed, right, Peters?” he said grimly.
 
   “Of course, Coach.” Just get to the point. I was sweating over my sweat. 
 
   A disapproving frown slipped onto his face. “I overheard the other boys saying they ran into Nick Sharbus the other day. That you saw him first at some club. Are you two hanging out?”
 
   “No.” 
 
   “Good.” He dropped the ball and picked up our playbook, heading for his desk chair. “You can go now.” 
 
   Didn’t have to tell me twice. I shot up out of the chair and headed for the door.
 
   “Peters.”
 
   Before I could turn the handle, I swung back around.
 
   “Nobody hangs out with Nick Sharbus. Ever. Do you understand me, son?” 
 
   I nodded and opened the door, but something made me turn around. “Why?”
 
   “Legally, I can’t say.” He propped his feet on the desk. “You got a sister, Peters?”
 
   “No. Two older brothers, Jason and Elliott.” I searched his wrinkled face for an answer to my question, but in Coach fashion, his face was as calm as a puddle of water—unless you messed up a play. Then it was lava. 
 
   “That’s good.” Coach opened his playbook and waved me out the door. 
 
   Coach’s vague answer was impossible to knock from my mind. Asking if I had a sister. What was he getting at? Coach had a sister. I saw her once, not cute, and she was old. Had Sharbus hit on Coach’s sister? 
 
   Still deep in thought, I made my way across the locker room and grabbed my bag. My cell read seven PM. I still had one more thing to do tonight. My new favorite hobby—mess with Sinister.
 
   When I pressed Jack earlier about his upcoming birthday, he was too excited to keep his plans to himself. He was so easy. Sydney managed to get him and her roommate special underage passes to SpaceRoom on Halloween. Supposedly, it would be a costume rager, with DJ Sinister spinning. And it was the perfect place to start with her. 
 
   I felt a sadistic grin cross my face just thinking about that letter she received from Starnose Entertainment (AKA me). I knew if I’d straight-up threatened to expose her, she would quit and that would be the end of it. I did my research and found out who owned KRUG and who would be in charge of hiring. Sydney probably scoured the internet making sure it was real. 
 
   I wanted to get her hopes up so they could come crashing down in a few months. I was playing the long con with this one. Devious? Yes. Worth every minute I spent planning it? Double yes. 
 
   Making my way toward the library, I called Chance.
 
   “What up, asshole?” he answered on the second ring, and I could hear giggling behind him. “Get back here. New chicks stopped by. There’s a little brunette asking about you.” 
 
   “Sounds good.” I lied. I was dead tired and just wanted to sleep. “Are they sorority?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, hoping Chance could see my disgust through the phone. “I’ll be home later. Let the brunette down for me—”
 
   “Jesus, Peters,” Chance chided. “What’s up with your dry spell lately?”
 
   “I have a few things to wrap up on campus,” I said, ignoring his remark. 
 
   He was right, of course. I’d lost my mojo recently. I was too wrapped up in my plot to crush dreams. 
 
   “Just wanted to pick your brain for a second. Do you remember hearing why Nick Sharbus left the team?”
 
   “No.” A hitch-pitched squeal shot through the phone, and I ripped it from my ear. “All I remember is Nick and Ashton got the boot at the same time.”
 
   “Ashton Williams?” 
 
   “Yeah. That third-stringer who wanted to be you so bad we thought he was hitting on you.”
 
   “Yeah.” I rounded on the library building’s parking lot and spotted Sinister’s truck. “What happened to that guy?”
 
   Chance let out a low moan, and my stomach twisted. Couldn’t he at least wait until I was off the phone?
 
   “He’s a loser. Drinks at Smitty’s in the subdistrict all the time. Barner and Echols saw him last weekend taking shot after shot, talking about the good ol’ days… Oh my God… I have to go…” The phone cut out, but the timing was good. 
 
   I was about to deliver an early present to the birthday girl. 
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   “Allison… earth to Allison. Are you okay?” 
 
   Allison was frozen on the bed, hands down by her sides, mouth open, displaying her perfect cavity-free teeth. After a few more seconds, she started a slow shake of her head, dramatically smashing her eyes closed, then popped them back open. I could practically see my hideous reflection in them as they glossed over.
 
   “Allison. Snap out if it.” I clapped my hands in front of her face, and she jerked her head back.
 
   “Sorry. I thought I was in the middle of a nightmare, but then I realized. This is real. You are real. What you are about to wear on your twenty-first birthday to a club where you will be on display is real. This is happening, isn’t it?” She pointed a bony finger at me. “You are wearing that in public.”
 
   I nodded, turning to look at myself in the mirror. 
 
   I was going to ring in my twenty-first birthday wearing an Iron Man costume. 
 
   When I first pulled it out of the box, I thought I was being punked, but then I read the death threat. Not an actual death threat, a death threat to my future and dreams.
 
   It happened like this. It was a cool Tuesday night, after my usual Sunday Lane segment, and I was still shooting rainbows and butterflies out of my ass after receiving that promising letter last week. There was a pink box lying on top of my car, and I thought to myself, How nice. Jack must’ve returned the favor for those maple bars from a couple weeks ago. 
 
   Instead of a chocolaty treat (I prefer gummy bears), I found the following letter:
 
   Sydney Porter (alias Sunday Lane),
 
   I am aware of who you are, where you live, and the true identities of the persons you mock over the airwaves. I have detailed notes and will reveal you to the entire campus if you choose to ignore my demands. This is just one of many. 
 
   Wear this Halloween costume all night. No alterations. Wear the mask and the repulsor rays as well. I will be watching. Look for the skull mask sitting up front. Do not speak to me or I will release the first podcast related to your “shallow puddle” roommate, Allison Meyers. 
 
   Additionally, you will incorporate the following phrase into your set: “This DJ Sucks Cock.” Do not attempt to break apart that phrase. It must be complete.
 
   So anyway, after kicking the side of my truck a hundred times and releasing a colorful array of curses in the empty library parking lot, here I was. Tony fucking Stark. 
 
   Just so you get the complete picture, this was a large children’s costume with built-in padded muscles, a glow-in-the dark triangle in the center, plastic repulsor rays that made a piercing noise, and a hard plastic flip-down mask, like a welder would wear.
 
   Today I was of legal drinking age, but I didn’t look a day over seven. 
 
   “Why would you choose to go dressed as Iron Man? I didn’t even know you were a fan.” Allison sat up and smoothed her sexy bee costume with her hand. 
 
   “Oh, you know. I’ve always had a thing for Robert Downey, Jr., and this just happened to be the right size.” I was already sweating through the bulky padding. 
 
   I had to buy time to figure out who my dream assassin was. When I thought back on all my podcasts, my enemy list was long. 
 
   Allison stood next to me in the mirror. She had on black high heels, elongating her already long legs, and had plenty of cleavage showing. She looked good. Not necessarily what I would have chosen, but then again, I’m not a shallow puddle. 
 
   The shallow-puddle podcast was old. It was back when we first moved in together. Being a junior in an otherwise freshman all-girl dormitory was a weird experience. I didn’t know anyone, so I didn’t want to take a gamble on choosing an off-site location with random roommates. I thought I could experience campus life for the first semester, make some friends, and maybe arrange another living situation for the second semester.
 
    Allison had burst through the door and immediately started hanging up dried corsages from all the past proms she’d attended. When I asked why she had so many, because there are only four potential proms in a high school lifetime. She’d said, “Oh, there were three high schools in my hometown, and I was asked to go to all the proms, every year.” 
 
   Then she started with the judgey eyes. Watching me get dressed in clothes she didn’t approve of. Questioning my lack of mascara and foundation. Hemming and hawing about the six million ways my hair could look better. 
 
   But now she was my friend. I realized it really wasn’t her fault she’d lived her life around narrow-minded idiots. She started opening up to me about how she really felt about life in general, and now she wore less makeup and slightly baggier clothing. I liked to think that was my influence. 
 
   A soft knocking interrupted my train of thought. Flipping down my mask, I opened up the door. As if a major earthquake had hit the building, Jack dropped to his knees and curled into a fetal position. He couldn’t even speak he was laughing so hard. Grabbing his gut, his face was completely red. He pointed up at me with tears in his eyes. “What. The. Hell?” I kicked him in the side and walked out the door.
 
   As directed, I kept my mask down as we walked into the club. Nick, dressed as a hot bartender, looked up from behind the bar. I thought he was going to shoo me out, yelling, “Who let a little fucking kid in here?” But he just watched me walk past and make my way up to the stage.
 
   It was hard to breath in this thing. I was closer to Darth Vader than Iron Man. Raspy noises escaped through the cheap plastic, so using the mic would be a challenge. People were starting to file inside, and in the corner, Rick leaned against the doorway to the office, shaking his head as Jack helped me set up the equipment.
 
   Then Jack leaned into my mask. “Don’t be mad.”
 
   “Why?” I turned, flexing my padded bicep at him. “You tell me anymore bad news and I’m going to beat your ass, Dimebag.” 
 
   Jack smiled and jumped off the stage. At a rapid pace, he spat out, “I invited the guys from the team.” Then he ran across the dance floor as I lifted my repulsor rays and shot them repeatedly at his head. Zaps and dinging followed him to a table where Allison sat. 
 
   I smiled as he sat in the chair next to her and leaned in a bit to talk to her. He was talking to a girl. This was a good first step. Then she threw back her head, waving around those bulbous bee antennas attached to her headband, and laughed at whatever Jack was saying. His cheeks rose as he proudly smiled, and damn it, so did mine. That is until they hit the sharp plastic lining of the mask, reminding me of tonight’s fate. I didn’t understand how kids could wear these things. 
 
   Molly stepped around the bar, and Nick popped out, heading up to the stage with a water. 
 
   Placing it on the booth, he said, “Let me guess. You lost a bet? Or maybe you wanted to start your twenty-first year with a big fuck you to the management? Rick’s shaking his head so hard I think it’s going to break off.” He gave me a confident smile. “Personally, for what it’s worth, I think you look awesome. Hottest Iron Man I’ve ever seen.”
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   What can I say? 
 
   Sydney Porter can pull off a middle school Iron Man costume like nobody’s business. I knew she’d look hilarious, but I was here to witness, “This DJ Sucks Cock,” and I hoped the effects button would stick on repeat. 
 
    Fernando, Katharine, Chance, some blond chick, Allison, Jack, and I sat in a booth at the back of the club, watching Sinister’s set unfold. Apparently, it was a bit difficult to mix with repulsor rays strapped to one’s wrists. Unfortunately, she’d figured out if she turned her hands around, she could use the backs of them to pull the bars across. 
 
   When she said things into the microphone, they came out raspy but feminine. A little too sultry for my liking. But I had to chuckle every time she glanced down at the girl in the skull mask, sitting off to the side.
 
    I’d put up a flyer in the drama department offering a hundred bucks if a girl would sit in the front row and stare at the DJ for the night. Of course, the money was wired from a dummy PayPal account as an extra precaution. I had no doubt in my mind Sydney wanted to jump off that stage and punch her in the face. 
 
   “Where’s the help in here?” Katharine snapped. She was dressed as a slutty nurse. Very cliché. Very boring. When she realized just opening her trap wasn’t going to magically make a waitress appear, she nudged me hard in the stomach. “Go get us drinks, Gray.” Her self-entitled pout face was enough send me running through the club doors, so welcoming a change of scenery, I made my way to the bar. 
 
   Nick was at the rail, staring at Iron Man, and I knocked on the counter to grab his attention. 
 
   “Hey, Gray. What’s up?” He peeked around my shoulder. “Katharine DeSonna, huh? Good luck with that one.”
 
   I nodded. Coach’s warning was in the back of my mind. Keep it short and sweet, Peters. “Hey. Can I get a pitcher of whatever’s good on tap and three glasses?” 
 
   “Sure, man.” He grabbed an empty pitcher and began to fill it from the nearest tap. “She’s cute, huh?”
 
   “Katharine?” 
 
   He shook his head. “No, DJ Sinister. You were just staring at her with a twisted grin on your face. Have you hit that or something? Looks like you’re reminiscing about taking her to Pound Town.” 
 
   Cringing at his words, I shook my head. “Nope. No way.” 
 
   At that moment, Sinister looked over at us and shot off a half dozen repulsor zaps at my head. I laughed and turned back to collect the pitcher.
 
   Nick was staring at her in a strange way, like a cannibal about to devour a plate of brains. “Well, I’m taking her out tonight after her set. Should be fun.” He wagged his eyebrows suggestively, and I pushed down the lump building in my throat. 
 
   “It’s her twenty-first so I want to show her a good time. Here you go.” He slid the glasses and pitcher my way. “On the house.”
 
   I pulled out a twenty. “No thanks, man. I’d rather pay.” 
 
   Nick frowned but kept his eyes on Sydney.
 
   “Gotta keep the SpaceRoom in business,” I said, walking backward toward the table. Nick nodded absentmindedly, but his stare at the DJ never faltered. 
 
   Katharine watched me the entire way back to the table. 
 
   As I sat down, she leaned in and grabbed my arm. “Oh my God, is that Nick Sharbus? I can’t believe he’d show his face around here. He should’ve been kicked out of school a long time ago.” 
 
   I began pouring beer in the glasses. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Puh-lease,” she said, like I should’ve known this already. “I’ve warned all my sisters off him. He has a tried and true method of sleeping with women. Gross.”
 
   My hand tightened around my glass, and I felt a weight pull across my shoulders. “What do you mean, Katharine?”
 
   Her eyes remained wide as she cautiously glanced between Nick and me. “Well, let’s just say he’s a fan of pharmaceuticals,” she whispered, then took a sip of her beer. 
 
   Coach’s words popped into my head, and immediately, my eyes darted to Sydney, then over to Jack.
 
   Sister. Shit. 
 
   No, I didn’t have a sister, but Jack did. I might want to crush Sydney’s soul, but I didn’t want to stand by the wayside and let her go out with a sleaze like Nick. 
 
   “God, look at her.” Katharine had moved off the subject of Predator Nick and onto Sydney. “She looks ridiculous up there. Seriously, why the hell would she wear that? It’s like she doesn’t even give a shit.”
 
   Sydney was jumping around to the music, and every so often she’d flex for the audience and shoot off a repulsor ray. The crowd was eating it up, and she was enjoying herself. Then she yelled into the mic, “Five minutes,” and slipped on a premix. 
 
   The mob responded with one long groan, and that’s when I realized I could’ve put her in a Hitler costume and these people would still be on her side. My next move would have to be off her home turf. 
 
   “Drool much?” 
 
   I turned to find Katharine glaring at me. 
 
   “You’re looking at her like you want to rip off that costume.”
 
   I shook my head. “No, I wasn’t. I was just looking into the crowd. There’s a hot chick in a hula girl outfit out there.” 
 
   Katharine slammed her glass on the table, sloshing beer over its side. 
 
   Sydney headed straight for us, wrapped a padded arm around Jack’s head, and playfully pretended to strangle him. She grabbed a straw off the table and plunked it into her water, pulling it under her mask. I hadn’t seen her face all night, just as my note specified. She took direction well. 
 
   She hopped from side to side, listening to the music as Nick walked up behind her. From over her shoulder, he handed her a shot. When he gave her a light slap on the ass, my first impulse was to break every finger in his hand. For Jack, of course. Then he rushed back to the bar. 
 
   Easy as pie, Sydney took her straw out of the water and sucked up the shot in two seconds flat, slamming the empty glass upside down on the table.
 
   Glancing in my direction, she tapped her repulsor rays while simultaneously flipping me the bird. 
 
   Then she focused on Fernando.
 
   Fernando’s eyes hit the table. He was still embarrassed about the tires. She tenderly rubbed his back, and he looked up. Then she leaned in, whispering something in his ear. He nodded and stood from the table, heading with her into the dancing crowd. Traitor. His three hundred-pound frame nearly shook the roof of the building every time he jumped around.
 
   Eventually, they both moved up the stage, which I expected to collapse under his weight. But as she placed her headphones over Fernando’s ears, my heart began racing in my chest. 
 
   Christ, I knew what was coming next. 
 
   She splayed out her hand, showing Fernando five fingers, and helped him find the beat to the song by nodding their heads together. 
 
   Fernando, poor fool, had a shit-eating grin on his face. Then she tapped a button on the mixer like she was showing him what to do, and walking around his backside, she switched off a knob, disconnecting the sound from the headphones. 
 
   Fernando’s eyebrows furrowed and he pointed to the earphones, mouthing something close to I can’t hear. Sinister leaned in, whispered something in his ear, and plopped the headphone back down. Giving him a thumbs-up, she hopped off the stage to join the dancers, and Fernando stood there like a moronic elephant, just nodding his head. 
 
   “What is he doing?” Chance whispered into my ear, then leaned back chuckling. 
 
   “He’s the DJ,” I growled and pounded my beer.
 
   Sydney lifted her hand in the air and counted down from five with her fingers. When she lowered her last finger, Fernando hit the button. 
 
   “THIS DJ SUCKS COCK,” rang out through the speakers. The whole crowd looked at Fernando, who now had his eyes closed as he continued to nod his head. 
 
   Chance spit his beer in one glorious spray all over the table. Jack’s face was now completely colorless. Katharine, Allison, and the blonde looked at one another and started laughing. I leaned back in my chair, shaking my head, as Sydney danced circles around the paid skull-mask drama girl in the corner. 
 
   When the deaf Fernando opened his eyes, the crowd lifted their fists in cock-sucking solidarity.
 
   He grinned and pushed the button again. “THIS DJ SUCKS COCK.” And then again. “THIS DJ SUCKS COCK.” By now, anyone with a cell had it raised, recording Fernando’s declaration to the world. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc410565320][bookmark: _Toc414965996][bookmark: _Toc415498071]Chapter Fifteen
 
    [image: DIV.png.jpg] 
 
    [image: New Names.SYD.png] 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Can you take the mask off now?” Nick asked, sitting next to me in the booth. “Not that I don’t love me some Iron Man, but you’re so much prettier to look at.”
 
   I was just about to take it off, but now I had to wait a few seconds because I was sure my face was the color of cabernet. When I did pull it off, I got a clear look at the bar. 
 
   Nick had taken me to the Elbow Room. It was a rundown dive with a jukebox in the corner and the smell of stale cigarettes embedded into the pleather seats. 
 
   “Are we meeting your friends?” I asked, shaking out my hair.
 
   “Oh, they bailed.” He rolled his eyes. “But you’re okay with just me, right?”
 
   My first thought: I was one of those girls. The type of girl a guy didn’t want to be seen with so they took them to dirty bars. I mean, I was in a little boy’s costume. The average age of the Elbow Room patrons was mid-fifties, and the ceiling tiles were dingy and stained. Not the type of place you take a girl you want to impress. 
 
   “Umm, yeah, that’s cool,” I said, trying to keep my tone cheerful. 
 
   Nick looked me over, searching my face. “Really, I want you to meet my friends, but they went to some lame house party. You’re twenty-one, so you should at least have a drink somewhere other than the SpaceRoom.”
 
   He scooted closer until our legs were touching, and I couldn’t help the goofy grin on my face. Nick was right. I could go to parties all I wanted, but I could drink with fifty-year-olds tonight.
 
   “No, this is fine,” I assured him. 
 
   “That was pretty funny.” He smirked, chuckling to himself. “Poor Fernando was up on that stage for five minutes before Gray pulled him down.”
 
   I refrained from tapping my fingertips together like an evil villain. Technically, that was all my dream-wrecker wanted to hear. Just that phrase played during the set. It didn’t say I had to be the one doing it.
 
   “Yeah, well, Fernando should think twice before jacking tires from my truck.”
 
   Nick laughed and stood from the booth. “I’ll go get us some drinks.”
 
   I’d already had four drinks tonight and a buzz was crawling over my skin. Warm and subtle, the alcohol was beginning to reach my brain. My phone scuttled across the table, and at first I thought I was hallucinating until I saw Jack’s name pop on the screen.
 
   Jack: I’m having an awesome birthday, sisssttaaa! Allison says HHHIIIIII
 
   I wanted to stand and take a bow—mission accomplished: Jack and Allison. 
 
   Glancing at Nick, I sent him a quick wave as he stood in line. A couple girls approached him from the side, and he let them slide in front of him in line. I was mildly annoyed, but maybe he was just a gentleman. 
 
   The doors of the bar swung open, bringing in a draft of fresh air. But why does fresh air follow bad people? Okay, maybe that question makes no sense, but this time it did, because my throat swelled shut when Peters and Chance came barreling through the doors. 
 
   Peters pointed to the bar, and Chance ran up to stand behind Nick. Then, as if he were a welcomed party, he sauntered over to our table, plopping down across from me. 
 
   “What in all that is holy are you doing here?” I sneered, crossing my arms. 
 
   Peters smiled, picking at the crumbling edge of the table. “I’m going to be really straightforward with you, Sydney.” He glanced up, locking eyes with me. “I know you’re stubborn and anything I say you’ll do the opposite. So when I tell you this, it’s coming from Jack’s mouth, not mine.”
 
   I kicked him under the table, but he didn’t flinch. 
 
   “You’re not going home with Nick Sharbus.” 
 
   A curt laugh came from me. “What the hell did you just say?” 
 
   “He’s got a reputation.” He continued. “And that’s all I’m going to say. So here’s the deal. You leave with Chance and me, say you don’t feel well, and we’ll take you back to campus.”
 
   Smug bastard.
 
   “Or we can just hang out on your date all night long.” He leaned back in the booth, spreading his arms over the top of the seat. “Because I promised Jack, my friend, no harm would come to his sister on her twenty-first birthday.” He pointed a finger at me. “After tonight, it’s on you. But Jack is currently getting it on with Allison in your dorm room, and he doesn’t need to be worried about you.”
 
   The Brown-eyed Virgin is getting laid? By Allison?
 
   “No, he’s not,” I clipped, delivering a sharp glare.
 
   “He is. I swear. Send Allison a text if you don’t believe me.”
 
   I looked down at my phone, tempted to text, but Jack would never forgive me if I interrupted such a momentous occasion. He was with Allison still. Damn it, why couldn’t he have taken her to his room?
 
   Wait, I knew why—Jack’s stuffed animal and Toy Story figurine collections were enough to send Allison running for the hills.
 
   “Jesssusss,” I drawled out, rolling my eyes. “Why won’t you just leave me alone, Peters?”
 
   He reached out a hand, covering mine. “Because Jack is a good person, with a big heart, who loves his crazy-ass sister. It’s your birthday, but it’s his too. This is my present to him. Bring his sister home intact.”
 
   “Intact?” I cringed at his words. “You of all people should know I’m no longer intact, Peters.”
 
   I slid my hand from his and glanced over at Nick, who was watching us with intense curiosity. 
 
   “Shit, you mean… ” Peters whispered, his face paling at my revelation. 
 
   “Shut up.” I locked eyes with him again. “I was never going to go home with Nick tonight. I barely know the guy. You think I want another one-night stand where I overhear a guy bragging about, and I quote, taking some dirty bitch to Pound Town?’” 
 
   Peters turned green as a tremendous scowl formed on his face. Asshole had his words thrown back at him. Slowly, he turned his head toward Nick.
 
   I kicked him under the table again, and his eyes shot back to mine. He grabbed my wrist and pulled my arm across the table, sending me flying forward. Luckily, the Iron Man suit was excellent for impact. 
 
   “I never said that, Sydney,” he said through gritted teeth. “I would never say that about you.” 
 
   He looked down at his hand and released my wrist. “I would never say that about any woman.”
 
   I rubbed my wrist just as Nick walked back, plopping the drinks on the table. “What was that all about?” Nick glared at Peters, then looked at me. “Syd, everything okay?”
 
    “I don’t feel well.” Giving Nick a grim look, I pulled my bag into my lap. “I called a cab. It’s going to meet me outside.” I clutched my stomach for effect. “I think I had too many drinks earlier. I’m not a big drinker.” 
 
   Nick let out an annoyed sigh and looked between Peters and me. “Don’t worry about a cab. I’ll take you home.”
 
   I held up a palm. “You just bought a round, Nick. Please, stay here and drink with these assholes. I’ll be fine.” And flashing Peters a death look, Tony Stark left the building. 
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   “Fifteenth and Main,” I shouted at the cabbie, slamming down next to Sydney in the backseat. Her eyes grew wide, as if Satan had just plopped down beside her. Well, I guess in her mind, I was the closest thing. 
 
   She shook her head and hit me with her bag. “No,” she screamed at the poor man. “Bellerman Hall, Northern Campus.” 
 
   “You gonna interrupt Allison and Jack?” I countered, and she bared her teeth. “Fifteenth and Main,” I repeated, and the cab pulled onto the road. 
 
   When Sydney took off from Elbow Room, I ran up to the bar, handed Chance my keys, told him not a scratch on my baby or I’d cave his head in, and ran outside. Nick was watching me from the table the whole time but didn’t make an effort to stop me. Coward. 
 
   Sydney had already managed to hail a cab. They were out in full force on Halloween, and Iron Man always gets her way. 
 
   “What’s Fifteenth and Main?” she asked, crossing her arms and focusing on the passenger window. “Is that the infamous doghouse Jack’s been blowing my head up about? Because I’m telling you right now”—she pointed between herself and me—“this is not going to happen.” Then she shot her repulsor ray at me. 
 
   “I know,” I said, matching her disdain. “Can you take those ridiculous things off now? Jesus.” I almost laughed because I forgot I was the one who’d made her wear them. 
 
   She looked down at her hands. “I can’t,” she whispered to herself. 
 
   I almost felt bad. Making this girl strut around in a superhero costume on her birthday. 
 
   “Don’t worry. You’ll fit right in were we’re going.” I smiled and pulled out my phone, sending my buddy Nate a quick text. 
 
   Peters: You working tonight? 
 
   “Where’s your truck, Sydney?” 
 
   She growled and exhaled a breath onto the window. It fogged up, and she scrawled “F U Peters” with her finger in the condensation. Then she angled her body toward the door like a grumpy child who didn’t get her way. 
 
   “Jack has it,” she finally answered, letting out a long sigh. “I told him to take my gear and Allison back home because I was out with Nick. He probably didn’t put my shit away correctly.” 
 
   She turned to face me. “If I find anything resembling sex, any cream-colored liquid-like substance on my mixer, you’ll be looking for a new running back, because dumbass will be paralyzed from the neck down.” 
 
   I laughed, and she scowled. 
 
   “How would you do it?” I asked, curious if she’d continue to talk. I couldn’t help but admire her creative, if depraved mind. 
 
   She was quiet for a minute. Then she said, in a disturbingly matter-of-fact tone, “I’d take him to the top of a steep set of stairs. Then I’d toss a vagina to the bottom landing. Naturally, Jack’s bones would turn to porridge, and he’d just tumble down, one step a time, screaming, ‘Why, vagina? Why have you forsaken me?’ And from the top step, I’d bellow out, ‘‘Cause you got pre-cum on your sister’s mixer.’ Then, from the landing, with his back twisted into pretzel form, he’d stare at me with the one eye still in its socket.” 
 
   She looked over and shrugged. “Because, you know, the other would have popped out on the third step down. And a small tear would peel down his face, sliding across his shattered jaw, hitting the linoleum floor, mixing with the puddle of blood now pooling around his head.” 
 
   I nodded, swallowed over a dry ball of fear lodged in my throat, and focused on the cabbie’s head. What I once took as creative was now evidence of certifiable insanity.
 
   “Holy shit,” the cab driver commented, adjusting his mirror away from Sydney’s face. He’d overheard everything. 
 
   Sydney doubled over laughing, while the cabbie and I sat stiff as statues. But I had to admit she looked eerily cute clutching her evil little stomach and cackling, quite pleased with herself.
 
   “I don’t know about that,” I said, finally biting down on my own laugh. “Jack’s pretty graceful on the field. Boy can run and catch.” 
 
   She shrugged. “I know. I’ve been chasing him with a butcher knife since I was seven.” She smiled to herself. “When he was thirteen, and we knew he had a good chance at the NFL, I made him sign a contract entitling me half of any future earnings. After all, I was his first coach.” 
 
   “Unfortunately, I think you’re telling the truth.” 
 
   Rummaging through her bag, she pulled out a piece of paper and handed to me. 
 
   November 2, 2009
 
   I, Jack Cornelius Porter, by signing this document, do authorize Sydney Sinister Porter to collect fifty percent of any future NFL earnings. In the event of my premature demise, my entire estate is to be bequeathed to Sydney Sinister Porter despite my trophy wife’s claim to my fortune. Please refer to the ironclad prenuptial agreement left in safety box 437 at the River Edge Community Bank.
 
   Jack Cornelius Porter
 
   Jack Cornelius Porter
 
   Sydney Sinister Porter
 
   Sydney Sinister Porter
 
   Tears hit the page, and it took me a second to realize I was laughing so hard I was crying. Christ, Sydney Porter, despite her being a satanic fly buzzing around my head, was a funny-ass woman. 
 
   She smiled and nudged me in the arm. “Hey, you’re getting it all wet.” 
 
   I had to shake my head with admiration. “You do know this was signed when he was thirteen, right? I’m pretty sure you don’t have any real legal claim to Jack’s proposed millions.” 
 
   I gave her a snarky smile and looked back at the letter. Jack’s middle name was Cornelius. Put that one in the bank for later. 
 
   “Turn it over,” she said coolly, lifting an eyebrow. 
 
   When I flipped it over, it was the same letter but signed a month ago by Jack. This time it was notarized.
 
   “Holy shit, Sydney Sinister Porter. You are a cruel beast.” My chest was starting to ache, rumbling toward another boisterous laugh. 
 
   “Quiet back there,” the cab driver snapped, locking eyes with me in the mirror. “Can’t concentrate on the road.” 
 
   She snatched the letter from my hands, folded it carefully, and tucked it back in her bag. 
 
   Leaning back, I lifted my arm and laid it over the seat above her head. She shook her head and leaned forward so we couldn’t make actual physical contact, but I left it there. 
 
   “Sinister isn’t seriously your middle name, is it?” 
 
   “Yes, nosy, it is. My father gave me that name, and my mother gave Jack his name. Probably why they divorced.” She hesitated, then, with a sigh, added, “I didn’t have a middle name until I was three. Then one day, Dad noticed I used my left hand more than my right. Sinister means left.” 
 
   She let out a groan and finally slammed her head back against my arm. 
 
   “Could have fooled me. I thought it meant evil. Like you were trying to be a badass or something, DJ Sinister.” 
 
   “Left is like the fourth meaning down in the dictionary,” she said, rolling her eyes.
 
   Her hair covered my forearm in a thick dark wave. It felt good. I had the sudden urge to wrap my arm around her shoulders and pull her close. 
 
   As much as I tried, I couldn’t push down the memory of Sydney from two years ago. My junior year self was fighting with my freshman year self.  Every time she said something witty or I smelled her, or right now when I could feel the softness of her hair against my arm, my idiot body wanted to react without asking my brain’s permission.
 
   I should have just let the cab take her back to campus. That would have been the right thing to do, but I had to admit a part of me felt bad for ruining her twenty-first birthday. 
 
   Eventually, we pulled up to a row of warehouses in the sketchy industrial part of the town. 
 
   “Did you bring me here to murder me?” she asked, her tone flat and cautious. 
 
   “Fifteen bucks and get the hell out,” the cabbie snapped, jerking the car to a halt. 
 
   I slipped him a twenty, and we stepped into the parking lot. As soon as we shut the door, Sydney’s face lit up and she grabbed my hand.
 
   “Oh my God,” she screamed, jumping up and down like she was riding a pogo stick. 
 
   Techno music filled the sky as hundreds of people filed into Nirvana. 
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   As soon as I noticed I’d slipped and grabbed Peters’s hand, I let go, wiping my palm across my leg. 
 
   I’m not sure what came over me. Maybe I was momentarily abducted by aliens, zapped up into space, ass-probed for a minute, and the green guys shrugged their lime gelatin shoulders and said, “Send her back down. Nothing good here.” But deep down, I knew why. I had to ground myself for the beautiful sight in front of my face. 
 
   “What is this magical place?” I mumbled in awe. 
 
   We were out in front of a massive warehouse with a glass atrium ceiling. Spotlights shot all the colors of the rainbow from inside through the glass and crisscrossed like a light saber attack. Music I recognized blasted through the doors every time someone walked in or out, and there were people—not the fifty or so that had started to frequent the SpaceRoom—hundreds of people.
 
   “This”— Peters gave me a wide smile and waved a hand at the warehouse door—“is Nirvana.” 
 
   “Yes,” I replied, still in a stupor. “This looks like heaven to me.” 
 
   Peters reached down and grabbed my hand again. “We’re not going in there unless you stick close. There’s a lot of people.” He ripped off my repulsor rays and tucked them inside my messenger bag. “There are some ground rules, Sydney.” 
 
   I shot him a dirty look and tried to wiggle from his grip, but he latched on tighter. 
 
   “I mean it.” He turned to block my view of the building. 
 
   I jumped up to look over his shoulder, and he laughed. 
 
   “I know you want in there. I’m sure it’s written all over your mask-indented face, but you have to be smart. Rule one, no drinks from strangers.” 
 
   “Duh,” I bit out, peering around his shoulder at the growing crowd. 
 
   “Rule two, do not, and I repeat, do not leave my side. Think of me as a bodyguard of sorts. You don’t have to acknowledge me, but you must be within a five-foot radius at all times. No exceptions.” 
 
   “Should I call you Snake?” I teased, tapping my feet to the music. Talk about a fat kid outside a candy store. “Stop prolonging my agony, Peters. I—want—in.” 
 
   Bastard shook his head. “Call me whatever you want.” 
 
   I shot him a wicked smile. 
 
   “Just call me Peters,” he said, quickly correcting himself. “Rule three, do not talk to any men in there. If they’re not gay they’re probably creeps or pedophiles. Either way, you’re too enticing in this little boy outfit.” He smiled, and I swung my fist into his gut. 
 
   Grabbing my hand, he pulled me to his chest and leaned down to my ear. “Rule four.” His breathy whisper stroked across my earlobe. “Don’t disobey the other three rules, or Jack will die of a broken heart because his sister will have been murdered by some sociopath street kid.”
 
   Gently, he pulled up my chin until our eyes met. “That would make him sad, terribly sad, and he’d drop out of school. And because he’s so coordinated, he’ll be destined to work as a street mime and never marry his future trophy wife.” 
 
   He took in a deep breath next to my head, and for a second, I was frozen against him. My body betrayed me with a flood of warmth and now my polyester-muscled chest was rising and falling against his distracting, hard one. 
 
   Then he added, “And I’d be sad, too. What would I do with my life if you weren’t here to fuck with?” 
 
   I took a step back and looked into his eyes. “I don’t know, Peters. Maybe find another chick to take to Pound Town?”
 
   He shook his head and took a step toward me, closing the distance. “I would never say the words ‘Pound Town.’ That is so cheesy, Porter. I might say Fuckville or Vagina Hole, Wyoming… Get it? Jackson Hole, Wyoming.” 
 
   I nodded, distracted again by his whiskey-colored eyes and sweet breath. 
 
   God, what am I doing? 
 
   Peters was an ass, and he just made a very lame joke (which I could appreciate), but still, I was standing outside a club at one in the morning, on my twenty-first birthday, with the first boy I’d ever slept with. 
 
   “But with you, Porter…” He started laughing, breaking the spell he’d cast over me. “I want to take you to Nirvana.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes, and we made our way across the parking lot. 
 
   It took us ten minutes to get inside. We waited behind the entire cast of Sex in the City, and I pitied the woman dressed as Miranda Hobbes (the redhead). She probably got the short end of the stick when picking out costumes. All her friends wore tight or short fashionable dresses, and she was in a wool business suit. 
 
   A lady dressed as a peacock walked the line, asking for IDs, then offered Jell-O shots for three bucks a pop. I bought four, and Peters gave me a slow, disapproving headshake. 
 
   “Live a little, QB,” I said, popping a cup up to his face. He slammed his lips shut, and I jabbed him in the gut until he opened his mouth. Then I squeezed gelatinous blue down his throat. He swallowed and started to cough, and I took the other three. 
 
   Once inside, I had to lean against the brick wall immediately inside the door. I felt like I was in a movie. Like the crowd was going to open up to a rap battle followed by a dance off between two talented yet bitter rival break-dancers. One would whip his back around the concrete floor while his homeboys stood beside him, puffing and glaring. Then the other would step up and grab the girl—there’s always a girl they’re fighting over—and he’d twist her in the sky, catching her dainty body on top of his sneakers before the real fight broke out.
 
   Yes, that could totally happen here. 
 
   Nirvana was huge. At least ten thousand square feet. Black lights hovered from chains overhead, and a series of long bars along the side offered everything from Pabst Blue Ribbon to green liquid in test tubes.
 
   Amazing.
 
   But what got me wet—yes, wet—was the balcony above. A long DJ booth was set up, and I noticed you could only see the head of the DJ poking over the edge. He was good, and the crowd was on fire. 
 
   I pointed up to him and yelled at Peters, “He’s good.” 
 
   Peters nodded, and I noticed him swaying to the beat. He never did that with my mixing. I tried to knock off the wave of insecurity crashing over me. It didn’t matter that Peters didn’t like my music. Maybe I should’ve thought twice about liking this DJ if Peters appreciated him so much. 
 
   Peters kept a steady stare on the crowd, and I noticed a concession stand off to the side.
 
   “Snake,” I yelled, and Peters’s eyes shot to mine. “I’m just walking over to that booth to look around. Will you go get us drinks? I’ll meet you right here in five minutes.” 
 
   He shook his head. “No more drinks.” 
 
   I scowled and walked over to a group of guys, asking one for a sip of his beer. The guy agreed, and I turned just as Peters grabbed it out of my hand. 
 
   “No,” he said like an angry father swatting a toddler’s hand from a hot stovetop. 
 
   Then he handed the guy his beer and turned to face me. “Fine. I’ll go get drinks. You better be here in five minutes or I’m calling the five-fucking-O,” he said, throwing my Kappa Delta threat back at me. 
 
   “Fine.” I offered him a fifty-dollar bill, and he shook his head. “Your birthday, Sinister. It’s on me.” He slammed a thumb in his chest and turned into crowd. As I watched him walk away, something indescribable wedged in my throat. Peters liked fucking with me, but I liked it more.
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   I’m in hell. Freaks everywhere.
 
   Jumping in my face, wearing Dr. Seuss hats and goggles, men lapping glow-in-the-dark liquid off one another’s chests, and women dressed as men kissing other women dressed as men (that one I didn’t mind so much). 
 
   As I made it up to the bar, my pocket buzzed.
 
   Nate: Yeah, working. What’s up? 
 
   Peters: Heard of DJ Sinister? 
 
   Nate: Chick DJ from SpaceRoom? 
 
   Peters: She’s in here right now. 
 
   “What can I get you?” A man wearing a Victorian-era outfit with a top hat and watch gears all over his face leaned over the bar toward me. “We got some Jungle Juice back here.” 
 
   Jungle Juice. Better stay away from that or Sydney will think I’m trying to recreate my experience in “Pound Town.” Speaking of, I know it was that douche Nick. He was on the same floor our freshman year. 
 
   “You gonna stare at me all day, muttering Pound Town? Or are you going to drink?” He threw a wheel cog over his left eye like a monocle. “Don’t have all night, kid.” 
 
   Hmmm, what do girls like? Something fruity, right? Wait, this was Sydney we were talking about. 
 
   “Two double whiskeys, no ice, top shelf.” 
 
   The man turned around, grabbed a bottle of Jameson off a glass shelf, and gave two nice long pulls into plastic highball glasses. Glancing over the bar top, I noticed he had a fake shotgun attached like a peg leg. 
 
   “You dressed up in steam punk, right?” I said, half proud and half annoyed I recognized the trend. 
 
   “I wear this every day.” He released a low growl, like a cagey badger, and slammed the drinks down on the bar. “That’ll be twenty-five bucks.”
 
   See what I mean? Freaks. 
 
   After making my way back the concession booth, I noticed Sydney was nowhere to be found. 
 
   Of course. 
 
   I was about to make good on my promise and call in the pigs, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. 
 
   Whipping around, I found Sydney, not in an Iron Man costume, but in a long white tank top with a pterodactyl on the front. It fell mid-thigh and was wide enough to fit her ten times over. 
 
   “Where the hell did that come from?” I handed her a drink, and she pointed across the room to an enormous man squeezed halfway into an Iron Man costume. 
 
   “We traded,” she said nonchalantly, taking a sip. “But I kept the mask.” She flipped the ridiculous mask over her head and scooted from side to side. 
 
    Where the fuck did she change? 
 
   “Where did you change?” I yelled into her plastic mask. 
 
   She twirled around in a circle. 
 
   “On the dance floor,” she yelled back, running full speed into the crowd. 
 
   Fuck. 
 
   Pushing my way through the crowd, I found her hopping around, drinking whiskey, her mask flipped up. She looked crazy. People were bumping into me, so I quickly slammed my drink, knowing I’d pay for it later. Sydney did the same and set our glasses down against a concrete wall. 
 
   I stood completely still amongst a crowd of people who’d just broken out of an insane asylum, including Sydney Porter.
 
   Sydney grabbed my ears and pulled my face down to hers. “You have big ears. Why do you hate this music?” She was inches from my face, and she stared down at the ground, shuffling her feet. 
 
   Big ears? I’d jerk my head back, but I was sure she’d rip them off my head. 
 
   Why do you hate this music? 
 
   Clever, Sinister. She veiled her question with a petty insult, hoping to throw me off. What she was trying to say was Why do you hate my music? I saw the way she looked at me at Kappa Delta, pissed off I wouldn’t dance to her “sweet beats.” 
 
   When I didn’t answer right away, she tugged on my earlobe again. “Seriously, they’re huge. Like flying saucers blocking the sun from a large metropolitan area.” 
 
   “This music’s okay,” I blurted out, fully knowing I’d regret that later, too. I just wanted her to shut up about my ears. “Just don’t want to be razzed by the guys.” 
 
   She gave me a radiant smile. “Dance for once in your life, asshole.” She released my head. “No football players around here to give you crap.”
 
   No, just Sydney Porter, and she’d certainly throw this back at me the next chance she got.
 
   “No. I’ll just stand over here.” I took a step away, bumping into a giant termite. A man dressed as a termite, that is. 
 
   Raising her arms, she slid them behind my neck, pressing her chest against mine, and I froze. Was this the double whiskey? The three Jell-O shots she pounded outside? The four drinks I saw her throw back at the SpaceRoom? 
 
   “Sydney, you don’t want to do this,” I warned in her ear. “You don’t want to go here, remember?” 
 
   I pulled her hips back to look her in the eyes. “Peters and Porter… this can’t happen.” 
 
   She gave me a sly smile and ran her tongue subtly, yet not so subtly, over her bottom lip. “It will happen if I say so, Peters.” 
 
   She slid a hand up my stomach, and I sucked in under her touch. “Rule five, do whatever I want, just for tonight. We can go back to throwing hand grenades at one another tomorrow, but be my bitch tonight.” 
 
   I closed my eyes, fighting the urge to slam her against the nearest wall and make her come so hard the roof shattered. My resolve to fuck with Sydney was morphing into a need to fuck Sydney. 
 
   “Open your eyes, Peters.” 
 
   I did, and she looked up with the greediest, most lust-filled expression I’d ever seen. This was game over for me—Sinister won. I leaned down to her face, and my mouth stopped just above her plump lips. 
 
    “DJ Sinister in the house. Get your ass up here, shorty,” DJ Bently (Nate) screamed into the microphone. Hearing her name, she broke from my arms and shot her eyes to the balcony. 
 
   Fucking Nate. 
 
   Nate graduated from Northern two years ago, and we were from two very different worlds. In middle school, he’d be the bullied kid and I’d be the jock pushing worms down his throat. We were partnered in a lab class, and after feeling me out, he approached me about a private poker game held on Tuesday nights. And since I love robbing my teammates blind at parties, I wanted the practice (that’s how I could afford twenty-five-dollar whiskeys). 
 
   Nate pointed to a set of sidesteps leading to the balcony, and Sydney took off like she was on fire, leaving me behind in the crowd. I lost her in the mob, so I focused on the stairs to make sure she made it. When I didn’t see her, I started to panic, but not two seconds later, a petite, sweaty hand grabbed mine. 
 
   “Come on, micro-dick. I guess football players are dense.” Sydney pulled me through the crowd and up the stairs toward the DJ booth. 
 
   A bouncer stopped us at the top of the stairs and looked over at Nate. With one hand on his headset, Nate nodded, and we stepped onto the grated ramp leading to his alcove. 
 
   Nate waved me over, but Sydney hung back, gaping at the crowd below. 
 
   “Hey, man. What’s up?” Nate peered around my shoulder at Sydney, checking her out. 
 
   “You don’t know me.” I gave him the message, and he nodded. “I want her to think she made it up here on her own. Not because I whoop your ass on Tuesday nights.” 
 
   “No,” Nate said, eyes still stuck on her. “I’ve been meaning to meet her for a while. Heard about the phenomenal DJ at the now cool SpaceRoom, so you did me the favor.” 
 
   I’m not sure why that annoyed me, but it did. 
 
   “Outta my way, Snake.” Sydney brushed past me and stopped next to Nate, and I took a few steps back, letting her do her thing. 
 
   Nate showed her around the controls. Then he leaned in, saying something into her ear. Sydney threw back her head and laughed as Nate laid a hand on her forearm. 
 
   I glanced up at the atrium ceiling and focused on the lights, trying to cool down. Sydney Porter was a drug slowly trickling into my body, bending me to her will. This wasn’t what I expected. She wasn’t what I expected.
 
   “DJ Sinister, everybody!” Nate screamed into the microphone and raised her hand in the air like she’d just won a boxing match. The crowd responded in a thunderous uproar from below. Sydney’s face could have cracked in half she was smiling so wide.
 
   “DJ Sin will be laying beats for the next seven. Be nice!” 
 
   Nate left the booth and headed my way. 
 
   “Better get on that,” he said, jerking his head in Sydney’s direction. “Grabbing a beer. You have seven minutes, QB!” He pushed past the bouncer at the end of the ramp. 
 
   I turned back to Sydney. Her back faced me and she swayed her hips under her ridiculous shirt. Leaning over the soundboard, she flashed a partial view of her black lace underwear. The bottom of her ass curved out under the fragile fabric, showing a generous amount of flesh resting just above the backs of her smooth thighs. God… Buddha… Muhammad… Elvis, give me the strength to reject this petite temptress, this succubus in a fat man’s pterodactyl shirt. 
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   There is nothing better than this. 
 
   My life is complete. 
 
   I can die a happy woman. 
 
   But, God, don’t take me now, because DJ Bently just left the stage, and now I’m mixing for a real down and dirty crew. 
 
   My face ached I was smiling so hard. Pulling off my mask, I dropped it on the floor and picked up the headphones.
 
   After showing me the effects system, Bently laid down a track and whispered in my ear, “Grabbing a beer. Back in seven.” Being groped in a dark closet seemed mundane compared to these seven minutes in heaven. 
 
   I bounced. I ran in place like I was in a bad exercise video. I sucked the musty warehouse air into my lungs, dragging the music into every cell of my body. 
 
   Nothing could feel better than this. Nothing. 
 
   I added another track, exploding the speaker with a fast beat, and danced around until I felt a pair of hands run up the sides of my thighs, slow and easy. 
 
   “What are you doing?” I yelled up at Peters. He was standing directly behind me and the top of my head landed just below his chin. His answer was to pull my backside into his hips. 
 
   “I’m dancing, Sinister.” He groaned into the back of my neck. “This is what you wanted, right? No inhibitions. I’m your bitch tonight, right? We can start flinging knives in the morning.” 
 
   I let out a cracked laugh, not quite understanding this one-eighty in his personality. “You don’t bring a knife to a gun fight, Peters, but if you’re referencing your dick, I’d be shocked to receive a paper cut.” 
 
   He pressed even farther into me as I continued to mix. 
 
   Looking back on this now, I should have just elbowed him in the stomach and tripped him off the edge of the balcony, but I was drunk. Elated by the dancing crowd. Everything about this place screamed sex—the people, the lighting, the sweat dripping off bodies, and Peters’s husky breathing against my ear breaking down my protective dome. I tried to muster the strength to stop him, but with my mind half altered, my body took over completely. 
 
   As if he knew I was struggling, he gently lifted the back of my damp hair and planted his lips on my neck. His tongue swept across my skin, and he softly moaned over my fret board. I released a sharp breath into the microphone, and he laughed against the back of my ear. 
 
   “What… are… you—”
 
   Before I could finish my pathetic plea to end this, his hands slid over my front, gliding down my stomach and stopping just before the waistband of my underwear. 
 
   “Peters,” I rasped. 
 
   His hand rolled over my shirt, and he pulled it deep between my legs. I let out a breathy groan into the microphone and tipped back my head until it rested against his shoulder. Peters dragged his tongue up the inside of my neck like I was a Popsicle—his favorite flavor—long and flat. He pulled my sweat into his mouth. 
 
   When the music rose to a sharp crescendo, so did my panting, right into the mic. It was hard to believe this six-foot-two behemoth could deliver such a delicate touch, but I didn’t have to turn around to know it was him. My body had a memory of its own. 
 
   “Should I stop?” he whispered into my ear.
 
   “Yes, stop,” I whispered, rolling my neck to the side to allow him full access. 
 
   He chuckled as he dove into my neck and rubbed between my legs again. I was breathing heavily, not caring if the microphone was in front of me. It was rhythmic and it didn’t clash with the music; it enhanced it. Husky breathing every second beat. I could feel the swell building and my muscles starting to tighten as he sucked on the back of my neck, hungrily groaning into my skin. 
 
   “Whoa, that’s more action than this balcony has seen in a long time.” Bently’s voice came from nowhere, and Peters jerked away his body like I was poison. “Seriously, DJ Sinister, you can come back here whenever you want.” Bently laughed, pulling his beer up for a swig. 
 
   Scanning the balcony for the nearest exit, I realized I would have to pass both of them before getting to the stairs. I had a what-the-hell-did-I-just-do look on my face, and when I glanced at Peters, it was on his, too. 
 
   Before I could brush past them, Bently grabbed my arm and pulled me back to the booth. “Be cool, shorty,” he whispered into my ear, and I closed my eyes. “Play it off. No one cares. Open your eyes and take your bow.” I opened them to the masses below. 
 
   People were drinking and laughing and making out and dancing. 
 
   No one cared about the DJ and QB, arch nemeses, standing up on the balcony, about to get as intimate as lovers. They didn’t know us, and we didn’t know them. If there ever was a place for judgment to lapse with Gray Peters, it should be in the safe embrace of five hundred lunatics. 
 
   “DJ SIIINNNESTEEERR!” Bently screamed into the microphone, to which the crowd lost their shit. Most likely because the good DJ was back. 
 
   Bently nodded at Peters, and before I knew it, I was pulled away. We made our way down the stairs and pushed through the masked mob. Several people slapped me on the back, spewing out accolades to DJ Sinister, but Sydney Porter was about to enter cardiac arrest. When we passed by a dark hallway, Peters jerked my arm back and dragged me into obscurity. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to embarrass you up there. Too much booze I guess.” Peters raked a hand through his now drenched hair. “Shit.” 
 
   “Nothing happened, Peters.” I honed in on his eyes so he understood the plan. “As far as I’m concerned, we were passengers on a crowded subway.”
 
   “Passengers on the subway?” He smirked and looked down at the ground. His dark hair swung across his forehead, blocking my view of his face, and I brushed it to the side. 
 
   “Yes, you’d be the homeless guy with gout, riding the rails night after night, just trying to stay warm. I’d be the five-foot-ten supermodel who just got her big break. Then the subway hits a bump in the track and it goes dark. For seven minutes.” 
 
   Peters lifted his head, sporting an incredible grin. It was infectious, and my cheeks lifted, matching his smile. Just for tonight, his beaming face was all I wanted to see. 
 
   “And because I have the body mass of a praying mantis, I fall into your lap, turn around, and slap you across the face for getting ‘handsy’ with me.” Lifting my hand, I lightly smacked him across his cheek, and his grin grew wider. “Then I stand up, shake it off, and hop out at the next stop to meet my multi-platinum musician boyfriend.” 
 
   He closed his eyes and laughed. “So what do the homeless guy and the supermodel do now?” he said, leaning a hip against a flyer-covered wall. 
 
    I reached up and playfully tugged on his ears. “They dance!” 
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   Contrary to popular belief, Gray Peters is not rich. 
 
   My father, Hank Peters, is a history teacher at my old high school. He enjoys football, drinks Bud Light and builds miniature model WWII airplanes in the garage of our quaint yet respectable seventies-era ranch house. My mother, Della Peters, is a librarian at the local community college. She’s a firm believer in the healing power of crystals, plays guitar in a local folk band, and refuses to eat anything with a face. 
 
   Yes, I have a Porsche, and that throws off a lot of people. It was my grandfather’s car, and he left it to me when he passed. To say it’s special to me would be a gross understatement. So when some bitch turned it into a soggy taquería four weeks ago, you can imagine the burning rage that might inspire. That fury, that sudden passion for unbridled violence, was just a tenth of what I felt at this very moment. 
 
   “Christ, Peters.” Fernando shook his head and slumped down on the bench seat in front of me. “What happened?” He stole glances at the front of the bus, where Coach sat staring me down.
 
   Coach was practically picking his teeth with his pocketknife, ruminating over how he was going to commit the perfect crime, murdering his QB. His face was as red as Elmo’s, but not cute and fluffy, more like sweat-laden and dangerously close to a full-on stroke.
 
   “Coach has been staring at you like that all morning.” Fernando continued. Pulling off his shoes, he leaned against the window. “I thought I was going to get that look. One of those club kids put a video of me DJing on YouTube last night.” 
 
   Fernando drew in a sad, long breath. “Nine hundred hits by eight AM.” He pulled out his phone, tapping onto the screen. “Twelve hundred,” he said with a little too much excitement. “Twelve hundred hits. I’m a fucking YouTube star.”
 
   “You’re a fucking moron.” Chance sat in the seat across from me, slamming his hand into a bag of Cheetos. “She got you good, Fernando. She’s hilarious.” He chuckled to himself. “Cute too, right, Peters?” He winked at me while tossing a Cheeto at my face.
 
   I took a breath as the powdered orange stick bounced off my cheek. 
 
   “Sydney Porter is the ugliest, most vile person in the entire universe,” I bellowed. “I hope she slits her wrists on a Justin Bieber CD and bleeds out all over her DJ booth while a line of grade school children walk up to her and one by one spit on her hideous face.” 
 
   Half the team, including Jack, turned their heads at my announcement. 
 
   I narrowed my eyes on Jack, and he whipped his head around, cowering next to the assistant coach. No one talked to Jack. That was my message to the entire team when Coach and I arrived fifteen minutes late for the bus this morning. 
 
   That’s right. Coach and me. My new BFF.
 
   After my night with Sydney Porter, I was ready to bury the hatchet and inch into her life. I wanted her. Badly. So much so I had to excuse myself after we’d been dancing for another hour just to take care of business in the bathroom. I know it’s dirty, but at the time, I was ready to grovel at her Converse-clad feet to just hold her hand. 
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   Then this happened…
 
    
 
   “Son, son, wake up. What the hell are you doing out here?”
 
   My eyes shot open, and I rubbed my face. I was covered in glitter, and a piece got in my eye (gold pixie glitter). I cursed. Still in a daze, I realized I’d fallen asleep in a cab, wearing half a dozen glow-in-the-dark necklaces and a man’s red thong on my head. 
 
   As I scrambled to pull off the thong, I’d only made it worse. The crotch portion hit me across my eyes and then slid down my face. It moved past my nose, alerting me of its recent use, and stopped against my open mouth. 
 
   “Two hundred and seventy-six.” I heard a smoky growl from the front seat. 
 
   “What?” I’d finally flung off the thong, tossing it down on the floorboard.
 
   An old man with a paperboy cap turned his wrinkled head toward me. “The fare is two hundred and seventy-six dollars.” He’d pointed at the meter attached to the dash. 
 
   “What are you talking about?” I’d said just as a tap came from outside the window. 
 
   It was Coach Samuels in a bathrobe and slippers, eating a banana and holding the Saturday paper. When I looked up at his face, his fangs were out, and he was looking to murder someone. 
 
   “Lock the door!” I’d yelled at the cabbie right as Coach reached for the handle and pulled it open. He said nothing, which was more terrifying than him yelling or screaming or punching.
 
   Resigned to get out of the cab, I told the driver, “I’m not paying you. What the hell are you thinking letting me sleep in a cab all night, just sitting outside my house?” 
 
   Then I’d looked past Coach, and the realization hit me. I was no longer in the city. 
 
   I was in the country. 
 
   I peeked at the mailbox off to the side of the road. There was a giant crucifix painted on its white side, and the words below it read: Samuels Family: Blessed Are Those Who Deliver Mail. 
 
   “I picked you and your girlfriend up at Nirvana at four AM,” the cabbie said, checking his watch against the meter. “You fell asleep, and she said you only really sleep well in cars, so If I didn’t have any more fares, could I drive around the city for a couple hours.” 
 
   He took a long look at my glittery face and shook his head. “An hour ago, she asked me to drop her off at her dorm, then take you to this address where your dad would hop out and wake you up. She said if it was anyone else, you’d get startled and pee your pants, and I didn’t want to risk the pleather with a urine spill.” 
 
   I remembered the back of my neck was on fire because I’d rubbed my hand down it trying to fizzle out the flames. 
 
   “I’m not paying you a goddamn cent,” I’d growled, recognizing my efforts were useless and all my cervical vertebrae were now a pile of ash against the headrest. 
 
   “Here.” The driver handed me a credit card. My dad’s “emergencies only” credit card. “She said you might get crazy when you wake because you’re an alcoholic and you black out a lot. She dug this out of your wallet for you and handed it to me. I already ran it.”
 
   Coach was huffing next to me by now, overhearing our interaction. “Get the hell out of the cab, Peters.”
 
   When the cab zipped down that gravel driveway, so did a piece of my dignity. Before I could run—and I had no idea where I was—Coach grabbed me by my apparently massive ear and twisted, pulling me up his driveway.
 
   I spent the next twenty-five minutes lectured by Coach, but really, only bits and pieces made it into my head as I answered question after question. Dammit, Peters, we leave for an away game in one hour and you’re out at a club all night? Do you want to lose your scholarship and chances for the NFL? Who the hell is this girl? Porter’s sister? I don’t care if she has a nice ass, you idiot… The rest of my brain was trying to piece the night back together, figuring out where it all went south. 
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   “Your phone,” Chance yelled, smacking me in the arm. “Your phone’s buzzing across the bus floorboards, space case.” 
 
   It was bouncing around and slid under Fernando’s seat. He stopped it from moving farther with one of his stinky-socked feet. 
 
   Bitch: Just wanted to be sure you arrived at Coach Samuels’s house in one piece. And FYI, my wrists would never be within ten centimeters of a Justin Bieber CD. XOXO… Bitch.
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   Not one minute after I sent that text did that arrogant prick write back.
 
   Peters: I’M TAKING REALLY DEEP BREATHS RIGHT NOW, SYDNEY, TRYING TO KEEP MYSELF FROM RUSHING UP THE BUS AISLE AND POUNDING JACK.
 
   Syd: Leave my brother alone. This is on you, Peters. 
 
   I’m sure you’ve heard Peters’s side of the story by now. Well, here’s the real one. 
 
   We were having fun. Like pretty damn close to the best night of my life kind of fun. Peters was letting loose (FYI: he’s a terrible dancer). He would just sort of shuffle around and stomp on my feet. 
 
   We had three more drinks after the close encounter in the DJ booth: two test tubes and a shot of Fireball. Within an hour, I’d managed to collect a dozen glow necklaces and catch a red thong midair that some hairy guy with a huge package ripped off his body. Don’t fret—hands were washed in boiling water. 
 
   After an hour, Peters was getting all sensitive and awkward. Every time I bumped into him, he’d jump away, dart his eyes around like a nervous rat, and straighten his shirt over his pants. 
 
   “You look like you have to pee, Peters,” I screamed up in his face, continuing to dance around him. I pointed to a Men’s Restroom sign hung above a door in the corner. “Over there. It’s over there.”
 
   He nodded. “Be back in five. Do not move.” He started to run through the crowd, covering his crotch. 
 
   While he was in there probably having sword fights with other guys, I ran over to the coat check. I’d left my bag up there and wanted to grab some more cash from my wallet. 
 
   “Got your number?” the zombie behind the desk croaked out. 
 
   She wasn’t an actual zombie, just looked like she was about to pass out on the pile of fake fur coats lying behind her. After all, it was past two in the morning now. I handed her the slip marked “23” and glanced back toward the bathroom doors, wondering what was taking Peters so long. 
 
   “Here,” she grunted, slamming my bag down on the chipped wooden counter. Then she walked away, grabbed a self-help book, and sat in the corner. 
 
   I checked the contents of my bag. Everything was present and accounted for, but when I grabbed another twenty from my wallet, my phone lit up, blinding my eyes.
 
   Allison: Oh my God, Syd. Had so much fun tonight. I’ve never felt more alive. My body’s on fire still and it’s almost 2:30.
 
   I was about to scratch my eyeballs out of my skull. Why was she telling me this?
 
   Syd: Gross. 
 
   Allison: What? Your music was awesome. That club is fun. 
 
   Syd: Oh, okay. Sorry. Is Jack there?
 
   Allison: No, why? Peters told him to drop Katharine and me off at Kappa Delta. 
 
   Syd: What do you mean? 
 
   I glanced over to the bathroom. No sign of Peters. 
 
   Allison: They have an away game tomorrow. Don’t you keep track of these things? 
 
   No, I couldn’t give a crap about football. I just wanted Jack’s millions. 
 
   Allison: Katharine was pissssseeddd! 
 
   Syd: Why? 
 
   Allison: She wanted Peters to take her home, but he told her he had to go get some pound cake? I didn’t even know bakeries were open at midnight. Yummm, that sounds good though. Hope you’re having fun with Nick. I’ll be home in the morning to dish about your date. Katharine’s got me sleeping on the floor of the kitchen… I think she’s warming up to me.
 
   Then she sent a string of heart and smiley face emojis along with a selfie of her head lying on a piece of cardboard next to a gas range oven. Her blond hair spread out along the dingy tile floor, and she had a huge grin on her face.
 
   I would have laughed if my throat hadn’t closed up and my body hadn’t tried to swallow itself whole.
 
   “Hey!” Peters’s voice took me by surprise, and I dropped my phone. It hit the floor with a thud, and the battery ejected from the back, clattering into a dingy corner.
 
   “Crap, sorry.” He bent down to gather it, and a vision of me snapping his neck with the ease of a professional hit man crossed my mind. 
 
   “Here you go.” Peters grinned and looked over at my bag. “Do you want to go? We can go. Let me call a cab.” He pulled out his phone.
 
   “No. Jack and Allison are probably doing the deed still. I really want to give him his space.” 
 
   He’d looked up at me with a cracked smile, which I now recognized as Gray Peters’s liar face. 
 
   “I’m good here. Let’s dance some more.” I grabbed his phone from his sweating hands. “Here, let me keep your phone in my bag. Lots of kleptomaniacs roaming around here. A girl just ran out of here crying about her diamond earring being ripped off her ear while she was dancing. That’s a gusty thief. Don’t want to take any chances.”
 
   He hopped around looking back in the dancing mob and then glanced back at me. “Are you sure you want to stay? It’s really getting late.”
 
   “You have something to do tomorrow?” I ran my hand down his chest, and he trembled under my touch. “‘Cause you can leave if you want, but I want to stay.” 
 
   I couldn’t have timed this better, but a creepy man walked by and mumbled, “Hey, sugar,” sending me a wink through his Mexican wrestler mask.
 
   Peters paused, watching the man walk by. “Ummm… nothing. I have nothing tomorrow, or I guess this morning now.” He pulled his wallet from his back pocket. “Here put this in there too.” 
 
   I handed him my twenty. “Here. Go get us another drink.” 
 
   I pointed to the zombie in the corner, nodding off into her book. “I have to get her attention so she can put away my bag. I’ll meet you right here in five.”
 
   “Promise?” He pushed his chest into my hand. “You’re not going to cut and run on me, are you?”
 
   I shook my head. “I would have been long gone by now, Peters. You know that.” 
 
   He laughed and headed back to the bar.
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   Peters: You owe me $276, you talentless pickpocket.
 
   Ouch. Ha-ha. Little did Peters know I didn’t swipe his credit card in the cab. I did it right there when he turned his back to get us drinks. And I managed to scroll through his phone, and something caught my eye. My phone number was in his contact list under “Bitch.” 
 
   Syd: Is that all? By my calculation it’s $574.
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   Yup, $574. I was a celebrity when I waltzed back from the bar after getting us another round of drinks. Peters had waved at me from across the dance floor, where he was stumbling around like a baby trying to walk for the first time. I’d just walked up to the gear-faced bartender and slapped his card down, yelling, “A round of drinks for the next fifty customers.”
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   “Get up, Peters.” Coach’s voice came from the shadows of the pit. “Punishment’s over.”
 
   “I have another three minutes, and I’m not sure I can move.” I sent him a glare but wiped it clean when he sat on the bench across from me. “You might have to play Hammill this weekend because you’ve destroyed your starting QB.”
 
   I was in the physical therapy room, also known as the pit, soaking in an ice bath in just my shorts. It was a worthless attempt to pull the soreness from my traumatized muscles. Coach had been attached to my hip like a Siamese twin all week—double-drills, morning workouts, piss tests, coffee runs—yes, he enjoyed the occasional non-fat soy latte. 
 
   “You’re playing this weekend,” he said coolly. 
 
   He was sitting under the lone light bulb in the room. Despite zero airflow in the pit, it swung above his head on its chain. Probably the ghosts. No one came down to the pit, even Coach. Rumor had it this was where athletes came to die, and I think there was some truth to that. 
 
   I studied Coach, looking for an axe or a pistol, or maybe he’d hired someone to come behind me in the tub and pull a wire over my throat so he could watch the life flee from my gorgeous eyes. 
 
   Instead, he laid his hands on his lap and pulled his elbows to his knees, cradling his head in his palms. “That girl sure has a mouth on her.” Coach laughed into his palms, shaking his head. 
 
   I’d never heard Coach laugh. It was like seeing Bigfoot cross your path. Strange and eerie, and you spend the entirety of your life searching for it again because you can’t believe your eyes.
 
   “Girl?” 
 
   “Sydney Porter,” he snapped back as if I should’ve known all along. “She requested a formal meeting with me earlier this week.” 
 
   Shifting in the water, I dumped ice over the edge of the tub and shook my head. “What? I didn’t even know you could do that.” 
 
   Part of me was irritated she’d approached Coach, but I had to admit I would have loved to have seen this. She probably stomped in there, paced his office, and made several unrealistic demands. Coach probably laughed and told her to piss off. 
 
   “Me neither.” Coach chuckled under his breath, and it ended in a long, drawn-out sigh. It was a sigh I was all too familiar with by now. She was exhausting. “When she came in today, I told her to get lost, and she slapped the Northern faculty guide down on my desk, pointing to something called Subsection G.” 
 
   He hesitated like he didn’t want to tell me the rest, but then he said, “And then, in her words, she said, ‘Subsection G, Student Rights and Faculty Responsibilities, shit for brains. Don’t any of you mongrels in the athletic department know how to read?’” 
 
   He laughed again, and my head was about to explode.
 
   “She said what?”
 
   “Yes, she called me shit for brains, Peters. Repeat that and I’ll end your career.” His tone fell back to serious. “She’s worried about her brother. Porter’s been acting weird. The team is shunning him, which I know is your fault.”
 
   “How is that my fault?” I rose up out of the tub and grabbed a towel. “With all respect, Coach, the kid needs to grow a pair. He’s not going to get far if he allows himself to be pushed around all the time.”
 
   “It’s your fault because you like her… or love her… I don’t know,” he growled. “I just know she gets under your skin like I’ve never seen, and you take it out on Porter.” 
 
   Whipping the towel around me, I stepped out of the tub and laughed. “Sydney Porter is horrible. She’s the devil. I don’t love her. I want to throw her off a cliff every time someone says her name.” 
 
   “You can’t stand her, yet you’ll interrupt her date with Sharbus to take her clubbing until 6:00 AM?” Coach snapped, standing up from the bench. 
 
   My eyes grew as wide as Fernando’s waistband, which is enormous by the way. I was speechless. Sydney told Coach about Sharbus?
 
   “Yes, Peters, she told me the whole story. Didn’t paint you in the best light, but once I heard Nick’s name, I knew you’d done the right thing.” 
 
   “That was for Jack,” I hissed, grabbing my bag from the floor.
 
   “If it was for Jack, then don’t punish him, Peters. Morale is important. He’s been droopy on the field this week, and if he doesn’t pick up soon, I’m coming after you.” He moved toward the pit door. “Remember, you toss to that kid. If he looks bad, you look bad.” 
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   As I stumbled with the grace of Frankenstein’s monster toward my front porch, I noticed Fernando sitting in the moonlight, sipping on a Frappuccino. He looked absurd. A three hundred-pound beast of a man, rocking in a wicker chair, drinking something covered in whipped cream. 
 
   “Did what you wanted,” he said quietly, shifting his eyes from side to side. “Is it safe to talk here?” He lifted his head and perked up his ears, listening for noise. 
 
   “Yes, idiot.” 
 
   I’d sent Fernando to the library to do some recon on the Freudian Sluts orgy situation. My plan was to go myself, but Coach was on my ass and I couldn’t make it in time. Of course, I didn’t tell Fernando what he was actually looking for. I told him there was a secret alumni group (I called them the alumminati) who meet in the study room to discuss the football game concession food. He wasn’t interested at first, but when I told him the rocket dogs (our famous Northern bratwursts) were in danger of extinction, he started hyperventilating, and I had to rub his back as he wept. 
 
   “Don’t worry.” Fernando winked and opened a flap of his jacket, exposing his penis. “I took care of the problem.”
 
   My eyes were burning. “Eww, Fernando, I don’t want to see your goddamn dick.” 
 
   “No, Peters.” He cupped his mouth and hushed out, “I stole this.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Fernando lifted his member from the ample folds of his pants and took a bite. “It’s a rocket dog,” he said and closed his eyes as pure ecstasy washed over his face.
 
   “Where’d you get a rocket dog?”
 
   He lifted an eyebrow and took a massive sip of his girly drink. 
 
   With a line of whipped cream over his lip, he said, “I broke into the stadium frozen storage unit. Billy, the janitor, always leaves his keys on the doorway ledge of his office. I saw him put them there once during halftime.” 
 
   He nodded, giving me a sly smile. “So I came across fourteen boxes of frozen precooked rocket dogs. One hundred dogs in each box.” He pointed to a line of bushes adjacent to the house. “We’re set. We’ve got fourteen hundred. Don’t worry, Peters.”
 
   Following his finger, I saw the edges of white boxes sticking out clear as day between the shrubs.
 
   “Fernando, what the hell? That is not what I wanted you to do. You were supposed to go to the library.” I let out an annoyed growl and grabbed the rocket dog out of his hands. “I wanted you to report back on what you saw.”
 
   “I did,” he replied, pulling another rocket dog from his pocket. “There was only a note on the door and three chicks. They were freshmen, so they couldn’t have been alumni.” 
 
   I leaned against the rail and took a bite. “Three chicks, huh? Anything else about these chicks? What were they wearing?” 
 
   “Clothes.” He slowly nodded as if this were an interesting discovery. “One had a real nice cashmere sweater on and some black flats with gold buttons. I think my sister Carla might like a pair. The girl had wide feet, and so does my sister. Fat feet—that’s the Cruz curse.” He stopped to think. “And vestigial tails… Not me… but never mention it to Carla.” 
 
   I drew in a breath, trying not to lose my patience with this simple fool. Maybe I should have been upfront with him and we could’ve avoided the fourteen hundred bratwursts not so cleverly hidden in the bushes. 
 
   “You said there was a note?” 
 
   “Yeah, a note. They were just standing there looking at it. It was taped to the study room door. So I walked up behind them and snuck a peek. It said: Attention! Psych 101 study session for Deana, Carole, and Astor has been canceled tonight. Your position, although very flexible (#yoga), has been compromised. Best regards, S.L. Please accept the attached Starbucks gift card and my sincerest apologies.”
 
   I slammed a fist against the porch rail as Fernando continued. “So then the girls looked pale as ghosts, ripped the note off the wall, and bought me a Frappuccino.” 
 
   He lifted his drink and sucked the rest down in one long, disgusting slurp.
 
   Dammit. Sydney must be scurrying around, covering her ass. She’d probably already reached the dean by now. Spanky’s podcasts were now mysteriously missing off the station’s website. There were only three plays left: me, Jack, and the Shrieking T’s. 
 
   Even if Sydney corrected all her wrongs, there was one thing she couldn’t fix—Jack Porter’s virginity. He was my ticket. Out Jack as a virgin and expose Sunday Lane… or get him laid and raise his morale. 
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   Back in high school, I could leave a message written in Cantonese on a mini Post-it note in the feminine napkin disposal of the women’s restroom, and within two and half minutes, it would have been deciphered, read over the loud speaker, and a special edition of the school paper would have been distributed.
 
   Unfortunately, college is no different. 
 
   “I’m so stupid!” 
 
   I rushed inside my dorm room to find Allison lying in a fetal position on her bed. Her long hair was drenched in tears and snot. Sitting up as I entered, she yanked our shared box of tissues off our shared nightstand and snorted into one, releasing a trumpet-like sound.
 
   As she looked at my face, her mouth twisted into a deep scowl. “Oh God,” she sniveled out. “I can’t look at you. You look so much like him.” 
 
   She stood from the bed and pointed a finger at the door. “Get out.” 
 
   I had no idea why she was crying, but she looked hilarious. She was wearing Hello Kitty pajamas, her makeup was smeared all over her face, and there was half a wine cooler on her side of the nightstand. If this was Allison during a psychotic break, I could sleep with both eyes closed tonight. 
 
   “Allison, what the hell is going on?” I peeled off my light-pink cardigan (yes, light pink. I’ll get to that in a minute). “I look like whom?”
 
   “Jack,” she screamed, tossing the now-empty box of tissues at my head. “You look like that womanizer, Jack Porter.” 
 
   A huge, gaping hole formed in my chest because Allison Meyers had just sucked out every inch of my sanity. The world had flipped on its axis. 
 
   Jack Porter is a womanizer. 
 
   Jack Porter, who slept with a stuffed mouse he called Uncle McSqueakers. Jack Porter, who still maintained a subscription to BoysLife: Boy Scout Magazine. Jack Porter, whose side hobby was floral arranging (he’d done two weddings).
 
   Allison stopped her hysterics for a split second, regarding me with curiosity. “You look nice. You curled your hair. Why did you curl your hair? And are you wearing a cream-colored shirt?” She squinted at me through her one un-swollen eye.
 
   “That’s not important, Allison.” I came around her side, wrapped an arm around her waist, and sat her down on her bed. “You’re what’s important.” And I don’t want to tell you. 
 
   “Why would you think my brother is a womanizer? You must be crazy.” I rubbed her head, and she snorted into my chest.
 
   Looking at me with red, mascara-streaked eyes, she bellowed out, “Because Theresa told Beth, who told Amy, who told Lisa, who told Jennifer, who told Katharine—” 
 
   Okay, I needed a flow chart. “Told them what?” 
 
   “Katharine said Theresa Denton, that little slut whore, is going to have sex with Jack tonight because he’s apparently soooo gooood at sex and his tongue is lengthy and smooth like buttery saltwater taffy, and his penis is so long and wide it always resides in two zip codes. Always.” 
 
   Now, a normal sister would be horrified hearing these things about her brother. And I would definitely be reaching for the nearest garbage can to barf in if I didn’t know with one hundred percent certainty they were false. How did I know this rumor was false? 
 
   I started it. 
 
   Last night, I came home to my own version of a Cantonese Post-it note on my door, but in badly scrawled English. Apparently, my dream wrecker was a two-year-old lacking fine motor skills.
 
    
 
   Sunday Loser, 
 
   Nice trick with the Freudian Sluts, but try to get around this one. If Jack Porter isn’t laid by one of the Shrieking T’s by the end of tomorrow, it’s game over. Your precious running back brother (Brown-eyed Virgin) will be the laughing stock of Northern. 
 
   At first, I was impressed dream wrecker was able to fit all that on one Post-it note. It took me five minutes to read it. I had to turn my head and read along the edges and then follow a little drawn arrow to the sticky side of the note.
 
   “I just don’t understand,” Allison wailed into my chest. With the absence of tissues, a waterfall of tears mixed with black streaks poured over my shirt, giving it a Rorschach effect. 
 
   “I really like Jack. It’s all Katharine’s fault,” she said, forming a fist and shaking it at the ceiling.
 
   “Why is it Katharine’s fault?” 
 
   “She told me to play it cool with Jack. She said, ‘Don’t show him how much you like him. You’ll look desperate. Kappa girls aren’t desperate.’” Releasing a long moan, she slammed back on the mattress. 
 
   “I’m just depressed. I mean, we haven’t gone on any dates, but we meet in the library on Wednesday mornings. We have the same English class so we study together, and he always brings me one chocolate kiss.” 
 
   Flipping over, she played with the edge of her pillowcase. “And on Fridays, I see him in the cafeteria at noon. He was always sitting by himself, so now I sit with him. We’ve been meeting there for five weeks, and now he has my salad already made for me before I even get there. Two chunks of chicken and a half-tablespoon of runny, not creamy, ranch dressing. Just how I like it.”
 
   She smiled. “And if I’m running late and he forgets to get a fork for me from the condiment counter, he sends me a text picture of my food with a caption: Do not eat if there are alterations to this food formation.” 
 
   If I didn’t already feel like the worst person on the planet, what she said next upgraded me to the worst mammal in the universe. 
 
   “And he waits outside my biology lab at night even though I don’t get out until eight thirty. He said he’s doesn’t like me walking home in the dark by myself.” She let out a long sigh. “Whenever it’s raining, he’s there with an umbrella, and he always holds it over me while he gets drenched.” 
 
   She was grinning like an idiot now. “Remember when it was so cold last week?” She glanced over at me, and I nodded. “Well, he slipped one of my hands in his pocket to keep it warm. Then he wrapped his arm around me and rubbed my other hand.” Allison’s voice faded into a low mumble. “I know it’s weird because you’re his sister, but I wanted him to be my first.” 
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   Earlier that morning…
 
   The Shrieking T’s: Tina, Tiffany, and Theresa. Horrible girls, just horrible. 
 
   The kind of girls a boy wouldn’t take home to Mom because they’d end up fucking his dad. That being said, my threat was black and white. If it didn’t happen, not only would I be exposed and ostracized by the entire campus, but Jack would be embarrassed and never speak to me again. 
 
   Like clockwork, I saw the Shrieking T’s at the campus café on Thursdays when I walked back from class. It was their favorite place to pretend to eat. They each bought a bottle of water and picked at a shared piece of cake. I’d never seen them lift a fork to their mouths. The cake was crushed until it was unrecognizable mash, then tossed into the trash.
 
   “Hey there,” I said, plopping down next to Tina in their booth. I had borrowed a pink sweater from Allison and pulled the one cream shirt I owned from the bowels of my dresser drawers. “You guys are on the cheerleading squad, right?” 
 
   “Yes,” Tina remarked, giving me a snooty onceover. “Why?” 
 
   “Oh, good. I was wondering if you knew firsthand if Jack Porter was dating anyone?” I propped my elbow on the table and laid my chin in my palm, flashing them a brilliant smile.
 
   “Who are you?” Theresa snapped, checking out the diamond tennis bracelet on my wrist (also “borrowed” from Allison). 
 
   I looked over at the sandwich bar and pulled a name out of my ass. “I’m Sanwicha Hamm.” 
 
   Oh shit. I didn’t even think about them asking for a name. I’d have to give myself lashings later for my lack of preparation. To be fair, I’d only received the note last night. Even evil geniuses need adequate lead-time. 
 
   “Sanwicha Hamm?” Tiffany squinted her eyes and dropped her fork on the plate. “That’s a fucked-up name.”
 
   “I know, right? It’s been passed down through the family line. It’s a stipulation in my trust fund. But I go by my middle name, Paisley,” I said after spotting a girl wearing paisley pajama bottoms. Pet peeve of mine, pajamas in public. Have a little self-respect.
 
   “How do you know Jack?” Theresa asked, and that’s when I suspected if anyone wanted to “do” the socially inept Jack Porter, it was Theresa Denton. The girl scored a zero on the self-esteem scale, but I was betting she scored a ten on the infamous pussy scale. 
 
   “Oh, we used to date in high school.” I let out a sad, long sigh. “I’ve just been missing him. I was with that QB on your team the other night, and I was just so disappointed. I mean, come on, right? Guy thinks he’s the king of world, but he’s got the stamina of a lit match. It’s there and then it’s not, right?” 
 
   Tiffany and Tina shook their heads, but Theresa nodded, agreeing with my statement.
 
   I swallowed down the bile rising in my throat. These next words would burn a hole in my larynx, but I could tell Theresa was biting. 
 
   “Jack was always so tender. He’d last for hours. Talk about a selfless lever.” My mouth went dry. 
 
   “Lever?” Tiffany inquired. “What’s a lever?”
 
   What’s a lever? How did these people get into college? 
 
   My traitorous mind was messing up my words. I know it’s wrong, brain, but do it for Jack. Do this for Jack. 
 
   “Oh geez. I meant lover,” I choked out as part of my soul died. “I guess I said lever because Jack is so hard and wide that he can just like lift you up with his equipment.” At this point, I circled my open hand suggestively just outside my nether regions. “You know. Like a lever.”
 
   “Really?” Tina chimed in, thinking over my words as she licked the edge of her fork. “I would have never guessed. I mean, he doesn’t say much to us, just kind of walks to the opposite side of any room we’re in.”
 
   “I think he’s afraid his reputation will get out,” I said, picking up an extra fork and mashing along with them. “I mean, once it got out in high school, all hell broke loose, but I was always sad because I wasn’t his type, not reall—”
 
   “What’s his type?” Theresa interrupted, pulling my hand across the table. She was frothing at the mouth. 
 
   “He likes blondes with a light spattering of freckles, strong eyebrow arches, a lower lip that’s bigger than her top lip, green eyes with a spike of gold around the edge of the pupil, and pug noses,” I said quickly, naming everything on her face. 
 
   “That’s you, Theresa!” Tina squealed next to her. “Oh my God!”
 
   So after that, I told them I was going to find him tomorrow and profess Sanwicha Hamm’s undying love, and that’s when they dropped the doghouse bomb. Party at the doghouse tonight… Invite only… Jack would be there… Theresa would be there…
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   “I’m rich,” Fernando announced as I walked into the living room. 
 
   Chance had on his gamer set, rapidly pushing buttons on the Xbox remote. We both turned to look at Fernando. He was lying in his boxers across the couch, fanning himself with six crisp one hundred-dollar bills like an Arabian prince.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Chance spit out and flashed his eyes back to the screen where Scott Johnson had commando rolled around a shipping container with an AK-47. 
 
   “Well, I went out to get the mail and this”—Fernando picked up a white envelope marked Micro-dick on the front—“was taped to the inside of the box.”
 
   I snatched the envelope from his hands and tore out the note inside.
 
   Didn’t know your parents were poor. I don’t steal from hardworking people, just clueless meatheads. XOXO ~Bitch.
 
   I didn’t know what to make of this. First, Sydney inadvertently got me released from Coach Samuel’s claws, and now she was remorseful for taking me for a ride? Did DJ Sinister really have a heart buried in that cold, black abdominal cavity? I had to feel bad about my death threat from the bus. Everyone heard me, and I knew Jack ratted on me to Sydney, but why did I care? 
 
   Well, shit. Deep down, I knew why I cared. Coach was right. I was mildly obsessed Sydney. I enjoyed jerking her around because it meant she had to pay attention to me. Every time I saw that smug little mouth of hers, I wanted to kiss it. Every time she said something rude or annoying, I wanted to touch her until she shut up. Every time I saw her, I felt a mixture of heated rage and unbelievable desire. 
 
   Okay, enough with the internal battle waging inside my head. I’m sorry to subject you to that, but you can all see where I’m coming from, right? Everyone has someone in their life they want to throttle one minute and make out with the next, and for me that was a petite, dark-haired, snot mouth with an incredible capacity for evil.
 
   “That’s for me, dumbass.” I held out my hand.
 
   Fernando jerked back his hand, protecting the cash. “Your parents ain’t poor. My parents are poor,” he replied, coveting the money against his chest. 
 
   “So you’re admitting to being Micro-dick?” I tapped my foot against the couch leg and rubbed my open palm. “Hand it over.”
 
   His big mouth twisted into a frown, but he held out the cash. As soon as I went for it, he ripped his arm back and smiled. “Who’s Bitch?”
 
   “Give it, tubby,” I snarled. I wasn’t about to admit Sydney Porter had cheated me for six hundred dollars. “It’s none of your business.”
 
   “Sydney Porter,” Chance spoke up and cocked to the side before I could deliver a slap to the back of his head. “I know she is. You’re obsessed, Peters. And I know who she is… I figured it out the night DJ Moron over there outed himself on the internet. She’s the girl from freshman year.” 
 
   Fernando sat up and let out a ridiculous howl of laughter. “Sydney Fu? Oh my God. She was adopted by Jack’s parents? Holy shit.” 
 
   I snatched the money from his hands and shook my head at him. “What are you talking about? She’s not adopted.” 
 
   “Yes, she is. I remember that party freshman year.” Fernando’s voice was confident, and he looked up at the popcorn ceiling, pulling a memory from somewhere deep. “You guys sent me up to the guest floor of the dorm to get info on those girls staying the night.” 
 
   He paused, and I could see the wheels turning in his small brain. “I had them give me their names to add them to our made-up guest list for the floor’s party: Brittany Saunders, Megan Litchner, and Sydney Fu. They spelled out their names for me and everything, and I clearly remember Sydney saying, ‘My last name is F-U.’” 
 
   Chance started laughing and shook his head. “I can’t believe you have a nearly perfect GPA, Fernando. You’re such a sucker. F-U… Come on, man. Think about it.” 
 
   I tucked the money back in the envelope and smiled. That’s right, Sydney Fu. 
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   Two years earlier…
 
   “Okay, I got the information. Chance, cue up your laptop.” Fernando rushed breathlessly into Chance’s dorm room, closing the door behind him. “Let’s do this thing.” 
 
   He settled next to Chance at the desk. 
 
   Without another word, Chance entered FBI analyst mode. You’d think he was hot on the heels of a wanted drug lord the way he flipped his laptop open, fired up the screen, and broke through a line of streaming HTML code. He was huddled in the darkness of the room, the glow of the screen spilling soft green over his face and reflecting off his reading glasses.
 
   “Okay, first one,” he barked at Fernando.
 
   “Brittany Saunders,” Fernando reported, pushing his head next to Chance’s to get a better view. Fernando wore a tight black T-shirt rolled halfway up his protruding gut. His hairy belly button hung over the crunched waistband of his jeans. Chance and I could get away with our tight shirts, but when an offensive lineman tried to wear one, people started accusing him of eating a small boy and stealing his clothes.
 
   “High school?” Chance whispered. 
 
   “Dorothy Fox High School,” Fernando said, equaling his quietness.
 
   “You do realize the music is blasting from the recreation room and Chance’s door is shut?” I lay on my back on Chance’s dorm mate’s bed, tossing a football up in the air. “I’m fairly certain this room hasn’t been bugged by the CIA.”
 
   “You never know, Peters,” Fernando snapped, darting glances to the corners of the room. He lifted the potted cactus on Chance’s desk, inspecting it for a wiretap. “Can’t take any risks.” 
 
   “Here we go,” Chance belted out, rubbing his palms together. His face lit up as he scanned a Facebook profile. “Brittany Saunders loves horses. She has a dog named Arthur. She likes the movies The Notebook and Ten Things I Hate About You. Her grandma had her eighty-second birthday last week.” 
 
   He twisted the screen so I could look at the picture of an old lady lighting a cigarette with her birthday cake candles. 
 
   “Shit, she’s seventeen.” 
 
   Both Chance and Fernando let out a disappointed groan. 
 
   “You guys are idiots.” I smiled to myself. “What about the brunette?” Flipping over on my side, I watched Chance type with the meticulous speed of a bomb expert trying to beat the clock. Three… two… one…
 
   “Zero,” he said, slamming a fist on the corner of his desk. “Let me look on Google.”
 
   Like a pro, he clicked two keys and opened a new browser page. 
 
   “Bingo.” He flipped the screen to me again and clicked on a link to Sydney Fu. An Asian girl holding a cello with her parents standing behind her popped on the page. 
 
   “She’s not Asian,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Are you sure her last name is Fu, Fernando?”
 
   He nodded. “I even had her spell it out, and she clearly said F-U.”
 
   Chance gave me a look and cracked up over his computer screen. I grinned at Fernando, who responded with a smile. Idiot didn’t know he was being messed with.
 
   After discovering Megan Litchner sang in her church choir, had an unhealthy obsession with porcelain dolls, and took pictures of nearly every plate of food she ate, we headed for the recreation room. 
 
   All three of them were tucked away in the corner of the room, next to the vat of Jungle Juice. Megan and Brittany looked like mice in a snake’s den. They clenched their fists anxiously every time one of the players walked by, and their faces went beet red if they so much as got a, “Hey.”
 
   Guests didn’t normally stay in the male athletic hall, especially females. Those rooms were set aside for visiting parents, but the college had overbooked, and luckily, we became their hosts. 
 
   A confident Sydney leaned along a wall next to them, casually sipping her drink and surveying the scene. Out of all three girls, Sydney was the most interesting to all of us. Her self-assurance was a magnet pulling in every guy on my floor, but she was scary. She sneered and her eyes were cold, so naturally, we all wanted to get beyond that rough exterior… with our bodies. 
 
   Caleb Hammill, second-string QB, approached her and whispered something into her ear. She smiled and whispered something back. Immediately, he turned as pale as a sheet and ran back to us in the corner.
 
   “Stay away from that one,” Hammill warned, taking in an audible swallow. “I asked her if she wanted a tour of the dorm floor, and she told she had to stop by the men’s restroom to drain her snake first.” He shot a wary glance back at her, cupped his hands over his mouth like a megaphone, and hissed out, “She’s a tranny.”
 
   I dropped my eyes to her crotch. Her blue dress lay flat and smooth. No package down there. On the way back up her body, she caught my eye, gave me a sexy smile, and summoned me with her pointer finger.
 
   Not a second later, I was leaning against the wall next to her. She was cute. She’d had my attention from the first ten seconds she walked into our building, duffle bag slung over her shoulder. I’d tried to make small talk, which didn’t amuse her at all, and when I asked to take it upstairs for her, she responded with a low growl and rushed past me toward the elevators. 
 
   It was lust at first sight. For me anyway.
 
   “How do you like Northern so far?” I screamed over the music, and she shut her eyes tight, taking in the impact from my booming voice. “You like it here? Did you see the cafeteria? It has all the yogurts girls like.” 
 
   “Lactose intolerant,” she responded, rubbing her hands over her stomach. “You should see me after one bite of ice cream. It’s like the Fourth of July down there, only more explosive and less colorful.”
 
   I slammed my mouth shut and looked down to where she was rubbing. 
 
   She laughed. “I’m just messing with you. Northern’s okay. I might transfer next semester. They have a good communications program.” 
 
   I relaxed and leaned back along the wall. “So you’re not in high school?”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m at my hometown community college. Got in some trouble over the summer so I couldn’t make it out here. Had to work off my debt.”
 
   “What happened?” 
 
   “I stole a car.” It rolled off her tongue like it was a normal everyday occurrence. “So anyway, community college for me.” 
 
   She shrugged and took a drink of Jungle Juice. “This is awful. Got anything stronger and less likely to eat a hole through my stomach lining?”
 
   “Whiskey, but it’s in my room. My brother gave it to me. I’m only supposed to drink a shot after Northern wins a football game. It’s top shelf.” 
 
   She nodded and pulled her hair off her shoulder. A tattoo of a guitar fret board lay against the back of her neck, blending in with her fine hairs. “Okay, then. Jungle Juice it is.” She lifted the cup for a sip and started to turn away from me, but I grabbed her arm. 
 
   “One shot would be okay. Just can’t let anyone know I have it. I don’t need a three AM dorm raid.” I drew in a breath, watching her pursed ruby lips drift up to a smile. 
 
   Then she shook her head. “I shouldn’t go back to any dorm rooms.” 
 
   “What if I leave the door open?” I released her arm and nodded toward the hallway. “I promise nothing will happen. Just two comrades taking a shot together.”
 
   “Comrades?” She shook her head but stopped, pinning me with those smooth chocolate-colored eyes. “Fine. Door open, though.” 
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   Ever heard the joke about the DJ who walked into the doghouse? 
 
   No? 
 
   Well, you’re about to, and I’m sure the punch line will be spectacular. 
 
   Allison paced the sidewalk. “What if they kick us out, Sydney? Katharine’s in there.” Hitting a pothole hidden in the darkness, she tumbled forward, and I grabbed her arm to keep her steady.
 
   “Pledges aren’t allowed in the doghouse. Her rules. What if she sees me? Oh my God.”
 
   “I thought you were in already, Allison? Rush has been over for a week.” 
 
   Releasing her arm, I studied the house. Horrible music—for shame, Peters—oozed from the every surface of the sprawling Craftsman bachelor pad. Wicker furniture sat on the wide front porch, fenced in by sturdy white columns. It all looked inviting, but I was certain under black light that scratchy wicker would be dirtier than brothel upholstery.
 
   “Not for me, Sydney… Katharine said I’m on probation.” 
 
   I frowned, thinking about how to get my hands on a copy of those Greek bylaws. “Allison, relax. We look like total sluts.” I pulled down my dress, which I swear was made of plastic wrap. “They would be total losers to kick us out, even if Katharine puts up a fight.”
 
   “What if she kicks me out, Syd?” Allison started to walk up the street toward my truck. “We need to go. Let’s go.”
 
   “Allison,” I whisper-yelled at her back. “Get your scrawny ass back here right now. What about Jack?”
 
   After a dramatic freeze in the moonlight, Allison twisted around and walked back. She looked up at the house just as a couple girls stumbled through the doors, giggling and hanging on one another. Grabbing my hand, she pulled me up the porch steps. 
 
   We entered the living room, and it was packed. You could barely walk, which could be viewed as a blessing or a curse. You could blend in, but no speedy getaways if Peters or Katharine saw us. 
 
   “I can fit through there,” Allison whispered in my ear, pointing to a three-inch crevice between two groups of people. “You can’t.” Remind me to punch her in the throat later. “I’ll go see if I can find Jack. You stay in here in case he comes by.” 
 
   I nodded and leaned against the wall. 
 
   “Here, Syd.” She grabbed an unopened beer off the console table near the door. “Drink something or you’ll look out of place. Don’t make eye contact with anyone, especially Katharine.”
 
   I nodded again as Allison’s bones were reduced to rubber and she easily slid through the narrow crack. This would have been resolved already if Jack were talking to me. My last message from him was about Peters’s wishes for a slow, painful death by Bieber. 
 
   It didn’t matter anymore. Tomorrow, Sunday Lane, Sydney Porter, would be front-page news. I’d have to move out of state, lose my summer dream job, and end up being the events coordinator at a local nursing home. I’d play oldies until five PM and then wheel them one by one back to their rooms, reminding them to take their meds. Finally, I’d go back to my low-rent studio apartment, eat a bowl of Top Ramen, and pet my seven cats. 
 
   Yes, I had it all planned out. 
 
   A minute later, I felt the heat from a heavy stare and looked up. Peters was opposite the room, and his stare locked on me like a laser beam slashing through the crowd. He was taking slow and steady breaths and his jaw clenched tightly on each inhale. I couldn’t read his expression, but I knew it wasn’t rage. I’d seen it once before.
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   Two years earlier…
 
   “Are you a wizard? Why do you have an entire shoe box full of stones and crystals?” 
 
   Peters grabbed the lid from my hands and replaced it over the box. “My mother sends them to me. It’s kind of her thing.”
 
   Sitting on the bed opposite his, I slipped off my shoes and lay down. “Do you have a roommate?” 
 
   “I lucked out this year,” he answered, eyes roaming over my horizontal frame. “I wasn’t assigned one, so I get both beds.”
 
   “I’d push them together and make a full-size,” I said, flipping on my side.
 
   I propped my elbow on the pillow and held up my head. “That way when you’re done banging chicks, you can just nudge them over to the other twin, push it across the room, and be like, ‘Thanks… but I like to sleep alone. Football players don’t cuddle. It obstructs blood flow to our extremities. We need to be in top form when our asses are getting kicked on the field.’” 
 
   He cracked a smile and reached under his bed, producing a bottle of Jameson. “Ha-ha. That’s a good one. I’ll have to remember that next time.” 
 
   He stared at me for a minute, trying to get a grip on what I’d just said. What? I was just a girl helping him plot his moves with other girls. 
 
   I sat up as his trembling hand poured whiskey into two plastic cups. Handing one to me, he waited for a cheers before taking our first sip. 
 
   “To new comrades,” he announced as we clinked plastic and took a sip. “You haven’t asked for my name.”
 
   “I know your name. It’s Gray Peters. Who doesn’t know your name… little prince?” I joked, and his flushed cheeks rose to an embarrassing smile. “I’m just joking. I read it on your dorm door, and since you’re the only one in here, I deduced you are the famous Gray Peters.”
 
   Gray was cute. Scratch that. He was gorgeous. The moment I walked into the athletic dorm, he’d caught my eye. He wasn’t swaggering around the hall like the other males, puffing out their chests, delivering smiles they thought would leave Brittany, Megan, and me in a wet, hot puddle on the floor. 
 
   While all his buddies stood there checking out my ass, famed QB Gray Peters’s eyes never fell below my chin, which had me both flustered and surprised. 
 
   “I like Tool,” he’d said, noticing the Tool patch sewn onto my duffle bag. “Did you see them play this summer at the Arlene Schnitzler Concert Hall? My brother and I went. What’s your favorite song? Mine’s ‘Schism.’” 
 
   I paused for a minute, trying to relearn English, but my tongue instantly thickened, and I couldn’t make it budge. 
 
   “Well, I guess everyone likes Schism,” he went on after releasing a nervous, ragged breath. “That was a stupid question. I’m an idiot.” 
 
   Yes, but a cute idiot with strong arms and a broad, firm chest. Man, I was as bad as the swaggering meatheads—objectifying this poor schmuck. 
 
   “That looks heavy,” he’d commented, motioning to my duffle bag. “May I offer my assistance carrying it to the guest quarters, madam?” he’d said in a BBC-worthy rendition of an old British butler. Then he chuckled at his own cheesy comment, slammed his hands into his jean pockets, and rocked back and forth on his heels like a little boy. 
 
   Finally, I got my thick tongue to work. I meant to say yes, but what came out was the low growl of a wolf ready to pounce on its prey. Stupid, Sydney. Instead of recovering gracefully, I ran for the open elevator doors and repeatedly pushed the up button. Once in the safety of the metal box, I slid down against the wall and let out a true cheerleader-worthy squeal. Gray Peters had talked to me. Holy shit. 
 
   And now I was sitting in his dorm room drinking whiskey. Unreal. 
 
   “Famous?” Gray smiled and moved back on this bed. “Wow.”
 
   “Yeah, the famous football team statistician Gray Peters. You just sit on the bench and crunch numbers, calculate the odds, you know.”
 
   He laughed and took another sip. “You’re funny, Sydney Fu.”
 
   We both started laughing, and I spotted a guitar in the corner. “You play?” I grabbed the guitar off its stand and handed it to Peters. He nodded, took it out of my hand, and began strumming.
 
   It was a song I recognized, and he botched one of the notes. “That’s an E not an F, Peters.” I crossed over to his bed and sat leaning against the wall next to him. 
 
   Peters allowed me to move his fingers across the fret board, but he wasn’t paying attention. He was searing my face off with a heavy, heated stare. At that moment, I felt brave. I had him in a corner, and I could leave now or take this a step further. Should I take this a step further? It was now or never with Gray Peters. I knew that much. 
 
   “Tell me three things that are true about you, Sydney Fu, car thief and jokester. Just three things.” His voice was low and husky in my ear, and I dropped my hand from the guitar, resting it on his lap. 
 
   “I’m eighteen.” I stood, walked over the door, and pushed it closed. 
 
   “I hate wearing dresses.” I pulled my dress over my head, and he swallowed, taking in my frame. “And I hate cuddling.”
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   Before I knew it, Peters plowed through the dancing crowd, heading straight for me with fierce determination. I held my breath, watching, but two blondes made it to me first.
 
   “Sanwicha Hamm?” Tina’s voice cut into my ear as she stepped in front of me. Tiffany joined her side, and they gave me another onceover. 
 
   Peters stopped just behind them. He crossed his arms over his fleece-clad chest but didn’t say a word. His eyes flickered with irritation, but surprisingly not at me. He was staring at the Tiffany. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” Tiffany said, lifting her hand to touch the strap of my cheap dress. “Here to profess your undying love for Jack Porter, I presume. Well, I think it’s a little too late for that. Theresa’s already boning him in one of the rooms.”
 
   My heart sank so low I was sure it slipped out of me and landed on the sticky hardwood floor. 
 
   What have I done? 
 
   “Which room?” I said coolly, looking past them at Peters. I couldn’t interpret the expression on his face as he glanced between two-thirds of the Shrieking T’s and myself. 
 
   “This party’s invite only,” Tiffany answered, pointing to the front door. “You need to leave.”
 
   “I invited her.” Peters’s cool voice interrupted my racing heart. “Sanwicha is on the guest list.” He reached between them and grabbed my hand. 
 
   



  
 

[bookmark: _Toc410565331][bookmark: _Toc414966007][bookmark: _Toc415498082]Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    [image: DIV.png.jpg] 
 
    [image: New Names.Gray.png] 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” Sydney yelled as I pulled her down the crowded hallway. 
 
   I began opening every door on our way down, looking for Jack. “You said you were looking for Jack, Sydney. So let’s look for Jack. You want to interrupt his good time, so let’s make this thing official and embarrass him,” I growled out just as her hand slipped through my grip.
 
   “Stop!” she yelled and leaned back against the hallway wall. “Just stop, Peters. I just need to find Jack. He’s not answering my calls. I know he’s somewhere with Theresa.” Sydney closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “I’ll be out of here in ten minutes. Just let me look around. Then you can go back to hating me and wishing I’d die from a compact disc laceration.” 
 
   Fuck me. 
 
   When I saw Sydney leaning against my living room wall, a million emotions ripped through my body. She was annoying. She was manipulative. She was my enemy. But she was my enemy. When the Shrieking T’s began to circle her like vultures, I had to intervene.
 
   Unshed tears appeared at the corners of her eyes, and I instinctively laid a forearm next to her head and cupped the side of her face. “Don’t cry… just don’t.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   I brushed my thumb under her eyes, wiping away the evidence, but she didn’t flinch. She let me smooth her hair from her forehead, and I felt her soften under my touch. “I could never hate you, Sydney. We fight. That’s what we do. I make empty threats from the back of the bus after waking up with glitter in my eye and a thong on my head.”
 
   Eyes still closed, she smiled just slightly. Just enough to give me hope. 
 
   “I know you talked to Coach. You got me out of punishment because you fessed up, and thank you for the money. I’m not rich, and my parents do work hard… This is how we play, Sydney. It’s Porter and Peters at one another’s throats.” I stroked my thumb from her face to throat, and she exhaled, slightly parting her lips. They looked soft and smooth and dewy. I desperately wanted to pull them into mine and taste her. 
 
   “I could never hate you, Sydney,” I repeated myself, now entranced. 
 
   “Trust me. If you don’t hate me now, you’re going to hate me soon enough,” she whispered, her chest heaving into mine on each breath. “I’m a terrible person, and it’s all coming to a head tomorrow.” She looked up at me with her big, brown Bambi eyes. “Jack loves Allison. They’re supposed to be each other’s firsts. Not Theresa. Allison.”
 
   I knew Sydney had a soft side. She was all spikes and acid on the outside, but inside she was vulnerable. If it took every last fiber of my being, I’d break down that guarded heart, swinging elbows just to get in. “Let’s find him, then… together. I like a happy ending as much as the next guy.”
 
   She laughed softly. “I bet you do, Peters.” 
 
   I winked and grabbed her hand, pulling her down the hallway. 
 
   I have a lock on my door, so you’d have to be a magician to gain access. Chance was in his room, making out with some redhead. “Get the fuck out!” he screamed, tossing a video game cartridge at my head. Fernando’s room was clear. No one was stupid enough to mess around in there. 
 
   When we couldn’t find them in the den or the kitchen or the living room, I knew there was one place left—the garage.
 
   “It’s freezing in here,” Sydney said, squeezing my hand tightly. “I guess they left the house.” 
 
   When she dropped my hand, I felt like I was missing a limb. Like an important piece of me had just vanished, and I formed a fist, holding on to her warmth. Sydney walked around the garage in a daze and stopped by the Porsche. “Suddenly, I have hankering for tacos,” she said quietly, running her hand along the open roof edge. 
 
   “Yeah. Still working on the smell.” I grabbed two beers from the garage fridge. “Beer?” I asked, already tossing it at her head.
 
   With ninja reflexes, Sydney grabbed the can midair, popped open the top, and perched against the hood. I stayed on the other side of the car, admiring the curve of her back. When I noticed her legs quivering against the cool metal, I removed my fleece, throwing it at her from behind. 
 
   She snatched it as it slid past, folded it, and laid it next to her. “You don’t want me to wear this, Peters.” She smoothed the fabric with her hand. “I’m serious. My life is over tomorrow. Sydney Porter will be banished from campus. A mob of angry villagers will have stormed my dorm room with torches in their hands, chanting, ‘Hand over the witch.’
 
   “And Allison.” She paused, drawing in a deep breath. “Allison will gladly open the door and point to me huddled in the corner. She’ll say, ‘Try not to splatter blood on my prom corsages, will you?’” 
 
   “Now don’t you think that’s a little dramatic?” Rounding the Porsche, I unfolded the fleece and spread it over her. “Even for you?” I tucked the sides under her legs to keep her warm. 
 
   “No.” She shook her head and lifted her beer to her lips. “Because no matter what happens, I’m the one who loses. There are no winners in this game, Peters.” She took a sip and slowly wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
   The spark was gone from her eyes. Shit, I’d done this to Sydney. I’d taken this vibrant girl and crushed her until she could hardly recognize herself. Until she compromised her beliefs so much she’d be willing to pimp out her own brother for his sake and hers. I’d pushed her too far.
 
   The glow of the streetlights seeped through the small garage door windows and dappled across her worried eyes. Her skin was pricked with a million goose bumps, and I just wanted to hold her. Instead, I rubbed my hands together and slid my warm palms over her biceps. “Who said you can’t win, Sydney?” 
 
   “What do you mean?” She stretched out her forearms, letting my hands slide down to her wrists. When I lingered over her piano tattoo, she locked eyes with me. “What are you doing, Peters?”
 
   I shook my head because, really, I didn’t know what I was doing. All I knew was Sydney was in pain. Pain I caused. I wanted her to curl up in my arms so I could tell her everything would be all right. No one would ever know her secret. I would have never let it get that far. 
 
   I held on to her hand as I pulled out my phone and sent Jack a text. 
 
   “Send Allison a message that Jack is in the garage,” I said. Then I circled an arm around her waist and slid her down the hood until she sank against my shoulder. Nudging aside her spice-filled hair with my nose, I brushed my lips across her ear. “I’ll do this favor for you, but you have to do me a favor.”
 
   “Where do you get off, Peters?” she whispered, leaving a line of hot moisture across my jawline. “A favor? I can only guess what you want.”
 
   “I don’t want sex,” I whispered, but my body was throbbing. I wanted to lay her across this hood and explore every last inch of her. “I want to put our past behind us. I want to be your friend.” 
 
   “You won’t want to be my friend tomorrow.” She turned her head until our faces swept past each other’s. “Trust me.” 
 
   “Then be my friend just for tonight.” Unable to stop myself, I leaned in, rolling my forehead against hers. When our skin made contact, Sydney skimmed my mouth with those corpulent pink lips. In complete and perfect silence, we inhaled the same air, dousing one another with scorched breaths, which were growing more urgent by the millisecond. 
 
   I slowly raised a hand to her chin, stroking a thumb across her bottom lip. She was beautiful. She had no idea the power she had over a man, and it made me want her even more. Under my touch, Sydney closed her eyes and relaxed her lips until the tip of my finger was moist. 
 
   “Friends don’t touch like this, Peters.” 
 
   “Maybe they should.” I pulled her toward me, and she parted her lips. I traced her mouth with mine, ready to take her just as the main door to the garage swung open. 
 
   I panicked. 
 
   Yanking Sydney off the hood, I watched as she landed in a thump against the concrete floor. Then I dropped down beside her. 
 
   “What the hell?” she whispered, rubbing the back of her skull.
 
   “Gray?” Jack’s voice came from the doorway. “Gray?”
 
   Before Sydney could mutter another word, the clicking of heels came from Jack’s direction. 
 
   “There you are, Jack!” Allison’s honeyed voice shot through the garage. “I’ve been looking all over for you. I thought… I thought you’d be with Theresa Denton.”
 
   I motioned for Sydney to crawl behind the stacked rocket dog boxes. She turned on her knees, and I followed, staring right into her beautiful ass—the ass of my comrade. Behind the protection of a bratwurst wall, we both sat cross-legged, facing one another, and listened.
 
   “I was in the house. I just spent thirty minutes in the bathroom, washing my shirt. It’s my favorite, so I whipped up an old concoction my grandmother told me about. Works like a charm.” Jack let out a nervous chuckle. 
 
   “But I did see Theresa. She’s acting weird tonight. I think she lost a contact lens because she asked for my help in Fernando’s bedroom, and then she dropped down on her hands and knees. So I did too, but I couldn’t find anything on the floor. When I looked up, she was super angry and dumped her drink all over me, yelling something about how I could have a sandwich if I wanted.” 
 
   Sydney and I grabbed each other’s forearms and stifled our laughter. 
 
   God, she was brilliant. Her cheeks always formed perfect round circles when she smiled. Those eyes, they’d haunt any man’s dreams, and sometimes their nightmares, depending on the situation.
 
   “What was that?” Allison’s voice shot out from behind the boxes, and we both tightened our mouths.
 
   “Probably rats,” Jack responded, and I raised my nose, twitching it around to make Sydney laugh. She did, covering her mouth. I couldn’t help it. Sydney had so much personality that every time I made her laugh or smile, I felt like I’d won an Oscar. Screw the Heisman.
 
   “I didn’t know you were coming tonight. I mean, I would have invited you myself, but I thought Katharine was dead set against pledges being here. Do you want to go back inside?”
 
   Allison let out a long sigh. “She is, and I do want to go inside, but Katharine will punch me in the uterus if I do. She’s threatened all off us with uterus jabs so we can’t make Kappa babies to pledge in twenty years.”
 
   Sydney’s eyes grew wide and she made a fist, slamming it into the palm of her other hand. “I’ve got a sterilization trick for Katharine, but it doesn’t involve a blow to the uterus,” she whispered, and I covered her mouth with my hand.
 
   She stuck out her tongue and licked my palm. I chuckled and lowered it in her lap—too close to her nether region—so I quickly started to drag it away. But before I could, Sydney grabbed it back, holding it tightly, and inched forward until our knees touched. 
 
   We were now face to face in my freezing garage, hidden behind the dark shadows offered by thirteen hundred rocket dogs (Fernando already ate a box), and there was nowhere else I wanted to be. 
 
   “Well, we can sit in Gray’s car,” Jack said, opening the door and slamming it shut. “Gray lets me drive it all the time. You know, we’re cool like that.”
 
   Annoyed, I scrunched up my face, and Sydney squeezed my hand, still wearing a huge smile. 
 
   “Here, Ally, you’re cold. Please take my jacket. I really think you should eat more carbohydrates. You’re so thin and beautiful, but it’s good to have some extra weight in the winter.”
 
   Sydney threw her head back and shook it in a silent laugh. When she lowered it back down, a tear escaped her eye, and I brushed it off with the back of my hand. 
 
   I couldn’t tell what kind of tear it was. A happy tear? A sad tear? Maybe a little of both. All I knew was I never wanted to make Sydney cry again, because her face full of any tears would be too much for me to handle. 
 
   “Jack,” Allison said, clearing her throat, “I’ve really liked hanging out with you over the last few weeks. I’d like for us to go out. Like on a real date. Outside of school and outside of the library.” 
 
   “Yes,” Jack quickly replied with clear and distinct confidence. “I’ve been wanting that since the moment I laid eyes on you, Ally. You’re the smartest, sweetest, and most hygienic girl on this campus. I would love to take you out.”
 
   Sydney lifted her arms and jokingly sniffed her armpits, but that beaming smile stayed plastered on her face. It quickly dropped when smacking noises began from the front seat of my car. 
 
   “Do me a favor, Peters,” she leaned in and whispered, pointing to a toolbox set in the corner of the garage. “Pick up a wrench and knock me unconscious. I can’t live with myself if I hear my brother lose his virginity.”
 
   I smiled and lifted my hands to cover her ears. “Can you hear me?”
 
   She shook her head and whispered, “Now’s the time to tell me to go to hell, Peters. Your big meat paws are thick. I can’t hear shit.”
 
   “You smell like mayonnaise left out in the sun too long, Sinister.” I started off with a childish low blow just to test her. She smiled, flashing me a thumbs-up. 
 
   “One of your breasts is bigger than the other.” Her left. 
 
   Another thumbs-up. 
 
   The smacking noises grew at a steady pace, and I made a note to have Jack detail it later. Pressing my palms down against her ears, I closed my eyes. Because if DJ couldn’t hear and QB couldn’t see, the next words out of my mouth wouldn’t be real. 
 
   “I love you, Sydney Porter.”
 
   When I opened them, she gave me another thumbs-up. 
 
   Then she said, “I loathe you too, Gray Peters.” 
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   I opened my eyes to a dark room and a ceiling sprinkled with glow-in-the-dark stars. Moving my body in a slow snow angel-like formation, I inhaled a breath of relief. 
 
   I was the only one in Gray Peters’s bed. 
 
   A low snoring sound came from the floor below me, and peering over the edge, I saw Peters lying in a fetal position on his rug. He’d pulled all the covers off the bed, leaving me totally exposed. I gently tugged his bedspread back up, and he stirred. 
 
   “Sydney?” 
 
   “No, it’s Fernando… Go back to sleep or I’ll roll off the bed and smother you.”
 
   He laughed and sat up straight. Holding his head, he let out the low groan of a severely hung-over twenty-something. “Jesus Christ. What happened last night?”
 
   I tugged up the rest of the covers and turned on my side. “The question is what didn’t happen last night, Peters, and for the record,”—I flipped a finger between him and myself—“we didn’t happen.”
 
   “I know,” he said a little half-heartedly. “Can I get on the bed? This hard floor is leaving my hip sore.” 
 
   Before I could answer hell no, he jumped in bed and pulled the covers up. I nudged him with my elbow, and he fell back out. 
 
   “I should go home.” I sat up and realized I was wearing a large white T-shirt. “Shit. What happened to my dress?”
 
   He raised a hand above the mattress edge and pointed to a skintight blue dress, now cut into long strips, in the corner. “You came in here complaining about societal pressures on women to wear uncomfortable sausage tube casings, then grabbed a pair of scissors off the desk and started cutting from the crotch up.”
 
   “What? No way.” Reaching down, I made sure I still had on my underwear. “Were you in here? Oh my God.”
 
   He laughed and let out another painful moan. “No, Allison came in here with you. She helped you cut it and then found a T-shirt in one of my drawers. Then you put on a pair of my socks, grabbed my sunglasses, and slid across the living room floor with Allison, singing Beyoncé.” 
 
   “I would never.” I gasped, and he laughed harder. “Beyoncé?” 
 
   “Trust me. You did. Fernando got it on video. It’s probably on YouTube now. He’s been big into YouTube since his DJ stardom.”
 
   I lay back in bed, and Peters released a whimper like a man who’d just lost a bar fight.
 
   “What are you wearing, Peters?” I peered back over the edge, but I still hadn’t quite adjusted to the room’s darkness. “Do you have clothes on?”
 
   “A T-shirt and boxers.”
 
   I lifted the covers. “Fine, get in… No touching.”
 
   A second later, Peters hopped into bed, and I’d made a wall of pillows between the two of us as a barrier. Despite using four pillows, there was still one for each of our heads.
 
   “You’re like a girl with all these pillows. Allison would be envious. Speaking of, is she still here? How’d she get home?”
 
   “I gave Jack your keys,” he said casually, turning on his side. “He took her home. They were sucking face all night.” 
 
   I reached a hand through a crack in the pillows and pinched his ass. 
 
   “Ouch,” he hissed, flipping over on his back. 
 
   “Why the F would you do that? How the hell am I supposed to get home… in only a T-shirt and my heels?” I growled and slammed my head back on the pillow.
 
   “Relax, Sinister.” He sat up and flipped on his phone. “It’s four AM. I’ll take you home in few hours.” He rubbed the back of his neck, flexing his biceps. I knew he wasn’t trying to show off, but his muscles had egos of their own. When he lowered his hand, he dropped it on my ankle and gave it a quick, tender squeeze. “Are you thirsty? I need water.”
 
   I jerked my leg back. “Sure, water would be good. Just make sure you give me a fair score on the pussy scale this time.”
 
   “Fucking hell, Sydney. I told you I have no idea what you’re talking about. I didn’t do that. I swear on my grandpa’s grave.” 
 
   Letting out an exhausted sigh, I nodded, but he couldn’t see me as he left the shadows and opened his door. When he came back, he flipped a reading light on by his desk, introducing a dim glow into the room. Then he handed me a bottle of water and slid back into bed. 
 
   “You should see your hair right now.” 
 
   He smiled, and I frowned, noticing his looked perfect. I lifted a hand to my rat’s nest, trying to flatten it down. 
 
   “Don’t worry about it. It’s just me. Do you remember anything from last night?”
 
   I looked down at my red, chaffed knees. “I remember crawling out of the garage when it was clear Jack and Allison were steaming up the place.” 
 
   I thought back on the night, trying to concentrate through my stormy head. “I remember taking shots with Fernando while discussing our mutual love of brie cheese and pinot noir. Who knew Fernando had such a sophisticated palate?” 
 
   Peters laughed and clinked his bottle of water against mine. “To new comrades,” he said, then took a drink. I gave him a small smile, but inside, I was filled with dread. In less than twenty-four hours, word would get back to my dream assassin, and Peters and I would go right back to square one. 
 
   “I don’t think we can be friends after today, Peters.” I leaned across him and set my bottle on the nightstand. “You don’t understand. I fucked up big time, and the entire campus is going to hate me. I can’t say why, but trust me. You’ll know.”
 
   He looked down and played with the edge of our pillowcase Berlin wall. “Let’s just cross that road when we come to it, Porter. Until whatever you say is going to happen actually happens, let’s just be civil with one another.”
 
   Nodding slowly, I lay back on the bed with my heart still pounding in my chest. “I can’t believe I ended up in your bed… Jesus.” 
 
   He held his hands up as if to prove he didn’t touch me. “I was a perfect gentlemen, Sinister. Even when you were on your hands and knees, begging me, I said, Yes, Sydney. I understand I take your breath away… No, I wasn’t aware you’ve been dreaming of me for the last two years… I know my ass is—”
 
   “Shut up.” I turned, grinning into my pillow. God, he was cute even when he was an ass. 
 
   Peters laughed, and I flipped on my side. The hem of my shirt pulled up to my waist, and his eyes darted to the curve of my hip. I didn’t pull the shirt down. I watched him watch me—half hoping he’d become a hormonal teenager and make a move. 
 
   Instead, he reached over and pulled the covers up to my waist. “You look cold,” he said with a small frown on his face. 
 
   “Thanks.” I couldn’t hide the disappointment. 
 
   “No problem.” He locked eyes with me, his dark hair framing the side of his face, perfectly cutting across his cheekbones. When I felt a surge of heat down under, I shifted, trying to let it escape, but it was a wasted effort. “Are you going to the mom’s weekend brunch with Jack? It’s a football event, but the food’s pretty good ‘cause it’s not catered by Northern.”
 
   I smiled. “Darn. I was looking forward to rocket dogs for breakfast, but word is there’s a mysterious shortage on campus. Fernando told me about the alumminati.” 
 
   He cleared his throat, which was now red and rashy. “What did he say?” He closed his eyes and a look washed over his face liked he was standing in front of a firing squad. 
 
   “Nothing. He just said he swiped a stash of hotdogs because of a secret society of concession stand Nazis. Relax, Peters.” A sharp pain shot through my neck. “Ouch, Jesus, I can barely move my neck.”
 
   Peters chuckled. “That’s because you played Call of Duty for an hour with Chance. I’m pretty sure he’s in love with you now. You killed Scott Johnson like seven times… and you whispered into the headset, ‘When you don’t go to bed when your mom says so, Scott, you die by my red-hot bullet.’”
 
   “Yeah. That kid is a little twerp. He kept calling me old lady, and Chance did try to grab my ass once.”
 
   Peters’s face practically burst into flames, and I laid a hand on his knee. “But I turned around and slapped him in the face. Then killed his character with a serrated knife across the throat.” I gave his knee a reassuring squeeze. He covered my hand, grasping my fingers gently.
 
   I grew somewhat breathless when he stroked over my fingertips. “Tell me three things that are true about you, Sydney Fu, car thief and jokester.” He rolled his fingertips up my wrist and swept over my keyboard tattoo, stopping to play notes along my skin. 
 
   “I’m twenty-one years old,” I said as a line of electric goose bumps blossomed across my skin. I sat up and pointed to the blue strips of devil fabric in the corner. “I hate wearing dresses.” 
 
   Peters chuckled again and locked his caramel eyes on my lips. 
 
   “And I love cuddling.” I tossed the mountain of pillows off the bed.
 
   Peters hopped up and turned off his light. When he jumped back in bed, he slid his arm over my waist, dragging me into the curve of his body. “Good night, Sinister,” he whispered into the back of my neck, pulling the covers over our bodies. 
 
   “Good night, micro-dick,” I teased, and he gave me a tight squeeze before we both fell back to sleep. 
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   From the moment I woke up, I wholeheartedly wanted Sydney Porter. Sinister. She was a dark angel tucked into my arms. When her soft hair brushed against my neck, rousing me from my sleep, it aroused something else, too. I tried to conjure the most horrifying images to keep myself calm. Fernando naked didn’t work. The bubonic plague didn’t work. Now Katharine’s shrill cackle, yeah, that had me sneaking glances under the covers to make sure I was still a man. 
 
   With my manhood in check, my brain began firing on all cylinders. Without a doubt, I had a seriously sexy, wickedly funny girl lying in my arms. Sydney Porter was my own personal touchdown. And I was close to winning the game. But my gnawing sickness tripled overnight. 
 
   I’d taken this game too far.
 
   My lies were a thick smoke in the air, an emotional haze making it hard to breathe. It would’ve been easy to stop with the blackmail. Let things go back to normal. But stupid me went and wrote a letter, raising Sydney’s hopes. And she wasn’t dumb and she wasn’t a quitter. She’d hunt her blackmailer and eventually, the trail would lead to Gray Peters. 
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   Two years earlier…
 
   How we went from guitar lessons to naked, I had no idea. What I did know was it was not this mere mortal’s place to question a gift from the gods. A gift wrapped in black lace and taut, olive skin. Nope. When a present like Sydney was delivered right into your lap, you didn’tignore it. 
 
   “We don’t have to do anything, Sydney.” Laying down my guitar, I stood from the bed. “I wasn’t trying to bring you back to my room to get you into bed.”
 
   Sydney moved her hands behind her back and unclasped her lace bra. As it fell to the floor, two firm breasts appeared, lying against her skin like teardrops. 
 
   Move, Peters. 
 
   I don’t remember walking, but then I was there, inhaling her strawberry body lotion. My palm rolled across her goose bump-prickled skin, as if directed by a ghost. Catching a glimpse of her tattoo, I licked my bottom lip, ready to taste her. 
 
   “Sydney, are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
   I knew she wasn’t drunk. She’d hardly had a few sips. She nodded, focusing her brown saucer eyes on mine. 
 
   “Have you ever done this before?”
 
   Nodding again, she wrapped her hands around the back of my neck and pulled me to her mouth. It was warm and sweet to the taste. Sydney was addictive. I caught her plump lower lip between my teeth, tugging it gently. 
 
   “More,” I whispered.
 
   Then Sydney opened for me, allowing my tongue to sweep inside and explore. 
 
   A timid moan escaped her, and I wished it were louder. I was going to make it louder. Running my tongue down her neck, my lips fell between her breasts. I kissed each softly, until she let out a hungrier moan. There it is. Music to my ears. 
 
   “Let’s go to the bed,” she whispered. “My knees are getting weak.”
 
   I made her knees weak? 
 
   Sydney took my hand, and I led her to the bed. When she sat down, I stood in front of her, staring down at her heart-shaped face. What’s next? T-shirt. Pulling it off, I threw it on my desk.
 
   “Lie down,” I said, kneeling in front of her trembling thighs. 
 
   Spreading her legs apart, I lightly kissed along the inside of her knee. 
 
   “Take your pants off,” she countered, twisting a stray strand of hair around her finger. The rest of her wild, dark hair lay like a veil covering her breasts. 
 
   “Pull your hair back.” 
 
   She flipped her long hair to her back, and I leaned in, taking a breast in my mouth. 
 
   “I said take off those pants, Gray.” 
 
   “Or what?” I mumbled between mouthfuls of skin.
 
   Her foot skimmed up my thigh and stopped between my legs. 
 
   Pants were off in three seconds. 
 
   She’d have to take off the boxers, though. I wanted to feel her hands pull them down. It was my last test to see if this was real. When I kissed closer to her center, Sydney reacted by slamming her legs shut. 
 
   I jerked my head back like I’d just missed a swinging axe. “Are you okay?” 
 
   Her face was flush. “Yeah, I’m not used to faces down in that area,” she said awkwardly, making a wide sweeping motion with her hand just above her panties.
 
   “What? You mean no one’s been down here in eighteen years?” I smiled at her, and she turned her face, biting down on her lip—sexy as hell.
 
   “Well, that changes tonight. Lift those hips.” 
 
   Cautiously, she lifted her hips, and I pulled off her panties. She didn’t shave it all off. It was trim and tidy but womanly. She flexed her thighs next to my head as I lowered my face. 
 
   “Scoot back across the bed.” 
 
   When she reached the wall, she propped up on her elbows. “I want to watch.” She released a low, nervous breath. “Can I grab your head? I’ve seen it in movies.” 
 
   “In movies?” I laughed. “Baby, you can grab whatever you want.” 
 
   I slid my palms over the insides of her smooth thighs, kneading the worry from them. “Relax your legs, Sydney.” 
 
   She was reluctant at first, but eventually, she let me kiss the insides of her thighs and lowered her legs to the bed. Spreading them wide open, I pinned her knees down so she didn’t have a jerk reaction and crush my skull.
 
   “How does it look?” she asked timidly, and I about lost my shit. 
 
   This innocent girl who was letting me explore her for the first time was nervous as hell.
 
   “It looks perfect. You’re perfect.” I blew onto her wetness, and she released a cracked breath, staring up at the ceiling. “Don’t worry. Just relax.” 
 
   I kissed her clit, and she muffled a moan against her forearm. 
 
   “Music’s loud, baby. Be as loud as you want.” 
 
   When my lips landed on their perfect pink destination, an aching, guttural sound came from her, pushing me to be greedy. My hunger only increased when she laid a hand on back of my head. Then she grasped my hair, bringing me close to her slowly bucking hips, and the room became drenched with raspy feminine moans. Excited shivers cascaded across my back and multiplied with each delicious lick and tease.
 
   “Oh my God,” she whispered, now rolling her hand through my thick hair. Dropping her elbows, she lay flat on the bed. “Grrraaay.” 
 
   Her labored breathing built to a crescendo, and all inhibitions left the room as she held on to my ears, rolling her hips over the mattress for more of my mouth. Then she instantly hardened under my tongue and cried out. I was still latched onto her sweetness as I watched her eyes roll to the back of her head. And when her moaning waned, her arms fell limp at her sides. 
 
   When I lifted my head, as I suspected, she slammed her legs shut. Then immediately, she flipped on her side, panting against the wall. 
 
   I cannot describe the feeling of doing that to her. Especially for the first time. The pure ecstasy washing over her flushed face would fuel my dreams for months, if not years.
 
   Hopping into bed, I pulled the covers over us. “We don’t have to do anything else, Sydney.”
 
   She turned to face me and smiled. “That felt really, really good. Like, why hadn’t I allowed that years ago?” Lifting a fist to the ceiling, she shook it toward God. “WASTED YOUTH!”
 
   Then she pulled my chin to her lips and kissed me. It was extra long and extra deep. Searching for something I hoped I was giving her. 
 
   “Honey,” she said, pulling away, and I watched her tongue slide across her bottom lip. 
 
   “What?” 
 
   Resting my elbow on the pillow, I held my head in my palm, letting her angelic face sink into my mind. Before this night, I’d been with three other girls. Not one of them as sexy as Sydney. Her dark hair framed her huge doe eyes, peeking up at me from long lashes. Her smile was perfect and white, tucked into a flawless set of cheeks. When she laughed, it was so deep and real. She was infectious. 
 
   “I taste like honey,” she said, matter-of-fact. “Do you disagree?” 
 
   I smirked. “No, although I think there was a hint of mint chocolate chip ice cream down there too,” I teased, lifting the sheets and staring down at her crossed legs. “Let me double-check.” 
 
   I headed back down, and she squealed. 
 
   “Get back up here, Peters.” She lifted her knee, bonking my forehead. 
 
   Pulling back up, I lay back on my pillow and slid my arm under her neck. 
 
   “I need a minute to recover. You really got me worked up, and I’m on sensory overload.”
 
   “Tell me more,” I joked, but I was desperate to hear about my skills. 
 
   Instead of waxing my ego, she lowered her hand to my boxers. When she gently pulled over me, I let out a low, needy groan.
 
   “You have a condom, right?” 
 
   Grabbing one from my nightstand drawer, I ripped the foil package. I began rolling it over me, but Sydney finished the job. 
 
   Then she lowered her head under the covers. I fought against a grunt as her hair grazed my bare chest, slipping down my stomach in a feathery wave. When her tongue ran over my belly, all my blood rushed to my groin. “Baby,” I rasped. “That feels so good.” 
 
   She kissed the sides of my hips, which were sore and bruised from practice, and I arched my back to catch more of her soft mouth. Hot breath coated my sides like a warm blanket. It made me ache for those pouty lips all over me. When a pair of hands ran up my thighs in one smooth motion, I’d had about enough of her teasing.
 
   I gently tugged her back up by her bicep. 
 
   Sydney’s head poked up from under the covers with a small frown. “Did I do something wrong?”
 
   Cupping her sweet face, I brought her close to my mouth. “Absolutely not. I just want to see your beautiful face.” 
 
   She kissed me again, and I groaned into her mouth as she moved up to straddle my hips. 
 
   Then the world went away as she sank down on top of me. It was nice and slow at first. She moved up and down, teasing me, so I grabbed her ass and pushed in deeper. 
 
   When she drew in a sharp, harsh breath, I stopped. “You okay? Did I hurt you?” Please say you’ve never been with someone so large. 
 
   She smiled and moved her hips again. “Sorry, it’s been a while.”
 
   I lifted up to a sitting position and studied her face. Is she really in pain? 
 
   “Is it okay if we go slow?” she asked as her hair slid over her eyes. 
 
   “Of course,” I said, pulling it to the side. 
 
   That neck was too much to ignore. It was soft and smooth. Screaming for my mouth. As I had my way against her throat, pulling in every mouthful of skin I could gather, my hands roamed over her warm back, tracing her tattoo with my fingers.
 
   With each swipe of my fingertip, Sydney arched her back. And when I cupped her ass, squeezing the handfuls of flesh in my hands, she whimpered over my shoulder. 
 
   On each pass, I could feel her muscles flex over me. She was so tight and wet and warm. 
 
   Pulling away from her neck, I saw she was focused on my face. A slight smile crossed her lips just as she clenched over me again, and I bit into her shoulder, releasing a frenzied moan. 
 
   “Jesus, Sydney. You’ve got to tell me how you exercise that muscle.” 
 
   She laughed and did it again, and an embarrassing instinctual grunt arose until I was sure I was red in the face. 
 
   Pulling her underneath me, I eased my hips to her and pinned her arms above her head. She panted into my neck as I made slow, controlled pumps, feeling every luscious wall inside her body. 
 
   She wasn’t skinny like some of the girls I’d been with. Sydney had curves and soft flesh with a lean muscularity underneath. Her breasts lifted with each thrust, and I greedily took them into my mouth. When she arched her hips upward, I could tell she was craving a higher angle, so I wrapped the backs of her knees over my shoulders.
 
   “Faster,” she whispered, ending her words with an exasperated moan. “Faster. Please, Gray.”
 
   I slammed my hips into her until my own breath grew so urgent I couldn’t hold back. As if she knew, that little devil squeezed down over me. I came loud, rocking my hips into her until she released a sharp cry of her own, and I collapsed onto her chest. Her frantic breaths bounced my head up and down, but I didn’t want to move. I never wanted to move again. 
 
   “Sydney,” I whispered, enjoying the warmth of her skin, “how soon can you transfer?”
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   My body was on fire, and my head was still pounding, when Peters dropped me off at my dorm. 
 
   He woke me in the early morning while everyone was still asleep. On our way to my dorm, he pulled through a drive-up coffee place. Peters ordered me a coffee, and when I questioned why he didn’t order one, he said he didn’t drink coffee. I told him to stop being nice to me, and he said he’d never stop, which made me even more flustered and nervous.
 
   Twice, he put his hand on my knee. 
 
   The first time, I swatted it off, and he laughed. The second time, I let him leave it there. I felt ridiculous in his T-shirt, and I’d borrowed a pair of his boxers. When his hand inched closer to the boxers’ trap door, I crossed my legs, blocking his access. He peered over at me with an exaggerated frown, but it soon erupted into his signature Gray Peters charming smile. 
 
   During the car ride, I glanced at my phone several times, expecting a news flash to come across the screen. And I peeked up to the sky a handful of times, expecting to see the Goodyear blimp overhead with a lit-up sign: Sunday Lane is Sydney Porter… Murder… Death… Kill.
 
   Realistically, it was still too early for my dream wrecker to learn Jack didn’t in fact sleep with one of the Shrieking T’s, but it was just a matter of time. The saddest part, though? I was beginning to dread Peters finding out more than the rest of the student body. For all our faults, I had fun with him, and the way he looked at me was fast melting my ice-bitch heart. 
 
   All week, I waited for my impending doom. 
 
   Nothing. Nada. Zip.
 
   The only thing out of the ordinary was Allison’s absence. At first, I thought she was staying with Jack, but when my texts bounced back, I knew something was up. 
 
   Peters started texting on a regular basis. He’d make an excellent telemarketer, always popping up at the most inconvenient time. I tried to avoid him. Let’s face it, at this point, I would eventually be exposed, and he’d hate me along with fifty percent of the campus. But despite my best efforts, I was thawing under his attention so much Sunday Lane stopped talking about him altogether. 
 
   In true awkward trying-to-rekindle-something-I-wasn’t-sure-was-lit-in-the-first-place fashion, his texts were slow and innocent. 
 
   Saturday…
 
   Microdick: At our away game. Thought I’d check in to see if you still hate me.
 
   Syd: It doesn’t help that you’re texting me at three in the morning. 
 
   Sunday…
 
   Microdick: Just studying. Wondering if you know how to find the sine of a right triangle?
 
   Syd: That’s easy. To find the sine of a right triangle, you GO TO MATH CLASS, MEATHEAD.
 
   I had to sigh, but two seconds later, I sent him a record-breaking second text. 
 
   Syd: Good night, Peters.
 
   Microdick: It’d be a better night if I had someone to cuddle with.
 
   Syd: I just sent Fernando a text. He’ll be by in a minute. 
 
   Reply was a sad face emoji. 
 
   Monday…
 
   Microdick: Thought I’d change your name on my phone? What do you suggest? 
 
   Syd: How about YOUR WORST NIGHTMARE 
 
   Peters: No. I was thinking something more endearing… like antichrist. Promise you’ll change mine? 
 
   Syd: That has a nice ring to it… No way, Jose. 
 
   But I did.
 
   Peters: Do you ever eat? 
 
   Syd: Yes, most people eat, Peters.
 
   Peters: Would you consider eating a meal with me?
 
   I held the phone in my hand, rereading the sentence until the message hit my brain. A date? 
 
   Syd: I don’t know. Give me 24 hours
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   On Tuesday, I was beginning an extra set at the SpaceRoom when Nick set a drink down on the stage. He looked especially good tonight. He was wearing a fitted white button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, exposing his tatted arms, and black-rimmed glasses, which made him look like a bookish, hot nuclear physicist. Needless to say, it was distracting. 
 
   “Greyhound,” he said softly. “I fresh-squeezed the grapefruit. Didn’t get a chance to get you a proper birthday drink the other night.” With a small frown, he turned away and started a slow, steady death row walk back toward the bar. You know the one, shoulders drooped and shuffling his feet like he had five pounds of chain attached. 
 
   “Nick,” I yelled, and he whipped around, throwing his hands in his jean pockets. When he gave me those puppy eyes and rocked back and forth on his heels, I nearly melted. “I’m sorry about the other night… Peters was just being a turd… Maybe we could do it again sometime?” I gave him a small, hopeful smile.
 
   He slowly nodded, eyes searing my body until I pulled at my top to release the building steam. “Yeah. Get your shit together, Sydney.” 
 
   His words caught me off guard, but he gave me a quick smile. “Hurry up and figure out Peters is an asshole. You know where I’ll be.” He flipped back around just as a patron approached the bar. 
 
   Conflicted. 
 
   I was conflicted. 
 
   The possibility of being with Nick terrified me. He was always an untouchable fantasy. Something to strive for when I was in my late twenties and hot, because I’d be more sexually experienced and confident. Never in a million years would I have predicted his interest now. 
 
   Then there was Peters. 
 
   Peters, who was beginning to grow on me like some sexy quarterback mold over my rye bread exterior. Not the best analogy, but he made me feel soft and fuzzy all over. 
 
   The night I spent in his room, he’d made me feel safe and respected. Not something I was expecting at all. His arms around me felt like home, but a home that would eventually burn to the ground once Sunday Lane’s true identity was out. 
 
   Nick, on the other hand, had never been a topic of my airwave diatribes. I’d put him in a special place, for my view only, but the more I opened my eyes, the less I seemed to care. 
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   Two years earlier…
 
   Gray and I spent the last three hours talking about everything. 
 
   We talked about what we loved, but not who we were. It was refreshing to not be asked a million questions about my home life or my dreams. We both thought we were keeping our conversation simple, but it was so much more than that. There’s a level trust you agree to when you admit the things you love. What you love is telling of who you are and what you value. 
 
   Gray loved old people because they smelled like mint and had the best stories. He loved football, but he wasn’t in love with football. When I told him I didn’t understand the difference, he smiled and picked at his pillowcase cover. “I guess I love football because it got me here,” he’d said, “but there’s other things in life I love more.” 
 
   When I asked him what, his answer was tuna fish sandwiches. Tuna in water, not oil. When I told him tuna was gross, he said he was starving for one and headed back to my nether regions. So I slapped him lightly in the face, which led to another round of mind-blowing s-e-x. Like up against the headboard, I’ll probably need a chiropractor, and I know I’ll need an icepack later sex.
 
   “Green,” I answered, pulling a short stack of Pringles from its can. I dropped one on my chest, and Peters snatched it up with his teeth, sucking it in like a vacuum. 
 
   “Green like spring grass or green like emeralds?” he asked, kissing some of the chip dusting off my chest. 
 
   “Green like money—that’s why I sleep with NFL hopefuls, duh,” I teased, brushing the rest off with my hand. 
 
   Peters narrowed his amber eyes and growled as he flipped back on his pillow.
 
   “What’s your favorite color, then?” I flipped over to face him, sinking my head deep into his pillow.
 
   “Well, it was blue, but now it’s brown.” 
 
   “Brown?” 
 
   “Yes, brown like your eyes, Sydney Fu.” 
 
   I laughed, but it came out choppy and nervous. 
 
   Then he grazed the side of my face with his fingertips and paused at the corner of my eye. “I’m serious. You’re dangerous. Your coffee-colored eyes make me forget the world exists.” 
 
   Feeling a landslide of rocks roll into my throat, I shifted until his arm dropped. “You don’t have to put on the charm for me. We’ve already done the deed, so the flirting can stop.”
 
   “I’m not flirting,” he said softly. “I mean it, Sydney. You’re fun to be around. Most girls know who I am before they even approach me. I can tell you don’t give a shit, and that—”
 
   “I like your pictures,” I said, pointing across his room at a collection of artwork on his wall. 
 
   I didn’t want to admit I knew who he was. He thought I was different. It was never my intention to sleep with Northern’s famous QB, but he was sexy and nice. He didn’t try to snag me with bragging. His pickup line was about yogurt, for Christ’s sake. 
 
   “Thanks.” He flipped on his side to look at the wall. “Kind of a side hobby of mine.”
 
   “You drew those?” I didn’t mean it to come out so shocked, but I was. They were striking abstract pieces. I couldn’t help but smile. They were simple yet complicated… kind of my life motto. 
 
   “Yes.” He gave me a sidelong glance, reveling in my reaction. “Believe it or not, dumb jocks have interests outside of banging chicks and collecting team stats.” He lay back on his pillow and took my hand in his. Playing with my fingers, he said, “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”
 
   “I think I’ve got you all figured out, Gray Peters, brooding NFL hopeful.” 
 
   “You do, huh?” Turning on his side, Peters ran his hand down my hip. A fresh line of goose bumps followed his path. “And what do you love most in this world?” 
 
   “Music,” I answered without a second thought. “I love music. I love the way it makes me feel. I love watching people enjoy it with their bodies. Singing to themselves in the car. Its language is universal and bonding and beautiful… ” I stopped when I realized how sappy I sounded. 
 
   “Keep going,” he whispered, watching me with those intense honeyed eyes. 
 
   “Well, even if it’s a stupid and pointless thing to strive for, that’s what I want to do for the rest of my life. People should always do what makes them happiest. Or at least try to.”
 
   Peters took a long look at his art-covered wall. “I agree.” 
 
   “And what do you love most in the world, Peters?” 
 
   Sitting up, he rubbed his eyes and ran his hand through his tousled hair. “Talking to you,” he said with a cocked grin, and I lightly punched him in the arm. “I need water. How ‘bout you?” Glancing at his desk clock, he let out a long sigh. “Shit, we’ve been up talking all night. I’ve got practice in three hours.” 
 
   Here it comes. I waited for him to kick me out, sure this was his way of escaping without looking like a total jerk. 
 
   Instead, Peters twisted his back in one long stretch and turned to face me. “But it’s been worth every second.” Rising from the bed, he threw on a pair of boxers and running shoes. “Don’t move a muscle, gorgeous.” He leaned down, giving me one last kiss. “Because we’re not done with this conversation.
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   Okay, it was clear I’d scared Sydney. 
 
   It was Wednesday and she still hadn’t texted back. 
 
   Maybe I was too eager. Did I move too fast? 
 
   I slumped back on my cracked wooden stool in the stadium locker room, a towel wrapped around my waist. Like a lovesick girl, I’d been checking my phone every thirty seconds, expecting a text. Crap, Sydney was all I could think about. Her pouty lips, her curves, her quick wit that skyrocketed my pulse with every quip.
 
   I was such a fool.
 
   “What are you doing?” Chance sank on his stool and pulled a T-shirt over his head. “Still waiting on Porter to return your texts?” He smirked and started to throw on a sweatshirt. 
 
   I smacked him in the stomach as it covered his head, and he hunched over on impact.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the row of metal lockers. “Doesn’t matter. She doesn’t want to talk to me.”
 
   “Oh, I think she does.” Chance jerked his head down the wide carpeted locker room hall. The oak double doors were pulled open, and Sydney’s head popped inside. She looked from left to right before spotting me down at the end of the room.
 
   “Get the fuck out!” someone screamed, and then a shoe hit the door. She slammed it closed, and I hopped off the bench, still wrapped in my towel, and ran after her.
 
   She was halfway down the long concrete hall separating the lower levels of the stadium stands when I yelled out for her.
 
   “Sydney?” 
 
   Stopping in her tracks, she cautiously turned around. She was wearing a knee-length skirt, her Converse, and a fitted T-shirt. Her long brown hair was pulled up in a messy bun, showing off her lightly faded tattoo, and her messenger bag was slung over her shoulder. 
 
   She looked past me toward the open field illuminated by the stadium lights. “I was looking for Jack,” she said quietly, twisting the tip of her toe in a circle. Her timid voice had me spiraling. All I wanted to do was find an empty closet and have my way with her. “I haven’t seen Allison all week, so I thought he might know what was going on.”
 
   The concrete froze my bare toes as I padded toward her. “So you planned on ambushing your brother in the shower with forty other guys?” 
 
   Nodding, she fixed her eyes thoughtfully on my chest, drinking me in. “I figured he couldn’t run away from me in there. Plus, I’ve seen it all.” 
 
   I could feel her heated stare wash over me, and I hardened under my towel. Pulling it tighter around me, I hoped she didn’t notice. When her lips rose slightly, I knew I’d been caught.
 
   “I thought maybe I could knock, but when no one answered, I just took a quick peek.” Her eyes hit my towel and settled at the loose knot in the fabric with intense interest. 
 
   “Did you like what you saw, Porter?” Deciding to mess with her, I suggestively fingered the knot. 
 
   Sydney wasn’t the type to blush, but the stroke of my thumb over the cotton fiber turned her normally olive cheeks to crimson. As I took a step forward, she backed up against the wall, her shade deepening with each move. 
 
   When I was foot away, I laid my palms on either side of her head, and her eyes roamed up my chest, finally landing on my face.
 
   “You’ve seen one and you’ve seen them all, right?” she said in a flat whisper, turning her face against the wall. Probably to cool off those cheeks. 
 
   Boldly, I moved her chin to center on my face. “I don’t think that’s true, Sydney,” I teased, pressing my chest against her. The moisture from my shower wet her T-shirt, and she drew in a slow, controlled breath. “You gonna let me take you out to dinner?” 
 
   Rubbing my thumb across her jawline, I tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. When she tried to move away, I gently grabbed her by the waist. 
 
   A group of guys bailed out of the locker room, glanced our way, and headed down the opposite hall, laughing. I didn’t care. It was just Sydney and me. I had her. Her chest heaved. She was chewing on that lower lip, making it raw. I had her. 
 
   She lifted her tiny hands to my chest and pulled down across my muscles, feeling every ridge. Her palms felt like licking flames, gliding down my icy skin, and I wanted that touch everywhere. When they hit my towel, she surprised me by rolling over my front. 
 
   “Sydn—” 
 
   She gently cupped me, and any words I was about to form were a jumbled mess. 
 
   I moaned and lowered my head to her shoulder, lightly pecking the inside of her neck. “What are you doing?” 
 
   Tucked away in the shadows of the hall, Sydney and I were seconds away from indecent exposure. I felt her pulse quicken and throb as I brushed my lips just below her chin, and I was throbbing right along with her. 
 
   “I don’t know what I’m doing, Peters,” she whispered, shifting her hips flat against the wall. When her hands caressed the skin along my waist, I leaned in, kissing her earlobe. 
 
   Soon, we were both releasing desperate pants, on the brink of being discovered outside the locker room, but I’d take Sydney wherever I could get her. Even if it were during halftime on the football field, with thousands of fans screaming for me to score. This thought made me laugh, and even though she didn’t know why, she responded with a grin next to my chin. 
 
   Chance and Fernando barreled out the door and their mouths dropped open when they saw me intimately pressed against Sydney. She saw them out of the corner of her eye and smiled. I’d expected her to cut and run, but she didn’t give a damn, and it only made me harder.
 
   “Get out of here,” I barked, and they hurried down the hallway, whistling and whooping. 
 
   I felt a cool rush of air hit my ass and looked down to find my towel on the floor. Sydney had pulled it off while I was yelling, but instead of covering myself, I stood back and let her look. 
 
   “Damn,” she mumbled, skimming a hand over my hip. “Okay, pick me up at my dorm in an hour.” 
 
   As she bent to grab the towel from the floor, her face grazed past my groin. The soft stray hairs from her bun swept over my skin, and I rolled my eyes to the ceiling, holding down a groan. “Jesus Christ, Sydney. Don’t you think we’re past dinner at this point?” 
 
   She shook her head, brushing wisps of hair against my shaft before she stood up. Then she slung the towel over her shoulder and started a lazy walk down the hallway. “I’m going to milk you for every cent, rich kid,” she yelled as she pushed through the stadium doors. 
 
   Still releasing heavy pants, the urgent need for Sydney stewed in my veins. I leaned against the wall where she’d just been standing and pressed myself against the cool cement. 
 
   I had to get my shit together before entering the locker room. I’d wanted her for so long, and I was literally inches away. I wasn’t sure how much more of her teasing I could handle. 
 
   At the end of the hall, the door swung open, and I spotted Coach’s silhouette. “What the hell are you doing, Peters? It’s gotten so bad you’re messing around with walls? I saw that girl leaving. You better be focused on the game Saturday.” 
 
   “Yes, sir,” I yelled, straightening my body. Covering my junk, I ran back into the locker room and welcomed the silence. I was the only one left, so I took another shower and relieved myself, thinking about Sydney’s ass and her plump soft lips. Lips I had to taste tonight, even if that’s all we did. I would get on those lips. They’d haunted me for years, and I’d never found their equal.
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   What the hell was I thinking?
 
   I wasn’t thinking. My body was reacting. 
 
   The second I saw Peters in that towel, I was wet. An agonizing ache built between my legs. For Gray Peters. My brain was screaming at me to not trust him, but every nerve tingled when I felt those ridiculous muscles on his chest. 
 
   And why shouldn’t I trust him? Really, it was Peters who shouldn’t trust me. 
 
   I’d been the one gossiping over the airwaves. Dragging his character through the mud. And based on what? Something I’d heard half awake through a closed dorm door two years ago? 
 
   A coward. I was a coward back then. Unable to face the embarrassment. I should have thrown that door open and yelled in his face. At least then I’d know for sure it was him. That’s what today’s Sydney would have done. No, she would have done worse. 
 
   As I headed back to my dorm, I received a 9-1-1 text from Jack. He wanted me to meet him at the athletic dorm. Either Jack needed help or he’d found out about Sunday Lane. I always thought Jack was capable of murder. We were related after all, and the Brown-eyed Virgin might push him to his breaking point. 
 
   “I can’t get through to her, Syd.” 
 
   I sat on Jack’s bed. The setup was eerily close to Peters’s room freshman year. Same bulky twin mattress. Same octagonal seventies-era window. Same beefcake athletes parading the halls, wearing next to nothing (didn’t mind that so much). 
 
   “She’s not talking to me anymore, but she sends me notes. You know, stuffs them under my door.” Jack stopped pacing and pointed at the gap between the door and the floor. “I was sitting on the bed earlier this week when a pink envelope arrived. When I jerked the door open, I saw a tall blonde wearing all black booking down the hallway. She dove into the snack machines alcove, and when I ran out there, she’d opened the window and climbed down the fire escape like a cat burglar.” 
 
   I lay back on Jack’s bed, stared up at the ceiling, and laughed. The idea of a swift-footed, black-clad Allison was blowing my mind. 
 
   “It’s not funny, Syd.” 
 
   “How do you know it was Allison? It sounds like someone on the Romanian gymnastics team.” 
 
   “The letter said, I’m sorry, Jack. Miss your sweet face. Love, Your Ranch dressing-addicted Norwegian Princess. And there was a chocolate kiss inside.” 
 
   Those fools, but they were fools in love. Speaking of “extreme like,” which was the stage I was at with Peters, I whipped out my phone and sent him a text to meet me at Jack’s. 
 
   What? A girl’s gotta eat, right? 
 
   “Syd, she said Katharine’s putting her through hell. She hasn’t said anything to you?”
 
   I shook my head. “She hasn’t stayed at the dorm all week. I just assumed you two were cooped up, procreating.”
 
   “Ewww, Syd. We haven’t done that yet. I want it to be special.” A dreamy grin crossed his face and his cheeks reddened. “I was going to take her to the zoo on our next football bye weekend. She really loves sherbet, so I was going to take her to Ben and Jerry’s. Todd from our team has one of those vans you can sleep in, you know, with the black bubble window. It was going to be romantic.”
 
   “It sounds like you’re trying to abduct a child, Jack. Jesus, the zoo, ice cream, a creepy van.”
 
   He was quiet for a second. “Yeah, when you put it that way… Maybe I’ll think of something else.”
 
   A forceful knock came from the door, and Jack sprang up to open it. Peters stepped in wearing a pair of black lounge pants and a fitted white shirt. Naturally, I closed my legs as he entered, because this was confusing. Peters had gone from the most vile person I’d ever met to a man who reduced me to a quivering pool with one lift of an eyebrow.
 
   Jesus. 
 
   Completely disregarding Jack, he focused on me lying across the bed. Eventually, his eyes scanned the dorm room, taking in the familiar setup that led us to one another in the first place. 
 
   “Peters?” Jack backed away, shocked by his arrival. When Peters ignored him and stared down at me, Jack grew suspicious. “Syd? What’s going on?”
 
   “Out, Porter,” Peters barked, jerking his head toward the open door. 
 
   Both Jack and I stood and started for the door, but he held out a hand to stop me. “Just Jack Porter.”
 
   The look on his face was a tossup between lust and anger. I didn’t know which one I preferred. Maybe my locker room visit was too much for him. 
 
   I dug into my bag and handed Jack some money. “Jack, would you mind getting me a drink from the machines?” 
 
   Jack grabbed the money and stood there like the wind had just been knocked out of him.
 
   “Go,” Peters said, pointing a finger at the door. 
 
   Shooting me a quick glance, Jack sighed but ran down the hall as ordered.
 
   Peters slammed the door shut and began pacing the room. From time to time, he’d mumble something and look over at me, then continue to pace, involved in some kind of internal argument. 
 
   “What’s up, Peters? You’re starting to freak me out.” 
 
   “I’m freaking you out?” He stopped in front of me with a glare on his face. 
 
   Ding, ding, ding, it was anger. 
 
   “My life was just fine, Sydney. It was all going according to plan. College… NFL… everything was perfect,” he scolded. “I thought I had everything I wanted. Everything.”
 
   “What’s that have to do with m—”
 
   “Quiet,” he snapped. “That wasn’t a question.” Grabbing my hips, he drew me close. “Fuck. What I’m trying to say is I can’t do this anymore. My body’s on fire every day just knowing you’re somewhere on campus. Please tell me you’re not messing with me.” He slid his hand down to my ass, giving it a light squeeze. “Because I need to feel something real… with you.” 
 
   Pushing him away, I moved to the opposite corner of the room. “This isn’t going to happen.” 
 
   Peters turned in a dramatic circle and slammed a fist on Jack’s desk. It was actually comical, and I worked hard to suppress my laugh but wasn’t successful. Hearing me snicker, Peters turned with a hurt expression on his face.
 
   “I meant not in Jack’s room,” I added.
 
   His shoulders dropped and he smiled. It was my favorite smile. “Then let’s get the fuck out of here, Sydney. You’re driving me crazy.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the door. 
 
   “Wait.” I held my hand up to his chest. “Jack’s upset.”
 
   Peters let out an annoyed growl and slammed down on Jack’s bed. When he looked up with his solemn amber eyes, I understood what he needed. Hell, I wanted it too. I couldn’t believe I’d gone from despising him to envisioning our bodies entwined together in the throes of passion. 
 
   “I know, Gray.” 
 
   His expression turned from pained to surprise when I said his first name. 
 
   “I know we need to… ummm… release our building tension.” God, tension. I made it sound like we should hit the gym, not the sheets. Smooth, Sydney. “But I have to talk to Jack first.”
 
   He lay back on Jack’s bed and wiped his palms down his face, trying to cool down his hormones. I made the mistake of lying next to him. 
 
   And like magic, we were freshman again. 
 
   He’d give me that charming smile and pour me a whiskey. He’d hold me tight in his arms. He’d slide his tongue over my body like no boy ever had to this day. 
 
   I wanted nothing more than to relive that night but this time make it perfect. Two years apart from Gray, harboring immense hatred, left me bitter and angry. But right now, my bitterness melted just seeing him smile, and my anger disappeared reading the honesty in his warm eyes. 
 
   “I like it when you call me Gray,” he said quietly, pulling his eyes over my face. “Sydney, I jus—”
 
    “Can I come in?” Jack yelled through the door, and I bolted straight up with a look of guilt. 
 
   “Come in, Jack!”
 
   He entered holding a Sprite and scanned the scene for evidence of a struggle. “What were you two doing in here?”
 
   “We just got done having sex,” I teased, standing up and fake-straightening my bra. “You might want to clean the sheets.”
 
   Jack’s mouth fell open as Gray sat up and laughed. “We didn’t, Jack. We wer—”
 
   “We were discussing Allison,” I cut in, and Gray furrowed his brows. 
 
   I was glad Jack was distracted, because instead of an interrogation, he straddled his desk chair and handed me the drink. “Okay, well, the only thing I know is Katharine DeSonna hates your living guts.” 
 
   He waited for the shock to register on my face. Nope. 
 
   “So you’re saying I’m doing something right?” 
 
   Gray scooted across Jack’s bed and leaned his back against the wall. Jack watched with wide eyes as Gray opened his legs, tugged the back of my T-shirt until I fell between them, and pulled me back to rest against his warm chest. Bold move, Peters. 
 
   “First of all, what the hell is going on with you two?” Jack stood and kicked the chair across the room in theatrical fashion. “Peters, why are you touching Sydney? Syd, why are you letting Peters touch you? I thought you hated each other.” 
 
   Gray laughed. “Relax, Jack. We’re just hanging out.”
 
   Jack was fuming. “Syd?”
 
   I rested my head under Gray’s chin. “Come on, Jack… Tell me about Katharine before I leave, and mind your own business.” I couldn’t blame him. I’d be confused too. 
 
   “You are my business, Syd.” Jack ran his hands through his hair. “Christ. What’s going to happen when you guys get into a fight? Am I going to get my ass kicked for every little thing Syd does?”
 
   “Just keep your big sister happy and we have nothing to worry about,” Gray teased, and Jack let out a dramatic sigh. “Now tell us what big, bad Katharine did to your girl.” 
 
   Resigned to the current situation, Jack settled back into his complaints. “Well, at first, the girls weren’t allowed to talk about you or think about you.” 
 
   “Think about me?” 
 
   He nodded. “Yes, and if they say your name, Katharine washes their mouth out with soap. It’s happened to Allison twice.”
 
   “What kind of soap?” Gray deadpanned. 
 
   Jack looked to me for help.
 
   “That’s an important detail,” I added, and Gray lightly pinched my side. “I mean, come on. Is it organic? Is it that blue kitchen shit? Give me the deets.” 
 
   “Oatmeal,” Jack replied. The agony in his voice nearly had me busting my gut. “And she gets those chunks in her mouth.” 
 
   I felt Gray’s chest rumble toward a laugh, and I drew my elbow into his tummy. 
 
   “What else?”
 
   Jack looked at me and glanced up to Gray’s face. I had to respect the fact Jack didn’t want to embarrass Allison in front of a peer. After all, he was the polite Porter.
 
   “Gray, could you wait outside for me?” I said, slowly rising off his chest. 
 
   He must have detected the air shift to somber because without another word, he raised his leg over my head and grabbed his bag off the floor. He shot me one last glance before he left the room, and I focused my eyes back on Jack.
 
   “Spill it, Dimebag.” 
 
   “Well, it’s not a big deal, but when Allison told me about this, it nearly brought me to tears. You should have heard her voice. It was like her little heart was broken.” Jack cradled his head in his hands and kicked his backpack across the floor. “Katharine’s given Allison a new name. She calls her Shallow Puddle.” 
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   I was leaning against the dorm wall when Sydney burst out of Jack’s door, her beautiful face twisted into scowl and a reckless fury behind her eyes. 
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   She shrugged her bag up her shoulder and started a brisk walk toward the elevators, leaving me behind in a daze. What have I done now? 
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I ran up to her side as she repeatedly hit the down button. “Are you going to tell me what’s up, or am I supposed to read that sadistic mind of yours?” 
 
   She let out an aggravated sigh. “I’m going to tear Katharine’s face off with my own two hands and hang it from the campus flag pole as a reminder to all what bitches get when they cross me,” she said, channeling an emotionless psychopath.
 
   I took in a breath of relief that I wasn’t the focus of her anger. “Why?” 
 
   She pushed the button rapidly, then smashed her fist against the elevator door. Pulling back, she rubbed her knuckles.
 
   I took her hand, straightening her fingers one by one. “Don’t hurt yourself, baby. Who’s going to deliver those sweet beats if you go breaking your hand?”
 
   She ripped her hand from mine and looked up with a warning glare. “Don’t call me baby, Peters. You think after one week you can slip back into my good graces?”
 
   Great. Back to Peters.
 
   “No,” I answered coolly, taking a step back. “I don’t, but goddammit, I’m trying. You keep holding a grudge against me for something I didn’t do two years ago. I’m getting tired of this shit.” 
 
   Sydney shrugged and stared at the closed steel doors. “I never asked you to try, Peters. I was content on ignoring one another for the rest of our lives, and you ruined it.”
 
   I moved in front of her, and she dropped her eyes to the floor. 
 
   “Don’t be a pussy, Sydney. You’re just afraid, and the easiest thing for you to do is leave. Just like two years ago.” 
 
   The elevator doors opened and she tried to move past me, but I blocked her access. “You just going to leave me again? Maybe I should go get us some waters and get you another bag of fucking gummy bears.” 
 
   Her nut-brown eyes shot up to mine, and I could see the memory knocking behind them. She thought I wouldn’t remember her, but how could I forget?
 
   “And I could come back to a cold, empty bed.” I could hear the fury in my tone and my voice rise, but I couldn’t stop it. “Then I’d run up two flights of stairs to interrogate your friends, who you’d threatened so they wouldn’t tell me anything about the real Sydney. The Sydney I had an amazing night with. Who I wanted to spend more time with. Who I wanted to take to breakfast that morning. Invite to my games every weekend. The girl who rolled in like a whirlwind one night and I couldn’t get out of my head for two fucking years,” I yelled down into her face, and she pulled her head back in surprise. 
 
   A few doors opened up down the hall, Jack’s included, and several heads poked out, peering our way. I closed my eyes, feeling my rage swell. This was putting myself out there. I wasn’t ready for it, but I couldn’t get through to her any other way. 
 
   Sydney was a destructive tornado whipping through my mind and body. I couldn’t stay away. I had to experience the damage she’d inflict, because just feeling anything with her was better than nothing at all. I was an idiot because I loved Sydney, and even her glare in my direction gave me hope.
 
   When I opened my eyes, she dropped her gaze and shook her head, like she was trying to deflect my words. I wouldn’t let her get away with it, not when she was so close to me. 
 
   “Sydney, I want to be with you. Not just one night, but for the foreseeable future. For as long as you can stand me. I want to be with you. I’m all in, Porter. Don’t ruin this… Don’t ruin us before we even get started, because it could be the best thing that’s ever happened to me… to us,” I said low, for her ears only. 
 
   Sydney glanced down the hall, noticing the curious faces. Her eyes paused on the dorm staircase door, and her waist turned in its direction. So I waited. I waited for her to leave me again. In front of all these strangers and her own brother, Sydney was going to take the coward’s way out. I relaxed my body, readying myself for inevitable abandonment and the embarrassment that would follow. Just get it over with. 
 
   Then she did something unexpected. 
 
   Sydney rose onto her tiptoes, wrapped a hand around the back of my neck, and brought my face down for a kiss. Not just for a kiss, but for life support. 
 
   It was fierce and hungry, and at the feel of the heat from her mouth, I wrapped my arms around her waist, dragging her into the elevator. I could feel her smiling through our kiss as I hit the lobby button. When hoots and hollers erupted from the hallway, I laughed into her mouth.
 
   When the doors closed, Sydney turned away from me and pulled the emergency stop.
 
   “Sydney, campus security will be here in five minutes.”
 
   She rapidly pushed her hands down my pants, and any argument was worthless. 
 
   “Jesuuusss,” I moaned when she reached the waistband of my boxers, dipped inside, pulling her hand across me. Pushing her up against the elevator rail, I gathered her skirt around her waist and slid my fingers between her thighs. God, she was wet and ready. 
 
   Her mouth skimmed across my jaw and stopped at my ear. “I want you, Gray,” she whispered, and I thought I was hallucinating, but she rolled her hand across me again, reminding me this was about to get real—very real. 
 
   I dropped my sweats to my knees and raised her soft, strong body against the metal wall. No condom. Why did I not have a condom? 
 
   “I’m clean, Sydney. Are you… protected?” 
 
   She nodded and settled her hips against the elevator handrail. “Yes and yes.” Her mouth crashed onto mine again, pulling my lips between her teeth. 
 
   Clumsily, I tried to pull down her underwear but ended up ripping it off like a caveman. “Fuck, I’m sorry,” I said, unable to hide the embarrassment in my voice. 
 
   “Shh… it’s okay,” she whispered as she gripped my shoulders tightly and rolled her hands down my back. I relaxed as her fingers kneaded into my muscles. “Please, Gray, I need release.” 
 
   Taking a quick glance at the elevator’s ceiling, I said a silent thank you to God. 
 
   Gently, I slipped inside her, and we both moaned into each other’s mouths. Her legs wrapped around my waist, and I held her up with one hand, resting the other behind her head to cushion the blow. 
 
   On each thrust, her head rose and her lips parted, letting soft, seductive breaths into the air between us. I returned her whimpers with slow carnal noises of my own as I watched her arch back her neck and felt her hips roll over me in languid waves. She was tight, just like I remembered. I bit down on my lip, suppressing a moan. I’d always used condoms, and without a barrier, her dripping heat surrounded me like a glove. Fuck.
 
   “You feel so good, Sydney.” As I spoke, she moved her hands across my chest, sliding them over my shoulders, finally cupping my face. I closed my eyes at the feel of her thumbs massaging the back of my jaw, and soon her lips brushed over mine, teasing me. “Stop flirting and kiss me,” I whispered and opened my mouth for hers. 
 
   She pulled my head in closer and her tongue found its way inside, meeting mine with such gentleness and purpose I nearly unleashed right then. When she pulled away, I opened my eyes. She was moving above me with a smile on her lips and a lusty glaze over her eyes. She looked beautiful, and I regretted not taking her home. An elevator in a dorm full of jocks wasn’t where I wanted to be for our first—second—time. She deserved romance and slow pleasure, not hormonal rabbit Gray.
 
   “Sydney, we don’t have to do this here.” I started to lower her, and she gripped my biceps, digging in my arms. 
 
   She let out frustrated growl. “Yes, we do,” she ordered. Her eyes darkened as she pulled her heels across my back, slamming myself into her. “I don’t want soft and slow. I want freshman year, against the headboard, screaming your name.”
 
   She gave me a fiendish smile, and I returned it. Her words were driving me insane, and even though I wanted this so badly, I was going to make her work for it. 
 
   “You really want that?” I whispered into her ear, slowing the roll of my hips and torturing us both. Sometimes you have to sacrifice to get what you want. “You gonna just take your fill and leave me if I fuck you?” 
 
   She narrowed her eyes and released a frustrated groan when I pumped even slower. “Not if I’m fucked so hard I can’t walk,” she countered, and yep, that about did it.
 
    Grabbing Sydney’s outer thigh, I slammed her back against the metal wall and delivered hard enough thrusts to make her breath hitch. With my other forearm, I pinned her wrists above her head and took every ounce of her, pushing deep inside until she was gasping for breath. 
 
   “Should I stop?” I teased. But God, I was seconds away from losing it. 
 
   “No,” she cried out, trying to catch her breath. 
 
   The elevator filled with the sound of glorious wet slaps of skin against skin. We were animals. Tearing one another apart. Groaning and grunting into one another’s mouths, only to pull away to mutter out a fuck or a yes every few seconds. 
 
   It was rough. It was primal. It was incredible. 
 
   “Everything all right in there?” A voice came from the elevator speaker, and we both shot our eyes toward the door. “I’ll have you out of there in three minutes. Please remain calm.”
 
   We both laughed, and Sydney let out a loud moan when I slammed into her again, sending her head back against a metal panel. 
 
   “Sorry, baby,” I whispered, and she clenched over the top of me. “Oh… shit, Sydney.” Diving into her neck, I finished my desperate plea against her throat. 
 
   “Are you hurt? I hear moaning in there.” The deep voice shot through the speaker again. “Two minutes now and you’ll be safe.”
 
   Two minutes?
 
   Reaching a hand down, I circled Sydney’s clit with my fingertips. She frantically rocked her hips against my hand, releasing hurried breaths. When she rolled her forehead across my shoulder, I sank my face into her hair, stopping just next to her ear. “That’s right, Sydney, come for me.”
 
   Then she cried out over my shoulder, and I kissed her hard to cover the sound. “Shit, that was loud, baby.” I shot a nervous glance at the speaker.
 
   “Come on, Gray.” Her warm voice licked into my ear. “Don’t I feel good?”
 
   “No… you feel amazing.” 
 
   She tightened over me again, and I braced my forearms on either side of her head. Sweat dripped from my forehead as she pulled over me, and my face tensed until I knew it was pink. 
 
   “Kiss me, Sydney, because when I come, it’s gonna be loud an—” I just managed to get out those words before a satisfied groan fled from my throat, and I released inside her. Instead of kissing me, Sydney moved her head to the side and laughed. Of course she did. 
 
   “Jesus Christ. Is everything okay in there?” The mysterious elevator voice was growing more desperate. Suddenly, the elevator began to shift, descending toward the lobby.
 
   Sydney and I stayed forehead to forehead, panting into each other’s mouths. When I finally lowered her to the ground, I pulled off my T-shirt so she could use it clean up. Both our chests continued to heave wildly as the tension we’d built up over the last six weeks—hell, the last two years—left our bodies. 
 
   She pulled down her skirt, grabbed her torn underwear off the floor, and picked up her bag. I pulled up my boxers and sweats. We both stared at one another with no words to describe what just happened. That wasn’t true. I could think of one: life-changing.
 
   “Well?” Grabbing Sydney’s hips, I pushed her back against the wall. “Can you walk?” 
 
   When I lowered my head to hers, the elevator doors slid open, but our eyes never wavered from each other’s. Sydney answered my question by meeting my swollen lips with hers, and I leaned my forearm above her head, taking hungry swallows of her tongue. 
 
   “Ahem.” A security guard standing outside the elevator cleared his throat. He tapped the wall with his flashlight, hoping the sound would tear us apart. 
 
   Sydney reluctantly ripped her mouth from mine and slumped against the wall, catching her breath. Lifting a finger toward the elevator panel, she rasped out, “You guys should really do your maintenance on these things.” With a hitch in her step, she made her way outside elevator. 
 
   The guard’s suspicious glare hovered over both of us, and he lifted his walkie-talkie from its holster.
 
   “I mean, the last checkup was two years ago? I should call the fire department. I’m pretty sure that’s a violation.” 
 
   No sooner had she said those words than he dropped the talkie. He stepped inside and studied the written log. I stood, dumbfounded and half naked, waiting for Sydney to take off running.
 
   “You gonna stay in there all night?” She arched an eyebrow at me, fixing her messy bun. 
 
   I smiled and picked up my T-shirt. “Going up?” I asked the guard and then slammed the top floor button, running out just as the doors closed. 
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   Warm water slid down my body, mixing with Gray’s soap. 
 
   I was careful scrubbing over every swollen, aching part of me, but it was worth every second. I’d go back to that elevator so fast your head would spin. Gray’s hands roaming my body. The feel of this tongue slipping against mine. The sound of his groans against my neck. All things that made every sharp thrust against a metal elevator wall worth it. 
 
   But God I was scared. Katharine DeSonna (confirmed dream wrecker) knew about Sunday Lane. She knew about my thoughtless nickname for Allison—shallow puddle. She knew about me. And from her murderous glares at Gray’s party, it was now evident she was going to hand me my ass on a platter. Worse yet, she was going to hand it to Northern.
 
   Shit.
 
   I should be out hunting her down, not standing in the doghouse shower, but as much as I feared the imminent death of Sunday Lane, I couldn’t run from Gray. 
 
   I won’t run from Gray. 
 
   After what he said outside the elevator… how he wanted me… how I left without explanation... and all he wanted was a chance. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear. I wanted it too, and if we had any hope to right our wrongs, I couldn’t leave him again.
 
    “Can I come in?” Gray’s timid voice floated around the shower curtain. “I mean, I’ll sit on the toilet while you shower. Not get inside with you.”
 
   “Isn’t there another bathroom you can do that in? Gross,” I teased, waiting for him to burst through the curtain and take me up against the wall. 
 
   “What?” He was quiet for a second while his brain caught up to me. “No. I just want to talk to you… I’m not… Jesus, Sydney.” 
 
   Feeling a bit disappointed, I kept scrubbing myself as my mind drifted to Jack (no, I don’t think about Jack when I shower, or pee, usually), and naturally my obsessive mind fell back on Katharine. Why hadn’t she revealed Sunday Lane’s identity? I needed dirt on Katharine, and Gray knew the most about her, but I’d feel guilty using him. I’m not used to feeling remorse, but over the last few weeks Katharine had given me a crash course on the subject, and now my words were coming back to haunt me. 
 
   No, I refuse to use Gray. We were trying to start fresh. No more lies.
 
   “No more lies, right, Gray?” I felt the words come out without thinking. His trust, along with his erroneously labeled micro-dick, was all I wanted. “No more lies between us.”
 
   When he didn’t respond, I pulled the shower curtain an inch. Gray was sitting on the closed toilet seat with his elbows resting on his knees, cradling his head in his hands.
 
   “Gray?” 
 
   His eyes flashed to mine, and he gave me a small smile. “Sorry, I couldn’t hear over the water.” He stood and grabbed a towel from the cupboard. “Here’s a towel when you’re ready. We can still go out if you want. Or I can make you something to eat.”
 
   I reached out an arm, grabbing the towel, and turned off the water. Gray turned his head as I stepped out onto the mat. 
 
   “You don’t want to see me?” I said, feeling a little sting of rejection.
 
   “I’m just trying to give you some space,” he responded, eyes shut tight. “I mean, trust me. I want to badly, but I don’t want to offend you.” 
 
   Another wave of disappointment hit me as I dried off my hair. Ambushing me in the bathroom wasn’t giving me space. “So you’re going to say something offensive?”
 
   He shook his head, eyes still shut to tight slits. “No. God, you’re twisting my words again.” Gray finally turned his head toward me, and I let the towel drop to the ground. He scanned my wet body and drew in a long breath. “So we can eat or we can go to my bedroom. My choice is the latter, but you know.”
 
   I picked up the towel and swatted him on the butt. “Well, it’s nice to know I have that effect even if I’m not a supermodel,” I teased, wrapping it around my body.
 
   Gray’s eyes darkened listening to my words. “Sydney Porter, you are beautiful. You’re perfect. Stop fishing for compliments.” 
 
   Dropping my jaw dramatically, I pushed him back on the toilet seat. “Gray Peters.” I mocked his voice. “I was not fishing for compliments.” I straddled him, and he wrapped his arms around my waist. “But I will take constructive criticism. I mean, look at you. It pains me to say this, but you’re like a demigod strutting around campus. Of course I’m going to feel a little self-conscious.”
 
   He leaned in and kissed the tip of my nose. “My only advice to you is to always wear those baggy clothes and ugly hats.” I swatted him in the arm, and he smirked. “That way I’m the only one who knows there’s a sexy woman underneath. And don’t worry. Eventually, I’ll be done with football and have a beer gut like my dad. You’ll see.”
 
   Was my head in the oven? Because my face was beginning to roast. 
 
   Gray was hinting of a future together. 
 
   “No, I won’t see.” I leaned closer to him and ran my mouth along his neck. “Because I’ll make sure you work out every night.” He grabbed my ass and squeezed, letting out a soft groan. “Maybe even double-drills, twice a day.” 
 
   Gray pulled his hands underneath my towel, swiping his fingers over my wet, swollen skin. Giving me an arrogant smile. “Double-drills twice a day, huh? By my calculation, we’re up for round two.” 
 
   “As long as you call me Coach Samuels,” I whispered as seductively as I could into his satellite dish ear. I could barely finish my sentence before I started laughing. 
 
   “Syyyyddnneeeey,” he growled, lifting me off his soaked sweats. A look of disgust swept over him, but it quickly ended in a sly grin. “Let’s go, Coach.”
 
   “I call the wall side,” I yelled, running toward Gray’s bed. I liked to lie against the cool wall at night. As I made a mad dash past him, Gray grabbed me by the waist and tickled me until I screamed out for him to stop.
 
   “You can have any side you want, Sinister.” He pulled off his clothes and flopped down next to me, pulling the covers over us. 
 
   It was a matter of seconds before I was underneath his body. This time it was different. 
 
   He made me feel delicate as he slowly moved inside me. Gray propped his elbows on either side of my head and focused on my eyes with every gentle pump. Smoothing my wet hair from my face, he laid kisses across my forehead and cheeks. 
 
   This wasn’t rushed. This was slow and loving. He was overwhelming me with intimate whispers into my ear. 
 
   He told me I was the most beautiful creature he’d ever laid eyes on. He told me my mouth was sweet and addicting. He told me he wanted me from the first day he’d met me, and it’d never stopped. My reaction was to groan underneath his body. Eventually, he lifted my hips, hitting me at just the right angle until I tumbled over the edge. Not long after, Gray let out a string of choppy, shallow breaths, and on the last one, his body relaxed over mine. 
 
   He stayed several seconds with his head against my chest, pressing his ear to my skin. My heart thumped so hard I expected his head to bounce up and down, but he wrapped his arms under my back and pressed his ear deeper against my skin.
 
   “You should record your heart beat,” he whispered so low it felt like a voice in my head. “You could use it in one of your mixes. The sound is so rhythmic and intoxicating. I never want to move my head.”
 
   Combing my fingers through his tangled hair, I couldn’t suppress my grin. This moment was perfect. I was used to okay, and I was used to just fine, but I wasn’t used to perfect. “I’ll think about it, but one day you’ll have to move your head because your massive noggin is crushing my lungs.”
 
   He laughed and kissed my breasts before sliding over on his stomach next to me. Letting out a yawn, he wrapped his arms under his pillow and watched me as I stared up at the ceiling. 
 
   “You gonna come to my game Saturday?” 
 
   “I don’t know.” I would never have entertained the idea before, but that sentimental organ in my chest was pumping harder than ever, and it was all Gray’s fault. “Going to games seems very… official.” 
 
   “I know,” he said, smashing his excited little boy smile into his pillow. “But I want you there. Bring a friend.”
 
   Flipping toward him, I smashed my excited little girl smile into my pillow. “I guess I might make an appearance, but I’d have to go alone. My friends aren’t really into football, except Allison maybe.”
 
   Thinking about Allison made my stomach churn, and the smile fell from my face. My reckless words had hurt her. I could only assume she knew they were from me, Sunday Lane. 
 
   Gray pulled an arm from under his pillow and drew my body to his chest. “What’s wrong, Sydney?” 
 
   I marveled at his strong jaw and his tight chest. He was beautifully built, and it felt wonderful locked in his embrace, but even that couldn’t take away my guilt. 
 
   “Nothing’s wrong. I’m just thinking about Allison. Jack was really upset.” 
 
   I closed my eyes, trying to formulate a plan, which was nearly impossible with two hundred pounds of hard muscle surrounding my body.
 
   “Everything will be fine. I’ll talk to Katharine,” he said, lifting my bruised hand to kiss my knuckles. “I’ll set her straight.” 
 
   “No,” I snapped, a wave of fear crashing over me. “Don’t talk to Katharine. I’ll talk to her myself. This is girl stuff. You don’t need to concern yourself.”
 
   He bunched his eyebrows together, listening to the urgency in my tone.
 
   “You look like an old man when you scrunch up your face.” Lifting my hand, I smoothed his brows back down. “You know I can handle myself just fine, but I appreciate the offer.” 
 
   “I know, Sydney. I won’t say anything.” Slipping out of bed, he walked over to his desk and turned on his reading light. “Got your favorite,” he teased, pulling a can of Pringles from his desk drawer. 
 
   Sitting up, I wrapped the sheets around me and held out my arms. “Gimme, gimme, gimme.” 
 
   Gray threw the can, and I popped it open. 
 
   “This is sooo much better than that steak dinner you promised me.” I popped a triple stack into my mouth. “Wish you had gummy bears, though,” I mumbled through dry fragments of chips in my mouth. It was all very sexy. Trust me. 
 
   Gray hopped into bed and stole the can from my cheese-coated fingers. “Only the best for my girl, but I’m not made of money, gold digger. Gummy bears are for our second date.” 
 
   My chewing slowed to a halt, processing what he just said. My girl. Gray caught my stunned expression and shoved a chip in my open mouth. “That’s right, Sinister, my girl. Don’t worry. I call all my conquests my girl. Now chew.”
 
   I smacked him playfully in the stomach, and as directed, I chewed, finally taking a good look around Gray’s room. This was the first time I’d been here without feeling like death had sucker-punched me with a massive hangover. Abstract artwork covered the walls, and my mind returned to freshman year. 
 
   “You draw those?” I asked, pointing to the wall opposite the bed. 
 
   “I wish,” he said, tucking my hair behind my ear. “That’s Color Field artwork. You know, abstract expressionism. They were my grandpa’s old prints from the ‘50s. That one.” He turned and pointed to what looked like a target with a bull’s eye. It was simple and had varying swirls of black, white, red, and blue rings. “That’s a reprint of Kenneth Noland’s Beginning.” 
 
   “It’s beautiful. It looks like a patriotic vinyl record,” I said, and he laughed. “Beginning, huh?” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s one of the reasons I chose Art History as my major. Well, actually, Grandpa was the main reason. When he retired, he became all artsy fartsy—but he said it was the best time of his life.”
 
   I tried to contain my surprise, but I couldn’t help my wide eyes. “Art History?” 
 
   “Yeah,” he said as if I should already know this. And maybe I should have. He’d hinted at it freshman year. “I’d stay summers at Grandpa’s cabin and paint with him. He had that print in his room, and I’d stare at it for hours.” He regarded the picture with watery eyes, and I felt an uncomfortable tightness in my chest.
 
   “Anyway, my usual medium is oil pastels. If you ever saw me on campus, you’d notice the smudges all over my fingers, but I guess we never cross paths.” He blinked a few times, and I pretended not to notice.
 
   “Who knew Gray Peters was closet tortured artist?” I said, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
   His grandpa had obviously meant a lot to him, and I knew what it felt like to lose someone you love. 
 
   “Yeah, well, I’ll never make much money.” He grabbed a bottle of water off his nightstand and handed it to me. “But it’s what I love. I’m sure you know the feeling, DJ,” he joked, and I smiled, taking a sip. “And what’s life if you can’t do the things you love, or be with the ones…?” He stopped himself and cleared his throat, but he didn’t have to finish his sentence. His unspoken sentiment was pounding in my ears.
 
   Run, Sydney, he’ll only crush you again. That was my first thought. But as he squeezed me tightly to his side, my defensive wall began to crumble to pieces, and I was surprised my first reaction wasn’t to grab brick and mortar and frantically rebuild. Instead, I welcomed the wrecking ball with open arms.
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   Panic set in when I woke to no Sydney. 
 
   I lay in bed for a minute, hands clenched into fists, wondering what happened. Yesterday had been so perfect. Where did it go wrong? Probably because I couldn’t keep my big mouth shut and nearly admitted my undying love. Now she was scared as hell.
 
   When I entered the dining room, Fernando and Chance were sitting at the table, plates set out in front of them, sipping coffee and chatting it up like morning talk show hosts. 
 
   Chance gave me a knowing smile and jerked his head toward the swinging kitchen doors. “She didn’t bail,” he said with a smirk. “She’s in the kitchen.”
 
   “I know.” I lied and swung past the table and through the doors. 
 
   Sydney was at the stove, humming to a beat playing in her head. Her messy hair was up in a big bun, and she was wearing my T-shirt and a pair of my boxers.
 
   I leaned against the counter and watched her. She hadn’t noticed me yet. Too involved in her own world as she danced around and tossed chopped-up rocket dog in the egg scramble she was cooking. She looked beautiful, and I kept wondering how we went from death threats to wrapped in one another’s arms last night. 
 
   But her words haunted me. I’d heard her loud and clear—no more lies. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t dissolve the lump forming in my throat. A groveling-at-her-feet confession was required if we had any hope for a future. And I most definitely wanted a future with Sydney.
 
   When she finally turned, I expected her to be startled and scream. Instead, she kept her beat, hopped over to me, and pulled my hands to her hips.
 
   “Dance with me,” she begged, and I shook my head.
 
   “Too early, baby.”
 
   She gave me a pathetic scowl and rubbed her hips against my leg. “Do you wish I were taller, Gray? I’d feel less like a Chihuahua against a Great Dane that way.” She laughed and pointed to her hips that only reached mid-thigh on me. 
 
   Grabbing her waist, I pulled her up onto the counter next to me. “I like that you’re four feet tall and your arms are crazy long. You’re like a little monkey.” I nuzzled into her chest, and she whapped me upside the head.
 
   When I pulled back laughing, she put her hands on her hips. “I’m five feet four. That’s a respectable height, and my arms are proportionate.” She held out her arms, examining their length. “See?”
 
   I nodded and gave her a chaste kiss on the forehead. “I think you’re perfect, Sinister. Being of short stature is a blessing, not a curse. Think of all the cupboards you can hide inside. If this were a horror movie, I’d be the first one dead.”
 
   She stared past me, deep in thought. “No, Fernando would be first. Then you. But Chance and I would hide in a closet while the killer roamed the house looking for us. And being as we’re the last two humans on earth, we’d quickly procreate so the human species could live on through me.” 
 
   I let out a disapproving growl.
 
   “Then the killer would find Chance, and because I’m so little, I would sneak out through the crawlspace hatch in the closet. Unfortunately, Chance couldn’t fit. The last thing I’d see would be Chance’s head rolling across the dirt foundation floor, and the last thing I’d hear would be the killer’s aggravated screams after realizing he was bested by a LITTLE MONKEY,” she yelled into my face, ending with a laugh.
 
   I was about to attack her when she let out a yelp and pushed me aside. “Crap, forgot about the food.” She ran over to the stove and quickly stirred something nearly burnt.
 
   “Rocket dogs and eggs?” She turned, showing me the pan. “Gotta make sure Fernando eats or he can’t protect you on the field Saturday.”
 
   Standing behind her, I hugged her waist. “Always looking out for me.” I kissed the top of her head. “Thank you.” I started to move my hands up her shirt when I heard the guys yell from the dining room. 
 
   “Done yet?” they screamed as she turned off the stove.
 
   “Man, they are grummmmpy,” Sydney drawled, handing me the pan. 
 
   After she poured a coffee for herself, we headed to the dining room where the boys were salivating over their plates. Sydney sat across from me at the table. We were making eyes at one another, passing flirtatious smiles back and forth. Sliding my leg across, I ran it up hers, but I didn’t remember it being hairy.
 
   “Getting fresh with me, Peters?” Chance shook his head and rubbed my leg back. “Not sure I’m your type.” 
 
   Sydney broke out in a boisterous laugh, and soon, I was right there with her. 
 
   Picking at her eggs, she glanced up at me. “I have Geology at ten, but I’ll be done at one. Do you have an afternoon class?”
 
   Wait, did just I detect an eager Sinister checking my schedule? Yes, I did. 
 
   “Yes,” I said, finally locating her leg under the table. “But you’re coming to class with me.” 
 
   I lightly rubbed her calf, and she frowned. 
 
   “The last thing I want is to hang out on campus on my afternoon off.” 
 
   “You’ll like this class,” I said, giving her a subtle wink. “Unless you have something better to do? Burn down Kappa Delta, maybe? Spray-paint 666 on the side of the Religious Studies building? Typical bad girl stuff.” 
 
   She smiled, a rosy blush building on her cheeks, then glanced at Chance and Fernando. “Now that you’ve blown my plans out of the water, I suppose I could endure an hour of remedial English.” 
 
   I smiled and tipped my fork at her. “You ain’t learnt nuttin’ yet, Sinister.” 
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   At half past one, Sydney burst through her dormitory doors, wearing a bright smile, and bolted toward my car. She was in skinny jeans and a grey hooded sweatshirt. Her long hair was pulled back in a low ponytail, and she was wearing that hat with a chopped-up animal on the front. Even when she looked like a teenage boy, she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen (scratch that first part). 
 
   When she noticed the crowd of football groupies who’d stopped by my car, she pulled her hood over her hat like she was about to be attacked by paparazzi. While any other girl would have crawled over just to prolong the jealous gaping, Sydney ran like she’d just robbed a bank and I was the getaway driver. She even hit the car panel twice before hopping in the seat. 
 
   “Ready?” I asked, and her eyes screamed at me to get moving. “I’m still warming up the car,” I teased, watching the group of loitering girls grow. “Sometimes she needs a few minutes of just idling to get the engine ready. Also, I need some good music, and I’m still working through the stati—”
 
   “Gray,” she snapped, delivering a stern glare, and I chuckled under my breath. “Move it.” 
 
   It wasn’t long before we left campus and headed through the city toward MacArthur Middle School. The school was poorly funded, and the arts programs had been recently cut, so when I volunteered to instruct, they practically issued me a parking spot. It also doubled as an externship credit, so for me, it was win-win. 
 
   “What class is this?” she asked, finally pulling down her hood. Apparently, we were far enough from school she could be seen with me. 
 
   “It’s a surprise, Sinister.” 
 
   When I pulled through a low-income neighborhood, she stared out the window at the dilapidated homes and rundown apartment buildings. 
 
   “Are you taking me to see your drug dealer?” she joked, peering down at the poorly maintained streets. “I knew you were on steroids.”
 
   When I noticed two kids skateboarding in the vacant lot next to the school, I stopped and rolled down my window. “Get to class!” I yelled, and Sydney’s eyes practically fell out of their sockets.
 
   “What the hell, Grandpa Peters?” She laughed and looked back at the kids through the rearview. “Trying to scare them straight? Won’t work when you’re driving a car worth more than their homes, you rich prick.” 
 
   Laughing, I turned into a parking lot across from the school. Sydney threw me a suspicious look but stepped out of the car and waited as I pulled out my canvas portfolio bag and tackle box from the trunk. 
 
   “Are we fishing?” she teased, and I grabbed her hand, leading her up the steps. 
 
   Soon after, I led her down the chipped linoleum-floor school hallway and to the rec room. She froze at the doorway when she saw the art easels set up in a semicircle with a low wooden stage in the middle. “This… looks like a trap.” She turned to flee, but my sixth graders piled through the door, blocking her escape. 
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   What is he trying to do to me? 
 
   He teaches an art class? Who is this person? 
 
   When a flood of unwashed cherubic faces pushed through the door, my heart stopped. They all looked at Gray with bright smiles and, one by one, held up their large art pads for his approval.
 
   “Hi, Mr. Peters,” squeaked a chubby girl wearing an orange headband and a Justin Beiber shirt.
 
   “Afternoon, Rhia,” he said, putting on a sudden teacherish voice, and I held back from shaking my head in utter astonishment. “That’s Miss Porter’s favorite artist.” He pointed at her T-shirt, and the girl’s eyes crusted over with Beiber Fever. 
 
   “What’s your favorite song?” she asked, pulling my arm to the side. I racked my brain as Gray laughed from the doorway.
 
   “Oh, you know, the one about the girl and the heart and the love.” She nodded like I hadn’t just bullshitted my way out of answering. For added effect, I made a heart shape with my hands and pumped it against my chest. Yes, I’d seen the music video. Don’t judge!
 
   “Mine too,” she said on a giggle as she made her way toward an easel. “We’ll talk after class,” she reassured me, and I gave her a slow nod.
 
   Gray remained in the doorway, high-fiving every sweaty, zitty kid that waltzed inside the room. The two skateboarders came rushing in, and Gray whapped them playfully upside the head, and they both chuckled, running over to a set of easels. 
 
   Pretty soon, the room was packed, and little gerbil-like squeals from girls and disgusting belches from boys assaulted my ears. Gray took my arm and led me to the stage, motioning for me to sit. 
 
   “Afternoon, kids, this is Sydney and—”
 
   “She a new kid?” one of the skater kids asked in a cracked, high-pitched voice. “She must have transferred from Darmer? You a transfer from Darmer?”
 
   Shaking my head, I glanced down at my sweatshirt, jeans, and Converse. I looked like I could’ve fit right in with these unruly punks. 
 
   “No, Jude, Sydney will be modeling for you today,” Gray said, holding back a laugh. 
 
   Two boys off to the side exchanged a look of excitement, and Gray quickly added, “In her clothes, Patrick and Louis.” He held two fingers to his eyes and turned them back on the boys, as if to say, I’m watching you, and they chuckled from their seats. 
 
   “Today is about Patrick’s favorite subject,” Gray began, sending Patrick a smile. “Feelings.” 
 
   The kids laughed, and Patrick went red in the face.
 
   “You’ve all studied the Mona Lisa and you’ve seen that smirk on her face, like she’d just let a fart loose.” The kids broke out in howling laughter, and Gray shot me a smile. “But what was more important than her pale face and teasing eyes, something that has been debated throughout history, was what she was thinking. What was lurking behind that smile? Was she annoyed? Was she thinking, I can’t wait until class is over so I can snort Pepsi through my nose to impress girls?”
 
   All the kids laughed and pointed fingers at Patrick and Louis. I couldn’t help but laugh too.
 
   “What was Mona Lisa feeling for hours on end, sitting in that stuffy studio while Leonardo DiCaprio painted her?” 
 
   “Leonardo da Vinci,” the class groaned in unison, and Gray opened his arms to the ceiling like a proud symphony conductor. 
 
   “So you were listening to last week’s lecture,” Gray teased just as a hand shot up from behind an easel. “Yes, Parker?” 
 
   A small boy with thick-rimmed glassed craned his neck to look at me. “How are we supposed to know what she’s feeling? I mean, she looks kind of grumpy, like my mom before her coffee in the morning.” He rubbed his forehead with his greasy little hand. “But she looks older than my mom. My mom’s thirty-eight.”
 
   Parker better watch his back when the bell rings.
 
   “She’s going to tell you,” Gray answered, trying not to laugh. “Sydney’s going to tell you a story, and I want you to fill the page with the feeling it conjures. Use shapes, angles, and any color you want, but this exercise is about capturing emotion on paper.” He turned toward me and nodded. “Go ahead, Sydney.” 
 
   I shook my head, but he ignored me and moved to the back of the room, behind his students. I could feel the stares of all the kids on my face, and I was burning up inside. 
 
   God, what is he doing? 
 
   The thought crossed my mind to grab my phone and call a cab, but when I heard the clearing of small throats and read the excited glances, I broke down. 
 
   Tell them a story? Like a bedtime story? A scary sitting in front of the campfire story? Looking across their small feet, a pair of trashed tennis shoes caught my eye. The heels were worn out from overuse, the rubber cracking at the sides. Instantly, summer popped into my mind. I’d never said the events out loud, but if they wanted emotion, I was going to give it to them in spades. 
 
   “Do you guys like summer?” 
 
   A line of bobble-heads whipped up and down as one. Duh, who doesn’t like summer? 
 
   “Well, summer was always my favorite time of the year. School was boring, and if I had to hear another lecture on conjugating verbs, I was going to ride my bike off the nearest cliff.” 
 
   A couple students laughed, and I stole a quick glance at Gray to make sure I could say things like that. He gave me a thumbs-up and started to pace back and forth as the kids grabbed oil pastels and set to work. 
 
   “I would ride my bike every day and do wheelies off the park benches. I’d go through at least two pairs of Converse a summer because I used them as makeshift breaks until the heels were rubbed raw.” I pulled my leg out to show them my shoes. 
 
   “But my favorite part of summer was visiting my dad. My parents split up when I was seven, and I’d spend summers at my dad’s. He lived in a small logging town on the coast, and he drove a logging truck to make ends meet.” 
 
   I took off my dad’s burgundy trucker hat so they could see it, and a few kids snatched a burgundy pastel from their boxes. 
 
   “But Dad’s true passion was music. Mom always thought music was a waste of time, so when Dad gave me a used Casio CT-101 piano keyboard, I thought the heavens had opened up around me.” Peeling off my sweatshirt, I held my piano tattoo out for them to see. “I was eleven years old at the time, and we’d spend hours on that thing, making up songs while my little brother Jack would breakdance behind us.” 
 
   Gray laughed and leaned his head toward one of the kids, pointing to something on her paper.
 
   “Jack wasn’t very good,” I added. “He was always better at ballet.” 
 
   The kids giggled, and I laughed with them. 
 
   “Anyway, Dad would come home from work, sweaty and stinky from long hours in the truck, and he’d sit next to me at the table and we’d create.” 
 
   I tapped my fingers over the piano keys. 
 
   “He’d make up the verses, and I’d plunk on the keys until they matched. Then Dad would grab his guitar. And Jack would grab pots from the kitchen and bang them together.” 
 
   I felt the sting of tears line my eyes, so I looked up at the ceiling, blinking them back. “That’s when I realized you didn’t have to have a lot of money to make something magical.”
 
   These kids knew better than me what life was without money. Mom always had a decent job, but she’d never spend a dime on instruments when designer handbags could be purchased. In fact, she’d never even spend an hour with Jack and me unless it benefitted her in some way. 
 
   “Everything is an instrument.” I paused for dramatic effect, honing the skills I learned in my high school theater class. Best French villager #18 in my school’s rendition of Beauty and the Beast.
 
   “I’d flip the pages of paperback books just to listen to the fluttering sound. I’d fill glasses at varying levels and hit the sides with spoons. I’d force Jack to jump on different floorboards in my dad’s ancient apartment just to hear the sounds while I strummed utensils along the metal spines of notebooks. Well, one day while Dad was at work, Jack and I came up with a whole routine.” 
 
   I smiled down at my hat, thinking about our ridiculous song. 
 
   “I’d recorded a song on the Casio so it was ready for playback. As soon as I hit the button, Jack lightly clapped his hands.” I clapped my hands lightly. “Then as he’d build to a louder clap, I’d blow air over a half-filled beer bottle. I didn’t drink it,” I added, and the kids chuckled. “Then I would tap a spoon against Dad’s pizza pan.
 
   “After exactly two minutes of clapping, Jack would start jumping on the one floorboard we discovered had a sharp-pitched creak.” I tried to copy the sound out loud, but it came across as a mating dolphin, and the kids winced. 
 
   “And then we’d do it louder and faster, until my cheeks hurt, and I knew Jack’s thigh was aching. Then, at just the right moment, we’d stop and let the piano music take over. It was beautiful and complicated, you know?”
 
   A few of the kids shook their heads, not following my train of thought.
 
   “It was complicated because it was hard. The process of arranging the sounds perfectly after trial and error. But it was beautiful because when it all fell together, it was unique. Jack and I made music from an old piano, a pizza pan, a beer bottle, Jack’s hands, and a creaky old floorboard. Something you’d never hear on the radio. Two little kids running around an old one-bedroom apartment, repurposing objects until they sang.” 
 
   I stopped, feeling a painful lump in my throat, and Gray moved to the front of the class. “Maybe we should take a break,” he said, his eyes never flickering from my face. “Let’s thank Sydney for such a colorful personal story, and when we get back, we’ll critique.”
 
   A few thanks were muttered, and then that little shorty with the terrible eyesight (thirty-eight!), Parker, spoke up. “Did your Dad like it?” 
 
   I stared at his bright-eyed smiling face, but I couldn’t break his heart. 
 
   “He loved it,” I finally answered, feeling old wounds tear open.
 
   The kids spread faster than wildfire, heading out into the hall to use the restroom or get a drink of water. Gray waited for them to leave before wrapping his arms around me in a warm, safe hug. “Awesome story, Sydney.” He dropped his hand down my back and led me toward the easels. “Let’s look at what the kids think.” 
 
   We walked from picture to picture. I laughed at a few of them, not because they were funny, but because they were cute. One had a purple keyboard and a young boy dancing in the background, who I guessed was Jack. One kid drew me doing a wheelie off a park bench, but it looked like my arm was broken in half. 
 
   “Needs some work,” Gray mumbled as he tickled my side. 
 
   I stopped in front of Parker’s picture, and Gray shook his head. “Well, at least he used a lot of color.” 
 
   “That’s the log truck,” I said, pointing to brown cylinders at the top of the page. It was held up by a grey rectangle that must have been the truck body. Underneath that were three vertical lines: pink, black, and blue. They were all connected by one dotted gray line. “And that’s me, my dad, and Jack.” 
 
   Reading my face, Gray grabbed my hand as if he knew I needed the comfort. 
 
   “And all that color, those rings behind us? See how they start off light and almost nonexistent in the center, then grow in intensity as you move toward the outer rings? That’s the music,” I choked out as hot, frustrated tears poured down my cheeks.
 
   Immediately, Gray pulled me into his side. “Shh… Sydney,” he murmured into my hair. “I didn’t want this to be a negative experience. It was supposed to be fun. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I loved it,” I said honestly. “It was cathartic. I could envision my dad right in front of me, smiling, as I described every carefully planned sound. I just wanted him to hear it.”
 
   Gray kissed my forehead and smiled. “Then tell him next time you see him. I’m sure he’d appreciate you remembering that day so clearly.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Not the story, Gray. I just wanted him to hear the song.” 
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   “Gray, will you stop shoving food in my face? I’m gonna need a power scooter at the grocery store if you keep cramming nachos down my throat.” Sydney pushed the plate of nachos away from her and crossed her arms. I didn’t have the heart to tell her she’d dribbled salsa down the front of her sweatshirt. 
 
   I am a world-class idiot. Why did I press her to tell those kids a story? 
 
   She shook her head, reading my mind again. “I didn’t have to tell them that story, Gray, but it was nice to get if off my chest.” Glancing down at her chest, Sydney growled and wiped the salsa off with a napkin. “I mean, it was ten years ago.” 
 
   Tossing her wadded napkin at my face, she said, “Maybe I should have told them about your Porsche’s quinceañera?” 
 
   Blocking her shot, I snickered. “Don’t give those punks any ideas, Sinister. Besides, they would have picked up your guilt right away.” 
 
   “Guilt wasn’t the feeling that came to mind,” she joked, taking a sip of her soda. “But seriously, I don’t want to talk about it, and don’t mention Dad’s death to Jack. It was a really hard time for him. He lost his only friend that day.”
 
   Sydney’s father had been in a logging accident that day. The truck’s trailer came loose, and when he stopped on a sparsely traveled logging road to inspect it, the whole thing toppled over. He wasn’t found for hours. Sydney and Jack were just sitting in his apartment, peeking through metal blinds, anticipating his return. 
 
   “Jack lost his father, too,” I added, feeling that now familiar sting of remorse coat my throat. “I’ve been such an ass to your brother. Why didn’t he tell me about this? No wonder he—”
 
   “We don’t talk about it,” Sydney said quietly. “Jack and I have each another.”
 
   “What about your mom?”
 
   “You don’t get it.” Sydney smiled and shook her head. “Mom never cared. In fact, I think she was secretly glad Dad died. That meant she got us all to herself.” 
 
   “You can’t mean that, Sydney.”
 
   “I do,” she snapped, then lowered her voice. “I’m all Jack has. He’s all I have. We look out for one another. Well, mostly, I look out for Jack.”
 
   “Not anymore.” I laid my hand over hers. “I’ll look out for the both of you.” 
 
   “We don’t need to be ‘looked out for,’ Gray. I have this handled.”
 
   “Sure you do,” I said, picking at her plate of nachos. “I’m onto you, Sydney. You act all tough and gruff, but deep inside, you’re a big softy. Sometimes you need to put your trust in someone else and let them inside. You can whip me senseless with your snarky words, but I’m not going any—” 
 
    “I never understood why people do that,” Sydney interrupted, clearly uncomfortable with our discussion. A disgusted look washed over her face as she jerked her head toward the corner of the diner. “It’s weird. Don’t you want to look someone in the face while you’re talking to them?”
 
   Glancing over my shoulder, I spotted a couple sitting next to each other in a booth, facing the empty other side. 
 
   “Maybe they’re in love?” I flashed my eyes back to Sydney, and she focused down at her hands, smoothing them over her sweatshirt. “When people are in love, they want to be near one another. Is that so wrong? They want to touch one another.” 
 
   Continuing to avoid me, she moved her focus to the chipped speckled counter edge and picked at it with her finger.
 
   “They already know the curve of her lips, every freckle on her face, and every speck of green in her coffee-colored eyes.” I stopped, and she briefly lifted her eyes to mine. 
 
   She knew I was talking about her, and it was making her nervous. Well, I was going to make my point. 
 
   “But sometimes they want to touch her skin. Sometimes they want to smell the spice in her hair and bury themselves in it. Sometimes they want to kiss her throat as she laughs, because the resulting vibration awakens every cell in their bodies.” 
 
    Raising her head, Sydney’s eyes spilled over my face, stopping at my lips. “Sounds like an intense threesome.” 
 
   When I left my side of the booth and settled next to her, I half expected she’d toss a fork my way or squirt Sriracha in my eyes. Instead, she rested her head against my chest, and I inhaled the fragrance released from her unruly dark locks.
 
   I’d nearly admitted my love for Sydney, and she was holding on to to me like a lifeline. 
 
   As I wrapped my arm around her, the noises from the busy diner faded. “Now it’s time to laugh for me, Sydney.” Slipping her hair behind her shoulder, I kissed her neck.
 
   “But it’s usually your face that makes me laugh, and I can’t see it,” she said, relaxing under my lips. “That small chip on your right incisor. Those uneven sideburns that drive Hasidic Jewish men crazy with jealousy. Your wandering eye tha—”
 
   “Shut up.” I laid kisses across her jawline until finally she let out a full, deep laugh, sending that vibration rippling through her throat. “There it is.” 
 
   As I started to move a hand underneath her sweatshirt, a black leather billfold slapped onto the table. 
 
   “Can’t you lovebirds wait until later?” The gravelly voice of a lifetime smoker broke my hold on Sydney’s neck. We both turned toward a seventy-some-year-old woman in a stained apron with a mop of gray curls on her head. “So sick of you college kids thinking this is a brothel. I have to wipe the booths down more than the tabletops.” 
 
   Sydney laughed and reached for her bag, but I laid money on the table first. “Bad day, Lenore?” I asked, reading her aged, yellowed nametag. 
 
   Her rough hands snatched the money, and she shoved it in her apron pocket. “One day you’ll figure out it’s not all cuddles and butterflies. One day you’ll wake up after being with the same man for fifty years, and he’ll be trying on your compression stockings and dipping into your Rosalicious pink lipstick. Then you’ll be sorry because you’ve wasted your life on a jerk who’s been screwing your church pastor. The same church pastor who gave you marriage counseling. One da—” 
 
   “Lenore!” An old man wearing a paper chef’s hat and bright-red lipstick poked his head through the hot food pass. “Stop telling lies about me and get back here. Next order’s up.” 
 
   Lenore delivered a slow headshake of warning and turned back to the kitchen.
 
   “Holy crap,” I said, watching Lenore hobble around the counter. 
 
   “That’s a good shade on him,” Sydney joked. Grabbing her bag, she glanced at her phone. “It’s four o’clock. Do you want to hang out some more, Professor Peters?” 
 
   “Yes, Miss Porter,” I answered, and she gave me a weird look. “Shit, I thought you were talking about role play.” I knew she wasn’t, but I loved that eye roll she gave me.
 
    [image: 4.16.2015.Line2.jpg] 
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” Sydney asked, flipping through the radio stations, hemming and hawing at each song. “Can’t they play anything decent? It’s all teenagers with boob jobs and voices so auto-tuned a parrot could do better.” 
 
   “I’m taking you out of the city,” I answered, entering the highway 30 on-ramp. “You did bring an overnight bag, right?” 
 
   I made an executive decision to take Sydney away from campus. Away from Katharine. Away from Sunday Lane. Away from the dark clouds looming over her head… and mine. 
 
   “Gray, are you kidnapping me?” Her shocked tone was laced with excitement. 
 
   “Yes. Twenty-four hours. It’s just going to be us. No Jack, Allison, Fernando, or Chance. I want you all to myself.” Giving her a sidelong glance, I tried to gauge her reaction. She’d pulled her hat down and was chewing nervously on her lower lip. “Or I can take you back to campus, and we can go our separate wa—” 
 
   “No,” she said, placing her hand on my lap. “I think I’d like to be kidnapped, but you have to be gentle.”
 
   “Gentle?”
 
   “Yes. The skin on my wrists and ankles is sensitive. No rough ropes.” 
 
   I shifted in my seat, trying to hide my growing erection. “Don’t test me, Sydney.”
 
   Letting out a loud laugh, she rolled down the window and tapped her fingers along the frame. “So, Snake, where are you taking me? You headed west, and we’re on one of two highways leading to 101, hmmm.” A high-beam smile erupted on her face. “The coast?”
 
   I nodded, and Sydney grabbed my hand, pulling it into her lap. 
 
   “I haven’t been to the coast since… well, since Dad.” 
 
   “Really? Well, it’s about time, Sinister. New beginnings, right?” 
 
   “For comrades,” she added. 
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   After two hours on a single-lane highway, we made our way to a tiny coastal town. It was quiet and filled with old cabins built in the 1940s, set by the ocean. Multimillion-dollar homes precariously perched on cliffs above, competed for their views of the Pacific Ocean. The town had one small grocery store with an attached coffee shop. Everything you needed. 
 
   Gray parked the car in front of a tiny cabin with worn cedar siding. As I stepped from the car, I tried to tame my hair. Beach wind and humidity is never a woman’s friend. 
 
   “Stop it,” Gray said, pulling his art supplies from the trunk. “You look gorgeous.” 
 
   “Whose cabin is this?” 
 
   “My grandpa’s. Well, it’s the family cabin now, but no one’s been here since he passed, except for Mom.”
 
   I followed him to the side of the cabin, and he stopped in front of an open firewood shed. Like a thick, white bridal veil, a mass of spider webs covered the entrance. 
 
   “The keys are in a jar,” he said, pointing blankly to the opening. “In there.” 
 
   “Okay,” I said, watching his hands clench into tight fists. “Then go get them.”
 
   “Yuuup.” Rubbing his hands down his pants, he leaned against the side of the cabin. “Nope. Can’t do it.” Two hundred pounds of solid muscle, and he was afraid of spiders? 
 
   Rolling my eyes, I entered the shed, wiping the delicate webs away from my face. I grabbed a jar sitting behind an old stack of dried wood and smiled.
 
   “FUCK,” I yelled, rushing outside with the jar. “I ripped open a spider egg sack.” 
 
   Gray remained petrified against the house. 
 
   “They’re in my hair!” I threw my hat off and ran up to Gray. He released a high-pitched squeal and lifted a leg to block me with a kick. “I can feel them crawling all over my scalp!”
 
   Red-faced and screaming, Gray ran around the back of the cabin. I followed him, trying hard to suppress my laugh, but as I turned the corner, I was met with a blast of water in my face.
 
   “What the hell?” 
 
   “Put your head down,” Gray yelled. He kept a wide distance from me but raised a hose above him, thumb covering the nozzle for added blasting pressure. “Sydney, put your head down!”
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   “No dryer here, but I put your clothes on the deck rail,” Gray said, opening the bathroom door. “Are you warming up yet?”
 
   I was standing in the tiniest shower invented by man, trying to regain the feeling in my toes. “Trying to,” I answered, smoothing my hands over my goose-bumped shoulders. “I can’t believe you hosed me!”
 
   “Never, ever joke about spiders with me, Sinister,” he warned. 
 
   “Or what?” I said, grabbing an old bar of soap from the wire shower caddy.
 
   I heard the toilet flush and then glacial water spewed from the showerhead. Letting out a loud scream, I tossed the bar of soap over the edge, hoping I’d hit Gray.
 
   “Or that,” he said on a laugh. 
 
   A few seconds later, the shower door opened and a naked Gray squeezed inside, holding the bar of soap. I wanted to be mad, I really did, but once his chest smashed against me, I was instantly warm. Before I said something snarky, he leaned down and kissed me. Soft and perfect. 
 
   “Let me wash those spiders outta your hair.” He lathered the soap in his hands and raked them through my hair. “I love your wild hair.” Lowering his hand, he stopped between my legs. “All of it.” 
 
   I swatted him on the arm, and he laughed. Then he began running his fingers between my legs.
 
   Mumbling something incoherent, I leaned against the back of the stall. 
 
   Gray grinned and slipped a finger inside me, working me at an angle. “Are you still mad at me?” He slid his other hand down my hip.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered. “I’m pissed.”
 
   Lowering to his knees, Gray spread my legs open, and soon his head was buried between my thighs. I let out a long groan and grabbed the back of his head as he worked his mouth along with those magic QB fingers. My knees were beginning to weaken, which Gray must have noticed, because he pulled a hand to my hip, holding me steady.
 
   “You still mad?” he said, pulling back his head to look up at me.
 
   “Getting closer to forgiving you,” I said, pushing his head back to me. 
 
   He laughed and lifted a leg over his shoulder, sinking back between my thighs. It didn’t take long. Soon, I was yelling my forgiveness through the rooftop. 
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   “A little to the left,” Gray said, jerking his head to the right. 
 
   A crisp pop from our beach fire delivered a sprinkling of sparks into the night sky.
 
   “You mean my right?” I moved a few inches to my right, digging my toes deeper in the damp sand. 
 
   “No. I mean my right. Your left.”
 
   I moved a few inches back, settling just behind the fire. The licking flames pulled heat across my face, and I moved my fingertips along my skin, cooling it down.
 
   “Keep your hands down.” He shifted his sketchpad higher on his lap and dug through his box of pastels. “If you keep touching your face, it’s going to change the outcome.”
 
   “I thought you were drawing my soul,” I teased, flashing him a flirtatious smile from across the fire.
 
   “There’s not enough black pastel under the sun to capture your soul, Sinister.” Gray chuckled under his breath. He peeked up just long enough to catch my smile falter. “That was a joke.” 
 
   “I know.” I rolled my neck, letting the insult fall from my shoulders. 
 
   It wasn’t the first time I’d been accused of lacking anything precious and holy in my body, especially from Gray. He was right back at the diner. I was guarded. Walls are protection. Walls ensure your heart doesn’t get broken. I’d lived most of my life surrounded by walls, and the first time I let them fall was with Gray. I knew he was joking, but his words stung. 
 
   He kept a careful watch on me as he made long strokes across his paper. “If I did draw your soul, Sydney, it would be too much for this little piece of paper. I would never use black. Your spirit is radiant. It’s full of life. Stop being so hard on yourself.” 
 
   I rolled my eyes and pulled my knees tighter against my chest. 
 
   “You don’t believe me?” Gray said, setting down his notebook. He crawled around the fire pit, leaving a deep trench in the sand. “Sydney, you’re magnificent.” 
 
   He stopped behind my back and wrapped his arms around my waist. When he moved his legs just outside of mine, I leaned back into his chest. 
 
   “I’m rude, Gray. No one thinks I’m magnificent. They think I’m mean. I’m scary. That I don’t give a shit about people’s feelings. They’re right, you know.”
 
   “That’s bullshit, Porter.” Gray squeezed me tightly and kissed the top of my head. “People just don’t know you. They don’t know you’d go to the ends of the earth to protect your brother. How much you care for your space case roommate.” He laughed next to my ear, and I smiled. “How truly alive you are when you’re up on that stage, creating beautiful music.” 
 
   I closed my eyes, letting his words sink through me. “Beautiful music?” 
 
   Gray said my music was beautiful.
 
   “Yes, beautiful music,” he whispered low and into my ear. “Your music connects people. I’ve witnessed it firsthand… But if you tell Chance and Fernando I said that you’ll pay. They’ll think I’ve gone soft and they’ll tell the other guys. Then I’ll be assaulted in the shower with rave kid glow sticks and baby pacifiers.” 
 
   I chuckled and pulled an elbow into his hard chest. “Your secret’s safe with me, QB. Wouldn’t dream of blowing your cover. It’s good to know at least someone likes my music.”
 
   “A lot of people like it. Shut up, Sinister.”
 
   “I meant people I care about.”
 
   Mom, for one. She’d never been proud of anything I’d done.
 
   “Oh shit.” He craned his neck to look at me. “You care about me?” he teased. “You love me, Sydney? My boyish good looks and natural charm have made you see the light? I knew I was wearing you down. You did make me work for it, though.” 
 
   I stiffened a bit, surprised he’d popped love into his sentence, but it was a good surprise. 
 
   Did I love the way he smiled and his lame jokes? Did I love his little mysteries? His gentle and bone-melting bedroom tactics? His love for art and his playfulness with his students? 
 
   He’d saved Jack and Allison. He’d saved my awful birthday and gave me perhaps the best night of my life. So did I love Gray Peters?
 
   “Yes,” I answered, drawing in a deep breath. “Yes, I care about you… a lot.”
 
   “That’s good,” he whispered, pulling my chin to meet his. “Because I’d hate to be in this alone.” Delivering a chaste kiss to my lips, he pulled up my arm. “Let’s get back to the cabin.” He began to kick sand over the fire. “I’m tired. How ‘bout you?” He gave me a smile and grabbed his art supplies. 
 
   “Yeah, that shower really took it out of me,” I said, swallowing a yawn. “I could sleep for days.” 
 
   Gray frowned playfully and grabbed my hand. “I’ve got a surprise for you.”
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   I led Sydney through the small cabin. The furniture hadn’t changed since the sixties, when my grandparents bought it. I loved that. Everything, even the worn-out tartan couch, smelled like family. I had some of my best memories in this place, and I was glad to share it with Sydney.
 
   At the end of the creaky, wooden hallway, I opened a bedroom door.
 
   Sydney’s eyes lit up and she squealed. “Bunk beds!” Dropping my hand, she ran for the pine ladder leading to the top bunk. When she pulled back the covers, she gasped. “Star Wars sheets!”
 
   I lay across the bottom bunk. “You sleeping solo tonight, Sydney?” I asked, pulling back my covers to reveal my Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles sheets. “That’s my brother Elliott’s bed. Watch out for crusty tube socks.” 
 
   “I’m sleeping with Hans Solo tonight,” she joked, and from the bottom bunk, I kicked the pine slats holding her mattress in place. I guess I set her up for that joke.
 
   Turning on my side, I listened to her shifting around above me. Eventually, her hand dangled over the side of the mattress, and she wiggled her fingers toward my face. “Take my hand.” 
 
   Reaching up, I grabbed her fingers, gently stroking the tips.
 
   “I’m not convinced people should sleep together in one bed,” she said. 
 
   Sydney dropped down her other hand, and I moved to the edge of my bunk, grabbing both. I admired how playful she was. A little kid in a woman’s body. This was what I loved most about Sydney. She was full of life. Everyone should be that free. 
 
   “I like to sleep diagonal, and I think a lot of people do. When I get married, I’ll have two king-sized beds in one room and I’ll sleep separately, except for Sundays.”
 
   I grinned as her thin fingers frantically searched for more of my hand. “What’s on Sundays?”
 
   “Conjugal visits, duh!” 
 
   “What happened to double-drills?” I asked and immediately regretted opening my mouth. 
 
   I’d inserted myself into Sydney’s marriage fantasy. If she wasn’t already scared, she was going to knock me out with Elliott’s crusty tube sock and take off right now. I closed my eyes, waiting for her reaction.
 
   “Well, you keep that gut away and we’ll see what happens.” She hopped down from the bed. 
 
   I clung onto every word, hoping the ideas I planted in Sydney’s head would take root and grow. But looking into her smiling face, I knew there was one thing still left to do—crush her all over again. 
 
   “We can work on that gut right now,” she whispered, pulling off her shirt. 
 
   When she crawled into my bunk, I wrapped my arms around her. 
 
   “Whaddya say?” She began to unbuckle my jeans.
 
   This wasn’t right. 
 
   I mean, everything about Sydney and me felt right. But this, Sydney not knowing the truth, was killing me. I thought if I could take her away from school, I’d make her forget. Really, I was the one trying to forget. Every soft touch. Every sweet thing she said made my stomach twist into knots.
 
   I got swept up in the moment yesterday. Sydney did too. I wanted her so badly I didn’t think it through entirely. Not only was I her blackmailer, but I’d written a letter, giving her hope. Deep inside, I knew she might never recover from that. Could I blame her? That letter was full of empty promises making her feel special and talented. And she was. But it wouldn’t be enough that I thought she was special and talented. When she found out the truth, we were as good as over. 
 
   “You gonna help me or what?” She laid tiny kisses along my jawline as she fumbled with the button on my jeans. I moved my head away, and she sat back on my thighs, frowning. “What’s wrong?” 
 
   I wasn’t about to make love to Sydney again, then turn around and tell her I’d been messing with her for weeks. Sydney trusted me, and I fucked it all up.
 
   “Nothing,” I said, feigning a yawn. I slid my palm down her arm and grabbed her hand at the end. “I just want to cuddle tonight, baby.” Sydney moved, and I pulled my jeans down. “We’ve been hot and heavy for the last two days. You need a break,” I teased. 
 
   She gave me scrutinizing look, but I pulled her into bed with me. “I just want you to lie in my arms tonight.” 
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   At breakfast, I thought through my plan. Unfortunately, the outcome was always the same. 
 
   I was a dead man.
 
   I couldn’t tell her here. Mom would be ticked if she visited an ashy patch along the beach because Sydney burned down her father’s cabin.
 
   The country. That’s where I’d tell her. On the way back to campus.
 
   I figured if I took her into some secluded woods, no one would hear her screaming. 
 
   Please, I wasn’t going to kill her! 
 
   I just knew if she couldn’t hail a cab or pick up the number 143 bus, she’d be forced to hear things out. Wait, trees… rocks… branches… Better take to her to an open field.
 
   My guilt doubled by the time we left the coast. Sydney’s little hand never left mine for a second, and I could feel a dripping sweat, a clammy reminder that I was an asshole, multiplying on my palms. 
 
   Sydney, I’d say, let me first tell you I’m crazy in love with you. So crazy I plotted your demise for the last six weeks… I know, right? I’m such a goofball… Yes, I forgive you for trashing my car… I totally agree, baby. Let’s never speak of this again… Then we’d kiss and hug it out, right? Because any normal girl would be completely forgiving if her boyfriend admitted to a well thought-out strategy to ruin her life and make her suffer horrible embarrassment. 
 
   “I know what you’re thinking,” Sydney’s sweet voice cut through the inevitable bloodbath in my mind. She’d finally settled on a jazz station and opened the window to clear the guilt-ridden air.
 
   “I really don’t think you do.” Shooting her a sidelong glance, I took an exit for a nearby state park. 
 
   “You were thinking about freshman year, right?” She turned toward me with the most adorable smile tucked on her face. “I was too.” Propping her feet on the dash, she sank in the leather passenger seat. “I feel stupid that I lied to you. I didn’t tell you that you were my first because I didn’t want you to get all weird and back out.” 
 
    “Did you think I’d ditch you for someone else? I think you could tell I wasn’t going anywhere.” 
 
   We pulled up in the parking lot in the sparsely used state park. It was midway between the coast and campus, and I knew the terrain well. For fast getaways of course. 
 
   “This park has good trails,” I said, pulling my fleece from the backseat. 
 
   Sydney smiled and unbuckled her seatbelt. “Hold on,” she said, digging through her shirt. “Good, my Mace is on me. You never know in the woods. There could be bears.” 
 
   Gritting my teeth, I stepped out of car. How could I have forgotten the goddamn Mace?
 
   “I should probably write a note.” I rummaged through my bag. “Park rangers want to know when people hike out here. You know, who they are and when they started.” And so they can locate my body when Sinister douses me with Mace and pushes me off a cliff. 
 
   Shit. This trail has a cliff edge—she could make it look like an accident. I wrote out a quick note, mentioning any cliff-related accidents were not in fact accidents and to investigate thoroughly, then folded it and tucked it under the windshield wiper.
 
   “Here, let me add my cell number.” Sydney went for the note, and I shook my head. 
 
   “I put both of ours on there already, gorgeous. Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”
 
   “Pretty little head?” Narrowing her eyes, she tilted her head, telling me she wasn’t amused. “I don’t like it when you start in with the compliments, Gray. It makes me nervous. Should I be nervous?” 
 
   “No, ‘course not.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the trailhead. “So tell me why you chose to lose it to Gray Peters?” 
 
   “Well, first off, I liked how you didn’t refer to yourself in third person like most jocks,” she said, shaking her head.
 
   “Sorry, tell me why you chose me.”
 
   “Because you were honest.” 
 
   I looked up at the tops of the conifers, expecting God to drop a branch on my thick skull.
 
   I’m honest. 
 
   I was honestly two seconds from pissing my jeans. Sydney had it in her mind I was a good person, and she was going to hate me when the truth came out. Which it would, once we found a safe place, in a clearing where we could battle it out and I could wrestle her Mace from her first.
 
   “That’s a Death Angel,” Sydney commented, pointing to a cluster of tall, white mushrooms sheltered along the trunk of a fir tree. “They’ll kill ya. Yep, death from liver failure six to ten days after ingestion.” She turned to face me, walking backward on the trail. “I know all the dangerous fungi in the forest. Dad taught Jack and me. Symptoms start with diarrhea and vomiting. Then delirium and seizures. Then you go into a coma and die,” she said with a high-beam grin plastered on her face. 
 
   I added fungi-free zone, to the fast-growing list of what should not be available when I broke the news to Sydney. 
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   Gray hooked his finger through my belt loop and tugged me to him. Wrapping his arms around my shoulders, he whispered into my ear, “Sydney, I brought you out here to tell you something.” 
 
   Love. 
 
   He was going to tell me he loved me. What was even more unreal, I think I was prepared to say it back. My enemy but my comrade and now the only person I wanted next to me at night. 
 
   He made me laugh. He made me question everything I thought I knew about people—especially him. He was kind and funny and a horrible dancer, but he was real and I think I loved him. So much I might even attend a football game. No, not that much, but close. 
 
   I turned to face him, and he dropped his eyes to the dirt forest floor, kicking at an exposed tree root. 
 
   “The sign said the cliff edge is up ahead a half mile.” I hopped around, trying to quell my nerves. “Maybe we should wait and talk over there?” 
 
   “No,” Gray quickly replied, rubbing his palms over his jacket. 
 
   God, he was so nervous. I knew what was coming. He’d all but said it in the diner yesterday and on the beach last night. Hardly able to sleep, I’d thought it over all night—I loved Gray. 
 
   “I know, Gray.” 
 
   “You know?” His head shot up to mine, and a blanket of relief covered his face, bringing his cheeks back to their normal olive glow. “Oh, thank God, Sydney.”
 
   He opened his arms, and I rushed inside them. “I love you, too,” I whispered into his chest, and he pulled me back to face him. His eyes were glistening, waterlogged with emotion. He was going to say it back. 
 
   “Sydney, I—”
 
   “You kids need to leave.” A park ranger wearing fatigue green came from behind Gray, and we both jumped. “Trail’s closed for the season for maintenance. There’s a rockslide up ahead.” He pulled a piece of paper from his chest pocket. “I came out here to inspect the cliff side because this note says—”
 
   Gray snatched the note from his hand and tucked it into his pocket. “We know what it says,” he hissed, grabbing my hand. “We’re leaving. Didn’t see a sign.” 
 
   “I did,” I admitted. “But following the rules has never been my thing.”
 
   The ranger frowned and jerked his head toward the trail entrance. “Not following the rules gets you hurt.”
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   Gray barely spoke the whole way home. I was sure he felt the same way, but there was something wrong and I couldn’t put my finger on it. When I asked, he just lifted our intertwined hands and tucked them into his lap. 
 
   “What were you going to say back at the park?” I asked, trying not to sound like an insecure girl, but I totally was. I didn’t like this feeling. I felt vulnerable and exposed. Gray knew how I felt, and he’d said nothing in return. “Shit, I shouldn’t have said what I did.” 
 
   Dropping his hand, I pulled mine back to my lap.
 
   “No, Sydney,” he said as we entered campus. “What you said… was great. It was awesome. I just couldn’t say it ba—” 
 
   “Why?” I interrupted, intentionally cutting off his words. 
 
   They would be embarrassing and painful, and I felt immediate regret for putting myself out there. Even though we’d been tossed into one another’s lives for the last six weeks, it was too soon for feelings like love. What was I thinking? 
 
   He let out a heavy sigh. “Not because I don’t.” He stopped the car in front of my dorm. “I need to talk to you after whatever the hell you have to do tonight. Will you come by the house, please?” 
 
   “Gray, I don’t und—”
 
   Gray grabbed my chin and pulled me in for a long, desperate kiss. It was romance-movie worthy, and I couldn’t tear myself away. Neither could he, but as he pulled me closer, I caught the time on the dash. 
 
   “Shit. It’s half past four. I’m going to be late.” Pulling away from his arms, I opened the passenger door. “I’ll be over at ten thirty,” I said, and he gave me a gloomy half smile. I would’ve loved to overanalyze that smile if I wasn’t going to be late for my Sunday Lane segment. 
 
    I skipped every other step, rushing into my dorm room. Upon entering and shutting the door, darkness flooded my small quarters, and I slid my hand across the wall, feeling for the light switch.
 
   Wait… I know it’s here somewhere… All I could feel was something like duct tape holding the switch down. 
 
   “Hello,” a thin, disembodied voice came from the shadows, slamming my heart against my ribcage. “Nice of you to join us,” it said, followed by at least ten seconds of repetitive attempts to click something, then a string of, “Goddammit.” 
 
   After the last click, a dim glow flooded the room. A tall, ski-masked figure wearing a black leotard stood on my desk chair, lowering an arm from the light source. 
 
   Oddly, the light came from my short, squat, battery-powered desk lamp, which was now somehow hanging from the ceiling light. Allison’s curling iron cord was wrapped around the lamp’s base, and it swung from the ceiling like we were in a police interrogation room.
 
   After taking a second to admire my intruder’s creativity, I grabbed my Mace. 
 
   “No.” Allison’s frantic shriek came from under the ski mask. “Don’t. I can’t have red eyes during my freshman yearbook photo.” She pulled the mask off her head, and her golden locks fell across her slim shoulders. Hopping down from the chair, she took a seat. 
 
   “Allison? Why didn’t you just use the ceiling light?” Glancing around the room, I could see she was the only one here. “Who’s us?”
 
   “What?” Allison asked, crossing one slender leg over the other.
 
   “You said, ‘Nice of you to join us.’” 
 
   “Oh.” She kicked an empty chair toward me. “They always say that in the movies.” Allison pointed her finger at the chair. “Sit.” 
 
   I knew what was coming. Let me have it. 
 
   Allison knew my secret, and I was about to get the shit kicked out of me by Ninja Barbie. 
 
   “I’m not like you,” she said, acid dripping from every word. “Unlike you, Sydney, I have a soul. I’m a good person.” She pointed a finger to her chest and leaned forward. “I was voted most likely to go to heaven in my preparatory school.” 
 
   “Allis—”
 
   “Shut up,” she snapped, grabbing a stack of paper off my desk. “You’ve certainly dug yourself into a hole this time. I almost went through with it.” She pinched her thumb and forefinger together, showing me a sliver of space. “I was this close,” she said with a hiss. 
 
   “This close to what?” 
 
   She tossed a paper toward me, and it dramatically swept up into the air and landed behind her. She did it again, and this time it gracefully landed under my bed. Finally, she leaned over and handed me a third one. “Here you go.” 
 
   SUNDAY LANE IS SYDNEY PORTER it read along the top. Hmmm, very straightforward and to the point. Then there was a picture of me lying by a pool, wearing sunglasses and a bikini, pretending to grab a cabana boy’s butt when he wasn’t looking. 
 
   “Where did you get this picture?” It was taken two years ago on a trip to the Dominican Republic with my friend Lucy.
 
   “Facebook. No one hides from Facebook. It’s God’s naughty or nice list, and you, Sydney Porter, have been a very, very bad girl.” 
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   Between pacing my bedroom and checking my phone every minute, I was slowly losing my mind. Sydney’s radio segment was prerecorded. I knew it was old because I’d heard that same diatribe about the dubious cafeteria sloppy joe meat before. Sydney had questioned the meat’s authenticity. She speculated the campus’ feral cat population had conveniently declined at the same time the sandwiches made the Northern menu. 
 
   So what was she doing all this time? And did I really want to know? 
 
   It was close to eleven when her truck pulled into the driveway. When I heard her douse the engine, a mixture of trepidation and relief settled into my already churning stomach, but mostly the fear part. 
 
   This was it. 
 
   I was going to tell Sydney the truth and lose her forever. Or I was going to tell Sydney the truth and probably lose her forever. So you could say I was screwed.
 
   Dread won over relief when angry footsteps stormed down the hall. Then as quickly as they came, they stopped, right in front of my door. 
 
   A nearly inaudible knock sounded against the oak, and I jumped. 
 
   “Gray?” Sydney’s soothing voice crept under the door like a poisonous gas. “Baby, open up. It’s Sydney.”
 
   She called me baby? This is a trap. All men know the female trap, and Sydney was laying down a snare at this very minute.
 
   “Sydney, I can explain,” I said, locking the door and checking its strength. “Are you mad?”
 
   “Why would I be mad?” Her honeyed voice was coated with bitterness. “It’s getting cold in the hallway. All I’m wearing is lingerie. I bet Chance’s room is warm.” 
 
   I placed my hand on the knob but jerked back as if it were a hot flame. 
 
   Trap, Gray. 
 
   “Sydney, please.”
 
   “Please what?” Her voice turned into a siren’s roar, almost shaking the door from its hinges. 
 
   “I can explain everything.” 
 
   She slid a piece of paper under the door, and I swished it around with my foot. Satisfied it wasn’t laced with any fine white powders, I picked it up.
 
   Syd, Great time tonight. I totally agree with everything you said. Jacob is better for Bella than Edward. Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone you read the book. No need for threats.
 
   Anyways, my phone battery is dead. Jack’s taking me home. Ur my best friend. I love you so much. Ur like the cool older aunt I never had.
 
   Hugs and smooches ~Ally (followed by a series of asymmetrical, badly drawn hearts)
 
   “A note from Allison?” The paper was familiar, and when I examined the torn edge, I realized it came from my sketch pad. 
 
   Fuckity fuck.
 
   “Turn it oooovvvvveeerrrrr.” 
 
   Flipping it over, I saw my handwriting. Then I saw my words. Then I saw my sentences. Then I saw my life flash before my eyes. It was my detailed notes on Sunday Lane. 
 
   Ripping the door open, I pulled Sydney inside before she could clock me. Which she was just about to do, because her fist was already raised toward my left eye. 
 
   “Stop.” 
 
   She slammed her palms into my chest. “You made me wear an Iron Man costume,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
   For a second, I lost myself. It was all I could do to keep from laughing at her adorable scrunched-up face… that was now turning red… that was now turning purple…
 
   “Sydney, I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to tell you I love you. I was going to tell you about this, I swear.” Open mouth, insert every foot under this roof. 
 
   Holy crap, is there a color deeper than purple? Yes, blue. 
 
   Sydney was blue-faced, and dropping my arms to my sides, I closed my eyes. 
 
   Slap me. Punch me. Do whatever you want. I wanted her to get it out of her system, but nothing came. 
 
   When I opened my eyes, she was sitting on my bed, tears pouring down her face. 
 
   “Shit, Sydney.” I rushed over but kept a healthy distance. “Please, I’m so sorry. I was pissed about my car, and it all just spiraled, but I didn’t mean for it to go this far. We were playing a twisted game.” 
 
   “I don’t even have time to waste being pissed at you, Peters.” 
 
   I moved to rub her back, but she jerked away.
 
   “I have bigger problems—my identity is coming out.” 
 
   “No, it’s not. Allison won’t say shit.” 
 
   “Not Allison, you idiot—Katharine DeSonna. That emaciated bitch. She knows about me, and it’s your fault.” 
 
    “Katharine?”
 
   “Yes, and I can’t stop her.” She moaned as a fresh round of tears slipped down her cheeks. “Is this it?” she asked, grabbing the note from my hand. “Is this all, Gray?”
 
   I had to blink a few times. Was this possible? Sydney was forgiving me? 
 
   “You’re gonna forgive me?” Sinking down on the bed next to her, I ran my palms over my eyes. I couldn’t believe she wasn’t tearing up my room, screaming in my face, shredding my curtains with a knife. 
 
   Wiping her arm across her eyes, Sydney angled her body toward me. “Just tell me you screwed with me for a few weeks… ran me around campus… tried to steal Jack’s virginity? That’s all?”
 
   “You’re not mad?” 
 
   “No, I’m fucking livid.” She narrowed her eyes to thin slits. “Allison had to wrestle a pair of scissors from my hands. I had this big, elaborate plan to come here and snip your dic—” She paused, staring directly at my crotch. “Anyway, Allison told me I was a terrible person,” she said, dropping her head to her hands. “She reminded me of all the awful things I did to people, including you, and she’s right.” 
 
   “No, Sydney.” 
 
   “She forgave me,” she whispered into her palms. “Allison forgave me for calling her a shallow puddle. She said sometimes people say things or do things they don’t mean, and she’d only forgive me if I put away the scissors and came here to forgive you.” Grabbing my pillow, she wiped her snotty face across it. “Allison said… Well, she thinks you do really care about me.”
 
   Dropping to my knees in front of her, I rolled my hands over her thighs. “The word care doesn’t even begin to describe how I feel about you, Sydney.” I took her hand and lightly kissed her palm. “I’ve never felt so scared to lose anything or anyone in my entire life as I have these past weeks.” 
 
   Sydney laughed through her tears and grabbed my other hand in hers. “I can forgive you, but you have to promise me our game is over.” 
 
   I opened my arms, and Sydney slid into them, sniveling into my sweatshirt. 
 
   She forgave me, but not for everything. The worst part was still to come. 
 
   “Don’t leave me,” I whispered. Stroking her hair away from her neck, I brushed my fingers over her tattoo. Memorizing it with my fingertips. The tattoo owned by a perfect, witty, sassy girl. A girl who would no longer be mine to mess with. 
 
   “I sent that letter to the radio station,” I said, and her body stiffened in my arms. “There’s no internship offer. There’s nothing, Sydney.” 
 
   Slowly, she pushed herself from my lap, and I braced myself for her wrath but was met with deadly silence. She said nothing, but she didn’t have to because her eyes said it all.
 
   They were so filled with venom I could feel its painful sting in my own. Soon, I found myself blinking up at the ceiling, taking short, shallow breaths. “Sydney, plea—” 
 
   “Don’t,” she whispered on a sob. Clutching at her chest, she released a pitiful noise and doubled over, lying on her side. “Do you know how happy I was?” Her voice was thick with emotion, and I was too much of a coward to look at her. “I told my mother, and she said, Maybe I was wrong. Maybe you are talented, Sydney.” 
 
   She rolled over on her knees and lifted her swollen cheeks to mine, and it was impossible to divert my gaze. “That’s the nicest thing she’s said to me in years.” Then she slid her cheek across mine until I could feel her breathe against my ear. “There’s no forgiving that,” she whispered, and I closed my eyes. “You deserve nothing but the worst, Peters, and I hope you get what’s coming to you.”
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   Whoever said, Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me, was a fucking liar.
 
   Back in grade school, I wrote a heart-warming rap for the love of my life, Jacob Deris, and I performed it in front of my fifth-grade class. A week prior, I’d been tucked under blankets on the couch with a 103-degree fever and a crush the size of Siberia (which is one and half times bigger than the US, FYI). In my delirious state, I came across the magical syndicated TV program, The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. 
 
   After seven episodes, I spent the rest of the afternoon sweating through my nightgown and beatboxing. Somehow I’d convinced myself my rapping skills rivaled the young Will Smith’s. 
 
   Jacob Deris didn’t agree. 
 
   At recess, Jacob chased me across the bark dust, carrying a piece of dog poop on a stick. I took refuge atop the monkey bars, and all the kids joined in the fun. Soon, I had not only canine feces tossed my way, but the ugly, nasty words that cut me to the bone. I’d never admitted my feelings about a boy again. That was until Gray Peters, and words—especially his—hurt. 
 
    [image: 4.16.2015.Line2.jpg] 
 
    
 
   “What? What the hell?” I jerked my eyes open and looked down. Arms were wrapped around my waist, I was sleeping on a pile of silk, and all I could smell was apples. A soft neighing, reminiscent of a horse who’d spotted a carrot, blew into my ear, and I turned my head. “Allison?” 
 
   Allison opened her eyes and gave me a lazy smile. “Morning, beautiful.” 
 
   Ripping her arms off me, I sat up in bed. “Allison, what are you doing in my bed?” 
 
   She rubbed the sleep from her eyes and yawned. “I heard you crying last night in your sleep, so I jumped in next to you. You fought me at first. Mumbling something like, ‘Hand’s off, micro-dick,’ but then you cuddled against me and went off to Sleepyland.” 
 
   Slipping out of the bed, Allison pulled down her skimpy tank top. 
 
   I wanted to lay into her, but she’d forgiven me last night, so I swallowed my tirade. 
 
   And she was right. I was a mess. 
 
   After I left Gray’s house, I drove for a while, listening to bad ‘80s break-up ballads, and ate three cheeseburgers at a drive-in while sobbing into my fries. 
 
   “Yum.” Allison bent down and snatched up a half-eaten cheeseburger from the floor. “It’s good to eat your carbs in the morning,” she said through packed chipmunk cheeks, devouring my leftovers. “That way you have all day to burn it off.” Flexing her scrawny bicep, she sank next to me on the bed. 
 
   Yesterday, Allison had told me Katharine was incensed when we showed up at Gray’s party. In fact, she’d threatened to kick Allison out of Kappa Delta. Understandably, an enraged Allison had handed over the note, thinking it would help her situation, but it didn’t. 
 
   Katharine had instructed Allison to ditch all things Porter, including Jack. And worse, she’d ordered Allison to publically reveal Sunday Lane by Monday or risk her dream of staying a Kappa.
 
   “I thought you were staying at the sorority?” 
 
   “Screw Kappa Delta,” Allison responded, tossing the wadded wrapper across the floor. “I’m sick of being pushed around, and I’m sick of Katharine.”
 
   “Allison, I need time to formulate a plan. Katharine’s going to expose me today because you didn’t show up there last night.” I began to panic, thinking now I had less time to prepare.
 
   Allison turned with a wicked smile. “Oh, I went to the sorority last night.” She suggestively patted her tummy. “After our pledge dinner, I grabbed three cans of refried beans from the pantry and smeared them all over the bathroom.”
 
   “What? Allison, that’s disgusting.”
 
   She nodded. “Then I moaned from inside, and when Daphne Anderson walked by, she opened the door and screamed, ‘Oh my God, she’s shitting all over the bathroom.’ Katharine was so freaked she kicked me out and cordoned off the restroom.” 
 
   Allison crossed her arms, sporting a self-satisfied smile. “But before I left, Katharine said, ‘Do it by Wednesday, puddle, or you’re out.’”
 
   Rubbing my palms down my swollen face, I laughed as they fell to my lap. “Allison Meyers, you faked explosive diarrhea for me? That’s the most disturbing and sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me.” I gave her a hug. 
 
   “And I bought you two days,” she said, arching a thin eyebrow. “Now, what happened with Gray?” 
 
   Before I could say anything, a knock came from the door, and I grabbed my covers, pulling them over my face. “If it’s Peters, don’t tell him about the BOMB IN HIS CAR,” I yelled through the cotton comforter.
 
   I heard Allison skip to the door and then a string of frantic smacking noises. 
 
   Jack.
 
   “I missed you, sugar bear,” Allison squealed, and I tried to poke my fingers into my brain through my ears. 
 
   “I know, sweets. I missed you, too. Where’s Sydney?” 
 
   Strong hands ripped the blanket off me, and Jack hovered over my face. “I know, Sydney,” he said, sitting on the edge of my bed. “Gray called me last night. He told me about Sunday Lane.”
 
   I felt a fresh roll of anger sweep over me. “He did?” 
 
   “I just feel sorry for Chance,” he said with a sigh. “Some people just want to make sure they’re in love before they have sex.” He glanced over at Allison, and she blushed.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Brown-eyed Virgin.” He laughed under his breath. “He said Chance was pretty upset, but he’s okay now. But Gray, he’s a mess, Sydney. It’s not like you haven’t been awful to him. Can’t you just forgive him?” 
 
   “It’s complicated,” I growled, and Jack scooted down the bed. “And it’s over, so we’re not talking about it.” 
 
   Jack lifted his hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. Just thought I’d drop off a ticket for today’s game.” 
 
   “I’m not going to the game.” I slammed back on my pillow and pulled up my covers. “No F’n way. Besides, Mom’s in town, right? She texted me last night that she was coming in this morning. It would be the first game she’s seen. Give it to her.” 
 
   Jack sighed. “It was for her. She called this morning and said she wanted to go shopping instead and that maybe she’d hang out after, but she might be tired, so she’d see us in the morning for brunch.” His voice faded with a subtle ache only a Porter could detect. 
 
   Margot Porter had always been selfish, and even though Jack was playing it off like he didn’t care, he did. 
 
   “All the other moms will be there, Sydney.” He looked down with red-tinged eyes. “It doesn’t surprise me, though. Mom never liked football, so I don’t want to put her through that.” 
 
   I wanted to shake Jack for making excuses for Mom. She didn’t like football, that was true, but she was supposed to love her son. She was supposed to be there screaming and cheering with the other moms, bragging about Jack, the greatest running back Northern’s ever seen. 
 
   “Give me the ticket.” I held out my hand. “I’m going.” 
 
    
 
    [image: 4.16.2015.Line2.jpg] 
 
    
 
   The stadium was something out of my worst nightmares. There were thousands of Northern fans dressed in their favorite player’s numbers. Everywhere I turned, #24 Gray Peters slapped me in the face. Jack’s ticket had a special seat number for the players’ families, so at least I had some direction as I waded through the sea of blue and grey. 
 
   Making my way down corridor twelve, I located aisle B and glanced down the long row of seats. It was a prime location just off the fifty-yard line. I would be well protected in a mob of Betty Homemakers, and, bonus, maybe someone brought homemade cookies. 
 
   “Hi there.” A blonde in her mid-fifties greeted me as I sank down beside her. “Ready for the big game.” 
 
   I nodded, distracted by her large sunstone earrings (okay, this is the one time geology had paid off). 
 
   “You look a little young to have a player out there,” she teased, and I echoed her warm smile. “Who’s your boy?” 
 
   “My boy?” I asked, stiffening against the cold plastic stadium chair. “Jack Porter is my brother.”
 
   “Jack Porter,” she squealed, gripping my forearm. “My baby Gray’s been watching out for that boy.” 
 
   I looked down at her lace-collared sweatshirt and to a silk-screened picture of a young boy in diapers tossing a football. Great.
 
   “You must be Sydney?”
 
   I started coughing uncontrollably, and Gray’s mom smacked me across the back. Then she grabbed a water from her purse. “Quick, drink this. They charge three dollars a bottle here! Outrageous if you ask me, and think of all that wasted plastic.” 
 
   Accepting the drink, I took a long sip. “How did you know my name?”
 
   She chuckled as her large earrings swatted against her neck. “Oh, honey, Gray’s told me all about you. He’s over the moon about you. Doesn’t usually talk to his momma about girls, so I figured you’re something special.”
 
   I handed her the bottle and she took a sip. “Been using the same water bottle for five years. Bet you couldn’t tell.” She winked. Glancing over the aisle, she let out a line of profanities. “Oh, here he comes.”
 
   A tall, rotund man wearing a Pittsburgh Steelers jacket approached us at the rail. “Della, you look lovely today, as always.” His voice had a rustling slither to it. Like a snake weaving through tall grass. And Della and I both shifted uncomfortably in our seats. 
 
   “Talked to your boy this morning.” He continued, passing Della a business card. “He’s interested in early draft, and we’re interested in him. His stats are loo—”
 
   “What’s early draft?” I interrupted. My stomach suddenly tensed and my eyes watered (must be allergies). “I mean, I’ve never heard of that term.”
 
   The man gave me an annoyed look but answered. “It’s when a player forgoes his remaining college years and enters into the NFL draft, sweetie.” He turned to face Della. “And Gray’s as good as in… He’s got my number, Della, and this time he’s eager.” Tipping his black baseball cap, he turned and walked down the aisle. 
 
   “Despicable man,” Della mumbled under her breath. “That scout’s been on Gray’s heels since freshman year.”
 
   My broken heart had somehow glued back together just to tease me before an anvil dropped on it again. The pieces were everywhere, and I looked up at the stadium lights, blinking away stray tears. Gray is leaving? 
 
   “Honey, don’t be upset,” Della’s soft voice whispered into my ear, and she gave me a motherly side hug. “That man’s all talk. We’ll straighten this out.” 
 
   I shook my head. “Nothing to straighten out. Gray can do whatever he wants.” 
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   I wasn’t there today. My body wore the gear, but my mind wasn’t in the game. 
 
   That is until I looked up into the stands and saw Mom chatting it up with Sydney. I prayed Mom would sneak a crystal rub on her when she wasn’t looking, and maybe I’d have a text by the time the game ended.
 
   Nothing.
 
   I had nothing but a chasm in my chest where my heart used to reside. 
 
   When Sydney rushed out of my room last night, all I could do was lie on my bed and bury my head into the pillow she’d used as a snot rag. I thought about texting, but what could I say? I saw the look in her eyes last night. I’d broken her trust. She’d told me she loved me, and I pissed all over it. 
 
   “Take it easy, Peters,” Chance scolded, cracking open a beer. “You’ve been pounding booze like there’s no tomorrow.” He scrolled through his text messages, laughing under his breath. “Party at Echols’s house tomorrow. His mom’s sleeping on his bed or he’d have it tonight. Should be good since there’s no school Monday.” 
 
   I nodded, staring off into the television, preoccupied with an infomercial selling electric bath towels. “We need those,” I muttered, and Chance flashed his eyes to the screen. “I hate a cold towel.” 
 
   Grabbing the remote, Chance flipped off the TV. “Feeeerrrrnnnnaaannnddooo,” he bellowed down the hall. “Take a shower. We’re going out. Peters needs to get laid.” 
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   “Move the hell over,” I growled at Fernando. All three of us were shoved tight in the front of Chance’s truck. “And did you take a shower? Christ, you stink.” 
 
   “I showered. I just don’t use soap,” Fernando replied, raising an eyebrow at me. “My natural odor is a part of my defense tactic on the field. One whiff and they’re falling at my feet.” 
 
   “It’s a part of your defense against chicks, too, idiot.” Chance rolled his eyes as we pulled away from the house. “No wonder you’re a virgin.” 
 
   “At least I’m not the Brown-eyed Virgin,” Fernando countered on a laugh, and Chance shot me a dirty look.
 
   I’d asked Chance to claim he was the Brown-eyed Virgin so Jack wouldn’t find out. Jack would never forgive Sydney if he knew she was talking about him. For once, Chance manned up. I owed him big time—which meant I had to drop whatever I was doing to play Call of Duty whenever he beckoned.
 
   “Shut up,” Chance growled. “Peters, where we going? Your pick tonight. The quickest way to get over someone is to get under someone else, right?” He wagged his eyebrows, and I slumped against the window. 
 
   “SpaceRoom?” Fernando teased, and I elbowed him in the gut.
 
   “Anywhere but the SpaceRoom. I don’t need to see Sydney and Nick flirting all night.” 
 
   Just the thought had my stomach reeling. His hands on her. His disgusting mouth over hers. I’d probably lose it if I had to witness that. 
 
   “We’re never going there again,” I announced with conviction. 
 
   “Sharbus and Sydney, huh,” Fernando said thoughtfully. “Makes sense, I guess. They did seal the deal freshman year.”
 
   I gave him a stern glare. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
 
   Fernando ignored the threat in my tone and continued. “Yeah, I thought you knew. It was in your room, stupid. Remember? It was Potato Pancake Day with Applewood smoked bacon?”
 
   One of Fernando’s many useless talents—linking cafeteria food to important should-have-mentioned-this-years-ago moments. I tried to keep my cool, but I felt my throat tighten and forced myself to swallow down my mounting rage. “Go on.” 
 
   Chance noticed my clenched fists, but Fernando leaned back his head and pulled his eyes up to the truck roof, oblivious. “Well, it was the night after that dorm party. The one Sydney was at… two years ago?”
 
   He waited for my response. 
 
   “Yes, Fernando,” I said through gritted teeth. If he wasn’t responsible for my life on the field I would’ve killed him right here.  
 
   “I woke up and was super excited. I love Applewood smoked bacon because it’s so sweet, and when it’s cooked just right it’s a little soggy with some fat marbling around its edge. The potato panca—” 
 
   “Get to the point,” Chanced interrupted, knowing he’d have to do all the talking. My throat had reached another level of pain, dry and thick, too strangled to form words. 
 
   “I left the dorm room and saw Gray. He was running down the hallway toward me and I’d said, what’s up man? Potato Pancake Day and he’d said, just worked out… I’m grabbing some water… I’ll be down in a little while. You had this stupid shit-eating grin on your face, shirt off wearing just your running shoes and boxers, but you took a left into the alcove to the snack machines which I thought was strange. The water fountain was across the hallway. Well, maybe you just wanted a bott—”
 
   I faced him. “So help me God, Fernando. If you don’t get to the fucking point I will call your Grandma Louisa and tell her what you really do on Sundays instead of church.” He spends Sundays in his boxers watching Doctor Who reruns.
 
   “No need for threats, Peters.” Fernando twisted deeper in his seat and wrung his hands. “I stopped at Chance’s room for a minute and he blew me off too, and once I got to the elevator I saw your dorm door open. I ran over, thinking you were back, and Nick was standing over some sleeping girl in your bed—Sydney, I guess, because she had that guitar stick thingy tattoo on her neck—then I’d whispered to Nick, what are you doing in here? I barely had the words out before he’d pushed me outside the room and slammed the door.” Fernando stopped, cautiously shooting me a glance. 
 
   “That’s it?” Chance questioned, as the truck stopped at a red light.
 
   “Well, before I could ask Nick again, Ashton Williams came strutting down the hall, proud as a peacock. He was always so cocky. I remember Ashton had said, ten on the pussy scale. What about you, Nick? I’m in the lead so far.”
 
   My chest tightened, nearing a full on cramp, and I closed my eyes, lying my head back on the headrest. 
 
   Fernando continued. “Then Nick had answered, I got two. He’d knocked on Gray’s door and said, Quarter point on the pussy scale for that dirty bitch in there, but I took her to Pound Town. She’s learned her lesson.” Fernando mimicked Nick’s stoic tone and I took in a deep breath. 
 
   “You’re an idiot, Fernando,” Chance broke in, slamming his foot down on the gas pedal. “You didn’t think to mention this before now? Didn’t you think it was weird that Nick was in Gray’s room?”
 
   Fernando pursed his lips together, deep in thought. “Now, I guess it seems weird, but Ashton had asked him where Gray was and Nick had said, verbatim, I told Peters to take a hike, so he stayed on the couch in the rec room.”
 
   “What next?” Chance snapped, jabbing Fernando with his elbow.  
 
   Fernando smacked him back and said, “Then they both laughed, and Ashton asked, What about the other one? Nick answered, Brittany? She earns a ten.” Fernando gave me a slight nod and stared out through the windshield. “So yeah, they slept together, Peters. I thought you knew… You were the one sleeping on the rec couch.” 
 
   Drunk off my ass and now pissed as hell, I gave Chance a don’t-fuck-with-me look. “Where does Ashton drink?” 
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   Allison bought me time via her explosive diarrhea ruse, but I was stumped. I’d found zero dirt on Katharine DeSonna. I started to make a list of ways I could blackmail her, but every time I put the pen on the paper, I thought of Gray. 
 
   He’d hate Pittsburgh, right? It was probably colder there, less rain but colder. His parents lived in Portland, and from the personal stories Della Peters showered me with at the game, Gray would rather chew off his throwing arm than leave them. And what about the children? Think about those little hearts he’d be crushing at MacArthur Middle School. The children, Peters! 
 
   I slammed my head down on the desk. 
 
   Who was I kidding? Certainly not myself. Everything ached. I was sore in places I never thought could be riddled with pain. The fact that I still loved Gray made me sick to my stomach. 
 
   I realized what I felt in the fifth grade for Jacob Deris scored a two on the Sydney love scale. 
 
   Gray hit a ten. 
 
   But for me, I needed both trust and love, and Gray ruined that. 
 
   Allison had left shortly after the game to stay the night at Jack’s. I had a good laugh when she pulled on her sweats, grabbed her sleeping bag from under her bed, and snatched up some Disney movies. They were having a tween slumber party. Their happiness staved off some of the unbearable throbbing in my chest, but it was still there waiting for when I was alone.
 
   Dropping my pen, I gave up and grabbed my shower caddy. The dorm hall was eerily quiet tonight. Everyone was out celebrating Northern’s big win, and no doubt Gray was somewhere doing keg stands at this very moment. 
 
   Hopping into the shower, I closed the blurry glass door and swung my towel over the edge. I had just started the water when I heard the door creep open. 
 
   “I’ll be done in five minutes,” I yelled through the stream of water.
 
   Then my towel was ripped off the stall door. 
 
   “What the hell?” 
 
   “You don’t know me.” A small voice rose with the steamy air, followed by a string of mumbles.
 
   “What?” I asked, turning off the shower and covering my lady parts. “I can’t hear you. Give me back my towel.”
 
   I heard an aggravated sigh followed by a throat clearing. “You don’t know me,” the voice said louder. “But I know who you are, Sunday Lane.” 
 
   At first, my mind was racing and my heart was beating just as fast. I was going to get a prison-style beatdown in the dorm shower. Then I replayed the voice in my mind. 
 
   “Lily Tanaka?” 
 
   “Goddammit,” Lily said from behind the glass, and my towel was tossed back over. I quickly wrapped it around me and opened the door. 
 
   Lily waited, arms crossed over her wool blazer, leaning a hip against the sink edge. “How did you know it was me?” 
 
   “You’re in my Sexual Evolution class. You talk all the time. How could I not know it was you?” 
 
   She straightened her back and glanced warily at the door. “Shh… you don’t know me,” she reiterated, emphasizing each word and slowly nodding her head. 
 
   “Okay.” 
 
   Stepping out of the shower, I stood in a puddle of water as she circled me like a lion does its prey. 
 
   “Be quiet,” she warned. “Are you familiar with the term Panhellenic?”
 
   “That’s a disease from the sixteenth century, right?” I tucked my towel closer around my waist.
 
   Lily rolled her eyes. “No, Sydney, it’s not,” she snapped. Her eyes flashed red, then resumed their normal midnight black. “Panhellenic is the national council charged with monitoring the activities of fraternities and sororities.” She jabbed a thumb against her buttoned white dress shirt. “I’m the secretary of the Northern Panhellenic chapter.” 
 
   “Okay,” I uttered, not understanding where she was going with this. 
 
   “It was brought to our attention Katharine DeSonna plans to release information on you. Information that will damage your little reputation,” she said with a hint of disgust in her voice. 
 
   “Get to the point, Tanaka.” Grabbing my caddy, I headed for the door, but she whipped her back against it, blocking my exit.
 
   “Fine,” she said, straightening her matching wool skirt. She looked like an anime schoolgirl. I half expected her eyes to bulge out of her head and a hovering rainbow surfboard to carry her out of the room. Reaching into her bag she produced a small digital recorder. “We want to help you, Sydney.” 
 
   Her uneven smile gave me chills. “We’ve known about Katharine’s ill treatment of her pledges for quite a while, and now an opportunity has arisen to rid ourselves of the Kappa Delta Dictator without tarnishing our reputation.” She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, shaking her head. “Her asinine ideas for fundraisers make me want to grab my handgun from my glove box.” Her eyes dropped to meet mine. “Know what I mean?”
 
   Nodding, I scanned the room for something sharp. Lily Tanaka was nuts. 
 
   “The council would like your help in putting Katharine in her place, so we’re giving you her emergency exit.”
 
   “Emergency exit?”
 
   She nodded, handing me the tape recorder. “Every leader has an emergency exit. Information that would shame and potentially get them kicked out of their position as chapter president. It just so happens Katharine is terrible at math.”
 
   “Math?” I scoffed. “So Katharine’s going to leave me alone because she can’t work through the Pythagorean theorem?” 
 
   Lily leaned over and pushed my thumb over the play button:
 
   “Katharine, we can’t keep doing this,” a husky male voice shot through the speaker. “Maybe I can find a tutor for you and then your grades would… Oh God. Oh God… Holy shit.”
 
   “You were saying, Professor Berger?” Katharine’s seductive voice followed his moans. “I think I have the best tutor in the world between my legs right now… You gonna make me cry and beg for an A…? (Random series of disgusting sounds) Because I’ll do it.
 
   I hit the stop button and looked down at my hand.
 
   “Yes,” Lily whispered. “Katharine’s been sleeping with her calculus professor all semester.” 
 
   “How did yo—”
 
   “We have our ways, Sydney. We have spies everywhere.” She opened her hands in a dramatic sweeping circle, then grabbed the recorder. “We are willing to give this to you with the understanding it’s to be used as blackmail. Everyone wins in this situation. Katharine’s under your thumb… and you’re under ours.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. “Under your thumb? Why don’t you just blackmail her directly?”
 
   “Her daddy pays for our national Panhellenic conventions, and I like my yearly trips to Hawaii. If this gets out, she’s not only out of Kappa Delta; she’s out of the Greek system. We just want to give her a scare. But it doesn’t mean we want to do it nicely. Tuesday night, you’ll call this number at eight o’clock.” Lily handed me a slip of paper. “That’s our quarterly Panhellenic meeting, and we want to watch her squirm.” 
 
   Teasing me, Lily waved the recorder in front of my face. “Eight o’clock sharp, Sydney. All we’ll ask for is a favor once in a while. Sunday Lane has a following that could be useful to the council.” 
 
   Well, shit.
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   Bitch is not the word I would use to describe Margot Porter. 
 
   Why? 
 
   Because bitch would be a compliment. 
 
   Margot Porter was a spoiled lapdog. Her raven-black eyes were cold and cruel. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d just picked a man’s carcass clean before stepping into Northern’s banquet hall. Her ruby hair was pulled so tightly in a bun her olive skin stretched against her skull. It looked as if she’d run head on into a strip of saran wrap. And that permanent snarl on her thin lips, well, it would rival a rabid bulldog’s.
 
   Those disturbing superficial observations aside, her insides were what terrified me.
 
   Inside, I would bet my life, lay a charred and hollow shell where somewhere deep down an innocent soul encased in brick was scratching with broken, bloodied nails to break free. 
 
   “Where is your sister?” she snapped at Jack, adjusting her expensive navy blazer. Her eyes fell on my mother’s cruelty-free hemp purse, and she smirked with a half eye roll. 
 
   “Doesn’t surprise me she’s late. Sydney can barely tell time when she’s listening to that goddamn music of hers. Communications major. What a waste of money. She’s repaying me every cent for this education, and I’ll be collecting interest from the grave, seeing as her future’s so bright. Radio talent? She’s such a fool. Always has been.” Leaning over to Jack, she adjusted his tie. “Unlike you. You’ll go far. I just know it.” 
 
   Northern’s banquet hall was swarming with mothers and football players. Coach was making his rounds in his best suit, trying to pretend he didn’t beat our asses on the field six days a week.
 
   The seating was assigned, and Mom and I were (un)fortunate enough to be placed with Jack’s family, Chance, and Chance’s twenty-eight-year-old stepmom Maxi. 
 
   Maxi was Chance’s dad’s latest wife. Number four, I think. I don’t know. What I did know was Maxi had a huge rack and a pair of lips the size of Texas, which I think was where Chance’s dad found her—doing flips on the Dallas cheerleading squad. 
 
   “Hi there, I’m Maxi.” Maxi extended a manicured hand to Mom. 
 
   Mom shook her hand and stared at her ample breasts. “Della Peters.” Being the polite librarian she is, Mom gave her a genuine smile and extended her hand to Margot. “Hi, Mrs. Porter, it’s great to meet you. You must be so proud of Jack there, and I just adore your daughter Sydney.”
 
   “Ms. Porter,” Margot corrected. Ignoring Mom’s hand, she turned back to Jack. “If your sister isn’t here within the next ten seconds, I’m going to revisit those grand theft charges. I can’t believe she’d even want to show her face here to support you. What’s she ever done for you, or me, besides make our lives miserable?” 
 
   Jack looked down at his hands and wiped his palms over his slacks. “Well, actually, she’s alw—”
 
   “Shh, Jack,” Margot cut in, giving my Mom another disapproving glance. “We don’t need to rehash family business in front of strangers.” Her eyes jumped to the banquet hall entrance just as Sydney walked inside. 
 
   Pulling my napkin down in my lap, I twisted it over and over in my hands, pretending it was Margot’s neck. I couldn’t imagine living twenty years under that woman’s roof. It’s no wonder Jack acted like a pussy and Sydney… Well, Sydney… was beautiful. 
 
   Sydney’s hair was straightened and lying across her shoulders. She was wearing a wool pea coat and a tight black pencil skirt with red heels reminiscent of a sexy librarian. Which is gross, considering my mother’s a librarian, but I’d overlook that gut-wrenching detail for now. 
 
   If she meant to torture me, Sinister’s plan was working.
 
   Spotting our table, she gave Jack a smile, but it collapsed to a scowl when she noticed the only empty spot was next to me. Strutting over with confidence, but a bit wobbly in those heels, she stopped next to Jack. When she lifted an eyebrow, Jack jumped up, taking the seat next to me. 
 
   Dammit. 
 
   “Morning, Mrs. Peters,” Sydney said, settling into her seat. “I just love those earrings. Amethyst, right?” 
 
   Mom touched her ear and smiled. “Yes, dear.”
 
   “Sydney, you are ten minutes late.” Margot gave her a nasty glare. “You have zero respect, young lady. We’re going to have a lon—” 
 
   “Hi there.” Sydney extended an arm across the table to Maxi and smirked at Chance. “Chance, did you finally win one of those Playboy dream dates?” 
 
   Chance rolled his eyes but snickered under his breath. 
 
   “I saw the short story competition on the back of one your bathroom magazines. Fifteen hundred words on creative uses for French baguettes and Nutella, you poet you.”
 
   Margot’s jaw couldn’t be lower than if it unhinged and sank to the core of the earth. 
 
   Maxi blushed and leaned back in her seat, jiggling every part of her. “Oh my gosh! I was a centerfold in December 2010. Did you see that?” she asked, completely serious. 
 
   Sydney shook her head, still holding a fake smile. “No, must have missed that one.” Her eyes flashed to mine for a half second as she pulled off her coat, revealing a sheer polka-dot blouse with a tight black tank underneath. Who is this woman? And goddammit, put your coat back on! 
 
   Pulling my lips into a tight line, I closed my eyes and ran my fingertips over my eyelids. What the hell is Sydney trying to prove? That she’s gorgeous and she’s not mine—message received. 
 
   Mom chuckled at my reaction and pinched my leg. 
 
   She’d been talking my ear off about Sydney all morning. How pretty she was. How funny she was. Telling me to invite Jack and Sydney for Thanksgiving. Asking me if she likes Tofurky. No matter how hard I’d tried, I couldn’t get it through to her that Sydney wanted to see me die a fiery death, not sit at our dining room table, eating turkey leg-shaped bean curd.
 
   As we picked at our overcooked eggs and pancakes, Coach gave his usual half-assed speech on how well the team was performing. Then, my favorite part of Mom’s brunch started: embarrassing newbie stories. 
 
   A microphone was passed from table to table as Moms told hilarious tales about their sons. This only happened to the new players. Freshman year, Mom told everyone I was a bed wetter until I was ten, and all the upper grads chastised me until I was a sophomore. By sophomore year, there was fresh meat, and the cycle continued.
 
   From the corner of my eye, I noticed Chance jotting down notes. Good thinking. 
 
   Soon, the microphone was passed to our table and to Jack’s mom. I cringed just thinking about what this beast would say. Picking up the microphone, Margot stood and said, “Jack’s perfect,” and handed the mic back to Coach. 
 
   What? Jack’s perfect? Glancing around the room, I saw the incensed scowls of all the upper grads. She’d practically placed a target on Jack’s back. Everyone knew this was what happened on Mom’s Weekend. Sometimes the players begged their mothers to tell stories. The worse, the better. Jack was warned this was a rite of passage.
 
   Jumping from my seat, I grabbed the microphone. Jack actually looked relieved when I snatched it from Coach’s hands, and Sydney stared up at me, stunned.
 
   “Jack Porter,” I began, then slammed my mouth shut. Christ, what am I thinking? “Jack Porter is far from perfect. I mean, we all know the kid can catch balls, or at least that’s what he told the Northern Weekly.”
 
   The football players in the room had a good laugh, and Jack smiled.
 
   “He’ll tell you his strong arms come from years of hard work and practice. But I think I’ll have to take a little credit if you don’t mind. Jack would never have those bulging forearm muscles if he didn’t scrub vomit out of carpet so well.” Cue another group laugh. “Seriously, you don’t know clean until a toothbrush hits an oriental rug.” Taking a quick glance at Fernando, I added, “Reminds me. Might want to change your toothbrush, Fernando.” 
 
   I had the mothers and players rolling by now, but more importantly, one laugh cut through the crowd—Sydney’s. The only laugh that mattered. 
 
   “We know Jack is meticulous. I mean, I just sat here watching him rearrange the table centerpiece for fifteen minutes.” I pointed to the hydrangeas on the table, and everyone laughed, but my ears were trained on the only laugh I wanted to hear. And when it came again, I felt alive. 
 
   “But Jack’s more than a closet florist. He’s a helluva running back. Swift-footed and spry. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t say it was his family that led to his success.” 
 
   Margot straightened in her seat and glanced around the room, expecting a collective thanks. 
 
   “Really, isn’t it all our families that brought us to this point? And for Jack Porter, that was his sister, Sydney.” 
 
   Sydney’s eyes flashed to mine, and her face grew flush. Margot crossed her arms, digging her nails into her blazer, and leaned back in her chair. 
 
   “Sydney, stand up.” I motioned for her to stand, and she went from flush to plum purple. “Come on, let everyone see the pretty Porter.” 
 
   Sydney slid out of her seat and stood. A few catcalls shot from the crowd, and I glanced at Chance. Immediately, he started writing names of players who’d get their asses kicked later.
 
   “Jack Porter’s number one fan, people.” An applause erupted from the banquet hall. “Jack Porter is a good kid. He’s a talented athlete and a loyal friend. We all love Porter.” I turned to Sydney, and this time her eyes never faltered from mine. “I know I’m in love with Porter.” 
 
   Not laugher, but an awkward silence followed, and Sydney took off running for the door. 
 
   Handing the mic to Coach, I ran after her.
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   I was breaking out in hives because this closet was packed with scratchy wool. Flammable wool. Which wasn’t good since my face was a four-alarm fire. 
 
   “Sydney?” 
 
   Hearing Gray’s voice, I crunched into the tiniest ball possible and hid behind a blue trench. When I ran from that banquet hall, I took my first left into the coat closet, locking the door behind me.
 
   “Sydney, please. You couldn’t run that fast down the hallway. Not in those heels. You’d roll an ankle.”
 
   Damn heels, I thought as I rubbed my sore ankle. I would’ve been long gone if I had on my Converse. 
 
   “I know you don’t want to talk to me, so I’ll talk to you. Just stay wherever your little monkey body is hidden. It’ll only take a second.”
 
   A sigh came next, followed by a low kick near the closet door, so I held my breath. 
 
   “Sydney, please, I can’t stand that you hate me. If I could take it all back, I would in a heartbeat. I would’ve never messed with you. I would’ve never left my dorm room freshman year. I would’ve loved you two years ago as much as I love you today.”
 
   Lifting the heels of my hands to my eyes, I tried to cool them down, but it was no use. Tears began to fall, sliding down my cheeks, with no end in sight. An audible snort was coming next, so I grabbed a cashmere sweater coat and buried my face into the soft red fabric. 
 
   Why is he telling me this? 
 
   I’d forever be grateful for what he did for Jack in there. Even I couldn’t have saved that mess. But telling me he loved me in front of a hundred strangers? Didn’t he understand it was hard to be around him? Every word from his mouth was a reminder of what I’d be missing next year when he was gone. I was protecting us both. 
 
   “Don’t worry. I plan on staying away from you like you asked.” Gray let out a heavy sigh. “But I won’t stop thinking about you, Sinister. You can hate me, but please stay away from Ni—” 
 
   “Gray?” Della’s voice echoed down the hall. “What are you doing out here? Your coach is talking about draft.” A set of heels stopped by the door. “Where’s Sydney?” 
 
   “She’s gone,” he answered, his voice weary. “She won’t be back.”
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   He’d forget about me eventually. 
 
   When he was freezing in Pittsburgh. But he’d probably have a blanket of money and a cheerleader to keep him warm at night. And he could draw her naked body with his oil pastels and have five stupid perfect babies with his gorgeous face and her proportionate ears.
 
   I stared down at my mixer, dragging my fingers over the crossfade. I’d just left the studio after getting the shit verbally kicked out of me by Brian. 
 
   “What the hell was that?” Brian had screamed. “That was a crap show, Sydney. It would have been more entertaining to get you drunk and put you on the air. At least you’d have something interesting to say. Tuesday better be the best show of your life or you can kiss that internship good-bye.” 
 
   I just stood there agreeing with him. Too embarrassed to tell him the truth. There would be no internship, and being a radio personality would just be a college phase. I’d agreed to blackmail Katharine, but Sunday Lane would be forgotten. And in the meantime, she’d be a slave to the Panhellenic. 
 
   “Lots of people here,” Nick said, placing a bottle of water next to my mixer. “I think the word’s out about DJ Sinister.” He waited next to the table, and I gave him a half-hearted smile. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Placing a hand on my back, he rubbed gently. “Trouble with Peters?” 
 
   I shook my head. “No more Peters.” 
 
   “Shit. I’m sorry,” he said, now wearing a grin. “Well, it looks like you need a drink. After your set? An old buddy of mine is having a party.” 
 
   “I don’t know, Nick.”
 
   “Just think about it.” He hopped down from the stage. “Time to spin, Sinister.” 
 
   The crowd had nearly tripled, and I would’ve thought it was because there was no school Monday, but I genuinely think they were there for me. And like it always did, the energy around me filled my empty insides, and I spun my little heart out. I put all my rage, all my bottled-up emotion, into the set. 
 
   After an hour, I took a break and headed toward the bar.
 
   “Shorty!” I heard a husky voice yell through the crowd. “Shorty!”
 
   Flipping around, I slammed into a lean, sweaty chest and looked up at DJ Bently.
 
   “Let me buy you a drink,” he said, leading me up to the bar. He rapped his knuckles against the counter, and soon Nick was over. “Two beers.” 
 
   “Bently, what are you doing here?” I asked, thinking over my set. 
 
   Shit, Sydney, did you mess up and embarrass yourself? God, if I knew he was here, I probably would have played my newest mix. Then I could have asked his opinion, whether the beat was too fast to be laid over a Portishead track or if I should have chosen something slower.
 
   “Here to see you, shorty.” He took a swig of his beer and pointed to a middle-aged man wearing a green sweater and jeans, sitting at the far end of the bar. “That’s Darren Waters.” Bently nodded, and soon Darren was standing next to me. “Darren owns Nirvana. I gave him your mix, and he loved it.”
 
   Darren reached out a hand, and even though I was totally confused, I shook it. “My mix?” 
 
   “Yeah,” Bently said, nudging my beer closer to me. “QB gave it to me the night after you came to Nirvana. Didn’t he tell you?” 
 
   I shook my head. 
 
   How did Gray get ahold of one of my mixes? Why did he give it to Bently? Was this another detail he’d overlooked when he divulged his plot to ruin me?
 
   “Hey, Sydney.” Darren leaned against the bar and regarded the dancing crowd with a smile on his face. “I can’t believe you turned this dump around. I knew Rick had a secret weapon.” 
 
   He laughed and turned to face me. “Listen, you’re good, and this asshole”—he pointed to Bently—“has decided to take off and join some lame band tour.”
 
   Bently laughed. “I’d be stupid to pass up a European tour, Waters.” 
 
   Darren smirked and set his drink down next to mine. “I want you at Nirvana, Sydney. Pays not much, ten percent of the door earnings. So around three hundred a night. But the crowd is huge.”
 
   Taking a long, slow drink of my beer, I stared at myself in the bar mirror. I was looking at the new Nirvana house DJ.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, choking down the last sip. “I’m in.” 
 
   Darren slipped me a card and patted my back. “See you next Friday, Sinister. Love the name by the way.” 
 
   Bently clinked his beer against mine. “Time to get up there and finish your set. Be sure to let Rick down nice and easy.” He smiled and headed back into the crowd with Darren. Twisting around one last time, he yelled, “Then go home and remind QB how talented his girl is!” 
 
   The excitement swirling in my stomach barely outweighed the pain when he mentioned Gray. Gray had done this for me? Because he thought my music was beautiful. I gripped the bar rail until it was slick from sweat. Gray gave me Nirvana. And it wasn’t two days ago just to cover his ass. He gave him the mix weeks ago. After I’d done awful things to him, Gray rose above it all. 
 
   So why couldn’t I? 
 
   “Oh, you’re definitely going to need to celebrate.” 
 
   I glanced up to find Nick standing behind the bar. 
 
   “And I won’t take no for an answer.” 
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   Echols’s house was buzzing, but I was the stumbling dead stuffed into Echols’s grandmother’s armchair. Tina sat on the armrest, fingering the collar of my shirt. I let her. I would have pushed her off by now, but I missed being touched. Even if the hands didn’t belong to Sydney.
 
   “Get lost, Tina. You’re staining Grandma’s doily,” Chance said, pushing her long legs to the side. “You’ll have better luck with Fernando.” He jerked his head toward Fernando, who was surreptitiously sniffing his armpits in the corner, scoping out two brunettes in the dining room.
 
   Tina wrapped her arm around my neck and leaned in closer. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “Get lost, Tina,” I repeated Chance. “It’s not going to happen. Not tonight. Not ever.”
 
   Tina released my neck and slid off the armrest. “You’re a hack, Peters. No wonder that weird bitch left you high and dry. She saw right through you.” 
 
   Chance laughed as Tina stormed out of the living room. 
 
   “Don’t listen to her.” He sank down on the couch nearest to me. “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” 
 
   “She’s right,” I mumbled, lifting my keg cup to my lips. “She’s right about me. I’m a hack and I ruin everything.”
 
   “Well, right now you’re shit-faced, Peters. How many drinks is that, nine or ten?”
 
   Jerking my head toward Chance, I opened my mouth to speak.
 
   “Shut up, asshole. I know it’s eleven,” he snapped, glancing around the crowded living room. “You and Sydney are both idiots. You’ve been sitting here for weeks, pining over her. At the same time torturing her, and you think she’s going to forgive you right away?” Propping his feet on the coffee table, he tipped his cup toward me. “You’re both stubborn. Fighting over one night two years ago? What a waste.”
 
   Leaning my head back against the chair, I released a heavy sigh. “Fuck Nick Sharbus.” 
 
   Last night I’d spent sixty bucks buying Ashton Williams drinks. It was a well-known fact any man who drinks his weight in Cadillac margaritas would eventually tell you his life story. In this case, the story of Nick and Ashton getting the boot from the Northern football team. They were forced out after a series of underage hookups and unproven drug accusations. 
 
   “Penelope Sharbus is one hell of an attorney,” Chance said. “Nick’s just lucky he didn’t get kicked out of school.”
 
   Pounding my beer, I tossed the cup across the room. “He’s lucky he’s not in jail right now. Fuck Nick Sharbus.” I stood up and immediately fell back down in my seat. 
 
   “Ever notice how the walls in here are crooked? Would never happen with Union drywall work.” Lifting my arm behind me, I smashed my fist against the wall. “This is what happens when you choose the cheapest construction bid.” 
 
   “You’re drunk, Peters.” Chance jerked his head, signaling Fernando. “We gotta get you out of here. Gotta meet the Steelers rep tomorrow.”
 
   “Fuck Pittsburgh,” I slurred, trying to stand up again. As I began a slow-motion descent into the glass coffee table, Chance grabbed my arm. “Fuck football.”
 
   Chance laughed. “Fernando, let’s go, asshole!” 
 
   Fernando slung me around like two-year-old girl toting a rag doll, until eventually we arrived on Echols’s empty front porch. When we turned around, Chance was gone.
 
   “Wait here,” Fernando said, leaning me against the railing and wrapping my arms around the column. “Interlock your fingers.” When I didn’t, Fernando carefully wove my fingers together. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   The night is my friend, I thought, gazing up at the cloudless sky. Its coal-black soul engulfs me like something wide and coal black and engulfing. Yeah, that was good. I’d write that down later. 
 
   Not long after my prize-winning epiphany, a black car pulled up the street and stopped in front of the house. Who parks their car outside the party house? Amateurs. The passenger door opened, and I did a double-take, watching at least four Sydneys jump out of the seat.
 
   “Sydneys?” I mumbled, and on the third try, I let go of the post. All the Sydney’s stopped in their tracks and stared up to the porch.
 
   “Peters?” 
 
   “Sydneys!” 
 
   Warm and fuzzies washed over me as I stumbled down the porch steps. “Sydneys, you look like an exotic Greek goddess-eses.” Opening my arms, I walked over to her and slammed into the back door of the car.
 
   “Crap.” I moaned, clutching my shoulder. “Why’d you move, baby?”
 
   “I’ve been standing by the hood the whole time,” she said, crossing all eight of her arms. “Peters, you’re plowed. Where’s Chance and Fernando?”
 
   Moving toward her voice, I hit the curb and fell backward, smacking my head on the concrete sidewalk. As the Sydneys knelt down beside me, I heard another door close. 
 
   “Peters, what the hell are you doing out here?” She rolled my head to the side, and I felt her tiny hand touch my hair. “Shit, you’re bleeding.” 
 
   “I love you, Sydney, but you don’t love me.” I grabbed her arm, pulling her in close. “I have to tell you something. I wrote that letter, but I meant every word. You’re so talented, and when I’m in the NFL, I’ll buy you a radio station.” 
 
   I thought I saw a smile on her face, but it could’ve also been the scowl of a hellhound.
 
   “And you’re so short, Sydney. I’ll have all the radio station sinks and water fountains lowered five inches. Just for you.” 
 
   “Run inside and get Chance,” Sydneys said, and I followed her eyes to a tall, dark predator who deserved nothing short of Satan’s wrath. 
 
   “Sharbus?” I sat up and jerked my head from the Sydneys’ hands. “You’ve got some fucking nerve showing up here.” I turned toward the Sydneys. “Get behind me, baby.” 
 
   “Peters, what are you doing? Go home,” Nick said, leaning casually against his car. “Sydney doesn’t want you anymore, golden boy.” 
 
   “Nick,” Sydneys snapped. “He’s wasted and hurt. Go inside and get help.” 
 
   Red-hot rage took over every muscle as I looked up at his snarky smirking face and dumb nonprescription hipster glasses. 
 
   “I’m fine. Just help me up.” I raised a hand, and Sharbus grabbed it, pulling me up.
 
   Once I was stable, I glanced at my beautiful Sydneys, then back at the dirty-ass rapist.
 
   “You’re a fucking dead man.” Slamming my forearm against Nick’s neck, I pinned him to his car. Nick’s face grew red, and I made it purple as I punched him repeatedly across the jaw. 
 
   “Gray, stop!” Sydneys yelled from behind me. “What are you doing?”
 
   After two more blows, someone held my arm back, and I looked up to find Fernando pulling me away. He flipped me around, and I saw Chance and Sydneys standing on the lawn. 
 
   Chance winked and tipped a keg cup in my direction. “Atta boy,” he said. 
 
   “The fuck was that about?” Sharbus yelled, and suddenly, Fernando let me go and I dropped to my knees. When I twisted around, Fernando was holding Sharbus back.
 
   Crawling across the sidewalk, I huddled at the Sydneys’ feet. “He’s a rapist, Sydney.” 
 
   “Gray, shut up,” Chance warned. 
 
   “I don’t care if I get kicked off the team,” I yelled, turning to face Sharbus. “I don’t care about your confidentiality agreement with Northern, you coward. You can call your momma and get my ass sued. I don’t give a shit.” 
 
   I pointed behind me to the Sydneys. “I love her, and you ruined us. She’s not a dirty bitch, and she scores ten thousand on the pussy scale.”
 
   Sydneys gasped from behind me, and I turned toward them. “You heard him that morning, baby. Not me. I would never say those things.” 
 
   “Don’t listen to a goddamn thing he says, Sydney,” Sharbus yelled, and Fernando slammed him against the car. “And you’re right, Peters. You’re going to get your ass sued for slander.” He pointed to Sydneys. “I have a witness.”
 
   “Brittany Saunders,” I said, narrowing my eyes at Sharbus. “Ask him about Brittany Saunders, Sydney.”
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   Two years earlier…
 
    
 
   Gray’s door slammed shut, and I jerked my head off the pillow. 
 
   “Gray?” I said, letting out a yawn and twisting in the sheets.
 
   I must have dozed off when he left for water. Gray really took it out of me. But just thinking about him made me grin like an idiot. I was thinking if I kissed Mom’s ass for the next two months, I could convince her let me transfer. Reformed, polite Sydney would certainly be able to woo an uptight forty-five-year-old woman with a penchant for inflicting pain, right? 
 
   No? Well, I’d think of something. 
 
   All I knew was our chemistry was palpable. Not just on a physical level. Hell, we’d just talked for three hours about the dumbest stuff, but it was exciting. The dumb stuff is what you accumulate after several eye-rolling years with a person. We got it all out in one glorious night. 
 
   Closing my eyes, I smashed my face into his pillow, breathing in his scent again. 
 
   Two knocks came from the door, and I lifted my head, waiting for Gray to enter.
 
   “Quarter point on the pussy scale for that dirty bitch in there, but I took her to Pound Town. She’s learned her lesson.” A voice rang through the door, and I slid my hands to my ears, ready to slap myself.
 
   I couldn’t think. I couldn’t hear. Blood pounded in my ears as I jumped out of bed and grabbed my clothes. What am I thinking? Of course Gray was a douche. 
 
   Slipping on my dress, I felt the tears stream down my cheeks as I waited for Gray to walk inside, but instead, I heard footsteps fade down the hall. 
 
   Throwing open the door, I looked for the nearest exit. Fortunately, there was a set of stairs across from Gray’s room, so I ran up two flights in my bare feet and ran to the guest dorm room. 
 
   Don’t cry, Sydney. Or do it later. Not now. 
 
   When I entered, Megan was hugging Brittany, and Brittany was crying. She was in the same dress as the night before. Instead of asking what was wrong, I panicked and grabbed my bag from the foot of my unused bed. I had to get out of here. 
 
    When I heard an earth-shattering sob from Brittany, I turned around. 
 
   “What the hell happened?” I asked, slinging my bag over my shoulder, shooting a nervous glance at the open door. I wiped below my eyes, pretending to smear away some mascara, but I was about to explode. 
 
   “Brittany’s sick,” Megan said, stroking the hair from Brittany’s face. “She must have had too much to drink last night. I found her outside in the hallway this morning.”
 
   “Outside in the hallway?”
 
   Megan nodded.
 
   Brittany buried her face in Megan’s cardigan. “I slept with someone… I don’t remember why, but I don’t think I wanted to,” she said on a sob. “My underwear’s missing.” 
 
   “What do you mean you didn’t want to?” 
 
   “I think I said no, but he was so persistent, and when I tried to push him off, I turned and threw up all over the bed.” 
 
   Megan moved away, and I saw vomit dribbled over Brittany’s dress. 
 
   I’d just met these girls yesterday, and I had no idea what to say. I knew they were in high school still, and from my hometown, but not much beyond that. 
 
   I sat down on the bed, holding my bag in my lap. “Brittany, you have to report it. You’re underage, and it sounds like you may have been slipped something.”
 
   Hearing my words, Brittany cried harder. 
 
   Megan shot me a dirty look. “Don’t you think she knows that?”
 
   Pulling out my phone, I glanced down at the time. I could still make the bus into the city if I hurried. “Listen, you two don’t know me,” I said, standing from the bed. “If anyone asks you, you have no idea who I am. And don’t fuck around. I know where you guys go to school.”
 
   I felt awful threatening them. It was wrong. But my own humiliation won out over my sympathy for Brittany. Megan was there for her, right? What kind of comfort could I have offered to a total stranger? 
 
   Before I walked out the door, I turned back. “Don’t clean yourself up, Brittany. Go straight to the campus health clinic and file a report. Whatever you do, don’t let the asshole get away with it. Never let the asshole get away with it.”
 
    
 
    [image: 4.16.2015.Line2.jpg] 
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what he’s talking about, Sydney.” Nick’s voice shook. “Don’t listen to him.” Nick looked down at Gray. “I’m going to make sure you never play another game of football for the rest of your life, Peters.” 
 
   He wiped his arm across his bloodied nose. “Your two friends will back you up, but Sydney will tell the truth, right, Sydney? You’re fucked, Peters.” 
 
   Nick’s lip was cut and bleeding and his cheek was beginning to swell. He bowed his head, letting the blood from his nose drip onto the pavement as I dug into my bra. 
 
   “Nick, you’re all beat to hell.” I held my arm to him. “Come here. Let me take a look.” 
 
   As Fernando helped Gray off the grass, Gray let out a defeated moan and watched with glossy eyes as Nick approached me. Chance threw his cup into the lawn, crushing it heatedly under his foot. 
 
   I knew this looked bad. Like I was taking sides. But the only side I could take right now was Brittany Saunders, because in the end, the asshole got away with it. 
 
   Sliding off Nick’s glasses, I examined the bruising on his face, and he laid his chin on my palm. When I rubbed my thumb over his temple, he wrapped his arms around my waist. “That feels good,” he whispered, leaning his head toward me.
 
   “No.” I heard Gray groan from under Fernando’s arm. “Sydney, don’t.” 
 
   “Does it?” I whispered, letting Nick’s hands work their way up the back of my shirt. 
 
   Nick nodded just as the front door opened. Hearing voices, I drew back my fist and punched him in the face. Just once. For Brittany Saunders. 
 
   “Get the fuck off me, Nick.” I sprayed Mace in his eyes. “I told you not to touch me,” I yelled, intentionally shaking my body and putting on my best frightened chick face (Do I need to mention I was best French villager again? I don’t think so). 
 
   Nick fell on his knees, burying his face in his hands. “What the fuck, Sydney?”
 
   Fernando and Chance both gave me looks of absolute confusion, but Gray gave me a weary, lush smile. And damn it if I couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
   Leaving two girls giggling on the porch, a couple guys bolted down the front steps and stopped at my side. “What the hell happened?” one of them asked, raking his hand through his hair. 
 
   With a dramatic cry, I yelled, “We just pulled up and he started to grope me in the car.” (Insert Lifetime movie sob.) “I told him I wasn’t interested, but he kept going after me. They”—pointing at Fernando, Gray, and Chance—“tried to stop him.” 
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   “I feel like death.” 
 
   Fernando slammed down next to me on the couch, and I moaned. 
 
   “What happened last night?” 
 
   The whole party was spotty. I was browning out all night; I just remember glimpses. Tina touching me. Something about the engulfing black sky. And I think my face was too close to a toilet at one point. The last thing I remembered was dreaming about Sydney as a Hindu god. Eight arms and everything. 
 
   Fernando popped a pretzel in his mouth, and the crunch made my head nearly explode. “Well, you almost got sued for slander because you saw Sharbus and mentioned shit in his confidential lawsuit settlement. You know, the gag order.”
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Yes. And you also punched him repeatedly in the face, which would’ve probably been another lawsuit.” Fernando popped another pretzel, and I snatched the bag from his hands.
 
   “What do you mean would have?” Sitting up straight, I buried my face in my palms. “Dammit. Coach is going to be pissed.”
 
   “But,” Fernando added with a little more pep in his tone. “Your girlfriend saved your ass.” 
 
   “Sydney?”
 
   “No, Chance, dipshit.” Fernando rolled his eyes and flipped on the television. “Yes, Sydney. She clocked Sharbus in the face and sprayed him with Mace.” 
 
   “She did what?” Running my hand through my hair, I paused over a sore spot on the back of my head. “Is she okay?” 
 
   “Yep. She’s a smart one too, because when Echols and Berret walked outside with their girls, she totally freaked on Sharbus, claiming he groped her.” He softly laughed under his breath. “It was a good act. I’ll give her that. Echols knows Nick is a sleaze, so no one suspected she was lying.” 
 
   “I can’t believe she did that,” I said, feeling my lips move up to a proud smile. “Then what happened?”
 
   “You should get ready for your rep brunch,” Chance announced. Entering the living room, he plopped down on his bean bag gamer chair. “Your mom will be here in a half hour.” 
 
   I swear to God, Chance would make an outstanding secretary. You should see inside his closest. It’s a wall of Post-it notes ordered chronologically and color-coded for importance. He has the next ten years of his life mapped out. 
 
   “Shut up, Chance.” I focused back on Fernando. “What happened next with Sydney?”
 
   Fernando chuckled and grabbed the pretzels back, spilling a salty dust pile across his barrel chest. “Well, we all got in Chance’s truck and came back here. She helped you in the shower.” He gave me a wink. “She got in the shower with you, idiot. Bad time to black out. Then she dressed you and put you to bed.”
 
   Jesus had just smiled down on me and the gates of forgiveness had opened, flowing forth a stream of hope. Tucking someone into bed is a good sign, right? That means you still care about them. Well, enough to make sure they aren’t sleeping in their own vomit outside on the porch (It’s happened twice. Don’t ask).
 
   “Then I took her back to her truck,” Chance added, leaning back in his ridiculous chair. “I tried to tell her I wasn’t interested, but she’s got those long, slender fingers, and they just glide over your skin, you know?”
 
   Grabbing a pretzel, I tossed it at Chance’s head, and he caught it in his mouth. “Just messing, but she did say to tell you thanks for Nirvana and good luck in the NFL.” 
 
   “What?” 
 
   “Yeah, she said to tell you she wished everything could’ve been different, but it’s too late to go back and that you should find a trophy wife with small ears for the sake of your future children.” 
 
   “Who the hell told her I was going to draft early?” Standing very slowly from the couch, I felt my brain slam against my skull. “I’m not stupid enough to believe anything out of Chett Ramsey’s mouth. Sure, he tells me the Steelers are interested, but he tells fifteen other QBs the same thing. Ditch my senior season? That’s the most important one.” 
 
   “Then why are you going to brunch with him?” Fernando mumbled, rolling his T-shirt back down his stomach. “I don’t get it.”
 
   “He’s taking us to Palo’s for brunch. It’s hella expensive and it books four months out.” I started for the hallway. “Mom and I thought it would be funny. We’re gonna drink mimosas until his wallet cracks in half.” I grabbed my head, rethinking our plan. “At least Mom is.” 
 
   “Then what?” Chance yelled at my back. “You gonna finally man up and get your girl?”
 
   “Yes, she’s mine to torture,” I yelled back, now sporting a shit-eating grin. “Exclusively.” 
 
   If Sydney Porter thought she could save my ass with Sharbus, lather me up with soap (so pissed I missed that), tuck me into bed, and leave me for good, she had another thing coming. I wasn’t done fighting. I didn’t spend the last six weeks trying to make her life a living hell just to watch her walk away. Short of time travel, I couldn’t change our past, but I could sure as hell change our future.
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   “Three minutes ‘til break end.” Brian tapped the thick glass separating his office from my studio. “Almost through. Just stay on your game, Sydney,” he warned, slapping Gray’s fake letter against the glass as a threat.
 
   I sat behind my desk, spinning the little black recording box around the table. This little recorder. The one thing that would break Katharine’s hold over me but put me at the beck and call of Northern’s Greek Nazis.
 
   My fight for anonymity was all but gone. Why should I care? I had Nirvana, thanks to Gray. When Darren Waters offered me a DJ spot, Gray was the first person I wanted to share the news with. He’d ruined Sunday Lane, but he’d propelled DJ Sinister to her one true love—music.
 
   And what did Gray want? NFL? Maybe. To teach art? Sure. But I knew what he really wanted was for me to forgive him. Even if we’d never be together. I didn’t have to guess at that. He’d told me over and over as he puked into his toilet Sunday night. And several more times when I’d climbed into the shower with him so he wouldn’t slip and fall. I love you, Sydney, was the last thing he’d said to me when I tucked him into bed. 
 
   “Two minutes,” Brian yelled, pulling on his headphones. 
 
   I kicked the studio door shut so I wouldn’t hear him nagging me and looked up at the clock. Two minutes ‘til eight. I’d tucked Lily’s slip of paper next to the phone, and the numbers were taunting me to dial them. Hitting play, stop, then rewind on the recorder, I leaned back in my chair. 
 
   What the hell am I doing? How long can I keep up this charade? Do I even want to anymore? Blackmailing Katharine was enticing. I mean, she was begging for it, but where did that leave me? Playing games again. Making lives miserable. Hiding behind a radio personality for the next year and a half. Would giving into the Panhellenic’s wants secure my future? Or did it just confirm I was a coward? 
 
   Webster’s Dictionary defines a coward as someone who is too afraid to do what is right or expected. Someone who is not brave at all or courageous. 
 
   I’d always looked for the easiest way out of a problem. Even if it meant dragging the people I love through the dirt to get there. Even if it meant turning my back on something scary instead of jumping in head first. That, my friends, made me a coward.
 
   So in the end, would Sunday Lane, DJ Sinister, and Sydney Porter take the easy way out? 
 
   Was Sydney Porter a coward? 
 
   My head flew up when Brain tapped the glass again. He signaled the countdown with his fingers. Five. Four. Three. Two. One. Showtime.
 
   “Welcome back, Northern. Sunday Lane here. Still a beautiful Tuesday night in the Pacific Northwest. Can’t complain.” I snickered through the microphone. “Well, yes, I can. That’s what I’m here for, right?” Pulling away from the mic, I stared down at the recorder, grazing the buttons with my fingertips. “So I was thinking about it over break. Sunday Lane is sick of complaining all the time.” 
 
   Brian pulled his feet off the desk and slowly shook his head. 
 
   “I mean, it’s easy for her, right? She doesn’t really exist but between the hours of five to nine, two days a week. She gets to say whatever she wants with zero consequences. But let me tell you, my friends, there are always consequences to one’s actions. No one escapes that, and if they think they do, they are wrong. The guilt weighing on their shoulders will drag them down into the abyss. And not to get all biblical on you, but the truth,” I whispered into the mic, creating a pivotal moment, “will set you free.
 
   “So I’ll start with me. Three truths about Sunday Lane. Truth one. Her real passion is music, not talking crap over the airwaves. Truth two. Her real name is Sydney Porter. Do what you will to her. And truth three… and here’s the real kicker people…” I paused, closing my eyes. “Sydney Porter is in love with number twenty-four, Gray Peters.” 
 
   Brian went ape-shit in the control room. Throwing paperwork. Slamming his head against the filing cabinet. I hated to see him this way, but it had to be done. I couldn’t live with the pressure, and I didn’t want to.
 
   “Bonus truth,” I said over the mic. “Panhellenic, if you’re listening out there, Sydney Porter ain’t nobody’s bitch.” 
 
   Within my short life, I could count on one hand the number of times I felt truly brave. 1) Looking out for Jack throughout the years. 2) Holding my head high when my father’s casket descended into the earth. 3) Staying true to myself even when faced with Mom’s everlasting disappointment. And right now, putting my heart out there, because there was only one person I trusted enough to give it to—Gray Peters. 
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   Approaching my truck, I surveyed the tires. Not slashed. That was good news. I couldn’t guarantee they wouldn’t be tomorrow. No odd substance in the tail pipe. Also good news. I saw it when I settled into the driver’s seat. A note tucked under the windshield wiper. Rolling down my window, I grabbed it and took a wary glance at the empty lot. 
 
   Sydney Porter (alias Sunday Lane, alias DJ Sinister),
 
   I am aware of who you are and where you live. I have detailed notes and am willing fight with you until the end of days if you ignore my demands. This is just the first of many.
 
   In your backseat, you will find a box containing a dress. Wear this dress to the athletic dorm tonight. Wear it all night. No alterations. I will be watching. Look for the dumb jock in room 213 who is desperately, utterly, and dangerously in love with you. 
 
   XOXO,
 
   Micro-dick
 
   My hands had never moved faster. I grabbed the box from the backseat and opened it to find it was a blue dress. Similar to the one I had freshman year. Pulling it out, I held it to my nose, breathing in the soft cotton. My arms shook as I yanked off my jeans and shirt, quickly throwing the dress on over my head. And I was glad I had on my Chucks, because I was about to run. 
 
   And run I did. Weaving between the dark redbrick campus buildings, pushing through students chatting in the quad, until eventually, I arrived where it all began two years ago. 
 
   Catching my breath, I peered up at the athletic dorm, trying to regain my composure. My stomach heaved, turning my insides out with nervous anticipation. The night’s mist cooled my flushed cheeks, and mustering all my courage, I stepped into the building. 
 
   I paused in the front lobby. It was completely empty. No meatheads or groupies like there usually was when I visited Jack. The only sound of life came from above on the second floor. 
 
   Horrible music. 
 
   I listened for a few seconds before my ears started to bleed. That poor stereo! But a brilliant move on Gray’s part. He knew it would call to me like a wounded animal, begging to be put out of its misery. 
 
   It was in the elevator when the first clear rush of nerves hit me, causing my pulse to rise until I thought I’d faint. Don’t, Sydney. Now was not the time to falter. Now was the time to make it right. 
 
   The elevator doors sprang open to the floor’s recreation room. The same recreation room I was in two years earlier. It was decorated with the same hand-me-down Christmas lights from freshman year. Spotting the boom box in the corner, I ran toward it, shut it off, and whispered my apologies for Gray’s offensive taste in music. 
 
   When I turned, I noticed a small sign: Drink Me or Don’t was posted next to a punch bowl in the corner of the room. It was Jungle Juice. I poured myself a cup and leaned against the wall. The same wall where I was lured into a dorm room by a yogurt pickup line and promises of whiskey. Only there was no eighteen-year-old Gray across the room, awkwardly stumbling toward me, making my brain turn to mush with his charming smile.
 
   But there was a twenty-one-year-old Gray here. Waiting for me. 
 
   Peeking my head down the deserted hallway, I noticed red gummy bears. They were taped to the wall in an arrow formation. Following its direction, I saw a warm glow from room 213, Gray Peters’s old dorm room. 
 
   When I walked inside, Gray wasn’t there. But what was there took my breath away. 
 
   A shoebox full of crystals on the desk. Gray’s artwork taped to the walls, with one addition, the picture of me he drew at the beach. His guitar was propped in the corner. A bottle of Jameson sat next to his old desk lamp. A sign was taped above the extra dorm bed. Reminder: Push Away When Done Banging Chicks. 
 
   I felt tears slide down my face, and I lifted the hem of my dress, wiping them away. 
 
   It was freshman year again. It was two years ago, but right now. It was where we left off. Where our misunderstanding was created, but now it was our beginning. 
 
   “I’m back.” 
 
   Startled by Gray’s voice, I flipped around. He was standing in the doorway, wearing just his boxers and running shoes, holding two waters and an open bag of gummy bears. He was breathing deeply, like he’d just run laps, and he steadied his eyes on me, smiling cautiously. 
 
   “Took you long enough.” Wearing a grin so big it hurt, I sat on the bed. My hands trembled, and I held them firmly in my lap. “Two years is a long time to wait for a drink of water.” 
 
   “Two years?” He stepped inside, now with a smile matching mine. “I was only gone five minutes, Sydney Fu.” Handing me a bottle of water, he sat on the empty bed across from me. 
 
   He pulled off his shoes and was quiet, scanning me over. “And like I said, our conversation isn’t over.”
 
   The back of my neck flushed with heat, and I squeezed my hands into excited fists. “It isn’t?” 
 
   “No.” Carefully moving from the bed, he kneeled down in front of me. “I don’t want it to ever be over.” He grabbed my shaky hands and laid light kisses inside my wrists. When I felt his warm mouth on my skin, they stopped shaking, instantly recognizing the person who held them.
 
   “I plan on staying right here and fighting it out with you. I’m all in, Porter. And if I have to make your life miserable for another year, that’s what I’m going to do.”
 
   “I dunno, Gray.” My chest felt heavy as I gulped down a sob. I lifted my hands to cup his ears and gently tugged on them. “Are you sure you’re all in? Because we’re gonna fight.”
 
   “I count on it,” he whispered, rolling his stubbly chin against my forearm. “But we’re going to make up, too.” He raised an eyebrow, and I laughed.
 
   Then he scooted closer and wrapped his arms around my waist. “I heard you on the radio, Sydney. I was pacing around here, nervous as hell. Then you said you loved me, and I just coul—”
 
   “Of course I love you.” I slid my hands to his cheeks, rolling my thumbs under his watery eyes. “So much it kind of pisses me off.” 
 
   He softly laughed and buried his head into my chest, squeezing me to him. “You love me more than gummy bears?” he teased, jerking his head toward the open bag across the room. 
 
   “More than those gummy bears. I love the red ones, and you taped them all to the wall outside.”
 
   Gray tickled my sides until I started laugh-crying. Then he stopped and lightly pushed me down across the bed. He moved to straddle me, and I closed my eyes, expecting his hands to ride up my dress. 
 
   Instead, I felt his face hovering just above mine. “I love you, Sydney.” He gave me a light kiss on my forehead. “So you better get used to me being around.” 
 
   I nodded just as an embarrassing snort escaped. 
 
   “Good.” He kissed the tears from my cheeks. “Because you’re kind of my favorite person, and you’re the only girl I know with ears small enough to balance mine out in the gene pool.” He paused, laying a soft kiss on my lips, and I opened my eyes. “Plus, Sunday Lane told me you’ll be needing a bodyguard.” 
 
   “I’ll be needing an army,” I said on a laugh. 
 
   Gray smiled and leaned in, tracing my lips with his. “But I need a favor from you.” 
 
   “Anything.” 
 
   “I need you to stay.”
 
   I nodded again, giving him my silent promise. “Well, you’re in luck, because I just transferred here, and I’m not going anywhere.”
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   “Check under Gray Peters.” 
 
   The bouncer skimmed his metal clipboard. “Nope, no Gray Peters,” he grumbled, glancing behind me at the long line of antsy clubbers. “Any other name?
 
   Chance waited for me next to the glass double doors. He looked pissed. He was impatiently tapping his foot against the concrete, and I knew he was eager to get inside. He’d been coming here with me for weeks. Grumbling and reluctant at first, but once he saw what the girls wore here, he placed Nirvana on a special green Post-it in his closet. Green Post-its are top priority.
 
   “Try Snake,” I said, and the bouncer dragged a finger down the page. I turned toward Chance. “Where the hell is Fernando? He was supposed to be here fifteen minutes ago.” 
 
   Chance shrugged. “Said he was getting ready.”
 
   No sooner had he spoken, when a yellow cab pulled up and a certain chubby offensive lineman in a blue rayon pantsuit hopped out. Chance and I couldn’t keep straight faces as Fernando fingered the thick gold chains he was wearing, and he stepped up to the bouncer.
 
   “What the hell, Fernando? Did you rob a parachute factory?” 
 
   Ignoring my quip, he turned to the bouncer. “Fernando Cruz,” he said, wearing a confident smirk.
 
   The bouncer gave him a onceover and skimmed the list. “Yep, you’re on the list. Go ahead.” He glanced back to me. “No Snake, sorry, man.” 
 
   I growled and mumbled out the words, “Check under micro-dick.” 
 
   The bouncer smiled and raised an eyebrow. “What was that?” He cupped his hand behind his ear. 
 
   “Check under micro-dick,” I yelled over the noisy crowd, and an explosion of laughter came from the line behind me. 
 
   “Nope.” 
 
   “Man, come on. I’ve been coming here practically every Saturday for four months. My girl works here.” 
 
   He took a step back and chuckled. “I know, but you’re not on the list.” 
 
   Snatching the clipboard from his hands, I skimmed the page. “There I am.”
 
   “That says Gary Peters.” 
 
   “Yes, well, some genius messed up the spelling.” 
 
   “You calling me a genius?” He pulled his shoulders up, flexing his three hundred-pound frame.
 
   “Yes,” I squeaked out. 
 
   “Get inside, micro-dick.” He pushed me aside, and I made my way toward my boys. 
 
   “Seriously, Fernando, what the hell?” I tugged on his silky jumpsuit. It was already darkening with pit stains. “Did you order this from a hot air balloon catalog? Better stay away from open flames.” 
 
   “Yes,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. “Had some extra cash to burn.”
 
   Fernando was still sore over the doghouse party months ago. I’d ordered a keg and invited the entire second floor of the athletic dorm over just so Sydney and I could be alone. He stayed in his room for days, depressed because the hungry masses discovered the boxes of rocket dogs in the garage. I had to pay him back at market price.
 
   “Don’t tell me that cost you three hundred dollars.” I shook my head and followed Chance and Fernando into the club. “‘Cause you got suckered.” 
 
   Immediately, Sydney’s music hit my ears. Calling out my name. Not literally, but figuratively, because she played this mix for me last week, pestering me with a million technical questions. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I told her everything she does is magic and not to worry. That got me a playful swat in the gut and a long, satisfying thank you under the sheets. 
 
   But I wasn’t lying. It was magic. And the only thing more beautiful than her music was Sydney up in that balcony, jumping her little heart out to the roar of hundreds of fans. 
 
   After spying a group of near-naked girls, Chance bolted into the crowd. Fernando grabbed my arm, pulling me toward the bar. “Let’s get a drink. I’m nervous.” 
 
   We stopped in front the long concrete bar top, and Darryl gave me an acknowledging nod. 
 
   “Hey, Darryl, decided to change it up?” I asked as the steam punk bartender grabbed the whiskey off the top shelf. 
 
   He turned, glanced at Fernando with wide eyes, and grabbed three glasses. “Yeah, well, I fell asleep last weekend with my head gear on, and when I woke I’d nearly cut out my eyeball.” Turning to the side, he showed me a long gash next to his right eye.
 
   “I guess clock gears should be left on the nightstand,” I said, pulling out my wallet. “Those old-timey aviator goggles bring out your eyes, though.” 
 
   He pulled the goggles down over his eyes and winked. “You think so?” He shook his shotgun peg leg. “Doctor told me to stop wearing this too.” 
 
   “What? No way.” I pointed down at his leg. “What if the apocalypse happens? You’re as good as ready, man.” 
 
   “Don’t I know it.” He nodded and glanced up at the balcony. “Your girl’s been on fire tonight. Hers is on the house, as always.” 
 
   Fernando and I made our way up the steep steps toward the DJ booth. 
 
   “I’m so nervous,” he whispered, taking a quick sip of his whiskey. “What if they hate me?” 
 
   Bullet, the bouncer at the top of the stairs (Yes, Bullet… God, these bouncer names) said a quick hello and let us pass. Just like Sydney’s first time up here, Fernando stopped, gaping at the crowd. At least four hundred people below were dancing in rhythm to DJ Sinister. 
 
   I watched Sydney for a minute. She was back in baggy jeans and a tank top, with her dad’s trucker hat on and a low ponytail down her back. As she danced, it swished from side to side, offering me a glimpse of my favorite tattoo. Creeping up behind her, I wrapped my arms around her waist. Now familiar with my grasp, she leaned back and moaned, rubbing her hips suggestively. 
 
   “Bullet, really. I told you we can’t do this now. My boyfriend will be here any minute.” 
 
   I smiled and pulled her hair to the side, kissing just under her chin. “Bullet have moves like this?” I thrust my hips to her, and she laughed. 
 
   “No, he’s usually rougher with me.” She flipped around and wrapped her arms around my neck. “But he sure doesn’t kiss like you.” 
 
   I was in heaven for ten seconds, hungrily kissing the woman I hadn’t seen all day. Twenty-four hours was too long to be away from her.
 
   “Okay, I’m ready,” Fernando interrupted, pulling a pair of black shades from some unknown crevice. “DJ Crazy Cruz is in the house.” 
 
   Sydney tore from my arms and pulled an arm across his wide back. 
 
   DJ Crazy Cruz? Fernando was an idiot. A happy idiot. But still an idiot that was about to get his ass handed to him in front of hundreds. 
 
   “Come on, Crazy.” She led him toward the booth, and I took a step back, watching her orient him to the controller. When he finally nodded, she gave him a pat on the back and grabbed the mic. “DJ Crazy Cruz in da club! Laying beats for the next seven minutes. Be nice!” 
 
   Fernando settled into whatever groove he has, and she turned, running straight into my arms. She jumped and wrapped her legs around my waist, and we moved into the shadows against the balcony wall.
 
   “Excited to see me, Sinister?” I teased, running my hand over her tank top. I stopped when I felt something lumpy under her shirt. “What’s this?” 
 
   “Della sent it to me.” She pulled out a stone hanging from a chain around her neck. “It’s a moonstone. She said it’s for new beginnings and that everything—”
 
   “Everything is a part of a cycle of change.” I finished her sentence, brushing my lips against hers. “She sent me one too. And it’s for happiness,” I added, grinning down at her. 
 
   “Yeah, and for easy childbirth,” Sydney said, exaggerating a shiver through her bones. “She could’ve left that description off the note.” 
 
   I nodded. Probably a bad time to tell her Mom’s already planning our wedding on Pinterest. “Yes, she needs a new hobby, but I also hear moonstones make girls agree to move in with their boyfriends for the summer.” 
 
   Sydney smiled and dramatically rolled her eyes. “I was going to say yes anyway. Now that Allison’s gone, it’s lonely, and Jack wants his own space. Apparently, he doesn’t need his big sister around anymore.” 
 
   Allison had moved into Kappa Delta. Under new leadership, of course. Somehow a scandalous sex recording was slipped under the dean’s office door with an anonymous note. The evil reign of Katharine DeSonna came to an abrupt end. She was kicked out of the Greek system. But she was still around, scheming in the shadows. 
 
   I had to admit, I was scared for Sydney after coming clean over the air, but the repercussions hadn’t been too bad. A couple of slashed tires (luckily, she had an extra set) and a few empty threats from the Panhellenic, but she managed to obtain something she refers to as their “emergency exits,” so they backed off. 
 
   Mainly, people congratulated her. They actually agreed with the things she said, with the exception of her claims against #24 Gray Peters, or so I’d like to think.
 
    “Jack will always need his big sister, but when you have a girlfriend, especially as high maintenance as Allison, they seem to take over your life. You have to bring them coffee all the time. Buy them tampons from the st—”
 
   “That happened once,” she whispered, narrowing her eyes playfully. “And you bought the wrong thing.” 
 
   She was right. Did happen once. I sat on the grocery store floor for a half hour, reading the labels on all the boxes. I was upset Sydney was at risk for something called toxic shock syndrome, so I followed an old lady down the aisle and she showed me female incontinence products. I thought they did the same job. Turns out I was dead wrong. 
 
   “The important part is I’d do it again, Sinister.” I brushed her hair behind her ear.
 
   She laid her warm cheek against my chest. “I know.” Her soft voice was laced with emotion. Then she gave me a gentle squeeze. I knew that voice and I knew that touch, and I felt the same way. 
 
   Sydney was once my worst enemy but was now my best friend. She now was a regular at the middle school, teaching music to the kids while I taught art. She was my partner in crime and now in life… I know, cheesy. 
 
    “DJ Crazy Cruz isn’t half bad,” she said, reluctantly pulling away from me. 
 
   “That’s because he has a talented teacher.” I lowered her to the floor. “Who I happen to love. Think she’s cute. Has a nice rack. Enjoys horror movies and Pringles.” 
 
   “Always falls for dumb jocks,” she added, and I swatted her butt. 
 
   Fernando turned toward us and pointed to his headset, signaling the end to our seven minutes.
 
   “Time to get back to the grind.” Sydney grabbed my hand, pulling me to the booth. “Gonna dance with me? You’re getting better. Maybe this time you won’t end up riding a cab all night.” 
 
   She laughed as I circled my arms around her waist. “I dunno, but I suppose it’s better than wearing an Iron Man costume all night.”
 
   Wearing a fake frown, she poked me in the gut, but I saw that gorgeous smile tucked right underneath. I pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “But I love your devious mind.” 
 
   A full wicked grin erupted on her face, and she wrapped her arms around my neck, bringing me close for a gentle kiss. “And I love yours.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End.
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Devious Minds!
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